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5 you drive along the roads of Goa, g
encounter countless billboards peog
the idea of owning “a sécond hurm‘* nu
charming coastul State. The advertise i
showcase villas and M, nﬁm_ T
by lush greenery and clear skies. {Jnge
i time, similar billboards adventised aceommuodation, -

casinos for tourists. Now, the focus has shifted o Iurh,g{mﬁ-"
tors and realtors to buy land in Goa.

This change in Goa's essential character is thanks toa ﬁhilh,
in government policy. It started in 2018 with an amendment
that became Regional Plan (RP) 2001, whereby the Town and =
Country Planning (TCPy deparmmeént decided that land “zones”
such as ecosensitive zones) could be changed with a simple:
application made by the landowner. Development was once
completely prohibited in some of these "np development
zones” (NDZs): hill slopes, wetlands, forests, or khazans (ow-
Iving land near creeks or the sea). The amendment opened
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TCP authority would hear their grievances.

Between 2008 and 2022, there were nearly
8,000 applications (o change land zones, but
Goa's progressive civil society rose in strong op-
position. Unwilling to wadd into a controversy,
the government did nothing until the 2022 As-
sembly election, before which not & single land
conversion took place.

HEN THE BJP government refurned
w Lo power that year and Vishwait

Rane hecame the TCF Minister, he
came up with another amendment. This dme,
the government omitied the public objection
clause, The new amendment, brought about in
February 2023, said there were zoning mistakes
in RP 2021 that needed to be rectified. The new
amendment allows an applicant to file for a
“chansze of zone” and the TCP authority 1o act
on ¥ ithout opening it up o public scrutiny,

Urganisations such as Goa Foundation, Goa
b “hao Andolan, and Khazn Sodety as well as
sy ! indivichuals, including envimonmentalisis
and lawyers, filed petitions against the amend-
ment. The High Court is hearing the ease ar pre-
sent. In July 2023, Frantline ("Goa for sale”, Au-
gust 11, 2023) highlighted how this amendment
would impact the State. By the time the story
wits published, some 1.8 lakh square metres of
land had been converted from NDZ to settle-
ment zones. Now, 18 months later, 30 lakh sq m
of NDZ land has been converted.

The High Court is hearing petitions against
the amendment, but because it has not stayed it,
rapid conversions are taking place, To give you a
picture of the scale of the changes, let us talk
aboun Rajesh Naik, a chief wwn planner in Goa
who got a controversial one-year service exten-
shon alter retirement. There are allegations that
Naik is “clearing Rles”™ without proper checks
and at lightning speed. The veteran enviromen-
list Claude Alvarez wrote in the Goan new-
spaper () Heraldo: “During the week preceding
the extension on retirement, Rajesh Naik ap-
proved the conversion of 8,25,648 sq metres of
land in Goa for real estate. This was the single
biggest week of conversions ever seen in the
state. The extension order [of Rajesh Naik] came
as g reward” Indeed, some of the conversions
point to the possible involvement of government
authorites in changing zones arbitrarly.

In January 2024, Delhi newspapers carried
arvertisements by The House of Abhinandan

“All the
cases

of land
conversion
directly
involve

BJP leaders
from the
State as
well as from
outside it.
This looting
of Goa
must be

stopped.”

Girish
Chodankar
Congress leader

Laovlhia, & real estare giant, that read: “Delhi, Rul-
ers of India, Now Conguer Goa”. A huge back-
lash from Goans made the company withdrow
the advertisement. The land the real estate
Eroup wis talking about is reportedly in Karapur
village in Bichelim Taluka of North Goa dismict.

WAPNESH SHERLEKAR, an éngineer
s tumed activist, dug deep into govern-

ment documents to establish the exact
lanad areq the Lodha group was looking at, The
data that Sherlekar shares are disturbing. Two
parcels of land n Karapur village, amounting to
5.7 lakh sq m, belong to Karapur Estate Pvi. Lid
and Enricher Infra Pyt Lid. Kampur Estate's ma-
naging director is Vishwajit Rane, the TCP Minis-
ter. He has given the power of atiormney to one
Satguru R. Dhume to sign on papers relating to
government departments such as TCP and for-
ests, Thus, when Karapur Estate appu 3 wo
change the land zoning and the matter came
before the TCP board for hearing, Rane was e
Minister concerned (he still 5) and Chair anof
the board. The board, unsurprisingly, approved
the zone change, Later, Rane's Ministry too en-
dorsed the change. All this took place even as
Karapur Estate reportedly signed a deal with
The House of Abhinandan Lodha group to sell
the Emd. The conversion, & mentioned, was
challenged in the High Court. Fronidine tried o
contact Rane for three diys when this reporter
was in Goa, but to no avail.

