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Editorial

A written order of the Supreme Court to evict 
adivasi and other forest dwellers was released 
on the 20th February this year. This pertained to 
claimants to forest lands under the Forest Rights 
Act, 2006. The petitioners, led by Wildlife First, an 
NGO, and other landlords and ‘conservationists’, 
were of the opinion that the parliament was not 
competent to pass a law such as the FRA as ‘land’ 
was a state subject under the Seventh Schedule.
At the time of the order, an estimated 1.12 million 
tribal and other forest dwellers had faced a rejec-
tion of their claims, a number that has now come 
down significantly. The petitioners had claimed 
that these rejected claims could be equated to 
forest losses, and that these people were actually 
encroachers in India’s forests. Apart from the fact 
that such a decision itself lacked credibility – that 
all the rejections were legitimate, and that all for-
est dwellers destroy forests – what was distress-
ing is that the Union government failed to send 
its lawyers on behalf of the forest peoples. The 
powerful petitioners lobby was what was heard 
in court and the other view remained quite un-
noticed.

A few questions come to mind. One, if the sub-
ject of ‘land’ is a state matter, and the parliament 
has no competence to enact such a law, then why 
are we discussing rejected claims. These claims 
have been accepted or rejected according to the 
procedures laid down by the Forest Rights Act 
which prescribes several levels of scrutiny (from 
the gram sabha to the SDLC to the DLC) for each 
claim. Should we not sort out the initial and most 
crucial accusation of the petitioner before looking 
into what the case is now spilling into?

Following the furore caused by the eviction order 
the Supreme Court then gave the various states 
a period of 4 months to show the details of re-
jected claims: number of claims filed, number and 
reasons for their rejection, total number of are-
as of accepted claims, etc. Most states are busy 
compiling such data, with the NGO and civil soci-
ety groups devising ways to counter the petition 
effectively. There is an unspoken assumption that 
the next hearing, set for the 24th July, will not be 
decisive and that the matter of the constitutional 
validity of the Act will most likely get diverted into 
other areas. Claims and rejections, the reasons 
of rejection and their validity, re-submissions of 

claims, the areas of forests that will be claimed, 
and how they will be managed, will keep our at-
tention over the coming months.

What, unfortunately, may be left out of these delib-
erations will be the forest areas that have already 
been (and will be) diverted for non-forestry pur-
poses, and how many of these activities are caus-
ing further injustice to our forest dwellers. Some 
of these activities are mandated and approved by 
law (Compensatory Afforestation, Oil Palm expan-
sion, reforestation plans under the proposed Na-
tional Forest Policy), and some new and creative 
ones may be on the government’s anvil. The real-
ity of what conservation is may well change if all 
these new policies are implemented. Over time, 
forest dwellers will be steadily displaced from 
their homes with the expansion of Tiger Reserves 
and other reserved forest areas. Fundamentalism, 
which has been invading our political culture has 
now begun to pervade conservation too, and it 
does no good for either our people or our wildlife.         

Madhu Ramnath
July, 2019
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Naming the Land 
Alan Johnson

My shoes are slipping, which is not a good thing at 
3,855 meters. I practically crawl the last five meters 
to the peak, hands clawing at the loose shale, lungs 
on fire. Whose bloody idea was this? Oh, right: mine.

I’m dimly aware of other figures when I surmount 
the final meter. Some are standing and chatter-
ing, others sitting with heads down. One is splayed 
across the uneven stone. (I learn later that it’s main-
ly quartzite and carbonate). A few gulps of water, 
and I’m able to speak, though it’s more of a croak: 
banal words that I’m sure are repeated on all sum-
mits, even smallish ones like this one: “We made it.” 

I direct the words at my friend Tom, fitter and young-
er than me, who’s already been here ten minutes. 
He’s one of the vertical bodies gazing excitedly 
around them. When I’m able to stand, I can see why: 
a 360-degree view of the plains and mountains that 
stretch for miles and miles in south-central Idaho. 

It’s mid-August, the middle of the six-week window 
for ice-less climbing. Only a few experienced (or 
foolish) climbers with ice picks and crampons do it 

outside this window. This means there’s a steady 
stream of people on the same route during the same 
daylight hours, beginning around 4:30 a.m. and con-
tinuing until sundown. These don’t result in the traf-
fic jams of Everest, but still. 

A small bottleneck occurs at the appropriate-
ly-named “Chicken-out Ridge,” a bridge connecting 
two sides of the mountain. It’s not long, but it’s nar-
row and exposed. Many climbers—those who value 
their lives—turn back this point. 
We keep going, Tom and I, moving straight up, 
from our camp amidst dry sage brush and juniper 
at 2,250 meters, through the treeline of douglas fir 
and mountain mahogany, on up into the thin air and 
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bare, craggy rock. Even here, though, flowers—a va-
riety of yellow primrose, deep blue skypilot—find a 
perch. 

