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Abstract

The article critically examines the dynamics of
community resistance to deforestation in India,
focusing on grassroots movements against industrial
incursions and for sustainable forest governance.
Based on case studies like Chipko Movement, Silent
Valley Protest, Hasdeo Aranya Anti-Mining
Movement, and Niyamgiri Hills Resistance, the
central position of local communities, especially
women and indigenous groups, is brought out in the
analysis of forest conservation. The analysis has
shown how green activism converges with
Gandhian notions of trusteeship, non-violence, and
moral custodianship of commons. It also critically
examines the efficacy of legislation like the Forest
Rights Act, 2006, and the Compensatory
Afforestation Fund Act, CAMPA, in empowering
people and ensuring equitable forest governance.
Concluding, the paper outlines how community-
based conservation might be enhanced by
highlighting  the need for  participatory
policymaking, gender-sensitive governance, and the
incorporation of traditional ecological knowledge.

Keywords: Community resistance, Deforestation,
Grassroots movements, Gandhian ethics, Forest
conservation, Indigenous rights

I. Introduction
Deforestation in India is an example of the
complexity involved in deforestation as there is an
irony in which official figures show positive gains
in terms of forests whereas satellite figures show
massive loss. It highlights the importance of
understanding the factors affecting forests.

Global and Indian Context of Deforestation

On the global scale, deforestation is playing a very
important role in climatic change, as the loss of
sizable forests has been seen mainly in tropical
areas. In India, it is compounded by increasing
urbanization, mining, and use of forestland for

developmental initiatives. For example, Assam lost
3,400 sq km of forest cover between 2001 and 2024,
leading to the release of 174 million tonnes of
carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases. Times
of India, 2025; Dialogue Earth, 2024

Importance of Forests for Climate, Biodiversity,
and Livelihoods

Indian forests are amongst the richest in the world in
terms of biodiversity, with a large percentage of
global plant and animal species. They play a very
important role in regulating climate and water cycles
and providing livelihoods to millions, especially
rural and indigenous communities. Loss of forests
threatens not only biodiversity but also the socio-
economic well-being of such groups.

Link to Gandhian Principles and Grassroots
Activism

The struggle for forest conservation has thereafter
been very much illustrative of Gandhian principles
of nonviolence, trusteeship, and self-reliance in
India. The Chipko and Silent Valley protests are
instructive examples of how grassroots activism,
often by women and indigenous groups, can
challenge exploitative practices and articulate
sustainable  resource = management  (Oxford
University, 2023).

Deforestation in India: Trends and Drivers

Historical Overview of Forest Cover Changes

India's forest cover has seen ups and downs over the
years. According to the Forest Survey of India, the
total forest and tree cover of the country was
estimated at 827,357 square kilometers, which
forms 25.17% of the geographical area. It has
increased by 1,445 square kilometers compared to
the previous assessment in 2021, with 156 square
kilometers added to forest cover and 1,289 square
kilometers to tree cover. Significantly, states such as
Chhattisgarh, Uttar Pradesh, Odisha, and Rajasthan
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have marked considerable gains in forest and tree
cover during this period.

Economic, Political, and Industrial Drivers
Various economic and industrial undertakings are
the driving factors for deforestation in India.
Mining, especially in states like Jharkhand and
Chhattisgarh, has caused considerable deforestation.
For example, Jharkhand, with close to 28% of its
area under forest cover, has to strike a balance
between mining activities and environmental
protection. Efforts have been made to enhance
greenery through afforestation and sustainable land-
use practices coupled with livelihood programs that
have empowered local people. Press Information
Bureau, 2024

Social and Ecological Consequences

The impacts of deforestation in India are very
serious. Ecologically, the loss of forests contributes
to less biodiversity, disruption of water cycles, and
more carbon emissions. For instance, India lost
18,200 hectares of primary forest in 2024,
contributing to about 68 million tonnes of CO-
emissions (Press Information Bureau, 2024).
Socially, communities relying on forests for their
livelihoods face displacement and the loss of
resources, leading to socio-economic challenges.

