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India’s forest cover grows, but grim realities linger
While India’s State of Forests

Report highlights an increase in forest
cover, it also raises concerns about trou-
bling trends such as increase inforest fires
and allegations of inflated data India’s
State of Forests Report (ISFR) 2023, a
biennial report published by the Forest
Survey of India (FSI) under the Union
Ministry of Environment, Forest, and
Climate Change is finally out after a delay
of almost one year. The report is being
hailed as a harbinger of good news as it
announced an increase in India’s forest
and tree cover by 1,289 Sq.km. since 2021
reaching 25.17 per cent of the total geo-
graphical area in 2023, which puts India’s
forest cover at 7,15,342.61 sq.km. But the
report also highlights some grim aspects of
India’s state of forests.In the recent past,
the incidence of forest fires has disturbing-
ly gone up, especially in the hill states.
These fires have destroyed many hectares
of dense forests thereby ruining fragile
ecosystems and irreplaceable Himalayan
biodiversity.The ISF report echoes the
same and observes a sharp spike in forest
fires especially in the mountain states of
Himachal, Uttarakhand, and Jammu and
Kashmir. The data collected using the
Visible Infrared Imaging Radiometer Suite
(VIIRS) presented in the report, showed
that Himachal Pradesh witnessed an
increase of forest fires by a stunning 1,339
per cent, while Jammu & Kashmir saw a
rise in forest fire by a staggering 2,822
while Uttarakhand was relatively better off
with 293 per cent rise in forest fire inci-
dents. What the government was doing as
the pristine forests turned to ashes, is a
burning question.On the other hand, the
report also highlighted the rapidly dwin-
dling forest cover. Between 2003 and
2023, more than 24,000 sq km of dense

forests — half the size of Punjab — have
disappeared. More concerning is the fact
that the loss has occurred in ecologically
fragile zones such as the Western Ghats
and The Nilgiris over the past decade. The
Western Ghats recognised as UNESCO
World Heritage Biodiversity Hotspot suf-
fered an overall loss of 58.22 sq km in for-
est cover. On the other hand, the Nilgiris
reported the steepest decline of 123 sq km.
The report also showed a decrease of
327.30 sq km in forest cover in the north-
eastern region. This irreplaceable loss of
dense forests sadly was not seen as a
wake-up call for the authorities even
though the forest cover in the hill districts
is just 40 per cent of their geographical
area against the Forest Policy mandated
66.6 per cent. This is very alarming as the
increased number of landslides and floods
can be traced to the loss of forest cover in
the hills. The maintenance of the soil
health, ecological stability, and ability to
counter landslides and floods depend on
adequate forest cover in the hills.The bien-
nial ISF report has since its inception in

1991 served as a refer-
ence point for the nation
to assess its forest
wealth and understand
the problems plaguing
India’s afforestation
efforts. But this year’s
report has been criti-
cised by experts who
have pointed out dis-
crepancies and have
labelled the data as
“ i n f l a t e d . ” S e v e r a l
experts for instance
have criticised the inclu-
sion of bamboo planta-
tions, coconut groves,

and orchards among others as part of the
forest cover, as these are agroforestry-
related and make no meaningful contribu-
tion towards the environment.The experts
opine that the inclusion of agroforest plan-
tations such as rubber, eucalyptus, acacia
and mango, coconut, areca nut and shade
trees in tea and coffee plantations has led
to the inflation in the tree canopy to 1,289
sq.km. But the reality is that these cate-
gories of trees are grown for commercial
purposes and are harvested in time there-
fore not providing any ecological value for
biodiversity, wildlife conservation or act-
ing as effective carbon sinks. Moreover,
the fact that the report does not establish a
correlation between forest areas or areas
designated as forests in government
records and forest cover also adds to the
problem.Additionally, the experts also
observed that the report failed to comply
with the Supreme Court order in the
Lafarge case which called for digitisation
of forest maps, geo-referencing of
Recorded Forest Areas (RFA), and docu-
mentation of diverted forest lands. The

