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Nervilia sp., a terrestrial orchid, single-leafed, found 
in shady groves, rare. Flower and leaf do not appear 
together, easy to miss in the ground litter. 



Editorial: Heading for Lockdown X

The early days of the Covid 19 pandemic, 
or ‘corona’ as it is commonly called in In-
dia, were greeted with fear – made worse 
by some extremely naive and thoughtless 
decisions by the government whose effects 
the nation continues to suffer – which lat-
er gave way to a brief spell of new-age eu-
phoria. Euphoria, that the air was unbeliev-
ably cleaner, that city skies had more birds 
in them than aircraft, that dolphins came 
closer to land than ever before. One must 
add that this state of awe at these newly 
experienced phenomena was confined to 
the urban well-to-do, by that discovery that 
excessive human activity was not good for 
our environment. The realization, that the 
absence of human activity was conducive 
to environmental recovery, was celebrated 
on social media and then quietly forgotten. 
This sudden lucidity was akin to FAO’s Feb-
ruary 2019 report that says that biodiversity 
underpins our food systems: with an annual 
budget of about 2.8 billion US$ they couldn’t 
have missed that again!

The average person in rural and semi-rural 
India – farmers and workers in the unorgan-
ized sector – dealt with the precautionary 
rules, of social distancing (which we have fol-
lowed for about 2500 years) and masks, as 
they deal with the “helmet rule” prescribed 
for motorcyclists. One puts on the helmet 
when one expects a policeman around the 
corner. Considering the kind of jobs peo-
ple are engaged in, like banana-harvesting, 
rice-planting, stone-breaking, etc., it is quite 
understandable why people can maintain 
social distance but avoid wearing masks.

Meanwhile, the government has been busy. 
Not with giving any relevant information 
about corona, or how long we remain in this 
state of lockdown – we are in Lockdown.5, 
a phase likely to become a part of Indian 
time-reckoning – but with taking several 
unilateral decisions that, in normal times, 
would have at least gone through a sem-
blance of parliamentary debate. We are in a 
phase of virtual clearances for forest diver-
sions, many of the clearances sought for in 
protected areas and other pristine and frag-
ile forest tracts with endemic species. Two 
projects have been cleared in Goa, some 

pending for several years but which have 
been fast tracked – and the state will lose 
about 55,000 trees – even though they are 
in the Bhagvan Mahavir Wildlife Sanctuary 
and Mollem National Park. Some of the 
other clearances include that in the Sutlej 
Valley, Kinnaur, (Kashang Hydro Power) in 
Himachal Pradesh; the coal mining project 
in Dehing Patkai Elephant Reserve, Assam; 
the uranium survey in Amrabad Tiger Re-
serve (close to Nagarjunasagar, an ancient 
Buddhist site) in Telengana; and a proposal 
for drilling borewells in the Sharavathi Li-
on-tailed Macaque Sanctuary in Karnataka. 
There are many more of these. Throughout 
these memorable lockdown days mining for 
coal and other minerals have continued as 
usual across the country.

Activists and workers in the development 
sector have raised many issues against 
these clearances especially on the grounds 
that visits to project sites – to understand 
and evaluate the social and environmental 
impacts – are not possible, and clearances 
need to be delayed until this is done. In ad-
dition, the stipulated public hearings in the 
project areas have not been held; further-
more, digital applications are neither clear 
nor sufficient to discern the long-term costs 
and effects of the project. The activists have 
had little option but to hold virtual meetings 
and webinars to register their protests, and 
to submit their online petitions. And it has 
become absolutely clear that a virtual pro-
test is just that: virtual. It is not the same as 
a flesh and blood event that has sound and 
sweat and smells, and is alive with emotion.

The writing on the wall is clear. We are head-
ed for more lockdowns, at least those that 
keep the clearances going for a while, un-
til protests will be forced to quit the virtual 
frame and become real. How many lock-
downs does it take for a people to realize 
that they are free?      

Madhu Ramnath
June,  2020      
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COVID-19: Learning to Protest 

Alan Johnson, Professor of English, Idaho State Uni-
versity

On or about January 1, 2020, the world changed. 
First in Wuhan, then everywhere, people were forced 
to seclude themselves in the face of a new virus, a 
mote-sized something that can kill. Biologists are 
still debating whether it’s a life-form or not. 

I echo, of course, the words Virginia Woolf wrote 
over a century ago: “On or about December 1910, 
human character changed. . . . The change was not 
sudden and definite like that, but a change there 
was, nevertheless.” Woolf was writing in the wake 
of the psychic earthquake that came to be called 
Modernism, which made hash of Victorian pretense 
that all was well in the world. Strange how histo-
ry repeats itself: in 2020, too, many of the globe’s 
middle- and upper-classes pretend the world is just, 
that money improves us, and that masks are for sis-
sies. (Yes, it’s a pretty masculine view.) 

On the evening of Friday, March 13 (really!), in the 
wake of rising Coronavirus cases and at exactly the 
midpoint of our term, the head of our university an-
nounced that all classes would henceforth be on-
line. As in every institution of higher education in 
the country, we instructors of in-seat classes had to 
abruptly redesign the remainder of our lessons to 
fit the new reality, just as our students had to shift 
overnight to a new paradigm. There would be no 
graduation ceremony, no thesis defenses this year. 
Talks, conferences, and internships were cancelled. 
And we were told to stay home, keep a distance, 
cover our faces. 

In the weeks that followed, many of our students 
expressed, in surveys and emails, how difficult it 
was to stay focused on their studies. Most had lost 
jobs, as had members of their families, so naturally 
found themselves worrying not about the next as-
signment, but about an uncertain future. To their 
credit, most of my students stuck to it and complet-
ed the coursework. None took the option, granted 
by the administration to mitigate educational up-
heaval, of switching to a Pass/Fail grade. Mean-
while, I read lots of how-to guides to learn to video 
brief “lectures” to share with my students, and to 

set up virtual (non-video) discussions. I also drank 
a lot of tea.

Almost everyone on the planet has similar stories 
to tell. But I don’t want to say that we all fought the 
good fight, that we stoically braved the storm. To 
say this would be to join a mainstream narrative of 
Hardy Human Survival that whitewashes the thou-
sands of deaths (and their compounding griefs) 
and that leaves governments unaccountable. The 
reality, as we know, is that very few leaders rose to 
the challenge, and some, such as Trump and Pu-
tin, were positively disdainful of early, and multiple, 
health warnings. Autocrats, it turns out, are clue-
less in the face of real threats. A virus is not a ma-
nipulable Tweet or a fawning fan. A new virus has 
its own agenda, one that’s disdainful, we might say, 
of human volition. In this case, not just volition, but 
male ego: two leaders who did meet the challenge 
are women, Merkel and Ardern. 

