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Holy cow!  
 

 

According to the government census of 2019 

there are 203.31 stray cattle in India. 7 of the 10 

states that have banned all forms of cow 

slaughter (Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh, Madhya 

Pradesh, Gujarat, Chhattisgarh, Haryana, 

Punjab) have shown a 9-65% increase in stray 

cattle between 2012-2019. In contrast, Kerala 

and Meghalaya, states that have not banned 

cow slaughter show a drop in stray cattle in the 

same period. 

 

Across the country farmers and cultivators of 

food crops are losing out to animals that raid 

their farms. In forested areas, in the past, these 

animals were mainly the wild ones: deer and 

porcupine, or wild boar. People spent nights out 

on machans and chased them, and devised traps 

to ensnare them. Occasionally a troop of 

monkeys came by but for people who hunted 

and ate them this was seldom a problem. Wild 

monkeys usually stayed in the forest. 

 

Farmers are at their wits end! In some of the 

villages in Chhattisgarh the people leave their 

homes early in the morning and sit in their 

fields to guard their crop from monkeys. In the 

northern parts of the state, bordering Jharkhand, 

mining has driven the elephants into other parts 

of the state or even beyond. There is little one 

can do when a herd of elephants stands amidst 

the crop! Farmers in many parts of the Western 

Ghats regularly confront this situation. In 

Rajasthan’s Udaipur district, bears raid the 

maize fields and even dig up tubers. 

 

Since the PDS was implemented in 

Chhattisgarh,1 around 2004, the cowherds 

stopped taking out village cattle. The tradition 

of paying the cowherds – each household 

paying grain annually according to the amount 

of cattle they have – has come to an end. 

Cowherds went out everyday with the village 

 
1The PDS was launched in India in June 1997 

cattle, (and in large villages with many heads of 

cattle there was more than one cowherd), and 

were a repository of knowledge. Going out 

through all the seasons in the forest they know 

where certain sought after plants were to be 

found, whether a species had flowered or 

formed fruit, or the paths animals had taken. 

 

Unnoticed, all this came to an end with the 

advent of subsidized rice. The increase in stray 

cattle may also be linked to the amount of 

tractors in rural households: at present 1 in 20 

homes own a tractor and it is predicted that this 

figure will increase by 7-8% each year2. More 

and more cattle have become redundant, 

driving them onto the street or forest or fields, 

disturbing the traffic, nibbling at plant diversity, 

or frustrating the farmers. 

 

What also goes unnoticed is that people can not 

cope with the cattle they have. Many go astray, 

some are deliberately driven off or not brought 

home, with the result that most of these 

‘unowned’ cattle become feral and stay in the 

forest and raid the crops at night. And the 

hooves of these thousands of cattle packed the 

earth tight, hardly allowing seeds to germinate 

and take root, an added cause for the declining 

biodiversity in a region’s forest. 

 

With no state policy about dealing with animal 

pests, and an openly deterrent attitude about 

killing those regarded as sacred, farming has 

become difficult, if not impossible. Soon we 

may have a situation when we are forced to 

abandon farming altogether and import food 

from other countries. Another step back for 

Atmanirbhar Bharath! 

 

 

 

 

 

Madhu Ramnath 

 

2It was estimated that there were 4.3 million tractors in 

operation in 2011 
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Political Art in 

the Mexico-US 

Borderland1  
 

 

Antonio Prieto Stambaugh 

 

Introduction 

 

The Mexico-United States border as we know it 

today is the result of a war that took place in 

1846-48, when the expansionist ambition of the 

United States shifted it southward, claiming the 

formerly Mexican territories of California, 

Arizona, New Mexico and part of Colorado 
(Texas had begun its separation from Mexico 

some years earlier). With that move, the US 

consolidated its hemispheric hegemony, 

creating a geopolitical landscape that forever 

marked the way each one of the two countries 

would view itself in relation to the other.  

