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The teachers who shaped my life: Lessons beyond the classroom
For me, the journey of learning

began in classrooms with inspiring
teachers and extended into workplaces
with exceptional bossesWe meet sever-
al people in our lives. While we learn
something from each person, many
teach us invaluable lessons that help us
navigate the rough and tumble of the
daily grind. These are the teachers who
shape our lives. The earliest I remember
are two schoolteachers from my classes
5 to 7. Miss Kumar taught us English;
Miss Singh was the Arithmetic
teacher.It is no wonder that I developed
a liking for the unlikeliest combination
of English and Maths. Another was my
mathematics teacher from classes 10 to
11.I was a favourite student, probably
because I could discuss with him com-
plex problems on the move while
cycling to and from school. My love for
communication and thinking on my feet
were firmly entrenched in my psyche
by him. In later years, I could not have
navigated my professional journey but
for the few outstanding bosses, I
worked with.I joined my first job in a
leading government manufacturing

company. I stayed there for a year, only
for the training. It seemed like an exten-
sion of college except that we were now
paid a salary and were expected to lead
a structured office life. I opted to spend
the last few months of the training in the
computer department. I surprised
myself. This was one of the two sub-
jects in college in which I had secured a
poor ‘D’ grade.I developed a computer-
based inventory management system
for the plant, the first in the organiza-
tion. I worked diligently, probably also

committing a few mistakes,
confident of the support of
my Bengali boss.I joined
the railway services. It was
an entirely different ball
game. I was the head of a
maintenance shed with
1000+ staff working under
me. My boss went to the
shed with me for the first
week. The next week, he
threw me, not in the swim-
ming pool, but in the
ocean. It was training by
fire.Yet, he was always

there to guide and support me whenev-
er I needed his help. The innumerable
management lessons I learned in my
first year were to hold me in good stead
during my remaining professional jour-
ney of almost three decades.After 20
years of service with the railways, I
decided to opt for retirement and join a
government company. My boss was a
soft-spoken Sikh gentleman.He also
shared a common trait with my first
railway boss. It was a complete freedom
to operate.He taught me everything that

he knew about a new subject. His only
demands were integrity and honesty. I
had no problems with that. He would
fight fiercely for me with his seniors if
the situation demanded. I never regret-
ted my decision to leave the railways.I
quit the government to join the private
sector. It was a new jungle for me.The
boardroom politics, criticism of a sub-
ordinate by those sitting at the head of
the table in stage-managed whispers
loud enough to be heard by the intend-
ed victim, and smirks by colleagues at
the snub by a senior, were only a few of
the goings-on I had not witnessed in the
government sector.I had no hesitation in
mentioning to a packed audience when
asked about the reasons for the success
of the government sector, ‘Good bosses,
who value others and mentor each indi-
vidual like a teacher.” I hope that some-
one else remembers me as fondly.These
words by an unknown author resonate
with me, “I wasn’t born to just teach, I
was born to inspire others, to change
people, and to never give up; even when
faced with challenges that seem impos-
sible.”

Country shamed
The victim blaming and procedural

lapses in the Anna University rape case
underscores the urgent need for reformThe
recent sexual assault case involving a 19-
year-old student at Anna University has
once again brought shame upon the nation,
highlighting the pervasive nature of gen-
der-based violence and the systemic fail-
ures in addressing it. The horrifying inci-
dent, compounded by the insensitivity of
law enforcement, has triggered widespread
outrage and calls for accountability. On
December 23,  Gnanasekaran allegedly
raped the student on the university campus
after threatening to release  videos of her.
The accused confined the survivor for over
an hour and recorded the assault.  While
the Chennai Police Commissioner, A Arun,
claimed swift action by apprehending the
accused within 24 hours, the Madras High
Court highlighted glaring lapses in the
police's handling of the case. Particularly
damning was the revelation that the First
Information Report (FIR) published on the

police website disclosed the victim's
details, leading to further victim shaming
and mental agony. The High Court’s
rebuke of the police was scathing. A Bench
of Justices SM Subramaniam and V
Lakshminarayan criticised the language
used in the FIR, terming it misogynistic
and reflective of victim-blaming attitudes.
Such lapses, the Court noted, breach the
victim’s fundamental rights under Article
21 of the Constitution, which guarantees
dignity.To address these lapses, the Court
ordered the formation of a Special
Investigation Team (SIT) comprising sen-
ior IPS officers to probe the case. It also
directed the Tamil Nadu government to
provide interim compensation of Rs 25
lakh to the victim and ensure her protec-
tion. The Court has rightly underscored the
necessity of sensitising police personnel to
handle such cases with empathy and pro-
fessionalism.  This case is not an isolated
incident but a grim reminder of the larger
problem of sexual violence that plagues

