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Introduction
Coinciding of celebration of 40th year of country’'s
independence and centenary celebrations of one who authored
its post-independence development strategies, offers a
unique occasion to look back on owr performance 1in nation
building and its gustainability. The country can take

credit for its remarkable performance in the field of
agriculture, industry, infrastructuwre and social services.
However the introspection also reveals substantial gaps and

failures in ouwr performance and several visible and
invieible costs in terms of negative side effects of
development strategies. cnvironmental degradation is one of

the side ~ffoote which represent a maijor component of @ cost
of development gains.

- Detericration of the land resowces 15 oOne of the key

indicators of environmental degradation. lLand or land
respurces  could - be hbroadly defined to cover not only
physical surface, topography,  and s0il structure but also
the complex system of interactions between soil, water and
vegetation. Nature and degree of these interactions as well
as soil structure, moisture retention level,  fertility and
overall potential for bio—mass production gradually change
overtime as a part of natural process. The process of change
especially in the negative direction is accentuated by man’s
interventions through a variety of land uses. This is more
so in the environmentally fragile areas such as mountaineous
areas with steep slopes and arid/semi—arid lands, as they
are slow and weak in their adaptation to pressures and
interventions. India abounds in such areas. Sustained and
productive use of these areas requires proper understanding
of their limitation and greater care while using them. This
seems to be lacking in India despite our planned approach to
national resowce management and repeated exercises in

perspective planning during last four decades.
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Historically, land—-extensive usage patterns in
ecolngically fragile areas got eveolved in the contest of
lower population pressures and their relative isolation from
the main stream market situations. Howevear , of late the

situation has . reversed. The new pressures generated not .

only by population and market forces but also by public

policies and programmes, have led to more intensive uee of

the land resources, which 16 heyond their usage capacities.
The consequences = include physical degradatioh of
resource base reflected through increased land slides and
soil erosion; silting of water courses and drying of gi-ound
water sources, and deteriocration in quality and quantity of
vegetative resources. Declined yield and increased
instability of bio-mass production from the fragile areas
are immediate conseguences. This has mot only disrupted the
survival systems of direct dependents on these resourceEs but
have adversely affected other better off areas naving

physical, hydrological, botanical, and economic linkages .

with the fragile areas. (ICAR 1977)

The resource user i.e. farmer (including pastoralist) is
often blamed as immediate agency responsible for over-

exploitation and degradation of land resowrces. Howewver , -

this igrnores the policy and programme framework of the state
—- the ultimate custodian of nation’s land resources — whiach

_:directly or indirectly induces the land user 's decisions and
actions. In the following discussion I highlight some of

the features of the above framework which seems to have
contributed to degradation of land resources especially in
the environmentally fragile areas of India. The paper
attempts to raise some issues rather than present a
statistical reportage.

For our purpose the land related public policies and
programmes in India could be grouped into three categories.

(i) LandA distribution policies and programmes = which
transfer ownership or usage rights to the land users.
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(ii) Policies and programmes to Quide and enforce land usage
- as required.

(iii)Development policies and programmes directed to upgrade
and protect the production potential of land. '

Land Distribution Policies and FProgiramhess

Foellowing the introduction of land reforms in practically
all the states during the early 1930s, public lands

“including Fural common property resources, were distributed

[ -2

ol



to the people on large scale (Jodha 19864). . The process

continuos even  today. In the context of wide spe.-ad
landlessness and state objective of land to the-tiller, viis
was  unavoldable. However, the  key Ffeatures of these

programmes having direct relevance to land degradation are
as follows.

(i) The policies and programnnes were strongly welfare
ariented and completely insensitive to use capabilities
of most of the sub-marginal lands which were
indiscriminately privatised for crop production.

(ii) The policies implied choice for easy option on two
accounts. Firstly, having failed to get swplus land
through enforcement of land ceiling laws, the state
resorted to cwtailment and distribution of mostly

public lands . which were sub-marginal lands,
traditionally kept under forest, grass etc. Secondly,

having failed to generate alternative sources of
employment thirough industrialisation and other

activities, the state found it easy (as much as
possible) to help additional population by privatising
public lands.