At 3,859 meters, Mt. Borah is the highest peak in 
the western U.S. state of Idaho, and sits in Custer 
County. Although home to Shoshone and Bannock 
Indians for centuries, the nominatives honor white 

men. In 1934, the peak was named for senator Wil-
liam Borah, who preached the gospel of “unfettered 
freedom” that many in the American west continue 
to claim for themselves—without, of course, extend-
ing the invitation to Native Americans. Custer, for 
his part, remains famous for his so-called last stand 
while leading a U.S. Army force seeking to remove 
the Sioux people from their homeland. It was a hu-
miliating defeat, but one that was transformed—re-
named, if you will—by the dominant culture into 
symbol of bravery.
 
Recent years have seen some attempts to correct 
this narrative. The memorial to the battle in which 
Custer died is managed by members of the Sioux na-
tion, with commissioned artwork representing both 
sides. The Obama administration officially acknowl-
edged the local name for Alaska’s highest peak, De-
nali, dropping “McKinley.” 

But most iconic peaks still bear European names, 
such as Mt. Hood in Oregon (Wy’east to native 
peoples) and Mt. Rainier in Washington (Tahoma), 
named for British naval officers who never saw the 
mountains. In India, of course, George Everest never 
gazed upon his namesake, which his succes
sor named because, he disingenuously claimed, lo-
cal names for the mountain were hard to find and 
pronounce.

Not that I’m thinking about any of this at the top 

of Borah. My brain is too oxygen-starved to do this. 
Plus, I don’t have Google to look up these facts. I’m 
trying not to think about the climb down, the jarred 
knees that will ache for days afterward. 

But I do turn slowly to take in the breathtaking pano-
rama of mountains, plains, and valleys. It’s almost—
almost—like looking upon it without the scrim of 
European names. 
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Hotels at the beach
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Bali: The disappearance of a fish-
ermen’s village 
Paul Wolvekamp

We pushed the canoe through the turf and climb-
ing on board he suggested I take the helm while 
he would hoist the sail. Being aboard this fast sail-
ing lightweight canoe, carried by the swell of the 
blue sea, brought back images so vividly described 
in Hemingway’s book The old man and the sea. Af-
ter leaving the coast, going further onto the sea we 
eventually changed track and went north. I learned 
from the fisherman that the daily catch of fish was 
very meagre. Fishermen had to leave home early 
morning, around 4 AM, and had to venture out far 
off the coast to find fish. When I spotted my hotel 
near the beach we set course for the coast. When 
we had reached the shore again, I paid the fisher-
man and we parted amicably, in good spirit.

Luxury hotels

Today, after having spent a week back in Nusa Dua 
to attend RSPO meetings, I had again some time to 
spare and I walked along the beach, heading in the 

same direction as 6 years ago. However, where I ex-
pected to find the fishing village I only saw newly 
built luxury hotels and beach resorts. Two fisher-
men were hauling their small canoe onto the beach. 

When I asked them about the fishing village, they 
confirmed that the village had vanished. After that 
conversation they pulled the canoe further and 
stored it alongside a few other canoes under some 
bushes on the last remaining piece of barren land, 
where bill boards already announced that soon that 
last tract of land would be converted into luxurious 
villas as well.

When I continued my journey I met two watchman 
who, when I asked them some questions about the 
fishing village, vaguely confirmed that this kampong 
had indeed disappeared. Some of the fisher folk 
were likely to have found jobs with the hotels, like 

combing the beaches to make them look tidy, or per-
haps with some luck they would earn an income tak-
ing tourists on a trip to the sea. The watchmen also 
said that some of the fishermen families may have 
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settled in the hinterland.

It is cause for concern that such a village can be 
bulldozed into oblivion, to be erased and forgotten 
– a village that has been home to probably many 
generations of fisher folk. It is unlikely the villagers 
had any choice but to leave. One should have no illu-
sions that the inhabitants of this fishing community 
were compensated for the loss of their houses, their 
yard, the jungle which surrounded their village and 
their free access to the beach and the sea. Although 
the history of this village may go back a long time, 
most probably the community had no legal paper-
work such as land titles to support the claim they 
may have had to this land. The beaches are usurped 
by big players with deep pockets, with the backing of 
the local government. And I must admit that I myself 
am also directly involved when staying in these ho-
tels to be conveniently nearby the conference centre 
where I have meetings to attend.

A culture evaporated

I do not claim to present a researched and docu-
mented narrative of this Nusa Dua fishermen vil-
lage. But nonetheless, its story seems just one more 
example of a worldwide phenomenon, a process 
which Saskia Sassen described as ‘expulsion’*.