India. Despite consti-
tutional guarantees of
equality and dignity,
women continue to
face systemic discrim-
ination and violence.
The societal tendency
to blame victims, cou-
pled with institutional
apathy, exacerbates
their trauma.The High
Court’s poignant ques-
tions — “Why can’t a woman walk freely,
dress as she wishes, or speak to a man
without being judged?” — resonate deeply
in a society still grappling with entrenched
patriarchy. The Court rightly emphasised
that the onus is on the State and society to
protect women without perpetuating stig-
ma or blame. The incident also exposed
lapses in campus security at Anna
University. The university, which allows
unrestricted access to outsiders, failed to
prevent the accused from entering the

premises. The police’s approach also came
under scrutiny for prematurely ruling out
the involvement of additional suspects.
The Court directed the State to examine
whether rules were violated during these
proceedings. This tragic case underscores
the urgent need for systemic reforms. Law
enforcement must be trained to handle
cases of sexual violence with sensitivity.
The media, too, must exercise restraint in
reporting such cases to avoid amplifying
the victim’s trauma.

Overcoming the Grip  of Fearful Thoughts
Fearful thoughts often take hold of

our minds, leading to obsession with
worst-case scenariosWe routinely become
obsessed with fearful thoughts. The word
obsession is defined as a persistent disturb-
ing preoccupation with an often unreason-
able idea or feeling. We don’t stop there;
we think of the worst. What is the proba-
bility of that happening? But that does not
prevent us from this common flaw; we do
it willingly. There are several reasons for
succumbing to this.  We have many attach-
ments. We are desperate for something like
a good result, and a few like we shouldn’t
get sick. Unfortunately, these are decided
by the Divine Authority based on our past
‘Karmas’ (deeds). We have no say in it,
and they manifest at their designated
times. Fortunately, they are very rarely the
worst we think of. If so, life would be hell-

ish, which it is not. This earth's planet is a
place of misery (The Bhagavad Geeta
8.15) alright, but is not a concentration
camp by any standard. But our imagina-
tion has no bounds.The next big offender
is a refusal to be prepared to tolerate.  We
want zero tolerance. Is it possible?
Everything is changing like the weather.
Bad ‘Karmaphalas’ (results of bad deeds)
will manifest for sure because this is no
Vaikuntha; we have most certainly a past
with many bad karmas. How else are we
here, not even in Heaven?  We feel that we
are intelligent, but hardly anyone escapes
making this mistake. Yes, we are supposed
to get fearful, because that protects us
from acting foolishly, but excessive fear is
due to faulty assessment. Due diligence is
required. The fourth offender is greed. Our
desires are open-ended. Is it wise?  The

evidence shows that downfalls occur due
to being too greedy.  But to become greedy
and then fear the consequences makes zero
sense. Over-stress also causes fearful
thoughts, especially about health. It is bet-
ter to avoid to lessen this possibility. We
want to control and are unable to. We act
stupidly and then fear the worst.  The same
problem exists in acting big, which no one
can ever become; we are intrinsically
small and will remain eternally so. Acting
as the sole doer also evolves fearful
thoughts.Giving control of our minds to
fearful thoughts is making ourselves our
enemies.  Lord Krishna has warned about
it (4.6). Similarly, intelligence is supposed
to curb this tendency but, again, we find
some justification in harming ourselves.
This is also a sad commentary on our
knowledge, about which we are so proud.

