
districts of Udaipur, Jaisalmer and Jodhpur district. This process is likely to accelerate in times to come.Without going into the larger question of the rationality and viability of these plantations, we are here limiting ourselves to the specific question of the transferring of Orans or community forests lands for this purpose. Given the fact that Orans form but a small portion of listed wastelands, it is important that the advantages of conserving their present status be weighed carefully against the possible benefits that might accrue should they be converted into biofuel plantations. As is well known Orans provide multiple resources for local communities, among them pasture, fuelwood and water. They are also centres of biodiversity in a larger agrarian landscape.  Prima facie there are good reasons to believe that on counts of protecting local livelihoods as well as biodiversity the conversion of these community forests into biofuel plantations would be an unwise step. Furthermore although individual orans can be quite large, at an aggregate level their conversion into plantations would scarcely be a major scaling advance.

According to the Forest Department (Government of Rajasthan), there are about 25,000 sacred groves and other sanctified ecosystems in the state. They vary from 0.1 hectares to 500 hectares and are commonly known as Orans, and often protect watersheds and water source. Indeed, from a water conservation standpoint, Orans are hugely important for a state like Rajasthan, which accounts for 10% of the total area the country but has access to just 1% of the country’s water resources.  Work undertaken by Krishi Avam Paristhitiki Vikas Sansthan (KRAPAVIS) in Alwar district has shown that they are of major importance as perennial streams of water, as they harbour springs, acquifers and centuries-old man-made water storage structures.  KRAPAVIS's studies show that almost every Oran has a water body like johad, baori, tank, spring or well. For example, Garva ji ki bani in Alwar district has a large perennial water spring used for irrigation year-round.  A further example is Gopal Das ki Devbani, which has a very old and architecturally ornate “talab” (rain water harvesting structure).  Jugrawar ki Rundh Bani, Gujjawas ki Bani and several other Orans likewise have wonderful talabs.  Such dependable availability of water has been shown to be a major incentive for communities to use Orans in a sustainable manner.

There exist several examples of successful community-led Oran revival ventures which attest to the potential of such initiatives.  One such programme was the conservation of Aravalli Deovan in Udaipur, funded by a Japanese organisation and implemented by the Forest Department.  Another example is the 4E-model of sustainable livelihoods developed by KRAPAVIS (Ecology; Employment; Energy; and Economics), which functions through plantation and protection.  From an ecological perspective, Orans have flourished under the new conditions set in place through KRAPAVIS's project.  Positive changes include an increase in ground-water levels and water retention, an improvement in soil quality, increased vegetation cover and the reappearance of locally-extinct species.  The initiative also strengthens economic opportunities for local communities by establishing self-help groups (SHGs) for women, dealing with issues such as tree, plant and animal health, breed improvement and fodder management.  Minor non-timber forest produce, such as honey, ber (fruit), grasses for basket making and clay for pottery are sold in the market, which is an essential part of communities' overall livelihood strategies. 

TRADITIONAL INSTITUTIONS IN CONTEMPORARY CONTEXTS: AN INDICATIVE OPERATIONAL MODEL:
Community forests are a pan-Indian phenomenon, known by different names in all parts of the country. In the south in Kerala they are known as Kavu, in Maharashtra and Karnataka as Devrais and Devkadu, in Bihar as Sarnas, and in Megahlaya as Lyngdoh, to name but a few. There are local differences in institutional arrangements and of course in biodiversity composition, however they display a common feature, namely that they are all community-oriented in their use and management. Given this wide distribution and shared orientation it is important that we recognise and build on the strengths, taking into account the need for adapting to changing contemporary contexts.  

Three stages can be seen in the evolution of Oran and community contexts over the last half century or so. In the earliest stage the relationship between the Oran and the community seems to have been a mutually supportive and beneficial one. Local institutions were effectual and the resources of the orans met real community needs. In Alwar District, for instance, the upkeep of the Oran was the responsibility of a traditional village institution like Thain or caste panchayats etc. With the disintegration of local communities and institutions we enter the second phase. The modern institutions that have supplanted them, such as the official Village Panchayat, have displayed little interest in the management of Orans. This is also manifested clearly in the weakening of informal village institutions that held the community together. The stage is now set for the evolution of phase three, in which it is clear that conserving the resources of the orans from the biodiversity point of view is crucial, whilst also being evident that modern institutions need to include ecological issues in their portfolio of priorities, which they are lacking at the present.  

At the village level it is a fundamental right of the people to have formal institutions, such as those mentioned above, which have some legal teeth.  From the larger perspective it is evident that Orans are operating today in something of an institutional vacuum and indeed it is not clear at the present time what agency enjoys jurisdiction over the Oran and institutional design principles not apparent in Oran management

On the basis of KRAPAVIS’s experiences over 16 years of working with communities for the betterments of orans, it can be asserted that orans ideally should be in the legal purview of a separate local institution/body, such as an “Oran Panchayat” or a Village Biodiversity Management Committee. 

