


Choices we make

If falsehood, like truth, had only one face, we 
would be in better shape. For we would take as 
certain the opposite of what the liar said. But the 
reverse of truth has a hundred thousand shapes 
and a limitless field.

Montaigne.

Since 2006 when India enacted the Forest Rights 
Act – a forward looking and progressive legisla-
tion as far as the adivasi people and the tradition-
al forest dwellers are concerned – the govern-
ment seems to have gone into a tizzy. Combined 
with the Panchayat Extension for Scheduled 
Areas Act, 1996, the FRA was a formidable weap-
on with which to fight the continuous forays of 
various wealth-seeking adventurers, of our crony 
capitalist economy, into indigenous lands and 

forests. The only irony is that the state itself has 
armed its people, with a well-meaning attitude, 
but now seems to regret it. The signs of regret 
are all around.

There are a total of 49 tiger reserves in the 
country today, covering an area of 71038.57 sq 
kms, of this the core area or critical tiger habitat 
covers 39788.12 sq kms, which according to a 
recent order (28th March 2017) sent to the chief 
wildlife wardens will be outside the purview of 
the FRA. It is not the parliament that sent the 
notice to the wildlife authorities but the National 
Tiger Conservation Authority, which is a statuto-
ry body of the Ministry of Environment, Forests 
and Climate Change (MoEFCC), and derives its 
powers solely from the Wildlife Protection Act, 
as amended in 2006. Quite recently (post 2014) 
eight new tiger reserves have been notified to 
improve the chances of survival of the national 
animal, and there is an “in principle” approval 
to use the CAMPA funds to relocate habitations 
from core areas. 

In the Panna tiger reserve, Madhya Pradesh, 
where in the period 2006-2010, the tiger count 
dropped to zero, the present NCTA “milestones” 
include camera traps and photo ids for indi-
vidual tigers, and drones to track the animals 
aerially. The devotion to protect the national 
animal seems commendable. However, there 
are pressures that the NTCA may succumb to. 
The proposed diamond mine by Rio Tinto seeks 
adiversion of hundreds of hectares of forest land 
in the reserve; in a revised proposal it asks for 
about 76.46 ha of high quality forest area. Along 
with this is the Ken-Betwa river-linking project, 
which also requires forest diversion (55.78 sq 
kms, 10.07% of the tiger reserve, for which the 
Forest Advisory Committee has already given it’s 
approval) that will significantly affect the tiger 
reserve. The 16 villages at the edge of Panna are 
being offered “a golden handshake”, which is a 
Rs 10 lakh package to move out of the area, all to 
protect the tiger. 

What is noticeable is that the golden handshake 
is now offered by the tiger-people in many other 
places. They don’t accept no for an answer even 
though the FRA and the Wildlife Protection Act 
allow for the co-existence of traditional commu-
nities within critical tiger habitats. Instead, the
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NTCA disregards this possibility completely, even 
though coexistence of community and wildlife 
has been the nature of things in much of our 
country. And in case it was wild life (and tigers 
in particular) that really mattered, the govern-
ment would think twice before allowing mining 
and other non-forestry activities in several forest 
areas. 

Some examples of such double-speak is Surguja, 
Chhattisgarh, whose excellent forests, that was 
once proposed by the WWF as an elephant re-
serve due to its continuity and sparse habitations, 
is now Adani’s coal country. Dolomite is mined in 
the Buxa tiger reserve in West Bengal, in the area 
bordering Bhutan and, as the tigers have disap-
peared, there are plans to reintroduce them from 
Assam. There are stone quarries in Sariska and 
sand mining in the Valmiki tiger reserve. And in 
Maharashtra, the Tadoba tiger reserve is threat-
ened with open cast coal mining. More recently, 
in the Nagarjuna Sagar-Srisailam tiger reserve in 
the Nallamala forest, the National Board for Wild-
life, another statutory body especially formed to 
conserve our dwindling wild life, has cleared 83 
sq kms of forests in Amrabad for uranium explo-
ration. Apart from the tiger habitat being affected 
it is feared that the Chenchu people, who live in 
these forests since generations and have “habi-
tat rights” here, will be displaced, most probably 
with the famous handshake.

The aberrations in state-speak and state-action 
are confusing but on closer scrutiny they too 
follow a pattern. On the one hand we have the 
indigenous people and the tiger; on the other we 
have coal, diamonds, stone, dolomite, bauxite, 
iron. The first two are above the ground, much of 
the second is beneath the ground. And more of-
ten than not, the first two are present in exactly 
the same places where the beneath-the-ground 
riches are. The tiger and indigenous people do 
evoke, despite all the hype, images of grace and 
sensitiveness, wisdom, humour, liveliness, histo-
ry, landscapes and a wealth that is intrinsic to the 
land. The images that mining evoke, even when 
they are known to be inevitable to “progress” are 
displacement and homelessness, devastation, 
pollution, extinction, corruption, violence, smoke, 
noise, slums and poverty. In the mix of choices 
that we have before us the state has clearly de-
cided to act on the “progress” while peddling the 
images of grace and heritage! While we dream of 

tigers and beautiful landscapes the digging and 
selling will carry on! Perhaps this is all known but 
as Samuel Johnson remarked, the only end of 
writing is to enable the readers better to enjoy 
life, or better to endure it.

