
Editor’s Trail : Guns and Roses : A call for conservation in conflict 
zones

The situation

Conservation of natural landscapes, even in the best of times, is 
a difficult matter. From faulty policies to unscrupulous business 
deals, growing human populations to unplanned development 
agendas, there are many continuous threats to be faced. However, 
conflict and full-blown war – situations that have come to stay in 
many parts of the world today – pose a far more serious threat 
to the world’s natural resources. Paradoxically, much of war stems 
from the presence of these very natural resources and the desire 
of the conflicting parties to possess and control them.

Many conflicts seem non-negotiable. For instance, the armed 
naxalite-insurgency in India has been ongoing since 1967, affecting 
about 40% of the country,1 some counts assessing between 60-83 
districts as affected (see map).2 In such areas human rights, rights 
to education, children’s and women’s safety all take a backseat, 
as has been highlighted by global watch-groups covering conflict 
and war. What, however, seems to be overlooked is conservation: 
war and violence usually demand an immediate attention that dis-
misses all other concerns as superfluous, unnecessary, or as sheer 
luxury. One cannot be more mistaken.

Conservation involves a range of activities. The most primary one 
being regular walks or surveys through an area that needs to be 
conserved, to observe and record changes in floristic populations, 
presence and movement of birds and animals, disturbances caused 
by human interference, especially fire. As most forest areas in In-
dia are disturbed or degraded and many species are vulnerable or 
threatened the next step would be towards a process of restora-
tion. This entails journeys for seed collection from various spots in 
the forest, sometimes far away from any habitation and demand-
ing an overnight camp. The techniques of seed treatment and ger-
mination, transplanting and planting are another story, equally im-
portant but which I will refrain from going into at present.

From official sources and personal knowledge I know that many 
of the forest areas in the central and eastern parts of the country 
have not been visited by any forest department staff for years. In 
the Indravati National Park of Bastar the gap may even stretch to 
a couple of decades. The officials posted in such areas live in near-
by towns and draw their salaries just as before with little to do; 
‘the naxal problem’ has become an excuse for many government 
officials to stay away from their posts and as there are no checks 
about possible threats nobody is the wiser. Yet, one may ask how 
so many private companies operate in these same areas without 
similar threats and problems, like Essar, which has mining interests 
in Dantewada, and pumps its iron and water slurry to Vishakapat-
nam through a 267 km pipeline,3 right across the Maoist zones of 
3 states. Or Tata, with its proposed steel plant in Lohandiguda, in 
Bastar district. Such private interests that are aided by the state 
further alienate the adivasi people from their lands and fuel an 
anger that makes them side with the naxals. But enough of such 
intrigues; let’s get back to conservation.

As in most conflict areas, where violence takes the spotlight, nature 
conservation suffers. There may be some concern for human rights 
– to whatever effect – but the subject of conservation is seldom 
thought to be important. Yet, in most of the conflict areas in India, 
there are large adivasi populations dependent on their forests and 
streams for a major part of their sustenance, a situation that will 
remain unchanged for years to come. But in a forest besieged with 
‘combing operations’ that involve guns, intimidation and arbitrary 
arrests of people, it is difficult to venture for fishing and gathering 
expeditions: seed collection for nurseries and planting is quite an-
other matter. But with the forest department washing its hands off 
such areas it is now left to the people themselves to take this diffi-
cult task on: one hopes that the state as well as the naxals support 
these small initiatives, as they are both for the people!

The hope

A word about the two sides fighting each other in the conflict ar-
eas: The security forces live in camps all across the zone, isolat-
ed, without their families, frightened and tense, nervous fingers 
on the trigger, without the slightest idea of the biological paradise 
they stomp through daily. One doesn’t require a Freud or a Jung 
to tell us that a life like that is not good for mental stability. One 
knows less about the other party, but they thrive on peoples’ fear, 
and also wander through (for them) a more familiar terrain, but 
also unable to appreciate the landscape they hide and retreat into. 
And we all know that a dose of nature – in the true sense – is a kind 
of therapy and brings about a calm not available elsewhere. Most 
doctors of stress prescribe that.

