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EDITORIAL

The tension between economic development and 
environmental conservation is not unique to India, but 
the scale of projects undertaken in the country has drawn 
significant attention. India, one of the fastest-growing 
economies, requires improved infrastructure, energy 
projects, and urban expansions to meet the demands of its 
population and global market competitiveness. However, 
this rapid growth has placed immense pressure on natural 
ecosystems, particularly forests.

Several large-scale development projects have been flagged 
for causing extensive tree felling:

1. Highway Expansions
One of the most significant contributors to deforestation 
has been the construction and widening of highways. For 
instance, the ongoing Mumbai-Goa highway expansion has 
involved the cutting down of thousands of trees along its 
route. While these highways are necessary to reduce travel 

time and improve trade routes, the environmental cost has 
been substantial.

2. Industrial Zones and Special Economic Zones (SEZs)
As India seeks to attract more foreign direct investment and 
grow its manufacturing base, several industrial corridors and
SEZs have been developed. The construction of these zones 
often requires large tracts of land, leading to the clearance 
of forests. Projects like the Delhi-Mumbai Industrial Corridor
(DMIC) have been criticised for clearing forests and affecting 
wildlife habitats.

3. Urbanization
India’s urban population is growing rapidly, requiring the 
expansion of cities and towns. In cities like Bengaluru, Chennai, 
and Mumbai, large forested areas have been converted into 
real estate for residential and commercial purposes. The 
National Green Tribunal (NGT) has flagged several projects 
for clearing green cover without adequate environmental 
clearances.

4. Mining Projects
The extraction of coal, iron ore, and other minerals is another 
significant driver of deforestation. For instance, in central 
India, mining projects have cleared vast tracts of forests, 
affecting biodiversity and displacing indigenous communities. 
States like Jharkhand, Chhattisgarh, and Odisha have seen 
extensive deforestation for mining activities. 

POLICY LOOPHOLES AND THE ENVIRONMENTAL 
COST

The government justifies many of these projects under 
the banner of “development” and “nation-building.” While 
environmental clearances are required for these projects, 
many activists argue that the clearance process is often fast-
tracked, bypassing critical environmental impact assessments 
(EIAs). The Forest (Conservation) Act of 1980, which was meant 
to safeguard forests, has seen several amendments that have 
made it easier for companies and government agencies to 
acquire forest land for development purposes.
Moreover, compensatory afforestation – a mechanism by 
which developers are required to plant new trees to offset 
deforestation – has been criticized as inadequate. While 
trees are planted in non-forest areas, they rarely replace the 
ecological value of the original forests that have been lost. 
Natural forests are complex ecosystems with rich biodiversity, 
which cannot be recreated simply by planting saplings.
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IMPACT ON WILDLIFE AND INDIGENOUS 
COMMUNITIES

The loss of forests has devastating effects on wildlife, 
particularly endangered species such as tigers, elephants, 
and leopards. Habitat fragmentation caused by infrastructure 
projects makes it difficult for animals to move freely, leading 
to increased human-wildlife conflict. For instance, the 
construction of roads through forests in Uttarakhand has 
led to a rise in incidents where elephants stray into villages, 
resulting in both animal and human casualties.
Indigenous communities, who have historically lived in 
harmony with nature, are perhaps the most affected by 
the destruction of forests. These communities rely on 
forests for their livelihoods, cultural practices, and spiritual 
well-being. Projects such as the mining activities in the 
Niyamgiri Hills of Odisha have displaced indigenous tribes, 
leading to widespread protests and legal battles. The Forest 
Rights Act (FRA), meant to protect the rights of forest-
dwelling communities, has often been overlooked or poorly 
implemented in the face of development pressures.

A WAY FORWARD?

The Indian government finds itself in a challenging position. 
On one hand, there is a pressing need for economic 
development, infrastructure, and energy security. On the 
other hand, there is a growing global and domestic demand 
for sustainability and environmental conservation.
Balancing these priorities requires a shift in policy and 
mindset. One approach could be to invest more heavily in 
green infrastructure, ensuring that development projects 
are designed in a way that minimizes environmental impact. 
Projects could be re-routed or redesigned to protect critical 
ecosystems and wildlife corridors. Additionally, stricter 
enforcement of environmental laws and a transparent public 
consultation process could help ensure that development 
projects do not proceed at the cost of irreparable 
environmental damage.
Moreover, efforts should be made to promote urban green 
spaces and restore degraded forests. India has vast areas 
of barren land that could be used for afforestation projects, 
reducing the pressure on natural forests. The government 
should also consider integrating indigenous knowledge 
systems into forest management, recognizing that local 
communities often have a deep understanding of sustainable 
forest use.

CONCLUSION

While the need for development in India is undeniable, the 
current trajectory, which involves extensive tree felling and 
deforestation, raises significant environmental and ethical 
concerns. It is crucial for the Indian government to reassess 
its development strategy, ensuring that economic growth is 
achieved without sacrificing the country’s invaluable natural 
resources. Sustainable development, which balances growth 
with environmental preservation, must be the guiding 
principle if India is to secure a healthy and prosperous future 
for its people and ecosystems.
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