
FIELD NOTES: OCTOBER-NOVEMBER 2008 

 

 

Keystone Foundation, Tamil Nadu 

 

The main field visits were to a couple of Toda mandhs and to the field site/office in 

Nilambur region, Kerala. Some time was also spent taking part in the in-house 

discussions of the Keystone Conservation Programme, regarding their future areas of 

work.  

 

A separate discussion with Anita was about improving the “cycad awareness” among our 

partners: first to collect information and status about various Cycad species in the country 

and, if necessary, to create a Cycad Conservation group among us. In this context, cycad 

populations have been flagged on a hill in AP and a forest in Mayurbhanj; we expect 

more of such mouth-watering news.  

 

Mathew let me know of the various problems related to accounts. Most of the EP partners 

delay sending their accounts. An additional hassle is that of the format; it is hoped that 

the partners will stick to the formats already given and not create new budget-heads. As 

most of the groups have money unspent from last year it is wise to be aware of how 

things stand by the end of December. I hope that we will endeavor to make Mathew and 

Easwar’s lives a little easier!! 

 

Field visits 

 

a. Visited Bikkabathimandh, where Arahad Kuttan from KF lives and which is about 

3 hours from Kotagiri. The mandh has about 10 dwellings and is surrounded by 

shola forests and grasslands. The old wattle plantations were being cleared all 

along the way and also near the mandh and new shola saplings planted by the 

Forest Department. Both the shola forests and the grasslands seemed in good 

shape, and during a long walk through them with Kuttan saw sambhar, barking 

deer, flying squirrels and tracks of boar, panther and bison.   

b. Apart from the knowledge about plants used as buffalo medicine that the Toda 

people obviously 

have, what surprised 

me was the amount 

of wild berries of the 

grasslands habitually 

eaten by them. 

Unlike the forest 

people (Kurumba, 

Irula, Gonds, etc.) the 

nomadic cattle 

people seemed more 

aware of wild edible 

fruit. It might be an 



idea to also document the Toda names and other information about grassland 

edible fruit. 

c. Kuttan had also established a nursery of shola plants but with little success. He 

had not treated the seeds before sowing them in the mother bed (which may lead 

to despair and very long delays in germination), or may be some of the seeds were 

not viable. It is proposed that he come to the PHCC nursery for some training in 

raising species. I promise not to be a bad influence on him! 

d. Also visited an ear-piercing ceremony in Bettumandh. Though the Toda people 

are quite well known in the Nilgiris, with many development programmes in their 

favour, it is worth 

considering what has 

become of them today. 

This is especially 

important as the other field 

visit, in Kerala, was to 

have a look at the 

Cholanaicken people, who 

are subject to some 

government attention. The 

Cholanaicken population is 

less that 300 and they 

inhabit a few caves in the rain forests near Mancheri in the Nialmbur region. The 

Forest Department, through a person who trades rice and cloth and a few 

essentials (?) with these people is their godfather. There is literally no check or 

control on what produce is bought by the FD and how it is priced, nor is there any 

information about the status of these NTFPs. The plans and intentions with regard 

to improving the lives of the Cholanaicken people are the usual stereotypes: there 

is much patronizing, drawing them into the mainstream, and providing them 

housing and education kind of stuff. As expected, there is little inclination or 

attempt to learn about what the Cholanaicken people may be able to teach us from 

their vast experience of living for so long in caves in a rain forest. Could KF and a 

small group of interested people be able to think about how best to go about this 

delicate matter? What is best for the Cholanaicken people? How can we then 

influence the State to protect these vulnerable people from the vagaries of the  

NYSE? 

 

  

e. Spent some time walking 

along the Karipuzha river, 

upstream from Mancheri, 

with Saneesh and Senthil, 

admiring the flora. There is 

an abundance of Helicteres 

isora (marorphal in Hindi) 

that is apparently not 

harvested; a possibility that 



can be explored? The river is very clear with small pools and sandy beaches; 

makes one wonder whether the Darwin plot next to it was chosen due to the 

attached swimming pool! Anita? Sneh? 

f. In a forest area about 40 kms from Cherapuzha was a population of cycads; the 

adivasi people in the village use them for food and decoration. KF proposes to 

establish a nursery in the village for raising cycads. An additional species that 

deserves some attention is the Pandanus which was also found in the village. 

Species for fuel wood will also be raised here and distributed to the people. 

g. Cherapuzha is an ideal site for a full-fledged multiple specie nursery. Over time 

this can be a major seed collection and distribution centre; it is already a resource 

centre and many training programmes are conducted here. 

h. Spent a night being taught about the GPS by Senthil. He is also expected to go to 

Bastar to train people at LEAF about this technique. Another night was spent in 

identifying plants photographed by Saneesh. 

 

Lok Panchayat, Maharashtra 

 

At the ECONET office had a brief discussion about the FRA and its implementation in 

the villages in the Pune/Ahmednagar districts (Bhimashankar WLS and Harishchandra 

Kausubai WLS) with Krishna and Anuja. Some points that emerged were that: 

 

i. the local political scenario plays the land-rights as the main point; that 

NTFPs and conservation are equally important for the people has not yet 

been voiced 

ii. the CPI also distribute pamphlets in the Lok Panchayat area; their focus is 

also on individual rights, not community rights 

iii. the government forms for the people to fill in also deal with individual 

rights and not community rights 

iv. ECONET has printed and distributed supplementary forms (that take into 

account community lands and rights such as grazing grounds, burial 

grounds, water bodies, etc; I have suggested that they also add ecological 

niches, sites for specific rate plants and animals, etc.). These forms are 

attached to the government forms as additional information and stress the 

community part of the FRA.  
 

 

 

 

 



v. ECONET encourages the people to resolve all forest/land issues within the 

village; if unresolved, these matters go out of their jurisdiction to the 

Block/Panchayat level. 

vi. Spent two days traveling with the HK wild life sanctuary area in the 

company of Vijay, Ramnath, Madhav and Sambodhi. Stayed in 

Phopsandhi village which is about 70 kms from Sangamner, the district 

headquarters. We passed through Akole and Kothul, both fairly large 

habitations within the 320-odd sq kms of the sanctuary, and which most 

probably exert much pressure on the surrounding vegetation. I was taken 

aback with the degraded forest patches in this zone, both in terms of 

quality of forest and diversity, as I expected something like the 

Bhimashankar forests to the south.  

 

 
 

vii. The bad shape of the forest makes me doubt the viability of working here 

on NTFP harvest and trade. What seems to be of immediate necessity is 

planting and conservation, definitely along with the local people. As a first 

step, ECONET and Lok Panchayat could do a status study of these forests 

and understand what the main pressures are that need to be addressed. 

Perhaps also work with the FD. 

viii. As yet Lok Panchayat works essentially on organic farming and other 

agricultural issues: vermin compost, neem oil and cakes, food products, 

etc. The NTFPs they deal with are honey and since recently hirda 

(Terminalia chebula), behera (T. belerica) and karaunda (Carissa 

carandas). 

ix. Lok Panchayat is also working on making people aware of the FRA and 

the various community issues mentioned above. This needs to betaken up 

more seriously. 

x. A curious fact that I came across in the FRA: as the maximum forest land 

that the government will accept claims for from an individual is 10 acres, 

every claims hat they have cleared and cultivated 10 acres. This is also 

true in Bastar.      

 

 

    


