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This is a region predominantly inhabited by the Saora people. The terrain is hilly 

and many of the slopes have been cleared for podu cultivation. Though the 

diversity of plant species is quite high the forest itself is quite degraded in most 

places. Over the years many of the development programmes have introduced 

the growing of pineapple, lemons, oranges in the slopes; the people also grow, 

along with their crops, jackfruit, bananas and hill-broom as cash crops. The palash 

shrub was common and a sign of degraded lands.  

 

Kannedhara Hill (with podu and forest) 

In the villages I visited with VELUGU I found a high level of awareness among the 

people and an ability to articulate their needs; the present resistance against the 

granite quarry – owned by the former Revenue Minister’s son – is an example of 

this. 

Visit to Relugula Colony 

 Visit the village and walk up to a podu patch belonging to Bimarao. 

Accompanied by Anapaiah, Sekar, Sanjeevi and another person. Anapaiah 

(the medicine man) mentioned the company that wants granite (Virgin 

Rocks Pvt. Ltd), about how they claimed that the entire area was without 

habitation or even a blade of grass. Then he pointed at the mango tree at 



the base of the hill, said that the first hamlet was where it stood, that the 

entire hill was surrounded by several hamlets, that all of the people in 

these hamlets lived off the hill, cultivating crops and hunting. His punch 

line: even a mother can only support a child for only a few years, this hill 

has supported several generations! If the quarry comes in where will we 

cultivate, and what about the forest that gives us so much? 

 Bimarao confirmed everything that A said. He also added that they cannot 

be bribed out or bought. There are 14 villages in 5 panchayats that depend 

directly on the hill for their livelihood, 2-3 more also come for firewood and 

medicine. The lands in the plains are too expensive for the Saora to buy; 

the hills give them a crop and some NTFPs all year round. The problem with 

the company has brought the people of all the villages in the region closer 

than earlier.  

 They give sacrifices of goats and poultry to the hill each year, that’s all they 

give, in return for all that the hill apparently gives them. I called them 

misers, as they gave the hill nothing other than a few measly animals, and 

put in no efforts to prevent the obvious degradation, the decline in game 

animals, the harvests. They were shocked at my attack but laughed and 

agreed. 

 Have been pondering about appropriate conservation/ecorestoration 

activities: nurseries and planting (mango, jamun); stop hunting activities for 

a few years, mark out an area on the hill where there will be no extraction 

of anything. 

 Two of the 14 villages that are going to be affected – Mahasingiguda and 

Tummikamanuguda – are with the struggle but covertly dealing with the 

Minister who supports the quarry. 

 



  

Podu patches and tall palms 

Ippaguda (village of the Sarpanch Mukkalingam) 

 Ippa means mahua, and the first thing I noticed when we arrived was that 

there were no mahua trees in the village! Mentioned it straightaway to the 

Sarpanch who was quite taken aback with my greeting and he said that the 

trees were in the surrounding hills where there were also 6-7 villages. 

 The Sarpanch described his work – this protest against the quarry – as 

protecting the rights, livelihood and identity of his people, all of which 

would be destroyed if the Kannedhara was quarried. 

 At present he is not officially the Sarpanch – his term is over and new 

elections have not been held – but socially he remains the Sarpanch, and he 

continues to do what he was doing earlier. 

 

Sarpanch Mukkalingam 



 Prior to the Minister’s son applying for the lease a group of 13-14 

representatives of various companies had come together and applied for 

mining leases in the region. But once the Virgin Rocks came into the picture 

the other companies stayed back. The Minister’s nephew came to the 

Sarpanch to begin the negotiations. A sum of Rs 30 lakhs was offered as an 

initial bribe, along with employment for his son in the quarry as well as a 

25% profit from the mines as long as it functioned. 