A soul has severe limitations, as we real-
ize; he must remain in the shelter of God.
This is the only worthwhile solution. I am
sorry to be so stern, but the proliferation of
mental diseases points to it only. God con-
trols the Creation (9.10) and He, therefore,
has to guide and help to deal with it. By
ourselves, we are quite helpless really.
How it works? It is quite simple, but a very
long drawn exercise, because this problem
involves our ‘svabhava’ (nature). This is
what I do.  The moment a fearful thought
crosses my mind, I pray sincerely for guid-
ance and help, because I need to know a
way out.  I need exact guidance for my
actions. God signals to me what I should
do; He uses many ways to communicate.
He helps where I fall short. Blissfully, my
painful habit of fearing excessively is
coming under some control.  Thank God
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India’s forest cover grows, but grim realities linger
While India’s State of Forests

Report highlights an increase in forest
cover, it also raises concerns about trou-
bling trends such as increase inforest fires
and allegations of inflated data India’s
State of Forests Report (ISFR) 2023, a
biennial report published by the Forest
Survey of India (FSI) under the Union
Ministry of Environment, Forest, and
Climate Change is finally out after a delay
of almost one year. The report is being
hailed as a harbinger of good news as it
announced an increase in India’s forest
and tree cover by 1,289 Sq.km. since 2021
reaching 25.17 per cent of the total geo-
graphical area in 2023, which puts India’s
forest cover at 7,15,342.61 sq.km. But the
report also highlights some grim aspects of
India’s state of forests.In the recent past,
the incidence of forest fires has disturbing-
ly gone up, especially in the hill states.
These fires have destroyed many hectares
of dense forests thereby ruining fragile
ecosystems and irreplaceable Himalayan
biodiversity.The ISF report echoes the
same and observes a sharp spike in forest
fires especially in the mountain states of
Himachal, Uttarakhand, and Jammu and
Kashmir. The data collected using the
Visible Infrared Imaging Radiometer Suite
(VIIRS) presented in the report, showed
that Himachal Pradesh witnessed an
increase of forest fires by a stunning 1,339
per cent, while Jammu & Kashmir saw a
rise in forest fire by a staggering 2,822
while Uttarakhand was relatively better off
with 293 per cent rise in forest fire inci-
dents. What the government was doing as
the pristine forests turned to ashes, is a
burning question.On the other hand, the
report also highlighted the rapidly dwin-
dling forest cover. Between 2003 and
2023, more than 24,000 sq km of dense

forests — half the size of Punjab — have
disappeared. More concerning is the fact
that the loss has occurred in ecologically
fragile zones such as the Western Ghats
and The Nilgiris over the past decade. The
Western Ghats recognised as UNESCO
World Heritage Biodiversity Hotspot suf-
fered an overall loss of 58.22 sq km in for-
est cover. On the other hand, the Nilgiris
reported the steepest decline of 123 sq km.
The report also showed a decrease of
327.30 sq km in forest cover in the north-
eastern region. This irreplaceable loss of
dense forests sadly was not seen as a
wake-up call for the authorities even
though the forest cover in the hill districts
is just 40 per cent of their geographical
area against the Forest Policy mandated
66.6 per cent. This is very alarming as the
increased number of landslides and floods
can be traced to the loss of forest cover in
the hills. The maintenance of the soil
health, ecological stability, and ability to
counter landslides and floods depend on
adequate forest cover in the hills.The bien-
nial ISF report has since its inception in

1991 served as a refer-
ence point for the nation
to assess its forest
wealth and understand
the problems plaguing
India’s afforestation
efforts. But this year’s
report has been criti-
cised by experts who
have pointed out dis-
crepancies and have
labelled the data as
“ i n f l a t e d . ” S e v e r a l
experts for instance
have criticised the inclu-
sion of bamboo planta-
tions, coconut groves,

and orchards among others as part of the
forest cover, as these are agroforestry-
related and make no meaningful contribu-
tion towards the environment.The experts
opine that the inclusion of agroforest plan-
tations such as rubber, eucalyptus, acacia
and mango, coconut, areca nut and shade
trees in tea and coffee plantations has led
to the inflation in the tree canopy to 1,289
sq.km. But the reality is that these cate-
gories of trees are grown for commercial
purposes and are harvested in time there-
fore not providing any ecological value for
biodiversity, wildlife conservation or act-
ing as effective carbon sinks. Moreover,
the fact that the report does not establish a
correlation between forest areas or areas
designated as forests in government
records and forest cover also adds to the
problem.Additionally, the experts also
observed that the report failed to comply
with the Supreme Court order in the
Lafarge case which called for digitisation
of forest maps, geo-referencing of
Recorded Forest Areas (RFA), and docu-
mentation of diverted forest lands. The