Many would argue that this is an unavoidable conse-
quence of the dynamics of society. And maybe there 
may be no reason to romanticise the life of these 
fishing communities. As I mentioned, the fishermen’ 
daily catch of fish was dismally small, already 6 years 
ago. Moreover, it is a precarious profession, as every 
day fishermen run the risk of getting caught up in a 
typhoon, without their canoes being equipped with 
rescue rafts or safety vests.

At the same time, it is extremely worrisome that 
such villages are simply destroyed, with their inhab

itants getting scattered and the whole social fabric, 
customs and history evaporating, denying people 
their legitimate right to self-determination. And with 
that, a unique culture, with its skills, crafts and sto-
ries, is slipping away.

This, I feel, is not something just to leave unchal-
lenged.

*Expulsion: Looking at the way capitalist society val-
ues and includes its members, Saskia Sassen came 
to a definition of social expulsion of those people 
that reside at the edge of a system - as opposed 
to exclusion. Exclusion would be the prevention of 
people outside that system entering it. Expulsion 
she describes as the act of those already within the 
system being ejected from it. Source: https://blogs.
ucl.ac.uk/events/2012/06/23/beyond-social-exclu-
sion-emerging-logics-of-expulsion-with-saskia-sas-
sen/ And: S. Stassen, Expulsions: Brutality and Com-
plexity in the Global Economy, Harvard University 
Press, May 2014.

***

Veduru Kommu – a wild food of 
eastern ghats 
Hemalatha

Forests are the main source of food, nutrition, and 
livelihoods for communities living in or near them. 
During a study conducted by Kovel Foundation in 
Andhra Pradesh, a total of 156 food plant species 
were documented; 56 were herbs, 55 were trees, 27 
shrubs and 18 climbers. Most herbs are used as leafy 
vegetables.

Bamboo is called the wonder plant. It has many uses, 
with food being an important one. Bamboo shoots 

Beach privatization
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have been cooked and consumed for thousands of 
years in many parts of the world. In India it is avail-
able in private lands as well as in forests. Bamboo 
shoots are harvested soon after they break the 
surface of the soil or after they have grown about 
a metre in length. The edible content of a newly 
harvested shoot is usually 25 to 30%; it is not only 
delicious but also rich in nutrients. The local com-
munity believed that the early removal of shoots 
did not affect the plant; only late-season shoots 
for were necessary culm production.

Bamboo has high potential in the Eastern Ghats 
Agency region. It is usually harvested during No-
vember and December months, mostly for use 
in fencing-building and construction of houses.  
It will regenerate when the rainy season starts. 
Indigenous communities believe that bamboo 
grows when there is thunder. 

Collection and cooking

To collect the shoots the bush around the clump is 
cleared; the shoots are simply broken or cut with 

a knife/sickle when about 15 cm long. Once they 
are much bigger they become mature and hard, 
and unpalatable. The outer sheaths of the shoots 
are peeled and discarded, as well as the knots at 
the end of the culms. Only the left over inner parts 
are edible, which is about 500 gms for every 5-6 
shoots harvested. This is then cut into fine pieces 
and is white and resembles grated cabbage.

For all the recipes the cut bamboo shoot is cooked 
and the water drained off (sometimes twice) to 
remove the bitter principles. The cooked shoots 
are added to the recipe.

Bamboo shoot curry

Ingredients: Cooked cut pieces of bamboo shoots, 
cut onion pieces, mustard seeds, cumin, oil, curry 
leaves, red chilli flakes & salt.

Heat up the pan and add oil. When the oil is hot, 
add mustard seeds, cumin seeds, curry leaves and 
red chilli flakes. When they are fried enough to 
be crispy, add ginger/garic paste and let it fry be-
fore adding onion pieces. Ensure onions are fried 
well, then add the cooked bamboo shoots with re-
quired salt and turmeric. After the bamboo shoots 
became reddish brown, add enough water and let 
it cook on slow flame for 15 to 30 minutes. Wait 
until all of them cooked properly before serving. 
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Did you know? 

Researches show that the bamboo shoot is low in 
calories (20 cal in 100 grams) and sugar (2.5 g in 
100 grams). It is low in fat content, high in fibre 
(6-8%) and has about 2.5% of proteins. This vege-
tative part is blessed with many vitamins and min-
erals like Vitamin A, E, Vitamin B complex. Bam-
boo shoot has anti inflammatory properties, keeps 
cholesterol in check and strengthens immune sys-
tem. It is a safe option for diabetic patients as well.



Bamboo shoots with dal

Ingredients: Cooked cut pieces of bamboo shoot, 
dal (red gram), cut onion pieces, mustard seeds, 
cumin seed, oil, curry leaves, garlic paste, turmer-
ic, red chilli flakes & salt.