Gandhian Perspectives on Forest Conservation
5.1 Trusteeship and Sustainable Resource Use
The principle of trusteeship, postulated by Mahatma
Gandhi, states that people and communities are
supposed to act as custodians of resources for
collective good rather than for profit-making. This
principle extends to natural resources and their use
in a manner that is sustainable and equitable.
Indeed, as posited by Gandhi, wealth and resources
must be gainfully employed for the benefit of all.
Most of this very closely speaks to ethical forest
management. Gandhi (1949); Manjunath, 2021

5.2 Nonviolence and Environmental Satyagraha
The philosophy of nonviolence that Gandhi laid
down embraced all living beings and stretched
further to include the environment. This principle
subsequently inspired various environmental
movements in India, such as the Chipko Movement,
where local communities resisted through
nonviolent means against the commercial logging of
forests. Their moral and ethical grounding reflects
Gandhi's insistence on the intrinsic value of nature
and the necessity for peaceful activism.

5.3 Ethical Stewardship of Commons

The Gandhian notion of ethical stewardship upholds
the interrelationship that exists between man and
nature and, therefore, also in protecting the common
resources such as forests, rivers, and other
ecological commons. This basis of thinking has also
influenced contemporary environmental policies and
grassroots conservation efforts in India, ensuring the
practice of sustainable resource management (TERI,
2022; Singh, 2019).

Case Studies of Community Resistance

6.1 The Chipko Movement (Uttarakhand)

The Chipko Movement was initiated in the early
1970s in the Garhwal Himalayas of Uttarakhand.
The villagers, especially women, embraced trees to
save them from being felled by contractors. This
non-violent resistance took inspiration from the
Gandhian  principles of non-violence and
trusteeship. It aroused national publicity and led to a
15-year ban on tree felling in the region, influencing
future environmental policies in India.

6.2 Silent Valley Protest (Kerala)

In the 1970s, plans to build a hydroelectric dam in
Silent Valley rainforest in Kerala threatened to
submerge a pristine tropical ecosystem. A wide
people's movement supported by scientists, students,
and activists was mobilized in opposition to this
project. The effort culminated in Silent Valley being
declared a national park in 1984, thus preserving its
unique biodiversity and setting a precedent for
community-led conservation in India.

6.3 Hasdeo Aranya Anti-Mining Movement
(Chhattisgarh)

The Hasdeo Aranya forest in Chhattisgarh is one of
India's densest forests and was threatened by coal
mining operations. Indigenous communities and
environmental activists organized protests to prevent
the destruction of their ancestral land. Despite police
repression, their resistance led the Chhattisgarh state
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legislature to adopt a resolution against mining in
the area, declaring it a mining-free zone.

6.4 Niyamgiri Hills Resistance (Odisha)

Dongria Kondh tribe of the Niyamgiri hills of Orissa
resisted the bauxite mining by Vedanta Resources.
Their resistance, which was spiritually motivated
and their rights as per Indian Forest Right Act, was
successful as far as they got a landmark decision
from the Ministry of Environment & Forests,
denying the permission to mine.

Role of Women and Indigenous Communities in
Forest Conservation

Leadership in Forest Protests

The fight for forests in India has always been
women-led and tribal-community-led, with protests
against deforestation and unsustainable practices
being generally spearheaded by them. In 1998,
Jamuna Tudu, also called 'Lady Tarzan,” mobilized
the Van Suraksha Samiti in Jharkhand to fight
against illegal logging. Her efforts have been
instrumental in mobilizing local communities to
protect forests from exploitation. Times of India,
2023

Ecofeminist Interpretations

Ecofeminism is an understanding of women's
contributions toward environmental conservation,
born at the intersection of ecology and feminism.
Generally, women from indigenous communities
possess traditional ecological knowledge passed on
through generations within their communities. This
knowledge is crucial in the management of
resources in a sustainable way, as well as in the
conservation of biodiversity.

Intergenerational Knowledge and Cultural Links
to Forests

To indigenous peoples, forests are spiritual entities
with deeply held cultural connections. An example
is that, in Odisha, the Dongria Kondh people
opposed bauxite mining by Vedanta Resources by
asserting their rights to the land under the Indian
Forest Rights Act. Their opposition therefore
illustrated again not only the key role of indigenous
knowledge, but also the elements of culture in forest
conservation, as reported by Survival International
(n.d.).

Policy and Legal Frameworks in Forest
Protection
Forest Rights Act, 2006: Recognition and
Challenges

Passed in 2006, the Forest Rights Act (FRA) aimed
to resolve historical injustices done to forest-
dependent communities through acknowledging
their rights on lands and resources. However, due to
problems in implementation, it could not live up to
its progressive provisions. The literature review
revealed that although the FRA has been very
helpful in empowering the indigenous people, there
were problems like delay by the bureaucracy,
unawareness, and opposition from  forest
departments  which  prevented its  proper
implementation (Adivasi, 2020).