Madhu Ramnath
May, 2017
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Dumping the Parliament to Save 
the Tiger 
Krishna Srinivasan

Now that the National Tiger Conservation Au-
thority (NTCA) has used its non-existent juris-
dictional powers and ordered that FRA not be 
recognized in critical tiger habitats one can be 
assured that the tigers of India are feeling safe! 
The NTCA order came on 28th March 2017 and 
directed the Chief Wildlife Wardens of all Tiger 
Range States that, in the absence of any guide-
lines, not to recognize the rights of Scheduled 
Tribes and Other Traditional Forest Dwellers as 
per the Forest Rights Act (FRA) in Critical Tiger 

Habitats. The NTCA seems to have forgotten that 
it holds no jurisdiction to issue orders pertaining 
to forest rights recognition under the FRA. Nor 
does it realize that such an order is a direct attack 
on the lives and rights of over 4 lakh tribal and 
traditional forest dwellers in tiger reserves across 
the country. 

The FRA and  the Wildlife Protection Amendment 
Act, 2006 (WLPA) both talk about the recognition 
of rights of tribal and forest dwelling people in 
tiger reserves and critical tiger habitats. These 
legislations were passed by the parliament of 
India. But if NTCA does not seem to be unduly 
concerned about violating these legislations. 
The FRA is administered by the Ministry of Tribal 
Affairs (MoTA), the WLPA by the Ministry of Envi-
ronment, Forests and Climate Change (MoEFCC). 

Perhaps the hostility that NTCA displays towards 
the FRA stems from the fact that it is the nodal 
responsibility of MoTA and not the MoEFCC.  Ad-
ivasi communities have always been looked upon 
as ‘encroachers’ by the forest and wildlife admin-
istration. However, the WLPA is responsibility of 
the MoEFCC, which is also the parent authority of 
NTCA.
 
The WLPA Amendment Act, 2006 clearly men-
tions in Section 38 (O) (2) that the power to 
issue directions for tiger conservation is should 
see that “no such directions shall interfere with 
or affect the rights of local peoples particularly 
the Scheduled Tribes”. Yet the order of the NCTA 
unashamedly violates this provision and blatantly 

undermines the provisions of WLPA; ironically, 
the legislation which governs NTCA is actually es-
tablished under the WLPA Amendment Act, 2006 
section 38 L. And if gross the violation of the FRA 
is not enough, NTCA is violating the WLPA too.
 
The FRA defines ‘forest land’ under Section 2 (d) 
to mean forests of all categories including the 
protected areas such as Wildlife Sanctuaries, 
National Parks and Tiger Reserves; Section 4 (1) 
of the Act provides for recognition and vesting of 
all kinds of forest rights of tibal and other forest 
dwellers Section 3, notwithstanding anything 
contained in any other laws for the time being in 
force. These provisions of FRA render the NTCA 
order as illegal and surreptitious, which adds to 
the growing discontent in the implementation of 
the FRA by the forest and wildlife administration. 
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Coming back to critical tiger habitats, Section 
4 (2) of the FRA lays down the procedure for 
relocation or resettlement of communities from 
such spaces after the process of recognition and 
vesting of rights is completed. To conclude, the 
NCTA order needs to be immediately revoked and 
the MoTA needs to step in and instruct the state 
administrations concerned to implement FRA, 
and to continue with the process of recognition 
and vesting of forest rights in protected areas and 
in critical tiger habitats. It is rather strange that 
an administrative order has the audacity to over-
rule a legislation passed by the parliament of our 
country!

Notes from Kurumba Country
Anita Varghese

In November 2016, I heard from the Kurumba 
people in the Silent Valley National Park area that 
they were collecting a forest produce called nila 
bomb, which literally translates to land bomb! 
In an area that is being highly policed for Maoist 
activity I thought they meant land mines! But of 
course it was a flowering plant, which looks more 
like a fungus and has a very interesting natural 
history. Though I meant to read up more about 
this after my visit to Silent Valley, I did not get 
a chance till I went on a botanising trip with a 
senior botanist from ATREE, almost two weeks 
later. At a tea stop near a small riparian stretch 
of forest in the Nilgiris we spotted the nila bomb 

again. Now I just had to find out more about this 
interesting and curious looking plant which is a 
flowering plant and not a fungus.

Balanophora  fungosa  Forster & Forster ssp. 
indica (Arn.) B. Hansen var. indica, belongs to 
the family Balanophoraceae and is a root para-
site found in the hills of south India. Also called 
Spongy Balanophora it is a small leafless plant, 
and resembles a fungus with a large rounded 
head. The female flowers form a densely packed 
cone with the male flowers clustered below 
them: the flowers appear mostly in December 
(though some appear as late as March in the 
Palani hills). The plant is usually found amongst 
litter on the forest floor and lacks chlorophyll and 
hence dependent on its host for nutrients. The 
Balanophora family of flowering plants, which 
includes about 18 genera containing more than 
100 species of root parasites are distributed 
throughout the tropics. Spongy Balanophora is 
found in coastal forests, from sea level up to 900 
m in South India, Indonesia, Japan, New Guinea, 
Philippines, Australia, and Pacific Islands. 