Boil the dal separately. Add cooked shoots to it 
with turmeric and cook for few minutes, then add 
mustard seeds, cumin seeds, curry leaves, garlic 
and red chilli flakes to hot oil. Once they are fried 
enough, add the mix of dal and shoots before 
serving.

Bamboo shoots rasam 

Ingredients: Bamboo shoots, tamarind pulp, small 
cup of rice, cut onion pieces, mustard seeds, cum-
in seeds, oil, curry leaves, garlic paste, turmeric, 
red chilli flakes & salt.

Bamboo shoots are to be cut into 2-inch long thin 
pieces and soaked in the water overnight. Some 
rice is also soaked for about an hour. In the morn-
ing, the soaked rice is made into thick paste and 
kept aside. The soaked shoots are boiled and the 
drained off. Add the tamarind pulp to 2 large glass-
es of water along with the boiled cut pieces of 
shoots. While boiling this, add the rice paste and 
enough salt along with turmeric. Once this come 
to a boil keep it aside. Add mustard seeds, cum-
in seeds, curry leaves, garlic paste and red chilli 
flakes to hot oil and fried enough, add the boiled 
rasam to the same. This is taken mixed with rice 
similar to rasam/sambar.

Storing bamboo shoots for future use

Each bamboo shoot is cut into 4 equal portions 
and boiled ensuring the pieces are cooked proper-
ly and the water drained off; this is then sun dried. 
Once they are dried completely are are hard, they 
are stored in containers for future use. The con-
tainer needs to be moisture proof. For using such 

dried shoots, they would have to soak required 
amount of it for an hour or so, then follow the pro-
cedures for any of the above mentioned recipes.

***
Wild turmeric or Kasturi Manjal 
-Curcuma aromaticaSalisb. 
Anita Varghese

(This article was prepared for FAO publication on 
Forests and Beauty and parts of it are reproduced 
here)

Wild turmeric, Curcuma aromatica Salisb., is an 
important herbal product. The root of wild tur-
meric has a distinct fragrance and is cream in col-
our that differentiates it from the commonly used 
and known turmeric, Curcuma longa. It is widely 
used in India as a herbal cosmetic. The rhizome 
is an esteemed drug for skin care. As it possess-
es good germicidal activity it is ideal against skin 
infections. Traditionally used in bathing new born 
babies, it is now an ingredient of many cosmetics, 
skin care products and tonics for women, espe-
cially after childbirth.

Early recorded history of turmeric

Kasturi manjal or wild turmeric is also the trade 
name for C. aromatica and has been used for the 
cosmetic industry while its relative, C.longa, has 
been an important part of medicine and food 
for a long part of recorded history. According to 
Ayurvedic texts, records of turmeric use date back 
to 4000 BC. The Greek physician, Dioscorides, 
who was in the Roman army, mentions the use of 
turmeric. Early European and Arab traders intro-
duced the plant to Europe and Africa around the 
13th to 14th century. 

There is a parallel here between black pepper and 
turmeric. Arab explorers were the first to go  out 
in search of both spices, the sea route being  a 
secret until the Europeans came on to the scene, 
as exemplified by the landing of Vasco da Gama 
in Kappad, coastal Malabar, in Kerala. Though the 
exact location of the origin of turmeric is still in 
dispute, the available details point to western and 
southern India. 

Turmeric has been in use in India for more than 
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6000 years now. Marco Polo described it in 1280 
AD in his travel memoirs about China; he was so 
impressed by turmeric that he referred to it as 
a vegetable with properties akin to saffron. This 
may be why turmeric was then known as “Indian 
saffron.” 

Botany of Wild turmeric

Curcuma aromatic is one among about 80 spe-
cies of rhizomatous plants belonging to the family 
Zingiberaceae. The word curcuma is derived from 
the Arabic “kurkum,” meaning yellow. The genus 
Curcuma is widespread and found from the sea 
level up to 2000 m in the Western Ghats and the 
Himalayas. Having originated in the Indo-Malayan 
region, the genus is widely distributed in the trop-
ics of Asia to Africa and Australia.

Curcuma was described early by Van Rheede 
(1678) in Hortus Indicus Malabaricus. He record-
ed two species under the local names “kua” and 
“manjella kua”. But it was only in 1753 that the 
genus Curcuma was established by Linnaeus in his 
Species Plantarum. Of the 40 species found in In-
dia, 16-17 are found in South India. 

