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Field Notes: July-August 2008: Polavaram, Bastar, Mayurbhanj 

 

This was a rather long trip beginning with the field office at Kunnavaram (Andra 

Pradesh) for the survey of villages in the submergence zone of the Polavaram Dam 

(visited with Sneh); moving on to Bastar for the meeting about the Forest Rights 

Act; then on to Rajim (Raipur district) to meet Ramgulam from PRERAK; and finally 

to Jharkhand (LAMP) and Mayurbhanj (Orissa) to see the work of Gram Swaraj. 

 

Kunnavaram (Andra Pradesh) 

 

Kunnavaram is a small village on the banks of the Godavari, at the confluence of the 

Godavari and the Sabari. The 

village itself will be 

submerged, as will more than 

200 villages; some of these 

are in the states of 

Chhattisgarh and some in 

Orissa, both the states now 

motivated by JP Rao to file 

cases against the AP 

government. Some of the 

issues that have come to the 

fore are: 

a. the non-tribal people 

in the submergence zone are quite content to get the compensation for their 

lands and move out; this leaves the tribal population, most of them without 

proper land documents, to struggle against the dam by themselves, 

b. despite the objections raised by the CEC and the stay orders imposed by 

the Supreme Court the construction work does continue, though at a lower   

key; our brief visit to the dam construction site at Polavaram was during 

heavy rain but trucks and machinery were in full operation. 

c. field survey of the villages in the submergence zone (land holdings, ecology, 

biodiversity, ethnic groups) 

are to conducted by adivasi 

volunteers; the survey is 

being organized by SECURE 

(based in Polvancha) with 

support from 5 other NGOs 

working in the district. An 

MoU is being drawn between 

KEYSTONE and SECURE to 

conduct the field survey, to 
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relieve JP Rao of administrative responsibilities, 

d. it is noteworthy that during our conversations with JP Rao the issue of the 

dam itself was submerged by closely related matters: political parties and 

the stands about the Polavaram dam, the law, land problems, the funds and 

real estate, the limitations of the committees dealing with the environment, 

etc., 

e. the only party against the dam is the militant Left; to align oneself with it 

for a similar cause is also dangerous. Most other local protests have been 

crushed by the state, 

f. Sneh suggested that Keystone can send down one person to Kunnavaram (or 

wherever) for training the volunteers on data collection and mapping as soon 

as possible. Both Venumadhav (of SECURE) and JP Rao can give their inputs 

on the method and content of the survey. If Venu can organise this,  

Keystone can go ahead and soon after monsoon the survey can begin, 

g. The office needs upkeep and basic infrastructure. We will give this 

responsibility to Venu - and also ask him if one adivasi boy (s) can stay there 

permanently and do their work from there, besides working on the survey. 

When JP or somebody else comes to stay in Kunnavaram there will be some 

basic comfort and facilities available, 

h. The documentation of the Polavaram Case and the issues surrounding it - 

needs to be done immediately. The faster the better....Madhu has 

volunteered to do this and we need to figure out the logistics of how this can 

be done, pooling in collective knowledge and visions. What we do with the 

write up and how to make the issue more public and also, whether we should 

call for international support. Seeing the way the Green Bench is going 

....perhaps we need to consider this carefully because even after all the 

support and news Niyamgiri is lost and the plight of the Dongaria Khonds 

seems to be of no concern to the State or the SC! 

