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I’ve noticed that conservation-oriented work in tribal India is most difficult in areas that are well-

forested. Where the people have good forests from which they can procure what they need – food, 

construction material, medicine, and the ingredients for fashioning their articles of utility (baskets, 

mats, traps, bows and arrows, etc.) – they need little else. Especially from the state or the non-state 

organizations that tend to worry about them, or the protection of their forests, or about how best to 

enable them to deal with the imposing outside world. 

Much of this tribal indifference - which really is independence - to the various schemes and 

programmes inflicted upon them, stems from the fact that they are able to find sufficient food in 

their forests. One often hears the Forest Guard or the road contractor complain that it is very 

difficult to get labour in these tribal areas. There are villages full of people but nobody wants to 

work. And they usually add, They have nothing to do, but they won’t come and earn some money!! 

When one has a guaranteed source of tasty and high quality food – for free – why would one need 

to go and break stones by the roadside and be shouted at?  

One way of categorizing wild foods gathered for subsistence is through their importance for the 

people’s survival. Some foods are exclusively “famine foods”, such as the leaves of Celosia and 

Bidens, usually regarded as weeds; some are seasonal (bamboo shoots during monsoon); some are 

occasional (bamboo seeds during the periodic flowering); some are collected routinely as a staple 

(various yams and greens) and some may be delicacies (such as the larvae of Vespid wasps). Wild 

foods are gathered from variety of landscapes, including agricultural and pastoral landscapes, by a 

wide range of peoples and not restricted to hunter-gatherer communities. Between 90-100 species 

have been documented in a study of 22 countries in Africa and Asia
1 

Some of these foods can thrive in degraded environments and over-exploitation does not have any 

obvious negative impact (such as the weeds and the rodent pests in an agricultural field), whereas 

some are sensitive to unregulated harvest. It is necessary to know how communities go about 

collecting wild foods: whether there are implicit regulations in their tradition; whether they 

recognize the space (degraded lands, forests, swidden fallows, rice fields, sacred groves) from which 

foods are gathered; whether there are any specific ways in which foods are processed or stored 

before consumption, etc. 

Two important factors in wild food foraging are the skill required in procuring the food (when and 

how certain fish, frogs, nests are collected), and the tools required to procure the food (fish traps, 

specific fibres to fashion ladders, etc.). It assumes that the people are able to identify animal and 

plant food species correctly and that there is presence of all age groups within the society, ensuring 

a flow of knowledge between generations. Usually such circumstances exist when a community’s 

traditions with regard to forest use is more or less extant. Though this situation is rarely 

encountered in the country today there are communities across central India much of whose food 

comes from the wild. When traditional knowledge is not passed down from one generation to the 
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next, or when certain raw materials become scarce, the amount of wild foods a community is able to 

gather and consume declines. This shows immediately in a society’s health, despite the supply of 

food grains in sufficiently quantity. Across rural and tribal India incidence of anaemia, piles and 

diabetes are on the increase, indicating a lack of iron and roughage, and high levels of starch in the 

diets.  

Wild food collection is a strategy among all sectors of people, whichever ecological, economic or 

social zone they inhabit; these foods are especially important for the poorest households. Agro-

ecosystems that have been simplified by monocultures have had the greatest impact on the poor; as 

agricultural systems change the pressures on wild food availability increases. In many areas across 

rural India, especially in Orissa, Madhya Pradesh and Chhattisgarh, vast tracts are now under cash 

crops. As corn is lumped together with the other coarse grains
2
 (sorghum, millet, barley) the 

increase in coarse grain production is due to the corn, not of the increase in the sorghum or millets. 

Corn has shown “a steady upward trend due to continuous expansion in area under hybrids, 

currently estimated to be around 60%
3
.” Millet and sorghum “are also facing competition from other 

crops such as cotton, soybean and pulses in several states
4
.” In Bolangir district, the people in 

villages at the foot of the Gandhamardhan Hills, famed for its forest and medicinal plants, seldom 

went to dig yams. In one house they had not eaten yams in 4 years. There are few fish in the streams 

due to the run-off of the pesticides used to grown cotton. A similar situation prevailed in adjacent 

Bastar where the predominant crop is corn. In some countries the response to such change has been 

to domesticate some wild food species in home gardens or degraded lands near villages. To get an 

idea about the increase in acreage in India, caused by the spread of sugarcane, soybean and cotton 

check the table below
5
: 

Crop  Year  Area (millions of hectares) Percentage of irrigated area 

Sugarcane 1990-90 3.84    88 

  2009-10 4.42    93.7 

  2011-12 5.09    NA 

Soybean 1970-71 0.03 

  2011-12 10.13 

Cotton   1990-91 7.44    32.9 

  2011-12 12.88    NA  

 

Wild foods, often found in agricultural or forest landscapes, represent a “hidden” or “free” 

complement to whatever crops are cultivated. More importantly, these hidden foods fill in the gaps 

in micronutrients, especially Zn
6
, Fe, various vitamins, etc., that are often missing or in insufficient 
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quantities in the staple foods of peoples. After the Green Revolution, that served to increase cereal 

crops in quantities large enough to have surpluses, there was also a simultaneous loss in diet 

diversity.  These cereal-based diets were lower in Zn; there were shifts to higher pH soils; P-based 

fertilizers decreased Zn uptake; and N-based fertilizers reduced Zn translocation from leaves to 

seeds.  