Some tips for regular use of wild turmeric

Use a pinch of the powder in your regular face 

wash or cleanser to deep cleanse your skin.  Mix it 
with water or honey and dab it on acne as a spot 
treatment: the anti-bacterial & anti-fungal prop-
erties of turmeric will work wonders on acne and 
scars. A pinch of wild turmeric with milk is used 
as a cleanser to naturally deep clean ones skin to 
remove dirt or oils. It is also used to get rid of dark 
circles under one’s eyes by making a dark circle 
turmeric mask.

Very little is known about the ecology of this C. 
aromatica in the wild. Accurate figures of area un-
der cultivation are also not known for this species. 
One study done in the 1990’s in Kerala by a team 
of scientists from the Kerala Forest Research In-
stitute refers to the plant and mentions that even 
after 95% removal for harvest by medicinal plant 
traders a 100% regeneration was observed. This 
needs to be further investigated to understand 
how harvest levels along with changing environ-
mental factors impacts the regeneration especial-
ly in the wild. Ecological studies of wild harvest-
ed plants needs to be undertaken as a priority, 
especially since the fast growing herbal industry 
continues to depend on resources from the wild, 
and kasturi manjal is one among the many highly 
traded plants.

***

The role of honey bees in our 
life
Shiny Mariam Rehel

People purchasing a bottle of honey frequently 
ask “What’s the dust in the bottle? Is this honey 
clean?” They are referring to the pollen that is 
often visible in the honey. They need to be told 
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that it is the pollen grains in the honey that they 
are seeing, collected by honeybees as a source of 
their food. 

Pollination

Pollen is important for bee-brood development, 
and is made into bee-bread, a mixture of pollen, 
water and nectar. The bee-bread is then stored 
in honey combs, and even helps to add a certain 
amount of structural integrity to the comb itself.  
When a bee collects nectar and pollen from the 
plant the pollen sticks on to its hairs and when 
she visits the next flower, some of this pollen is 
rubbed onto the stigma. As a resultfertilization oc-
curs, fruits develop and seeds are produced. The 
process of the transfer of pollen on to a stigma is 
called pollination. 

We are aware that honey and wax are products 
that come from of bees. And that’s not all that 
bees give us. If one looks at a plate of food, the 
role that bees have played becomes obvious: they 
have either pollinated the many vegetables and 
fruits we eat directly, or have pollinated the food 
that animals eat (which we later consume). 

For millions of year’s honey bees have been ma-
jor pollinators of flowers; the plants producing the 
flowers have relied on the bees for their reproduc-
tion. The bees help accomplish this by unwitting-
ly transferring pollen, a plant’s male sperm cells, 
from one flower to another. Without pollination, 
many plants would eventually die out.

A world without bees can deny humans their fa-
vorite cup of coffee, most of the vegetables and 
fruit, and all that is nutritious in our diets.Pollina-
tion is responsible for a threeto five-fold increase 
in the fruit yield of many plants, including apples, 
oranges, mangoes, avocados and several vegeta-
bles. Moreover, it is a valuable ecosystem service 
and of high economic value due to the agricultur-
al production of many fruits, seeds, vegetables, 
fibres, crops and nuts. Several studies have at-
tempted to estimate the economic value of bee 
pollination in agricultural production.

According to the Food and Agriculture Organiza-
tion (FAO), bees and other pollinatorscontribute 
between $235 billion and $577 billion to the an-
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nual global food production. The economic value 
of vegetables in India, the second largest producer 
of vegetables in the world pollinated by animals, 
is $726 million.

But in the recent years, declining bee numbers in 

different parts of India have been reported. This 
ismainly due to:

• Habitat loss – which reduces their forage space 
for food (nectar and pollen),
• Land use changes due to deforestation, for ex-
tending agricultural land, urbanization, and indus-
trialization,
• Intensity of monoculture: earlier, farmers used 
to grow a variety of crops, which bloomed during 
different months of the year and provided food 
and shelter for a number of natural insect pollina-
tors and the,
• Use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides, lead-
ing to death of many pollinators due to pesticides.

What can be done?

One of the simple ways to increase bee-popula-
tions and pollination would be to include plants 
foraged by bees along the hedges, bunds and 
even as intercrops. Some of these plants can be 
raised in nurseries and planted within the fields or 
as live hedges. 

Integrating bee-keeping in farms help in pollina-
tion of many cultivated crops and other native 
species. It also supplements with small-scale 

farmer`s livelihood. Agroforesty ecosystems also 
providesan environment to sustain honeybee 
colonies between the mass-flowering periods 
of crops and with the presence of wild plants in 
hedgerows and woody habitats. Bee colonies in 
urban places need to forage, however, and home-

owners can use their landscapes to help feed local 
bee populations by planting flowers that provide 
nectar and pollen. An environment of year-round 
bloom creates an ideal environment for the bee 
colony.

