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Timber lobby trying to hack open the Trees Act

By Praveen Bhargav

In the face of mounting public pressure,
the proposed amendments to the Kar-
nataka Preservation of Trees Act, 1976,

(KPTA) has been put on hold. It has been
reported that the proposals will be re-
viewed before a final decision is taken. To
many, this appears to be another attempt to
dismantle controls to facilitate tree cutting
in Bangalore and elsewhere.

In reality, the actual reasons are very dif-
ferent and more sinister. Elements within
the government — including a few forest of-
ficers — have apparently colluded with the
powerful timber lobby and have been per-
sistently pushing hard for these amend-
ments. So what exactly is this proposal,
and why is it dangerous?

Preservation (and not destruction) of
trees is the main object of the KPTA. While
other statutes like the Indian Forest Act,
Forest Conservation Act and Wildlife Pro-
tection Act prohibit and regulate indis-
criminate cutting of trees on forest land, the
KPTA was enacted primarily to protect

trees on private lands. The existing provi-
sion under Section 8(7) allows for cutting of
13 species of trees including casuarina, sil-
ver oak, eucalyptus, rubber, coconut, etc
without any restrictions.

Now, the plan is to expand this exemp-
tion list to include 41 species of trees with an
overarching description such as ficus, jack
fruit, mango... And herein lies the prob-
lem. For, scattered in the ecologically sen-
sitive landscape of the Western Ghats are
pristine forested enclosures which are un-
der private ownership.

Capricious timber contractors have al-
ready obtained GPAs from many owners
and are attempting to cut thousands of
trees. Many species of the ficus family — in-
cluding ficus racemosa, ficus tinctoria, ficus
nervosa — are found in such areas. Also in
the exemption list is the jack fruit tree — Ar-
tocarpus species which is widely found in
the Western Ghats. By simply getting them
out of the purview of law, timber merchants
hope to have a free run.  

But why this urgency and desperation? A
major timber scam has again been detect-

ed in Kodagu. This forested district had
witnessed massive timber felling during
1993-94. After considerable damage and
public outcry, a high-level enquiry was or-
dered but not even a single offender or in-
dicted forest officer was punished.

On Dec 12, 1996, the supreme court
passed a landmark order stopping the
felling of trees in all forests. Not only that,
the court redefined the meaning of forests
and directed that the term forest land also
includes forests as understood in the dic-
tionary sense irrespective of ownership.

Every state government came under or-
ders to identify such forests and sawmills
operating near forests. Of even greater sig-
nificance was the direction that the court’s
order would prevail notwithstanding any
order at variance made or which may be
made by any government, authority, tribu-
nal or court including high courts.

The emergency brakes applied by the
apex court sent the timber lobby into a ma-
jor skid. Electric and chain saws fell silent
and massive felling that was taking place
across the country came to a stop. Tree
felling in forests can now be carried out only
on the basis of a working plan with prior ap-
proval of the ministry of environment and
forests (MoEF).

Violation
The timber lobby, after realising that the
apex court was in no mood to budge used
other time-tested tricks to overcome the di-
rectives. In 1999 it got the Karnataka gov-
ernment to issue a circular permitting tree
felling in evergreen and semi-evergreen
areas. This order is completely at variance

to the supreme court order and is thus ul-
tra vires.

Senior forest officers — including two
principal chief conservators — have issued
memorandums pointing out how the SC or-
der will prevail over all other orders. Re-
ports have also been sent to the govern-
ment with a strong advice to withdraw the
offending order. Not surprisingly, they have
been completely ignored and the reports
are gathering dust.

In 2006 some timber merchants who
had masterminded the 1993 scam swiftly
moved in when a forest officer with a dubi-
ous record got posted to Kodagu. Using
the 1999 circular, he permitted felling of
over 3,500 trees under the KPTA in blatant
violation of SC orders.

When some senior officers intervened
to stop the felling, they were transferred
post haste. It was then that a local NGO pe-
titioned the Karnataka high court, which not
only stayed all felling permissions but also
sought to know what action the govern-
ment proposed to initiate against the forest
officer. Finally, in February 2009 the officer

was removed. But even after one year, deter-
rent disciplinary action is yet to be initiated.

Hit by the high court order, timber mer-
chants again got desperate and began lob-
bying to get around the HC order. The gen-
esis of the present proposal to remove
restrictions on 41 tree species can thus be
traced back to this tree felling scam.