 The Sarpanch refused to sign an agreement. They pursued him for awhile, 

once even stopping the bus he was travelling in and intimidating him, but it 

did not work. Then they played a different game: 

 

Granite blocks loaded for transport in Tekkali Division, the region with the most quarries 

 Their idea was to use the various government officers, especially the 

Tahsildar, the RDO, the Collector and the Revenue Department. The A1 

notice, usually put up prior to any leases being issued in case there are 

objections to it by any individual or community, was put up in secret! This 

information was available to VELUGU and the community after the A1 

process was completed.  The Sarpanch and VELUGU applied for information 

through the RTI and found that the Tahsildar had declared that there were 

no habitations in the Kannedhara Hills, nor anyone depending on the area 

for their livelihood. Once this was made public the campaign began. 



 

A quarry site 

 In 2005-06 the government, under the Land Distribution Programme, had 

given pattas to 501 families in Survey No. 289 (the number of the entire 

Kannedhara Hill which comprises 1995.85 ha; there are 5 panchayats and 

14 villages under this). Various technical issues involving the SLR (Survey 

Land Records) and the FMB (Field Maintenance Book), which were looked 

into through the RTI, showed that no visits had been made by the officials 

as claimed by them before issuing the No Objection Certificate. The district 

administration was then pressurized to appoint a Kannedhara Enquiry 

Committee (by the Collector) which comprised of the Project Officer (ITDA), 

the DFO, the Dist. Panchayat Officer, the Assistant Director Survey Dept. 

and the Assistant Director (Endowment). 

 The Enquiry Committee’s report had both positive and negative elements in 

it. While the enquiry was ongoing the Tahsildar was transferred. The new 

Tahsildar gave a factual report favouring the community; this report was 

left out in the KEC report but brought out through the RTI and released to 

the media. Apparently the Joint Collector scolded the Tahsildar who fell ill 

and went on sick leave. Then the Joint Collector was transferred and a new 

Collector appointed. This Collector has also given a false report to the 

Lokayukta (which is a group of judges appointed by the government but in 

this case could be partial to the Company as one of them was appointed 

during the Minister’s time!). Meanwhile the Sarpanch filed a PIL in the High 



Court. Both the High Court decision as well as the report from the 

Lokayukta is now awaited. 

  The people of the Kannedhara continue to cultivate their podu fields, 

observe what is happening, and are firm in their decision to continue the 

struggle. 

 The Sarpanch feels that the forest connects the tribal community to the 

livelihood and that everyone needs to protect the environment. He calls for 

larger support to the movement; within the community he asks for better 

protection to the forest, more planting and a break from all hunting. They 

have been planting various forest trees from before the ITDA came in and 

began to distribute (mainly teak) saplings. An idea was floated during the 

discussion about asking the Panchayat for funds to document and enhance 

the biodiversity of the Kannadhara Hills. The Sarpanch felt that the 

Panchayat may not support this but we could approach the MP funds or the 

ITDA for this after preparing a proposal. 

 There were a few youth around while we were talking. I asked them about 

yams and realized that they knew very little about the forest, especially the 

details such as wild foods, medicine, etc. The Sarpanch was equally 

concerned and a tentative plan was developed by the youth and he to see 

what concrete efforts can be made to fill this gap in knowledge between 

generations. 

 Nobody had an idea of the amount of wealth (in terms of $$)in the 

Kannedhara Hills!! 18 more sites in the region are awaiting leases – which 

are now held back due to the struggle against mining in Kannedhara – and 

if the present struggle fails the rest have a good chance of happening. 

 For the near future (and extension of proposal) 

 To work on the knowledge gap between generations, focusing on wild 

foods and forest wisdom 



 To prepare a Community Proposal for biodiversity conservation of 

Kannedhara Hills and approach ITDA/Panchayat funds of the MP (Local 

Area Development) funds 

 Youth to be oriented about the various Acts and the importance of 

conservation so that they can be a pressure group at the panchayat level 

 Some ongoing work to be focused on: 

a. FRA and legal issues (people-centred advocacy) 

b. 14 villages whose forests, so far un-demarcated to come under RF 

(changing from Section 4 to Section 15) to be taken up 

c. NTFP work 

d. Write for local media 

Have spent time gathering information in detail about the granite project and will 

write a full-fledged piece about the affair. 

Report of a visit to Rayagada and Gajapati districts:  

Society for the Welfare of Weaker Sections (SWWS, Rayagada, Mahendragiri Hills) 

The entire region is hilly and extremely pleasant to the ride through; many tracts 

of forest are florally rich. The people are mostly tribal, Khond and Saora, but many 

of the traders were Telugu speaking. 



