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Field Notes: Uttara Kannada (Karnataka) and Srisailam Tiger Reserve (Andra 
Pradesh): November 2009  

Madhu, Kodaikanal. 

Karnataka  

Fibre 

Every time in am in Uttara Kannada I am struck by the lushness of the vegetation, the 
lowland rainforest species, the occasional tree shooting up abruptly to 40 metres, and 
the twining rattan that accentuates the “wild feeling”. This visit was during the season 
when paddy was about to be harvested; fields were ripe with green-golden grain, the 
farmers none too happy with the few unexpected showers we had. 

In Shirisgaon the Siddhi people were occupied with producing banana fibre, for an 
outlet in Bangalore that fashions bags and other articles from it. The fibre production 
is from the common banana stem (after drying it), using a simple charka of a cycle 
wheel. Another fibre/stem that was being worked into small baskets and trays was of 
Ichnocarpus frutescens, karehambu or gowriballi in Kannada (kalidudhi in Hindi, 
paravalli in Tamil). Most of the Siddhi people depend a lot on NTFPs (Cannarium resin, 
Garcinia gummigata, Garcinia indica) and have a small nursery in the village of about 10-
15 species, mainly for planting around their homes and common lands. 

Working on banana fibre in Shirisgaon 

At Kharur, a large spread out village with only 
32 families, there are 3 SHGs. Here the 
population is mainly Khare Vokhaliga and they 
have made amla candy, kokum juice, kokum 
butter, mats of phoenix grass; they are also 
working with banana fibre and kharehambu 
fibre as in Shirisgaon. During the last year, 
the SHGs together earned a total of Rs 

90,000/- through their sales. The third village, Kudregod, approachable only on 
extremely bad roads but, perhaps because of this, retained a certain “pristine” quality 
that was perceptible. Incidentally, this is one of the few villages from where the 
Appiko movement was launched more than 25 years ago! 

In all the villages there were small nurseries of a variety of species: Sapindus, 
Cannarium, Garcinia, Mammea, Cinnamon, Myrstica, wild mango, amla, etc. Almost all of 
them are managed by women – some of the nurseries need more regular attention in 
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watering and weeding – and there was much interest in seeds/seed collection among the 
people. What really surprised me were the cuttings of Helicteres isora (yedamuri or 
kavargi in Kannada, marorphali in Hindi, valampiri in Tamil) that I noticed in the 
Kudregod nursery. On enquiry, I was told that it was for fibre – of a beautiful white 
silken quality – that lasts for years. Unfortunately, the plant was found about 10 kms 
from the village and the people usually walked there each year to harvest it; this woman 
had taken the initiative to grow it in the nursery and plant it within the village! 
Helicteres is quite wide spread in India but usually sought after for its screw-like 
fruit, apparently for their use in intestinal complaints. From literature I gather that 
the best fibre is obtained from plants that are 1.5-2 years old and that the stalks can 
be harvested annually from the regenerated shoots. 

Nursery in Kudregod 

In the various villages that I visited I came 
across people working with several plant fibres: 
Helicteres isora, Ichnocarpus frutescens, 
banana, Careya arborea, Ficus sp., and Phoenix 
grass. Resource persons from Bhadkal, Sirsi 
and Bangalore had come to teach and explain 

about some of these fibres to the people of about 6-10 village SHGs. Over a period of 
three days these resource persons, each a specialist of some of the plant fibres, had 
worked closely with the people. Though the products produced at present are not 
perfect – this will happen in a few months - the enthusiasm is obvious: in all the homes 
that I visited/stayed in the people were occupied with fibre!  

Suggestion: Off hand, I can think of several other fibres used by adivasi people all over 
India: Bauhinia vahlii, sabai grass, coconut husk, Sida sp., Sterculia villosa, Derris 
scandens, Hemidesmus indicus, and Grewia rothii, to name a few. It would be a good 
idea to have Prakruti take up the task of holding some kind of “Fibre Desk” from which 
all the partners within the network can benefit. Several of these fibres can be grown in 
the nurseries from cuttings and our expertise could be developed in this new direction 
too.    

Fibre with Ficus sp. in Kharur 

Yana 

Appiko had organised a day of campaign 
against the plastic and littering at Yana, 
where some black spectacular rocks jut out of 
the earth, and which has unfortunately 
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become a tourisht ishpot. There is a Shiva temple there that attracts pilgrims; the 
wonderful forest surrounding the temple, especially near the road, gets littered by 
picnickers who leave behind the symbols of their warped civilization. The idea was to 
invite the Forest Department officials – the concerned Conservator and DFO could not 
attend - students and local panchayat members to create an awareness and to 
practically clear the space of the garbage. Fortunately one senior FD official attended 
and participated fully in the event which was covered by the local media. The students 
as well as some well-wishers of Prakruti were keen and helped collect several bags of 
garbage from the area in the few hours that we spent there.  