The Balanophoraceae family belong to the order 
Santalales, the latter name derived from its type 
genus Santalum (sandalwood) and a number of 
parasitic plants belonging to the order. Balano-
phora fungosa is a holoparasite (a total parasite) 
while Santalum album (Sandalwood) is a hemi 
parasite (partly a parasite but capable of photo-
synthesis). 
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Balanophoraceae species attach their tuberous 
rhizomes (underground stems) to the roots of 
host trees by means of highly modified roots 
(haustoria), used to suck up water and nutrients 
pass from the host. Plants of the genera Balan-
ophora and Langsdorffia contain an inflamma-
ble waxy material, and the stems have been used 
as candles in South America. The rhizomes of 
these plants are sometimes processed to produce 
wax, but the plants are not abundant enough for 
commercial wax production.

Balanophora fungosa is included in the negative 
list, restricted and prohibited for export in India. 
The (whole) processed plant is found in the drug 
market as a substitute for Gajapippali (Scindap-
sus officinalis). There are records of this plant 
being used by a few tribal communities in South 
Tamil Nadu, viz. Paliyars, to treat skin ailments. 
The tribal people of Silent Valley were obviously 
gathering the plant to sell to the medicinal plant 
trader. This is the story of many a forest pro-
duce that is collected or harvested: neither is its 
conservation status understood, nor is the use 
clearly studied. And in the meantime the harvest 
and trade continue. 

___________________________________________
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Why Beedi leaf prices hit the 
roof in Rajasthan and MP : In-
sights and analysis 
Krishna Srinivasan

Tendu1 leaves are one of the most important 
NTFP species in central India. The leaves of tendu 
are used for wrapping beedis, the Indian ciga-
rettes and an estimated 350000 tons of leaves, 
worth US $2000 million, is collected annually 
throughout the forests of India. The state of 
Madhya Pradesh is a major tendu patta produc-
ing state (25% of the country’s total production) 
followed by Chhattisgarh (20%), Orissa (15-20%) 
and Maharashtra (10 %). Tendu leaves collection 
and beedi rolling is estimated to provide 106 mil-
lion and 675 million person days of work, respec-
tively, which is worth Rs. 4515 million. 

This year the process of tendu leaf auction - the 
economics around it and the royalty - in Madhya 
Pradesh (MP) and Rajasthan skyrocketed in an 
unprecedented manner and one was left won-
dering why. To unravel the puzzle Samarthak 
Samiti, a peoples’ organization based in Udaipur, 
offers some insights. 

Samarthak Samiti, through its member Adiva-
si Tendu Patta Cooperative Societies, has been 
participating in the tendu leaf auction since 1991 
in Udaipur, the highest producer of tendu leaf in 
Rajasthan. The Samiti mainly participates in three 
units viz. Unit Malviya, Range Devla, Unit Sulav, 
Range Kukawas and Unit Birothi, Range Jhadol, all 
within Udaipur North Division. This year, accord-
ing to Kamalendra Singh Rathore of Samarthak 
Samiti, a trader from Godhra, Gujarat, named 
Vandeli Beedi Leaves offered very high bids. It 
prevented Samarthak Samiti from acquiring even 
a single unit of tendu leaves. Rathore added that 
the trader bid Rs. 18.00 lakhs, Rs 45.65 lakhs and 
Rs 99.00 lakhs, respectively, for the three units 
that Samarthak Samiti competed for. (Samarthak 
Samiti had bid of Rs.  7.75 lakhs, Rs 13.50 lakhs 
and Rs 17.21 lakhs for the units). The bids speak 
for themselves in terms of the jump in prices! 

It is also interesting to note that despite such 
high bids the wages of the leaf collectors in Ra-
jasthan only increased by Rs 5/- (from Rs. 80 to
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It is also interesting to note that despite such 
high bids the wages of the leaf collectors in Ra-
jasthan only increased by Rs 5/- (from Rs. 80 to 
Rs. 85) as compared to 2016! It means that the 
increased bidding amounts and the other related 
costs in the tendu leaves procurement process 
have not benefitted the people on the ground 
albeit government coffers are flush with revenue. 

Rathore informed us that tendu leaves were sold 
at Rs 110-115/kg last year, with a costing price at 
Rs 50-60/kg; however, in 2017, the leaves were 
sold at Rs 200/kg with a costing price between 
Rs 90 and Rs 120/kg. The costing price includes 
royalty, transportation, tax, storage, labour pay-
ments, drying of leaves and bag filling. 

