
Proceedings of Meeting 

NTFP Exchange Programme India 

Sirsi, 8th to 10th April, 2010 

 

Background & Purpose 

In the last year of the second phase a meeting was planned on policy advocacy related 
issues for the network and was to be co-ordinated by RCDC. There were some discussions in 
Feb-March regarding this and for holding the meeting in Delhi and take the issues up to a 
national agenda. However, the idea was postponed till we had a analysed report of NTFP 
Policies in the Western and Eastern Ghats; till the joint EP publication was ready and our 
strategy to hold the meeting in Delhi was clear.  

So, the purpose of this meeting was to discuss the policy/advocacy strategy for the network 
and steps to materialise that. In addition, the following were the key reasons to meet: 

1. Get exposure to the lobby & advocacy/policy work of our partner, Appiko/Prakruti 
located in the Uttara Kannada district of the Western Ghats 

2. Discuss the issue of naxalism which is affecting the work area of many partners – but 
especially LEAF in Bastar 

3. Get to know the people in the network and their work better 
4. Discuss the functioning of the network – communication and participation issues 
5. Discuss the future years of work with a larger focus on a common agenda  

Proceedings 

Day 1 – Stories from life and inspired work 

Pandurang Hegde of Appiko, the host for the meeting welcomed the partners and 
introduced the rich natural beauty in and around Sirsi. The name itself `Siris’ meant top 
most area, from where many rivers emerge, both to the east and west of the ghats.  

We discussed the agenda, but were more keen to learn about Pandu and the Western 
Ghats. He described his journey and what made him take up this work. It began with him 
studying in Delhi University doing his Masters in Social Work, where he got exposure to 
many issues and as a student would go travelling to all the neighbouring states in his 
holidays. During his travels to the Himalayas he met with Sunderlal Bahuguna who was just 
launching his famous Chipko Movement. Pandu got involved in that and was inspired to 
save forests and nature. He walked in parts of the long padyatra from Kashmir to Kohima in 
the Himalayas with Bahugunaji. This experience was a turning point in his life.  
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Pandu then worked in Damoh for 3 years with Gonds and later by 1982-83 came back to 
Uttara Kannada, Sirsi, his hometown and took up issues affecting the Western Ghats in the 
spirit of `andolan’ and peoples’ movements. Pandu told us about the 4 p’s affecting WG, 
being Power, Paper, Plywood and Policy. Each was taken up – Power projects of 1700 MW 
capacity here though consumption is only 17 MW (and there was regular power failure 
during our meeting); the effluent polluting the Kali river from the Dandeli Paper Factory; the 
conversion of forests to commercial species like Acacia and Eucalyptus and the felling of 
green trees for pulpwood. Appiko (hug trees) emerged in the Western Ghats and in a 
parallel movement to the Chipko, managed to stop felling of trees through large scale 
peoples’ involvement.  

Later 1987, the Save Western Ghats March was organised from Goa to Kanya Kumari, which 
expanded the movement. He also organised many `river walks’ 184 Kms along Kali River and 
the Sherawati to bring awareness amongst the people. In 2009 there was a revival meeting 
organised in Goa for the Western Ghats movement, followed by another one 2010 at 
Kotagiri which has helped in taking the agenda to a national level and enabled younger 
people to join the initiative.  

Pandu said that 82% of forest cover is there in the Uttara Kannada out of which 10% is 
natural forest and 35% shows up in satellite imagery. The extent of destruction was 
immense and due to many reasons. He then moved onto NTFPs realising it value as a 
livelihood for communities, a positive example of sustainable use and community 
conservation. This is how he from the very beginning is associated with the NTFP network, 
which he said was unique and was growing slowly. In Uttara Kannada, they still follow a 
auction system as the population of adivasis and forest dependent communities is low. This 
system was discussed a lot in detail – with examples of Cinnamon which was auctioned and 
saw large scale destruction in their forests due to unsustainable harvesting methods by the 
traders.  

To different questions from the group, Pandu replied that the key things have been peoples’ 
involvement, andolan, padyatras as a means of reaching out and immense political pressure  

Pandus detailed introduction about himself and the issues of his area set the trend for the 
partners, making the interaction very engaging.  