It’s no coincidence, too, that Merkel and Ardern are 
championing action to address climate change. 
Being thoughtful leaders, they can see that to be 
proactive in healthcare, you also have to be proac-
tive in safeguarding the environment, just as you 
also have to be proactive in preventing economic 
disparity. The current pandemic is inseparable from 
a warming planet, and so is inseparable from the 
deforestation and pollution that contribute to the 
warming, and that occur in order to satisfy modern 
appetites. Deforestation also ensures that more 
viruses will jump to humans, all but guaranteeing 
more pandemics, more economic hardship.

I say all this not as an expert, merely as a student of 
human affairs. This leads me to another invocation 
of Woolf: On or about May 25, the world changed 
again (in the U.S. at least), when a man named 
George Floyd was murdered by police in Minneapo-
lis. This was one death too many in a long, long his-
tory in the country of African American men killed 
by an entity that ostensibly enforces the law—killed, 
in effect, by the white state. Here, as experts remind 
us, three strands of American culture interweave to 
form a lethal whip: a belief in American exception-
alism that is borne of the power of a white suprem-
acist state; the history of slavery and racism; and a 
persistent individualism. 

This last cultural strand is not, in itself, harmful; 
individualism may even be a virtue, allowing for 
America’s vaunted creativity. But when mixed with 
the idea of “exceptional nation,” white machismo 
rears its ugly head. This produces such pearls of 
wisdom as: “I won’t wear a mask because I a live 
in a free country.” The premise of this notion is that 
a person must always, always have a choice. It’s a 
fallacious, even childish premise, of course, but a 
consequential one. The problem is that the people 
mouthing this are, ironically, selective in allocat-
ing those “choices,” mostly because they’re afraid 
to give the same choices to minorities. For African 
American men, there is no choice: to not wear a 
mask, for example, is to risk the police (and public) 
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targeting you even more. 

The hubris of certain anglo-Americans’ sense of ex-
ceptionalism is even more on display nowadays as 
the ground shifts beneath their feet, as Asia rises, 
and as ugly habits, like policing African Americans, 
are finally called into question. In brief, they don’t 
want to relinquish the power they’ve enjoyed for so 
long. And so they lash out.

But today, exhausted by the reigning hypocrisy, 
people are protesting. Young people are schooling 
society, defying the status quo, telling it like it is. 
Which brings us back to teaching. The goal of true 
education nurtures a more virtuous kind of individu-
alism, as the great writer James Baldwin said to an 
audience of schoolteachers in 1963 (the same year 
Martin Luther King, Jr., gave his “I have a dream” 
speech, and JFK was killed, and Kenya threw off 
Britain’s yoke). Baldwin pointed out that: “The par-
adox of education is precisely this – that as one be-
gins to become conscious one begins to examine 
the society in which he is being educated.” The goal 
of education, he said, is to have each student “ask 
questions of the universe, and then learn to live 
with those questions” so as to help better society 
and gain authentic selfhood. “But no society,” he 
added, “is really anxious to have that kind of person 
around. What societies really . . . want is a citizenry 
which will simply obey the rules of society.”

From one angle, Baldwin’s words can make it seem 
as though nothing has changed. From another an-
gle, though, we can see that his words are being re-
alized in action by tens of thousands, on the streets 
of American cities and towns America. His warning 
that “tremendous reservoirs of bitterness which 
have never been able to find an outlet . . . may find 
an outlet soon” was soon validated by riots—the 
“language of the unheard,” Martin Luther King, Jr., 
called them—and also by the momentous passing 
of the Civil Rights Act. But though the Act led to the 
end of racist laws, it did not, obviously, end structur-
al racism. 

Today, things may be different. Baldwin might have 
had George Floyd in mind when, in the same 1963 
speech, and again speaking out of personal expe-
rience, he told educators that “a great price is de-
manded to liberate all those silent people so that 
they can breathe for the first time and tell you what 

they think . . .” What’s different today, say activists 
and historians, is that protesters are not just African 
Americans, but also Asian Americans, Latin, and 
white. They are of all ages, religions, and regions. 
And nearly all of them wear masks, knowing that 
congregating in this way can make them suscepti-
ble to the Coronavirus. They’ve made an educated 
compromise between health and justice, deciding 
to break rules that have infected the body politic 
much more perniciously than any virus can do. 
They’re exercising the kind of choice that macho 
mask-mockers can’t appreciate, a choice based not 
on individual whim but on mutual fairness.

It seems fitting to conclude with another prescient 
writer, the nineteenth-century environmentalist 
Henry David Thoreau, who, like Baldwin and MLK, 
understood that individual choice must always in-
volve the choices of others. When he went to live 
alone for a year in the woods of Walden Pond, he 
did so, he tells us, “because I wished to live delib-
erately, to front only the essential facts of life, and 
see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, 
when I came to die, discover that I had not lived.” 
Far from abandoning his responsibilities as a mem-
ber of society, he also spoke of “civil disobedience” 
(in an essay of that name which Gandhi read and 
appreciated), noting that people’s frivolous valuing 
of objects over principles meant that “Shams and 
delusions are esteemed for soundest truths, while 
reality is fabulous.” (Fake news, anyone?) 