absence of these elements weakens the
report's credibility.Forest lands diverted
for dams, roads, railways and other such
permanent constructions over time are lost
forever but are not deleted from records,
thus inflating the figures. India lost 30,808
sq km of open and scrub forests alongside
14,073 sq km of moderately dense forests
and 1,816 sq km of dense forests to ‘non-
forest’ uses. By the looks of it, the ISF
report 2023 seems to be in a hurry to
increase forest cover in India. At least on
paper. This could be to do with India’s tar-
get of increasing its forest and tree cover
which can absorb an additional amount of
2.5 billion to 3 billion tonnes of carbon
dioxide equivalent by 2030.The govern-
ment could have done well to ensure the
presentation of accurate data that was
based on actual tree census and not planta-
tions, groves, and orchards. The govern-
ment should have also removed those for-
est lands from its database that have been
permanently diverted for non-forest pur-
poses.The ISF report has immense signifi-
cance for India as it is widely used as a pri-
mary information source by the central
and state governments. Additionally,
forestry professionals of State Forest
Departments rely on the report for the
effective discharge of their responsibili-
ties. The inputs and data provided by this
report regarding forest resources of India
help in the evaluation and formulation of
forest-related policies, programmes, and
legislation. Given the crucial role played
by the ISF report, the government must
revisit the recent report and ensure that the
questions and doubts raised by experts are
effectively addressed.  The onus is on the
government to keep the trust intact by
releasing reports based on robust and
accurate data.

Assessing efficacy and challenges of compensatory afforestation
With ecosystem at stake, the nation's

approach to monetising and restoring nature
demands careful evaluation and sustainable
strategies write BKP Sinha and Arvind Kumar
JhaCompensatory Afforestation (CA) relates to
the mitigation of environmental damage caused
by the diversion of forest land for non-forestry
purposes and is a mandatory requirement for
obtaining clearances under the Forest
Conservation Act, 1980; now Van
(Sanrakshanevam Samvardhan) Adhiniyam
(VSSA) 1980 and Rules. The Government of
India guidelines state that normally CA must be
carried out on a suitable non-forest land equal to
the forest area proposed for diversion and for
minimizing the adverse impact on the micro-ecol-
ogy, such land should be located as near as possi-
ble to the diverted area. If suitable non-forest land
is unavailable, CA may be carried out on degrad-
ed forest land equal to twice the area of the divert-
ed forest land. The unavailability of non-forest
land in a district is certified by the District
Collector and in the exceptional case of its
unavailability in the whole state/union territory
(UT), the chief secretary has to certify according-
ly and CA land may be identified preferably in a
neighbouring state/ UT.As regards CA, the
Government of India guidelines of 2017 and 2019
emphasised compensation for loss of land by land
and that of trees by trees.They indicate that at
least 1000 plants are to be planted in one hectare
and in case 1000 plants are not possible to be
accommodated, the balance may be planted in
some other government forest identified by the
state government. The states having more than
75% forest cover, however, are exempted from
the task of procuring non-forest land for CA.
Their CA can be taken up in states with deficient
forest land/cover. As regards size, lands smaller
than 5 hectares can also be accepted for CA if it is
contiguous to a wildlife conservation area like
National Parks and Wildlife Sanctuaries.Area
equivalence criterion often leads to an under-

standing that any forest can be equated with tree
plantations of any kind but the concept of Net
Present Value (NPV) is additionally used to calcu-
late the worth of diverted forests by attaching a
monetary value to a whole range of goods and
services provided by them. This amount is recov-
ered from the project proponent.The World
Bank’s 2002 strategy elaborates the NPV to
include goods and services like wood and non-
wood items, ecosystem services, support to
wildlife, climate regulation, soil & water conser-
vation and flood prevention, carbon sequestration,
nutrient cycling, health support systems and non-
material benefits which may be spiritual, inspira-
tional, recreational, aesthetic, educational etc. Its
value thus extends far beyond economics and
considering the interest of different stakeholders,
the values of different components may also vary,
such as the cultural significance of a tree species
versus its commercial value as timber.The
January 2022 guidelines of the Ministry of
Environment, Forest and Climate Change
(MoEFCC) have clubbed the forests of India into
six Eco-classes to realize NPV instead of diverted
forest land. Out of them, class I includes Tropical
Wet Evergreen Forests, Tropical Semi Evergreen
Forests, and Tropical Moist Deciduous Forests,
while class II contains Littoral and Swamp
Forests.Interestingly, the per hectare value of
NPV for both these classes has been kept the
same, an equality that appears surprising.It is cru-
cial to arrive at a monetized figure for a unit of
Nature/biodiversity and ensure that investing in it
will offset the loss caused by diversion.
Simultaneous sustainable development of biodi-
versity is of course a formidable challenge.
Accordingly, any oversimplification of biodiver-
sity assessment can lead to inaccuracies and
undermine genuine conservation efforts.The limi-
tations faced in offsetting losses just through CA
are amply covered by CAG reports.
Unfortunately, the resource position at the world
level also, despite the wrath of climate change

