Missing the wood
for the trees

Increase in tree cover outside forests is key
fora greener future

BHUPENDER YADAV

THE RECENTLY released India State of
Forest Report (ISFR) 2021 shows the total
forest and tree cover in India is 809 mil-
lion hectares, which is 24.62 per cent of
the geographical area of the country.
Between2019and 2021, the forest and tree
cover rose by 2 261 sq k.

Some people have, however, raised
questions about the definition of “forest”™
and downplayed the mle of plantations in
maintaining ecological balance So,itisim-
portant to clear the air on the issue.

India’s definition of forest cover is in
syncwith thatof the Kyoto Protocol A for-
est” has a minimum area of 0.05 to 1 ha
(India has 1.0 ha minimum), with the tree
crown cover percentage being more than
10 to 30 percent(Indiahas 10 per cent ) and
with trees having the potential to reach a
minimum height of 2 to 5 matmaturity in
situ(in India, it's 2 m). The definition thus
arrived at by India assesses forests as “all
lands, moere than 1 hectare in area, witha
tree canopy density of maore than 10 per
centirrespectneof ownershipand legal sta-
tus. Such lands may not necessanily be a
recorded forest area. It also includes or-
chards, bamboo, palmetc.”

The assessment of forest cover is done
based on theinterpretation of satelite data,
whichbasically identifies umbrella-shaped
canapies from the sky. All species that ful-
fiil the above definition of forest cover are
included inthe assessment. The accuracy
of classification for forestand non-forest is
95.79 per cent andthe accuracy of classifi-
cation in different density classesis as high
a592.99 per cent. The forestcover is alsoes-
timated from field invertory data, which
corroborates the figures of forest cover ob-
tained from the satellite-basedinterpreta-
tiod., It is important to note that the Forest
Survey of India( F51) does not workin sola-
tion while carrying out forest cover analy-
sis, The interpreted maps of the FS1 are
available to everyone, The environment
ministry is evenconsidering providing for-
est cover maps through the Web Map
Service 1o make the analysesofresearchers
and agencies easier.

Concerns have also been rised on re-
vising data from previous cycles. Theexpe-
rience gained over the years is helpfulin
better interpretation in successive cycles.
The improved quality of data, betterinter-
pretation, extensive ground-truthing and
geographical area corrections result in re-
vised estimates of previous cycles.

Another question risedis about planta-
tions Theimportance of plantations needs
to be understood. For example, cashew
plantations, which mainly grow along the
coast, serve as the first line of defence
against cyclones, which are hitting with
sreater frequency and ferocity, Mixed plan-
tations, espedially of native species, meet
all the ecological functions of natural
forests. A lot of wildlife nhabits these plan-
tations. While we do not advocate equat-
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ing natural forests with plantations, let us
recognise theirecological functions.

Delivering the keynote address at the
UM High-Level Dialogue on Desertification,
Land Degradation and Drought in June
2021, PM Marendra Modi said that India is
on track to achieve its national commit-
mentto land degradation neutrality, He re-
iterated that India is working towards
restoring 26 million hectares of degraded
land by 2030. This would contribute to
India’s commitment o achieving an addi-
tenal carbon sink of 2.5 1o 3 billion tonnes
of carbon dioside equivalent.

Our afforestation efforts are also
aligned with our wildlife conservationef-
forts. Project Tiger was launched in 1973
From nine iger reserves initially, we now
hawve 51 tiger reserves. These are the cor-
nerstones of wildlife conservation and
preserve natural ecosystems which sup-
port ecological processes responsible for
providing various goods and services that
are vital for human well-being.

Tiger habitat conservation will create a
huge carbonsink in the form of tiger-bear-
ing forests. Thus, the conservation of tigers
willgo along way in ensuring a good fature
forus and the coming generations.

Similar steps are being taken forthe con-
servation of lions, elephants and other ani-
mals whose existence is threatened by
poachingor the shrinking of natural habitat.

Motwithstanding these gains, the goal
of 33 per cent area under forest and tree
cover as per the National Forest Policy,
1988, remains to be achieved. In the pres-
ent scenano, the possibility of a sizeable
increase in forest cover is limited due to
the inelasticity of forest land. However, the
balance of 8 per cent can be achieved
through taking up plantation/afforesta-
tion outside the forests and
restocking/plantation in degraded and
scrubforests, Trees outside forest (TOF) is
one major area where our hope rests,
According to the ISFR 2021, the TOF extent
comprises 3618 per cent of the total for-
estand treecover of the country, Given this
fact, the draft NFP 2021 hasfocused on the
promation of TOF by including it among
its objectives

The provisionsindraft NFP 2021 include
substantially increasing the tree cover out-
side [orests by incentivisingand promoting
agro-forestry and farm forestry; managing
and expanding green spaces in urban and
peri-urban areas to enhance citizens' well-
being; plantationof trees outside forestsin
partnership withlocal communities, land-
owning agencies, and private enterprises;
creation, sustainable management and pro-
muotion of urban forests (woodlands, gar-
dens, avenue plantations, herbal gardens,
etc.) as an integral component of urban
habitat planning and development; af-
forestation reforestation in public-private
partnership (PPP) mode; promotion of ur-
ban forests, whichinclude woodlands, wet-
lands, parks, treegroves, tree garden, plan-
tations in institutional areas, on avenues
and around water bodies, etc.

Itis withthis holistic approach that India
is mioving towards restoring theecological
balance of the planet and ensuring sustain-
able development.
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