There are many reasons for the new economics 
of tendu leaves in MP and Rajasthan. It came to 
light that the production of leaves decreased by 
20% as compared to last year; there have been 

heavy rains during the collection time, making 
drying difficult and resulting in inferior quality 
of leaves; it seems that the Maoist challenge in 
Chhattisgarh, Andhra Pradesh and Odisha neg-
atively affected tendu leaf collection in these 
states, the focus now shifting to Rajasthan and 
MP. 

A lesser-known factor that has influenced tendu 
leaf auction and procurement is the direct in-
volvement of the beedi manufacturers. They are 
involved directly in the biding and procurement 
and have eliminated the middlemen, thereby in-
creasing their profit margin. The increased profits 
are ploughed back into procurement and results 

in larger royalties for the state. Combined with 
the negligible increment in wages for the actual 
tendu leaf collector the entire process in Rajast-
han and MP has taken this new economic avatar. 

Two other factors which  influenced this year’s 
tendu leaf auction that Rathore mentioned are 
also relevant. One, that the MGNREGA diverted a 
bulk of the potential labour from tendu leaf col-
lection, (a phenomenon visible between 2006-13 
itself), which has added to the price of leaf pluck-
ing and beedi-rolling. And two, the introduction 
of the uniform Goods and Services Tax across the 
“tendu leaf states” increased bid-amounts and 
royalties. 

It is unfortunate that heavy prices for tendu 
leaves in the auction do not translate into better 
wages or livelihood conditions for the collectors. 
The analysis brings to light the array of state and 
non-state actors who influence the economics 

of tendu leaf in the grand scale; also there are 
other variables in the form of Maoism and the 
employment guarantee scheme. It would be wise 
to rethink how these factors can be controlled or 
eliminated in areas where the Forest Rights Act 
are recognized and the ownership and manage-
ment of forest resources rests with the communi-
ties The dismal impact of increased auction bids 
and royalty amounts on the livelihoods of people 
is a wakeup call for all Gram Sabhas to utilize the 
FRA and PESA legislations and wrest control of 
the tendu leaves procurement processes. 
______________________________________
1 Diospyros melanoxylon, also known as Indian Ebony
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Tendu patta collection and 
wages : a background narrative 
from Rajasthan 
Kamalendra Singh Rathore

Astha is a voluntary agency established in 1986 
and imparting work-oriented skills to the tribal 
people in the Kotra Block of Rajasthan. Due to 
Astha’s earlier endeavors a people’s organization, 
with representation from all panchayats and 
like-minded bodies, had evolved. This was the 
Adivasi Vikas Manch, and it helped in organizing 
the tendu patta wage struggle, and later formed 
a collectors cooperative.

In the first three years several groups were 
formed at the village level which worked on 
diverse concerns of the people. The tendu pat-
ta wage issue came to the fore during a routine 
discussion. It was found that people had worked 
for 15 to 16 hours a day for a wage of Rs 7/-, 
even though the minimum government wage for 
an 8 hour day was Rs 14/-. It was realized that 
the struggle would be against the contractors and 
the government: the lauch of the struggle was in 
1990, in the entire Block.

It was a herculean task to organize people for 
a struggle. The preparations included the for-
mation of a tendu patta struggle committee at 
the block level; the committee met district level 
officials, secretaries in related departments, and 
ministers; rallies and dharnas were organized. 

The contractors tried their level best to break the 
struggle but the issue reached the chief minister. 
After 17 days an agreement was reached that 
in 11 units of Kotra Block the wages would be 
Rs13.50 per 100 packs, (Rs 3.50 more than the 
government rate). Within 15 days, 25,000 tendu 
patta collectors received over Rs 13 lakh. 

Collection Process

Tendu patta is also known as beedi patta,  as it is 
used as a wrap for the Indian cigarette. It grows 
in most parts of central India including Orissa, 
Andhra Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, Bihar and 
Rajasthan. In southeast Rajasthan, bordering 
Gujarat & Madhya Pradesh, there are 13 districts 
where the tendu trees are aplenty. In this zone 
there are 1247 collection centres spread over 
226 tendu patta units, where 3,75, 000 men 
and women are the primary collectors. About 
2,55,000 standard bags of tendu patta are pro-
duced in Rajasthan, which is only 2.2 % of the 
total production in the country.  The collectors 
usually begin their work each day by about 4 a.m 
and return at noon; they then make the bundles, 
each pack containing 50 leaves, until 4 p.m. They 
then take these packs to the centres for sale, 
returning home at about 7 or 8 p.m. 

People usually sell tendu leaves to private con-
tractors or to cooperative societies. These con-
tractors and cooperative societies contract tendu 
patta units, in specific geographical areas, on a 
tender basis, after paying due royalty to the 
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forest department. After collection, the contrac-
tors dry the leaves for 8-10 days. At night water is 
sprinkled over the leaves (which are in piles) for 
curing. Then the wet leaves are packed and dried 
in sacks for four to five days. These sacks are 
then transported to the beedi companies where 
beedis are made.