 

The borderland is a region spanning over 3,000 

km, from Tijuana/San Ysidro on the Pacific 

Ocean to Matamoros/Brownsville on the 

Atlantic side. The region has its own cultural, 

environmental and political realities, often 

perceived from the metropolitan centers of both 

countries as a lawless “no man’s land” where 

illegal activities of all sorts take place. Yet the 

borderland is above all a highly complex and 

dynamic area where the First and the Third 

worlds collide. There, people live, work, and 

daily reinvent survival strategies to cope with 

difficult conditions, especially on the Mexican 

side. 

 

 

 

 
1 1This is a revised, updated version of an article pub-

lished online in 1999 by the California based non-profit 

 

Five basic conditions can be said to 

characterize the borderland: 

1) Unequal but interdependent economies; 

2) Antagonistic government policies; 

3) Xenophobic nationalism; 

4) Different social value systems; 

5) Cultures that clash and mix. 

 

These polarizations set the stage for issues 

confronted by people at the border and beyond: 

undocumented immigration, environmental 

deterioration, organized crime, and exploitative 

working conditions. From the US perspective, 

Mexican and Central American immigrants are 

a threat to national security, yet if all Latin 

American immigrant workers were to be 

deported today, Uncle Sam’s economy would 

be severely crippled. 

 

The borderland is a site of violence and 

exploitation, but also a place of resilience, hope 

and creativity. This article takes a closer look at 

the cultural production of this complex region, 

with special attention to political and 

conceptual art that emerged during the 1980s, 

contributing to raise international awareness of 

the issues at stake there. 

 

The borderland culture has been very diverse 

and prolific throughout history. However, the 

emergence of an art that deliberately addresses 

political issues, or even of art as a political 

strategy, is relatively recent in the region. Up to 

the 1970s, local culture was usually produced 

and enjoyed by the working class. This is 

hardly surprising, considering that the region 

has been home to indigenous peoples, 

campesinos (farmworkers) and vaqueros 

(cowboys), among others. At the borderland, 

many folk traditions —basically from 

Mexico— have thrived since the beginning of 

this century, from the corridos (ballads) to the 

popular theater forms of carpa. 

 

organization DataCenter, under its Information Services 

Latin America program. 
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It was not until the early eighties that art at the 

borderland began to explicitly address political 

issues pertaining to violence against 

immigrants, worker exploitation, indigenous 

rights, among others. As opposed to folk artists, 

the new generation belonged to the middle 

class, with academic training and self-

consciously conceiving itself as producer of 

“border art.” The art of this generation is 

politically charged, and assumed a 

confrontational stance vis-à-vis both Mexican 

and US government policies. These artists were 

directly influenced by the Chicano artistic 

production of the seventies, which often 

navigated the limits of high and popular 

culture.3 

 

Chicano art on la frontera 

 

IMAGE 1: ¡Cesen Deportación! (Stop 

Deportation!), 1973, by Rupert García, Screen 

print, 18 11/16 in by 25 ⅛ in. From: 

https://magazine.wellesley.edu/spring-2018/art-

cause 

 

While the first examples of Chicano art in the 

late sixties took up issues of land, community 

and oppression, it was not until later that 

graphic artists like Rupert García began to 

explicitly depict the border (“la frontera”) in 

their work. García’s 1973 silkscreen ¡Cesen 

 
3 The Chicano (or to use the gender diverse term “Chi-

canx”) community comes from populations of Mexican 

Deportación! (Stop Deportation!), for example, 

calls for an end to the exploitative treatment of 

migrant workers who are allowed to cross the 

border (often under temporary contracts) and 

are then deported at the whim of US economic 

and political interests. The image boldly 

highlights the barbed wire that spanned most of 

the borderline (steel and concrete walls have 

been erected since then). The wire’s black 

thorns over a solid red background becomes a 

symbol of unfair violence towards Mexican 

immigrants, and also evokes the colors used in 

Mexican strike flags, as well as César Chávez’s 

United Farm Workers banner. Silkscreens by 

Chicano artists like García, Malaquías 

Montoya, and Emanuel Martínez were widely 

distributed among grassroots activists as posters 

and flyers. 

