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I am neither an ecologist, nor an environmentalist, nor a forester, nor a scientist. As the 
paper is based on my perception of the hills over the years no fottnotes have been added. I 
have witnessed the felling of trees, browning of the hills, soil erosion, loss of flora and 
fauna. Air, water and soil pollution, floods, draughts, etc. in the hills. The fertility of the soil 
has deteriorated and the quality of products is no more the same. A large number of springs 
and wells have dried up. The summers are no more comforting in the hills. 
 
Dreadful Scenario 
The unfolding of this pernicious phenomenon in the hills is directly or indirectly related to 
the diminishing forest cover. The U.N. Intergovernmental Panel on Climatic Change in its 
recent meeting in Geneva concluded that the “projected climate changes during the 21st 
century have the potential to lead to future large scale and possibly irreversible change in 
earth systems, resulting in impacts on continental and global scales.” The scientists further 
added that as a result of global warming they foresaw “glaciers and polar icecaps melting, 
countless species of animals, birds and plant life dying out, farmland turning to desert, fish 
supporting coral reefs destroyed and small island states sunk beneath the sea.” (ToI; 21 
Feb., 2001) On the global plane many factors besides the shrinkage in forest cover may be 
contributing to earth warning but in the case of Uttarakhand it is the primary factor behind 
environmental changes. 
 
Value of Tree 
Before entering the world of forests let us first evaluate the role of tree in influencing the 
environment. T.M. Das of Calcutta University in a study done in 1980 concluded that a 
medium sized tree weighing 50 tonnes would, during a life span of 50 years, yield benefits 
valued in terms of rupees as follows: 
 

 Production of oxygen 2,50,000 

 Conservation of animal protein 2,00,000 

 Control of soil erosion and improvement in soil fertility 2,50,000 

  Recycling of water and Controlling of humidity 3,00,000 

 Sheltering of birds, insects, plants, etc. 2,50,00 

  Controlling of air pollution 15,70,000 
 
In this evaluation, the benefits accruing from the wood, leaves, flowers and fruits of the tree 
have not been reckoned. In this context, it is notable that the value of a tree grown in the 
tropical zone is more than that of one grown in the subtropical zone and much more than 
that of one grown in the temperate zone. 
 
Protection of Environment and Ecology 
It is common knowledge today that plants and trees absorb carbon dioxide and release 
oxygen during the process of photosynthesis. This oxygen is vitally important for purifying 
the air. Besides, some plants have the capacity to absorb certain air pollutants, viz., 



hydrogen fluoride, sulphur dioxide, nitrogen oxide, carbon dioxide, etc. Researches have 
established that protective plantation around polluting factories can reduce the pollution 
level by as much as 70 per cent. 
The forest thus plays a vital role in influencing physical and biological factors which govern 
the environment and ecology. On the physical plane, it conserves soil and water, ad purifies 
environment, and on the biological plane, sustain flora and fauna and maintains bio-
diversity. The forest is thus a key to natural balance. 
 
Loss of Forest Cover 
During the past 50 years, India has suffered great loss of forest cover. Less then 14 per cent 
of the country’s geographical area has any forest cover as against 33 per cent envisaged 
under the National Forest Policy. It is estimated that the country has been losing more than 
one million hectares of forest per annum, a large portion of which lies in the 
environmentally critical zones. 
  
As for Uttarakhand, according to the Forest Survey of India, an estimated 43.50 per cent of 
the geographical area of the State is under real forest cover which is far below the desired 
60 per cent prescribed for the region under the National Forest Policy. Incidentally, the 
land sat imageries show only 36.40 per cent of Uttarakhand under forest cover. It is said 
that the Doon Valley closed forest area alone suffered a loss of 32.8 per cent forest area 
(from 1046 to 730 sq. kms.) during the decade 1972-1982. 
 
 
The Dangers Ahead 
Depletion of the forest cover is a grave threat to the country in general and Uttarakhand in 
particular. It leads to the removal of soil cover and exposure of soil to the vagaries of 
weather, resulting in soil erosion. It is estimated that India looses some six million tones of 
top soil through soil erosion caused by deforestation annually. This loss of soil in terms of 
money was estimated around seven hundred crores in 1972 and twelve hundred crores in 
1977. In the past 25 years, the figures may have gone up considerably. As for Uttarakhand , 
it is estimated (ToI; June 11,1983) that each year the rains wash away some 12 tonnes of soil 
from every acre of hill land. In some areas the loss is as much as 80 tonnes per acre. 
Presently the average rate of soil erosion is calculated between 20 to 50 tonnes per hectare 
per annum. In worst affected areas it could be as much as 500 tonnes per hectare. 
 