 

Oil palms in Rayagada Block 

 Ecosystem Alliance work happening mainly in Koinpur Panchayat of 

Rayagada Block and focuses on: 

a. FRA implementation (only 1/3rd of the area of the total been given under 

individual claims) and community claims; also land development of 

areas claimed by FRA 

b.  The linkages of government schemes  

c. NTFP work through SHGs 

d. Awareness generation 

 

Extensive podu and barren hillside 

Visited two villages (Terebo and Badamasing) and the haat at Koinpur. The haat 

was very small and quite depressing, with few things that the people brought 



from the forest and the multitude of knick-knacks taken back! Telugu traders 

dominate; there were even two fortune tellers (a man and a woman, complete 

with parakeet in a cage) who seemed to have an even flow of Saora clients! 

In Badamasing spent most of our time in Sobita’s home, where a few other 

people dropped in. Learnt that they have long list of crops 

(vegetables/pulses/fruit) for sale to earn money; most are cultivated in the podu. 

Two womens’ SHGs have been funded by another NGO to produce hill brooms; 

they have collected/bought the grass from various villages and manufactured the 

brooms. Again for sale in AP. 

Tried to talk about yams but did not get far – they named 4 and then seemed to 

run out of steam – and I dropped the subject. 

OPSDC (Orissa Peoples Society for Development and Consultation) 

As far as the EA is concerned the organization works in 18 villages in the 

Sunakhandi Panchayat of Kalyansingpur Block in Rayagada district. 4 FRA 

Committies have been formed; 5 of the villages are inhabited totally by PTGs 

(mainly Dongria Khonds), while the other villages are of mixed tribal and OBC 

populations. The interventions include the promotion of SRI in agriculture in 3 

villages (25 beneficiaries in 15 acres), and attempts to control podu clearings. 

From the director, Mr Venkat Rao, learnt that they were formerly involved in anti-

mining campaigns which brought out much action against them – personally and 

as an organization – by the state. Nowadays they stay away from such activity and 

instead work towards the strengthening of the tribal communities by making 

them aware of their rights. 



  

Views of Niyamgiri Range, home of Dongria Khonds 

All over the district, which is hilly and undulating and particularly beautiful, one 

comes across villages marked for displacement due to aluminum refineries and 

mining – like Cherigumma – and it makes one wonder where all these tribal 

people are supposed to end up.  

  

Vedanta’s philosophy and practice 

  

Vedanta’s aluminum refinery and the roads around Lanjhigarh 



 

The prime example of this scenario is of course the displacement due to the 

Vedanta Aluminum Company based in Lanjhigarh, a small town at the base of the 

Niyamgiri range, completely taken over by Vedanta: Vedanta Hospital, Vedanta 

Petrol Pump, Vedanta on the lampposts for miles, Vedanta on the walls promising 

us all a better life, and paramilitary forces combing the nearby forests – patches 

of which are a botanist’s paradise – for anti-national elements. 

 

Railima village and a degraded hillslope 

Both the organizations in Orissa are busy with the baseline survey and the village 

level ecosystem register. The latter I feel is a rather ambitious undertaking, 

especially in such a short time with people who do not seem to understand what 

purpose this is meant serve. Also, this data is an attempt to recall a situation 30 

years ago. Most adivasi people have difficulty in telling/guessing their ages, let 

alone thinking back 30 years. A practical problem, I was told, when an attempt is 

made to gather this information in the village and the older people are brought 

together, they sometimes just up and leave! It apparently doesn’t hold them. 

Towards the end of these meetings the field worker is just left with one (or 

sometimes two) people from whom the information is collected. Five or six visits 

are necessary to complete the register for one village. 

An example:  



I enquired whether podu cultivation has come down in the village. They said yes. I 

asked why. There were 3 reasons given. 

