
Field Notes: August-September 07: Tamil Nadu, Andra Pradesh, Chhattisgarh and 
Maharashtra 
 
 

1. Tamil Nadu: Keystone Foundation/13-17 August 
 
My first in depth visit to the Nilgiris and I am overwhelmed by the range of area and 
issues that Keystone is working on, though focused essentially on adivasi people and 
NTFPs. Many thanks to Leo Saar, Anita and Sneh Maams, Selvi, Moorthy Saar and 
Senthil. 
 
a. Began with Kotagiri, the official base of Keystone, which is usually abuzz with 

activity! The first field visit was to Bangalapadigai and Kokkode, in the latter 
place a meeting was held discussing the methods of payment for a jeep that the 
men had bought collectively. It is an area away from the tea zone and with coffee 
and jackfruit; the people need the jeep to transport their produce from their village 
to the market. There was some discussion, initiated by Leo, about the people 
producing things dependent on the vagaries of the market for their price; why did 
they first not grow things essential for them, also growing other cash crops? There 
were no immediate answers. But Keystone makes an effort to encourage local 
people (Irula/Kurumba) to grow brinjals, tomatoes, chillis, etc., instead of only 
beans! 

b. In Bangalapadigai Keystone has a production centre, where pepper was being 
bought and packed; silk cotton was also brought here and ginned. Some of this is 
converted by the women into mattresses, pillows and cushions and the rest is sold 
in bulk.  The centre also processes coffee, amla (nellikai), packs spices and is run 
by women of the village. In the cultivation patches a few people kept bee-boxes 
and were trained about bee-keeping by Leo; there was an incident of the sac-
brood virus that had infected a hive and Leo taught the boys about the reasons and 
the dangers of such a problem. Banagalapadigai also has a small nursery that 
caters to the local people. 

c. The following day went to the Banagudi sacred grove. This is a large grove, 
between 3-4 hectares (maybe more) with old trees and some of the worship places 

and shrines of the 
Kurumba people. The 
Banagudi village is 
close by and the 
people, along with 
Keystone’s members, 
have made attempts 
to protect the grove. 
We did come across 
some destruction 
(timber stealing); 
with the village not 
far away and the path 



frequented, it could well be an inside job. More concerted efforts need to be made 
with the people of Banagudi – with whom Keystone is already working – to arrive 
at some way to protect and restore the grove. 

d. The Banagudi village itself consists of a few rows of concrete houses overlooking 
a wide valley and the lands that ancestrally belong to them, but from which they 
have been relocated by the Forest Department. The people have been tempted by 
the FD’s offer of relocation and forfeited their lands, mainly due to the proximity 
to schools and hospitals, and a regular job in a tea or other plantation. This shift in 
lifestyle has changed the habits and aspirations of many Irula  and Kurumba 
peoples in the Nilgiris, whose quality of life now is much inferior to what they 
had; the upkeep of sacred groves, their day-to-day relation to the forest, the 
communication of their knowledge to the next generation, etc., are all in some 
way threatened. Despite Keystone’s excellent efforts in conservation and 
marketing of NTFPs, this “row house” issue remained a recurrent theme, at least 
in some of our minds. 

e. The following day we left for the Sathy hills, former home of Veerappan, home 
also to much wild life, some of which we were fortunate to see. En route, we 
passed the pilgrimage place of Bannari where Keystone has a “cart shop” selling 
honey and other products. These kind of small outlets are good ways to sell our 

products without 
investing a great deal 
for a “proper” shop. 
There were a couple of 
more such small outlets 
before Hasanur. In 
Hasanur a tribal group 
had already set up their 
office (in the 90’s) and 
Keystone works 
together with them 
from the same campus, 
managed by Moorthy. 
The work here concerns 

NTFP procurement, processing (drying and packing of amla, processing honey 
and bottling) and trade (through the various outlets). Some of the products are 
locally procured and sold from the outlets located in the area, which cuts transport 
costs. The range and quantities of NTFPs in the Sathy hills is enormous; the 
method of harvest is questionable. Linked to this is the proximity of the Karnataka 
border, with many NTFPs harvested there and sold in the TN. Later in the day we 
went to some villages Ittarai and Ramranai, where nurseries were being planned 
and from where ragi was being collected to be sown in villages without the crop.   