Post Green Revolution though the yields of cereal grains, essentially rice and wheat, there is a 

simultaneous loss in food diversity as well as biodiversity. High-yield varieties of a few crops are the 

focus; for decades now, there have been no productivity enhancing technolog
7
y as far as the coarse 

grains are concerned. The response to urgencies, such as famines, has been to cut down on 

agricultural and biological diversity. Much of the mainstream research on agriculture as well as 

forestry still concentrates on cereal crops, timber or medicine; little attention is given the bulk of 

plant and animal products harvested for food from lands and forests inhabited by indigenous 

communities. 

An important but overlooked aspect of wild foods is their documentation as “indicators”, their ability 

to point to changes in microclimates, in the ecosystem, of water-tables, or of the availability of 

honey from a particular forest. In central India a preliminary survey has been able to note about 400 

species of plants and animals used as food
8
. A study in Lao PDR recorded more than 700

9
 species of 

plants and animals to be part of the diet of a local population; worldwide, about 1400 species of 

insects alone have been recorded as used for human consumption
10

. Observations of these species 

are usually made by the people of forest communities who have a day-to-day engagement with their 

environment; changes or variations in behaviour of these known species could vastly improve our 

understanding of climatic or other natural phenomena.  

The issues concerning the threats to wild foods are many. There is forest loss, mining and the 

expansion of hybrid crops; there are also less obvious reasons such as migration among the rural 

youth, the depletion of specific resources like bamboo, Protected Areas where people are denied 

access, the distribution of subsidized food grains, and the uncritical popularization of fast foods. 

These are all more or less direct threats to the peoples’ food security, none of which are even 

remotely hinted upon in the ongoing Food Security Bill. The Bill is currently talked about as a game 

changer
11

 and imposes a “subsidy burden” of Rs 1.30 lakh crore for a requirement of 62 million 

tonnes of food grains annually. Besides rice and wheat, the beneficiaries are to get coarse grains at 

Re 1/kg, and the Bill is expected to cover 67% of the nation’s population. The Food Minister, K.V. 

Thomas assures us that All democratic parties want the right to food to be given to the poor. I don’t 

think they will oppose. They will support and the bill will be passed in this session
12

. The scheme is 

the biggest in the world and a pet project of the UPA Chairperson, Ms Sonia Gandhi. We are told 

                                                             
7
 Global Agricultural Information Network; IN2026; 2/23/12 

8
 Over 100 of them have been recorded: Ramnath, M.; Enriching the Palate: A compendium of forest 

foods consumed by adivasi people in central India. NTFP Exchange Programme for South and 

Southeast Asia, Keystone Foundation, 2013. 
9
 Foppes, J; 2008; Fish, frogs and wild vegetables; case study of Lao PDR; Paper prepared for the 

IUCN. 
10

 Edible Forest Insects; 2010; FAO, Rome. 
11

 UPA to bring changes in food bill for wider acceptance; The Hindu, August 20, 2013 
12

 UPA withdraws ordinance, introduces Food Security Bill in Lok Sabha; The Indian Express, August 7, 2013 



that various political parties have moved more than 200 amendments to the Bill. How one wishes 

that such diversity is reflected in the freely available wild foods rather than in politically coloured 

opinions about the Bill! To get an idea of what I mean check out the recipe included here. 

 

 

Clockwise from top: Mushrooms, fish-traps. Mushrooms with bamboo-shoots, verugul kuccha (Celastrus sp.) 



 

Varieties of fish and a bandicoot. 



 

Recipe for Beska-Kenil chutney 

(From tribal central India)  

Red-ant (kenil) of the genus Cremattogaster. Rhizome of beska, Costus speciosus.  

These ants make small leaf nests in trees, especially sal
13

 trees, have eggs and larvae that are fatty, 

and are available through the year. Found in most parts of tropical Asia and high in ascorbic acid and 

with a sour and pungent taste. Recommended for common colds or to fight a general run-down 

feeling.  Procuring a nest of ants entails getting a few bites before one is through with the job and 

climbs down the tree. 

Many greens and vegetables – jackfruit, pumpkin, drumstick, various Amaranthus - are cooked 

lightly and mixed with a gravy of red-ants and rice paste. The gravy is usually spiced with red chillies 

and tamarind, the kenil giving the additional unique flavour. Such a side dish to rice is known as 

nuka-raba in Durwa and as amat-sag in most other parts of Bastar.   

Beska refers to the plant as well as the rhizome of Costus speciosus, a herb of the ginger family that 

appears after the first showers of the monsoon in many parts of tropical Asia. Leaves are spirally 

arranged on the stem and the white flowers with a bright red calyx. The ginger-like rhizomes are 

slightly stringy and less strong than ginger – which is why it is possible to eat it raw in large 

quantities – and a popular ingredient to many types of chutney. A common preparation is the beska-

kenil chutney, an excellent accompaniment to rice-beer and an efficient counter to hangovers, 

requires: 

 (To serve 10) 

• One medium sized nest full of kenil 

• Approximately 200 gms of beska (root) 

• 3-4 red chilies 

• Small ball of tamarind pulp 

• Onion and tomato if preferred 

• Two spoons of salt 

Clean ants, removing the larger mature ants and the minor debris common to most nests. Shake well 

in a basket while doing this as the larger ants move away from the eggs and larvae on their own. 

Wash and skin the beska, then cut into small pieces. Cut chillies, onion and tomato to size and add to 

washed tamarind pulp. Mix all the ingredients and pound lightly together. The end result should NOT 

be a paste but allow each ingredient to be individually visible. Serve in leaf-cups!  
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Red ants (kenil) 

 

Costus speciosus (beska) in flower 