Krishna Rao & Kovel Foundation 

Krishna is from a small village in Khammam and used to walk 10kms to his school. He 
finished his MSc in Botany, his wife works with him and he has 2 children. In the village they 
have a farm and grow paddy, groundnut, tobacco. He had come across the vacancy with 
GCCL for consultants in the NTFP sector and was selected amongst stiff competition. This 
was his introduction to NTFP in 1992. The issue of Gum Karaya was being addressed and Mr. 
Vijay Kumar the then MD took special interest in the gum and employed 80 consultants for 
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training harvesters and dealing with issues of quality, pricing and grading. Later a Gum 
Pickers association was formed and this is Kovel Foundation, which almost fully comprises of 
adivasis. Initially Krishna found the job challenging but joined in 1994 with a resolve to be in 
this field till his need was felt by the people. Later from Gum, in which they have made a 
major success, they also work with other NTFPs and also other gums like Choclospermum, 
honey, amla. They are forming NTFP co-operatives and working to increase the resource 
base by planting in private lands also.  

His vision is that adivasis have to have strong institutions and come together. He would like 
to look at the livelihoods of people more holistically and include other options like 
agriculture and use a mix of peoples’ knowledge and outside knowledge for innovative 
efforts. He also pointed out that the group should think about the age of NTFP collectors 
and what happens to the next generation.  

Deepak and Gram Swaraj 

Deepak got into this sector in 1984 after graduation. He is a person from Baripada and was 
always involved with forest issues. He worked to plant seedlings in forest areas and had a 
target of 3 lakh plants for a year. He got interested in regenerating forests then. In 1987 he 
joined a Gandhian organisation headed by Nirmala Deshpande and worked for bhoodan and 
organising peoples’ courts. He was also in a project to rehabilitate 1000 families in Denkanal 
where he had a lot many experiences. After 7 years he was involved in organising a NGO 
network MASS for community forestry and got introduced to NTFPs. They were spread in 
750 villages and worked for 11 years.  

After this Gram Swaraj was formed in 2004 and as he had already met the network in 2002 
at the Ooty regional meeting, he continued to be a partner and work on NTFPs. Now they 
work on strengthening community forestry, livelihoods and local health traditions and are 
involved in a movement to save Simlipal. He explained about the trade of Sal leaf in his 
region which was of 400 crores and had 1400 villages involved. This was controlled by 
traders and GS is setting up local value addition of making leaf plates with machines and 
organising trade as a co-operative.  

GS also working on technology development leaf plates, oil extraction being some examples. 
He is also working with herbal medicine and has received a licence for 16 products – 
classical ayurveda recipes and can get into production. They have started a Swavlambhi 
Producer Company to market products together. They also work with local health traditions 
and are documenting traditional knowledge and have opened a Vaidyashala.  

He is in dilemma about the problems of Simlipal as they have to be dealt by going against 
the people. He wants to set up a Peoples’ forestry School where `barefoot’ exchanges can 
take place. 
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Hema & Kovel Foundation 

Hema studied Social work in Vizianagram in AP and felt that this was the right course for 
her. She did some assignments in Hyderabad and later got selected as a gender expert in 
Kovel Foundation in 2004. There were some difficulties in the beginning but later resolved, 
she worked with NTFP gathering families. She eagerly took up assignments given to her and 
organised 2000NTFP families in their area of work. She thinks her success is the work with 
Amla, where 600 families added an additional income of Rs. 6 lakhs and made 8 tonnes of 
dried amla. She has also worked with Guduchi and other NTFPs.  

She wishes that Kovel can get out of the project based approach to more programme 
orientation. She wants to establish MACS and is specially interested in the Chenchu 
community in Kurnool region.  

Bikash Rath & RCDC  

He has been in the NTFP field for 11 years, but does not want to be considered an expert. 
He said that he has the spirit of a researcher and has worked as a geologist, which his 
training. He was earlier with Vasundhara and worked on researching on forest policy pre-
independence. For this he was involved with many archives/libraries and also covered NTFP 
policy. He worked in PRIYA and has now joined RCDC.  

He said that he wishes to see that NTFPs are distinguished and protected – not mixed with 
other agriculture products. Identity and certification are important aspects in this sector as 
is also more research in product development for creating a new market. He also said that 
times are changing and the role of NTFPs needs to be redefined.  