And Thoreau might well have been speaking of the 
pre-protest, pre-COVID-19 world of 2020 in con-
cluding that the bulk of his people were “closing 
[their] eyes . . . and consenting to be deceived by 
shows” so as to “confirm their daily life of routine,” 
one “built on purely illusory foundations.” January 
1, May 25—the earthshaking changes these dates 
have ushered in are the realities that we have to 
teach students, and ourselves, if we’re to have any 
kind of “human character” worth saving.
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Jamjharan Gram Sabha uses an 
opportunity: a heartening experi-
ence 

Pravat Mishra, programme coordinator for RCDC, 
Odisha

Six villages of Dhamanpur and Khaliapalli Gram 
Panchayats of Golamunda Block in Kalahandi dis-
trict of Odisha have the distinction of having as-
serted their Community Forest Rights (CFR) over 
the kendu leaves (KL). Kendu leaf is a nationalized 
product, and the state does not want to share it with 
the communities with the CFR, as it is earns a high 
revenue. Still, the Gram Sabhas of these six villag-
es namely Kalipur, Kanakpur, Khasiguda, Jamgud-
abahali, Kasturapadar, and Jamjharan have their 
CFR titles clearly mentioning the ownership rights 
over the NTFPs (non-timber forest produce) in gen-
eral and KL in particular, after a protracted strug-
gle. They have been enjoying the benefits over their 
KL rights since the 2018 crop year. The Gram Sab-
has have not only asserted their rights over kendu 
leaves and the related operations, they also have 
been successful in earning higher benefits from 
the kendu leaves through an MoU with a private KL 
trader. And this year, the Gram Sabha of Jamjharan 
has moved beyond the rights and benefits into the 
realm of responsibility. 

After the lock down was declared due to the COV-
ID-19 pandemic, and people were just learning to 
not trust others (lest they will get infected) a group 
of strangers were seen resting in the NTFP ‘go-
down’ at Jamjharan on 29th of March. The people of 

Jamjharan inquired who the strangers were, where 
they had come from, and where they were headed. 
The new comers were about 40 in number, includ-
ing children, and were from 12 families. They were 
Sabar tribal people, and they had been pursuing 
their usually occupation of collecting, processing 
and selling different medicinal herbs (jadi-booti). 
When  the lock down was declared they were in the 
forests of Nabarangpur, the neighboring district. As 
all activities came to a sudden halt these people 
decided to walk towards their own villages located 
about 350-500 kms from where they were, in Angul 
and Sambalpur districts. So, they started walking, 
not on the road, but through the forests to skirt the 
lockdown laws, with their children and their belong-
ings. After trekking for about 100 kms they reached 
Jamjharan and wanted to rest and they stopped at 
the NTFP go-down at the outskirts of the village.  

The people of Jamjharan gave the strangers shelter 
in the Cooperative Facilitation Centre, a communi-
ty hall in the village, and served them food for two 
days. With the intervention of the Regional Centre 
for Development Cooperation (RCDC) staff two re-
gional TV channels picked up the story of the Sabar 
peoples’ long walk home. The local administration 
responded by providing dry rations for the rest of 
the period of their stay in the village. 

The Gram Sabhas of Jamjharan and the neighbor-
ing villages had prepared for the kendu leaf collec-
tion by completing the “bush cutting”. The harvest 
season for the leaves begins by mid-April and the 
community began collecting the leaves from the 
community forests as in previous years. However, 
there were special guests in the village this year 
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and the Gram Sabha decided to allow the 40 
people whom they had sheltered to collect kendu 
leaves as well. By mid-May, the kendu-leaf season 
came to an end and the lockdown restrictions of 
movement of migrants had been eased. These 40 
special guests wanted to return to their villages as 
well but not before the Gram Sabha of Jamjharan 
paid them Rs 30,000 as wages as their share in the 
collection of kendu leaves. The local administra-
tion came forward and arranged a vehicle to drop 
the Sabar people in their respective villages.  This 
incident has given the people of Jamjharan a new 
confidence and satisfaction as they have done what 
they did!         
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Nature has not locked down

Anita Varghese, Director Keystone Foundation

Another piece about the pandemic and all the pan-
demonium around it is not what was intended at 
the outset of this article. We are in these strange 
times faced with a lock down that nobody ever 
dreamed could happen, not even when scientists 
said the Earth is heating up and extinction rates are 
increasing by the day.

In the initial days of the lock down as I walked in 
the campus of Keystone Foundation - a haven of 
trees in bloom and bird sounds - I am reminded and 
grateful that Nature has not locked down. A carpet 
of purple blue from the jacaranda (Jacaranda mi-
mosifolia) trees line the stone and mud paths. The 
red leaves of the bikki (Elaeocarpus sp) trees add 
their colour to the carpet. It is lock down for us in 
campus and we are not clearing the leaf and flower 
litter on the roads. The thudai maram (Meliosma 
simplicifolia) is flushed with buds waiting to blos-
som. Occasionally a flower falls on one’s head or 
feet, making one look up and be grateful.

Be thankful that Nature has not locked down – it is 
far better that we human beings lock up and stay 
indoors. It is far better that we quarantine ourselves 
and cut down on our consumption, travel and life-
styles. This is far better a situation than Nature 
locking down.

What if this was the other way around and Nature 
had locked down? It would have been the end of 
clean air, free oxygen, life giving water, bees that 
pollinate our food crops, regulated climate, soil or-
ganisms that sustain plants, absorption of chem-

icals that are spewed out from our industries and 
the list can go on. It would have been the end of 
humanity.

Many words that hitherto were unheard of - ‘social 
distancing’, ‘lock down’ - have become so common 
place now that we have taken to it without any 
grumbling.  Anyway, we have become communities 
that are good at hoarding, and excel in being selfish 
and looking after us and our families first. So this 
was not hard for ourselves at all. We forward mes-
sages about the poor walking on rail tracks and bi-
cycling with ailing family members, adding a com-
ment about how distressed we are. We have done 
our bit for the millions of poor landless labour force 
who are out on the streets.  I too have little support 
to give, only a deep sense of guilt that once again 
it is affluence that has led to this tipping point, and 
the price is being borne by those who had the least 
to do with it. Along with all the distressing news our 
social media is flooded with images of returning 
birds, animals, whales, dolphins, flamingos, trees 
in full bloom, etc. There is such jubilation at the re-
turn of the wild – animals reclaiming their space.  I 
wonder if the returning labourers are received with 
this much joy when they return home. 

The pandemic has raised serious questions about 
our relationship with Nature. There is evidence that 
when human beings retreat, rivers become cleaner, 
and air pollution reduces considerably; it is evident 
that we have inflicted long term damage to Nature. 
A news article said “Algae growing on the ice of the 
Antarctic”, an unheard of phenomenon, an indica-
tor of warming climates. As ocean temperatures 
rise we can expect more cyclones and extreme 
weather events. Gone are the days when we look 
forward to the southwest monsoon and the cooling 
rains: for many who reside along the west coast of 
our country there is worry about possible floods and 
homes being washed away. 