being faced globally, shows an annual funding
gap of about USD 700 billion in nature conserva-
tion. Against the above background, the proposed
CA and NPV to mitigate the diversion of forest
land in the "Holistic Development of Great
Nicobar Island" (GNI) project is worth a look.
The Rs72,000 crore investment will divert 130.75
sq. km. of forest land for infrastructure develop-
ment that includes a trans-shipment port, an air-
port, a power plant, a defence base, an industrial
park, and a township.The project involves the
felling of an estimated one million trees with
habitat destruction that would also impact the life,
livelihood, and forest rights of the Shompen; a
particularly vulnerable hunter-and-gatherer tribal
group. The MoEFCC claims to have incorporated
into the project some exemplary mitigation meas-
ures, including compensatory afforestation, into
the project in compliance with the provisions of
the VSSA 1980 while securing India’s strategic
national and defence interests.Out of the total CA
area of 26,000 hectares, locating 24,354 hectares
in Haryana is justified by highlighting that plant-
ing native species in arid landscapes and near
urban areas is of greater ecological value. Talks
are said to be on with the Madhya Pradesh gov-
ernment for situating the balanced CA area.The
CA in Aravali’s arid/semi-arid region, approxi-
mately 2,400 kilometres away, to compensate for
the loss of pristine rainforests of Great Nicobar is
a significant departure from the guideline regard-
ing the positioning of CA land. Reportedly, the
CA with ?3000 crore’s investment is expected to
be mostly a revival plan to improve the soil tex-
ture and fertility and to make stone boundary
walls since the proposed area already has root
stock requiring just protection and supplemental
planting wherever required.Indicative of the natu-
ral limits imposed by edaphic, geographical, and
climatic factors, the Forest Survey of India (FSI)
2021 report on forest status shows that the carbon
stock per hectare in A&N forests is fourth highest
in the country; next only to Himachal, Sikkim,

and J&K while Haryana has the second lowest;
next only to Delhi.This fact does raise questions
regarding the possibility and efficacy of compen-
sating adequately Nicobar’s loss of carbon stock
and biomass by investing CA money in Haryana.
Considering the aspect of NPV, it is worth noting
that Nicobar Island forests are more like that of
Malaysia and Indonesia while the Andaman
Islands' flora is more akin to the species found in
Myanmar, Thailand, and Northeast India. FSI’s
rapid biodiversity assessment in A&N islands in
2018-19 found that shrubs and herbs together
were more than double the number of trees. Many
species found there do not occur in mainland
India. The understory and emergent layers with
profuse regeneration, herbs, and shrubs indicate a
vibrant ecosystem wherein approximately half of
the mammals, a third of the birds, a quarter of the
reptiles, and over a tenth of flowering plants are
endemic. A crucible for the habitat rights of the
Shompen tribe notwithstanding, it is home to the
endangered Nicobar Megapode and Leatherback
Turtle, and has over twenty thousand coral reefs
in its vicinity. In 1989. The UNESCO declared a
significant portion of the island as a biosphere
reserve. Despite such uniqueness, distinctive
parameters, and ecological significance; its NPV
per hectare is exactly equal to the forests in Eco-
classes I and II.    GIN is just one project.An in-
depth analysis of forest land diversion cases can
provide, in addition to actionable issues related to
limitations and risks in offsetting just through the
prevalent CA and NPV model, important insights
into ways to minimize harm to Nature, redeema-
bility of loss to forest ecosystems, correct deter-
mination of NPV, efficient investments in Nature
recovery and restoration initiatives, handling of
habitat rights of the primitive tribes and pre-agri-
cultural communities, and regulations needed to
ensure accountability.Nature’s monetization and
biodiversity markets are fast emerging as poten-
tial funding sources for conservation. Their effec-
tiveness demands an honest valuation of diverted
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Turning Canada’s crisis into India’s opportunity
India holds the potential to become a
global talent powerhouse by addressing
skill gaps and aligning training pro-
grams with international demandsFor
years, Canada has been a top destina-
tion for Indians, especially Punjabis,
seeking quality education and better
employment opportunities. However, as
Canada grapples with various socio-
economic challenges, the situation has
created a ripple effect with unforeseen
opportunities for India. While the crisis
in Canada poses significant concerns, it
also presents a moment for introspec-
tion and action for India’s young work-
force. India stands at a unique vantage
point, with its burgeoning youth popu-
lation and a growing demand for skilled
workers across key sectors like IT, hos-
pitality, transportation, beauty and well-
ness, and retail.
The current global workforce shortages
highlight India’s potential to bridge
these gaps while empowering its work-
force to meet domestic and internation-
al demands.With over 65 per cent of its
population under 35, India boasts one of
the world’s youngest and most vibrant
workforces.This demographic advan-
tage positions the country as a potential
global talent hub. However, the critical
challenge lies in transforming this
potential into a skilled, job-ready work-
force .While India’s youth are ambi-
tious and eager, many lack access to
industry-relevant skills and training.
Bridging this skills gap is crucial for
ensuring employability and driving eco-
nomic growth. Canada’s challenges
serve as a wake-up call for India to
accelerate its focus on skill develop-
ment, especially in sectors that align
with global demand.
Global Demand Beyond Canada
While Canada’s crisis has brought
attention to the workforce, opportuni-
ties extend far beyond North America.
Countries in Europe, as well as South
Asian nations like Taiwan and Vietnam,
are also facing workforce gaps and

