


Author: Tanvi Sharma

� 2021 Legal Initiative for Forest and Environment  
Material from this publication can be used, but with acknowledgement.

Design: Ankit Kumar

N-71, LGF, Greater Kailash 1
New Delhi, 110048
Phone: +91-11-49537774, 41025852 
E-mail: Info@lifeindia.net.in
Website: thelifeindia.org.in

mailto:Info%40lifeindia.net.in?subject=
https://thelifeindia.org.in


SUMMARY
Persisting upon its consistency from the previous many years, this year as well, the Standing 
Committee of National Board for Wildlife was found to be using its discretion to allow or reject 
proposals, in diverting protected area land for the reasons that does not benefit the wildlife, instead 
detriment crucial wildlife habitats. In the first half of the year 2021 alone, the Standing Committee 
has approved 1,385.34 ha land diversion where 302.89 ha was from protected areas and 780.24 
ha was from tiger habitats. They also allowed complete de-notification of two protected areas in 
Andaman and Nicobar Islands - Galathea Bay Sanctuary and Megapode Sanctuary and approved 
rationalizations of two sanctuaries - Salt Water Crocodile Sanctuary in Andaman and Nicobar 
Islands, and Bandh Baretha Sanctuary in Rajasthan. Despite such large-scale diversions approved 
every year, our international commitments towards achieving the goals under the Convention on 
Biological Diversity are claimed to be on track.

A strategic decisiveness was observed in the functioning of the Standing Committee which focused 
on speeding and diluting the process of clearance for ease in clearing projects, neglecting some 
keystone species at stake such as leatherback turtles, saltwater crocodiles, megapodes and of 
course tigers and elephants. The strategized approach involved appraising projects without site 
visits, allowing biodiversity assessment for shorter span, granting de-notification or rationalization 
of protected areas where upcoming projects are lined to remove the legal obligations for these 
projects to undergo the process of Wildlife Clearance as per the Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972. 
Infrastructural development like holistic development of Nicobar Islands has been given a priority 
focus in front of Andaman and Nicobar Island’s fragile ecosystem. One more concern was multiple 
proposals for a single project were appraised separately which conceals the actual impact of the 
project. Besides this, the Wildlife Institute of India who is a member of the Standing Committee 
has been found to be conducting under “Conflict of Interest” in some projects. This half yearly 
assessment of the wildlife clearances discusses how the Standing Committee has failed its mandate 
and highlights some major concerns that follow. 

KEY FINDINGS:
 SC-NBWL considered a total of 62 proposals in four meetings, out of which 29 proposals were 

for diversion within protected areas.  

 A total of 302.89 hectares (ha) were diverted under 29 proposals from wildlife sanctuaries, national 
parks and conservation reserves; no proposal was rejected.  

 Approvals were given for complete de-notification of two protected areas in Andaman and 
Nicobar Islands - Galathea Bay Sanctuary and Megapode Sanctuary. Two more approvals were 
given for ‘rationalization’ of Salt Water Crocodile Sanctuary in Andaman and Nicobar Islands, and 
Bandh Baretha Sanctuary in Rajasthan. The four approvals affect a total of 13855.784 ha.

 87% of diversion is due to linear projects (transmission lines, roads, railways and pipelines).

 386.137 ha approved for diversion from Eco-Sensitive Zones, of which 100.47 ha is forest land and 
rest 285.662 ha is non-forest land.  

 780.2418 ha were approved for diversion within tiger habitats for linear projects and infrastructure 
development. 
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I. INTRODUCTION
India’s Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972 (WLPA) 
in its 2002 amendment, laid the statutory 
formation of the National Board for Wildlife 
(NBWL). It is a 47-member committee headed 
by the Prime Minister of the country1 and 
is tasked with promoting conservation and 
development of wildlife and forests. In addition 
to framing policies and advising the Central 
government on matters related to conservation, 
it is responsible for regulating activities within 
India’s Protected Areas (PAs) i.e., national parks, 
wildlife sanctuaries, conservation reserves and 
community reserves2.

The law mandates the National Board for Wildlife 
to constitute a Standing Committee for carrying 
out its various duties and functions3. Having 
been delegated the powers of the National 
Board, the Standing Committee is required to 
consider proposals that involve the use of land 
from PAs for activities such as mining, irrigation, 
roads, highways, etc. It is the responsibility of 
the Standing Committee of National Board 
for Wildlife to screen these proposals, seek 
additional information or studies, order for site 
inspections, and subsequently approve or reject 
the proposal. Prior approval from the Standing 
Committee is also mandatory for proposals 
involving alteration of boundaries of wildlife 
sanctuaries and national parks4. The SC-NBWL is 
headed by the Minister of Environment, Forests 
and Climate Change. It consists of a member 
secretary and not more than 10 members 
nominated by the Vice Chair of NBWL (i.e., 
Minister of Environment, Forests and Climate 
Change) from the members of the Board5. 
Further, as per the amendment made to the 
Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972 in 2006, approval 
from the Standing Committee of National Board 
for Wildlife (SC-NBWL) is mandatory for projects 
which involve diversion of Tiger Reserves and 
areas which link one PA or Tiger Reserve with 
another PA or Tiger Reserve6.

01.  Section 5A of Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972
02.  Section 5C of Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972
03.  Section 5B of Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972
04.  Sub Section (3) of Section 26 A of Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972 Sub Section (5) of Section 35 of Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972
05.  Sub Section 2 of Section 5B of Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972
06.  Section 38 O (g) of Wildlife Protection Act, 1972 as amended in 2006
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Box 1: India’s role under Convention on Biological Diversity for improvement of 
Protected Area Network
“The Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) is an international legally-binding treaty with three 
main goals: conservation of biodiversity, sustainable use of biodiversity, and the fair and equitable 
sharing of the benefits arising from the use of genetic resources.” (UNEP n.d.) India became a 
signatory to the CBD in 1994 (Convention on Biological Biodiversity n.d.), and subsequently became 
liable to implement the strategic targets set under the convention. In 2010 at its tenth Conference 
of Parties (COP10), due to non-accomplishment of CBD goals by the signatories, the Strategic Plan 
for Biodiversity 2011-2020, a ten-year framework for action with Aichi Targets was adopted with 
time-bound goals to be achieved by 2020 (Dhami 2021). The chart below shows broadly classified 
five strategic goals under which 20 ambitious yet achievable Aichi Targets were defined. This chart 
focuses on two of the targets regarding wildlife habitat loss due to fragmentation and improvement 
of protected area network in the country.

For implementation of these Aichi Targets, each signatory country had to submit their national 
targets based on the legal framework of their country. India adopted 12 National Biodiversity 
Targets (NBT) under the convention (Convention on Biological Diversity 2014), while this report is 
interested in the following two:

AI
CH

I T
AR

GE
TS

Strategic Goal D: Enhance the 
benefits to all from biodiversity and 
ecosystem services 

Strategic Goal E: Enhance 
implementation through 
participatory planning, knowledge 
management and capacity building.

Strategic Goal C: To improve the 
status of biodiversity by safeguarding 
ecosystems, species and genetic 
diversity

Strategic Goal B: Reduce the direct 
pressures on biodiversity and 
promote sustainable use. 