Due to less profit (or yield) 

Due to animals destroying their crops 

Due to bad weather nowadays (besi powano) 

They did not mention the PDS rice as a reason. Maybe all the reasons given by the 

people are correct but they do warrant a longer discussion before coming to a 

conclusion arrived at by a survey! People tend to answer questions, even before 

they think about them. And how much does the surveyor know to counter a 

proposition? 

I feel that such research is rather academic and unnecessary for the EA work 

which we have at hand. Most of the information is available with people working 

among adivasi communities for some years and does not need a survey. To 

conduct these surveys in about 30 villages is much effort but does not result in 

any authentic information at the end of it all! 

A few issues that EA could take up in these villages: 

 Check podu trends, especially the extral-large ones, and those that are at 

the crest of the hill; I came across no focused efforts on this aspect 

 Check or conduct status surveys of NTFPs before promoting their trade; not 

aware that any such survey has been conducted 

 Intervene in the selection of species for planting by the government: there 

is too much teak, also eucalyptus and even palm oil plantations! Cash crops 

promoted are only cashew and pineapple, perhaps some mango; we could 

talk and introduce biodiversity 

 The agriculture department is promoting hybrid rice, the seeds given to 

those adivasi people who can prove they have land (at Rs 15/30 kg); 



fertilizers are available from the Block Office. Obviously this will displace 

indigenous seeds. 

 

Some common comments: 

Both the groups in Raygada (OPSDC) and Parlakhemundi (SWWS) are engaged in 

more or less similar activities but there is no space for:  

Exchange visits and exposure (for field staff/project officers) 

Training programmes and workshops (for field staff and project officers) 

Demonstrations of any ideas in the village (watershed/podu-models/NTFP value 

addition) to give strength and credibility to awareness programmes 

Both groups complained of meager funds for any implementation/infrastructure 

 

MSS (Margdarshak Sewa Sanstha) Sarguja (now Surajpur) District 

I stayed in Kantaroli village (which we had all visited during the Ambikapur 

meeting) and met people from other villages in the Premnagar Block over 4 days. 

Kantaroli is the centre of the protest against IFFCO which, in combination with the 

Chhattisgarh state, intends to open several coal blocks, set up power plants and 

dam a river in the region. Many villages will be affected and the MSS, through its 

awareness campaigns and the gram sabhas have managed to stave off the 

disaster in some villages. However, some villages like Tara have agreed to the 

hand over their forest land for coal mining; in Salka the people had agreed to the 

establishment of the power plant and taken the compensation given but now  



 

Rich forest tracts in Premnagar Block sought after for coal mining 

 

want to change their decision; in Narainpur the people are totally in favour of the 

plant; in Mudgaon there is no opposition. 

Over the 4 days visited several villages that have been resisting the power plant or 

the coal mining (Premnagar, Chandanagar, Kantaroli, Bursa Keti) as well as two 

coal mines and a dam. I sat through many long meetings in several villages, 

discussing what has happened, wondering what course their lives will take, what 

will they do if they are asked to move out of their lands, where will they go? In 

one village I was questioned quite aggressively about the reason for my being 

there, and I realized that they had been hurt by the false promises made by some 

in the media. 



  

Sarpanch Ghasiram and an IFFCO Chhattisgarh Power Limited area in Namna village  

The situation is extremely grim, all the more so as the forests are lush and huge 

tracts of it deserve a Biosphere status; many of the gram sabha decisions have 

been rigged – the police had apparently besieged Salka two days prior to the 

hearing and prevented anyone from entering or leaving the village – and the 

presence of the state looms over the people like a dark cloud.  

  

Uncultivated fields in Barsa Keti and youth with new found wealth; the village is set to move but nobody knows 

where!! 

I will be documenting the entire movement in detail but a few highlights from the 

trip to give the flavor: 

 Went on a long forest walk with the MSS team, teaching them about plants 

and suggesting roles they could play in conservation for the EA project; 

nurseries (they can be a very rich seed base for central India); wild foods 



(they will begin documentation and use it as another proof of their 

dependence on the forests for their sustenance); conduct biodiversity 

studies. A quick remark, valid for most activist groups: Activism cannot be 

sustained as a daily “activity” and if care is not taken it can begin to deplete 

the group. Activism requires a constant grounded preoccupation at the 

village to sustain and strengthen it. It is with this thought in mind that I 

often tend to bring in conservation or education into groups working on a 

campaign-mode.  