Reference
https://www.downtoearth.org.in/news/wild-
life-biodiversity/world-bee-day-10-facts-about-
this-pollinator-64639
http://wgbis.ces.iisc.ernet.in/biodiversity/sahy-
adri_enews/newsletter/issue46/article1/index.
html

***

Ghost Fungus
Bhairab Saini

While returning home from my paddy field with 
my friend Shakti one an August evening we spot-
ted an unusual faint greenish-blue light in the 
bamboo grove. This was in Panchal, Bakura dis-
trict in West Bengal.  Shakti was taken back, taking 
it to be some kind of a dangerous snake or even 
a ghost. However, we mustered enough courage 
and switched on our mobile torch, and saw some 

11

Infographis showing the economical value of pollination by bees



wild mushroom growing on decaying wood. Flash-
ing the light, the greenish-blue hue disappeared, 
while in darkness it showed its splendor.

We tried to take photographs, but it was too dark, 
thus I picked up a few mushrooms and them took 
home to try capturing the image there. However, 
it was almost impossible to get a good image of 
the luminescent mushroom despite several at-
tempts. 

Meanwhile, news had spread, and people were 
thronging around my house to get a glimpse of 
this unusual mushroom, as no one had seen them 
before. Some persons contacted the media, who 

brought in better cameras and took pictures and 
covered it in a local channel.

Some of my friends started searching the internet 
and discussed the matter with experts to identify 
what this mushroom could be, and we narrowed 
the search to Omphalotus nidiformis, a biolumi-
nescent mushroom that grows on dead and de-
caying wood; it is not edible due to its toxicity. 
This species is seen in Tasmania (Australia), but is 

not so common in India. In 2012, it was sighted in 
Kerala, and this might be one of the first sightings 
in eastern India. The reasons for bioluminence is 
not clear, but it is probably to attract insects (bee-
tles, crickets) and snails so that they disperse the 
spores across the forest and help in its regenera-
tion. It breaks down dead wood and thus helps in 
recycling nutrients to the soil. 

***
Changing landscapes, changing 
management
Bhavya George

“The forest is changing. It is not the same as it 
was five to ten years before.” Many barefoot ecol-
ogists have expressed this opinion. It is known 
that change is the only constant, but in the for-
est realm some of these changes should act as a 
warning to forest management. Barefoot Ecolo-
gists (BFEs) are persons from the adivasi commu-
nities who are knowledgeable and trained to ob-
serve, collect and record details from the forests 
surrounding their habitations; they are chosen by 
their Gram Sabhas (in parts of Tamil Nadu) to re-
cord and inform the larger community about var-
ious changes that occur in the forest. Such obser-
vation helps promote a holistic attitude to natural 
resource management and bridge the knowledge 
gap between forests and the younger generation. 
Some of the barefoot ecologists are also leaders 
who spearhead movements concerning their le-
gal rights and work towards the well-being of the 
larger community.

The changes in the forest are observed and dis-
cussed in the community meetings, trainings and 
casual walks with BFEs. A change that is repeated-
ly talked about is of forests becoming darker and 
getting closed by the increase of undergrowth, 

12



13

especially Lantana. This change has led to a re-
striction in peoples’ movement in the forest, as 
decreased visibility creates the possibility of en-
counter with wild animals. Other consequences 
include the depletion in grass growth, especially 
Seemar (Phoenix grass), which is lucrative NTFP 
collected from the forest.

Some of the other changes discussed by these 
community-based ecologists are a change in wind 
patterns; as wind is a factor that influences agri-
culture in forest landscapes its intensity and di-
rection are watched. Wind controls disease and 
moisture, and influence the growth and yield of 
crops. Apparently there is a decline in an aquatic 

grass – known as jonde pillu locally – which used 
to abound in water bodies and help cleanse the 
water. It has been observed that ticks are on the 
increase in the forest, making life miserable when 
they go to collect NTFPs and fuel-wood. More 
drastic changes, like that of plantations having re-
placed grasslands and native forests, are usually 
man-made and a result of ‘forest management’.
In the islands of protected areas, the government’s 
management regime is entirely top down and cen-
tralized. The need of the moment is to incorporate 
the experiences and knowledge of the communi-
ties who have lived here for generations. It is time 
to listen to their views and formulate forest man-
agement plans that address all the stakeholders. 

***

Year of indigeneous languages 
- revitalizing indigeneous lan-
guages
Pandurang Hegde

The accelerated pace of disappearing of indig-
enous languages around the world has led the 
United Nations (UN) to declare 2019 as the Year 
of Indigenous Languages (IYL). The main aim is to 
encourage urgent worldwide action to preserve, 
revitalize and promote them. The mechanism to 
implement this is through raising awareness and 
mobilizing different players for coordinated action 
towards meeting the objective.