 

Also in 1973, the California-based Chicano 

theatre company El Teatro Campesino produced 

a play called La Frontera. The play depicts the 

drama of an unnamed Mexican campesino who 

must cross the border into the US to find a 

better life. What he finds instead is corruption 

at the borderline, where he has to bribe both 

Mexican and US agents. He immediately enters 

a desperate cycle of exploitation at the hands of 

coyotes (people who help immigrants across for 

a fee) and farm owners. When the campesino 

attempts to return to Mexico, his boss won’t 

allow him. He’s finally drafted to Vietnam 

where he dies in battle. The play is full of 

parody, stylized acting, and is narrated in the 

form of a traditional corrido song, thus 

acknowledging the popular roots of the 

intended audience. 

 

Chicano productions such as these, while 

addressing the border as a locus of violence, 

were mainly concerned with the immigrants’ 

plight beyond the borderline. A decade later, the 

border itself became a central issue for a host of 

very talented artists from both sides of the 

dividing line. Many were Chicano, but it is 

origin who migrated into the US since the early 20th cen-

tury. The term was coined in California during the civil 

rights mobilizations of the 1960s. 
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important to note that a great number were also 

Mexican and Anglo-American, signaling a new 

concern with cross-border and interethnic 

alliances. 

 

Conceptual art at the border 

 

One of the first groups to emerge was the San 

Diego-based Border Arts Workshop/Taller de 

Arte Fronterizo (BAW/TAF), founded in 1984 

by a binational group of artists, activists, 

journalists and scholars. The founding members 

were David Avalos, Sara-Jo Berman, Víctor 

Ochoa, Isaac Artenstein, Guillermo Gómez-

Peña, Michael Schnorr, and Jude Ederhart, 

many of them linked to San Diego’s Centro 

Cultural de la Raza, a Chicano arts center 

founded in 1970. Although based in San Diego, 

many of the group’s projects were carried out in 

Tijuana, or at the borderline itself. From the 

beginning, the group established its interest in 

addressing “the social tensions the Mexican-

American border creates, while asking us to 

imagine a world in which this international 

boundary has been erased” (quoted in 

Grynsztejn 25). This double task —being 

critical while at the same time 

proposing a utopian borderless future— was 

undertaken with the tools of conceptual art. 

This kind of art emerged within the Euro-

American avant-garde of the 1960s, and 

focuses on the intellectual process behind a 

work of art, rather than on the object’s aesthetic 

qualities. Artists with political concerns have 

used conceptual arts techniques of parody and 

visual subversion to provoke the viewer into 

questioning the given state of affairs. In the 

case of Mexican and Chicano conceptual 

artists, their visual idioms have been informed 

by popular or rasquache aesthetics (see Ybarra-

Frausto). The playful juxtaposition of Mexican 

and US popular cultures (as in Mexican 

comedian Cantinflas vs. Mickey Mouse) is a 

way of addressing the coexistence of these 

realities on both sides of the border. These are 

themes common in the work of Enrique 

Chagoya, Guillermo Gómez-Peña and Rubén 

Ortiz-Torres, all California-based artists born 

and raised in Mexico City. What these artists do 

is challenge the pretenses of nationalist 

xenophobia that would guard a society against 

pollution from things “foreign.” 