Hemant & RCDC 

Hemant is from Kalahandi.  He has studied Anthropology in Delhi and worked in the 
Andamans for some time post Tsunami. He joined RCDC as a researcher in 2007 and has 
been involved in the EP project, studying policy in many states. He is interested to learn 
about the roles each organisation in the field (VFC, SHG, etc) can play as a model of 
functioning.  

Nagji and LEAF 

The senior most member in our network, Nagji explained how he was the first adivasi 
person in Bastar area to do graduation and become a teacher in 1972. He took up a job in 
the accounts department but later left for Koraput to study law. He came to Jagdalpur and 
started practicing law, getting more and more involved in human rights issues related to 
adivasis. He was part of another organisation till LEAF was formed.  

He explained the work with nurseries and Mahua banks – which was not to promote alcohol 
but to get a better price for the people, who used to get their own mahua flower for 3 times 
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more price from the open market. This bank removes the middleman and promotes local 
trade. In NTFP he said that the problem is both with policy (pricing and trade) and with the 
people who are not following sustainable practices. He quoted the example of wild mango 
and the exploitation of the same by the Amchur industry before the fruit ripens and later 
has a chance of regenerating. Nagji explained that they had a health fund and had to look 
into many emergencies from remote areas.  

Currently the problem of Naxalism had pervaded their work and it was getting difficult to go 
to the villages. He was asked many questions regarding Dantewada, Salwa Judum and the 
overall security situation in Bastar. He told the group of a few cases he was dealing with in 
this connection. It was decided that another session would be there in the coming two days 
to discuss this issue further.  

Uma Maheshwar Rao & LEAF 

Uma introduced himself as a member of LEAF and with a MA Sociology background. He is 
from Srisailam and worked for 10 years in the Srisailam Tiger Reserve as a consultant. He got 
a 3 month training in WII. Later he was involved in wetlands conservation in Koleru and part 
of a team to put in a PIL in the Supreme Court against the shrimp farming, which was 
damaging the wetland. After some more project work in Guntur Watershed and Nabard 
programmes with SEEDS NGO, he has joined LEAF since just 4 months.  

He too explained the potential of work in Bastar and the incident in the office of LEAF which 
disturbed him a bit.  

Mableshwar and Prakruti 

He has done his Botany and then went on a cycle tour in India with a friend, where he 
visited many organisations and stayed with different groups. Since then he was involved in 
environment camps and as a journalist. He worked in a project with the Swallows in India 
and then later returned to Sirsi, his hometown. He went on a walk for 26 days in 2000 
tracing the route of Francis Buchanan and noting how their district had changed after 200 
years.  This was a good experience.  

Though earlier he was part time, he now works full time in Prakruti and with NTFPs. There is 
work with Garcinia, Honey and now with forest fibres.  

Krishna and Econet 

Krishna (though late, is included here) told us about his introduction to the world of forests 
after his studied in social work. With Jan Vikas in 2000 and later with ADS he was studying 
JFM in 11-12 villages. He thought that there was nothing `Joint’ about this forest 
management. In 2002 he got an opportunity to come to the NTFP –EP Regional Meeting in 
Ooty and was introduced to NTFPs. Since then he has been working on the issue along with 
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his partners and they have jointly formed the NTFP forum in Maharashtra & they have a 
state level, multi site approach.  

He said he faces a challenge of managing both work and family on a personal front & with 
organisations in the field to acknowledge the role of `rights’, which they hesitate to do. He 
dreams that the forest management and governance should be people driven, recognising 
their role and decisions.  

Sneh and Keystone 

Sneh was the last to speak and told the group about her life in Lucknow and how after her 
Masters she resisted family pressure to join the public sector and moved to Delhi to join an 
NGO, Development Alternatives. This was a good learning ground and after many projects 
and experiences - she, along with 2 friends decided to open Keystone in 1993 sitting on the 
banks of Padma in BanglaDesh. The survey in Tamil Nadu and consequent work with honey 
and bees brought her close to adivasi people and since then several strains of work evolved 
in the Nilgiris.  