According to UN about 40 per cent of the estimat-
ed 6700 languages spoken around the world are in 
danger of disappearing, most of them indigenous.  
Most indigenous communities live in remote hill 
or forest regions like Amazon or forest areas in 
Central India. The power centers that make the 
political and economic decisions that have direct 
effect on these communities fail to comprehend 
the complex knowledge systems of these commu-
nities.

With separate histories, cultures and traditions, 
they are the leaders in protection natural resourc-
es fostering unique cultures endured over centu-
ries.

The action plan envisaged by IYL aims at using lan-
guage and information technologies in order to 
improve use of indigenous languages and provide 
access to education to children and youth in their 
local languages.

With 1100 languages Papua New Guinea stands 
first in diversity followed by Indonesia with 800 
and India being the third place with 780 languages 
as identified by Peoples Linguistic Survey of India.
In North Eastern states 220languges are spoken, 
mainly of indigenous communities belonging to 
three different language families, namely Indo Ar-
yan, Sino Tibetan and Austric. The ecological di-
versity of these regions makes it possible to host 
the diversity of languages.

Protecting minority languages

Well before the UN declared its intention to con-
serve languages of indigenous communities the 
Indian Constitution has the clause to protect them 
as fundamental right. It states” ” Any section of 
the citizens residing in the territory of India or any 
part of thereof having a distinct language, script 
or culture of its own shall have the right to con-
serve the same.”



Another unique feature of India is the concept 
of protecting the interest of children to get basic 
education in their mother tongue. The Constitu-
tion provides” it shall be the endeavour of every 
State and of every local authority within the state 
to provide adequate facilities for instruction in 
the mother tongue at the primary stage of edu-
cation to children belonging to linguistic minority 
groups”.

Ironically this rhetoric fades into thin air when it 
comes to implementing the provisions of the con-
stitution.  With such large diversity of languages 
in central and Eastern part of India, there is hardly 

any policy framework and practical skills to pro-
vide education in their mother tongue in primary 
schools. As education sector gets privatized, the 
state funding is perpetually facing shortage result-
ing in lack of resources to support personnel to 
teach diverse languages.

For example in Bastar region, Chhattisgarh, the 
tribal children  speak  Durwa or Gondi language 
has no other option but to learn in Hindi, that 
leads to further alienation of the child form their 
language and surroundings. 
Similarly the nomadic tribes of Rajasthan or the 
primitive Chola Nayakan tribes of Western Ghats 
in Kerala are compelled to abandon their indige-
nous language once they are enrolled in formal 
education system. 

The decimation of indigenous languages is the out-
come of destruction of the survival base of these 
communities, especially the tropical forest ecosys-
tems or common grazing land for animal herders 
in dry regions. Large developmental projects like 
mining and thermal power plants are appropriat-
ing the survival base of the indigenous communi-
ties in the hinterland of Central and Eastern India. 
As they are cut off from their roots, especially the 

cultural and natural moorings that help them to 
evolve and practice the languages, gradually re-
sulting in silencing of native languages.

Following the development in agriculture and for-
estry where monocltures have led to destruction 
of diversity, the homogenisation of the language 
reduces the diversity of knowing the world. Wade 
Davis, an authority on endangered languages says 
“native languages are driven out of existence by 
identifiable forces that are beyond their capacity 
to adapt to”; he further remonstrates that “geno-
cide, the physical extinction of a people is univer-
sally condemned, but ethnocide, the destruction 
of peoples’ way of life is not only not condemned, 
it’s universally - in many quarters - celebrated as 
part of a development strategy.”

Obviously, the strategies envisaged by IYL to use 
technology as a tool to rescue erosion of language 
may have limited impact as it fails to address the 
fundamental causes.   Indigenous communities do 
not have political and economic power to claim 
the legitimacy for their languages, mostly spoken 
by few thousand people.

The estimates of losing 90 per cent of our lan-
guages by 2050 will come true unless a conscious 
attempt is made to conserve the survival habitat, 
forests and pastures that provide sustenance for 
the languages of indigenous communities.  

***

Farms and forests together
Snehlata Nath

It is believed that agriculture began around 8000 
BCE, independently, in several parts of the world. 
It may not be something ‘initiated’ in the sense of 
being ‘started’ but once it came on to the scene as 
a food production system, it remained and spread 
across the world. Agriculture helped in overcom-
ing periods of food shortages and gave impetus to 
the owning of private lands.

Keystone Foundation’s first forays into adivasi ar-
eas revealed that farms were integrated in forest 
tracts. Families exchanged pieces of land for a 
season, or asked somebody else to cultivate their 
farm on their behalf. In addition, cropping was al-
ways mixed: millet fields had a diversity of vege-
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tables and oil seeds and after a growing season of 
about 6 months the fallow was grazed by cattle. 
The ownership was a ‘joint holding’ (kootu patta), 
usually in the name of the headman of the village. 
With the advent of permanent crops like coffee, 
land boundaries became stricter, and harvest and 
trade became individual affairs. More recently, 
with the Forest Rights Act and the Individual For-
est Rights claim within it, a family has ownership 
to farm holdings. 