The main rock at Yana 

Suggestion: The Yana cleaning/awareness 
programme should take up a long-term view of 
such situations elsewhere in the state. As the 
tourist presence is there to stay one could 
think of ways in which a behavioural code is in 
place. Also, the vast forest around Yana most 
likely concerns some interesting/rare species; 
a few university-level botanists along with 

local adivasi people could document the flora and draw attention to the biological 
importance of the place. Perhaps the FD could be drawn in to support such a project! 

NTFP plots/betta lands 

Since the British times areca nut and spice farmers had been granted 3 acres of betta 
lands for every acre they cultivated. Betta lands were essentially forests (usually 
without water and therefore not suitable for areca nut) which could be used for 
collecting leaf manure and fodder by the owners. However, these lands could not be 
sold; nor could the trees be felled. There have been several instances of contractors 
clearing trees on betta lands illegally or other forms of misuse of these now degraded 
forest patches that stand out as one drives through Uttara Kannada. 

I visited two specific betta areas where their owners had tried certain experiments: a) 
in Tannirhole, a farmer had left his betta area untouched and managed the forest to 
promote the harvest of NTFPs (Garcinia, jackfruit, soapnut, etc.) and had realized a 
large income in addition to the spices he grew, and b) in Bharimane, where a farmer had 
planted various additional crops to supplement the yield from Garcinia (sapota, lemons, 
mango, etc.) but had been faced with the problem of “scorching” despite the well 
mulched plants and much care.  

As betta lands have no clear ownership or management plans they are abused: trees 
lopped almost fully leaving only the crown leaves intact, over-grazing, no efforts at soil 
and water conservation.  

Suggestion: As betta lands constitute a large proportion of the region it might be an 
idea to work on a management plan for these lands. This could involve replanting, 
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upgrading of species, establishing nurseries, and documentation of the yields after a 
few years. It could be a pilot effort for a 10 acre plot, monitored by an SHG, as 
developed demonstration plots (?) 

Farmer happy with pumpkin harvest 

Cinnamon 

Visited Teppagi reserve forest area to survey a 
forest tract that had been worked by cinnamon-
leaf contractors; this was a fraction of the 400 
acre areas of reserve forest. After a 10 year gap 
(during which time leaf buds were harvested, not 

the leaves!), auctions were opened for cinnamon leaf extraction in 2004 for a 2 year 
period. Despite protests from Prakruti the FD handed over forest areas around villages 
for cinnamon leaf harvest. In the Teppagi forest, the limited area surveyed in the 400 
acre tract yielded 600 plus cinnamon trees of which at least 50% are dead; most of the 
rest are in bad shape, some are definitely dying. 

Result of over exploitation of cinnamon leaves 

Other observations made were as follows: 

a. A preliminary walk-look showed that the 
seedlings/saplings were between 1-3 years; 
after this age group there were no plants 
less than 25-30 years. Which could mean 
that even the leaf bud harvest (during the 
years when the auction of leaves did not 
happen was detrimental to reproduction), 

b. A few small trees were also felled; larger 
dead trees were being chopped for fuel, 

c. The forest area is otherwise quite good with 
good diversity. 

The situation is apparently quite the same in all the 
tracts where cinnamon has been auctioned. The flowering/fruiting times of the various 
species of cinnamon ( C. zeylanicum, C. macrocarpum) is between November to June, 
exactly the period when the contractors harvested the leaves/buds! It has been 
proposed that some intensive surveys be conducted in some of the patches where 
cinnamon trees have been destroyed. Information needs to be collected about: a. 
pollinators of cinnamon, b. number of seedlings per unit area, c. birds/animals that eat 
the fruit, d. Other medicinal plants found in the same forest, and e. Other wild food 
plants found in the same forest. (The last two sets of information may not be directly 
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related to the “cinnamon issue” but the survey could use the efforts to document these 
aspects anyway!) 

Once we have some relevant data to relate the decline of cinnamon to the over-
exploitation of the resource it may be possible to confront the authorities and ask for 
a blanket ban on the harvest. At present, though there are guidelines for harvesting 
cinnamon leaves (how and how much to harvest), these have not been followed. 

(Many thanks to Mahabaleshwar, Pandurang, Asha and Shyamala,  Ganesh, Karmakar, 
Venkatrama, Geeta, the people of Shirisgaon, Kharur and Kutregod who made my trip 
more pleasant that I could have wished for!) 

Andra Pradesh 

Hand of God   

The Srisailam Tiger Reserve is the largest tiger reserve in India with an area of 3568 
sq.km and, together with the Gundla Brahmeswaram WLS (1140 sq.km), which borders it 
in the south, it will be a 4708 sq.km of continuous forest.  