(iii)The policies involved aiﬁtributimn of  land rights-

without - any - provision of ‘usage obligation’'from the .=

people. In other words, new land ownhers had no
obligation to adopt land uses and practices suited to
the conservation and protection of land. Consequently,
the privatised lands were put to uses beyond their use
capabilities.

{iv) Finally, the land reforms were refaorms more in welfare
sense.” There were no reforms in terms of new options
and  methods for using land and its protection against
degradation. Neither technological nor irstitutional
support were created to induce people to use lands
according to their suitability and within the limits.
To conclude, the land distribution policies were
insensitive to land itself. Moreover, land had to bear
the brunt of both population growth and failure of
state policies with respect to land ceilings and
alternative employment opportunities. __ These factors
contributed to land degradation significantly.

sUsage Regulation: '

Uﬁége regulation is key to prevent degradation of land
resources. However, the Indian situation in this respect is

-
o



characterised by the following:

(i)

(i)

(i11i)

(iv)

Usage practices on private lands, as mentioned garls ry

is a matter of free will of the land user. There =
neither policy frameworlk nar operational mechani sms 0
induce or  entforce usage patterhs which suit
gapabilitieﬁ and health of land resources. There

be some exceptions such as the irrigation command are.
o some pilot project areas where attempts to regulat
land use aire made. Thus, by and larqge the ke
regul ators of landuse in India are market forces anda
subsistence pressures. They have led to increased use-
intensity and reduced diversity in  land use even in
ecologically fragile zones. '

Regarding public lands including village commons, Somne
legal framework invelving formal and administrative
arrangements  to regulate the usage does exist in some
areas. However, for the operational purposes, beyond
giving some authority to village panthayats there are
hardly any guidelines. For several political reasons,
panchayats rarely enforce their authority, except when
usage regulations are linked to receipt of grants from
the state. :

The provisions wherever they exist, are too formal and
administrative and they do not  encourage people s
participation. ' -

Firnally, the introduction of formal and legal measures
has disrupted the traditional, informal arrangements
for regulated use of village common lands (Jodha 198%5) .
This has led to over exploitation and degradation of
these resnurces. '

To sum up, the absence of usage regulation is a major
gap of state policies regarding land in India. Its
consequences hardly need mention.
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Land Development Proqramnes @

By land development we mean upgrading the land. resouwrces for
higher and sustained productivity. Accordingly land
development programmes in India can be put  under twa
categories, (i) creation of irrigation facilities, and (ii)
il conservation, reclamation programmes.

(1) Irrigation Development: This is an age old approach to
enhance land productivity all over the world. India is
no  exception to this. Without  underrating the
country’'s achievement in this field, it may be
mentioned that in spite of the inseparable role of land
and  water in plant growth, the water developnent
policies in India are largely insensitive to land
component  of  the irrigation projects. This is
reflected by indifference or inadequate understanding
of land problems in both catchments and command areas
af irrigation  schemes. Soil erosion and silting of
dame and waterlogging and salinisation (due to drainage

problem) of command areas have been the consequences of

above factors in several idrrigation projects in  the
country (Irrigation Commission 1972) Emphasis on high
intensity irrigation as against protective irrigation
to cover larger argas especially in arid and semi-arid
areas ie another factor responsible for the above
problems (Jodha 1979).

In a way present irrigation approach which ignores
potential land problems (or second generation problems)
is indicator of tendency for easy and partial options.
Lty ignoring or de-emphasising these problems the
potential gaineg from irrigation projects  are
deleberately inflated.

(ii) Land Resowrce Conservation s Approach and Stratecies :

As it often happens, land resource degradation can be
felt more (by users of land) than it could be
externally observed, it can be observed more easily
than it could be precisely measured, and finally it can
be measured better than it could be understood fully.
Consequently it  often generates more emotion and
concern than realistic remedial strategies. It often
induces more planning and modeling than concrete action

on- the ground.

