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INTRODUCTION:  

In the long history of the advancement of humankind, we have achieved a phase where through 

quick speeding up of science and development, we have developed the capacity to change our 

condition in innumerable courses and on a striking scale, through several laws, legislation and 

forest policies. The forest policy and administration has been a subject of significant discussion 

and struggle ever since the British established a Forest Department and sanctioned enactments 

relating to forest service in the nineteenth century. The North-east, which is known for its 

unblemished beauty, lush green forests and rich biodiversity, is at a risk of getting depleted 

perpetually. The general population of the area who live in the proximity with nature is seen to get 

distanced from nature and natural resources essentially the land and woodland resources and 

experience a risk to its condition and occupation akin to nature.2 

This paper examines the recent developments in the relation to forests and their use and governance 

in the North-Eastern parts of India. In the recent past, the State’s control over the forest in this 

region has systematically eroded people's right over their resources, posing a threat not only to 

their livelihood, but also to the delicate balance which rural and forest-based communities 

traditionally maintained with their natural environment. For the majority of the population in the 

region, the forest is not only a source of food, fuel, fodder, medicine, and timber, but also the abode 

of their tutelary spirits and deities; sacred beings that protect them from diseases, pestilence and 

otherworldly afflictions. Thus the state's appropriation of their rights over forest does not simply 

mean the erosion of their economic base alone, but also an onslaught on their culture and tradition.3 

The paper also discusses how the recent development due to the high ecological and economic 

value of trees left the tribes in the region with little room to exercise their traditional rights over 

forests have left them disturbed. Both, in the colonial and post-colonial period, the notion of rights 

contested issue between the local community and states exercise of the power to govern rights over 
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the land. History, however, reveals that the bottom line of forest policies, present and, past, is 

revenue rather than the conservancy of trees for than the conservancy of trees.  

GENERAL PROFILE OF THE REGION:  

North East India constitutes an important ecological region in the country. Also known as the land 

of the seven sisters, a metaphor for its seven states- Arunachal Pradesh, Assam Mizoram, Nagaland 

and Tripura, the region houses over a hundred tribal communities characterized by diverse 

linguistic, political and religious backgrounds.4There are a number of arrangements provided in 

the Constitution for the administration of the region.  

 

The system of administration in the North Eastern Region differs in important ways from that 

which prevails in the rest of the country. The states of Meghalaya, Mizoram of Assam are placed 

under the Sixth Schedule; Nagaland is governed by Article 371 A5. The latter provides that 

notwithstanding anything in this Constitution – no Act of the Parliament in respect of (i) religious 

or social practice of the Nagas (iii) customary law procedure, (iii) administration of justice and 

(iv) ownership of land and its state of Nagaland. Article 371 G6 provides similar safeguards to 

Mizoram. Interestingly, though Mizoram comes under the sixth schedule, still additional 

safeguards are provided in the state. This Article 371 G was incorporated in the Constitution in 

1986 when Mizoram was elevated from a Union Territory into a fully fledged state. 

BIOLOGICAL AND NATURAL RESOURCES: 

In addition to its cultural plurality, the North East is also generously endowed with natural 

resources. The region is known for oil, minerals and water energy. Its biological kingdom boasts 

of a wide variety of floral and faunal life, many of which are enlisted among the endangered 

species.7 

The vegetation differs from rich evergreen forests in the lower scopes to snow-capped and sub-

alpine woodlands in the blended timberlands and meadows in the middle zones. In spite of the fact 
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that the time of human settlement and moving farming has left their impact on the eco-system, the 

highland-mean proportion and communication has retained its natural legacy. According to Toky 

and Ramakrishnan, approximately 50 percent of India's forest cover is in the North East Region. 

However, increasing population pressure and the extractive process of development, particularly 

by the last two decades, has begun to exact a heavy toll on the environment.8 

FOREST COVER: 

According to an official estimate based on satellite images, the north-eastern region has 1,63,799 

km2 of forest, which is about 25% of the total forest cover in the country. The management of the 

forest has suffered in the recent past due to pressure on land, decreasing cycle of shifting 

cultivation, exploitation of forest for timber and lack of scientific management strategy. The age-

old practice of shifting cultivation has been a single factor responsible for the forest and land 

degradation, thereby changing the landscape extensively. About 0.45 million families in the north-

eastern region annually cultivate 10,000 km2 forests whereas total area affected by ‘jhumming’ is 

believed to be 44,000 km2. Degraded secondary forests, bamboo thickets, and weeds or simply 

barren land dominate today’s ‘jhumscapes’. 

 

Further, the problem got worse through the indiscriminate felling of trees to satisfy the ever-

growing hunger of industries surviving on forest products such as paper and pulp, plywood, 

matchstick, etc. There is an urgent need of policy measures to undo the massive losses to the green 

cover of this region. Unlike other regions of the country, administrative control regimes of forest 

cover in the Northeast is different. A large part of the forest in this area falls under the category of 

open forests with a crown density of 10-40% and only a few areas qualify as dense forests i.e. of 

a crown density of 40% or higher. According to 1995 estimates, these states, including Arunachal 

Pradesh, Assam, Meghalaya, Manipur, Mizoram, Nagaland, and Sikkim accounted for a loss of 

791 sq. km of forest area in two years viz. from 1993 to 1995. There emerges a dire need in 

environmental policies to incorporate strict principles to make reparations for the damages and 

laws for preserving these natural resources for the future. 
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DEVELOPMENTS IN THE RECENT PAST:  

Not long ago, Northeast part of India was a thriving economic zone in the world. Northeast India 

was at the forefront of industrialization in British India. With the partition of the Indian 

subcontinent in 1947, the Northeast became isolated, at least economically, from rest of India, and 

gradually surrendered to an inward-looking economic regime with broken transportation networks. 

