
 
The Vanishing Forests from Satpuras! 

Kishor Rithe 
 
I can not see the death of our forests! During my routine travel through the forests of 
central Indian highlands i.e. the Satpuras, whenever I come across encroachments on 
forest land, my blood get heated.  If somebody does it out of need, I usually meet the 
tribal family, try to understand the socio-economics and help the family in coping up with 
the situation. But most of the time when it happens at a mass scale because of some 
policy decision of the state or central Government, then it provokes me to make some 
huge hue and cry. (At that extent, can’t do more than crying) 
 
It was May 1995, when I was traveling through the northern part of Melghat forests 
which borders the forests of Madhya Pradesh. I saw massive encroachments, few people 
girdling the standing trees, burning the stumps and extending their agriculture land. After 
investigation, it was revealed that the Government of Madhya Pradesh had issued some 
GR (F.16-21/92/SAT/2A dated 21st April 1994) regarding conducting a survey of 
encroachers who had done encroachments prior to 1980 and can be considered for 
regularizing the encroachments. But local politicians had misused that GR for winning 
the “votes” of tribals by saying that “you grab land, and I would make sure that it would 
be noted as “prior to 1980 in the Government record”. I asked an encroacher tribal from 
Tingrya village about his date of birth and he was unable to tell me even today’s date. 
After enquiring about the encroachment, he immediately replied that it was done prior to 
1980. (Actually it was one year old). The situation was similar in Palashya and other 
adjoining villages in south Betul division. I felt restless after seeing those mass 
encroachments. 
 
I decided to take out a “Save Satpura” foot march, just to highlight these encroachments 
in the forests of the Satpura mountains. We at NCSA prepared a preliminary note in 
October 1995 and circulated it widely among environmentalists and groups. Then it was 
decided to start a foot march to attract the attention of media, NGO’s and policy makers 
towards these encroachments. While preparing for the actual foot march, I personally 
conducted press conferences at Kolhapur, Pune, Nagpur, Amravati and several other 
cities. I also met with local groups and environmentalists like Bittu Sahgal, Vijay 
Paranjape (Pune), Pratibha Pande in Delhi and dozens of other prominent people. It took 
us next three months to reach this section of people, NGO’s and media. The march was 
scheduled from 26th January 2006. 
 
The Nature Conservation Society Amravati (NCSA) had planned the logistics and we got 
support of 40 people who promised to participate in this “Save Satpura” foot march. We 
rallied around 60 people from all sections of the society like media, Govt, NGOs and  
started walking from Chikhaldara in Melghat on 26th January 2006 and crossed villages 
like Semadoh, Makhala, Chunkhedi, Jarida, Bhainsdehi, Chandu, Mahupani and reached 
Betul on 4th February 2006 after walking the 160 km of distance through forested 



villages. Enroute, we had actually seen these encroachments and met villagers who had 
done this.  
 
Another group of our twenty friends had started walking from Pachmarhi and they also 
reached Betul on 4th February after observing encroachments in Dhain, Dhasai, 
Ratibandar, Podar, and Betul. There was a huge meeting held at the Sabjimandi in Betul 
where the march was concluded in the presence of social activists and media people from 
Betul. Mrs. Pratibha Pande had provided us with some of the maps and also suggested the 
marking mechanism. 
 
The reason behind these mass encroachments was simple and single. The Government 
Resolution issued by the Government of Madhya Pradesh dated 21st April 1994, saying 
that they want to know whose encroachments are prior to cut off date 24th October 1980. 
As soon as this notification reached district head quarters, the politicians started playing 
politics of land resource. They started conducting meetings just to say that their 
Government has brought out a notification and now they will get the pattas. Tribals 
started doing massive encroachments in Betul districts in anticipation that they MLA 
would help them in showing the encroachment prior to 1980. 
 
However at the same time, Mr. S. P. Dubey who was the then DFO Khandawa (now 
retired) called me up (after reading about our foot march) to inform us about the massive 
encroachments in his division as well and added that he was busy evicting them. His 
problem was how to stop people from cutting the forest. When there are more people 
“misguiding“ tribals that it is their right on the forest and if they cut it and say that it is 
prior to 1980 (and forest department force to believe), they will get the pattas,  
 
FC Act 1980 had put a full stop to encroachments 
 
However for the general reader I must mention that the Government Resolution (GR) was 
issued by the Government of Maharashtra No.LEN-1078/3483-G-1 Dt 27-12-1978 and 
another GR No.FLD-1079/1366 f-3 dated 12-9-79 about regularizing an encroachment 
made on the forest land during 1-4-1972 to 31st March 1978. These GR’s tried to 
regularize encroachments just to catch votes. Then the Government of Gujarat and 
Madhya Pradesh also issued similar GR’s, which was purely an attempt to sell forest for 
fetching votes. Somewhere it was also used for clearing the mega dam projects and hence 
during this decade, a major chunk of forest land came either under agriculture or water 
(Dam). Therefore, we lost the forest cover to a great extent.   
 