Therefore, the proposed amendments to
the KPTA must be seen in this larger con-
text. Instead of withdrawing the 1999 circu-
lar and removing loopholes in the Act, the
government is attempting to weaken it.
The potential danger is not just to trees in
Bangalore but to thousands of trees in the
forested enclosures under private owner-
ship in the Western Ghats that are far away
from public glare.

Considering the un-inspiring record of
the government, and the presence of a few
powerful forest officers close to the present
power centres, the larger interests of the
state would be better served if this disas-
trous proposal is prevented from reaching
anywhere near the legislature.
(The writer is a trustee, Wildlife First)

By Helene Cooper

Some topics are so inflammatory that they
are never discussed without first inserting
a number of caveats. And so, when An-

thony Cordesman, a foreign policy dignitary in
Washington’s think tank circuit, dropped an ar-
ticle on Wednesday headlined ‘Israel as a strate-
gic liability,’he made sure to open with a pletho-
ra of qualifications.

First, he noted, America’s commitment to Is-
rael is motivated by morality and ethics — a re-
action to the Holocaust, to western anti-Semi-
tism and to American foot-dragging before
and during World War II that left European
Jews slaughtered by the Nazis. Second, Israel is
a democracy with the same values as the Unit-
ed States. Third, the US will never abandon Is-
rael, and will help it keep its military edge over
its neighbours. And America will guard Israel
against an Iranian nuclear threat.

But once Cordesman had dispensed with
what in the newspaper world is called the ‘to-be-
sure’ paragraphs, he laid out a dispassionate
argument that has gained increased traction in
Washington — both inside the Obama adminis-
tration  and outside, during forums and policy
breakfasts. Recent Israeli governments, partic-
ularly the one led by Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu, Cordesman argued, have ignored
the national security concerns of its biggest
benefactor, the US and instead have taken steps
that damage American interests abroad.

“The depth of America’s moral commitment
does not justify or excuse actions by an Israeli
government that unnecessarily make Israel a
strategic liability when it should remain an as-
set,”Cordesman wrote, in commentary for the
centrist Centre for Strategic and International
Studies.

The list of recent moves by the Netanyahu
government that potentially threaten American
interests has grown steadily, many foreign pol-
icy experts argue. The violence that broke out
when Israeli commandos stormed aboard a
Gaza flotilla last week chilled American rela-
tions with a key Muslim ally, Turkey. The Gaza
fight also makes it more difficult for America to
rally a coalition that includes Arab and Muslim
states against Iran’s nuclear ambitions.

Netanyahu’s refusal to stop Jewish housing
construction in Arab east Jerusalem also strains
American ties with Arab allies. It makes reach-
ing an eventual peace deal, which many admin-
istration officials believe is critical to America’s
broader interests in the Muslim world, even
more difficult.

Both President Barack Obama and Gen David
H Petraeus, who oversees America’s wars in Iraq
and Afghanistan, have made the link in recent
months between the long-running Arab-Israeli
conflict and American security interests. During
a press conference in April, Obama declared
that conflicts like the one in West Asia ended up

“costing us significantly in terms of both blood
and treasure”; he drew an explicit tie between the
Israeli-Palestinian strife and the safety of Amer-
ican soldiers as they battle Islamic extremism in
Iraq, Afghanistan and elsewhere.

All of this has led to deep soul-searching in
parts of the American Jewish community, along-
side a fierce debate among officials from past and
present administrations. Obama’s mere char-
acterisation of the acts that led to the deaths in the
Gaza flotilla as ‘tragic’unleashed a withering re-
sponse from Liz Cheney, daughter of the former
vice president. “There is no middle ground here,”
she said. “Either the US stands with the people
of Israel in the war against radical Islamic terror-
ism or we are providing encouragement to Is-
rael’s enemies — and our own.”

Cheney’s remarks reflect some of the alarm
among Israeli officials and some American
Jewish leaders, who preferred the Bush ad-
ministration’s steadfast support, no matter
which Israeli government was in office and no
matter what actions that government took.

Drawback for democracy
Some foreign policy experts say the new willing-
ness to suggest that the Israeli government’s ac-
tions may become an American national secu-
rity liability marks a backlash against the
Bush-era neoconservative agenda, which posit-
ed that America and Israel were fighting togeth-
er to promote democracy in an unstable region.

The new concern is also, paradoxically, a con-
sequence of commitments made during the
Bush years, when the lives of American soldiers,
fighting in Iraq and Afghanistan, became tied to
the state of Arab and Muslim public opinion.

