
Editor’s Trail

In meetings and conferences that discuss forest conservation, sus-
tainability and other development themes, like food security and 
nutrition, there is one factor that usually goes unnoticed: scale. Of 
the multitude of meanings the word ‘scale’ has – the Illustrated Ox-
ford Dictionary lists three sections of nouns, each of them further 
denoting the word’s use in music, in gradation, in social status, etc. 
- it is the transitive form that I suggest here, which is to represent 
in proportional dimensions, that is of importance in discussions in 
the development field, but missing. To illustrate: in the small bo-
tanical garden of Amsterdam, about a hectare in size and with few 
representatives of each plant family, it is not done to pluck a leaf 
for identification; in a forest I  wouldn’t think twice about bringing 
a whole branch home. The 300 ml water bottles provided in many 
large international meetings is also a case in point; a bottle or two 
may not be a problem but when they accumulate in tens of thou-
sands it amounts to a disaster. And the long-standing debate about 
shifting cultivation hinges on the proportions of the scale of forest 
clearings and the time of fallows: it is not shifting cultivation per se 
that is good or bad.

Going further afield on this theme let’s consider adivasi hunting 
parties. In a small village with few able-bodied men, every man is 
expected to participate in a hunt. One needs at least twenty men 
to ambush and shoot a deer in a hilly forested landscape, and every 
man on the hunt gets an equal share of the meat. In a large village 
with many more people there are always sufficient men to bring 
down the deer but the share each person would get is often not 
worth it: here each household gets a share of the meat (and not 
each person). Over the years these considerations of an optimal 
minimum number and an impractical large number has evolved 
new methods of sharing that attempts to dissuade too many peo-
ple on a hunt. In fact, in some hunter-gatherer communities in the 
African savannah, the ideal number of a group that goes out to get 
meat is between 11 and 19!

Coming back to our subject about scale we see that it is a factor 
that is crucial to any activity, especially those large ones like climate 
change. If scale, as a function of time, is not taken into account, we 
are de facto assuming that the universe, and our life in it, is a closed 
system. Populations of species all over the world keep changing and 
their effects are far-reaching, the changes impacting other factors 
and other changes. Yet, COP21, the event of note in Paris, treated 
scale as a given. The word ‘scale’ figures four times in the entire 
Agreement, thrice as ‘scale up’ and once as ‘scaled-up’, none of 
which refer to proportion! Our leaders do not see that the times, 
they’re a-changing.

And of course, nothing is really good or bad if the how much of it 
is alright. 
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In the past, tribal people had several ways of earning their liveli-
hood. They farmed, fished, raised poultry, worked on basketry and 
also used forest resources to meet their needs. Conservation was 
an inherent part of their lifestyle and the ecosystem was protected 
through a variety of traditional rules and regulations.

Much of the farming in tribal areas is for subsistence; any surplus 
produce is sold to traders at the local shandies. Other goods sold for 
cash are medicinal plants collected from the wild, usually after some 
primary processing. The food basket of tribal communities consists 
of millets, pulses, cereals, as well as fish and wild edible produce 
procured from the forest; their dependency on the market was lim-
ited. Read More 
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Across the world hunter-gatherer societies, like all societies, have 
had to adapt to modern developments. Yet, what makes these so-
cieties different is their small populations, their isolation from the 
mainstream and their vulnerability. In the course of time, these small 
communities have faced much strife as the process of acculturation 
happened. This is the story of the Kattunaicken community, living 
along the Chaliyar river and its tributaries in Nilambur, Kerala. His-
torically, these people lived along the western slopes of the Nilgiris, 
a region dominated by wet evergreen forests. Like most rainforest 
people, they too foraged and hunted monkey and trapped small 
game for their food, and fished in the rivers. Yams, tubers, bamboo 
shoots, various greens, honey, bee-brood and larvae were other 
foods that they lived on. Read More
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India is one of the few countries in the world that have a long history 
of organized forest management with three National Forest Policies. 
The first one was in 1894 during the British era and the second was 
in 1952. Both these were set to maximize the revenue with the sole 
objective of commercial extraction of forest resources. The third 
forest policy enacted in 1988 laid the foundation for preservation, 
restoration of ecological balance and involvement of forest dwellers, 
especially women in forest conservation. Read More
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The COP21 that was held in Paris was an event that most people 
looked at with hope, expecting that something meaningful would 
emerge from the meeting of various heads of state, and that there 
would be some answers to global warming in terms of action. Con-
sidering that China closed off some of its cities due to sheer pol-
lution, that even Delhi was ‘officially declared’ as one of the most 
polluted cities in the world, one expected that something serious 
would be done about it. To do something one needs to spell it out in 
simple ordinary language, a language everyone understands, which 
is the language of the heart, which recognizes, accepts, and may try 
to remedy. What actually happened was the formulation of another 
document, of some 32 pages of words that few people can decipher, 
let alone understand and act upon, and this has been accepted as 
the answer to the looming issue of climate change.. Read More
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