Historic Struggle

When the 1990 struggle in Kotra Block was 
evaluated by the tendu patta sangharsh samiti 
it was decided to extend it to other tendu patta 
producing areas. The issue was first explained 
to voluntary organizations and later to people’s 
organizations in the southern part of Rajasthan. 
It was decided that the struggle for better wages 
had to be taken up simultaneously both with the 
state government and the private contractors. A 
Tendupatta Samanwaya Samiti (“tendupatta co-
ordination group”) was formed and by 1991 the 
struggle was extended to Chittorgarh, Dungarpur 
and Banswara. At the state level the Samanwaya 
Samiti had discussions with the chief minister, 
the forest minister and administrative secretar-
ies. The state government fixed the minimum 
buying rate of tendupatta at Rs 20 per 100 packs, 
but it was not acceptable to the Tendupatta Sa-
manwaya Samiti and the fight went on, the Sami-
ti asking for Rs 30 per 100 packs. After 7 days of 
hard bargaining the contractors negotiated for 
Rs. 26 per 100 packs. 

Despite the contractors’ agreement the gov-
ernment was not ready to concede to the peo-
ple’s demand for a better wage. The authorities 
claimed that tendu patta collection was a “side 
business” for the people and that it did not take 
much effort or time. In order to verify the conten-
tion, it was decided to study the time and labour 
required to collect 100 packs of leaves.

Cooperative Society & Tendupatta 

In 1990, after the evaluation of the “tendu patta 
struggle committee” based in Kotra, it was re-
alized that the contractors cornered millions of 
rupees from this business. The tribal people, who 
sweated for hours collecting the leaves, received 
only a fraction of it; it was also true that the 
forests belonged to them. It was decided that the 
money flowing out of the area should be avail-
able for the development of the area, and also 

used to give reasonable wages to the people of 
Kotra. It was this idea that led to the registration 
of the Adivasi Tendupatta Collectors, Kotra Ltd.

In 1991, the Cooperative Society succeeded in 
taking over, through tender, two units of the 
Kotra area. The cooperative took its working capi-
tal of Rs 14,50,000/- as a loan from the Rajasthan 
Tribal Area Development Cooperative Federation 
(RTADCF- Rajas Sangh) at 6 % interest and earned 
a net profit of Rs. 6.5 lakh , after clearing the 
loan. That season the government’s buying rate 
was Rs 20/- whereas the cooperative paid Rs 26/- 
per 100 packs.

As a result of this success in south Rajasthan 
several cooperative societies have been reg-
istered since; in 1992 in Chittorgarh with the 
cooperation of Prayas Sansthan; and in Banswara 
district through a local people’s organization 
besides one in Udaipur. During the year the 
forest department reserved 6 units for all the 3 
cooperative societies through the Rajas Sangh, 
which provided a loan at 13 per cent interest and 
added a clause for profit sharing at the ratio of 
35:65 under an agreement. But that year all the 
cooperatives suffered heavy losses due to Rajas 
Sangh’s centralized selling policy, as written in the 
agreement with primary cooperatives. The loss 
was also due to a slump in the market, as well as 
the decision not being taken at the proper time. 
However, all the cooperative paid Rs 30/- or Rs 
31/- per 100 bundles to the tribal collectors when 
the minimum collection rate was Rs 22/-.

In 1993, cooperatives in Banswara (Gatol), Chit-
torgarh (Pratapgarh) and Udaipur (Kotra) contin-
ued to function and no new cooperative were 
formed. The forest department set aside 7 units 
in the name of the Rajas Sangh for the Tribal Pri-
mary Cooperatives and financed them, some at 
13 % interest and some at 15 % (2 per cent more 
then what Rajas Sangh had received from the 
government). The Kotra cooperative paid Rs 31/ 
per 100 bundles to collectors; the other 2 coop-
eratives paid the minimum rate of Rs 22/. The 
minimum collection rate in the state was Rs. 22.

Results of the tendu leave cooperative societies

The formation of the tendu patta collector’s 
cooperatives in south Rajasthan led to several 
conclusions. These are that:
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1. The poor tribal and backward peoples can 
create an organized structure which can safe-
guard their interests.  The entire process that has 
made this possible has also given these people a 
new confidence and they now feel empowered to 
fight exploitation. 

2. The tendu patta wage struggles and the func-
tioning of the tribal peoples’ cooperatives have 
influenced the Rajasthan government; in the last 
5 years the collectors’ wages (government rates) 
has gone from Rs. 7 to 25 per 100 bundles.

3. The Government has now come to consider 
tendu patta as an important issue and the chief 
minister of Rajasthan has acknowledged the fact 
in his 1992 budget speech; he mentioned that 
the wage rate for tendu patta collectors was 
raised through the struggle of the primary coop-
erative societies.

4. A network of organizations and people’s 
groups has been formed and this network is now 
advancing further the rights of the people on 
other minor forest produce.

5. The formation of tendu patta collector’s coop-
erative societies has drastically cut the exploita-
tion of the forest dwellers by private contractors.