Obama has de-emphasised democracy pro-
motion. He is pulling American troops out of
Iraq, and has promised to begin doing so in
Afghanistan next year. Meanwhile, he has
reached out to the Muslim world and empha-
sised, in his new national security strategy, that
the US needs to act in concert with other nations.

“The prior administration’s worldview lined up
more with the Israeli government,”said Jeremy
Ben-Ami, founder of J Street, a liberal Jewish lob-
bying group. “Now we’re seeing a reflection of a
different worldview that gives you a completely
different set of policies and priorities.”

Ben-Ami says he represents Jews who sup-
port Israel, but not all of its policies. Some of
them are raising the issue of Israeli govern-
ment actions as a strategic liability for the US,
and that question animated a seder held in
April by influential officials and advisers in
Bethesda. A debate broke out there over where
to draw the line when considering American
support for Israel’s government.

Within the Obama administration, there are
gradations of how to even talk about that issue.
At the seder, one Jewish adviser to the admin-
istration invoked concerns that ordinary Amer-
icans might get so frustrated with Israeli gov-

ernment actions that they will begin to question
America’s support for that government. He
asked that his name not be used because of the
sensitivities surrounding the issue.

More recently, Daniel Levy, director of the
Middle East Task Force at the New America
Foundation and a member of J Street, said:
“America has three choices. Either say it’s po-
litically too hot a potato to touch, and just pay
the consequences in the rest of the world. Or try
to force through a peace deal between Israelis
and Palestinians, so that the Palestinian griev-
ance issue is no longer a driving force or prob-
lem.”The third choice, he said, “is for America
to say, we can’t solve it, but we can’t pay the con-
sequences, so we will distance ourselves from
Israel. That way America would no longer be
seen, as it has been this week, as the enabler of
excesses of Israeli misbehaviour.”

Unsurprisingly, Levy advocates the second
choice. But he warns that the third may become
more palatable to Americans if Netanyahu’s
government stays on its present course.

Jeffrey Goldberg of The Atlantic, author of
one of the most well-read blogs in the American
Jewish community, put it this way: “I don’t nec-
essarily believe you solve all of America’s prob-
lems in Iraq, Afghanistan, Pakistan and Yemen
by freezing settlement growth. On the other
hand, there’s no particular reason for Israel to
make itself a pain in the tush either.”
The New York Times

Pro-Israel policy
begins to hurt US’ interests

Even jewish groups in the US see some of the actions of Israel as a strategic liability for the US

HARD TO CONVINCE Barack Obama with Benjamin Netanyahu, prime minister of Israel, in the Oval Office, in Washington, last month. NYT
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Cleaning sprays
linked to asthma
The use of household
cleaning sprays could
be contributing to a rise
in cases of asthma, a
leading health expert
has warned.

Chlorine, bleach, dis-
infectants and other cleaning agents can
spark asthma and worsen existing symptoms.
Jan-Paul Zock, Centre for Research in Envi-
ronmental Epidemiology, Barcelona, said.

He also warned that professional cleaners
and health workers who use products in hos-
pitals are particularly vulnerable.

Zock said that previous studies had already
found higher rates of asthma among caretak-
ers, cleaners, housekeepers and nurses.

Inhaling bleach, ammonia, decalcifiers,
acids, solvents and stain removers more than
once a week was linked to a 20 per cent rise in
asthma or wheezing, the expert said.

The strength of a product, in addition to
room ventilation, also affect the risk.

Visual system that interprets
sign languages
Over 1,00,000 people with hearing impair-
ments use Spanish sign language, which is
made up of hundreds of signs. Now, scientists
have selected over 20 of these signs to develop
a new visual interpretation system, which al-
lows deaf people to carry out consultations in
the language they commonly use.

Signs can vary slightly depending on each
user. Project researchers took this into ac-
count during the trials carried out with differ-
ent people to help the system ‘become famil-

iarised’with this variability. The signs recog-
nised by the system were programmed to al-
low deaf people to maintain a basic conversa-
tion, including asking for help or directions.

“For them it is a non artificial way of com-
municating and at the same time they can en-
gage with people who do not speak sign lan-
guage since the
system translates the
symbols into words in
real time,”CVC-UAB
researcher Sergio Es-
calera said.

The hardware in-
cludes a video camera
which records image sequences when it de-
tects the presence of a user wanting to make a
consultation.