 

Bastar (Chhattisgarh) 

 

a. The meeting in Bastar, organized by LEAF and RCDC, was essentially to discuss 

the FRA with the aim of clarifying whatever doubts there may be, so that the 

NGOs and village leaders can help in its better implementation among the tribal 

people in their work areas. There were a lot of doubts to be clarified, with CR Bijoy 

playing a crucial role in elucidating them; many of our partners in Maharashtra, 

Chhattisgarh and Orissa narrated their own experiences about the way the Act was 

being implemented. The few officials from the FD also presented their views about 

the Act. Some of the conclusions that we as a smaller group came to were:  
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 a. That among the partners we choose one or two model villages in our areas of 
work to see how the FRA is understood and implemented, 
b. View the various acts (PESA, FRA) with regard to the peoples’ rights over 
forests and especially NTFPs, 
c. Discussion of non forest-based livelihoods in areas close to the forest. What 
should EP-India do? 
d. Think of EP-India's stance over the bio-fuel issue, especially a) its impact on land 
use, b) nutrition and c) the need to keep abreast with the news on bio-fuel 
programmes among the partners, 
e. EP-India should try to arrive at a common policy agenda (from individual agendas) 
with regard to the FRA, 
f. Some study required about the effects of global inflation on tribal lifestyles. Are 
there groups more or less unaffected? 
g. We (I?) need to push partners into publishing more of their field experiences in 
the Community Forestry. 
h. The various laws and acts need to be published as simplified articles to be 
accessible to more people. If such simplified versions already exist we can see how 
to spread them. 
i. Try to envision some likely future scenarios in various sectors; identification of 
the strengths of people within the EP and outside and form a support group for the 
future. 
j. Identify groups working on tribal culture and identity; some detailed discussions 
are still required to come to terms with these sensitive issues. 
k. We need to have some discussions that are beyond projects, just some free-
wheeling ideas that can be a learning exercise. 
(A full report is being prepared by RCDC) 

 

b. A few of us (Pandu, Sneh, Deepak and I) visited Kangoli where Pandu inaugurated 

LEAF’s new mahua bank to be run by the ladies in the village. Deepak and Pandu also 

suggested ideas that the women could take up; Sneh talked to Nagji about LEAF’s 

activities, running of the office, field staff, and how best to delegate activities to 

the office/field staff.  The FRA meeting ended with a visit to Kakalura where one 

of LEAF’s nursery and mahua bank is established, with an evening of very serious 

discussions about psychological imperatives. 

 

c. After the FRA meeting spent 10 

days in Kakalura (the site of our field 

visit). The people were much agitated 

about the FRA as nobody was around 

to explain what the procedures were, 

least of all the FD. Forms had been 

filled in by the Sarpanch for 
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everybody, all claiming 10 acres of encroachment. I held several meetings to explain 

the implications of the Act and LEAF is to follow the events for two villages. 

 

d. Spent most of the remaining time searching for flowering plants. The few 

flowers that appear during the monsoon would be extremely important as forage 

for honey bees to survive until spring. Honey production in Bastar has been quite 

low compared to the Nigiris, Mayurbhanj and the Vidharba regions. Is it possible 

that the recurring summer fires destroy many of the flowering plants that help the 

bees make it through the monsoon? 

 

Apart from a few tree species (Haldinia, Nyctanthes, Semecarpus, Mallotus, 
Tectona) most of the flowers come from bushes and herbs, many of them belonging 

to rocky landscapes and so extra prone to the summer fires. Teak is the major 

forage source where it is present in large exclusive or mixed stands (from Sukma in 

Bastar all the way north and eastwards to Simlipal). Though some of these plant 

species may flower several times a year their repeated destruction would eventually 

lead to a dearth of forage for the honey bees during the lean period. It might be 

interesting for all our honey-focused partners to list the lean-season flowers to see 

if we can work out some patterns/lessons/insights. My own plant list for Bastar and 

parts of central India is attached as an annexure.  