Interestingly, both Rane and Abhinandan
Lodha's father, Mangal Prabhat Lodha, are from
the BII. Lodha Sris a six-term MLA from Mum-
hai’s Malabar Hill constituency and now a Cabi-
net Minister for skill development in Maharash-
tra’s Mahayuti (BJP, Shiv Sena, and Natiomalist
Congress Party) government. A Congress leader
from Gaa, Girish Chodankar, alleged that the BJP
was selling Goa to outsiders. He said: “All the cas-
es of land conversion directly iInvolve BIP leaders
from the State as well as from owside it. This
looting of Goa must be stopped.”

The activist Sherlekar describes it as a gross
misuse of power, “There shotild be a criminal in-
virstigation into the case. Rane should be sacked
immediately from the Cabinet. All cases of land
comversion under Rane must be investigated,”
he said.

Another similar case that rocked Goa involves
Puneet Knmar Goyal, who was the State's Chief
Secretry from February 2022 to October 2024,
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I Angrst 20024, it came o light that Goyal had
o Lt land that was “converted” just a few
v aks earlier. Cyril Phifip Mendora of Aldona
vile % in Bardez taluka of North Goa district ap-
plied . comvert his 1,875 sq m plot on January
L3, 20024, While applying for conversion, Mendo-
za did not mention any house built on the land.
When the scrutiny committes af the TCP author-
fry Tound out abowt the house, it suppested Lhe
appointment of a private surveyor for the land
before clearing the proposal. Enter K.H. Kamal-
dimi, a privite surveyor, who did not mention
the house in his report and paved the way lor
CONTVETRIONT.

While (he sile deed was registered on July 5,
2024, the franking fee of R0 lakh was paid on
May 18, 2024, two months before the registra-
tion of the sale deed and just two months afier
the land comversion. Goyal had given his son
Shubham Goval a power of atlorney for all tran-
sactions, A tofal payment of Rs2L6 oore was
e for the b, The wransaction violates the
Al Indhia Services (Conduct) Rules, 1968, acoord:
iny toy which an ofhicer must get prior permission
i such transactions if he is involved a5 an auth-
orily, Moreover, Mendoza, who applied lor the
rome change, is married to Marcelena Momteena
Mendos, a Canadian ciieen. Govermment oflic-
s Also need permission before gerting into any
trunsaction with the family member of a foreign
national, which was not done.

Im fight of these documents, citizens, includ-
Ing Sherfekar, Dhirendra Fhadte, Jose Maria Mi-
randa, and others filed a petition n the High
Court on October 15, 20084, Within a week, Coval

BJP leader
Vishwajit Rane
being greeted

by supporlers an
counting day
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Goa Assembly
glieclion, in

Marth Goa distrct
on barch 10, 2072
The BIP returned

to power that year,

and Rane became
the Town and
Courtry Planning
Minlster. en

was tronsferred out of Goa. Chief Aimister Pra-
mod Sawant, meanwhile, distanced hiosell
from the issue. “The maiter 18 under invesing,.
ton. I Ly Goyal is found guilty, sction as per oW
will be taken against him,” he said. Activi- . have
demanded the suspension of Goyal from the ci-
vil service and asked that he be barred from leay-
ing Gaoa until the investigation is complete.

O, INTFIA'S SMALLEST State, with a land
area of 3,702 s¢ km, Is 58 per cent forest
and 7 pet cent agricultural land. it can-
not afford to lose 30 lakh sq m of land to deve-
lopment. There is feir that no forest nor wetland
will remain in e State, keading (o an ecolugical
disaster. Alvarez said: “If it is not challenpged
now, the carte] of cvil sérvants, politicians, and
real estate agents will threaten the very exis-
tence of Goa™
The conversion of land zones is also threaten-
ing the heritage sites in Old Goa. Pefer Vegas, &
cu-ordinator of the Save Old Goa Action Com-
niitter, is leading a signature campaign [ stop
development around these sites, In Se Old Goa
revenue village, for mstance, there is a proposal
10 change the zoning of 160 lakh sg m of NI
land, part of which falls within 100 m of the pro-
tected Cur Lady of Mount Chapel monuwment,
The govermment has given permission for the
building of four farmhouses on that land. The
Save Old Goa committes is putting pressure on
the government to withdraw its permission, As
of now, 35000 Goans have simed the caun-
paign, It Innks as if it is again going 10 fall upon
| ordlinary Goans 1o save Lheir Stale,
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