Strategic Goal A: Address the 
underlying causes of biodiversity loss 
by mainstreaming biodiversity across 
government and society

Target 11: By 2020, at least 17 per cent of terrestrial 
and inland water, and 10 per cent of coastal 
and marine areas, especially areas of particular 
importance for biodiversity and ecosystem 
services, are conserved through effectively and 
equitably managed, ecologically representative 
and well connected systems of protected areas 
and other effective area-based conservation 
measures, and integrated into the wider landscape 
and seascapes.

Target 5: By 2020, the rate of loss of all natural 
habitats, including forests, is at least halved 
and where feasible brought close to zero, and 
degradation and fragmentation is significantly 
reduced.
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The window for achieving the targets is over and now is the time to review progress. The fifteenth 
Conference of Parties (COP15) which was due to be held in October 2020, was postponed due 
to the Covid-19 pandemic. India had submitted its Sixth National Report to the Convention on 
Biological Diversity in 2018 which claims that India is “on track” to achieve the biodiversity targets 
(Press Information Bureau 2018). As per the report, over 20 percent of India’s total geographical area 
is under biodiversity conservation and India has exceeded in achieving the terrestrial component 
of 17% of Aichi target 11 and 20% of NBT 6.

However, this appears to be far from true as approvals have been granted to remove the protected 
area status of large land areas. In two cases this year, entire sanctuaries were approved to be 
de-notified. Large chunks of protected area land and biodiversity rich migratory wildlife habitats 
were diverted for infrastructure projects every year. Currently India’s geographical area under 
protected areas is 1,71,921 sq.km.  under 981 protected areas including 104 National Parks, 566 
Wildlife Sanctuaries, 97 Conservation Reserves and 214 Community Reserves. This is only 5.03% of 
the geographical area of India (Wildlife Insititute of India 2021). 

The National Board responsible for promoting conservation of wildlife and its habitat were busy 
doing the opposite of its legal statute. The National Board for Wildlife had completely dusted 
off its responsibilities to the Standing Committee and the Board itself hasn’t met since 2014. The 
Standing Committee is a smaller committee delegated with all the powers of the National Board, 
which has been working with mindset that contrasts with the mandate of conservation of wildlife. 
The committee itself is not validly constituted with GEER Foundation as its member, that does 
not qualify as a Non-Governmental Organization (NGO). The National Green Tribunal had ruled 
regarding the role of Standing Committee that the environment minister had no power to overrule 
the committee’s majority opinion, however the members not exercising their powers appear to 
be dictated by the chairperson (Dutta 2021). The committee had de-notified many sanctuaries 
and gave approvals for protected area land to be used for developmental projects: 409.74 ha 
in 2018, 481.56 ha in 2019 (LIFE 2020), 160.3 ha in 2020 (LIFE 2021) and 302.89 ha in the first half 
of 2021. Besides PA diversion, approvals were granted to projects passing through Eco-Sensitive 
Zones (ESZ) of PAs, Tiger Reserves, Elephant Reserves, and important wildlife migratory corridors. 
The former chairman of the committee, the minister of environment was found showcasing the 
clearance of many detrimental projects as an achievement of the committee through tweets and 
public statements. Despite these facts, it is claimed that India has over-achieved their NBTs and 
correspondingly the Aichi Targets.

NATIONAL BIODIVERSITY 
TARGET 3 

NATIONAL BIODIVERSITY 
TARGET 6 

“Ecologically representative areas on land and in 
inland waters, as well as coastal and marine zones, 
especially those of particular importance for species, 
biodiversity and ecosystem services, are conserved 
effectively and equitably, on the basis of PA 
designation and management and other area-based 
conservation measures and are integrated into the 
wider landscapes and seascapes, covering over 20% 
of the geographic area of the country, by 2020.”

“Strategies for reducing rate of degradation, 
fragmentation and loss of all natural habitats 
are finalized and actions put in place by 2020 for 
environmental amelioration and human well-being.”

https://twitter.com/prakashjavdekar/status/1346729339862224897?lang=en
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II. METHODOLOGY

III. WILDLIFE CLEARANCES GRANTED 
IN 2021

The purpose of this paper is to analyse the wildlife clearances granted by the SC-NBWL. We have 
been analysing the approvals made by SC-NBWL for diversion within PAs since 2018. Building upon 
the analysis carried for the year 2018, 2019 and 2020, this paper aims to analyse the approvals 
granted by SC-NBWL from January 01-June 31, 2021.

This paper is based on the review and analysis of the minutes of the meetings of the SC-NBWL 
conducted in 2021. The minutes uploaded on the Wildlife Division of the Ministry of Environment, 
Forests and Climate Change (MOEF&CC) website are tracked and the projects considered for 
granting wildlife clearances are documented for analysis. The proposed project areas are then 
mapped to study their proximity to concerned PAs and affected wildlife habitats.

The SC-NBWL has conducted four meetings so far in the first half of 2021, i.e., January, February, 
March and June. A total of 64 proposals were considered during this period where 57 approvals 
were given for proposals of fresh projects (46), amendments (3), lease renewal (1), rationalization (4) 
and policy matters (3). Rest of the 7 proposals were either deferredi or delistediii.

During the first half of the year only, the committee took major decisions regarding projects which 
may lead to huge impacts on wildlife. These involve de-notification of area from four sanctuaries, 
diversion of 1,385.34 ha of area from within and around protected areas including diversion of 780.24 
ha from tiger habitats. These diversions are further explained in the following sections of the report.
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III.I DE-NOTIFICATION / RATIONALIZATION OF 
PROTECTED AREAS
The “de-notification” i.e., removal of a protected 
area from its protected area status does not find 
any mention in the Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972 
itself. It does not provide any provision regarding 
the de-notification of a protected area, and 
therefore the National Board for Wildlife or the 
Standing Committee does not possess any 
statutory power to de-notify any protected 
area. With respect to grant of permissions 
for “rationalization/boundary alteration” of 
protected areas, Supreme Court in an order7 had 
directed that such “matters will be considered by 
the Standing Committee of the National Board 
for Wildlife on its own merits and in conformity 
with the orders and directions passed by this 
Court from time to time.” This decision gave 
the standing committee, the apex body in our 
country for wildlife conservation, powers for 
protection of protected areas by avoiding their 
irrational and unnecessary alteration. On the 
contrary the standing committee has been 
found to be working towards reducing the 
protected areas for ease in clearing projects. De-
notification and rationalization terms have been 
conflated by the committee. As per the targets 
under the CBD as well, we need to improve 
our protected area network throughout the 
country by identifying ecologically significant 
ecosystems and designate them as protected 
areas.

The standing committee in this first half of the year, considered three proposals for de-notification 
and two for rationalization of protected area, where they gave approvals for two de-notification and 
two rationalizations. Three of these protected areas are from the Andaman and Nicobar Islands. 
During this year, sanctuaries of Andaman and Nicobar Islands especially are targets of the committee 
due to the upcoming project for holistic development of the Nicobar Islands. De-notification of 
protected areas is the new norm for the Standing Committee of NBWL which makes the decision 
making for clearing projects easier. Protected areas are now being completely de-notified on 
grounds of boundary rationalization. This complete de-notification of sanctuaries is ecologically, 
ethically and as per law, be it any way, is wrong and in violation of the Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972.