f. The next morning we visited a site off Bedaguli village (in Karnataka), where 
Keystone worked on a research project for the Darwin Initiative. The research 
mainly concerns bee diversity, their frequency, the flowers they visit (by studying 
the pollen attached to them), all in order to come up with some definite 
conclusions regarding specific honey bee populations, the flora they need and 



their habitat. The hamlet off Bedaguli which we visited was pathetic; the 
government built houses were in a state of dilapidation and overgrown with 
weeds, drains blocked, the women seemed undernourished, some ill, the men 
apparently working in the coffee plantation nearby as wage labourers. An air of 

gloom and 
despondency hung 
over the village, 
starkly contrasting 
with the fantastic 
shola landscape 
mingling with high 
altitude tropical 
deciduous forest and 
grasslands. Our 
preoccupations with 
bee populations 
seemed out of place! 
The people in this 
area search for the 

seeds of Elaeocarpus recurvatus which apparently fetch Rs 200/- a piece; a few 
people have made their fortune by collecting these seeds. 

g. Though Keystone is working on long-term health issues through rejuvenating the 
cultivation of traditional crops among adivasi communities there is an immediate 
need to work at a more immediate level. Keystone could use its contacts and 
stature to establish efficient health centres that may function from the existing 
production centres wherever possible. This would require regular visits by a 
doctor who can treat minor ailments on the spot and recommend other hospitals 
in more serious cases. Comparing Bastar’s tribal people with those of TN, it is 
striking how undernourished the latter are. A quick survey of the health situation 
among TN’s adivasi people may be a sensible way to assess the prevalent 
ailments affecting the people; an efficient strategy to tackle the problem in the 
long-term may then be formulated and implemented. 

h. The small outlets for NTFPs, with their attractive packages, is an idea that many 
groups in the EP can benefit from. The products can also include agricultural 
produce, such as minor millets, which are also produce that the “outsider/trader” 
capitalizes on. 

i. Keystone can help other EP-partners by introducing simple techniques to process 
NTFPs, such as sun driers for fruit, oil presses, honey processing units, etc. Many 
groups have much potential with regard to their capability as well as availability 
of NTFPs in their region; however, social, political and other conditions that 
prevent them from taking a proactive step.  

j. As yet Keystone works mainly with adivasi people. It could take up the new 
challenge to also work with the plains farmers, especially with regard to planting 
timber trees in farm lands and in raising fodder species; inevitably, these two 
needs causes people to come higher up in the hills. 



k. In the Sathy hills the extensive amount of NTFPs available has kept the trade 
aspect of the products in the foreground. We need to find out where exactly the 
products come from and how they are collected, and push for more sustainable 
methods where necessary.                     

 
2. Andra Pradesh: The Polavaram Dam/12-16 September 
 
Mainly traveled with Prof Rao and Manoj (LEAF). Through the naxal belt, which 
was quite desolate, Balu and Vijay also gave company and strength. Thanks also to 
Venumadhav for organizing the travel and other details that made the monsoon 
journey smooth! 

 
a. The main purpose of visiting Andra Pradesh (Khammam District) was to meet 

Prof. J.P. Rao and get to know the issues concerning the Polavaram dam, 
proposed to be built across the Godavari. The route to Chatti in AP from Bastar is 
a fairly straightforward one but due to troubles in the region one had to take a 
detour via Orissa (less troubled) past other dams built on the various tributaries of 
the same river. The roads are in bad shape all along Orissa as the Maoists have 
prohibited all development work by the state. Chatti is a small border town with 
an uneasy air, glad to get away the following morning. 

b. Went to Kunnavaram, about 30 kms from Chatti, a large village on the bank of 
the Godavari, comprising of both tribal and non tribal populations. JP has 
established a field office in a rented house here; his intention is to conduct village 
surveys in the submergence zone and to gather data about agricultural land, land 
ownerships, flora and fauna, tribal populations (who for the most part have no 
legal proof of land ownership), non tribal populations (many of whom are keen to 
sell out and move away from the area). It is expected that the surveys will be 
conducted by (youth) volunteers in the region, some of whom are JP’s students 
and some belong to local NGOs. Spent time with JP organising the structure 
within which the survey would happen, the logistics of staying in Kunnavaram, 

the documentation of the 
data gathered, etc.  

c. We took a boat for a whole 
day to go downstream for a 
about 3 hours, past the 
narrowest part of the river, 
where it is about 80 ft deep. 
All along the banks, on 
both sides, the land is hilly 
and forested, dotted with 
very small villages, mainly 
belong to the Konda Reddy 
tribe. 

d. The total area in the submergence zone is about 1030 sq kms, which also includes 
the Papikonda Wildlife Sanctuary and some the most pristine forests in AP. Close 
to 240 villages will be displaced in the state; districts in the neighbouring states of 



Chhattisgarh and 
Orissa will also 
suffer, but the AP 
government has as 
yet not made any 
official negotiation 
with these states.  

e. The Central 
Empowered 
Committee (formed 
in Delhi) has 
already visited the 
area and upheld the 
“stay” on the dam, 

calling for Environmental Clearance from the various states, the maps showing 
the lands where the displaced people will be relocated, etc. Despite the stay order, 
the AP government has gone on with the construction work, albeit at a much 
slower pace (apparently at about 10 % of the initial rate). The entire project is 
funded by the AP government, perhaps knowing well that no Bank or other 
agency will touch such a skewed project. 