absence of these elements weakens the
report's credibility.Forest lands diverted
for dams, roads, railways and other such
permanent constructions over time are lost
forever but are not deleted from records,
thus inflating the figures. India lost 30,808
sq km of open and scrub forests alongside
14,073 sq km of moderately dense forests
and 1,816 sq km of dense forests to ‘non-
forest’ uses. By the looks of it, the ISF
report 2023 seems to be in a hurry to
increase forest cover in India. At least on
paper. This could be to do with India’s tar-
get of increasing its forest and tree cover
which can absorb an additional amount of
2.5 billion to 3 billion tonnes of carbon
dioxide equivalent by 2030.The govern-
ment could have done well to ensure the
presentation of accurate data that was
based on actual tree census and not planta-
tions, groves, and orchards. The govern-
ment should have also removed those for-
est lands from its database that have been
permanently diverted for non-forest pur-
poses.The ISF report has immense signifi-
cance for India as it is widely used as a pri-
mary information source by the central
and state governments. Additionally,
forestry professionals of State Forest
Departments rely on the report for the
effective discharge of their responsibili-
ties. The inputs and data provided by this
report regarding forest resources of India
help in the evaluation and formulation of
forest-related policies, programmes, and
legislation. Given the crucial role played
by the ISF report, the government must
revisit the recent report and ensure that the
questions and doubts raised by experts are
effectively addressed.  The onus is on the
government to keep the trust intact by
releasing reports based on robust and
accurate data.

Assessing efficacy and challenges of compensatory afforestation
With ecosystem at stake, the nation's

approach to monetising and restoring nature
demands careful evaluation and sustainable
strategies write BKP Sinha and Arvind Kumar
JhaCompensatory Afforestation (CA) relates to
the mitigation of environmental damage caused
by the diversion of forest land for non-forestry
purposes and is a mandatory requirement for
obtaining clearances under the Forest
Conservation Act, 1980; now Van
(Sanrakshanevam Samvardhan) Adhiniyam
(VSSA) 1980 and Rules. The Government of
India guidelines state that normally CA must be
carried out on a suitable non-forest land equal to
the forest area proposed for diversion and for
minimizing the adverse impact on the micro-ecol-
ogy, such land should be located as near as possi-
ble to the diverted area. If suitable non-forest land
is unavailable, CA may be carried out on degrad-
ed forest land equal to twice the area of the divert-
ed forest land. The unavailability of non-forest
land in a district is certified by the District
Collector and in the exceptional case of its
unavailability in the whole state/union territory
(UT), the chief secretary has to certify according-
ly and CA land may be identified preferably in a
neighbouring state/ UT.As regards CA, the
Government of India guidelines of 2017 and 2019
emphasised compensation for loss of land by land
and that of trees by trees.They indicate that at
least 1000 plants are to be planted in one hectare
and in case 1000 plants are not possible to be
accommodated, the balance may be planted in
some other government forest identified by the
state government. The states having more than
75% forest cover, however, are exempted from
the task of procuring non-forest land for CA.
Their CA can be taken up in states with deficient
forest land/cover. As regards size, lands smaller
than 5 hectares can also be accepted for CA if it is
contiguous to a wildlife conservation area like
National Parks and Wildlife Sanctuaries.Area
equivalence criterion often leads to an under-

standing that any forest can be equated with tree
plantations of any kind but the concept of Net
Present Value (NPV) is additionally used to calcu-
late the worth of diverted forests by attaching a
monetary value to a whole range of goods and
services provided by them. This amount is recov-
ered from the project proponent.The World
Bank’s 2002 strategy elaborates the NPV to
include goods and services like wood and non-
wood items, ecosystem services, support to
wildlife, climate regulation, soil & water conser-
vation and flood prevention, carbon sequestration,
nutrient cycling, health support systems and non-
material benefits which may be spiritual, inspira-
tional, recreational, aesthetic, educational etc. Its
value thus extends far beyond economics and
considering the interest of different stakeholders,
the values of different components may also vary,
such as the cultural significance of a tree species
versus its commercial value as timber.The
January 2022 guidelines of the Ministry of
Environment, Forest and Climate Change
(MoEFCC) have clubbed the forests of India into
six Eco-classes to realize NPV instead of diverted
forest land. Out of them, class I includes Tropical
Wet Evergreen Forests, Tropical Semi Evergreen
Forests, and Tropical Moist Deciduous Forests,
while class II contains Littoral and Swamp
Forests.Interestingly, the per hectare value of
NPV for both these classes has been kept the
same, an equality that appears surprising.It is cru-
cial to arrive at a monetized figure for a unit of
Nature/biodiversity and ensure that investing in it
will offset the loss caused by diversion.
Simultaneous sustainable development of biodi-
versity is of course a formidable challenge.
Accordingly, any oversimplification of biodiver-
sity assessment can lead to inaccuracies and
undermine genuine conservation efforts.The limi-
tations faced in offsetting losses just through CA
are amply covered by CAG reports.
Unfortunately, the resource position at the world
level also, despite the wrath of climate change

