
Field Notes: April-May 08: Bastar and Andra Pradesh

The two organizations visited were LEAF in Bastar and VIKASA in the 
Chodvaram Range of Vishakapatnam district. VIKASA has recently been 
awarded a grant through the MGF window of the Exchange Programme; this 
particular project is being implemented in about 30 villages the Chodavaram 
Ranges and concerns sustainable NTFP harvesting, processing and marketing.

A worrying sight all along the main roads in this district is the construction 
boom, brought into sharp focus by the number of brick kilns. The main wood 
used to fuel the kilns is the palmyrah (Borassus flabelliformis) and one comes 
across the felled trunks (which are also used locally in construction) in the 
fields. The present AP government has also declared that living in thatched 
huts is “demeaning” and a loan of about Rs 40,000 is being given to families to 
construct “pukka” houses! On the right road to incredible India indeed.

This field visit was done with Basant (LEAF).

1. Visited Mamidipalem village (has about 15 homes and very picturesquely 
located) and met a coherent groups of people, all interested and active. The 
people are Konda Dora adivasi (Konda, Kondi, means “hill” in most Koitoor 
languages).

2. The NTFPs that are being harvested and processed are soap nut, karka 
(Terminalia chebula) and amla. Formerly, the latter two trees were cut down 
to harvest the fruit, but now the people climb the tree for the fruit. The 
reasons given for this earlier practice were that: a) these fruit did not fall 
if the branches are shaken (not entirely true) and b) the middlemen who 
bought the fruit from 
them came to the villages 
during a specific period; 
amla would spoil if kept 
too long, so they just 
brought the trees down in 
time with the middleman’s 
visit!

3. Now, with the possibility 
of selling dried amla, 
which also fetches a 
higher price, this time 
constraint is over. They are able to harvest the fruit by climbing, dry the 



pulp and store it, and wait for the correct price. At present the only buyer is 
the GCC, and the market is open all year! For the pulp the fruit is cooked.

4. The kernel of the fruit is also dried and powdered and sold at a gram a 
rupee!

5. Enquired about how they ensure the regeneration of the species in the 
forest and was told that a branch of fruit from each tree was left behind. 
They also talked about the possibility of having specific nurseries for the 
NTFPs they are working on.

6. Most of the timber used in the construction of their huts were of tangeedu 
(Xylia xylocarpa), which is excellent wood. These trees are found in the low 
hills and often in pure stands, 
abundant in select patches 
but nowhere common: a 
species to propagate for all 
our nurseries. (Oriya: tangini 
or boja; Tamil: irul or iruvel; 
Hindi: suria). If anyone is 
interested in seeds please let 
me know.

7. Other sources of livelihood in 
the village were agriculture (bajra, jowar, horsegram) though rice was not 
grown in the village. Ragi gruel was the staple food.

8. On the entrance to the area were large plantations of oil palm. I was quite 
taken aback, but realized that none of the local staff I was with actually 
noticed my disconcertment! It was only on repeated questioning that we 
found out that the lands were owned by rich landlords based in Guntur, 
Vijaywada and Vishakapatnam, maybe totaling about 1500 acres. Apparently 
the Andra Pradesh government subsidized costs for the first 3 years (for 
the drip irrigation, saplings etc.) to encourage more people to go into this 
excellent activity. The overall trend in the country is towards the promotion 
of oil palms: this will need to be something that our lobby-work may want to 
focus on.

The other village visited was Cerada, more in the plains and more distant from 
the forest area. Here representatives from 9 VSS, from as many villages, had 
come together. The size of the gathering and the fact that quite a few of the 
men had been drinking made the discussions a “spicy” one. Some of the men 
needed to be “controlled”, the women playing an active role in the process!



9. One of the members 
was an elderly healer 
(Raghavendra Rao) 
who claimed that 
there were about 200 
plant species in the 
region that were of 
medicinal use; he used 
about a 100 of them. 
He also said that most 

villages in the region had regular visits from Tamil traders who bought these 
herbs and took them to Tamil Nadu, probably for use in Siddha medicine. 