It is my suggestion that the security forces as well as the insur-
gents, if they are willing, be trained in conservation strategies and 
the appreciation of their forest terrain. That they both are taught 
about the identification and collection of seeds of important spe-
cies, about the drying and storage of such seeds, etc. They can 
learn about the tradition of sacred groves, about the importance 
of water bodies, about seasonal wild foods, and about plants of 
cultural significance. These are the only groups of people who have 
the luxury of spending a large part of their day in the forests: even 
botanists and anthropologists are kept away from forests nowa-
days. The new seed collectors could then hand these treasures 
over to the local people in whose forests they wander and help es-
tablish the nurseries, contributing either in cash or kind. And who 
knows.... this intimate connection and interaction with the forest 
– that they uncomfortably and disdainfully plod through at present 
– may change their hearts, bringing them together to at least dis-
cuss what they now don’t seem to be able to. This simmering war 
has raged on for almost 50 years now and we know that guns, and 
more guns, and counter terrorism operations have not changed 
anything.

Maybe roses might!

MR, June 2016.

Please write to the editor Madhu Ramnath madelly@gmail.com 
for your feedback

A step towards their own forest for the Mankdia people of Simlipal 
in Odisha

Granite mining scams : brewing a protest

NTFP enterprise helps tribal women gain economic independence 
- a story from Rajasthan

Magari women and Sirka production in Rajasthan : a success story

The Mankdia, Khadia and the Lodha communities are three clas-
sified Primitive and Vulnerable Tribal Groups (PVTGs) living in the 
Mayurbhanj district of Odisha. Such communities have been suf-
fering from the deprivation of their entitlements. Their lack of con-
fidence to claim their rights makes them inherently vulnerable; in 
addition, most Khadia and the Mankdia people are psychologically 
not so strong enough to deal with mainstream society. The Lodha 
community, on the other hand, suffers from the social stigma due 
to historical reasons but some of them are gradually adopting agri-
culture as their livelihood. Yet, for a majority of the PVTGs the forest 
is their mainstay and they choose to live close to them, especially in 
the Similipal Biosphere Reserve. Read More 
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The Chodavaram Forest Range in the Visakhapatnam Forest Division 
and district has rich bio-diverse pockets which are home to a cycad 
species, known to have been on earth for millions of years: it’s a 
living fossil. Besides, the forests are home to the Malabar Pied Horn-
bill, mouse deer, peacocks, leopards, sloth bears, sambar, barking 
deer, jackals, and King Cobras, to name a few. The forest has a good 
diversity of plant species.  Read More
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Jhabla is a small village situated about 50 km from Udaipur on Udai-
pur-Ahmadabad highway. The village is inhabited by poor peasants 
of Bheel tribe.

In 2010, a NABARD sponsored watershed development project be-
gan and 17 women SHGs have were enlisted in it in Jhabla and Mor 
Dungri, a nearby village; the project is in its concluding phase. A clus-
ter or federation of the SHGs has been constituted to act as an apex 
coordinating body; NABARD has provided Rs.1, 25,000 as the corpus 
fund of the federation. Read More
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Magri is a village in Pratapgarh district, known the abundance of ja-
mun trees. Unfortunately, most of the fruit are wasted; only about 
10% of the jamun is eaten by children or sold at the local haat in 
Pratapgarh by 5-10 families, usually for as little as Rs 5/kg. Then in 
2010-11, Ganga Bai from the village Womens’ Group, produced 20 
litres of sirka (jamun syrup) and sold it to Samarthak Samiti at Rs 
30/litre. Since then Ganga Bai, who had been trained by Samarthak 
Samiti, an NGO working in the Udaipur region, comes regularly with 
her produce to the Samiti. Read More
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