Adivasi societies view and treat landscapes holis-
tically and the boundary (seemai) includes farm, 
forest, rivers, rocks and wetlands, all of which 
are also important markers. Moving and shift-
ing within the territories is common, and often a 
compulsion, in these adivasi cultures. Forests and 
water-bodies are collectively owned and there 
are several rituals performed by the entire group 
through the year that reinforces the community 
aspect. This is in stark contrast to the individual-
ism of mainstream agriculture societies.

Though much has changed amongst different adi-
vasi communities, the seasonal cycle of the forest 
and the crops continue to determine their lives. 
The various laws that govern land holdings, and 

the strict forest management by the state do not 
allow for the earlier movements within adivasi 
territories. Their original territories have shrunk 
due to various pressures, and the former percep-
tion and behaviour that kept both farm and forest 
integrated has now changed. Boundaries which 
would flow into each other are now distinctly laid 
out. There are also changes in land use patterns.  
Traditional agriculture with indigenous seeds have 
given way to commercial crops like coffee, tea, 
areca-nut,  and vegetables like beans and cauli-
flower are cultivated for the market. 

Despite the changes, farms and forests combine 
to provide a livelihood and maintain the balance 
of subsistence and a cash economy. As a strategy, 
livelihood depends on diversity and not on any sin-
gle intensive activity. In 2004, the field staff of Key-
stone Foundation mapped the seasonal activities 
of forest communities in the Nilgiris. It showed a 
dense list with many diverse activities. An example 
of these complex and interesting seasonal activi-
ties undertaken by the Irula and Kurumba people 
in the Nilgiris is presented in the figure below. The 
farm forest combination, along with integration of 
livestock, fishing and some wage work makes up 
for the whole year.
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A machan to guard crops in the field



In adivasi societies the family works together, with 
specific roles allotted to the members through the 
year. Some families join forces for certain activi-
ties, as with field preparation and sowing, preced-
ed by rituals.  Many special skills are necessary to 
complete the range of activities that are undertak-
en. Farms have to be fenced, forest produce need 
to be collected, machans and shelters have to be 
built to guard the crop. When it is time the coffee 
has to be picked and traders have to dealt with. 
An adept adivasi has to learn all these skills, and 
balance the use of the forest and the farm to carve 
out a diversified livelihood. It may be worth map-
ping the seasonal cycle again to see what changes 
have come about over the last 15 years. How have 
the changes in ecology, land laws, and personal 
aspirations affected livelihood patterns?

Ecologically, there are a lot of in-flows in farms lo-
cated close to forests. As forests are richer richer 
in biodiversity the farms benefit from the proxim-
ity. Several research studies in agro-forestry have 
identified these ecological flows. They promote a 
more bio-diverse, organic and beneficial approach 
to farming. Typically, coffee farms are studied 
across the world for this. However, this feature 
can also be seen with any other crop like paddy, 
millet fields, tapioca or maize. A host of unculti-
vated plants, medicinal herbs and green leafy ed-
ibles from the forest enter the farms. Sometimes 
adivasi people plant tubers from the forest in the 
farms and keep traditional dammer bee in bam-
boo hives near their guarding shed. The reverse 
also happens with seeds from farms escaping into 
the wild, with different dispersers like wild ani-
mals, birds and running water. 

One of the aspects that Keystone Foundation 
studied in detail was pollinators. In fields closer 
to forests there was a much higher diversity of in-
sects (including bees, bats and birds) as compared 
to a distant farm. Similarly, a small participatory 
study with farmers on soils showed that that there 

were many more soil decomposers in such farms 
who could convert dried biomass into humus. Be-
sides, the overall micro environment, water and 
air quality has several positive features if the farm 
and forest were close together. 

The following figure depicts some of these ecolog-
ical flows which determine the health of the farm.  
The integration of ecological and economic flows 

can only be achieved if any intervention to this 
landscape is done keeping sustainability as its 
prime criteria. While formulating land develop-
ment programmes in any landscapes, one needs 
to  balance subsistence crops, medicinal plants 
and  cash crops that can be inter-cropped to en-
hance diversity. The lesser the disturbance to this 
integrated system, the better will be the ecological 
health, livelihood security and cultural integrity. 

***
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Comments and suggestions welcome and may 
be addressed to the editor. All opinions are of 
the individual authors’ and not of the NTFP EP 
network or of Keystone Foundation.
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