A computer vision and automatic learning
system detects face, hand and arm move-
ments, as well as any screen scrolling, and in-
corporates these into a classification system

which identifies each movement with the
word associated with the sign.

Creating made-to-measure
human organs
Patients needing transplants would soon ask
doctors to ‘print’new organs for them, it has
been claimed. The California-based regenera-
tive medicine company Organovo has already
unveiled a prototype machine capable of
growing new arteries.

Company bosses believe the technology
could be used to create new organs. The ma-
chine is based on 3D laser printing technology
used to make new machine parts for industry.

But instead of combining layers of plastic
and metal, the ‘bioprinter’puts together living
tissue. Two laser-based printing heads are
used to place living cells onto thin sheets of
gel with microscopic precision.

WHAT’S THE BUZZ

By Jayanthi Manohar

People of Trinidad and To-
bago have created histo-
ry by electing a woman

prime minister. Kamala Prasad
Bissessar is the first woman to
assume the highest office there
and the second one among
Indo-Trinidadians. Earlier it
was Basdeo Pandey in 1995 to
2001. Their ancestors, who en-
tered that country as plantation
labourers 165 years ago, per-
haps did not dream of such suc-
cess among their progeny. 

But, their sacrifice and untir-
ing labour amidst hostile situa-
tion in the unknown land to cre-
ate a better tomorrow has
yielded results now. Their chil-
dren learnt the hard lessons of
survival and moved forward to
lead a successful life. Today,
Indo-Trinidadians make up the
country’s largest ethnic group
of 45 per cent which comes to
the figure of six lakh.

The ordeal of forced labour
in Trinidad and Tobago ended
when the country got freedom
in 1962. The Island nation has
emerged economically strong
with its oil resources today
along with progress in every
field. People of Indian origin
have excelled in the field of ed-
ucation and business. They have
also brought back the fervour of
celebrating  festivals like Ra-
manavami and Shivaratri. 

Christianity with 43.6 per
cent following stands first
among many different religions
that are present in Trinidad and
Tobago today and Hinduism
stands second at 22.5 per cent
despite the pressures exerted
by missionaries for conversion.
However, early settlers of Hindu
origin were forced to take Chris-
tian names in order to get ad-
mission for their children in
schools. But, they held their
faith and continued their reli-
gious customs and practices.  

Kamala Prasad Bissessar
Kamala Prasad, born on April
22, 1952, is married to Dr Gre-
gory Bissessar and has one son.
She studied in Trinidad until
graduation and went to Eng-
land to obtain  her law degree.
She started her career as
teacher in Lakshmi Girls Hindu
College and later took to legal

profession. Her experience of
six years in different education-
al institutions helped her to im-
prove primary and secondary
schools as well as technical and
vocational education and train-
ing, special education and
teacher education in her coun-
try. She is widely recognised for
her work in educational broad-
casting, educational counselling
and guidance, moral, ethical
and spiritual values and physi-
cal education in schools. Ka-
mala Prasad Bissessar, has
achieved many distinctions like,
first woman to serve as attorney
general, acting prime minister,
leader of opposition of Trinidad
and Tobago.

Kamala Prasad Bissessar,
sworn in as prime minister on
May 26, 2010, entered politics
in 1987 and elected as member
of parliament in 1995. She be-
came the education minister
when her party, United Nation-
al Congress formed the gov-
ernment. She was elected as
political leader of UNC on Jan
24, 2010, when the party lost
the power. She was appointed
opposition leader on Feb 25,
2010, having gained the sup-
port of a majority of UNC MPs.
Opportunity knocked on her
doors when the midterm poll
was announced. Quick succes-
sion of events from January till
May 2010 led Kamala Prasad
Bissessar to the most distinc-
tion of being the first woman
prime minister of her country.
People of Trinidad-Tobago
have reposed great trust in her
to bring positive changes to the
country.

She reiterated her promise
to the nation in her inaugural
speech after assuming the of-
fice, “This morning we leave the
labels behind and we move for-
ward as one nation — all com-
mitted to the same goal — a
safer, more prosperous and just
Trinidad and Tobago where we
all have opportunity and equal-
ity. No more labels. No more
prefixes of Afro and Indo nor
North and South nor East West
corridors.”

Kamala Prasad Bissessar has
travelled long with commit-
ment and sincerity to achieve
the success of today. Every Indi-
an should feel proud about her
and her achievement.

Trinidad’s first woman
PM is an Indian