Meanwhile, the COVID -19 virus is being traced to 
some wildlife species which are heavily traded and 
come into frequent contact with human beings. 
This brings issues with regard to illegal wildlife 
trade and indiscriminate use of forest areas to the 
forefront.  The conservation world is divided over 
this issue, some groups calling for a total ban on 
hunting and closure of wet markets, others arguing 
that such an action would put the nutrition and live-
lihoods of the poorest at stake. The latter groups 
also ask pertinent questions about opening up of 
forests for mining and plantations and warn that 
closure of all wildlife trade will only open up more 
illegal markets. 

All these events have led to many voices being 
raised to state the problem, causing all humanity to 
re-examine how we have kept our pact with Nature.  
Our resilience is being tested, just as much as we 
tested Nature’s.  In fact, our collective intelligence 
is being tested. Nature just might give us a second 
chance and while there is much talk about a new 
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normal, what are the mechanisms in place for sup-
porting dreams of a new normal. 

When I see the trees flower and the bees in a fren-
zy feeding on the floral nectar I am reminded that 
life has not locked down. The bees and flowers and 
trees have not forgotten their relationship and con-
tinue to flourish. No bee ever kept more honey and 
no tree took up more water and nutrients than it 
needed to survive. It is far better that they contin-
ue and we lock down: if they were to lock down it 
would be the end of us. Nature is giving us another 
chance. 

(this article first appeared in Facebook post of the 
Nilgiri Natural History Society.)

8



The COVID-19 lockdown and its 
impact on the collection and sale 
of NTFPs in the Nilambur forests.

G Ramachandran is additional coordinator at 
Keystone Foudation

The honey season in the Nilambur valley begins in 
mid-February each year. This is also the time for 
collecting a variety of Non Timber Forest Produce 
(NTFP), like marotty (Hydnocarpus laurifolia.), kan-
ni manga (tender wild mango), kollakkai (Anamirta 
cococulaus) etc., which are gathered by people be-
longing to the Cholanaicken, Kattunaicken, Paniya, 
Aranadan and Muthuva communities. 

This year was no exception. The honey season be-
gan as usual and the collection of wild honey started 
in different parts of the Forest Division of Nilambur 
North; in some areas the harvest was delayed by 
about a month. 

The honey harvested by tribal communities is usu-
ally collected by the Vana Samrakshana Samitis 
(VSS) or ST Development Societies or private trad-
ers in this part of Kerala. Honey was bought for Rs 
400/- in the beginning of the season by private 
traders; however, by mid-March, following the COV-
ID-19 pandemic the lock down was declared and 
all marketing channels closed, and people were not 
allowed to move anywhere. 

As this is the peak seasons for honey the people 
had already been engaged in its collection. An av-
erage of 100 kg of honey is brought to each settle-
ment every week and the weekly flow from the hon-
ey areas in the Nilambur valley could be up to 1000 
kg. Vazhikkadavu, Karulai, Pothukallu, Palakkay-
am, Amarambalam are the major honey zones and 
the people were compelled to store the harvested 
honey in their settlements, which is a big challenge.  
Even though the government of Kerala relaxed 
some of the conditions on NTFP collection, the pro-
curement did not happen. The ST Development So-
ciety and the VSS institutions did not procure any 
NTFPs, the stated reason being that they already 
have a large stock of honey. The private traders who 
operate secretly offered 1/4th the price (in April) of 
what was offered in the beginning of the season. At 
present the traders give between Rs. 100 to 250 
per kilogram and the people are forced to sell at this 
price if they need the money. Ten families in Karulai 
Grama Panchayath have sold 100 kg of honey at Rs 
100/kg, losing at least Rs 30,000/- in this trans-
action. Another forty families from Chaliyar Grama 

Panchayath have sold 700 kg of honey at Rs 250/
kg, incurring a loss of at least Rs 1,05,000/-.The 
people in Pothukkallu Grama Panchayat area have 
received a better rate, at Rs 350/-kg and even then 
have lost Rs 50,000/- in selling 1000 kg of hon-
ey. There must definitely be many other deals that 
went unnoticed; the situation with regard to other 
forest products would have been similar. 
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A way out in troubled times

Thoduve Foundation is a community-based group 
in the Nilambur area composed of Forest Rights 
Committee members, their mandate being the de-
velopment and well-being of the tribal people. The 
Foundation established a community-based value 
addition enterprise at Cherupuzha which managed 
to procure around 500 kg of honey from the tribal 
harvesters at Rs 400/kg, until the end of March. 
They have also bought wild tender mangoes and 
Kollakkai at a good rate. The Foundation is in its in-
itial phase now and have appointed four field level 
resource persons at village clusters to enable the 
collection of NTFPs directly from the villages. These 
products will later be taken to the production unit 
and value-added. The Foundation also helps har-
vesters sell their products to private buyers in case 
large harvests. 

Value addition activities in the community enter-
prise are yet to take off as the group is waiting for 
statutory licenses to begin production and other op-
erations. The enterprise will commence processing 
and value addition work once the restrictions due 
to the lock down are lifted. There is hope for better 
times!
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A story like so many others: land 
grabbing, exploitation & Palm Oil

Michael Rice is with Both Ends, Amsterdam

False names have been used in this article to pro-
tect the identities of the people concerned.

It is February and the rainy season has come to an 
end in West Kalimantan. I’m heading into palm oil 
country with three members of a local NGO from 
Pontianak, the provincial capital. West Kalimantan 
is one of the Indonesian provinces on Borneo Island 
and is one of the largest palm oil-producing prov-
inces in Indonesia, which itself is the world’s largest 
palm oil producer, consumer and exporter. The area 
under palm oil production has exploded in Indone-
sia over the last 30 years, going from just over 1mil-
lion hectares in 1990 to around 16 million hectares 
in 2019, with government plans to further increase 
national production. During the rush for land, the 
existence of local and Indigenous communities and 
their ancestral territories was largely overlooked or 
deliberately ignored. The customary lands of many 
Indigenous communities are now planted with oil 
palms and occupied by large-scale monoculture 
plantations. The forests, rubber groves, vegetable 
gardens, rice paddies and sacred sites are all but 
gone in oil palm country. This has fundamentally 
changed the way of life for local communities in a 
single generation. 