 

Rajim, Raipur District (PRERAK: Ramgulam) 

  

PRERAK has an office in Rajim, on the banks of the Mahanadi river. PRERAK works 

essentially in the Gariyaband and Mainpur blocks of the district, populated 

predominantly by Gond groups (and some Kamars who are the only ones permitted 

by the state’s excise department to distill and sell their own mahua). Some of the 

activities PRERAK is involved in are: 

 

a. NTFP collection and trade (mahua flowers, lac, sal seeds, tendu patta, siyadi 

leaves, harra, baibirang (Embelia ribes)), 

b. Land development for small farmers, 

c. Land rights for adivasi people, especially with regard to the FRA; some 

workshops have been held at the state level to explain the FRA to local 

communities; protests organized against displacement of the people by the 

FD by not cooperating in FD work 

d. Holding monthly meetings of the Mazdoor Kisan Sangarsh Samiti in which 

men and women participate to discuss their local problems 

e. Conduct some government programmes (to be seen as “state-friendly”) such 

as IRDP, Eye-care programmes, Education programmes, etc. 
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f. Collection and cultivation of about 150 indigenous rice varieties of 

Chhattisgarh; apparently a major portion (of up to 450 varieties are found in 

Bastar alone!) 

 

Having some regular exchanges with PRERAK would help LEAF grow in many ways. A 

common problem is again naxalism; in PRERAK’s work areas they have sent word of 

their intention to participate in village meetings conducted by PRERAK which has 

put the latter in a tight spot. In all the local markets in this district it is the 

outsider (Punjabi, Rajasthani, Sindhi, Bihari) who controls NTFP trade: they have 

never been affected by naxalism!) 

 

Endless 10-16-wheeled trucks loaded with timber, bamboo or iron-ore drove north 

and east out of Bastar, along the 

Jatropha-lined state and national 

highways of Chhattisgarh.  Many of 

the government lands have also been 

planted with Jatropha. The 

government has also gone berserk 

with enormous hoardings of political 

figures and slogans: one comes 

across these in the remotest parts 

of the district!!  

 

 

Jhargram, Jharkhand: LAMP 

 

Was in Jhargram and environs (at the behest of Both ENDS) to meet with a new 

group, Liberal Association for Movement of the People (LAMP). The group, based in 

Kolkota, has large alliances in many states and many of the field level groups are 

CBOs. In Jharkhand the local groups are mainly Santhali (fighting for their forest, 

land and language); in Orissa, the tribal groups are mainly concerned with forest 

protection, some of their work is in conjunction with the FD. In all met about 11 

local leaders working in Jharkhand, Orissa and West Bengal, occupied with a range 

of issues from medicinal plants, forest protection, Santhal culture and tribal rights. 

As yet no long-term links have been established. My personal feeling is to exchange 

ideas directly with the local groups rather than deal with the overarching 

organization LAMP, which is the official (dealing with donors and finances but not 

very knowledgeable).  

 

Here too in Jhargram, the town where I was based, was apparently a naxalite 

stronghold; most groups mentioned their presence in their areas though their work 

did not seem to be affected. 
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Mayurbhanj (Orissa) 

 

a. Heseldihi: a village of 158 households, mainly Santhal, where Gram Swaraj has 

established a small nursery of medicinal plants. The nursery is managed by the 

Anganbadi worker and is in a preliminary stage. Most people depend on sabai grass 

rope-making for their livelihood, as the rice crop is insufficient to see them 

through the year. Two simple machines have been designed by GS and are in use for 

the rope-making. 

 

A question that began here and 

was repeated throughout my 

travels in Mayurbhanj: Can sal 
be grown in a nursery and later 
planted where we want it? The 

question would never fail to 

begin a heated or involved 

discussion among the elders 

and is worth listening to. Also: 

Are mahua trees prone to 
lightening?  I would like your 

answers to these two 

questions, with reasons if possible!! 

 

b. Kenduchatia: a village of about 160 households, mainly Santhal and some Kharia, 

where there are women’s Forest Protection Groups. The discussion with them 

centred around the difficulties in protecting the forest, especially from the people 

who distill mahua for commercial purposes and who require a lot of fuel-wood; 

apparently sales of up to Rs 500 per household happens (which translates into 25 

bottles at the going rate), a lucrative and not easily replaceable. These families do 

not bother with the women’s groups and the lone GS field worker, Shakuntala, may 

not be able to handle the situation. It is necessary for men to sit with these 

families and work out viable alternatives to mahua selling, and come to some 

coherent long-term decision about conservation. In some other villages too the 

difficulty of forest protection came up; usually these were large villages with 

several caste/tribal groups, where unity among the different factions in a village is 

difficult to achieve. 