10. Some of the NTFPs available and traded in the region (also Chodavaram 
Range) were: Strychnos potatorum, Tinosporia cordifolia, Terminalia chebula, 
Amla, Semecarpus anacardium, most of which is sold to the GCC; Strychnos
not being demanded anymore is off the list. Apparently a climber 
(Yerrakorintha in Telugu) has been harvested by the AP Forest Department 
all over the Range and sold to a dealer in Shimoga; it is most likely a species 
of Acacia (cf caesia) but I am uncertain. Other products dealt with are 
tendu leaves and some quantity of roch bee honey.

11. As with the other village, the training programmes for sustainable 
harvesting have helped in the people not felling the trees for Terminalia and 
amla. As NTFP committees have been formed in the villages, the women were 

pleased that they no 
longer had to go to 
Madugula to sell their 
produce; they could 
sell the NTFPs in the 
village for the same 
price, saving time and 
energy.

12. At this point I raised 
the question of why 
there were so many 

forest fires, as Basant and I had been putting out some fires en route. 
After Paderu, fires were rampant and in some parts uncontrollable. This 
question brought out many opinions, some angry and accusative, gradually 
escalating into a kind of free-for-all shouting contest. But many issues came 
up: of wood smuggling, that the forest fires were of no real concern to the 
people, that fires were deliberately lit (no reasons given), some due to 
carelessness, etc. When things calmed down the people decided that they 



would need to sit together (perhaps village-wise) and decide to protect some 
area close to them. That this was a serious issue became quite obvious but as 
in Bastar and elsewhere people do feel helpless about what can be done.

13. VIKASA is working in 
the 30 villages in this 
region with the help of 
two more local groups, 
SRUJANA (Mehar is 
the person I met) and 
GRAMABUDHYA 
(Trinath), which are 
already working in this 
region. The funds are 
shared among all the
groups.

Bastar (LEAF)

Apart from a week’s serious celebration of a marriage in Kakalura village, 
some work concerning conservation was also done. Especially with regard to 
preventing forest fires and the delaying of date for the Mango Festival, at 
least in some of the villages where LEAF is active. Naxalism is very much 
on the increase affecting free and relaxed travels on foot through the 
forest.

14. Some of the women in LEAF have been actively going from house to house in 
their villages to talk and explain why we should prevent fires in the forest. 
Other members have conducted a series of village-level meetings (complete 
with landa and mahua) to discuss how we can prevent fires this summer. To a 
large extent this has been successful and the forest, despite some fires, is 
greener than in earlier years; my guess is that we have kept about 60% of 
the forest in our region from fire.

15. As regards the 
Mango Festival, 
which usually falls 
in the 3-4 th week 
of April, this year 
the date was 11 
May in Kakalura 
and Koleng. This is 
a kind of record in 



the last decade: mangos were hanging from the trees but even the children 
abstained!

16. The women are keenly awaiting the promised oil press in Kakalura; much 
karanj seed (Pongamia pinnata) has been collected. In Jaithgiri and Karmari 
their forest patches have been protected and new nurseries are to be 
established for planting this coming season. About Rs 50000 worth of mahua 
has been bought in the mahua bank in Karmari.

17. There was a dearth of mahua in the region of central Bastar; Kakalura people 
arranged to go to Kukanar for their mahua. In Kangoli too the women are 
considering trade in mahua but are waiting for the construction of the bank 
to be complete.

18. The people of Kangoli had 
planted about 5000 
saplings of indigenous 
species in the degraded 
forest around their village 
but lost most of them due 
to fires this summer. A 
smaller patch that was 
fenced and better guarded
was saved.

19. From the remoter villages of Koleng and Kodupar (Orissa) seeds have been 
coming in; some pulses, mustard and sesame has also been brought from 
these villages to Kakalura for sale; in exchange mahua (and cash) will be sent 
to the hills.

20. Seeds from Kakalura have been sent to Maharashtra, PHCC and Keystone. 
The next batch of seeds have arrived are being sorted out for distribution.      

  


