
Field Notes: Malkangiri (Orissa), Bastar, Gariyaband, Mainpur (Chhattisgarh), Mandla (MP), 

Srikakulam (AP); May-June 2010  

       

 Indians are proud of their ancient, surviving civilization. They are, in fact, its victims. 

          V.S.Naipaul 

 

The entire journey through various parts of central India was flavoured with two things: the heat and 

dust, and the air of Maoism. Travel was at times unnerving and tense and, when one thought about 

the larger picture and the future of tribal India, inevitably depressing. Concerns about NTFPs, 

sustainability and wild foods seemed a synchronic with the violence at hand; my interest in tribal 

culture and drum beats simply out of place. Many NGOs and individuals mentioned that they have 

had to shift their area of work due to the presence of Maoists and start afresh. 

Malkangiri 

Went to the Temurpalli haat to meet people 

from the Tulsi Hills to get news from the 

region: among other things, was it safe to 

travel in the hills? Also went to Dhakadarasi for 

such information and found the situation 

disturbing. 

In Birunpal met Sonador, the ex-Sarpanch, who 

had attended our meeting in Atalguda about 4 

years ago. We had met to discuss conservation 

issues in that part of the district, especially along the river Kolab. Sonador told us that the meeting 

had made an impression in his village, that nobody had cleared new forest patches (for cultivation) 

since that meeting. He wanted us to hold another 

meeting in Birunpal and take our agenda further. The 

forests in the entire region up to the foothills are 

degraded but have many of the indigenous species; a 

good effort with protection will be sufficient to ensure 

regeneration. We need to find ways to have some 

patches protected from the axe. 

At Ambakund in the Bondo ghati the forests were 

extremely dry with many species seeding. The small pool 

near the shrine is full of fish – nobody fishes here – and 

there are few visitors except during festival days. The 

area is an excellent place for seed collection; LEAF had 

overlooked this forest and had been sending seeds from 

Bastar for the nursery in Daiguda. 

Carps in water 

Destroyed police station in Salimi 



Discussion with N.C.Saxena regarding the 

implementation of the Forest Rights Act; 24/25 May 

2010 in Jagdalpur, Bastar District, Chhattisgarh 

Main problems 

a. Lack of awareness about the Act among the 

people; similar condition among the field staff 

of the FD as well as the Panchayat 

b. No discussion or awareness about the 

community claim within the Act by any 

individual/institution 

c. In some villages the FD staff have extracted 

money in the name of getting pattas issues for 

people 

d. In meetings held in Mainpur/Mandla area we 

found that the community claim was returned 

by the FD on the grounds that they had not 

received any orders to accept them 

 

Specific issues 

a. In Kakalgur found that the process of 

explaining the Act was a long but essential 

one. The process led to the making of the 

community Forest Map (draft map attached) 

b. By drawing the Community Map came to 

realize that there are village forest border 

problems that need to be solved for long-term 

peace and sustainable management of the 

forest 

c. Example of forest-boundary problems in the 

Sandh Karmari area (Damodar can explain the 

details) 

 

The Daiguda nursery was in terrible shape: discussed the matter with those responsible and decided 

on a new strategy. They will now concentrate only on 3-5 species (neem, karanji, jatropha) and not 

bother to expand until they have some stability. The newly established SHG in the village has 

successfully bought and sold mahua this year; they will go ahead with sal seeds in the coming weeks. 

The women in the village also said that they were afraid to go far for seed collection due to the fear 

of the porso (BSF/CRPF). 

Bastar 

The tense situation prevails, helicopters hover low in the skies almost every day. But people seem to 

have gotten used to these circumstances. But all conversations, even during ceremonies and festive 

occasions, tend to lead to the topic of porso or the wild buffalo (naxals). 

Spent about 5 days explaining the Forest Rights Act in Kakalura – last year we LEAF had invited 

Ramgulam to come and give some talks in two villages but the community claims part was unclear – 

and later prepared a map showing the ancestral territory of Kakalura. There was enthusiastic 

participation from the people – arguing 

and discussing the position of each 

stream and hill – and the first draft was 

ready just in time for N.C.Saxena’s visit. 

He is a part of the Committee set up to 

examine the implementation of the FRA. 

Quite strangely, the only representatives 

from Bastar were the 5 members of 

LEAF – perhaps no one else was 

informed of this visit – and the draft 

map and the other recommendations 

presented.  