The late Prime Minister, Mrs. Indira Gandhi understood this misuse of powers by state 
Governments to win elections and had thus brought the FC Act 1980. After this the 
Government of India brought out many circulars to instruct the state Governments not to 
regularize fresh encroachments. Like the  circular No. 13-1/90 FP Dt.8-9-90 issued by 
Government of India, directing states to follow the guidelines while sending pre-25-10-
1980 proposals for clearance. Even the Supreme Court of India had given orders 
no.1778/1986 dated 28/10/1991 regarding the encroachment issue and helped to put a full 
stop to encroachments. 



 
2004 Lok Sabha Election: Again BJP played with encroachers 
 
It was 6th February 2004, when the BJP Government sanctioned many pending dams, 
mines proposals and also gave full page advertisements in newspapers that they are going 
to distribute lands to encroachers. 
 
During these pre-election months, I was at Yawal wildlife sanctuary, which is situated on 
the western part of the Satpura Mountain, located in Jalgaon district of north Maharashtra 
and also borders the Khargaon district of Madhya Pradesh.  
 
Encroachments had come up all around the sanctuary. There were five villages inside the 
sanctuary like Jamnya, Gadrya, Usmali, Nimdya, Garbardi and a labour camp Langada 
Amba. The only road which could help the forest staff to reach any corner of the forest 
was from the east to the west or vice versa, Pal to Langada Amba. All these five villages 
are along this road which is a metal road with an exception of some 4 km black cotton 
soil stretch. 
 
The sanctuary was much difficult for forest protection for the reason that the adjoining 
forests in Khargaon district of Madhya Pradesh is degraded and under heavy pressure 
from encroachers, so these villagers keep their eye on Yawal for timber and MFP. 
 
The majority of the community in Yawal sanctuary is Barela people and few families of 
Pawarya in the surrounding forests (who are also known as robbers). Both the 
communities have great affection towards agriculture land and ready to even die, if any 
officers try to evict their encroachment. Some people prefer to go Jail happily but request 
forest staff to book an offence on forest record in the hopes that they will be able to get 
their claim, after say 20 years. (When some Government will take the decision of 
regularizing encroachments prior to say 2003 or now 2005 as per the Tribal (?) Bill etc.) 
 
I went to the adjoining Madhya Pradesh part and found many Barela and Pawarya 
hutments constructed in last two years, tilling land near villages Talavadi, Amba, Dhup, 
Kahu etc. They admitted that “the MP forest staff has instructed them not to do any more 
encroachments now”. I asked a Barela man, Tukaram about Government policy on 
encroachments (without disclosing my identity). He replied that the Government has 
assured them that they will get the pattas (land they encroached) if it is prior to 1980. On 
asking about the situation here, he replied that many of our relatives have encroached 
only in the past 10 years. When I asked the villagers of Amba- “but you came here just 
two years back? They replied, yes we have our houses at Amba but now need more land 
and water (pointing finger at  Aner river close-by at less than 100 meters.)  
 
I (along with the BNHS team) visited compartment 109 of Yawal sanctuary, the last 
compartment which is bordering the Devziri range of (Forest Development Corporation 
of Maharashtra) FDCM, and then later on went to see Khairkundi, 21.35.193 N/ 
075.53.264 E/ 489M (border of 163, 164 FDCM compt), Nilpani. At Khairkundi again 
we found 8 hutments constructed by a Pawarya person named Zagadya. FDCM had 



allotted them the work of bamboo felling, indirectly supporting encroachers. At Nilpani 
also, we heard, that there is one hut and a person named Virma Pawarya living there with 
his family. The forest guard said that they came to the sanctuary many times for 
encroachment. 
  
However when they were booked by the sanctuary staff and their timber seized, they 
offered bribe to the staff. When some dynamic young Guards rejected the bribe and 
booked them, they threatened the staff. Next time they started pelting stones and injured 
the staff. Although the guns issued to the staff were found very useful, but the Staff can 
fire only up to 100 meter while they climb up the hills and throw stones up to 200 meter 
(by Gophan, a stone throwing belt). ACF Mr. Ajay Pillariseth, prestigious Kailash 
Sankhala fellowship winner, was posted here (in 2004) and he started conducting training 
programs on forest protection for the staff. Another ACF Mr. B. D. Wagh had started 
giving training of stone pelting and bow- arrow through local Barela villagers of 
sanctuary. This force of local Barela villagers was found effective against MP Pawarya 
encroachers. 
 