She did not want to describe the work of Keystone in detail, but said that she liked the 
challenge of working in interface with adivasi communities, different knowledge systems, 
mixed teams of expertise, etc. She wanted most to have adivasi lifestyles change only 
according to their pace and not be externally governed. The links of forests to people and 
cultural aspects interested her most now.  

Exposure trip 

In the evening, the group went to see the Areca co-operative market in Sirsi and to visit a 
beekeeper working with Apis cerana bees. Members asked many questions and tasted fresh 
honey from the box.  

Day 2 –Pre Lunch 

Rocks, Forest Vines and Marriage 

The day started early with a visit to 2 areas in Sirsi.  

Yannam: The group drove to Yannam to see the limestone rock formations amidst 
evergreen forests. The caves and the forest around was explored and some of the team 
members watched bees – Apis dorsata on the cliff overhang. This cliff is not harvested – so 
we could see bee colonies, empty combs, fresh combs and old combs all together. A site 
that re-emphasizes that migratory bees return to the same habitat every year and that 
these nesting sites need to be conserved as they ensure pollination of large forest tracts.   

Village Karur: After the rock, the group went to meet the women of Karur village, who are 
working with Prakruti to make value added NTFP products like Garcinia indica (Kokum) 
syrup, rope and Ichnocarpus spp. fibre baskets and amla products. The team interacted with 
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the women – who demonstrated the processing and told the group how they had started 
and their future dreams. There was a discussion on many aspects of the work, especially 
related to sustainability and markets. Mableshwar explained that the scale was very small 
and in future these aspects needed to be kept in mind. It was also pointed out that the 
people may not be able to fix a realistic price – so costing assistance with profits should be 
given to them. The team walked to the nursery which was managed by the womens’ group 
and had a dominant number of Garcinia indica and G. Gumigatta. Planting would be done in 
the season in the forest area around. We feasted on many glasses of Kokum juice during the 
meeting in the hot afternoon.  

All along the group commented on the good evergreen forests and discussed about `cane’ 
which could be seen on the forest edge. The group ate traditional lunch feast at a marriage 
function of the daughter of an Appiko activist from the area.  

Late Afternoon – Policy & Advocacy 

Krishna and Pandu modulated this session.  

A brief recollection on the work done till now was done. The 5 state study in phase 1 

followed by a 3 year programme in every state which took up the agenda further at partner 

district or state levels. The second phase also included some studies and this whole 

component was being managed by RCDC.  

Bikash shared with the group that his new role in RCDC would be to take up the analysis and 

come up with a publication on all the policies concerning NTFP in the different states. They 

have also done some work on the alternate model to manage Tendu Leaf in the Central 

Indian States and overall on nationalised items. He said that since the work was started on 

NTFP policy a major change has come due to the FRA. The report and work done till now 

needs to be re-analysed in this light and build a common understanding. This will cover both 

PESA and non PESA areas.  

There was a discussion on `community claims’ and how they were more relevant for adivasi 

people and NTFP. With the current emphasis on individual claims, there is an emphasis on 

land rights vis-a-vis forest rights and NTFP. As there were two examples of community rights 

being awarded in Maharashtra, both in Gadhchiroli – it was important to see how those had 

been achieved. Krishna offered to arrange a visit for some members to see this example and 

its functioning. 
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Many issues concerning community claims were discussed – Nagji talked about mixed 

population villages and how it was difficult to establish rights over the forest. Deepak told us 

about the case in Mayurbhanj where the community claims led to conflict of boundaries. He 

felt that the people were not ready and needed to be prepared for FRA work.  

EPs role was for capacity building project staff; building capability and forums at state and 

national levels. It was also planned in the coming years to develop `barefoot lawyers’ or 

paralegals in the villages and explain to community members the importance of FRA as a 

recognition of adivasi rights. However, if the community gets rights it has to also take up 

added responsibility and move away from the thinking that the forest belongs to the state & 

can be exploited indiscriminately. This alienation does exist in some areas and needs to be 

recognised.  

Bikash also emphasised the need for an international forum and pressure group in this 

connection and felt that EP was the right organisation to build this. Pandu agreed that this 

was necessary and also how convergence was required of the different efforts – eg. Save 

Western Ghats, Eastern Ghats and other initiatives amongst all our partners. 