Saxena said that the problems we 

mentioned were similar to those he 

encountered elsewhere and promised to 

convey them at the next level. 

Meanwhile the map is being perfected 

and people from 1-2 other villages will 

be trained to make their own maps.  

Since last year the gum from Sterculia 

urens has been de-nationalized (?) and 

almost all the trees in the Darba Range 

are badly marked with axes. Some of the 

trees are so young that they will 

certainly succumb to the wounds. 

Ironically, only last year Kovel 

Foundation had come to Kakalura to 

teach about the correct methods of 



Recommendations 

a. Give training at the village and Panchayat level about the 

FRA and the method of claims of individual and community 

forests 

b. Realize that villages have differing capacities in 

understanding the Act and responding to it with their 

specific/community claims; this is compounded by the 

various languages and the intricacies of the Act 

c. Encourage communities to make their own traditional 

forest-boundary maps; this will help resolve the boundary 

problems as well as help in making a management plan for 

specific forest tracts. In a post FRA period the FD should 

have little role in the management of the community 

forests. The management should be in the hands of the 

Gram Sabha who will take all decisions regarding the 

use/harvest of the forest. 

d. Use the presence of local NGOs to facilitate the 

communities in making their maps/claims 

e. Village forests that have been protected by the community 

should be retained by the community; the map will ensure 

this. Similarly all sacred groves should belong to the 

community 

f. Seeing the difficulties and the number of factors involved 

in a proper implementation of the Act (varying capacities 

of the people, distances, languages, the facilitation 

required in community claims, etc) it is absolutely 

necessary that no time limitation be fixed for the 

completion of the implementation process. 

g. Give training at the village and Panchayat level about the 

FRA and the method of claims of individual and community 

forests 

h. Realize that villages have differing capacities in 

understanding the Act and responding to it with their 

specific/community claims; this is compounded by the 

various languages and the intricacies of the Act 

i. Encourage communities to make their own traditional 

forest-boundary maps; this will help resolve the boundary 

problems as well as help in making a management plan for 

specific forest tracts. In a post FRA period the FD should 

have little role in the management of the community 

forests. The management should be in the hands of the 

Gram Sabha who will take all decisions regarding the 

use/harvest of the forest. 

j. Use the presence of local NGOs to facilitate the 

communities in making their maps/claims 

k. Village forests that have been protected by the community 

should be retained by the community; the map will ensure 

this. Similarly all sacred groves should belong to the 

community 

l. Seeing the difficulties and the number of factors involved 

in a proper implementation of the Act (varying capacities 

of the people, distances, languages, the facilitation 

required in community claims, etc) it is absolutely 

necessary that no time limitation be fixed for the 

completion of the implementation process. 

 

gum-tapping. Nobody had 

bothered with gums until 

then and now, all of a 

sudden – triggered by a 

price on a commodity – the 

trees are endangered. It is 

now of utmost importance 

to grow Gum Karaya trees in 

the nurseries (from seed) as 

well as plant the cuttings in 

the field bunds. In 

Srikakulam I found out that 

growing the trees from 

cuttings are faster; a good 

technique was to keep the 

cuttings in the shade for 4-5 

days before planting. The 

planting itself should be 

done some days before the 

onset of the monsoon. 

The year’s mango was 

abundant and the date for 

the festival was towards the 

end of April. This trend is a 

positive one, something 

that LEAF has been working 

on for some years now. The 

dates for mango-harvest 

about 5-10 years ago had 

been before the 2
nd

 week of 

April. Indigenous mango 

seeds are also being 

collected for the nurseries 

and for planting.  

Two species of bamboo are 

flowering. One of them is 

Dendrocalamus strictus 

which had flowered in ’91-

’92, which makes it a 19 

year cycle. The FD had come 

to clear the dying bamboo 

and take it to a paper mill 

but the LEAF boys were 



alert and protested, explaining the matter to the DFO. The seeds have now all germinated and we 

will have a revival of both species in the coming years.  

 

There are about 40 species of plants in the Kakalura nursery; seeds of as many species have been 

collected and will be sent to those who may require them. 

The broader purpose of the mahua bank – that people do not sell their mahua and buy it back at 

higher prices later in the year – is being achieved. Most of the mahua collected this year has been 

stored by the people; storage techniques have been improved and very little mahua has been sold 

out of the village. Karanji seeds and mustard have also been pressed into oil for sales locally. 