being faced globally, shows an annual funding
gap of about USD 700 billion in nature conserva-
tion. Against the above background, the proposed
CA and NPV to mitigate the diversion of forest
land in the "Holistic Development of Great
Nicobar Island" (GNI) project is worth a look.
The Rs72,000 crore investment will divert 130.75
sq. km. of forest land for infrastructure develop-
ment that includes a trans-shipment port, an air-
port, a power plant, a defence base, an industrial
park, and a township.The project involves the
felling of an estimated one million trees with
habitat destruction that would also impact the life,
livelihood, and forest rights of the Shompen; a
particularly vulnerable hunter-and-gatherer tribal
group. The MoEFCC claims to have incorporated
into the project some exemplary mitigation meas-
ures, including compensatory afforestation, into
the project in compliance with the provisions of
the VSSA 1980 while securing India’s strategic
national and defence interests.Out of the total CA
area of 26,000 hectares, locating 24,354 hectares
in Haryana is justified by highlighting that plant-
ing native species in arid landscapes and near
urban areas is of greater ecological value. Talks
are said to be on with the Madhya Pradesh gov-
ernment for situating the balanced CA area.The
CA in Aravali’s arid/semi-arid region, approxi-
mately 2,400 kilometres away, to compensate for
the loss of pristine rainforests of Great Nicobar is
a significant departure from the guideline regard-
ing the positioning of CA land. Reportedly, the
CA with ?3000 crore’s investment is expected to
be mostly a revival plan to improve the soil tex-
ture and fertility and to make stone boundary
walls since the proposed area already has root
stock requiring just protection and supplemental
planting wherever required.Indicative of the natu-
ral limits imposed by edaphic, geographical, and
climatic factors, the Forest Survey of India (FSI)
2021 report on forest status shows that the carbon
stock per hectare in A&N forests is fourth highest
in the country; next only to Himachal, Sikkim,

and J&K while Haryana has the second lowest;
next only to Delhi.This fact does raise questions
regarding the possibility and efficacy of compen-
sating adequately Nicobar’s loss of carbon stock
and biomass by investing CA money in Haryana.
Considering the aspect of NPV, it is worth noting
that Nicobar Island forests are more like that of
Malaysia and Indonesia while the Andaman
Islands' flora is more akin to the species found in
Myanmar, Thailand, and Northeast India. FSI’s
rapid biodiversity assessment in A&N islands in
2018-19 found that shrubs and herbs together
were more than double the number of trees. Many
species found there do not occur in mainland
India. The understory and emergent layers with
profuse regeneration, herbs, and shrubs indicate a
vibrant ecosystem wherein approximately half of
the mammals, a third of the birds, a quarter of the
reptiles, and over a tenth of flowering plants are
endemic. A crucible for the habitat rights of the
Shompen tribe notwithstanding, it is home to the
endangered Nicobar Megapode and Leatherback
Turtle, and has over twenty thousand coral reefs
in its vicinity. In 1989. The UNESCO declared a
significant portion of the island as a biosphere
reserve. Despite such uniqueness, distinctive
parameters, and ecological significance; its NPV
per hectare is exactly equal to the forests in Eco-
classes I and II.    GIN is just one project.An in-
depth analysis of forest land diversion cases can
provide, in addition to actionable issues related to
limitations and risks in offsetting just through the
prevalent CA and NPV model, important insights
into ways to minimize harm to Nature, redeema-
bility of loss to forest ecosystems, correct deter-
mination of NPV, efficient investments in Nature
recovery and restoration initiatives, handling of
habitat rights of the primitive tribes and pre-agri-
cultural communities, and regulations needed to
ensure accountability.Nature’s monetization and
biodiversity markets are fast emerging as poten-
tial funding sources for conservation. Their effec-
tiveness demands an honest valuation of diverted
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