07.   Order dated 05.10.2015 I.A.No. 2601/2009 in W. P.(C) No. 202 of 1995. 



9

Analysis of Wildlife Clearances in India, 2021

During the deliberations for this proposal, it was informed that the Andaman and Nicobar Islands 
administration had notified intension to declare Galathea bay as sanctuary for an area of 11.44 
sq.km (114.4 ha) in the year 1997 under section 18 (1) of the Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972. It was also 
informed that the acquisition proceedings for notification of the sanctuary were not completed and 
final notification of sanctuary had not yet been published. Now, the Andaman and Nicobar Islands 
administration has done a U turn, and submitted de-notification proposal for the Galathea Bay 
Sanctuary (SC-NBWL 2021a). The committee approved the de-notifcation thus backing NITI Ayog’s 
upcoming plan for “Holistic development of Great Nicobar Island in Andaman and Nicobar Islands” 
(NITI Ayog 2020) which includes an International Container Transhipment Terminal (ICTT), greenfield 
international airport, a power plant and a new township (AECOM India Private Ltd. 2021). The Terms 
of Reference (TOR) for the project were also granted by Environmental Appraisal Committee (EAC) 
in haste, clearing another “hurdle” for Niti Aayog’s mega development plan for Great Nicobar Island 
(Conservation India 2021).

The Galathea sanctuary bay is crucial for Leatherback turtles as it is one of the largest Leatherback 
turtle nesting grounds in India (MoEF&CC 2021a). With this development, the shoreline which is 
used by leatherback turtles for nesting will be interrupted and further existing threats like pigs and 
dogs preying on their nests will also exacerbate. Besides this, the site is prone to cyclones as it falls 
under the seismic zone V (Sinha 2021). The de-notification has been recommended with a directive 
to prepare a comprehensive management plan for conservation of Leatherback turtles, to be 
prepared by Wildlife Institute of India (WII). The proposal has been approved without a conservation 
plan in place. Also, this decision is in violation of the Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972 as the act does 
not empower the National Board for Wildlife or the Standing Committee to de-notify any Protected 
Area.

The minimum extent of the Eco-sensitive Zone of Galathea National Park as per its notification 
dated October 28, 2020 is zero “because the major geographical area of Great Nicobar Island is 
covered under Protected Area Network and Tribal Reserve in such a way that there is little area left 
for holistic development around the area.“ (MoEF&CC 2020a) Besides this, a 750-metre buffer is 
set aside all along the coastline for development, which will lead to development projects located 
away from the coast and near to National Park boundary (MoEF&CC 2020a). This will have severe 
impacts on the endemic fauna of the region. Also, the decision was taken in the same month when 
the ministry launched its first Marine Turtle National Action Plan for conservation of marine turtles 
in January 2021.

GALATHEA BAY SANCTUARY, ANDAMAN AND NICOBAR
ISLANDS



Another denotification of Megapode Sanctuary submitted by the office of Principal Chief Conservator 
of Forest (Wildlife), Andaman and Nicobar Islands was approved. The Megapode Island submerged 
post the tsunami of December 2004 and does not exist anymore. This reason was cited as the 
basis for de-notifying the sanctuary. Again, this is not in accordance with the law for the Standing 
Committee to approve de-notification. Further, the submerged island can still hold importance as a 
fish breeding site and for mangrove recolonization (Dutt 2021). A protected area need not be only a 
land-based area. Aquatic protected areas also exist as biodiversity is present in both land and water. 

MEGAPODE SANCTUARY, ANDAMAN AND NICOBAR ISLANDS

Standing Committee approved the rationalization of boundary of Salt Water Crocodile Sanctuary 
in Andaman and Nicobar Islands and its renaming as Lohabarrack Sanctuary. This is the third 
de-notification from the Union Territory aiming to aid quicker progress of NITI Ayog’s holistic 
development of Nicobar Islands. The sanctuary was notified a protected area of 100 sq. km. 
(10,000 ha) in 1983 which has been reduced by almost 60% to 41.716 sq. km. (4,171.6 ha) after this 
rationalization. As per the minutes, only 22.21 sq.km. was the actual area as per their verification of 
the boundary description in the earlier notification. However, they decided on exclusion of an area 
of 0.464 Sq.km. having no significant biodiversity from the sanctuary and inclusion of 19.97 sq. km. of 
territorial waters, having luxuriant growth of Stag Horn and Table Horn Coral. Therefore, the revised 
area of the wildlife sanctuary is 41.716 Sq.km. 

SALT WATER CROCODILE SANCTUARY, ANDAMAN AND
NICOBAR ISLANDS

10
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This reduction in size of the sanctuary is being criticized by wildlife conservationists as it will allow 
movement of people in the conflict zone and may lead to an increase in human-crocodile conflicts 
(Chaitanya 2021). Wildlife Institute of India (WII), gave its approval with a condition that Andaman 
and Nicobar Administration should develop a Management Plan for long term conservation of 
crocodiles and other associated marine life of the sanctuary as it has been identified as one of 
the critical crocodile habitats of Andaman and Nicobar Islands. Further the conditions added that, 
they need to submit a ground-truthing report to MoEF&CC in respect of the old boundaries within 
30 days. The decision for de-notification was made first and then the administration was asked 
for a conservation plan for management of crocodiles and old-boundary ground-truthing report. 
This suggests fait accompli – even if the report suggests the de-notification is unreasonable, its 
recommendations would be in vain as the decisions have already been made, sitting online without 
looking at on-ground reality.

In the 61st meeting of the Standing Committee of NBWL, a proposal for the rationalization of Bandh 
Baretha Sanctuary in Bharatpur, Rajasthan was approved. Rajasthan wildlife board, headed by Chief 
Minister Ashok Gehlot, had cleared the proposal on January 29, 2021 to shift the sanctuary boundary 
(Mazoomdaar 2021). As per the minutes, the rationalization removes three blocks - Bansi Pahadpur 
Block A and B, Kot Block and SookhaShila with total area 2785.5 ha from the sanctuary “which are 
disjointed and already ravaged” as per the committee. This has been compensated by addition of 
forest blocks Pahadtali, Mevala, Banswari, Jamoora Timkoli in Karauli district of total area 19785.5 
ha which will lead to the area of the sanctuary increase by 17000 ha after the rationalization. This 
statement is not true as the information regarding the area of the sanctuary is misleading. The 
minutes state that the total area of the sanctuary at present is 19,830.73 ha (198.3 km2). However, 
it was found that as per the gazette notification dated December 26th, 2018 of the Bandh Baretha 
Sanctuary, its area is 20,416 ha. (204.16 km2) which shows a difference of 585.27 ha in the area of 
sanctuary mentioned. Another interesting thing to note here is that the exclusion of Bansi Pahadpur 
blocks is associated with mining of pink sandstone, which is unique in the area. Mining was banned 
in the area in 2016, though illegal mining operations have continued (Mazoomdaar 2020) which 
explains the disjointed and ravaged condition of the blocks. Mining within the sanctuary is a 
prohibited activity as per its gazette notification (MOEF&CC 2018). The major concern here is that the 
denotification of these blocks from the sanctuary is associated with mining to fulfil the demand of 
pink sandstone for a major construction project in Uttar Pradesh (Mazoomdaar 2021). The decisions 
of the committee have been strategized to avoid legal obligations.