require skilled, hardworking individu-
als.With its demographic advantage and
growing focus on skill development,
India is well-positioned to fill these
gaps. By aligning training programs
with the specific needs of these mar-
kets, India can cement its reputation as
a global supplier of talent. Bridging the
Skills Gap with Policy Support India
has already made strides in skill devel-
opment through initiatives like Skill
India, Digital India, and the National
Skill Development Mission. However,
these efforts must be scaled and aligned
with global standards to capitalise on
emerging opportunities, and the private
sector truly should be able to design
certification programmes that meet
international benchmarks. Hands-on
training, internships, and industry-spe-
cific curricula ensure that Indian work-
ers are both employable and competi-
tive globally. Equitable access to skill
development programmes is critical.
Government subsidies, partnerships
with educational institutions, and digi-
tal learning platforms can make high-
quality training accessible even in rural
areas. Technology can be a game-
changer in India’s skill development
journey. Online learning platforms, vir-
tual reality simulations, and AI-driven
personalised training modules can revo-
lutionise how skills are imparted.These
tools make training accessible to even
the country’s remotest corners, enabling
millions to participate in the economic
mainstream.Skill development should
focus on employment and fostering
entrepreneurship. For instance, a
trained beauty and wellness profession-
al could start a salon, or a logistics
expert could launch a delivery service.
With mentorship and financial support,
such ventures can create jobs and spur
regional economic growth.
Key Sectors with Growing
Opportunities
1. Information Technology (IT):
India’s IT sector is already a global

leader, but the rapid advancements in
artificial intelligence, cloud computing,
and cyber security require a highly
skilled workforce. As digital transfor-
mation reshapes industries worldwide,
there is a pressing need for talent profi-
cient in emerging technologies.
Training programmes should focus on
data analytics, AI applications, and
cyber security protocols to meet global
standards.
2. Hospitality and Tourism:
With increasing international and
domestic travel, the hospitality and
tourism sectors demand professionals
with strong soft skills, cultural compe-
tence, and customer service excellence.
Vocational training in these areas, cou-
pled with language enhancement pro-
grams, can help Indian youth secure
lucrative positions both at home and
abroad.
3. Transportation and Logistics:
The transportation industry is a vital
economic pillar, requiring skilled per-
sonnel for logistics management, safety
protocols, and infrastructure operations.
By offering targeted training in these
areas, India can create a workforce
ready to address the growing demand in
this sector.
4. Beauty and Wellness:
Often overlooked, the beauty and well-
ness industry has witnessed exponential
growth globally. This sector offers
immense opportunities, from cosmetol-
ogy to spa therapies and holistic well-
ness. By blending traditional Indian
practices with modern techniques, India
can produce skilled professionals cater-

ing to diverse cultural needs world-
wide.
5. Retail:
The rise of e-commerce and the evolu-
tion of traditional retail have created a
demand for skilled workers in invento-
ry management, customer relations,
and digital marketing. Training pro-
grammes focused on these areas can
help India’s youth tap into this dynam-