 
3. Maharashtra:Maharashtra Arogya Mandal/17-19 September 
 
Thanks to Kailas, Pradip, Subhas, Anantbhau and Uday Singh Chaudary, all of whom 
were helpful in explaining the various nuances of the Bhimashankar forests and the 
people. Thanks also to Krishna and Anuja for organising my journeys and for later 
clarifying discussions at the office. 
 
a. The main field office is in Dimbe, about 100 kms from Pune and in the outskirts 

of the Bhimashankar Wildlife Sanctuary, known for the Grizzled Giant Squirrel as 
well as the temple within the protected area. The people living in the 9 villages 
within the Sanctuary and the 40-plus villages in the buffer area are mainly 
Mahadev Kolhis, whose lifestyle depends on shifting cultivation and the gathering 
of NTFPs. The forest is dominated by Memecylon, Terminalia chebula, 

Terminalia tomentosa and 
Syzigium, and Carissa in 
the drier grassy areas.  

b. MAM has been working 
in 3 clusters in the 
Bhimashankar region 
(each cluster comprising 
of about 10 villages), in 
the fields of grain banks, 
land development and 
watersheds, with very 
good results. Water is a 



major problem in the region during the dry months, the ability to store or tap this 
resource through tanks or bunds help people a great deal. These initiatives have 
been the thrust of MAM’s work; their work on NTFPs is relatively new and is 
based on the relations established over more than two decades in the region. 

c. Attended a cluster meeting of MAM in Dehene village, where representatives 
from nearby villages had gathered. The main NTFPs available in this area were 
hirda (which was dried and sold), honey, karaunda (sold as chutney and pickle) 
and jamun (sold as a poli). During the season, of about 1.5 months, they get up to 
250 tons a day (!!!) of karaunda and jamun. There is a one-trader monopoly in the 
area and the people usually end up selling their produce at low prices. MAM has 
given the women with a revolving fund and trained them in jamun processing, and 
also helped them with the transport; the women said that they cannot believe the 
returns they get from the processed fruit. Of late, the jamun seeds may also find a 
market. 

d. Jamun, mango and karaunda are all fruit of the summer season when children are 
on vacation from school; many of them collect and trade in these fruit and support 
themselves. 

e. As yet there has been little thought given to planting any of these fruit trees which 
have suddenly become open to extraction. For jamun, the period of extraction 
may not be more than 6 years; though the people claimed that there was an 
abundance of these trees there is always the danger of over-exploitation and 
decline of the crop. There is a great need to know the amount of resource 
available, to know how much to harvest; the Giant Squirrel, for which the area is 
well known, also thrives on these fruit! There was a suggestion that a workshop be 
held to explain sustainable harvest techniques for a few select products harvested 
in the area: the workshop should deal with the harvest of an NTFP, it’s processing 
and the marketing. 

f. I did not see any bee hives or honey but the region is known for its colonies of 
wild A.cerana, which are apparently harvested in an unsustainable manner. The 
few people spoken to claimed that the reason for this kind of harvest is due to the 
inaccessible spots of the hives (tree hollows or in the ground), which makes it 
impossible for them to get at the honey without destruction. Would there be any 
specific tools (may be they have to be designed for such a purpose) that would 

help the honey gatherers to 
harvest honey from such 
places sustainably? Many 
medicinal plants and their 
products are being 
smuggled out of the 
Bhimashankar area; there 
are simply no check posts 
and little or no patrolling of 
the Wildlife Sanctuary by 
the FD as it is understaffed. 
The number of tourists to 
the temple is enormous, 



leading to the usual litter of plastics and garbage; what is worse is that many wild 
flowers, such as those of the Curcuma sp., Aegle leaves and fruit, etc., are brought 
in from the forest and sold as “offerings” for the temple. Unless stern measures 
are taken to curb these “religious” practices the entire Sanctuary area is bound to 
suffer. 

g. Visited Gawandewadi/Khoddwal (?) and spoke to some of the older people. There 
was a general apathy towards growing plants, especially through nurseries or even 
planting. They claimed that a) there was no water during the summer months and 
b) the wild boar destroys whatever they plant. Though these reasons may be true I 
also gathered that in most of the villages in the vicinity of the Sanctuary the 
people are afraid that “forested villages” may be claimed by the FD and included 
as part of the Sanctuary. In one village (Murus ?) the people apparently uprooted 

the planted saplings due 
to this reason!    