BANDH BARETHA SANCTUARY, RAJASTHAN

Credit: latestlyhunt.com
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III.II DIVERSIONS WITHIN PROTECTED AREAS
Protected Area under Section 2(24A) of the Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972 is defined as a National 
Park, a sanctuary, a conservation reserve or a community reserve notified under Sections 18, 35, 36A 
and 36C of the Act. The SC-NBWL in the first half of this year has approved a total fresh diversion 
of 1385.344 ha. Of the total diversion, 302.89 ha was diverted from PA land under 29 proposals and 
1082.45 ha diversion was from non-PA (either inside ESZ or close vicinity of a PA) land under 23 
proposals. The approvals entail diversions from linear, hydel, mining and others category of projects. 

Five projects were recommended passing through Wild Ass Sanctuary diverting a total area of 
62.1136 ha. All these proposals were linear projects-two transmission lines, two pipelines and one 
road project. A transmission line has been approved which was applied as two projects in front of 
the committee. The transmission line runs from Lakadia to Vadodara and Lakadia Banaskantha. The 
extent of ESZ range of the Wild Ass Sanctuary is from zero to 1.2 kilometres only. An ESZ of such a 
small range will not serve the purpose of its creation.

Wild Ass Wildlife Sanctuary

Kaimur Wildlife Sanctuary

Thein Conservation Reserve

National Chambal Gharial Sanctuary

Marine National Park, Marine Sanctuary

Eturunagaram Wildlife Sanctuary

Jhilmil Jheel Conservation Reserve

Dandeli Wildlife Sanctuary

Pilibhit

Vansda National Park

Pangolakha Wildlife Sanctuary

Mahananda Wildlife Sanctuary

Saddle Peak National Park

Mahatma Gandhi Marine National Park

Hastinapur Wildlife Sanctuary

Jaikwadi Bird Sanctuary

Neyyar Wildlife Sanctuary

Dadra and Nagar Haveli Wildlife Sanctuary

Jamwaramgarh Wild Life Sanctuary

Vallanadu Black Buck Sanctuary 0.01

0.1405

0.1602

0.46

0.55

0.5694

0.7539

0.9613

1.5278

1.93

3.76

6.704

9.564

11.319

22.819

35.6

37.424

51.08

55.447

62.1136

Figure 1: Impacted protected areas in the year 2021 (January-June)

Protected Area Diverted (ha)

500 10 20 30 60 7040
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The Standing Committee recommended Shahpurkandi Dam Project in Jammu and Kashmir diverting 
protected area land of Thein Conservation Reserve in Jammu and Kashmir. The total project area is 
1,281.13 ha, is located on the river Ravi, where its northern side falls in J&K (624.67 ha) and southern 
side in Punjab (663.30 ha). The project diverts 275.16 ha forest land from Punjab which will cut down 
forest of 0.6 density which means forest cover of 60% canopy and 13.24 ha forest from J&K of 0.4 
density. It also diverts 51.08 ha of protected area land from Thein Conservation Reserve. For locating 
the project in a Protected Area, the reason stated is that “the excess water of the River Ravi at 
present is going waste through the Madhopur Headworks downstream to Pakistan, implementation 
of the project would minimize such wastage of water” (Executive Engineer, Shahpurkandi 2021). The 
project lies close to the existing Ranjit Sagar Dam and upcoming Ujh Multipurpose Hydel project. 
The Ujh Hydel project also is located on Ujh tributary of river Ravi (Figure 2). These three hydel 
projects together would put too much pressure on the Ravi River. The project has been given 
approvals at various stages of clearance process stating that the project is of National Importance.

Figure 2: Google Earth image showing the Shahpurkandi Dam project, upcoming Ujh Hydel project and existing 
Ranjit Sagar Dam project on Ravi River
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III.III DIVERSIONS WITHIN LINEAR CATEGORY

Figure 3: Linear Diversion approved during January - June 2021

Mining

Road

Linear

Railway

Hydel

Canal

Other

Pipeline

Transmission

Total Area Diverted

Total Linear Diversion

87%

67%

17%
2%

8%

1%

4%

Linear projects mainly include road, railway, transmission lines, pipelines and canals. The maximum 
number of proposals were approved for diversion within the linear category. Linear diversion of the 
size 1,218.53ha was requested to be diverted, where all of it was given a go ahead. Linear projects 
accounted for 87.96 % of the total area approved. Of this, 248.7ha was diverted from protected areas 
and 947.96 ha was diverted from non-PA land.
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The maximum diversion of 661.425 ha was approved for two linear category proposals in the state 
of Rajasthan, which were for the same project but divided and presented as two proposals. The 
proposals are for development of eight lanes (Greenfield Highway) from Itawa (Ch. Km 284.000) 
to Chambal River under Bharatmala Pariyojana. One of the proposals is near Banda Hera village, 
falls within the National Gharial Sanctuary diverting an area of 29.019 ha within the sanctuary and 
1,222.741 ha outside the sanctuary. The other proposal is near Durjanpura village, for the diversion 
of 632.406 ha falling in the eco-sensitive zone of Ranthambore Tiger Reserve and Sawai Mansingh 
Wildlife Sanctuary. These proposed alignments pass through the Ranthambore Tiger corridor and 
National Chambal Sanctuary. The Ranthambore National Park, Sawai Mansingh and Sawai Madhopur 
wildlife sanctuaries are located at an approximate distance of about 12.9 km, 8.0km and 10.5 km 
respectively as per its pre-feasibility report. This will delineate migratory corridors of tigers as the 
diversion is in proximity of Ranthambore’s tiger habitats. Multiple diversions from a single protected 
area are also a cause of concern here. Another project falling within the National Chambal Sanctuary 
was approved for construction of a Steel Girder Bridge, earthwork, approach road, workshop, site-
office and store for Mathura - Jhansi 3rd Railway Line Project of Rail Vikas Nigam Limited in Dholpur 
district, Rajasthan. It will divert 8.405 ha of protected area land from the sanctuary.
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Figure 4: Project diversions falling within the National Chambal Sanctuary
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The Tinaighat- Castlerock-Caranzol Railway doubling project was approved by the committee 
which entail diversion of 10.45 ha forest area, where 9.564 ha lies within PA in Dandeli Wildlife 
Sanctuary and 0.886 ha falls outside PA in Haliyal division. The project was granted Stage 1 on 4th 
Feb. 2021. The committee asked for a mitigation report to be prepared by the Wildlife Institute of 
India (WII) within a period of only two months. As per the report, “the Camera trap spanning 660 
trap nights yielded 156 captures of 17 mammal species along the railway track. 203 animal signs 
through sign surveys of 175 habitat plots near the railway track were recorded. A total of 47 species 
of herpetofauna was recorded during the survey. This number is expected to be higher since the 
study was conducted within a short period during the non-breeding season.” Despite the richness 
of biodiversity and wildlife in the area, the project was recommended. Wildlife Institute of India 
has a conflict of interest here as it prepared the mitigation report for the project as a consultant 
body and on the other hand was part of the decision making as it a member of the committee. The 
National Tiger Conservation Authority has raised serious concerns about the lack of cumulative 
impact assessment and splitting up the project into small forest patches to obtain speedy approval. 
Despite stiff opposition from the public, linear projects have been approved in areas which are also 
critical tiger and elephant areas.

