
Leaf Litter
 
This is the inaugural note of the newsletter of Non-Timber Ex-
change Programme Exchange Programme India. The NTFP-EP, or EP 
for short, is a network of various groups and individuals that work 
with non-timber forest products and adivasi people in several states 
in India. Broadly, the work concerns conservation, livelihoods, ad-
vocacy, subsistence and culture. The endeavour within the network 
is to understand and engage with most of these themes to have a 
rounded and holistic approach to the process of development.

Leaf Litter is the name chosen for the newsletter. It is to symbolize 
the commonness as well as the importance of leaves on a forest 
floor. Individual leaves may remain insignificant and go unnoticed 
whereas within the mass of litter there are a range of colours and 
shapes, textures and qualities. Quite like the diversity of news that 
exhibit a diversity of contentions, each one backed by a specific set 
of values and beliefs that justify it. The news we hope to bring in 
from across the country will pertain to the forests and the people 
who live in and around them, and whose fates and destinies are 
linked.

It would seem that one of the strategies of the state is to keep us 
busy. Whether it is the sanctioning of a coal mine in the midst of 
a pristine forest, the casual disregard with which a marshland is 
pumped out to make way for a resort, or a highway planned to cut 
through a national park, it gets the common man thinking. Were 
these ideas and plans, by those chosen to represent the people, 
accidents of thought? Or were they arrived at after intense deliber-
ations? Taken one at a time they can easily be overlooked but when 
there are several of them with a similar short-sightedness we begin 
to see a pattern. A purpose of Leaf Litter is to bring such patterns 
and trends of thought to the fore by piecing together various bits 
of individual news.

Over the past two decades we have been fortunate to have some 
excellent and forward-looking legislations, like the Forest Rights Act 
(2006) that have put the forest-dependent peoples plight at the 
centre; there have also been equally disastrous schemes to under-
mine such laws, like the recently issued guidelines that intends to 
hand over degraded forest areas to the private sector for affores-
tation, completely ignoring what the FRA upholds. The amount of 
granite quarries in certain parts of the country is mind-boggling, 
where entire hillsides are reduced to rubble; yet there have been a 
few victories in such regions where a community or an NGO have 
managed to stop the destruction. The gram sabha (village council) 
has been given full powers to manage their forests, and to decide 
on the kind of ‘development’ they want; however, there is pressure 
to do away with the consent of the gram sabha when it concerns 
‘linear projects’. Every silver lining is packaged within a cloud!

The silver linings are nothing but efforts of adivasi peoples and 
NGO partners across India to address the many changes that occur. 
Community efforts to claim rights over forests and protect them; 
the monitoring of the ecological status of such areas; and group 
efforts to set up producer companies to get better returns for the 
NTFPs they gather are real stories of hope. How does one balance 
modern reality and cultural and ecological values? Is there a place 
for   indigenous knowledge in the current development scenario? 
These are some of the questions Leaf Litter will explore. It will be a 
space where common everyday affairs of tribal India are depicted, 
showing how peoples’ hopes and dreams are made or broken in 
this vast land of ours.     
 
Madhu Ramnath, November 2015

PHCC contributes to the afforestation in Khammam district, 
Telengana

Clean oil by a women’s producer company: A new lease for mahua 
trees

Damodar, the PKF Awardee!

Saving the Malabar Hornbill in the hills of Tamil Nadu

The Haritha greening programme announced by the Chief Minister 
of Telengana, Chandrashekar Rao, was very ambitious with a plan to 
plant 50 lakh saplings. Many departments, including the Integrated 
Tribal Development Agency as well as the Forest Department were 
asked to raise plants in the nursery and have planting material ready 
in time. The only drawback in this grand venture was that a majority 
of the plants were of eucalyptus. Read More
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For rural people in western Odisha mahua is second only to agri-
culture as a livelihood option. An average tree yields 4-5 quintals of 
flowers and 50-80 kgs of seeds (tola) each year; people collect both 
flower and seed for 3-5 months and earn between Rs 5000-8000 
annually. Apart from the cash income the  the rural economy, social 
customs, culture and food habits are also associated with mahua. 
The customs and beliefs of the Kandha, the Ganda, the Binjhal and 
the Soura peoples of western Odisha are closely linked with mahua 
tree. One such belief follows from the fact that a daughter will not 
live with her parents always but will move to her in-laws after mar-
riage. To prepare her for this shift, which needs much adjustment, 
she is symbolically married to a mahua tree, which represents her 
future husband. This belief is called “Kunabara”.  In addition, mahua 
trees are indicators of property and wealth. Another curious fact is 
that the tribal peoples fear the mahua tree as much as they love it. 
They believe that they will be afflicted by leprosy if they plant or fell 
a mahua tree.  Only naturally growing mahua trees are welcomed as 
god’s gift. Read More
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Damodar of Bastar is awarded the Paul K. Feyerabend award: A 
World of Solidarity is Possible.
 
This man, Damodar Kashyap, was soon to be given the Paul K Fey-
erabend award for community solidarity. He was being given the 
award for his commitment to forest protection. As a young educated 
man, he returned to his village Karmari, Bastar in the heart of tribal 
India only to be devastated by the scene of forest destruction that 
he found there. Forests mean so much to the Bhatara people since 
6 months of the year the community fully depends on forests for 
sustenance. Read More | Gallery
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Farming practices encouraged by existing forest policies have dras-
tically reduced the sources of food for the Malabar Grey Hornbill, 
once abundant in the Palni Hills of Tamil Nadu. Madhu Ramnath ex-
plains what endangers the species and how they can be saved.
 
There have been several reports which talk about hornbills and 
how they are threatened in different parts of India. (Read: Growing 
threat to Great Indian Hornbills) Most often however, news that we 
come across is about the Malabar Pied Hornbill and the Great Pied 
Hornbill, the larger of the birds in south India, and seldom about the 
smaller and less conspicuous Indian Grey Hornbill and Malabar Grey 
Hornbill. Read More
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