ic sector.A Collaborative Effort
Capitalising on these opportunities
requires a coordinated effort between
the government, private sector, and edu-
cational institutions. Policies should
focus on creating industry partnerships,
providing financial incentives for skill
development, and ensuring that training
programs are aligned with market
demands.At the same time, private
enterprises must invest in upskilling ini-
tiatives and collaborate with training
institutes to design job-ready curricula.
International partnerships can also be
vital in providing Indian workers with
exposure to global best
practices.Seizing the Moment India’s
youth stand at the cusp of a transforma-
tive moment. By equipping them with
the right skills, the nation can address
unemployment, meet global workforce
demands, and drive economic growth.
The current challenges faced by coun-
tries like Canada remind us of the inter-
connectedness of global economies and
the opportunities that lie within crises.
This is an opportunity for India to fill
workforce shortages in other nations
and elevate its standing as a global tal-
ent powerhouse. By focusing on skill
development today, India can ensure a
brighter, more prosperous tomorrow for
its young generation and the nation.As
the world navigates economic uncer-
tainties, it is not the crises that define us
but how we respond to them. This is a
moment for India to turn challenges
into opportunities and empower its
youth to shine within the country and
on the global stage.

The Transformative Power of Yoga
Hatha Yoga emphasises holistic well-
being, nurturing the body, mind and spirit
in harmonyHatha Yoga lays emphasis on
the overall well-being of the body while
nurturing the mind and spirit of the seek-
er. The bedrock of this yogic technique is
strongly based on the traditional eight
limbs of yoga as expounded by Patanjali
in his Yoga Sutras. These are 10 quotes on
yoga by Gurudev Sri Sri Ravi Shankar
which help one to appreciate the depth of
yoga.
1. “Like a flower bud, human life has the
potential to blossom fully. Blossoming of
human potential to fullness is yoga.”Yoga
is a discipline that is both gentle and pow-
erful for uniting body, breath and mind in
awareness. It integrates elements from all
the different paths of yoga where you get
a glimpse of Raj Yoga, Ashtanga or Hatha
Yoga, Karma Yoga, Bhakti Yoga as well
Gnana Yoga making the yogic experience
wholesome.
2. “Yoga brings knowledge, passion and
action together.” Yoga is not just doing

some body-twisting postures – it is expe-
riencing the union of the body, mind and
breath.
3. “Yoga is a study of life, study of your
body, breath, mind, intellect, memory and
ego; study of your inner faculties.” The
practice of yoga has been known for cen-
turies to produce benefits in the areas of
health, mental clarity and spiritual con-
nection.
4. “Withdraw your senses from the object
to its source, then the union happens, then
the yoga happens.” One must learn the
correct way of doing asanas and pranaya-
ma.
5. “Peace is our very nature, and yoga
leads you to inner peace.” Yoga teaches
one how to pay attention to what one
experiences inside and what is the state of
mind. Declutter the mental chatter.
6. “The purpose of yoga is to stop suffer-
ing even before it arises.” Yoga is a holis-
tic way of energising and integrating
mind, body and spirit. 
7. “Yoga is not just weight-loss pro-

gramme; it is a science to
make one feel lighter. It
helps to lose the mental
stuff of anger, jealousy,
hatred, greed, etc.”
During the Sri Sri Yoga
basic programme that is
taught in 10 to 12 hours
at the Art of Living
Retreat, certified teachers
help to experience the real depth of yoga
that brings benefits not just at the physical
level but at the mental, emotional and
spiritual level too.
8. “One of the rules of yoga is to cultivate
the practice of being happy.” Everybody
ultimately wants to be happy. But what is
real happiness? The wise say that shifting
gears from the pursuit of happiness to
being happy makes happiness a journey
rather than the destination, which is the
key.
9. “The wisdom of yoga transforms one
from arrogance to self-confidence; meek-
ness to humility; from dependence to a

realisation of interdepend-
ence.” One may wonder if
yoga is a self-help pro-
gramme. Taught at vari-
ous levels, yoga pro-
grammes connect one
with ancient wisdom and
nourish one’s inner beau-
ty as a human being.

10. “The wisdom of yoga
transforms one from craving freedom to
recognition of the ‘unboundedness’, from
limited ownership to oneness with the
whole.” Does it seem incredulous? But
yes, this is indeed the real potential of
yoga. Simple yogic postures, rejuvenating
breathing techniques, and blissful medita-
tions integrated with the invaluable
ancient wisdom of yoga put one on the
path of genuine life transformation. As a
yoga explorer with over a decade and a
half of experience, I can state that all fel-
low explorers can dive deeper and experi-
ence what it takes to be a real yogi (or
yogini).
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