6. By providing more than the minimum wage 
rate to the collectors, the cooperative societies 
have been able to influence the wage rate given 
by private contractors. This has helped thousands 
of collectors.

Fadaki, The Royal Cloth 
Vijay Sambre

Lavhalwadi is a small hamlet in the Sahyadris 
where an indigenous community, the Thakar live 
for hundreds of years. The women gather for 
special occasions and perform the fugadi dance; 
at this occasion the use their traditional clothes, 
and some use wild flowers to adorn themselves. 
And all the women wear cloth that resembles the 
chunari, locally known as fadaki.

In the same region Kushet is a remote village of 
the Mahadev Koli people. In the Kartik month 
(which falls in November) they celebrated the 
festival of Sacred Grove, known as “devrai utsav” 

in a village called Borichiwadi. Women of all 
ages gathered in the grove, chatting and joking 
with each other, the older women wearing the 
navwari sari and the younger ones wearing the 
sahawar sari. They also adorned themselves 
with a diadem made from orchids. The women 
all used the same cloth, the alawan fadaki which 
resembles a modern stole or a large scarf; it is 
lighter in colour than the thakari fadaki. 

On inquiring why the women wear the fadaki an 
elder woman replied that the fadaki is royal, that 
women look beautiful in it, the cloth can be used 
for all the rituals in the community, that it can be 
used while collecting forest produce and that it 
keeps both mother and child warm in the winter 
months. Unfortunately, the new generation of 
women have lost their interest in this cloth. In 
Maharashtra, the Fadaki Foundation is promoting 
fadaki and trying to revive the use of this royal 
cloth.
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What really do we mean by 
conservation? Personally 
speaking... 
Nivetha Murugesan

It is said that one can live the lives of thousand 
men by reading books. But, how many of us can 
live the lives of thousand animals, ten thousand 
plants and a hundred thousand other living 
beings? I did. It happened througha relation-
ship between few drops of water and the tip of 
a tongue. Thirst is the crudest expression of life 
and a belief that there is water nearby keeps us 
alive. A similar thirst made me take my first steps 
towards wilderness conservation. I hope that this 
essay is as vibrant as the Vardah cyclone and as 
empty as its aftermath. This dawn is marked by 
birds collecting sticks from thousands of fallen 
trees all over Chennai city to build new nests. So, 
a dawn is not just another dawn. This essay is 
what‘not just’ all is about.

It was not the usual dawn! It was made specialby 
a beautiful little bird, not resting in a nest, but 
wrapped carefully inside a cardboard box! I’m a 
city dweller, studying a subject between science 
and engineering. And I’m a nature lover, with-
nothing to dream about other than an internship 
in a forest.  That’s how I ended up in Salim Ali 
Centre for Ornithology and Natural history (SA-
CON), after fighting the massive Chennai flood. 
Somebody who knew SACON’s work with birds 
brought the little bird which was found injured 
below a tree. It was the first time I touched a live 
bird and this sums me up! 

It was a baby cuckoo that had been rejected 
by the nest’s owner,which it believed to be its 
mother. The baby’s skull had been peckedby 
its surrogate mother. The outcome of Nature’s 
selectionprocess that was evident along with the 
diverse forms of behavior in the beak sized hole 
on the baby’s head. But it was alive, perhaps just 
to convey the pain of evolutionary success to me. 
The little one could not eat on its own and, as it 
was an insectivore, I spent hours catching insects 
for it. It was a drastic failure. I tried giving it some 
water. The smell of water in a syringe provoked 
it to open its mouth, showing its thirsty tongue. 
Who was I to it? 

For over a century we have been conscious about 
two very important words: racism and sexism. 
We have questioned the customof considering 
the behavior these words signifyas the rights 
of certain communities and agreed that every 
human being is equal. In fact, most of us tell 
our children this.We grow upaccepting this idea 
about equality, though not in all real life scenari-
os. However, we agree to be ignorant of another 
kind of equality. This pertains to “speciesism”, a 
belief as old as the first human  civilization.We 
comfort ourselves in valuing and discriminat-
ing between species. What is the hierarchy we 
imposeon different species? How is a teak tree 
superior (or not) to a banana tree? What makes 
a German Sheppardbetterthanother dogson the 
streets?

Why do we want to stop global warming, to 
control climate change, to save our green cover, 
etc.? Why do we advise the world to use re-
newable energy,to grow forests, to improveour 
food security?For whom do we do this? For us? 
For our children? Our grandchildren? Our great 
grandchildren?If so, it’s curious as we felled our 
forests, warmed our globe, and depletedour re-
sources also for our children, our grandchildren, 
our great grandchildren, fora single species called 
‘Homo sapiens’.    

We allowed ourselves theexploitation of the 
earthfor our comfort, and as we fear the loss of 
these resources we want to conserve them, again 
for our comfort. Buthow do we account for the 
loss of thousands of species that perished for our
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comfort? Life, food, home, family, sorrow, pain…
are these words only to be used while describing 
the human condition? Have we got a patent over 
Life? Is anthropocentrism an ailment afflicting the 
human race?