Compensatory Afforestation Fund Act
(CAMPA): Issues in Implementation

To handle the money collected for compensatory
afforestation, the Compensatory Afforestation Fund
Act, abbreviated as CAMPA, was formulated. But a
set of issues like underutilization of funds, lack of
suitable land, and ineffective monitoring has dogged
its effectiveness. To illustrate, Haryana managed to
utilize only 55% of the Rs 1,000 crore sanctioned
for compensatory afforestation from 2019 to 2024,
leaving Rs 450 crore unspent. Despite plantation
drives over 5,000 hectares, the state's forest cover
saw a minimal increase of just 2,800 hectares
between 2019 and 2023, according to the Forest
Survey of India (Times of India, 2023).

Key Provisions and Criticisms of the Forest
(Conservation) Amendment Act, 2023

The Forest (Conservation) Amendment Act 2023
amends the Forest (Conservation) Act, 1980, a
legislation aimed at simplifying the procedures for
diverting forest land for non-forest purposes. Key
provisions include: Certain land-use exemptions:
Under the Act, forest land along with rail lines or
public roads maintained by the government
providing access to habitation or rail and roadside
amenities up to a maximum size of 0.10 hectare
have been exempted from the purview of the Act. -
PRS India, 2023

* Expansion of Permitted Activities : It expands the
list of activities permitted to be undertaken on forest
land, and thus may facilitate infrastructure and
development projects.

Critics point out that such amendments will result in
escalating levels of deforestation and damage to the
efforts to conserve this and other ecologically
sensitive areas. Shillim Institute, 2024
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National Forest Policy, 1988: Objectives and
Implementation

The National Forest Policy, 1988, embodies the
spirit of gaining environmental stability and
ecological balance, conserving the country's natural
heritage, and meeting the basic needs of the rural
and tribal populations. The policy aspires to increase
the forest and tree cover to one-third of the total
land area of the country.

Despite these objectives, there exist problems at the
implementation  level:  inadequate  funding,
encroachments on forest land, and lack of
coordination among agencies. Planning Times, 2021

National Action Plan on Climate Change
(NAPCC): Forests and Climate Change

The NAPCC includes details of eight missions out
of which one is sustainable agriculture. Even though
it is not a mission related to forests alone, its focus
is on sustainable land use and forestry practices as
an essential part of combating the effects of climate
change. Planning Times (2021)

Challenges to Community Movements
Bureaucratic Hurdles and Implementation
Delays

However, environmental movements that are mostly
community-based encounter significant obstacles in
terms of bureaucracy that hinder the success of such
initiatives. In one instance, for example, the Forest
Rights Act (FRA) intended to empower forest-
dwelling communities did not succeed due to
bureaucratic problems. Consequently, communities
are not in a position to exercise their legal rights and
therefore  experience conservation injustices.
Adivasi 2020

Conflict between Conservation and Development
In most instances, conservation efforts often conflict
with development endeavors. Such conflicting
situations are detrimental to the efforts of
communities. The creation of protected areas further
reduces the chances of local communities accessing
natural resources that have been their survival
source for many years. Consequently, there is a
conflict between the need for conservation and the
livelihood needs of communities.

Corporations' Influence and Land Grabbing
Community-led conservation is often undermined
by cases where corporations encroach on forested
areas. Large-scale industrial developments such as
mining and plantation schemes lead to the
displacement of indigenous communities and the
destruction of important ecosystems. Such
developments are usually done under the guise of
development with little regard for the interests of
local communities (Achanta, 2015).

Climate Change and Environmental Degradation
Climate  change  aggravates  environmental
conditions, especially affecting the communities
dependent on the environment. Change in rainfall
patterns, occurrence of extreme climatic conditions,
and transformation of the ecosystem makes the lives
of such communities even difficult. The
communities do not possess the ability and security
to deal with such changes, thereby making them
more vulnerable to environmental degradation.

Misinformation and Media Representation

The media has the capability to shape the image of
community movements and gain public support, but
the misinformation and bias in media representation
creates confusion among the people regarding the
aims and activities of the community movements.
Thus, the media needs to report about the issue in an
unbiased manner.