Open forest with grasses 

The Nallamala landscape is dry and undulating 
with trees of Terminalia tomentosa, Anogeissus 
latifolia, Erythrina suberosa, Cassia fistula, 
several Acacias and Albizzias, Bauhinia, 
Cochlospermum gossypium, Gardenia latifolia, 
Gardenia gummifera, various bamboos, etc. At 
one point there was a pure stand of 

Pterospermum suberifolium in full bloom, making the entire hill-slope divinely fragrant.  
I could not help reflect on the inappropriateness of Pterospermum belonging to the 
family Sterculiaceae, named after Sterculia, the Roman god of privies, stercus meaning 
dung!!  

The forest is open with moderate sized trees with an abundance of grass and allowing 
for a thriving population of herbivores. 

 Pterospermum suberifolium 

The visit was essentially to look at a project of 
the Irrigation Department in the core area of 
the Srisailam Tiger Reserve. The project itself 
is a tunnel being dug about 3 metres under the 
(Krishna) river bed and the adjacent hills of 
the Nallamala forest, for a length of 46 kms, 
to Nalgonda district. The diameter of the 
tunnel is 10.2 meters.  
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The purpose of the project is to bring drinking water to the drier areas of the 
Rayalaseema region of AP, especially Nalgonda district, that is known to have a high 
content of fluoride in the little water available; the other districts of the region are 
Kurnool, Cuddapa and Anantapur, all short of water and therefore far poorer. Much of 
the Krishna waters – the most damed river in India – are diverted into this dry zone. As 
this causes a water deficit in the delta region – the farmers of the Krishna and the 
Godavari districts are a force to reckon politically – the Polavaram dam was envisaged; 
the idea was to counter the deficit by linking the Godavari to the Krishna.  (I’ve tried 
to show the various reservoirs and the canals in the accompanying picture; this is a 
simplistic version, though!)  

Right bank canal with old and new barrages at 
Pothareddypadu 

VIKASA had already asked for information 
about the project under the Right to 
Information Act and had received a reply 
(many months later) that permission had 
been granted for the said project by the 
MoEF, and that Jayprakash Associates were 
the construction company that was in 

charge. The letter also listed a few conditions laid down by the Ministry that had to be 
adhered to such as a. Monitoring of impact on wildlife, b. noise level of the work to be 
kept under a certain decibel level, c. no disturbance to the tribal settlement in the 
area, etc.   

Worksite at the left bank canal in Domalpenta 

We visited Domalpenta where the project 
site is located. A small township surrounded 
by a barbed wire fence and manned by ex-
army personnel is the headquarters, 
situated just off the reservoir. Permission 
to visit the actual worksite was to be 
requested from the General Manager of the 
project; on meeting him – he spoke to us 

quite amicably from his side of the fence, answering all our questions patiently – he 
refused to let us in. To the various questions that we posed his answers were: 

a. No, there are no vibrations due to the tunnelling, as it is far underground; 
therefore there are no impacts on wildlife and flora, 

b. There was no pollution, 

c. The project is much needed for the drier districts that don’t have sufficient 
drinking water; yes, some water may also be used for irrigation (this was against 
the conditions laid out by the MoEF), 
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d. The rubble that would be excavated would be deposited in appropriate places; he 
simply refused to divulge where these chosen spots were, and 

e. The tunnelling operations were done by TBMs (Tunnel Boring Machines) about 40 
plus metres long and manned by foreign experts, and fully powered by their own 
generators. Each TBM cost about Rs 400 crores. 

Rubble dumped in the core zone of the reserve 

After a few futile final attempts at having a 
look at the work place we promised to return 
with the requisite papers. 

Suggestion: As the MoEF has already granted 
permission for the project and as there is a 
legitimate need of water in Nalgonda district, 
it would be useless to petition against the 

whole project. Furthermore, there is no overt destruction of the environment as the 
tunnel is well below ground-level. There is only tribal village (of the 20 in the core area) 
that may be affected. 

Make out the pug mark? 

We would therefore need to use our energies to 
see that the conditions recommended by the 
MoEF are not violated. Using the Right to 
Information Act we ask the Irrigation 
Department a) where such a large quantum of 
earth will be deposited; what will be the specific 
locations that this will be taken to and b) how 

are the vibrations being measured and monitored? The Forest Department will be asked 
a) whether any of the dumping sites fall under their jurisdiction, b) whether they have 
monitored the vibrations and whether they have effects on the wildlife. If any 
violations occur the two departments as well as the construction company will be party 
to them: petitions/complaints can be made to the Supreme Court and the Central 
Empowerment Committee.   

(I am grateful to Ramana, JP Rao, Mahesh, Srinivas and Rahul for making the journey 
happen; pictures of the worksite and the rubble are by Ramana who managed to get in 
on a previous visit!) 

(Attached together with this document is an overview of the various water 
projects on the Krishna and Godavari rivers, showing the various canals and how 
the different irrigation projects in Andra Pradesh are all connected. Regional 
politics, caste groups, displacement and environmental issues all play a role in how 
these are conducted, dealt with and opposed).  