What could have led to the need for conserva-
tion? Plainly put it is perhaps‘death’or eventual 
lossand depletion of a kind. Death disturbs us 
and we fear it. But not all deaths are the same. 
Some deaths are actually killings.Recently, in 
Nigeria, a snake was killed as it was suspected of 
having eaten a goat. But when they cut it open 
they found only eggs which had made the snake 
look bulkier. This was an instance of two deaths: 
a snake eating a goat and men killing a snake.  
Are both deaths of a similar “scale”? In another 
incident, afemale Bengal tiger was killed by more 
than a thousand people in a village near Jorhat. 
The tiger had strayed in search of food and was 
beaten to death. What would have been the last 
thoughts of the hungry animal? Isn’t it free to 
roam the world? What made the villagers to kill 
the tiger on sight? 

Somewhere around 8000 BC farming emerged 
and its expansion led to the gap between human 
and non-human use of the earth’s resources. 
As farming increased and human beings spread 
across the land, they displaced all other beings. 
This “initial cause” has led to complex relations 
within human society which include ideas and 
attitudes to conservation as well as social justice.   
Why should we conserve all species?Harris. F. 
Lewis, in his essay ‘The philosophy of wildlife 
conservation’ suggests that though the term 
‘conservation’ may seem pure we should not 
forget that it was initiated by hunters to shoot-
animals periodically as a sport. It implies that the 
reason we conserve various species and the en-
vironment may mean more than the worditself. 
In the preface of prominent books on wildlife the 
benefits and uses of conservation are listed as a 
justification. Is that an answer to this question? If 
conservationis only to preserve natural resources 
for the future it is no different from the hunters’ 
logic of conserving animals. 

All living beings have a right to life. We belong 
to nature and we are in no way superior to 
other living beings. Thisis the foundation toreal 
conservation, while the kinds of “conservation” 
driven by anthropocentric benefits have another 

name:business.
The baby cuckoo was not alive the next morning. 
It was not killed in a factory farm, or due to a kite 
festival, or by fire crackers. It was just pecked by 
its surrogate mother.It defined for me the fine 
line between death and killing. Deep ecology 
erased any hatred I may have had towards the 
surrogate mother completely from my mind. 

I remember a quote by John Seed.”I am pro-
tecting the rainforest” became “I am part of the 
rain-forest protecting myself” to“I am that part of 
the rainforest recently emerged into thinking.”

Was this little piece about a baby cuckoo? Yes 
and no. Itssenses were aroused to the smell of 
the water I held in my hand. And now I feel its 
thirst. Who was I to it?

The Indian Willow 
Shiny Miriam Rehel

The Indian Willow, or Salix tetrasperma, is known 
as “neervanji” in Tamil and as “baigai” in Badu-
ga. It is native to India and found in many parts 
of south and southeast Asia, including Pakistan, 
Nepal, Laos, and Thailand. The wood is excellent 
for furniture and agricultural implements and in 
India used to fashion cricket bats and stumps!

The tree is adapted to anaerobic conditions. In 
the dry season when the swamp and ponds have 
no water the tree bears lush green leaves. How-
ever, in the wet season when the soil is saturated 
with water, the tree sheds its leaf. The phenom-
enon is the reverse to that exhibited by other 
species in the same climatic zone which shed 
their leaves in the dry season and bear leaves in 
the wet months. This is due to the soil aeration. 
When during the rainy season water is stagnant 
an anaerobic situation is created, causing leaf 
shedding in order to withstand poor soil aeration; 
in the dry months the soil aeration is good and 
the plant bears new flush and turns lush green.

The tree is deciduous and found in wet and 
swampy places – usually an indicator of water – 
and grows to medium height, occasionally larger. 
It’s rough bark has vertical fissures and its lance-
like leaves (8-15 cm) are silky, the margins finely 
toothed. The flowers of the willow are sweet 
scented and in catkins between 8-12 cm, 
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and bloom in the last months of winter when the 
tree is leafless. The fruit is a capsule, appearing 
in clusters of 3-4. The tree may be propagated 
through cuttings, a method widely used to its 
success when compared to germinating viable 
seeds. 

The twigs of the willow are woven into mats 
and baskets and its leaves are used in medicine. 
The tree is the larval host plant for butterflies 
(Phalanta phalantha, Neptis hylas, Neptis jum-
bah). In Manipur the new flowers of Indian wil-
low, known as “ooyum”, are a delicacy.

________________________________________
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Fulbright in the Himalayas 
Lisa Koetke

Seven months ago, I moved from Seattle to 
Dehradun to conduct research for a year on a 
Fulbright grant. I got settled into my new home 
and within the first month, I traveled to my 
study area in the Himalayan Mountains. After 
a five-hour drive that felt more like five hours 
on a roller coaster, we arrived at our basecamp 
in Maneri at an elevation of 1,150 m. If you’re 
anything like me, that last sentence made you 
imagine a remote and quiet basecamp nestled 
in the mountains, surrounded only by trees and 
the occasional sound of birds calling. Erase that 
image. Maneri is on the edge of Uttarkashi, a 
bustling city complete with the constant honking, 
crowded markets, and lazy cows that are found 
all over India.