 
 

IMAGE 2: Site-specific performance End of 

the Line, by the Border Arts Workshop/Taller de 

Arte Fronterizo, 1986. From the UC Santa 

Barbara Special Research Collection: 

https://oac.cdlib.org/ark:/13030/hb5v19p2h0/?d

ocId=hb5v19p2h0&brand=oac4&layout=printa

ble-details 

 

The Border Arts Workshop pioneered tackling 

the political tensions of the borderland, at a 

time when the region was gaining increased 

attention from the media due to the North 

American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), a 

neoliberal commerce treaty signed between 

Canada, the US, and Mexico in 1994. The 

contradiction of the border simultaneously 

opening to the free flow of capital and closing 

to the flow of immigrants provided the 

opportunity to address other long-existing 
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conflicts within the region. Thus, the 

BAW/TAF set out to “reconceptualize social 

relations through the application of 

extraordinary art practices” (Avalos 67). These 

“extraordinary” artworks were everything from 

installations that made viewers interact with 

objects and artificial environments, to site-

specific performance art. Between 1985 and 

1988, the group worked on a series of four 

installations called “Border Realities” that were 

based on the mythical labyrinth. As the Greek 

legend goes, at the heart of the labyrinth lives 

the Minotaur, a hybrid half-human/half-bull 

that, in this context, symbolizes the menacing 

otherness of the immigrant. The installation “La 

Casa de Cambios/The Money Exchange,” for 

example, was assembled as a labyrinth into 

which the audience would enter to encounter 

several “conceptual environments” such as the 

customs office, the passport bureau, and the 

“Mexican curios” shop. The images made an 

ironic juxtaposition of immigration policies 

with the tourist industry. 

 

The BAW/TAF continued operating until the 

turn of the century with its combination of art 

and activism, although its members have 

changed over the years. Gómez-Peña, arguably 

the most famous cofounder, went on tour to 

create his Border Brujo solo performance, and 

thereafter wrote and performed The New World 

Border, whose title parodies “The New World 

Order” announced by US President George 

Bush after the invasion of Iraq in 1991. Several 

of the women members, such as Emily Hicks, 

went on to form a feminist border group called 

Las Comadres. 

 

In a 1997 interview, cofounder and current 

BAW/TAF member Michael Schnorr told me 

that “art as a pretext for social and community 

action is stronger than ever.” The group had 

been engaged in a collaborative project called 

“No Human is Illegal” with the San Quintin 

community near Tijuana, an area largely settled 

by immigrant Mixtec indigenous people form 

Oaxaca. 

 

 

 

Also during the mid-eighties, Tijuana saw the 

appearance of several artists such as Carmela 

Castrejón, Jaime Zamudio, Benjamín Serrano, 

Hugo Sánchez, and Gerardo Navarro. The 

modernist Tijuana Cultural Center was 

inaugurated in 1985, and independent centers 

such as El Nopal Centenario and Asociación 

Cultural Río Rita became gathering points for 

young experimental artists. Most of these artists 

have performed at the border fence itself, or at 

the customs offices. When the barbed wire 

fence was replaced by a 13-mile long steel wall 

in 1991, Carmela Castrejón hung on it a long 

row of bloodstained garments. Given that it was 

the year of the Gulf War, the artist sought to 

represent “the dead in the Middle East, as well 

as those over here, victims of another type of 

slow war, silent and without any truce” (Eraña 

96). Artists and activists at the time called 

attention to the fact that this fence was built 

with leftover materials from the Gulf War, 

which in itself seemed a powerful metaphor for 

the US policy of militarizing the border. 

 

An explosive 1994 

 

On January 1, 1994 the indigenous uprising of 

the National Zapatista Liberation Army (EZLN, 

by its acronym in Spanish) in the state of 

Chiapas, Mexico, was strategically timed to 

coincide with the implementation of NAFTA. 

That electoral year in Mexico was followed in 

March by the tragic assassination of the ruling 

party’s presidential candidate Luis Donaldo 

Colosio during a campaign trip to Tijuana. 

Meanwhile, xenophobic sentiments were 

rekindled in California by Proposition 187, 

which aimed to deny basic health and education 

services to undocumented immigrants. 