Figure 5: The Tinaighat- Castlerock-Caranzol Railway doubling project of 9.564 ha lies within Dandeli Wildlife
Sanctuary, fragmenting the upper portion of the sanctuary into a separate patch



18

Analysis of Wildlife Clearances in India, 2021

Another approval for 55.447 ha was given for Jaunpur Obra transmission line in Uttar Pradesh 
passing through Kaimur Wildlife Sanctuary. No alternatives were examined; rather a fait accompli 
situation was highlighted by the secretary during the meeting, where tenders are being issued 
without consulting forest department for alternatives. Despite knowing the fact that alternatives 
were not examined for placing the transmission line, Standing Committee approved the project and 
gave a condition for future proposals that they must accompany with a certificate from CEA that 
alternatives were considered and laying of multi-circuit transmission lines through the forest areas 
is not possible.

A linear project for construction of Chitegaon water supply scheme pipeline in Maharashtra was 
approved where the proponent had commenced work before approval. The project will divert 0.55 
ha from Jaikwadi Bird Sanctuary. A penalty of 1% of the project cost was imposed on the proponent 
for the violation.
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Box 2: A case of diluting the mitigation measures
The upgradation of Laldhang to Chilkhal road project was recommended in the 56th meeting of the 
SC-NBWL for strengthening and black-topping of old existing road from Chillarkhal to Laldhang 
passing through buffer zone of Rajaji National Park. National Tiger Conservation Authority (NTCA) 
had conditioned some mitigative measures, where one of them was to construct an elevated road 
with underpasses which should entail a permeable space of 705 m length and 8 m height for 
wildlife from the central stretch of 4.7 km from Chamaria bent to Siggadi Sot (SC-NBWL 2020a). 
The Chief Wildlife Warden in subsequent meetings repeatedly raised the issue of height of the 
underpass to be relaxed to 5m with length of 470 m (SC-NBWL 2020b). The Standing Committee 
had asked the ministry to constitute a committee comprising of Dr. Sukumar, representatives from 
NTCA, WII and NHAI and representative of Government of Uttarakhand to suggest site-specific 
mitigation measures based on inspection of the area.

In the 63rdmeeting in June, Dr. Sukumar after carrying the inspection in March, 2021, suggested that 
a single underpass of 6 m height in the 4.7 km long stretch is sufficient at this stage to avoid putting 
a lot of concrete in the forest area. However, this is contrary to the guidelines by WII on “Eco-
friendly measures to mitigate impact of linear infrastructure on wildlife” which mention regarding 
spacing of these wildlife crossings that it may be appropriate to install several structures in one 
location to reduce competition between individuals, travel time to a safe crossing and habituation 
time, as well as increase connectivity incrementally (Wildlife Institute of India 2016). Besides this, 
Minister of Forest, Uttarakhand was present during the meeting who gave his comments on the 
matter that “the cost for construction of 8 m high underpass would require Rs. 80 crore which govt. 
of Uttarakhand could not bear” and therefore, requested for the reduced measures. His presence 
in the meeting is questionable as the list of participants of the meeting does not contain his name 
(SC-NBWL 2021c). Standing Committee finally recommended the modification with reduced height 
of 6 m and length 400 m which is even 70 m lesser than what was asked. No justification was given 
by the standing committee for the further reduction in the length from 470 m to 400 m. This shows 
the careless approach of the Standing Committee towards mitigative measures.

III.IV DIVERSION WITHIN ECO-SENSITIVE ZONES
(NON-PA)
The SC-NBWL does not statutorily have explicit jurisdiction to decide for projects which are not 
located within PAs. However, by virtue of the Supreme Court order in Goa Foundation Vs Union 
of India8, all states are directed to declare ESZs around national parks and sanctuaries. Till the 
ESZs are declared, the SC-NBWL is to consider all projects which require Environmental Clearance 
under the EIA Notification, 2006 located within 10 kms from the boundary of national parks and 
sanctuaries. Once ESZs are declared, there is no requirement for the projects to be referred to the 
committee. 

08.   Order dated 4.12.2006 in W. P No 460 of 2004.
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The National Wildlife Action Plan (NWAP) 2002-2016 indicates, “Areas outside the protected area 
network are often vital ecological corridor links and must be protected to prevent isolation of 
fragments of biodiversity which will not survive in the long run. Land and water use policies will 
need to accept the imperative of strictly protecting ecologically fragile habitats and regulating use 
elsewhere”. The NWAP also says, “all identified areas around protected areas and wildlife corridors 
to be declared as ecologically fragile under the Environment (Protection) Act, 1986” (Guidelines 
for declaration of Eco sensitive Zones 2011). Therefore, all the proposals that fall either within a 
notified Eco-sensitive zone (ESZ) of a sanctuary or if the ESZ is not notified then fall within 10km 
aerial distance from the sanctuary boundary, are subject to a certain level of protection with only 
specific activities allowed under regulation.

Nevertheless, the standing committee of NBWL has ignored this and repeatedly allows diversion 
of ESZs, whether they are forest or non-forest land. In this first half of 2021 alone, the committee 
has approved diversion of 386.14 ha from ESZs, where 100.47 ha is forest land and rest 285.66 ha 
is non-forest land. The following chart shows the area diverted from the respective Eco-Sensitive 
Zones of these protected areas.

Figure 6: Diversions approved by SC-NBWL for projects falling under eco-sensitive zones of protected areas
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The largest diversion has been approved from the ESZ of Sohelwa Wildlife Sanctuary in Uttar 
Pradesh. Two projects diverting a total area of 190.63 ha pass through the ESZ of this sanctuary. 
One project is for construction of bridge for proposed Rapti Canal on Tulsipur-Jarva road for which 
116.43 ha will be cleared. The other project was for construction of canal passing through forest 
land in villages Thakurapur, Jamdhara and Sugaon in district Balrampur under National Saryu 
Nahar Pariyojna (Rapti Main Canal). This project’s 74.2 ha area lies in the ESZ of the sanctuary and 
97.8 ha falls outside the ESZ. The Sohelwa Wild Life Sanctuary is habitat for tiger, leopard, hyena, 
jackal, fox, wolf, bear, deer, sambar, chital, hog deer and kakad etc. (MoEF&CC 2017).