And then the Melghat Pattern came in: 2000 to 2006: 
 
When the order of eviction of encroachments dated 03 May 2002 came from New Delhi, 
there was a large hue and cry from tribals (and nontribals who were actually illegal 
owners of these lands). The politicians wanted to halt the eviction process, but since the 
orders were an outcome of the Supreme Court proceedings, no state Governments could 
think of ignoring it although they were more worried about their tribal vote bank. 
 
There was a cabinet meeting in Mantralaya Mumbai to discuss the solution on how to 
stop the eviction process. Amravati Collector Manisha Verma suggested three tier 
structures at the village, Taluka and district level to check the claimants. The Government 
of Maharashtra saw a ray of hope in this solution, at least for halting the eviction process. 
The CM Maharashtra immediately pronounced this solution as the “Melghat Pattern” and 
the media published the news items that the Government of Maharashtra would follow 
the “Melghat pattern” for deciding the genuine claimants (pre 1980 encroachers). 
Actually there was no such “Melghat pattern” or model in existence, that day. The 
Collector Amravati immediately started working on the idea right from day two to show 
this model to the politicians. 
  
The collector initiated the process in the villages of Melghat and came out with a number 
of genuine claimants as well as encroachers which are prior to 1980. However, the Forest 
department did not agree with these claims as their records were telling something 
different. According to Forest department many encroachers who grab the forest lands 
after 1980 were shown as “genuine claimants”. The final proposal of such claimants for 
regularization of forest encroachments in existence prior to 1980 was prepared by the 
district Collector finally in July 2003. The committee found total of 828 eligible 
claimants from 91 villages. The area eligible for regularization covers 1,172.03 hectares 
of forestland. Later on Collector Amravati issued certificates to these “genuine” 
claimants that they are entitle to get these lands, if Government of India permits.” 



 
However then CF Amravati alleged that the revenue department has not considered his 
forest record at all while working through this three tier committee process. However the 
Collector Amravati admitted in her report to Government that around 50% claims were 
found false but she forgot to suggest some measures to immediately evict those. 
 
My observations in Melghat: 
 
The majority of Melghat’s tribal population consists of Korkus, but Gonds, Balais and 
Gawalis are also scattered in the 58 villages in the MTR. The Korkus were brought to the 
area by the British about a century ago, as labour to assist in forest harvesting work. At 
this time, they were given some land ‘pattas’ for agriculture to meet their food 
requirements. The Gawalis, however, were and continue to be dependent on their cattle as 
well as agriculture to make a living. Considering the typical geographic situation, these 
villages were settled by the British in the available flat areas near the rivers. These were 
also ideal herbivore habitats, frequented by gaur, chital, sambar etc.  
 
Over the years, as the human and cattle population of the villages increased, more 
agricultural and grazing land was required to sustain the growing population. This led to 
cases of illegal encroachments on forestland, often even in the tiger reserve. Thus 
encroachment on forestland has become a serious issue in the tiger habitat around MTR. 
Increasing encroachments are slowly threatening the contiguity of tiger habitat at many 
places. 
 
Every year, the MTR administration books encroachers who claim that their 
encroachments are old and has existed prior to the cut off date of 24th October 1980.  
 
However the procedure set up by the state Government and the temporary certificates 
issued by Collector Amravati to encroachers has given the impression among villagers 
that encroachments can and will be regularized time to time. As has happened in the past, 
this has again led to a fresh spate of encroachments. 
 
I also come across with such encroachments, every year. Following are some of the 
pictures of these encroachments. 
(See  pictures below) 

  
The encroachment was done on 3-7-2005 when our team reach village Tarubanda village.  



 

 
Forest staff watching the offence as they can not do against SKA supported tribals as SKA has 
threatened to book the staff under Atrocity Act. (NCSA activists also were with the forest staff during 
this incident) 

However the Samaj Kranti Aghadi (SKA), a political organization has been spread in 
Melghat since 2000. Mr. Mukund Khaire leads the organization. He has established his 
network in every village of Melghat and his people gives false promises to tribals and 
also provoke tribals to do encroachments. Tribals believe that they will get the lands upon 
which they are encroaching. Forest department have found the involvement of SKA and 
their members in many cases including encroachments, poaching, poisoning and fires. 
But as Mr. Khaire use pressure tactics and have very high political connections, 
department use to prefer not to touch him. There was a serious confrontation at Khatkali 
village where Forest department even sought help of state reserve police force. (See 
pictures attached below) 
 

                            
 
These pictures were taken at 6.30 pm in May 2005 near Khatkali Village. SKA told the entire village to 
grab the forest land. 
 