 In Kashipur village the people wanted suggestions of species to plant in the 

degraded forests around their village; the forest there is unusual with large 

stands of Linoceira intermedia, a tree that is much smaller in stature in 

other parts of the country. 

  

Degraded forests in Kasipur protected for regeneration by the local people 

 Since 2004 several meetings have been held in the 31 villages in the Block 

that will be affected to appraise the people about the merits and demerits 

of the projects; found that a majority of the people (86-94%) did not favour 

the developments taking place. 



  

Coal mine landscapes 

 Between 2004-08 several padyatras have been organized to make people 

aware of issues pertaining to conservation, water, PESA, FRA; at least 8-10 

rallies have been organized in Premnagar and Ambikapur. 

 In 2006 the Chief Minister visited the area and told the people that the 

views against the coal mines and power plants are false, that they will go 

through for the development of the region; the people get demoralized 

and wonder whether their resistance is of any use. 

 Between 2005-08 about 12 attempts were made to push the gram sabha in 

5 villages into accepting the IFFCO plans; due to BJP pressure the Namna 

gram sabha agreed in 2006-07; Raghunathpur agreed in 2008. 

  

The top soil dumped (rt) and the coal pit (lft) 

 When the government could not get the campaign to slacken it decided to 

play the caste card. Mehendi being a Yadav the state appointed Yadavs in 



the positions that mattered for their case: there was a time when the 

Collector was a Yadav, the Director of IFFCO was a Yadav, and the Director 

of the IPCL (Coal Block) was a Yadav! 

 In 2009 the Navbharath Times reports that the government has withdrawn 

its decision to establish a power plant in Premnagar and Abhaypur and now 

plans to set up the same in Salka, Mudgaon and Narainpur; these latter 

gram sabhas are coerced into agreeing and now the land in Salka has 

already been fenced! 

   In Kantaroli village the women are quite worried about what will happen 

to them; the youth discuss this when they meet each other and hang 

about; the men have stopped investing in agriculture, extending their 

fences, etc; there have been times when the family has gone to bed 

without eating, none of them having any appetite at all. 

   In Chotiya village the people have lost their forest lands and the village is 

hedged between two coal blocks that expand towards them from two 

directions. The people are from the same community as those from 

Kantaroli and are a living example of what can happen once IFFCO comes 

and takes over. The condition of the people in Chotiya is miserable. 

 In Ramnagar village – it was a very prosperous village not too long ago – the 

people have been displaced due to the water from the dam. The people 

have moved onto higher ground and are now in a bad state, having lost all 

their fields, and work as wage labourers. The people are from the same 

communities as those from Kantaroli and visit each other. 

 In Chandanagar the people came to know about the plans of IFFCO directly 

from the patwari who was showing them around; there was no 

announcement, no voicing of intention, no permission asked of the people. 

After some years the peoples’ movement here grew to be strong – they 

followed the example of Kantaroli – and there were moments when all the 

men had to arm themselves with bows and poisoned arrows to defend 

themselves against the police. They would announce through loudspeakers 



that they had poisoned arrows which only needed to nick the skin for 

death to follow; with a bullet one can still live on! 

 Every level of official from the district to the State; the FRA, the PESA and 

other laws of conservation; the various courts have all been appealed to 

and used to protect the forest and the people’s rights. Some very strong 

village groups have emerged while a few have also given in, having 

succumbed to fear or money or both. 

 In Barsa Keti the people apparently accepted the Company’s offer and have 

taken their compensation; hearsay that the amounts vary between 50 L 

and 3 Crores. A morning visit to the teashop in the village and I was face to 

face with the local youth, already drunk, confused, on new motorcycles. 

There were several 4-wheelers whizzing about. Over the past year 19 

young men have died in road accidents. An ideal place for a conman with 

an idea that attracts youth!  

I will be documenting this movement in some detail in the days to come. Any 

specific ideas that any of us may have with regard to laws, contacts, 

documentation, moral support for the people of Kantaroli and the region, are 

very welcome.  

 

  


