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Introduction

The Scheduled Tribes and Other Traditional Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights) Act, 2006, also called the "Forest Rights Act", passed on December 18, 2006 and notified into force on December 31, 2007 is a historic legislation which will supposedly free the forest dwellers and workers from the bondage and exploitation at the hands of forest department, timber lobby and other private interest. The law bestows upon them title rights, use rights, relief and development rights and forest management rights. Prior to passing of this law all the matters related to forests was governed by the colonial forest laws, which bestowed the forest department with immense power and control not only over the natural resources but also over the people and animals within those forests. Forest Department till today continues to be the biggest landowner in the country. This has become possible due to the fact that even though India has lost a substantial area of forest cover since independence, due to application of colonial forest laws anybody cultivating such deforested land is still an encroacher and is often exploited and violated by the forest department. This has largely meant that millions of scheduled tribes and other forest communities have never had any rights to the land they have occupied for generations. Hence, supporters of the Act claim that it will redress the "historical injustice" committed against forest dwellers, while including provisions for making conservation more effective and more transparent and bestowing dignity and right to livelihood.

Passing of this Act saw major demonstrations in the country from various quarters – forest dwellers, forest workers, forest rights activists, tribal activists on one side and forest department and the environment conservation lobby on the other. The conservation lobby claimed that passing of Act will lead to massive forest destruction and should be repealed. Similarly, Forest Department vociferously opposed it since they saw it as a challenge to their supremacy and authority over the forests. Since, the settlement of forest lands and exact surveys has not been carried regularly by the forest departments those living in these areas are completely at the mercy of forest department. In fact, in this area numerous instances of harassment, evictions, extortion of money and sexual molestation of forest dwellers by forest officials, who wield absolute authority over forest dwellers' livelihoods and daily lives, has been recorded. It is no wonder that the statement of objects and reasons of the Forest Rights Act describes it as a law intended to correct the "historical injustice" done to forest dwellers by the failure to recognise their rights.

Even though there are lacunas and problems in the Act but it is no doubt that it is a historical legislation and has been welcomed by the two leading fronts of the people’s movements who lobbied for the Act – National Forum of Forest peoples and Forest Workers (NFFPFW) and Campaign for Survival and Dignity (CSD). After the passing of the Act, it took considerable uproar in the Parliament and massive protests across the country that finally it was notified on December 31 2007 and on January 1 2008 the Rules for the Act - which provide the procedures for implementing its provisions - were also notified. It’s more than a year and half and the implementation of the Act has met with tough resistance from the forest department and bureaucracy which still continues to be structurally feudal. Today also there are very few States where the law has begun to be implemented largely due to pressure from the people’s movements and support from the political parties. One of such states is Uttar Pradesh, where Mayawati Government has taken effective steps towards implementation of the Act. However, in the neighboring State Uttarakhand government has been hostile to the communities and struggle for implementation of the Act is ongoing. 

Even though the efforts at implementing the Act is on, it will be worthwhile to study the processes underlying it and look critically at the claims of the Act. The Act also comes at a time when other significant empowering legislations have been passed by the same government, such as NREGA and RTI Act. It also comes at a time when there is a growing need for land and access and exploitation of natural resources. At the same time it also comes at a moment when due to the economic reforms there is a larger distress in the rural India which is in the grips of unemployment, migration, hunger, debt and mired with poor infrastructure. The government is under tremendous pressure, primarily due to electoral and democratic compulsions, to deliver justice and relief but also at the same time meet the aspirations of a growing middle class and demand from industries. The pro-poor legislations and policy majors are all aimed at striking a balance between these differing compulsions and demands. On the global level, climate change and justice has become a major issue and has begun to appear at various global negotiations and platforms. This research is proposed in such a context and in the region of Uttar Pradesh and Uttarakhand with these objectives in mind :

Objectives 
The claims to correcting historical injustice are a welcome step for a population which has been the largest victim of development in modern India. By an estimate, post independence in 50 years 60% of the total displaced population in the country is that of tribals who constitute the majority of forest dwelling communities. The research would explore the process of implementation of this Act in the region, justice delivery mechanism and the extent to which it can correct historical injustices. The research would also focus on the changes which this Act will bring in to the property relations, idea of property and forest itself and in longer terms impact it might have on their geo-cultural existence. The third line of enquiry would be the extent to which this Act is in conflict with the other simultaneous acts and policy developments. Overall the research hopes to look not only in to the past but also in the future and how this will change the society and polity in the forests in coming times. 

Methodology 
· Detailed field survey in select areas of Uttar Pradesh and Uttarakhand.
· Through direct participation in the meetings of the popular struggles in the region.
· Detailed interviews with the community members, activists, forest officials and other actors.
· Consulting already published material on the notions of forest, property relations and territoriality.