However he regularly protests (almost every month) to pressurize the Collector, 
Conservator and other district authorities. However last summer, the Forest department 
finally registered an offence against Mr. Khaire and his organization, under the India 
Forest Act. He got arrested but later he organized a huge protest and pressurized the 
Government to release him and withdraw the case. But this case taught him many 
lessons. He admitted before the Judge that he won’t provoke tribals in future to illegally 
cut down the forest. 
 



                              
 

                              
Pictures taken on Kund-Rangubeli road near Rangubeli village on June 18, 2006 at 7 am. Offence 
registered by MTR authorities. 
 
With the Tribal Bill in news, in July 2006, he again started a hunger strike with few 
tribals at Collectorate Amravati to allow them to till the land as the same collector office 
had issued certificates to tribals that their encroachments are prior to 1980. He was also 
demanding a promise from Melghat Tiger Reserve authority that they won’t evict any 
encroachers. However the Guardian Minister told him through the media that he can give 
the orders of “shoot at sight”, if somebody would try to cut down the forest. Finally he 
got the message and last month he decided not to pursue the issue of encroachments in 
future. However his supporters in Melghat have now formed another group and decided 
to follow up on the issue. (Press clippings are attached) 
 

                                
 
In September 2005, there were massive encroachments in Dhakna,Dhargad ranges of MTR and Akot 
and Dhulghat range of west Melghat division of Amravati circle.                  



                              
These recent press clippings (July 2006) has exposed the politics behind encroachments in Melghat. 
 
Our strategy to stop encroachments: 
 
There are a few encroachers in most villages. We need to inculcate a degree of 
community policing and social pressure on those who might be tempted to encroach. 
There is a need to educate the wider community of the fact that encroachment cases tie up 
the department and its staff in legal proceedings, filing complaints, registering offences 
and court cases. This in turn prevents them from supervising employment generation 
work, affecting many others in the village who would otherwise have got employment. 
This argument can help build community pressure on those that routinely carry out 
encroachments. There is also a need to explore other means of income generation for 
these encroachers like we have been providing in Melghat Tiger Reserve. But these 
efforts are time consuming and such notification discussing the issue of regularization of 
encroachments and the bill like THE SCHEDULED TRIBES AND OTHER 
TRADITIONAL FOREST DWELLERS (RECOGNITION OF FOREST RIGHTS) 
BILL, 2006 hamper the entire conservation movement and take the process towards 
destruction. 
 
After THE SCHEDULED TRIBES AND OTHER TRADITIONAL FOREST 
DWELLERS (RECOGNITION OF FOREST RIGHTS) BILL, 2006 : 
 
The present form of Bill has lifted the ceiling from 2.5 ha and it has now been made 
accommodative for other forest dwelling communities. As per the information received 
from various states, approximately 12.50 lakh hectors of forest land is under 
encroachment, which we will loose after this bill.  
 
The members of gram sabhas sit in judgment on their own cases. There is fundamental 
absence of safeguards and exclusion of judicial review. The three tier village, district 
committees for regularizing encroachment is eyewash. The process was conducted, on 
this basis, in Amravati district of Maharashtra and revenue officers and politicians 
collectively had declared it "very successful" without doing any independent evaluation.  
Forest officers had no say and their forest land record was ignored by "Village 
committees". However the members of the panchayat who had decided the person 
“encroacher”, lost the friendly social atmosphere of the village. 

 



The poor populations (tribal and non-tribal) which have not encroached or made claims 
on forest lands, and may suffer from other injustices; they will now suffer from 
deforestation. After the Bill, they will feel themselves great looser. 

 
60% of tribals in Central India depend on forests for source of food, water and fodder(for 
cattle). Though their land holdings are less, there is water in the village streams because 
of rich watersheds. After the Bill they will have more agriculture lands but loose the 
precious water because of deforestation of watershed.   
 
Once the bill comes, remaining section of forest dwelling communities would overnight 
encroach upon forest lands to claim it prior to December 2005. 
 
Hence I firmly say, on the basis of my past 15 years of experience that the present Bill 
will be the end of our forests at least in the Satpura landscape.  
 
 
The author of this article is working in the Satpura landscape for its conservation since last 18 years. He 
is Founder of Nature Conservation Society, Amravati and Satpuda Foundation. 
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