The village we are visiting is called Sengkeruh: it is 
a small village of Indigenous Dayak Belangin peo-
ple in Landak District. My companions have been 
asked by village members to help the community 
in their struggle with a plantation company that 
now controls their land. There is only one access 
road in and out of Sengkeruh. Each day 15 – 20 
trucks carrying Crude Palm Oil (“CPO”) drive along 
this road to a river port in the neighbouring district, 
and each day 15 – 20 empty trucks drive back to-
wards the mill hidden within the plantation to be 
filled again. Its late evening when we turn onto the 
access road, so fortunately the flow of trucks has 
ended for the day. The road is narrow and windy, 
and there are dark silhouettes of oil palms looming 
on both sides. The road is badly damaged by flood-
ing and heavy traffic. It is pocketed with potholes, 
some as deep as your shins, and gets narrower the 
further we drive. In some places the road has been 
washed away entirely or ground into rubble by the 
CPO trucks. Slowly the asphalt becomes patchy, 
then disappears entirely from the road surface, and 
we bump our way along riveted dirt and rocks in the 
dark. 

After six hours, we finally arrive. The sun has gone 
down and the twilight is fading as we slowly wind 
our way along a tiny concrete road through the vil-
lage. People are sitting in front of their houses and 
watch us as we pass. Some houses are bathed in 
bright light with loud music playing above the drone 

of a diesel generator. Others are dimly lit with can-
dles. Harry, our local guide, has his head out the 
window and shouts to people as we pass, announc-
ing our arrival. This is his village, and apparently 
most people in the village are connected by fami-
ly or marriage. Sengkeruh had electricity when he 
was a child, Harry tells us, but someone cut and 
stole the cables. Twenty years later, the communi-
ty is still without electricity, though Harry tells us 
there are new rumours the village will be connected 
again soon. 

The company in Sengkeruh’s story is PT. Kapuas 
Rimba Sejahtera (“KRS”), a subsidiary of PT. Har-
tono Plantation Indonesia (“HPI”), part of the Djar-
um Group – known for its tobacco and banking ven-
tures. KRS arrived in Sengkeruh in 2010 promising 
community members unthinkable incomes, wealth 
and community benefits, in exchange for handing 
over their land and becoming smallholders – known 
as a ‘plasma’ scheme, and integrated into the larger 
KRS plantation – known as the ‘nucleus’. KRS now 
operates a vast plantation of more than 1,500ha, 
including the ‘Ruai’ Mill (Latitude 0.61369, Longi-
tude 109.93251) that extracts Crude Palm Oil from 
the harvested palm fruit and separates the kernels 
for crushing and further oil extraction.

We are told by community members that all the 
CPO from the KRS plantation is bound for the bulk-
ing facility at Tayan Port, also owned by HPI. From 
there, some of the CPO goes to the refinery in Pon-
tianak owned by Wilmar,  the world’s largest vege-
table oils manufacturer, to ADM  (formerly known 
as the Archer-Daniels-Midland Company), a major 
global food processing and commodities trading 
conglomerate, and Golden Agri Resources’ Marun-
da Refinery  in Jakarta. Wilmar, ADM and Golden 
Agri Resources (“GAR”) are all major players in the 
global palm oil industry and members of the Round 
Table for Sustainable Palm Oil (“RSPO”), a private 
multi-stakeholder platform established to develop, 
monitor and enforce requirements to avoid the neg-
ative environmental and social impacts associated 
with palm oil production. Both Wilmar’s Pontianak 
refinery and GAR’s Marunda refinery are RSPO-cer-
tified.

Neither KRS nor its parent company, HPI, or cor-
porate group, Djarum, are members of the RSPO. 
Despite RPSO certification, CPO from non-certified 
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mills is permitted to be blended into certified sup-
ply-chains on the basis that certificates only reflect 
the proportion that comes from certified sources. 
This approach avoids the need for global players to 
trace their entire CPO supply back to the plantation 
of origin and ensure it is produced sustainably or to 
separate certified and non-certified oil in their fa-
cilities. While this approach, called ‘Mass Balance’ 
certification, makes it easier for downstream buy-
ers to obtain certification for a portion of their sup-
ply chain, it also enables uncertified operations like 
KRS to access the sustainable palm oil markets 
in Europe and North America via global operators 
like Wilmar, ADM and GAR. In fact, despite being 
RSPO-certified, only a fraction of the mills supply-
ing the Wilmar and GAR refineries are RSPO-certi-
fied (two out of 15 for Wilmar’s Pontianak refinery 
and eight out of 51 for GAR’s Marunda refinery). 
KRS’s Ruai Mill and the HPI bulking facility in Tayan 
are among them. 

Too good to be true

When KRS arrived in 2010, few people in Sengk-
eruh needed a cash income – they farmed their own 
rice, grew their own vegetables, had fresh water in 
their streams, fish in their rivers, and collected all 

kinds of products, herbs and medicines from the 
forest. What little cash they needed was provided 
by tapping rubber in their traditional rubber groves. 
They rarely needed to travel to the nearby town for 
food or supplies and led mainly self-sufficient, sub-
sistence lifestyles.

Nevertheless, like many communities now encir-
cled by oil palm plantations in West Kalimantan, 
most families were persuaded by the promises of 
riches and community infrastructure like schools, 
roads and health clinics, and handed over their land. 
Small-holdings vary per family; some have two or 
three hectares, others ten or more. No one knows 
exactly how much community land was handed 

over to KRS, but estimates are above 600 ha. 

We hold meetings in the evening with men from 
the community who have sold their family land to 
KRS. We sit in a circle on the floor of Harry’s par-
ents’ house drinking sweet, black tea. More people 
join us as the night wears on. They enter quietly, sit 
listening, nodding, and wait for their turn to share 
their story. No one has made the riches they were 
promised. No one is earning the monthly incomes 
they were expecting. The promises of wealth and 
infrastructure never came true. Instead they feel 
poorer than ever. Now that the forests are gone and 
most families no longer grow their own food, most 
households need to buy their food from the nearby 
town. Many of the men now work on the plantation 
as labourers to support their families. The work is 
hard and insecure. It is a cruel irony, of which they 
are well aware, that they are now completely de-
pendent on the company that has ruined their lives.

Laughing in misery

After the families agreed to hand over their land to 
company in 2010, it was cleared by KRS, planted 
with oil palms in 2011 and incorporated into KRS’s 
own plantation operations. Harvesting began in 

2015, and smallholders started to receive their first 
payments under the plasma scheme. The moment 
they had been waiting for had finally arrived.