These high elevation cities exemplify the close 
connection between human life and nature, 
which is the exact reason that I came to do 
research in India. The main goal of the Fulbright 
program is to promote mutual understanding, 
both in daily life and in the academic setting. My 
experiences in the United States showed me a 
world in which wildlife and humans live in sepa-
rate worlds; wild animals are largely confined to 
national and state parks while humans remain in 
cities and towns. My experiences in India have 
shattered this assumption. I have seen some of 
the many ways in which humans and wildlife 
interact closely and the extent to which each 
impacts the lives of the other. 

Every day, as I interact with the people around 
me, I learn about Indian culture while they learn 
about U.S. culture. Similarly, as I study in the
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Himalayan Mountains, I learn about wildlife 
management and human-nature relationships 
in India as I share about livestock practices and 
wilderness areas in the U.S. Through this mu-
tual sharing of information and knowledge, we 
can achieve mutual understanding and common 
ground.

After a few days of preparation in Maneri, we 
drove another two hours on the roller-coast-
er-roads to Harsil, the farthest we would get in a 
car. From there, I headed into the mountains with 
three other researchers, two cooks, and three 
porters. For 18 km we followed the Jalandri Riv-
er– one of the many rivers that combine to make 
the Ganges River – up and into the mountains to 
find my study area. Kyarkoti, the name of my
study area and my new office, is at an elevation
of about 4,000 m and is absolutely stunning. I
would say that the view took my breath away,
but the elevation already did that…

So I was left completely breathless, standing
deep in the Himalayas, staring at the lush mead-
ows, jagged cliffs, and majestic peaks all around
me, when I heard a distinct bleating sound. I
wasn’t surprised when I turned to see a herd of
about 800 sheep and goats grazing on a grassy
hill nearby. A group of these livestock, the sub-
jects of my research, was never far during the
entirety of our trek.

These nomadic shepherds are practicing one of
the oldest occupations in the world. In March 
and April, shepherds go from house to house in 

cities and towns near the mountains, collecting 
each family’s sheep or goats. Once they’ve accu-
mulated a herd ranging from 200 to 1,000 indi-
viduals, they start their journey into the moun-
tains. For the next eight months, they endure the 
heat, the cold, and the monsoon rains as they 
move the
grazing livestock through the mountains. These
nomadic shepherds return the livestock to their
families in October and rest during the winter be-
fore starting the whole trip again the next spring.

While this type of nomadic herding is nowhere
close to new, the number of livestock in the high
elevation alpine meadows of the Himalayas is
growing exponentially. This increased anthropo-
genic pressure is threatening the habitat of two
other large herbivores; blue sheep (Pseudois
nayaur) and musk deer (Moschus leucogaster).
It is commonly accepted among the scientific
communities that goats and sheep are competing
with these wild herbivores, but few studies
have explored how and to what extent they are
competing. While the livestock, blue sheep, and
musk deer are all technically considered general-
ist feeders because they eat a mixture of grasses
and shrubs, musk deer tend to prefer shrubs
and will choose lichen over grasses when food
is scarce, and blue sheep prefer grasses but are
flexible and often incorporate shrubs into their
diet.

Musk deer are classified as endangered by the
IUCN due to overexploitation; male musk deer
are hunted and traded since the musk that they
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produce is used in the manufacture of perfumes
and medicines. While blue sheep are classified
as least concern by the IUCN, many studies have
shown that they are the primary prey species of
the endangered snow leopard, and that a drop
in the number of blue sheep could have a signif-
icant negative affect on snow leopard popula-
tions. So, in order to protect these precious
populations, it is important to determine what
kind of competition livestock grazing is imposing
on blue sheep and musk deer.

I am honored to be helping answer this question.
First, I assess plant availability in high elevation 
alpine meadows in my study area – only once we
know what is available, can any data on diet 
composition be useful. Then I collect samples of 
each plant species in my study area and samples 
of pellets from my three study species (livestock, 
blue sheep, and musk deer). By looking at the 
plants under a microscope, I can determine 
unique cellular characteristics of each plant spe-
cies. For example, one plant species might have 
long, skinny cells with smooth cell walls, whereas 
another plant species might have round cells with 
undulating cell walls. Lastly, I look at the pellets 
under the microscope. There are clumps of cells 
left over in the pellets from the plants which the 
herbivores ingested, and I am able to identify 
which plant species each fragment belongs to, 
thus determining the diet composition of the 
herbivores.

Seven months into my project, I am just starting 
to get results, but I am confident that through 
continued hard work in the next few months, 

I will be able to contribute some knowledge 
about these wild animals that live in these high 
elevation alpine meadows. Since there are many 
socio-economic factors relating to these nomadic 
shepherds that I don’t know the details about, I 
will not be recommending any specific manage-
ment practice. But I am honored to be able to 
help the forest officials and others who do make 
these crucial decisions.
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