SC-NBWL approved the expansion of silica sand opencast mine lying 3.6 km from Ramgarh 
Vishdhari Wildlife Sanctuary. The project diverts 59.51 ha area from the ESZ of the Sanctuary. 
Draft notification of the Ramgarh Vishdhari Wildlife Sanctuary dated December 30, 2020 prohibits 
following activities in its eco-sensitive zone- “All new and existing mining (minor and major minerals), 
stone quarrying and crushing units shall be prohibited with immediate effect except for meeting 
the domestic needs of bona fide local residents including digging of earth for construction or 
repair of houses within Eco- sensitive Zone”. First thing to note is that the mine already exists and 
has come for expansion, which instead of pointing and taking action against it, the expansion was 
given recommendation to the prohibited activity by the committee.

A project was approved for laying of sub-marine pipeline from Rutland Island to Phongibalu, South 
Andaman Island for augmentation of potable water supply in the Port Blair township which uses 
0.7539 ha from Mahatma Gandhi Marine National Park and 0.1911 ha from its “Notional”9  ESZ. 
During the deliberations in the Standing Committee meeting, the Member Secretary stated that 
“the project outside the protected area does not require environmental clearance and therefore, 
the mandate of the Standing Committee is to consider the project falling inside the National Park 
only”. The ESZ as per its draft notification has an extent of 0 (zero) to 100 meters only around 
the boundary of Mahatma Gandhi Marine National Park. The sanctuary is home to 19 species of 
reptiles recorded, which include 4 species of turtles, 10 species of snakes, 4 species of lizards and 
a species of salt water crocodile (Crocodylus porosus).  It also provides ideal feeding and breeding 
grounds for the sea turtles, designated as one of the endemic bird areas of the world. It supports 
coral reefs, 282 species of fishes (MoEF&CC 2020b). With such rich biodiversity in the sanctuary, 
its ESZ has its extent defined to only 100 m. This puts the wildlife in the area in a more vulnerable 
position, where the committee refuses to consider projects falling in the notional ESZ and the 
notified ESZ is almost negligible.

09.   Order dated 4.12.2006 in W. P No 460 of 2004.
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III.V DIVERSIONS WITHIN TIGER HABITATS
In India, tigers act as an umbrella species for majority of eco-regions as they reside in a wide variety 
of habitats extending from the mountains, mangrove, tall grasslands, to dry and moist deciduous 
forests, as well as evergreen forest systems (Jhala, Qureshi and Nayak 2020).This section deals 
with approvals given by the SC-NBWL to projects proposed within tiger habitats. For this analysis, 
the term “tiger habitats” includes tiger reserves notified under the provisions of Wildlife (Protection) 
Act, 1972 (as amended in 2006), and forest lands lying contiguous to notified tiger reserves. These 
forest lands may serve as important corridors for movement of tigers and other wildlife. Given this 
definition, projects within tiger habitats, therefore, include the following (i) projects within notified 
tiger reserves and (ii) projects proposed over forest lands which lie contiguous to the notified 
tiger reserve. The current condition of tiger habitats in India reflects a highly vulnerable state of 
our national animal. The contiguity of tiger habitats has severely been affected by approvals for 
developmental projects over the years which has led to tigers living in isolated Tiger Reserve 
patches, consequently loosing on their connectivity with other areas. Landscape connectivity plays 
a significant role in conserving the species which maintains the gene flow and influences the rate 
of genetic diversity (Joshi, et al. 2013). Fragmentation of landscape affects the population viability 
as adult tigers have wide territory, and requires disruption free movement. In the four meetings 
conducted so far this year, SC-NBWL has diverted 780.24 ha under only nine projects from tiger 
habitats in 2021.

Figure 7: Diversions within Tiger Habitats
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This proposal has already been discussed in 
the earlier section of linear diversions in this 
report as the project also passes through 
National Chambal Sanctuary. The project 
alignment is near Durjanpura village for the 
diversion of 632.406 ha falling in the eco-
sensitive zone of Ranthambore Tiger Reserve 
& Sawai Mansingh Wildlife Sanctuary. The 
Ranthambore National Park, Sawai Mansingh 
and Sawai Madhopur wildlife sanctuaries are 
located at an approximate distance of about 
12.9 km, 8.0km and 10.5 km respectively. The 
placement of this linear diversion between the 
Chambal River and Ranthambore Tiger Reserve 
would create obstruction in the migratory path 
of wildlife moving from the protected area 
towards the river.

A diamond mining project in Panna, Madhya 
Pradesh came for renewal of clearance earlier 
granted in 2006 under WPA, 1972 and to increase 
the periphery of mining pit within the lease area 
by 10 ha. As per its previous environmental 
clearance granted, the project has approval for 
diversion of a large area of 275.963 ha from the 
Gangau Sanctuary and Panna Tiger Reserve. 
The project has been justified that “the project 
has already been operating in the area since 
1968 even before the Wildlife (Protection) Act, 
1972 came into force. There are no alternative 
areas in the immediate vicinity under NMDC 
with diamond reserves of sufficient quantity” 
(Project Manager 2019). The wildlife report under 
the online application for the project available 
on Parivesh website while disclosing whether 
forest clearance is required for the project, it 
denies for it. However, as per the minutes, part 
of the application is to increase the periphery of 
mining pit within the lease area by about 10 Ha, 
where its 1.5 Ha falls inside forest area. Faculty 
of Engineering and Technology, AKS University, 
Satna, Madhya Pradesh had conducted a study 
on flora and fauna along the water bodies for 
the project. The report mostly focused on the 
flora around water bodies of the area. However, 
the study does not talk about the fauna present 
in the area. The fact that the project site is 
placed adjacent to Panna Tiger Reserve and 
forms part of Gangau Wildlife Sanctuary, and 
the probable impacts on wildlife present in the 
surrounding were not discussed while granting 
approval.

RANTHAMBORE
TIGER RESERVE 

PANNA
TIGER RESERVE
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Figure 8: Location of diamond mine near Panna Tiger Reserve

A project includes diversion of an area of 64.748 ha for four-laning of Haridwar-Nagina section of 
NH-74 in Uttarakhand. Of the total project area, 11.32 ha falls within the Jhilmil Jheel Conservation 
Reserve, which is a protected area as per the WLPA, 1972. The rest of the area falls in the Eco-
sensitive zone (ESZ) of Rajaji Tiger Reserve and forms part of tiger corridor connecting the Tiger 
Reserve with the Conservation Reserve. Another project which was considered in the meeting for 
modification is the above-mentioned Laldhang-Chillarkhal road project, which also passes through 
the ESZ of Rajaji Tiger Reserve diverting an area of 7.7 ha. Both the upgradation of Haridwar-Nagina 
road and Laldhang-Chillarkhal road projects which were approved falling within tiger habitats, lie 
in the vicinity of Rajaji Tiger Reserve, affecting important tiger and elephant corridors are shown in 
figure 8. Further, two more proposals were approved of: a project for improvement, upgradation 
and construction of Ganeshpur- Dehradun road section, wherein one part of it lies in the state of 
Uttar Pradesh and other part lies in Uttarakhand and falls in the ESZ of Rajaji National Park and 
Elephant reserve area of Shivalik Forest Division. The project site is just adjacent to the national park 
boundary lying exactly where the national park ends in the sensitive transition zone. It is a linear 
diversion passing from the centre of the Shivalik forest division, fragmenting the entire migratory 
path of tigers and elephants. As per its Site Inspection Report (SER) by the Conservator of Forest 
(CF), “the area has an abundance of wildlife including red junglefowl, kalij pheasant, Himalayan 
goral, barking deer, Indian crested porcupine, rusty spotted cat, Asian palm civet, yellow-throated 
marten, masked palm civet, leopard cat, leopard, Asian elephant, etc.”Upgradation of this road is 
in violation of the recommendations of the Sub-Committee on Guidelines for Roads in Protected 
Areas (MOEF&CC 2014). The Sub-Committee recommends that roads passing by National Parks/
Core-Critical Tiger Reserve/Wildlife Sanctuary are within a radius of 1 km thereof, or within the 

RAJAJI TIGER RESERVE
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Eco-Sensitive Zone, whichever of the two is lesser; the roads could be maintained and repaired in 
the best manner possible in their current form and present width. No widening or upgradation is to 
be allowed.