 

c. In Gandhigarh, another Santhal village where GS works, I had a chance to wander 

in the village forest with Deepak and two elders. Mainly sal stands (of about 20 

years) and some associated species. Much can be done to improve the biodiversity 

of these sal forests in Mayurbhanj; many seeds can be brought in from more 

diverse areas and just broadcast in the sal patches. It is highly recommended that 
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the field staff working with women’s groups concerned with forest protection take 

regular walks into the forest and learn to appreciate the local environment, 

whether disturbed or not. NGOs working in conservation need to be “ecologically 

sensitive” in order to function better in the field. 

 

d. Jhinkriasod, another Santhal village with a women’s Forest Protection Group, 

similar issues and problems. And in Khajuria village was a small nursery. (The quality 

of mahua in this village is excellent!)   (( 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

My general impression after meeting with so many women’s FPGs is that of an 

unnecessary formality between NGOs and local communities. Certain roles have 

been internalized by both the people and the NGOs and this has prevented a more 

meaningful and organic relationship. Frequent visits to villages need to be made, and 

not all visits need to have an agenda. NGOs could/should take part in village 

festivities and get to know more of the local dynamics. For all this to take place the 

NGOs need to have sufficient field staff and enough time. 

 

e. Baniabasa, a village of about 160-

170 households on the outskirts of 

the Simlipal National Park, from 

where Baneswar (of Araku Valley 

fame) comes. The village is a mix of 

several tribal communities (Kharia, 

Mankharia, Majhi, Kol, Bhumiyo and 

Santhal) of whom the Kharias claim to 

be the oldest and the Santhal the 

most dominant. (Quality of mahua 

rather mediocre in this village; the handia is better and more popular).  

 

f. The most depressing sight in Baniabasa and the villages en route is timber/fuel-

wood being taken out on bicycles. It is an endless stream of bicycle traffic (each 

load of fuel-wood fetches Rs 120/-), with the load changing to timber after 

darkness. There is an FD check-post at Baniabasa through which all this load 

passes, the Forest Guard apparently collecting Rs 10/- per load. The main timber 

going out is not sal (as I had thought) but piyasal (Pterocarpus marsupium); this is 

also a major forage source for the honey bees and the Kharia people I partied with 

at night mentioned that honey collection had gone down over the years. I heard 

that the mahajans from the nearby towns finance the smuggling process, the Kols 

take over the felling/sawing operation, and the Mankharias carry the timber out of 

Simlipal. Even a modest estimate of 500 bicycles a day out from Baniabasa makes 

the mind boggle: there are more than 50 such villages on the periphery of the 
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National Park, where similar bicycle traffic may be envisaged. Kolkota being within 

reach is an advantage for the smugglers. 

 

g. What is odd is that everyone, the 

NGOs, the journalists, the FD and 

the local people know about the 

timber smuggling. And there is much 

worse happening (like tiger poaching) 

within the Park about which little is 

being written and even less being 

done.  Discussed with Deepak about 

holding a meeting in Mayurbhanj to 

highlight the district’s forest-

related concerns; the meeting would 

also put the spotlight on Gram Swaraj and it’s activities and show that it is not an 

isolated group but a part of a larger network in and beyond India. It is necessary to 

think strategically and invite people (journalists, film-makers able to trace the 

journey of timber from the forest to a Kolkota dining room, bureaucrats, senior and 

straight FD officials) who may have an influence in changing the present state of 

affairs. There are several NGOs working in Mayurbhanj itself and they might also 

have their ideas that we can tap. 

 

h. Palasbani and Rangamatia: both Santhal villages, the former with a manually 

operated oil expeller. The latter village has a blacksmith ayurvedic doctor with an 

impressive medicine garden. Many of these gardens can be helped with an active 

seed-and-knowledge exchange programme (SKEP?). (Here the rasi  (a thin rice 

beer) is highly recommended.) 