h. Apparently several 
NTFPs that were gathered 
and sold in earlier years 
are now decreasing in 
quantity: some of these 
are shikakai, wild 
bananas, many 
Dioscoreas, halinda, etc.   

i. It seems necessary to 
bring together the several 
groups/individuals 
working in and around 

the Bhimashankar Sanctuary into a kind of “Bhimashankar Task Force”, perhaps 
under one trusted organisation based in the region. They could then take turns in 
assisting the FD in patrolling the forest as well as in establishing and 
implementing certain rules to keep the temple area cleaner; a long-term plan to 
train the local people to carry on these activities and to educate the tourists is 
also a dire need. 

j. Visited Terungan village where MAM has developed two small tanks that will 
hold water through the year; there is also a tank in Phansewadi that I did not visit. 
These are potential places for establishing small nurseries. The idea of working on 
nurseries and on tree planting had not evolved when the present project was 
formulated; it is likely that this part of the work better thought of and a separate 
proposal written in the coming months. 

k. Another factor that kept hovering in my mind throughout my stay in the area was 
the similarity of the Mahadev Kohli adivasi people to the plains Indian Marathi 
people; the adoption of Hindu gods and food habits, especially in the few villages 
I have visited, are a far cry from the adivasi cultures we are hoping to rejuvenate 
through our various networks in the EP.  

 
 
 



4. Chhattisgarh: LEAF/ 28 August-10 September 
 
Jiwar to Nagji, Kutchsaab and Damodar; also to Ramu and the ladies of Kakalura for 
keeping us happy!! 
 
a. Our first day we (Leo, Anita, Sneh and Moorthy from Keystone) visited Jaithgiri 

and Sandh Karmari, about 30 and 45 kms to the west of Jagdalpur. In the first 
village Kamlochan, along with the village youth, was engaged with protecting a 
small patch of forest that had been initiated (and later abandoned) by the FD;  a 
mahua bank is also being constructed by the youth through contribution of their 
labour in which mahua (and other NTFPs will be bought this coming season. In 
Karmari the people have donated about 8 acres of land. Saplings had been brought 
from the nursery at Kangoli; after a brief ceremony for the land, performed by 
Damodar and Sneh, we all planted the saplings. 

b. Karmari also has a good sacred grove and a large patch of protected forest, both 
of which we were able to see. Other groves in the area need to be documented and 
ways of their protection put in place by involving the local youth. These villages 
are essentially Bhattra (a quite chalu tribe) and there are many Biharis and other 
outsiders who cause many of the problems that infringe upon adivasi lifestyles. 

c. With Sneh to Kakalura, a Durwa village where LEAF has a base, with a mahua 
bank and a large nursery of some 20,000 plants and about 20 species. The nursery 
is managed by the youth of the village; at present the work going on is of pruning 

the roots and shifting 
the bags. Ramu is the 
person who manages all 
the work.  

d. The women’s group in 
the village is awaiting 
an oil press (to be sent 
from Coimbatore); Sneh 
broached the issue of 
sharing the would-be 
profits in the future and 
we spent a little time 
discussing that. The 
ladies said that they 

could supply the village with a little of all the oils to perform all the ceremonies, 
free of charge; this matter of profits and profit-sharing was later brought up with 
Ramu and the mahua bank. As profits are quite low nobody in the village minds 
the boys making a bit of money for their efforts; later this could be a cause for 
quarrels and jealousy. 

e. The few people trained in medicine (by Elly) continue to treat people from home; 
the illnesses during our stay were malaria, wounds, stomach ailments and coughs 
and colds.  

f. A major drawback with LEAF is that nobody (in Jagdalpur) is able to devote time 
regularly for its work. At the village-level things run smoothly, things getting done 



as told. After much persuasion a house has been rented to serve as LEAF’s office 
in Jagdalpur, monthly meetings have been fixed, and specific tasks for the various 
zones in Bastar have been delegated to the people responsible (Ramu, Damodar, 
Sukmon, Kamlochan) and will be managed by Nagji, Kutchsaab and Basant. 

g. It has been decided to involve the group in many more NTFPs; brooms, bamboo 
baskets and handicrafts, 
oil seeds as well as in 
some agricultural 
products (mustard seeds, 
til, millets).  

h. The FD bought 22 copies 
of “The Plants of Bastar” 
and has shown some 
desire to work with 
LEAF in some places; it 
is time to capitalise in 
this goodwill that has 
been long overdue. LEAF 
could take contracts to 
raise a specific number 
of saplings for the FD annually. 

    