In 1985, it was estimated that the present rate of soil erosion 29 per cent of the Himalayan 
soil would have flown down to the ocean by the end of the twentieth century. According to 
Sunder Lal Bahuguna, the famous environmentalist, the wealth of the Himalayas is 
disappearing into the Bay of Bengal. 
 
Some of the eroded soil is carried to multi-purpose and hydro-electric dams. The silt load in 
them has been found much in excess of the initial estimates. A case study of Ramganga 
multi-purpose dam has revealed that 
it is silting up at an alarming rate and its life span is likely to be reduced to 45 years from the 
projected 185 years. Silt has also reduced the life span of Bhakra dam to half. The silting of 
dams in this unexpected manner would cost the country dear, indeed. 
 



Deforestation means less rain, less snow and more warming. According to the estimates 
of the Geological Survey of India, the Pindari and Gomukh glaciers have suffered a 
shrinkage of 23.5 meters and 14.1 meters, respectively, per annum during the last 
century. If the process continues unabated, the day may not be far when the Ganga and 
the Yamuna will dry up.  
 
In this context, it may be mentioned that Cherapunji in Meghalayas, which once enjoyed the 
distinction of being the wettest place in the world, has lost its primacy. Courtesy denuding 
forest cover. The lack of vegetal cover badly affects the capacity of the hills to hold water. 
Brown hills do not allow rain water the necessary time to percolate into the ground, and in 
this way, the underground water supply is badly affected. Drying wells and springs all over 
Uttarakhand bear testimony to this water syndrome. A recent study has revealed that more 
than fifty per cent springs have dried up in Almora district alone. This has led to acute 
shortage of drinking water in the hills. 
 
The soil carried away by rivers from deforested hills settles in their beds in the plains and 
their raised levels cause extensive floods. A recent study has proved that soil and water 
conservation by way of afforestation could bring down the soil erosion from 80 tonnes per 
hectare to 7 tonnes per hectare per annum. 
 
Deforestation adversely affects the flora and fauna which are sustained by the forest. Lack 
of proper forest cover exposes the habitat of wild animals and threatens their very 
existence. Disturbed bio-diversity leads to ecological imbalance and environmental 
pollution. Many species of trees and animals have already perished in the process of 
deforestation. 
 
 
Measures to Save Forest 
The first foremost challenge before the government of Uttarakhand and its people is to 
restore the forests to their pristine glory. The immediate measures which could be taken in 
this regard may include complete stoppage of illegal felling of trees, over-grazing, mining, 
and local vandalism. The forest mafia has caused immense harm to the forest wealth of 
Uttarakhand by illegal fellings in collusion with forest officials. These very people are also 
responsible for killing of musk deers, tuskers and tigers. Strict vigilance and harsh 
punishment for the violators of forest law may help to undo this menace. Public awareness 
is also a great asset. The Chipko Movement did a lot in saving jungles in the seventies of the 
last century. 
 
Grazing in the forests is another area which deserves serious attention. Animals, while 
grazing, damage the roots and plants and thus harm the growth of the forest. They also 
damage the soil and this leads to rapid soil erosion. The forest could be saved from this 
animal menace by reducing the number of animals, development of pasture land, increase 
in fodder production and stall-feeding of cattle. Agriculture, loosing its primacy in the hills, 
would bring down the cattle population, automatically. 
 
 
Construction of big dam also harms the forest cover 



To illustrate this, Tehri dam reservoir would extent upto 45 km in the Bhagirathi Valley and 
25 kms in the Bhilangana Valley with a water spread area of 42.5 sq. km. Further the 
population uprooted from the dam area has been rehabilitated in the forest land required in 
Rishikesh and Haridwar. The construction of dam has thus caused double loss of forest 
cover. The sediments generated in this way cause great harm to vegetation while sliding 
down the hills. 
 
Stoppage to indiscriminate quarrying in the hills of Uttarakhand would also save the jungles. 
The need of stone for building houses necessitates quarrying and consequent damage to the 
forest cover. Quarrying for lime stone has also greatly harmed the forest cover in the hills, 
particularly in Mussoorie region. 
 