 

h. Another impression that I have of Mayurbhanj is the general anemia in people, 

especially the men. Despite the vast importance given to community forests in the 

district we need to recall that these forests had been almost totally destroyed by 

mid 1980s, and that even today there is a dearth of biodiversity in most parts 

other than the inner Simlipal zone. What are the forest foods still available and 

collected by the people? Are people eating only rice and dal which they buy in the 

shop? It is important to pay more attention to the foods eaten by the tribal people 

as this aspect seems to be generally left out of the purview of most NGOs. Again, 

we need to document and encourage subsistence use NTFPs and, where this 

knowledge is fading, find ways to rejuvenate it. Perhaps, like KEYSTONE, think of 

events such as a “Food Festival” to celebrate local foods.            

 

i. The area and the myriad issues in Mayurbhanj are too vast. Gram Swaraj would do 

well to focus their activities to a limited number of villages where the field staff 
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can spend longer periods with the people to understand local issues in depth. The 

FPGs and the issues concerning conservation can be restricted to 10-15 villages; the 

rest of their work can be based on the interventions they make (nursery, oil press, 

medicine manufacture, etc.)  

This photograph is especially for Anita (Keystone).  
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Some oncoming exchange visits planned: 

a. Madhav from ECONET to come to the Palni Hills Conservation Council 

(Tamil Nadu) for training in nursery establishment 

b. VIKASA (Andra Pradesh) to LEAF (Bastar) for purchase and use of 

tamarind press 

c. Ramgulam (PRERAK) to LEAF for help with elucidating the Forest Rights 

Act 

d. LEAF to Gram Swaraj (Orissa) to visit Community Forest areas and to 

bring back an oil press 

 

 

Annexure 

 

Preliminary list of monsoon flowering plants from central and eastern India 

 

(It might be interesting to have a data base on monsoon flowers and see 
whether any patterns emerge, with regard to honey quantity and availability in 
various parts of the country; at a later date I shall supply the local names for 
those interested) 
 

1. Nyctanthes arbor-tristes 
2. Semecarpus anacardium 
3. Tectona grandis 
4. Mallotus phillipensis 
5. Haldinia cordifolia 
6. Alstonia venenata 
7. Mimosa himalayana 
8. Acacia caesia 
9. Cassia sophera 
10. Cassia alata 
11. Tephrosia purpurea 
12. Casia tora 
13. Sida acutifolia (and other species) 
14. Chlorophytum tuberosum 
15. Curculigo orchioides 
16. Curcuma pseudomontana 
17. Cissus auriculata and other species 
18. Nervilia sp. (and some other orchids like Cymbidium, Acampe sp. etc.) 
19. Dioscorea sp. (at least 7 species) 
20. Colocasia esculenta 
21. Theriophonum sp. 
22. Lantana camara 
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23. Euphorbia hirta 
24. Cereus sp. 
25. Globba bulbifera 
26. Heliotropium sp. 
27. Stachytarpheta jamaicanses 
28. Mimosa pudica 
29. Impatiens balsamina 
30. Costus speciosus 
31. Convolvulus alsinoides 
32. Ipomoea carnea 
33. Physallis minima 
34. Momordica charantia 
35. Momordica dioica 
36. Cephalandra indica (and many other cucurbits) 
37. Sarcostemma intermedium 
38. Sesamum orientale 
39. Acacia nilotica 
40. Bauhinia sp.  
41. Vitex negundo 
42. Nymphaea nouchali 
43. Barleria strigosa 
44. Celosia argentea 
45.  Rauwolfia serpentina 
46. Bacopa monniera 
47. Solanum surattense 
48. Andrographis paniculata 
49. Aeginetia indica 
50. Lindernia species (several) 
51. Amaranthus spinosus (and other species) 
52. Gloriosa superba 
53. Asparagus racemosus 
54. Commelina benghalensis (and other species) 