KRS told the smallholders in Sengkeruh that they 
were members of a cooperative called “Plasma 
Pacorok Jaya” that included smallholders from 
neighbouring villages. The men we spoke to had no 
idea how many smallholders were members of the 
cooperative; in nine years there has never been a 
single members’ meeting. They have never met the 
president of the cooperative. They know his name – 
Cahaya Tanus, but he is a phantom. Apparently he 
is a member of the district parliament, but seems 
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to have never set foot in Sengkeruh. No one knows 
how he became involved in the cooperative. The co
operative treasurer is a local man living in Sengk-
eruh but shares no information with smallholders. 
He provides them with monthly pay slips showing 
their meagre earnings, but never answers their 
questions about why the payments are so small. 

Some of the men have brought bundles of yellow 
payslips with them to the discussion and we leaf 
through them carefully. These are the slips they 
receive each month from the cooperative treasur-
er that tell them how much their smallholding has 
earned that month. The slips have very few details 
that could allow anyone to make much sense of 
them. None of the smallholders have a copy of a 
profit sharing agreement with KRS or any other 
kind of contract. Some of them remember signing 
a document when they handed over their land, but 
they never received a copy and have no memory 
of what the agreement was. Others say they have 
never signed or seen any agreement – they just re-
ceived some cash in an envelope when they agreed 
to hand over their land. No one knows what their 
rights are as smallholders, or the terms of their 
agreement with KRS, or the rules of their cooper-
ative, or what the arrangement is concerning their 
land. The smallholders are completely in the dark. 

Their monthly payslips all include “GRTT” dates: 
GRTT refers to a compensation arrangement, but 
the dates have no significance to any of the small-
holders we speak with. “The company just puts 
those dates there. I don’t know why.” Some slips 
show different dates, some slips show two differ-
ent dates. The men are confused and stare at the 
slips as if trying to see a hidden message. There is 
no message to be found - the slips have no resem-
blance to whatever arrangement they believe they 
have with the company. 

Now, the company manages their land as part of its 
plantation. Driving through the plantation now, it is 
impossible to tell where community land and small-
holder plots end and where the ‘nucleus’ plantation 
begins. Ironically, some of the men working as la-
bourers on the plantation are tasked with maintain-
ing and harvesting the oil palms on their own land. 
Yet, they have no idea how much their land produc-
es, how much KRS pays for it, or how much KRS 
deducts as operating expenses.

A few of the smallholders have an old print-out of 
a PowerPoint slide from KRS introducing the prof-
it-sharing model. This is the document KRS repre-
sentatives used to entice community members to 
sell their land in 2010. “These are the rules” they 
were told. They have asked for copies of their prof-
it-sharing agreement and their cooperative rules, 
but they say the KRS staff they ask only delay and 
defer, but never answer their questions. 

According to the print-out of KRS’s “rules”, after nine 
years all smallholders should be receiving 70% of 
the revenue from their smallholdings, with 30% go-

ing to KRS. However, the monthly statements they 
receive show that KRS is only paying them 30% 
of the monthly productive value of their land – as 
determined by KRS’s own assessment. One of my 
companions explains to them that even according 
to KRS’s own “rules”, their payslips show that they 
are getting less than half of what they should. The 
men laugh in disbelief and stare at their payslips 
as if seeing them for the first time, chatting excit-
edly. They laugh. I ask why. “They are laughing at 
their own ignorance” says one of my companions, 
“laughing in misery.”

We continue talking, with periodic moments of se-
rious inquisition followed by bursts of merry laugh-
ter, drinking small cups of sweet black coffee and 
smoking cigarettes, late into the night.

We have been deceived 

After four years of waiting without any income, fol-
lowed by five years of disappointingly small pay-
ments, no answers about their entitlements, poor 
working conditions on the plantation, and no in-
formation about their rights as cooperative mem-
bers, the Sengkeruh community is agitated. There 
has been no economic improvement since KRS ar-
rived. The promises of individual wealth, commu-
nity roads, a school and a medical clinic have not 
come true. There is a general feeling that KRS is not 
contributing to the wellbeing of the community and 
that the company does not care about the commu-
nity’s interests. Today, the families who sold land 
to KRS are worse-off: they have very few means to 
support themselves, are dependent on KRS for 

their income, they eat cheap and unhealthy food 
bought from the nearest town, and their lives are 
largely dictated by the availability of work on the 
plantation. 

Smallholders have started to ask the cooperative 
treasurer more questions, but receive no answers.

We spoke with a community elder who is part of the 
village council and also a smallholder. He handed 
17.9 ha of land over to KRS – a large area com-
pared to landholdings of other community mem-
bers, which range from one to eight hectares. He 
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also kept one hectare which he planted with oil 
palms himself and maintains with the help of his 
nephew. He explains that from that one hectare 
he earns US$54 – 68 per month. In comparison, 
he receives between US$122 – 183 per month for 
his 17.8 ha smallholding: less than 15% of what 
he earns from his one hectare of oil palms from a 
smallholding 17 times the size. He says he can’t un-
derstand how the plantation could have such large 
expenses that the revenue per hectare is so low. He 
has visited his smallholding in the plantation sever-
al times to check the quality of the palm fruits and 
to watch the plantation workers to make sure they 
aren’t misrepresenting how much his smallholding 
produces. He is sure KRS is committing some kind 
of deception, but he doesn’t know what to do. He 
has given up asking the treasurer of the coopera-
tives for answers.

Four CPO trucks roll past on the dusty road while 
we talk.

Does our land still belomng to us?

Later, we drive into the plantation. Now that the for-
ests are gone, the plantation roads connect neigh-
bouring villages and are commonly used by locals. 
We drive through the plasma area and then through 
the official KRS plantation. The ‘plasma’ and ‘nu-
cleus’ areas are indistinguishable. Here and there 
we see bunches of palm fruit – known as Fresh 
Fruit Bunches or ‘FFB’, piled next to the dirt road for 
collection. There are no markings indicating which 
area is community land, which area belongs to 
which smallholder, or which area is KRS’s ‘nucleus’ 
plantation. You quickly realise that KRS is highly un-
likely to have any system in place for monitoring the 
monthly yield of each individual smallholding or a 
reliable system for measuring the yield per hectare.
Any such figures are likely to be based on measure-
ments at centralised bulking facilities that aggre

gate productivity for the whole plantation – infor-
mation withheld by senior company management 
and not shared with workers from the Sengkeruh 
community.

