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Fiscal and administrative decentralization can be of at
least two types. First, decentralization can involve
moving financial and administrative control and
decisionmaking power from one level of the govern-
ment to another, such as from the national to the state
government. Second, decentralization can involve
shifting such control and power from government to
community institutions. These processes have differ-
ent effects and implications and thus are considered
separately here.

Decentralization within the Government

Before India achieved independence in 1947, gover-
nance was essentially centralized, with control be-
ing exercised by the British government from
London. Some powers were vested with the British
viceroy in India, who was assisted by various es-
sentially advisory bodies. At independence, India
adopted a federal structure with power being shared
between the central government and individual state
governments. Today there is a national Parliament
of directly elected members of the Lok Sabha
(House of the People) and indirectly elected repre-
sentatives of states in the Rajya Sabha (Council of
the States). Similarly, each state has a directly
elected Legislative Assembly whose members also
elect representatives to the Rajya Sabha.

The constitution of India and other related instru-
ments divide various functions between the states and
the central government. Certain matters, such as law
and order, are almost exclusively state subjects,
whereas defense and external affairs are exclusively
central government subjects. Other matters, such as
rural development, forests, and environment, involve
both the central government and the state govern-
ments, for both have jurisdiction.
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Management of Forests

Nearly a quarter of India is legally designated as
forest land. It contains a variety of habitats, in-
¢luding grasslands, wetlands, mangroves, and even
rivers and deserts; some areas may have no sur-
viving natural ecosystems. Nevertheless, by virtue
of legal designation, such lands are forest land.
They represent the largest holding of natural habi-
tat in the country.

The first effort to nationalize and centrally con-
trol the Indian forest estate was made by the Brit-
ish in 1865, when the first Indian Forest Act
extended government control over what was then
either common resources or privately owned land.
This act was replaced in 1927, again by the Brit-
ish, with a new Indian Forest Act. It is still in
force, and it has further consolidated the hold of
the government over forest land. With indepen-
dence in 1947, and establishment of the Indian Re-
public in 1950, control over these forest lands
passed to the state governments.

Expenditure on forests is largely controlled by state
governments although, as is the system in India, the
allocation of financial resources is done by the Na-
tional Planming Commission of the central govern-
ment. Nevertheless, effective control over these
resources remains with the state governments, Unfor-
tunately, despite the large forest holdings, budgetary
allocations for forestry have rarely exceeded 1 percent
of the national budget. This reflects the hesitation of
both the central and state governments to give forest
protection and management a high priority. Revenue
from the forests accrues to state governments, but
there is no correlation between the forest revenues
earned in a state and the expenditure on forest man-
agement in that state.
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