Unfortunately, the rope kora has still not been available to press the karanji seeds in the press in the 

village; the seeds were taken to a mill in Jagdalpur. 

 

Observations for LEAF:  

a. Develop working relations with the FD through the 

plants in the nursery (which the FD can use for 

planting); the relation will add to the credibility of 

LEAF as a conservation-oriented organization 

b. The oil press has to be got to working order and 

ready in time for the pressing of tora (Mahua) 

seeds 

c. The community claim map for Kakalura has to be 

ready soon and submitted formally to the 

panchayat secretary (who is charge of the FRA); maps for at least 1-2 villages should be 

drawn within the next few months 

d. The LEAF team is now capable of establishing nurseries for other groups in the region; 

people can also avail of seeds for their nurseries. 

 

Bamboo in flower Badly mauled Gum Karaya 

The author with Manoj during field work 



 

Mandla 

Visited the Mandla region to explore the possibility of including the Baiga people in our network; 

what are their concerns, the issues (in this part of tribal MP), the forests and the resources 

available, the implementation of the FRA, etc. To achieve some understanding of these matters 

travelled with Nagji and Ramgulam (from PRERAK) through northern Chhattisgarh and Mandla. A 

few of the highlights are mentioned below: 

 

 

a. At a meeting in the PRERAK office in 

Mainpur learnt that there are 

4,90,000 claims for land titles in 

Chhattisgarh; 2,29,000 applicants 

have been given pattas, 2, 71,000 

have been left out. The state claims 

to be the first in handing out the 

pattas 

b. Community claims have been rare; in 

one village where the Range Officer was handed a community claim he apparently returned 

it to the people after 3-4 days saying that he had had no orders to accept these 

c. Met Kasiram Verma of Gramodaya Kendra, one of the first NGOs to begin development work 

in the region (late 1970s) outside the Church. They are essentially working on making the 

Baiga people aware of their rights (NREGA, FRA, etc). Some work is also being done on 

education and agriculture. Over the years the GK has also collected much data about the 

Baiga people: 

• There is a government 

ban on any family 

planning among 

Primitive Tribal Groups 

that are low in 

population; among the 

Baiga this seems to 

translate into 

malnourishment and 

overburdened women 

• 66% of the women 

have between 5-12 children 

Tendu patta collection in full swing 

Baiga lady in the Taraigaon haat 



• The first child is up to 20 years old while the woman continues to bear children 

• 39% of the children born survive 

• 44% of the women have lost 1-2 children 

• The government has no census of the Baiga people, there is no baseline data on 

which their programs/policies are based. 

d. The Gonds of this region are politically very powerful and exploit the Baiga people. The 

Gonds were compared to the OBC’s; they control the FRA Samitis and have been responsible 

for not passing on the Baiga claims to the concerned authorities. In one village (Mohagaon) 

in the buffer zone of the Kanha National Park, a Baiga woman who had gone to collect 

bamboo and leaves from the forest was badly beaten up by the FD personnel. No complaints 

were registered. The village had about 125 housholds of which about 60 were Baiga; the rest 

were Gond. What surprised me was that the Gond person who was our contact (through 

Vikalp, an organization working on rights based issues) used the word “kisan” for Gond and 

the word “Baiga” for Baiga; in other places the Gonds (as well as the NGOs) used the word 

“adivasi” for Gonds and Baiga for Baiga. The Baiga was clearly somebody else, someone who 

did not cultivate (not a kisan) and who therefore had no claim to land; the FD, especially in 

the National Park area was also against them. Without being able to gather NTFPs from the 

forest or having land to cultivate the Baiga were quite trapped. Most of them in Mohagaon 

went to places like Raipur to work as labourers – many returned after being cheated or 

short-changed – and lived off 

the money they earned there. 

As most of the Baiga people 

have no property they cannot 

avail of any loans/schemes 

(which require pattas); the 

Indra Awas Yojana to get 

houses built for them is 

therefore important as they 

can show their “makan” as 

property!! 

e. Vikalp (S.G.Gandhi and Vivek) 

works on the FRA, the rights of the displaced people due to the Halon Dam project, child 

rights, PESA/NREGA, the displacement due to the Kanha National Park and traditional 

knowledge about medicine; the group works in about 40 villages with a team of 15 people.  

f. Nirman (Naresh) works mainly on agricultural, especially the revival of traditional millets, 

seed banks, second crops, traditional knowledge and, recently, honey. Leo (Keystone) has 

already visited some Baiga villages to conduct some training programs. 