This -@scenario in one or the other way applies to land.
resource conservation strategies in India. There is no’

dearth of documents expressing concern for land
resource degradation in different parts of the country.
The statements like "Rajasthan desert advancing at the
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rate  of x-miles a year', "the Himalayan farmer lasing

“eem of top-soil from his  field evEry year', "the
farmer 1n  sowthern dry zone losing ¥-tonnes of soil
every  monsoon'  etc, are made to dramatise the
situation. The response to such concerns result inte ..

creation of superstructures including task forces to
edamine the official problem, creation of unenforceable
laws and by~laws and establishment of research and
extension institutes for.soil conservation, setting up
of  task specific agencies (like wasteland devel opment
board) or cpecific pilot projects, especially  in
environmentally fragile zones. However, despite these
efforts, the conservation progirammes do  not  seem  to
have made their mark on Indian land surface. The~
reasons  for  this  could be attributed to certain_.
featuwres of land resouwrce  conservation policies and
prrogrammes. They are elaborated below. '

(a) ‘A case of generalised approach to marginal areas
and marginal people:

i

Environmantally fragile areas are by and large
marginal areas in terms of their contribution and
impact  on national main stream situation. Hence
their problems do not register easily in  the
national planning charts (Blaikie 1985), These
areas " often receive attention when they pose
threat to national economy (e.. environment
degradation wise) or when they could be 'used’ by
the main stream economy (e.g. mountains as source
of timber and deserts for livestock products).
Henece, they are usually by  passed by the
development processes like other marginal areas
and marginal people.

{b) Invisibility and slow pace of i1mpacts:

The impacts of resource degradation as well as
resource conservation are slow to the extent of
being invigible in the short run. In an
environment where short-term "and easily measurable
gains dominate the cost~return calculus, this acts
48 & disincentive toc the state for resource
allocation for research and development activities
directed to conservation of land resources. Huge
imbalance between respurce  —zllocation to
productivity enhancing research and ‘maintenance
research’ (Ruttan 1982), including land  resource
conservation research in India will testify to

this. Even the development activities far land
resource  conservation are limited to pilot
projects. Resource Conservation is ususally
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(d)

consadered as  by-product  of relief activities
during droughts or floods (Jaiswal and Kolte
19610y . ' :

Fublic interventions and problem of perception:

Ore of the key featwes of post independence

sitwation in india is rapid growth in  the extent
of . public interventions in different sectors
including agricul ture. Rather than inducing the

people  for appropriate decisions and actions,

“Brtate seems to have taken over a nunber of tasks

which historically belonged to the people. Micro--
level resouwrce management, “traditional forms of

rural cooperation etc. belong to this category.

However, due to the absence of direct contact
bBetween state {or government) and micro-level
realities and . its formal  approach to different
issues, most of the public interventions take the
form  of legal and administrative provisions. In
other words, as mentioned earlier, state perceives
the problems and solution in terms of creation and
operation of official superstructures. The latter
are not only quite insensitive to grassroot level
realities but also termd to marginalise the role of
people in managing their own affairs. This in
several  ways applies to problem of resour ce
degradation and their conservation. Furthermore,
the superstructures to facilitate or promote land
CESOLECeS conservation absorb the bul'lk of
investment allocated for the task.

Domination of “techniques’ s

A factor which in & way a by-product- of the
preceeding one, is the domination of ‘techniques’
in resource conservation strategy in India.
Accordingly, state gives greater attention to
generation and use of creation of technolaogies
(i.e. mechanical and agronomic measures) to handle
resource  degradation problem. A large number of
research/extension institutions with mandate for
s0il conservation, promotion of forestry, pastures
developement and environmental management, ranging
from Central Arid Zone Research Institute.created
in late 1950s to G.E. Pant Institute of Himalayan
Ecology and Development created in 1988, will
testify to this. However, despite valuable work
by most of them within the frame work of research
stations or pilot project areas, their impact at
field level is negligible. :
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The 1Tmportant EABONS for this includes

recearchers’ complete insensitivity to
inetitutional .or soclio-economic realities while
conceliving and developing the resouwrce
conservation technologies. This makes the
technologies irrelevant and unadoptable at the
field level. Tn the consequent processes of

evaluations, again the technical components are
revi ewed and  refined with little attention to’

their institutional inappropriateness. Far
instance the wunequal distribution of costs of
gains of these neasuwres between the people
separated spatially, temporally and ecaonomically,
which abstructs the adoption of conservation
technologies are nevew reviewed. There is hardly

any, systematic research to handle these issues
and “highlight the need for policy frame work and
programne contents to implement or revise the
technologies. :

