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By Garima Prasher

Meagre Rs 5.9 cr collected in access benefit sharing since 2015 from firms using
natural resources; bulk of funds not utilised for biodiversity conservation

Bengaluru BMC yet to receive funding
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The Karnataka Biodiversity Board (KBB) has signed 401 benefit sharing
agreements with traders and manufacturers of herbs and herbal products
from 2015 to date.

The board has collected Rs 5.9 crore through these agreements under the
Access Benefit Sharing (ABS) scheme of the Biological Diversity Act, 2002.
However, the majority of this amount is unused.
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“Most of the ABS funds that we have generated are lying with us. Although,
as per the biodiversity act, 95% of this fund has to be given to Biodiversity
Management Committees (BMCs) for conservation work in their respective
areas and 5% can be used for the board’s maintenance work. So far, we have
released Rs 58 lakhs to eight BMCs across Shivamogga, Uttara Kannada and
Ballari,” said a KBB official.

As per India’s Biological Diversity Act, 2002, BMCs have to be set up at the
panchayat level. The role of BMCs is to ensure biodiversity conservation in
specific areas, mapped and documented in People’s Biodiversity Registers
(PBR).

Nagoya Protocol

India is a party to the Nagoya Protocol, a supplementary agreement ratified
by the country in 2014, under which, the users of biological resources are
supposed to share a percentage of profits with local communities. This
percentage of profit, known as Access Benefit Sharing (ABS), must be
disbursed to local BMCs for biodiversity conservation purposes or to
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promote the livelihoods of local people from where natural resources were
accessed.

While the biodiversity board has funds lying unused for BMCs activities, the
Bengaluru BMC is yet to receive any funding to get started with its activities.
BMC members told BM that while they had submitted a proposal to procure
funding under the local municipal body, no fund has been allocated yet.

.

“We submitted the proposal to the BBMP to procure funding for our
activities. It was up to the BBMP to reach out to the biodiversity board with a
funding proposal under access benefit sharing. It just shows the lack of will
to implement any biodiversity conservation work,” said Akshay Heblikar, a
member of Bengaluru BMC.

However, the biodiversity board said ABS rules were ratified only in 2014 and
the officials are still learning the ropes. “The rules are still new to us as well
as the companies that are utilising natural resources for commercial
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purposes. The board is soon convening an expert committee meeting to
discuss the dispersal of funds,” said a technical staff of KBB.

The member secretary of KBB remained unavailable to comment despite
many attempts from BM.

Fund generation

While the ABS money collected is yet to be utilised, experts said, Rs 5.9
crore in eight years is a small amount. According to TV Ramachandra of
Centre for Ecological Sciences at the Indian Institute of Science, the Total
Ecosystem Supply Value of the forest ecosystem in Karnataka is equivalent
to 18.1% of the GDP.

“While there has been a degradation of supply value of the state’s forest
ecosystem since 2005, we calculated it to be Rs 2,91,200 crore in 2019. The
ABS amount of Rs 5.9 crore in eight years only proves that while there are
many using the resources, very few are sharing the benefits. The big players
are still flouting the rules and escaping. We need to come up with a proper
mechanism so that pilferages are addressed,” said Dr Ramachandra.

However, as per the state biodiversity board, a low amount of access benefit
sharing money is due to non-compliance on part of the companies.

“We have sent notices of non-compliance to around 200 companies, most of
them from Bengaluru. We have been writing letters to these companies and
asking them to submit Form I. They are supposed to provide information
regarding the usage of natural resources in the form and seek permission
before moving ahead and using the resources. However, there are many
defaulters,” said an official.

The board said the companies are mostly unaware of the Nagoya Protocol
and regulations under it.

Total Ecosystem Supply Value of forest ecosystem in Karnataka is
equivalent to 18.1% of GDP... It was Rs 2,91,200 cr in 2019. ABS
amount of Rs 5.9 cr in eight years proves there are many using
resources, but few are sharing benefits.

— Dr TV Ramachandra, IISc
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“The companies that are sharing the benefits are those that are aware of the
regulations. We have conducted workshops for these companies in the past
and we are planning to conduct a few more over the coming months to
spread awareness,” the KBB official told BM.

Experts disagree

“With 21st century surveillance mechanisms at our disposal, it is difficult to
understand so much non-compliance. The biggest loophole of the system is
a lack of monitoring at the ground level due to inadequate staff. We need
more foot soldiers keeping an eye on natural resources and illegal
extraction; activate Village Forest Committees (VFCs) that can rejuvenate
and restore degraded forest patches by involving local people. How do
these restrictions work beautifully in the case of researchers?” wondered Dr
Ramachandra.
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