From Mandla area 



g. Was fortunate to meet Dr B.K.Rai, a mushroom expert based in Jabalpur. I managed to get a 

few doubts regarding identification cleared; he agreed to help in determination of any 

specimens sent to him. 

During the monsoon the various edible mushrooms that the local people wait for sprout in a 

specific order; after the appearance of a particular species we know the amount of rain yet 

to come. I wonder whether the basic study of mushroom (the appearance or absence, the 

stage within the monsoon months, etc) can help in understanding changes in micro-climates. 

I suggest that within the group we ask our field-level people to take photographs and make 

some notes in this regard that may help in some analysis after a few years. 

Observations 

I sensed an overall attitude of “superiority” among most people working with the Baiga people, 

a kind of old-fashioned prejudice that I had almost forgotten about. Then I realized that I was in 

the heart of Hindu India, its well-intentioned conservative side obvious to see; the beauty of the 

Baiga as a people seemed lost on their benefactors. The long-haired multi-ear-ringed men, the 

tattooed and beaded women, the long green cheroots, the turbans, the melodious language and 

the deep voices ..... I wonder whether anyone noticed! 

The main concerns that the various groups had were:  

• Agriculture (and its related aspects) 

• Honey 

• FRA, NREGA, and other rights/schemes meant for the Baiga communities 

• Health/education 

There is no group with a clear-cut agenda focussed on NTFPs and all the details that involves; nor is 

there an engagement with Baiga tradition and culture in a holistic manner. It might be a good idea to 

help initiate a Baiga Working Group that brings together people concerned with Baiga culture and 

livelihood today. The NTFP EP-India could support the formation of such a group and see if in the 

long-term we can mutually benefit. At present there is much that the Baiga has to lose without the 

support of a broader and outward looking link.  

Srikakulam District  

 

The group I went to visit was Velugu Association 

(Sanjeevi Rao) which works in a 20 km radius from 

Kotturu, where the VA office is. The work is among 

the Saora people, who live in long-houses (many 

homes under one roof), two such houses with a 

common street. Villages consist of few homes and 

are tight-knit, unlike other parts of tribal India, which 

makes it easy to work with.  The women are 

Saora lady 



beautiful with their tattoos and nose-rings and hairstyles, and smoke cheroots with the flame end in 

the mouth; the men, as most men are in the world, nondescript.  

 

The entire Saora country is hilly and undulating, the 

hills marked by the large clearings of their podu 

fields, often from the very top of the incline. In 

former days village councils were consulted before 

any new patch of forest was cleared; nowadays the 

people just clear an area and claim it as theirs. 

Despite all the clearings in the landscape the Caryota 

palm is untouched. 

Velugu’s work has been mainly “rights-based”, using 

the funds in the NREGA to initiate useful schemes that the village may need. For this they conduct 

village meetings, decided on useful projects – trenching/bunding of hill-slopes, check dams and 

water catchments – and on planting useful species of plants in community lands. They have also 

been doing the fieldwork on campaigns, such as the one in Nuapada Swamps, with SAMATA. 

The NTFP work that Velugu has done 

include: 

• Planting gum karaya in some villages 

(those in Pathareluguda were 10 

years old) 

• Encouraging the planting of hill-

broom grass (now many villages 

plant it in the podu fields and the 

market is vast; they are now 

planning on value addition) 

• The cultivation and drying of amla 

• The cultivation of the most common yam eaten by the people 

• Planting of fruit trees – mango, cashew - in community lands. There is little private land 

among the Saora (as with the Konds) and most work undertaken needs to be done on 

common lands, requiring village consent. 

During my discussions in three villages I gathered that there are about 5-8 yams commonly eaten; 

people usually hunted monitor lizard and wild pig, that hunting was done with dogs and spears. 

Distilling alcohol was forbidden but was done secretly: jaggery, cashew and other fruit were used. 

Both the palms, the Fishtail and the Date, were tapped. 

Maripadu haat 



 

Observations (and future work) 

We can keep in touch with this well 

established and locally active group. Though 

their work is not focussed on NTFPs there is 

a lot of potential to work in that area 

among the Saora people.  