Figure 9: Multiple diversions approved near Rajaji Tiger Reserve

A project diverting 0.236 ha forest area from the core and buffer zone of Sanjay Tiger Reserve for 
black-topping of existing road from Belaha Mahua to Naudhiya Devarth over a total area of 0.415 ha 
was approved. The justification for passing the project through its core and buffer area is that the 
road is necessary to provide connectivity to villages situated in the interior place of the tiger reserve 
since ancient times. The project is for black-topping only and one of the conditions imposed by 
NTCA clearly states that no widening of the existing road is permitted. If such is the case, then there 
should not be any requirement for forest land diversion for the project.

SANJAY TIGER RESERVE
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III.VI POLICY DECISIONS
The committee took three policy change decisions in first half of 2021. Firstly, a recommendation 
was given by the committee for providing Guidelines on Ecotourism in Forest and Wildlife Areas 
2021. As per the guidelines “these are aimed at promoting better understanding of nature and 
wildlife conservation while generating income and opportunities for the local communities in an 
ecologically, culturally and economically sustainable manner. The objectives of these guidelines 
include promotion of low impact nature tourism, traditional ecological knowledge and heritage 
values of India’s wilderness, engagement of local communities in nature tourism partnerships 
amongst various stakeholders and finally enhancing India’s potential as a global eco-tourism 
destination.” (SC-NBWL 2021b) The Forest Advisory Committee (FAC) was asked to examine the 
guidelines further with respect to the Forest (Conservation) Act, 1980, where the FAC in February 
2021 diluted the norms for ecotourism by allowing them to build “non-permanent” structures in 
protected areas without permission from the central government and permanent structures will be 
considered to be “non-forestry” activity and therefore would require clearance under the FC Act, 
1980 (Nandi 2021). Such a decision may result in further fragmentation of forest areas, by opening 
up the protected space of wildlife for non-permanent structures. Even construction of permanent 
infrastructure for creation of ecotourism activities is not a distant reality as the FAC rarely rejects 
proposals.

Secondly, the committee recommended for the inclusion of Caracal species under Recovery 
Programme for Critically Endangered Species. Caracals are medium size wild cats found largely 
in Rajasthan, Gujarat and Madhya Pradesh (The Economic Times 2021). This decision has been 
taken to consider the Caracal species into the list of critically endangered species for taking up 
conservation efforts with financial support under Centrally Sponsored Scheme-Development of 
Wildlife Habitat. This is the 22nd wildlife species under this recovery programme for critically 
endangered species. International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) has listed the Caracal 
species of “least concern” due to its abundance in Africa. However, in India, the species is under 
threat and listed under Schedule I of the Wildlife (Protection) Act 1972, and therefore needs a 
specific conservation plan.
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The third recommendation was an advisory on Human Wildlife Conflict Mitigation. The advisory 
provides prescriptions for the States/ Union Territories for dealing with Human-Wildlife Conflict 
(HWC) situations and seeks expedited inter-departmental coordinated and effective actions 
(MoEF&CC 2021b). The decision empowers gram panchayats in dealing with problematic wildlife 
creating human-wildlife conflicts as per the section 11 (1) (b) of Wild Life (Protection) Act, 1972.

The section 11 (1) (b) provides statutory powers to the Chief Wild Life Warden (CWW) or the 
authorised officer where, if he is satisfied that any wild animal specified in Schedule II, Schedule III, 
or Schedule IV, has become dangerous to human life or to property (including standing crops on 
any land) or is so disabled or diseased as to be beyond recovery, by order in writing and stating the 
reasons therefore, permits any person to hunt10 [such animal or group of animals in a specified area 
or cause such animal or group of animals in that specified area to be hunted]. This decision is not 
practical to empower gram panchayat as it can be more misused than solving the issue.

Further the advisory will include identification of areas where the incidences of Human Wildlife 
Conflict are high and the mitigation measures particularly fodder and water augmentation should 
focus on these priority areas. The funds from Pradhan Mantri Fasal Bima Yojna to be utilized for crop 
compensation against crop damage due to HWC.  

10.   Subs. by s. 9, ibid., for “such animal or cause such animal to be hunted” (w.e.f. 1-4-2003).
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IV. EMERGING CONCERNS

Reiterating as said in the report’s previous section of denotification, the Wildlife (Protection) Act, 
1972, does not have any provision regarding the de-notification of a protected area, and therefore 
the National Board for Wildlife or the Standing Committee does not possess any statutory power 
to de-notify (delete) any protected area. On the contrary, the SC-NBWL has been completely de-
notifying many sanctuaries and removing large chunks from protected areas under boundary 
alteration/rationalization. In 2021, it has approved de-notification of 13,855.784 ha of PA in total from 
four wildlife sanctuaries, where Galathea Bay and Megapode Sanctuaries were completely de-
notified. However, an area of 19,785.50 ha was added to the Bandh Baretha Sanctuary.

Despite the lockdown and restrictions during the pandemic, a large number of approvals were 
granted by the committee last year and this year as well. The meetings were held via video 
conferencing where deliberations for projects were limited and often skipped field visits. Some 
projects required on ground inspection which could not be done in these Covid restrictions. The 
committee was found recommending such proposals in a rush without conducting site inspections. 
Such an instance is the approval to Jaunpur Obra transmission line in Uttar Pradesh passing through 
Kaimur Wildlife Sanctuary. In earlier deliberations for the project, the committee had opined that 
technological feasibility of bunching the transmission lines passing through the protected area 
to be examined as many transmission lines already exist in the area. The site visit could not be 
accomplished due to the pandemic but the project was recommended based on a meeting held 
between DGF, SS, officials from Central Electricity Authority (CEA) and Power Grid Corporation of 
India Limited.

Projects appear before SC-NBWL for approval in multiple proposals, which conceals the actual area 
and impact of the project. The cumulative impact of each project can be detrimental for wildlife and 
flora of the region, which the committee fails to identify or chooses to overlook. It often considers 
projects as separate proposals instead of looking at a single project comprehensively. Secondly, 
if a project is presented in parts, and its each part area is below 50 ha, then the proponent is not 
required to prepare a wildlife conservation plan for the project. 

The Ganeshpur-Dehradun road project was presented as two separate proposals, one for the 
section lying in Uttar Pradesh and other section lying in Uttarakhand. The committee had approved 
both the projects and there was no discussion regarding the projects being a single project while 
recommending it, nor was its cumulative impact analyzed.