As we drive along Harry tells us ‘this is plasma’, 
‘this is still plasma’. We stop on the crest of a hill 
and look out over the rolling hills of oil palms. Harry 
stretches out his arm and points in an arc. ‘All of 
this is community land’ he says. 

Later that day we meet at the house of Hermanto 
and his wife Devi who both work for KRS as a field 
supervisor and ‘maintenance worker’ respectively 
(maintenance workers are tasked with spreading 
fertiliser and spraying pesticides and herbicides). 
We are joined by Charlie, Hermanto’s neighbour 
who also works as a field supervisor. Both men are 
responsible for overseeing operations on blocks 
of 400 hectares on the plantation. They are also 
both smallholders. They confirm that KRS has no 
process that they are aware of for measuring the 
FFB produced from each smallholding or even the 
plasma in general. Despite their relatively senior 
positions on the plantation, they have no idea how 
much their own plasma smallholdings produce.

One of the men recounts his experience of being 
pressured by KRS managers into selling more land 
to the company. He had already sold six hectares 
into the plasma scheme in 2010. In 2012 he was 
sent a letter by KRS asking him to go to the plan-
tation office to receive compensation. When he 
arrived he was told to sell another two hectares of 
land to KRS. He refused, but received a second later 
soon after again asking him to go to the KRS field 
office. By this time he was working as a labourer on 
the plantation. He was again told to sell more land 
to KRS, this time with more insistence and pres-
sure. With downcast eyes, he explains how he felt 
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he had already lost and had no choice. He was not 
happy about it and felt forced to agree. He didn’t 
want to lose his job. He receives only about US$54 
a month from his 6 ha smallholding and needs his 
job on the plantation to support his family. 

We ask them about the smallholder arrangement 
with KRS and they look back at us blankly, not 
sure what to say. We take out the print-out of the 
KRS ‘rules’ and ask about the profit-sharing ratios. 
They listen quietly, realise they are not getting what 
was promised, but are not surprised – they know 
the company has been exploiting them for years. 
Hermanto and Charlie explain how KRS deliberate-
ly under-represents the areas of land handed over 
by community members: “we see GPS data that 
says one hectare, but when it is put into the compa-
ny’s system, the area to be acquired is 0.8 hectare 
but we don’t know why.” They don’t know why or 
how this happens and don’t know what happens to 
the remaining 0.2 ha. This supports allegations we 
have heard from other community members that 
KRS has been misleading them about the size of 
their lands and entitlements.

No choice but to keep working

Working on the KRS plantation is far from ideal, 
but households have little choice. The labourers 
we spoke with reported being poorly treated, over-
worked and under-paid. Labourers should earn a 
minimum wage of US$183 per month for 25 days’ 
work (about US$7.30 per workday). However, they 
say these wages are conditional upon hitting tar-
gets set by KRS. Those targets are unreasonably 
high, they say, and when the targets are not hit 
their wages are reduced. They say they are kept 
as casual workers despite working consistently 21 
days or more a month for years. Sometimes they 

are unexpectedly stood down for long periods with-
out reason, and then told to re-apply for their own 
job. They feel completely vulnerable to the whims of 
KRS managers.

Devi says that maintenance workers have to buy 
their own “PPE” (Personal Protective Equipment) 
to protect them from the toxic chemical fertilisers 
and pesticides they are required to use. KRS does 
not provide safety equipment. She says the smell 
of the chemicals makes them dizzy, and tells the 
story of one woman who recently fainted and had 
to be taken to the hospital. Working as a ‘sprayer’ 
is notoriously hard and dangerous work, typically 
performed by women, as men are hired to do the 
heavy-lifting of harvesting and loading FFB. 

Devi explains how life has changed: “I used to walk 
20 minutes in the morning to the paddy field. Now I 
walk two hours to the plantation office. Before, we 
had independence and could provide for ourselves. 
Now we get paid by the plantation but they work us 
too hard. The targets are too high and they deduct 
our wages. We were self-sufficient. Now we can’t 
save crops for ourselves, we need to buy from oth-
ers or from the market. We have to keep working.”

Despite knowing that KRS is deliberately exploiting 
them and their community, Hermanto, Devi and 
Charlie, like many other community members, con-
tinue to work for KRS. They say they want things to 
change, but feel helpless and have no other choice. 
Their family costs are so high now. They have no 
savings and there are no other nearby employment 
options. The plantation is only employer in town.

When asked, the men say they think they will get 
their land back after 30 years, but they don’t have 
any written agreement with KRS and they don’t 
know for sure. They look at me with forlorn faces. 
I have the impression they wish they could speak 
with more confidence and pride with this foreign, 
white visitor in their house, and feel a sense of 
shame about their predicament. We break the awk-
ward silence by thanking them for their time, a pho-
to, and we leave.

Only together can we succeed

The community’s collective lands cover around 
1,700 hectares. No-one knows for sure, but sever-
al people estimate that around 600 hectares have 
been handed over to KRS and incorporated into its 
oil palm plantation. The details of that land acqui-
sition are entirely unclear. No-one seems to have 
any documentation of the arrangement with KRS, 
a copy of any contract, sale, lease, or licence. All 
smallholders said they believe they are entitled to 
receive their land back at a certain point, but have 
no clear idea when. Perhaps this is just wishful 
thinking, but there are many indicators that sug-
gest the community was either not given even basic 
information about the transaction or did not under-
stand what was given to them. There is also anec-
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dotal evidence to suggest that the terms on which 
many smallholders entered the plasma scheme – 
promises of high monthly incomes, construction of 
community infrastructure and good-quality jobs on 
the plantation – were either deliberate lies or prom-
ises that have been breached.

These allegations paint a familiar picture: land-grab-
bing disguised as benevolence and a toxic compa-
ny-community dynamic that is known by countless 
other Indigenous and local communities in West 
Kalimantan. The question is, what can the people 
of Sengkeruh do about it?

The task of gathering evidence sufficient to support 
a legal case in the local courts is almost impossible, 
leaving aside doubts about the independence and 
reliability of the court system; local political repre-
sentatives are typically more interested in serving 
the needs of the plantation industry and corruption 
is pervasive; KRS seems to hold a position of com-
plete dominance over community members, espe
cially those whose livelihood now depends on inse-
cure employment on the plantation, and has, so far, 
enjoyed complete impunity for its actions. 

