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The statist legal construction of forests as uni-functional land use system primarily 

for sustained production of timber had negated and undermined rights of indigenous ‘tribal’ 

communities in India, who for a long time had inhabited in and around the forests. The failure of 

the independent Indian state to change the paradigm of the colonial laws have witnessed constant 

voices of dissent from indigenous communities. Yet, it is only during the 1990s that forest 

governance practices in India witnessed a paradigm shift in policy to include  indigenous 

communities in forestry activities. In this process of on-going forest governance reforms, the  

Forests Rights Act (FRA) of 2006 stand as milestone, with stated objectives of ‘undoing 

historical injustices of the past’ through adopting rights-based and demand-driven approaches in 

forestry. The Forest Rights Act (FRA) of 2006 not only recognises the land ownership rights of 

forest dwelling indigenous communities, but also makes provision to involve them in sustainable 

forest governance, by extending them ‘individual forest rights’ and ‘community forestry rights’.  

 

In this context of forest governance reforms in India, the paper examines the institutional 

dynamics of achieving sustainable forest governance through rights-based approaches and legal 

empowerment of indigenous communities. The central objective of the paper is to examine the 

potentials of rights-based approaches such FRA, 2006 in institutionalising sustainable forest 

governance practices in India. In the process, the paper also gets insights into the process of legal 

empowerment, agency formation and identity construction among the indigenous communities 

vis-à-vis extension of tenure rights over forests. It also examines how the indigenous 

communities – hitherto described as illegal occupants, intruders, trespassers and destroyers of 

forest by forest bureaucracy – gain land/property rights over forest land, and contribute towards 

sustainable forest governance.  The empirical work for the study was carried with the help of 

case study method in an indigenous tribal community in the Rayagada district of state of Odisha 

in India. This evidence based policy research unambiguously demonstrates the processes and 

examples of positive outcomes through development interventions of empowering indigenous 

communities for institutionalising sustainable forest governance practices in India.