Immediate Follow Up: 

1. Bikash will finish the report/publication within 3 months. He will soon circulate a 

framework for analysis and would need the help and input from partners in different 

states to make the study relevant and usable after FRA.  

2. Krishna, Kovel will share the study they are undertaking regarding FRA in their area 

in AP 

3. Krishna, Econet said that when we are ready (but within this year) we should have a 

meeting in Delhi and build a forum nationally. A lot of planning will be required for 

that event.  

4. Krishna, Econet will arrange a visit to the two areas in Gadchiroli where community 

claims have been given 

The day ended with a traditional dinner. 
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Day 3 – Discussions and Decisions 

Morning – Special Discussion Bastar/Leaf 

Nagji started the discussion describing the situation in Bastar with a lot of security forces 

and unrest. This was hampering their movements in villages as they were liable to be 

considered from either side.  

Krishna from Kovel, Deepak, Bikash, Krishna from Econet all spoke up and talked about 

the similar situation in their areas, though not so intense. Most of these organisations 

work with the strategy of building up local adivasi people and involving them in all 

activities and training. The opening of community common spaces, like in Lalsu’s area in 

Gadhchiroli was proving to be useful – as the pace is set by the people and there is 

nobody from outside.  

Their experience was that it was better to work on non controversial issues and 

definitely work to increase income/livelihood so that results were clear to all. Hema said 

that in meetings not to mention the word `naxal’ but continue with the purpose of the 

activity. Deepak also said that due to both sides being `rakt mukha’ it was better to be 

cautious, inform all and do not take sides. 

Sneh said that the situation was more complicated in Bastar as the programme apart, 

Nagji was specially involved in many `human rights’ issues and needed to confront the 

parties concerned in court of law and outside. Though LEAF may give the image of an 

environment protection organisation, its nature of legal work and close association with 

people, needed to be kept into consideration.  

The group suggested that LEAF should for sometime hold meetings in the office and 

conduct all field activities through village people only. They also suggested that Uma 

would be under watch – as he is from AP – so he too should go only to safe zones. Bikash 

thought that it was necessary to meet people at Delhi – for eg. MOTA, MHA and let 

them know the work which is being done & include aspects like this in our advocacy 

agenda to protect the NGO in the area. Uma suggested that a large meeting should be 

held in Jagdalpur involving all departments, other NGOs and EP members so that it was 

clear what efforts were going on.  
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Nagji responded to all the ideas and said that it was necessary for them to re think some 

of the strategies and clarified that LEAF too had only local people, but people from the 

office could not go to the field.  

Livelihood Theme 

The theme paper written after the last meeting in Pune - was examined by all and 

accepted. There was a need to re-examine the role of NTFP in adivasi livelihood today 

and the involvement of the younger generation. Bikash re emphasised the need for 

improved science, R&D, product development and engage the youth in modern aspects 

of processing and marketing to keep their interest.  

Krishna, Kovel shared the work being done by their organisation and emphasised the 

role of the institution in processing, common bargain, trade and marketing of 

commercially harvested species. As the group had many such models floating around, it 

was decided that a comparative documentation should be done of the different 

institutions to see the pros and cons of each. These include Producer Company, MACS, 

SHG, etc.  

Profitability in trade was an important point discussed because though there was 

`flexibility’ in the operations of traders – these did not exist with SHGs and co-operatives 

as everything was above board and legally right. So instead of traditional markets, new 

markets were also essential.  

Conservation Theme  

Like before this theme was also discussed according to the concept paper written. All 

partners agreed with the importance of this work. Kovel Foundation told us in detail 

about their NTFP planting programme in 1 acre of private lands of adivasis. The work on 

nurseries was discussed in detail by the group – most people realised its importance and 

started it, but were faced with the dilemma of `where to plant’ as there was very low 

acceptance of forest species amongst adivasis for their private lands, the forest being 

not far. Partners said that it was essential to grow many species and not to forget 

climbers as they occupy less land. Krishna said that this was important as it helps to 

NTFP-EP-India Meeting, 2010  10 
 



builds a relationship with forests. So in future too nursery raising and planting would be 

the key work in conservation.  