In order to develop traditional community forests under today’s conditions we must ensure that:  

1. Community forests contribute to the conservation of biodiversity in situ, whilst also evolving in response to contemporary needs
2. Community forests contribute to the livelihoods of local communities
3. Institutions are developed that are workable in today’s conditions
4. The role of NGOs in facilitating these processes be formalized

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS:

Keeping these aspects in mind it is strongly suggested that the following sets of amendments to the rules and enforcement of existing provisions be acted upon:

1. Orans should not be considered as ‘wastelands’ (in terms of land revenue classification), as is the case at the present time.  Rather, they should be clearly demarcated, and their legal status elucidated with a special revenue category pertaining to community forests.
2. Oran land should not be allotted for other purposes such as the establishment of Special Economic Zones (SEZ), the plantation of bio-fuels, construction work or allotment to weaker sections of the society for agriculture or housing etc.
3. The process of establishing a State Biodiversity Board should be expedited in order to have ‘Village Biodiversity Management Committees (VBMC)’ or an other such village level formal body in place. 
4. Given the fact that Orans are repositories of genetic diversity, often representing the only patches of primary jungle in otherwise denuded surroundings, it has been suggested that they be reclassified en masse either as Biodiversity Heritage Sites (in accordance with Section 37 of the Biological Diversity Act 2002) or as Ecologically Sensitive Zones (under the Ecologically Sensitive Zone Directive 1992).  However, it is crucial to remember that Orans serve not only as troves of floral and faunal diversity but also as vital components of village livelihoods, furnishing local populations with water, fuel and grazing.  As such the inclusion of Orans in either of the aforementioned categories is not a viable option, as the legislation for both Biodiversity Heritage Sites and Ecologically Sensitive Zones prohibits interference from humans and livestock.  For this reason, a new land revenue classification for Orans is essential.

In addition to the above, certain longer-term measures also need to be implemented:


Financial

There is a need for financial help to restore state’s 25000 existing Orans, which involve conservation measures such as tree plantation, the sowing of grass seeds, the use of water harvesting structures and checks for soil erosion.  (For example, in the year 2003-04, GoI launched the MGY scheme for the revival of Orans and grazing lands in ten districts of western Rajasthan, but the scheme crashed before taking off, most probably as a result of political issues. It is recommended that the State Government have this kind of scheme but not certainly in the same manner because lack participation of communities and NGOs)


Technical& scientific

Communities would need technical help in order to explore the ways in which Orans could evolve to meet contemporary needs, i.e. if the bio-diversity content of the Oran has to be re-generated, the biotic composition of the Orans will have to evolve to meet modern requirements. It is thus necessary to introduce and implement People’s Bio-diversity Registers (PBRs) for adequate documentation of the biological resources of the state. Orans being scientific importance area, Department of Science and Technology should take steps to conserve gene pool in the Orans.



Background Note and Policy Recommendations








BACKGROUND:


Common lands are an invisible resource from the point of view of revenue classification. The Rajasthan Land Revenue and Panchayati Raj Acts make no mention of issues related to common lands. However, from one perspective it can be claimed that the state has almost half of its total geographical area being put to community use, notwithstanding its specific legal and revenue status. Thus, if in addition to village commons and community forests, grazing and unculturable lands referred to as "wastelands" in revenue categories are also regarded as community accessed lands then the proportion of ‘common lands’ becomes very large indeed. Of the various types of community lands, perhaps the most significant are the community forests known locally as Orans or Dev Banis. It is quite surprising that despite their critical importance with regard to local livelihoods as well as biodiversity conservation there is considerable ambiguity regarding their legal status and ownership. This ambiguity has meant that in practice Orans have been nobody’s baby. Where the Forest Department has wanted to take an Oran over it has done so without hesitation; where local administration has wanted to distribute Oran lands they have done so without a thought; where local farmers have wanted to encroach upon Orans they have done so and had it legalized. Local entrepreneurs have also encroached upon Oran lands for mining. As a result the fate of these community forests has been decided by everyone other than the local community. The present note is submitted in the hope of removing sources of ambiguity in Oran classification and of promoting greater recognition of community interests and roles in Oran maintenance. 





There is also a more recent and specific concern that we wish to address in the present note. In 2007, The Government of Rajasthan passed rules under its powers conferred by Section 261 of the Land Revenue Act of 1956 to create a new law called "The Rajasthan Land Revenue (Allotment of wasteland for biofuel plantation and biofuel-based industrial and processing units) Rules, 2007". Since in revenue terms Orans are listed as wastelands this act has direct consequences for their future. Substantial amounts of lands have already been allotted for biofuel plantations in the 
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