Role of Women and Indigenous Communities in
Forest Protection

Women's Leadership in Forest Conservation
Indian women have continued to fight for the cause
of forest conservation. To cite an instance, Lady
Tarzan has been leading the movement for
conservation of the Indian forests since 1998 by
setting up Van Suraksha Samiti in Jharkhand to stop
indiscriminate cutting of trees. Her efforts illustrate
the importance of women in  grassroots
environmental activism. Times of India, 2023

The community management of forests in
Uttarakhand has involved the use of women to
conserve forest resources sustainably. The women
also transfer traditional ecological knowledge to the
coming generations. (Tropenbos International,
2020)

Stewardship  of
Communities

The indigenous communities like the Dongria
Kondh have succeeded in protecting their forests
against industrial mining projects in Niyamgiri hills
of Odisha by exercising their rights under the Forest

Forests by Indigenous
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Rights Act of 2006. The case illustrates how the
indigenous communities manage the forests through
integration of spiritual, cultural, and ecological
knowledge.

In Madhya Pradesh, forest-dwelling communities
have been able to secure their rights over minor
forest produces and grazing in specially demarcated
areas. It is an important lesson on the need to
recognize the community rights at the local level in
the management of forests.

Challenges Facing Women and Indigenous
Groups

Notwithstanding the crucial nature of their
contributions, both women and indigenous groups
face a myriad of hurdles in gaining access and
control over formal decision-making structures, red
tape, and a variety of other challenges arising due to
development projects. The Forest Rights Act of
2006, intended to facilitate and support these
communities, is beset by delayed and incomplete
implementations, thus limiting their rights (Adivasi,
2020).

Towards  Climate  Justice:
Community-Led Conservation
Integrating Local Voices into Policy

Despite being at the very frontline of climate change
impacts, India's forest-dependent communities have
historically been marginalized in environmental
governance. The FRA, which came in 2006, was
thus a key milestone for the recognition of the rights
of these people. However, there has been erratic
implementation, and communities continue to be
excluded from decision-making (Rights and
Resources Initiative, 2022). For effective climate
action, there is an urgent need to strengthen
community participation in policy formulation and
implementation.

Strengthening

Gender-Responsive Forest Governance

The gender disparity in the governance of forests
has been a continued concern. Though policies like
FRA acknowledge their rights over forest resources,
actual involvement in forest management has
remained few. Several studies conducted on forest
policies in India revealed that most of the policies
were gender-blind and had minimal provisions for
active women involvement in decision-making
ScienceDirect, 2017. The foundation of climate
justice relies on equal opportunities for women's
representation and voice within forestry governance
arrangements.

Recommendations for  Sustainable Forest
Management

The following should be recommended in order to
enhance sustainable forest management and climate
justice:

1. Effective implementation of the Forest Rights
Act: Full implementation of FRA can help
communities in taking care of and managing forests,
thus achieving better outcomes on climate change.
(The Wire, 2023)

2. Supporting Community-Led Restoration Efforts:
Policy should support community-led forest
restoration initiatives and thereby recognize the
traditional knowledge and practices of the local
communities (Down To Earth, 2020).

3. Integration of Indigenous Knowledge: Inclusion
of indigenous knowledge systems into forest
management will enhance biodiversity conservation
and resilience against climate change. Down To
Earth, 2024

4. Capacity Building and Awareness: The training
and awareness given about climate change and
sustainable practices can be extended to the
communities to empower them to take proactive
measures in forest conservation. This is in
accordance with the Rights and Resources Initiative
(2022).

II. Conclusion

Community-led forest conservation in
India represents an essential intersection between
the environment and social justice and introduces
Gandhian ideas of non-violence and trusteeship. The
case studies, such as the Chipko Movement, Silent
Valley, Hasdeo Aranya, and Niyamgiri Hills, reveal
the ways in which people's resistance is capable of
protecting the ecosystems and questioning
sustainability — particularly Guha, 2000; Singh,
2019; Survival International, n.d.

The role of women and indigenous
communities in those movements is that of
leadership, preservation of ecological knowledge
and advocacy for sustainable forest resource
management.  Research  proves that such
communities face a number of difficulties today,
including bureaucratic delays, pressure from
corporations, and gender discrimination that restricts
their opportunities to influence the process of
governance and policymaking.

Enhancement of climate justice through
forest conservation will require integration of the
voices of the locals into the process of decision-
making, respect for indigenous rights, and
promotion of gender-sensitive policies. It will be
necessary to value the participation of the
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community and use its knowledge to ensure
sustainable forest management in India.

activism,

Finally,
ethical

community
supportive

synergy — among
guardianship, and

policies represents an ideal model for managing the
forest resilient to climatic conditions. Future efforts
shall need to revolve around governance that is

inclusive,

and empowering the disadvantaged

communities while incorporating Gandhian ethics
into environmental strategies to guarantee both
social and ecological justice.
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