Desks and Hubs – building expertise within the network 

Sneh introduced the new concept of Desks and Hubs for the functioning of the network 

which was designed to build shared responsibility and expertise. The 3 Desks were of the 

themes discussed above and the `hubs’ were related to specific NTFPs, which were 

commonly being addressed in the network. In the initial phase the primary responsibility 

was assigned as follows: 

Desks 

1. Advocacy &Policy – Econet 

2. Livelihood – Kovel 

3. Conservation – Keystone 

Hubs 

1. Fibre – Prakruti 

2. Honey – Keystone 

3. Gums and Resins – Kovel 

4. Sal & Med Plants – Gram Swaraj 

5. Mahua - LEAF 

Due to the changes in RCDC, responsibility was kept on hold – till things settle down 

again.    

It was suggested that in the future Roots/Tubers and Barks should be made as hubs.  

The role of these desks and hubs, was to drive the agenda within the network. They 

would be the nodal point for expertise. Developing resource people, conducting 

trainings, building knowledge, publications, would all be in their purview. Partners also 

could make their needs known to these desks and hubs.  
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Post Lunch – Network Functioning 

There was overall distress about the lack of participation of members and partners in 

the network and the lack of communication. The role of a `partner’ was discussed and 

each person expressed their view on this –  

Pandu – learning from each other and sharing experiences 

Sneh – going beyond your realm to be a part of other efforts; learning; free flow of ideas 

Hemant – wondered if we were together because of funding? Should not be project 

based approach 

Deepak – share experience and innovative learning; no project focus; keep senses open 

to other developments; have a system of information sharing 

Bikash - `Durga’ concept – as a new emerging body; transcending individual 

responsibility 

Nagji – What can the network do if something happens to any of us? National body 

Krishna Econet – wants to develop this to the national agenda scale; meeting in Delhi to 

introduce the network – with publication launch, etc. Network important for sharing & 

build a collective. He has to see how his Maharashtra network responds to the larger 

network 

Krishna Kovel – sharing, learning, benefit from more knowledge, best practices to be 

shared; mutually benefit 

Hema – expertise sharing, expand information, provide relevant support 

The group said that the following was important for a network to function & the only 

practical way of working together: 

1. Accountability – of work to be taken up with time frames and planning and 

contribution from all. (The recent publication was a good example which is taking 

very long to put together) 
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2. Tracking was very important and should be done – a role to be played by the co-

ordinator 

3. Its necessary to build this up to take the process to the national agenda – which 

recognises the livelihood/adivasi/forests aspects. We need to make a `big show’ to 

bring the multi agendas within this into focus 

Attendance, Participation, Representation 

It was proposed that a meeting has to be attended once in a year for 3 days – out of 

which 1 day is for `new learning’ and building capacities. 2 days for network related 

issues and strategies. The group proposed to fix November as a month for the meeting – 

as it does not clash with holidays, festivals and other engagements, usually.  

Also, membership of the network was to be formalised a bit.  

Each organisation will be represented by (name/s of 1 or 2 people) and has to be kept 

consistent with those who can take decisions on behalf of the organisation. These 

representatives have to attend the annual meeting in November.  Individual 

membership was also possible, if in relevant field.  

Regarding expansion of membership – there could be 2 scenarios –  

1. That organisation wants to join the network 

2. Network invites organisation to join 

In both cases, it is better that the partners introduce new groups, they attend meetings 

and trainings and exchanges i.e. associate with the network and then mutually decide 

after about a year about the membership. They must have adivasis, forests and NTFPs as 

core work. It was advised to be slow in growth and get good partners, resource people 

and build linkages with relevant institutions.  

Proposals – Cordaid and EU 

Sneh described the details of the 2 proposals and as everybody was involved in writing 

their programmes and seen the concept note of EU, this was a short session. She said 
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that Cordaid was being discussed and will be finalised by May end. The result of EU will 

also be known by early June.  

Concluding Session 

Pandu invited Nagji to end the meeting by saying a few words. Nagji thanked the hosts 

on behalf of the partners and gave small gifts from the Western Ghats to all. Krishna 

Kovel also spoke and said that he was very happy to be part of the network.  

Record of Minutes:  Sneh, Nilgiris, April 18th, 2010 
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