Building of roads through the forests also harms the forest cover. The road-building 
activity leads to massive soil erosion, land slides and flash floods. It is estimated that 
construction of one km road involves felling of 60 trees in lesser Himalayas and 90 trees in 
the Terai Bhabar area. The sediments generated in this way cause great harm to 
vegetation while sliding down the hills. 
 
Local vandalism is another important factor which harms the jungles. The need for food and 
fodder forces the locals to fell trees. This could be prevented by encouraging social forestry 
or by making cooking gas and kerosene available to people at affordable price. Educating 
people on the benefits of forestry may also help. 
 
After independence a large number of people were settled in Terai region of Uttarakhand. 
Over the years a large number of Bangladeshis have also settled there and occupied the 
forest land illegally. It is estimated that more than eight thousand hectares of land is under 
illegal occupation in Nanital district alone. This illegal mushrooming of population has to be 
checked to save the forests from mounting human pressure. 
 
Positive Steps 
The aforesaid measures if implemented sincerely would certainly stop the loss of jungles. 
But the existing forest cover, even if well protected, is hardly sufficient to fulfil ecological 
and environmental needs. Extensive 
forestry is, therefore, the need of the hour. 
 
A beginning in this direction could be made by reforestation of degraded forests all over 
Uttarakhand. Under the scheme of afforestation large areas of barren and unused land may 
be brought under extensive plantation. The money spent on rehabilitation of flood affected 
people year after year could be better utilized in plantation of trees. Agriculture is an 
unrewarding occupation in the hills and much of the unproductive agriculture land could be 
brought under productive forestry by growing plywood, teak-wood and match-wood trees. 
People may also grow trees of deodar, oak, pine, tun and kharik which have a good market. 
 
A word may be added here on ‘social forestry’. The term came into currency in sixties of the 
last century and has been explained to mean “forestry which aims at producing flow of 
protection and recreation benefits for the community. But in simple words, the idea behind 



the social forestry is to grow trees so that the fuel and fodder need of the community are 
adequately met, without harming the real forest cover. It is important that Dr.K.M. 
Munshi, the Union Agriculture Minister has launched Vanamahotsava (festival of trees) 
scheme as early as 1950 to promote social forestry. It is learnt that the scheme is being 
implemented in Nagaland, successfully. 
Intensive horticulture activity may also supplement the afforestation effort. Much of the 
agricultural land could grow fruit bearing trees like apple, apricot, peach, pear, orange, 
lemon, litchi, pomegranate, mulberry, walnut, etc. Some fruit and flower bearing trees like 
kafal, burans, bedu, timla, dalchini, amla, melu, guiral, reetha, bhyunl, etc., which grow wild 
in the hills, could also be brought under the ambit of horticulture. 
The little land left over by deep afforestation and extensive horticulture could be put to 
profitable use by growing of medicinal herbs, for which Uttarakhand has been known from 
times immemorial. Some moderately sloppy areas can be brought under tea plantation. 
These efforts would leave space for soil erosion and generate immense wealth for the 
people of Uttarakhand. 
 
 
Uttarakhand: A Forest-Garden 
For developing Uttarakhand into an ideal habitat, a three pronged strategy of forest 
management, land management and water management has to be adopted. In fact, a 
satisfactory forest management policy would also take care of water and land management. 
The most ideal way of land management is to provide forest cover to every inch of land so 
that there is no soil erosion. If at the plantation stage due care is taken to grow trees, like 
‘banj’ and ‘kharik’ which possess great capacity to hold water, in large numbers, then the 
problem of water management is solved in a natural way. This effort could be 
supplemented by building small dams and water reservoirs, so that water is available in 
plenty. 
To save the fauna and flora of Uttarakhand, the government has also initiated some 
measures like creation of national parks, sanctuaries and bio-sphere reserves. Among the 
national parks, Corbett National Park, Nanda Devi National Park and Rajaji National Park are 
best known. The sanctuaries include Govind Pashu Vihar Sanctuary (Uttarkashi), Kedarnath 
Musk Dear Santuary (Chamoli), Askot Musk Dear Wildlife Sanctuary (Pithoragarh), Sona Nadi 
Sanctuary (Garhwal) and Binsar Wild Life Santuary (Almora). Uttarakhand Biosphere Reserve 
and Nanda Devi Biosphere Reserve are intended to save the vanishing fauna of the region. 
Ends 