The resulting aftermath of partition is well known.9 

 

Forest Landscape Characterisation in Northeast India: 

In a project entitled ‘Biodiversity Characterisation at Landscape Level in North-East India using 

Satellite Remote Sensing and Geographical Information System’ various forest vegetation types 

were classified and mapped with high accuracy using satellite remote sensing technology (Anon., 

2002). The project is a pioneering effort to create a geospatial database on vegetation cover types, 

fragmentation, disturbance regimes, and biological richness. The landscape ecological principles 

have provided insight into the natural and human indices factors, which may bring dynamics in 

the forested landscape of the region. Twenty-one forest vegetation cover types and seven 

associated forest vegetation types were mapped. 

 

Temporal changes in Meghalaya 

The forest cover of Meghalaya has been decreased during this time period. The degradation 

activities viz., shifting cultivation, clear felling of forests for timber, and mining has altered the 

natural landscape to a great extent. This has resulted in fragmentation of the landscape and loss of 

many endemic species of the state. There has been a significant increase in landscape variability 

during 1980 – 1995. The land transformations result in the alternation of natural habitats. These 

changes have brought in impacts like fragmentation, loss of biodiversity and degradation of sites. 

Spatial presentation of landscape dynamics can be used to infer disturbance regimes horizontally. 

Higher land cover dynamics have been observed in Garo hills showing more alternations in the 

                                                           
9Dr Prabir De, “How government can help Northeast India re-capture its past glory”, Economic Times, 18 October 

2017, available at: https://blogs.economictimes.indiatimes.com/et-commentary/how-government-can-help-northeast-
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landscape during the study period. For example, unique plant species such as Cycas pectinata and 

Dipteris wallichi were lost in Meghalaya. Also, species such as Diospyros undulata, Nymphaea 

pygmaea and Sageretia hamosa are still considered extinct and luvunga scandens is thought to be 

locally extinct. 

Large scale deforestation – Sonitpur (Assam) 

One of the most aggressive large-scale deforestations in the foothill region of Eastern Himalayas 

has been found to take place in the Sonitpur district of Assam. The spatial distribution of different 

forest types from 1994 to 2000 show that very valuable forest cover area is being converted to 

agricultural land. The reduction in total forests is more from 1999 to 2000 that was observed from 

1994 to 1999. 86.75 sq km (1.70%) of the forest area has changed from 1994 to 1999 while 145.44 

sq km (2.86%) has changed from 1999 to 2000. The massive change in the forest cover is due to 

human-induced practices and unsound forest management activities. It is the highest rate of 

deforestation recorded in the managed setup. Even the community participation in these regions 

has failed to affect the protection and conservation of the area. The changes have not only impacted 

the cover attributes, but also the biodiversity of the area. The expected loss in the biodiversity is 

quite significant.10 

 

Impacts of Shifting Cultivation 

In one of the international initiatives TREES – II, the shifting cultivation practices in northeast 

India have been assessed. The three test sites in Arunachal Pradesh, Nagaland, and the Barak valley 

were compared between 1991 and 1996. It is revealed by the study that area under permanent 

agriculture has almost been constant; the increase is only in semi-permanent agriculture, 

witnessing an increased extent of shifting cultivation in the region. In a shifting cultivation 

landscape, the bamboo invaders and later is replaced by the secondary forest. In the past with 

sufficiently long fallow periods of 20-30 years the system was sustainable, but with the reduction 

in the fallow period of as low as 3 years in recent times, the situation has attracted the attention of 

decision-makers and planners. However, due to the human pressure and ill management practices, 
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not only the primary forests, but also the secondary forests are being cleared. There is an extremely 

frequent change of mosaics in a non-forests, natural vegetation and vice-versa, showing that re-

growth of forests is almost nil and since existing forests are also decreasing, the threat to which 

the forests are being subjected to is of immediate concern. 

TOWARDS A NEW FOREST POLICY FOR THE NORTH EAST: 

Now, the forest area of North East India has experienced human occupants of varied nature 

resulting from either the decision of taking refuge on the tradition-directed strategies for survival 

and development of the forest environment.11 Whatever may be the driving forces, most of the 

forest villagers have evolved their livelihood based on principles of traditional subsistence 

strategies and the transformation caused by various internal as well as external processes from the 

very past. In conclusion, the forest area is degraded day by day with the abuse of natural resources 

and thus the policies of biodiversity conservation should be changed in view of long-term 

conservation practices.12 

 

The study of forest resources, goods for the livelihood impact of indigenous society on the 

establishment of forest area should be evaluated and policy should be prepared in such a manner 

that traditionally associated forest villagers could be benefited from the conservation and 

management of biodiversity of forest cover. Moreover, for the cause of some of the indicators 

those collectively present a gloomy picture of the ecological security of the forest area. Therefore, 

through some conservation and sustainable management policies which can be generated to 

mitigate the problems at various spatial and temporal levels by an appropriate understanding of 

the emerging situation to evolve the right kind of action and plans for conserving the forest 

ecosystem and minimize current environmental problems would be possible.13 
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Journal of Refugee Studies, [2013], Vol.16 No. 1, available at: https://doi.org/10.1093/jrs/16.1.44 (last visited on 9 
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13N.H. Ravindranath and R. Sukumar, “Impacts of Climate Change on Forest Cover in India”, Vol.75 No.1, The 
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Hence, it is needless to say that a strong regulatory framework can, undoubtedly, go a long way in 

effectively dealing with the environmental and policy-making problems arising in the now and in 

the near future and bringing about their adherence in accordance with the rest of the country.  

 