Incidentally, it may be noted that resource
conservation roesearch also partly shares the
situation of marginal areas and marginal people.
Since its process is  slow and resulte  are not
diramatic (at least in the short run) compared to
say, crop yield enhancing genetic research, 1t
cuffers From the lack of resources and serlousness
on the part of the government. (Blaikie 1983

I1SSUES FOR THE FUTURE

The

brief discussion of some aspects of public policies and

programmes relating to land resource degradation and
conservation clearly shows the following.

RN

(i)

(ii)

The public interventions even when they relate to
activities and pIrogranmes involving land, are
insensitive to problems of land. Land distributian
policies and irrigation development policies are two
out of several examples of this tendency.

The public interventions always emphasise easy options,
be it distribution of sub-marginal lands 1in place of
acquiring and distributing surplus land through land
ceilings o ignaring,cqmpligaﬁed"institutional issues
while generation and spread of resource conservation
technologies.

(iii)Despite the tuwrism 1ike ‘what happens to land’ depends

primarily on ‘how it is used’ the usage regulation =



{ilwv)

{v)

1f the above as

the

continues to be the major gap in India’s land policies

even in the ecologically fragile areas.

Resource conservation strategies are too much dominated

g}

by “public sector responsibility" approach, where
state-generated legal, formal, administrative super
structure’ is considered as key pre-requisite for
achieving the goal. Ay implication the people’'s role
Lineresource conservation 1s rendered secondary. This

affects both the methods for assessing the problem  as
well as scolutions to 1t.

Resource conservation programmes are also "techni gue

dominated". This implies resource conservation as a
prarely ecological phenomenon. excluding people’s
interactions with 1t. Thie makes them (conservatian

techniques) unadoptable and irrelevant in the contest
of micro-level institutional realities.

sessment of the situation 1% accurate than

-

in

future strategies for land resowce conservation should

ewplicitly aim at the following:

(i)

{11)

Land resouwce degradation should be assessed  with
clearly wverifiable and measurable indicators at micro
arnd macro levels, rather than depend of emotionally
surcharged wild guesses. As needed the approaches Can
make combined use of various methods as far ranging  as
oral history on the one hand and remote sensing on the
other (ICIMOD, 1998). -

There is need for reduced emphasis and decentralisation
of formal, administrative and legal measures and
increased ceoncentration on  inducing  and supporting
people’'s initiatives for conservation orientation of
FeESOWCe UWSR. Public interventions should . act as
support mechanisms rather than substitutes for people’s

initiatives.

(iii)Resowce conservation research and applications should:

{iv)

“educe their obsession  with "techniques'" only. The
relevance and effectiveness of this research could be

improved by giving greater attention to institutional
issues which obstruct the adoption of conservation
techrnologies. In fact screening of these technologies
throtgh "institutional filters" can be a first uwseful
step..

Involvement of people and their perspectives in
evolving resource conservation strategies should be
encouraged. The people’s participation through formal

institutions like Panchayats does not help much as they

9
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represent A small sCale.  replica of  the same
admini strative and legalistic superstructurer operating
‘vat«~the--higher level . One option in SUECH situation
could pe tormation of exclusive user groups far
Epécific*acunﬁwrvatimn problems. This will not only

encourage Participation of those directly affected by
resowrce degradation but will help in ENSLring input of
TTeweats L armarg traditional Fesource management methods,
¢v) Accepting most  of the above suggestions would imply
discarding a laot of things we have promoted in the pame
of land FESOUWrCe concervation in the past. This may be
& difficult task in the immediate context. However, . a
bwginning at  this stage can. be made at  least by
accepting this tact. ' :
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