That evening we sit again in discussion with a group 
of smallholders from the community and try to give 
them hope that a solution is possible. It is the first 
time a group of smallholders has collectively and 
openly discussed their dissatisfaction and frustra-
tion with KRS. Although it is painful to share their 
experiences of feeling powerless, ignorant and help-
less, this is an important step forward. After discuss-
ing their grievances and challenges, we start to talk 
about what they could do. It’s not easy. After nine 
years of living with KRS and having little choice but 
to accept everything the company tells them, it is 
hard to imagine how the community could now col-
lectively assert their rights and reclaim their lands. 
Nevertheless, the sense of solidarity felt between 
the smallholders as they share identical stories of 
exploitation and hardship is energising. It gives us 
hope that after our visit ends, the conversation will 
continue and grow to include larger groups of men, 
women and youth from the community.

Deep into the discussion, the hum of the genera-

tor dies and the lights go out. We are plunged into 
darkness, except for the glowing embers of a doz-
en smouldering cigarettes. We leave early the next 
morning. Some rain overnight has made the access 
road slippery, but luckily not too muddy. We pass 
eleven CPO trucks coming the other way, heading 
to the KRS mill to be refilled. And so it goes.
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The Policy Brief on Oil Palm first appeared in 
English in August 2019; this is an adapted version 
in Hindi.



21



22



1. https://news.mongabay.com/2014/10/india-plans-huge-palm-oil-expansion-puts-forests-at-risk/
2. www.npr.org/sections/thesalt/2018/09/21/650431904/amid-palm-oil-boycott-india-wants
3. http://pib.nic.in/newsite/PrintRelease.aspx?relid=160971
4. https://thewire.in/agriculture/india-palm-oil-cultivation-foreign-currency
5. https://finance.yahoo.com/news/indias-palm-oil-imports-could-105558645.html
6. http://nmoop.gov.in/Introduction.aspx
7. जल पर्दषूण क े परि णामसव्रपू सव्भाव सबंधं ी, ज ैव-रासायनि क, वि कासातम्क और जल ीय ज ीवो ं ज ैस े कि उभयचर, एन ेलि डा, जल ीय पौध,े सन्ि डारि या, कर्सट शेि यन, एकि नोडरम्स, मछल ी, क ीड ़,े मोलसक्, न ेमाटोड, 
फल् ैटवरम्स्, फाइटोपल्ाकंटन, सथ्ल ीय पौध े और जपूलकंटो ं क ी मतृय् ु हो सकत ी ह ै । (http://pesticides.news/2017-12-05-diuron-toxicity-side-effects-diseases-and-environmental-impacts.
html)
8. एटर्ाजी़न क े हारम्ोन पर्णाल ी पर पर्भावो ं क े वि जञ्ान का वि कास अभ ी जार ी ह ।ै यह च ूहो ं म े ं पर्म खु हारम्ोन क े सत्र को बदल द ेता ह ै और यौवन म े ं द ेर ी कर सकता ह ै । नर म े ढंको ं म े,ं एटर्ाज ीन क े सपंरक् म े ं आन े स े एक पर्कार 
का रासायनि क प ुसंतव् हर्ास (बघंय् ीकरण) होता ह ,ै जि सस े उनम े ं महि ला स ेकस् वि श ेषताओ ं का वि कास होता. (https://www.google.co.in/search?q=atrazine&rlz=1C1ASUC_enIN701IN706&o-
q=atrazine&aqs=chrome..69i57.5181j0j7&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8)
9. प ैराकव्ाट, इदंर्धन षु ी टर्ाउट, बल्गूि ल और च ैनल क ैटफि़ श सहि त जल ीय ज ीवन क ी कई पर्जाति यो ं क े लि ए माधय्म रपू स े अतय्धि क रपू तक वि षाकत् होता ह ै । उचच् सत्र पर, प ैराकव्ाट, जल धारा म े ं कछु श ैवाल क े पर्काश 
सशंल् ेषण को रोकता ह ै ।  (5).(http://pmep.cce.cornell.edu/profiles/extoxnet/metiram-propoxur/paraquat-ext.html)
10. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4800571/
11. http://pmep.cce.cornell.edu/profiles/extoxnet/metiram-propoxur/monocrotophos-ext.html
12. http://www.chemicals.news/2017-12-07-carbaryl-toxicity-side-effects-diseases-and-environmental-impacts.html
13. http://www.thehindu.com/news/cities/mumbai/the-alarming-levels-of-indias-groundwater/article19253949.ece
14. https://news.mongabay.com/2014/10/india-plans-huge-palm-oil-expansion-puts-forests-at-risk/

23



24

Some tubers, rhizomes and bulbs 
of south Rajasthan

Dr. Satish Kumar Sharma & Shailendra Tiwari from 
Seva Mandir in Rajasthan

This article is about the tuberous plants found in 
south Rajasthan. It broadly tries to capture the rich 
biodiversity of cultivated and non cultivated tubers 
and their uses as food and medicine by the local 
communities. 

\Rajasthan, especially its southern Aravali tract, 
is rich in tuberous plant species with soils of vary-
ing depth rich in humus. The valleys are rich in soil 
moisture and organic matter and host more tubers 
than slopes and tops of the hills. There are many 
‘nals’, which are special habitats with different mi-
cro-climates in the valley, the word ‘nal’ referring to 

a narrow stretch of the valley which is usually with 
a stream. These stream-banks have good deposits 
of alluvial soil at places and the water regime in a 
nal remains higher than in adjacent elevated are-
as. In addition, the air current is relative slow and 
there are less light hours in a nal. This micro-habitat 
supports many species including succulent tubers, 
bulbs and rhizomes. The local communities using 
these resources include the Bhil, the Meena, the 
Kathodi, the Garasia, the Sahariya among others. 
Apart from being useful food and medicine for the 
people these species are also eaten by some wild 
animals of the region like Porcupines, sloth bears, 
etc., and are an integral part of the larger forest 
eco system. Some species like Chlophytum boriv-
ilianum have declined due to over-exploitation and 
now are endangered. The Rajasthan government 
has established a Medicinal Plant Conservations 
Area (MPCA) at Ramkunda Forest Block to save this 
species.

A rivulet in Phulwari Ki  Nal Wildlife Sanctuary

Mountainous rich forest terrain of Phulwari ki Nal

Glory Lily or Kalihari
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Brief list of cultivate and uncultivated root crops are 
given below:  
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