Similar is the case of National Chambal Sanctuary as discussed earlier in the report where the 
committee did not take into account the cumulative impact of approvals of three projects adding 
up to an area of 669.83 ha for three linear proposals. Two were for development of eight lanes 
(Greenfield Highway) from Itawa (Ch. Km 284.000) to Chambal River under Bharatmala Pariyojana 
where one of the proposals (29.019 ha) falls within the National Gharial Sanctuary and the other 
proposal (632.406 ha) falls in the eco-sensitive zone of Ranthambore Tiger Reserve & Sawai 
Mansingh Wildlife Sanctuary. These two road projects will delineate migratory corridors of tigers 
between Ranthambore’s tiger reserve and the National Chambal Sanctuary. Another project (8.405 
ha) falling within the National Chambal Sanctuary was approved for construction of a Steel Girder 
Bridge, earthwork, approach road, workshop, site-office and store in Dholpur district, Rajasthan.

DE-NOTIFICATION OF PROTECTED AREA

APPROVAL WITHOUT SITE INSPECTIONS

MULTIPLE PROPOSALS FOR A SINGLE PROJECT
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The Wildlife Institute of India (WII) is a statutory member of the committee of the National Board 
for Wildlife. Despite this fact, it has been observed that the WII prepared mitigation plans for the 
project with the funding received from the proponents, prior to approval of the project. This indicates 
a conflict of interest on the part of WII, as neither the proponent nor WII discloses this during the 
meeting for appraisal of project. An example of such an incidence is the laldhang-chillkhal road 
project where WII acts as both a consultant as well as the regulator granting clearance.

In a similar instance, the project for improvement, upgradation and construction of Ganeshpur-
Dehradun Road section, WII acted both as a consultant as well as the regulator granting clearance. 
As NHAI’s consultant, WII conducted a “Rapid Assessment of Wildlife and suggested mitigation 
measures of Delhi Dehradun Highway in the Shivalik Hills” and it also acted as a regulator/ 
decision maker as the Director of the WII is part of the Standing Committee of the National Board 
for Wildlife which recommended the project for grant of Wildlife clearance in its meeting dated 
January 5, 2021. Such a conduct vitiates the entire process of grant of clearance.

Another such incident is the project for Tinaighat-Castlerock-Caranzol Railway Doubling Project 
of Railway Vikas Nigam Limited for doubling the existing railway track between Hospet, Tinaighat 
and Vasco Port, Karnataka. The project was also granted Stage 1 Forest Clearance on 4th Feb. 2021. 
NTCA took a note of the fact that Dr. R Sukumar being a member of the National Board for Wildlife, 
cannot conduct the study. Dr. Sukumar had recused himself from the decision to avoid conflict of 
interest. However, NTCA11 requested WII to undertake the task of proposing mitigation measures 
for the proposed railway track doubling project. This is again case of conflict of interest on the WII’s 
conduct by preparing studies for the proponent before approval.

There are many instances where the information uploaded under the online application on the 
Parivesh website of MOEF&CC is misleading. As per the wildlife form’s point number A1 (i), the 
project proponent has to disclose if Forest Clearance is required for the project. It has been observed 
under several instances that projects which involve forest diversions have said ‘no’ in this section 
of the form. This means that the proponent claims that the project area does not include any forest 
land. However, on further checking of the project details, forest area involvement was found which 
makes it mandatory for the proponent to take forest clearance under the Forest (Conservation) Act, 
1980. An example is a diversion approved from Wild Ass Sanctuary for pipeline project from Kandla 
to Gorakhpur, Gujarat where the online application says no for forest clearance required but the 
minutes itself mention that the project area 8.0976 ha applied for clearance is forest area.

The wildlife report for the diamond mining project in Panna, Madhya Pradesh available on Parivesh 
website also denies on whether forest clearance is required for the project. However, the minutes 
itself mention that within the expansion area 10 Ha, its 1.5 Ha is forest area.

WII UNDER CONFLICT OF INTEREST

MISLEADING INFORMATION IN ONLINE APPLICATIONS 

11.   in its O.M. No. NTCA O.M. F.No.7-12/2020-NTCA dated 22 July 2020
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V. CONCLUSION
India being a signatory to the Convention on Biological Diversity, is under the legal obligation to 
fulfil the targets decided under this convention. India in its sixth submission of the implementation 
of National Biodiversity Targets proclaimed progress to be on track. However, the fact is that the 
protected area land is lost every year due to the decisions taken by our Standing Committee of 
National Board for Wildlife without comprehending the adverse effects of their decisions on the 
ecosystems associated with the project. Besides diverting 1,385.34 ha land from protected areas 
this year, de-notification of protected areas from four sanctuaries has taken place. Further, among 
the diverted area, 780.24 ha was from tiger habitats. 

A close look at the minutes of the meeting of the Standing Committee shows that diversion 
approvals are not backed with reasons on the project’s benefit to wildlife. “Under the law, the 
Standing Committee has the discretion to allow or reject projects which it considers as detrimental 
to wildlife. This discretion must be exercised solely to meet the objective of the wildlife act which is 
conservation and protection of wildlife” (Dutta 2021). However, there are projects which can prove 
to be disastrous for the wildlife which have been permitted by the committee. Meanwhile, rejection 
of any proposals has not occurred in a long time. Rather, a strategized method of speeding the 
clearance process has been observed by de-notifying protected areas. Multiple diversions in 
one protected area also get approved, which is a major cause of concern for the integrity of the 
protected area. The diversions have left protected area as isolated patches disrupting the migratory 
path and gene flow between them.

The committee is inclined towards promoting infrastructural growth at the cost of great ecological 
diversity and rich forests in wildlife sanctuaries and national parks. The mega-city project of NITI 
Ayog for holistic development of Nicobar Islands is an example where this development is at the 
cost of keystone species of the area like leatherback turtles, saltwater crocodiles, megapodes etc. 
Because of the project, three sanctuaries of Andaman and Nicobar Islands became victims of the 
de-notification stroke of the committee. 

The committee’s assertiveness was observed towards diluting the clearance procedure by 
allowing biodiversity assessments for shorter spans and allowing projects to move further without 
site inspections for the projects. Further recommendations were granted to projects which did 
not prepare any conservation plan for the flora and fauna of the region. The recommendation is 
followed by condition to prepare site specific conservation plan. Under this approach, the fate of 
wildlife and flora lies on the compliance of the condition by the proponent. Even if the proposed 
plans lack necessary aspects, there is no scope for review of the plan if the project has already 
been recommended. The committee is seen promoting an accelerated appraisal system without 
acknowledging biodiversity value of the associated ecosystems and resource sustainability.
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i.  Projects get deferred under circumstances where the proponent lacks in fulfilling the prerequisites. Deferred 
projects get considered in subsequent meetings when the proponent submits the required information.
ii. Projects get delisted when even after getting deferred multiple times, the proponent fails to submit required in-
formation or the committee is not satisfied with the information provided. After delisting the project can be relisted 
once the proponent furnishes the information.
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