 

All these events informed the artistic 

production around the Tijuana/San Diego 

borderland. Perhaps the most important project 

to be conducted, in terms of visibility, scope, 

and influence, was the InSITE ‘94 exhibition 

during September-October. The exhibition was 
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made up mainly of installation pieces shown in 

galleries and public spaces of San Diego and 

Tijuana. Installation art uses a mixed media of 

objects, sometimes video, and ad hoc 

environments, usually providing a three-

dimensional and interactive experience to the 

viewers. The title InSITE is a play of words that 

refers to the site-specific nature of the 

installations, as well to their being openly 

displayed (in sight). The bi-national project, 

which had its first exhibition in 1992 and 

continued until 2018, brought together artists 

from Mexico, the US, and Europe. Over 80 

artists participated, most of them Mexican and 

of Latin American origin (today called Latinx). 

 

 
IMAGE 3: Installation on the U.S.-Mexico 

border wall, A la mitad del camino/The Middle 

of the Road, by Silvia Gruner (1994). From: 

https://insiteart.org/es/formas-vitales/image-

index/silvia-gruner-the-middle-of-the-road 

 

Two of the more interesting installations were 

those by Mexican artists Silvia Gruner and 

Helen Escobedo. Gruner created an evocative 

piece titled A la mitad del camino/The Middle 

of the Road. The installation was made up of a 

series of replicas of the Aztec goddess of 

fertility Tlazolteotl, each resting on a small 

wooden stool. The pieces were all attached to 

the border fence at a favorite crossing point for 

immigrants. The goddess was depicted on her 

haunches, her face contorted in pain at the 

moment of giving birth. She symbolically 

gestured to the pain of departure for 

immigrants, and the hope of a new life. 

Escobedo’s piece, titled Marea Nocturna, 

consisted of three boats made form wire and 

resting on a Tijuana beach right next to the 

border fence that extends into the ocean. The 

boats alluded to the three ships Columbus used 

in his voyage to the New World. Their 

aggressive mission was highlighted by three 

catapults that emerged out of each of these 

boats, with coconuts as absurd missiles poised 

to strike Fortress USA. Third World art and 

technology here stages a symbolic challenge to 

the militarized border. 

 

Later that year, Mexican police arrested Tijuana 

artist Hugo Sánchez during the filming of one 

of his performances in front of a public 

monument in Tijuana. He was wearing a charro 

hat over a balaclava similar to the ones used by 

the Zapatista guerrillas of Chiapas. He also 

wore a Mexican flag over his shoulders, used as 

an excuse by the police to accuse him of 

“desecrating the national symbols.” Ironically, 

since Sánchez was found to have a US passport 

(as happens with many Tijuana residents), he 

was threatened with deportation to the US (see 

Gomez-Peña, “The Artist as Criminal”). 

 

Vulnerable immigrants and recent border 

art 

 

The scenario of border issues has changed after 

the turn of the century, when the flux of 

immigrant waves began to change. As the 1,200 

km-long border wall became increasingly 

militarized, immigrants were forced to choose 

more dangerous crossing routes into the US, 

using tunnels and crossing the inhospitable 

desert. During the span of 10 years up to 2009, 

over four thousand immigrants died in their 

attempt to cross north. Whereas previously only 

men ventured to take the risky journey, 

increasingly entire families do so. There are 

many reasons to explain this crisis, which has a 

history going back to the times of the Mexican 

Revolution. During the past 30 years, as a result 

of neoliberal policies and organized crime, 
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Mexican farmworkers and working class people 

of the cities have found themselves 

disenfranchised and in need to find a more 

promising future for their families, no matter 

the cost. Add to this the growing number of 

Central American immigrants coming from 

countries such as Guatemala, El Salvador, and 

Nicaragua, who take dangerous routes across 

Mexico in their struggle to reach the US. 

 

 
 

IMAGE 4: A scene from the play Amarillo 

(2009-2019), Teatro Línea de Sombra. Photo 

courtesy of Jorge Vargas. 

 

Artists and activists in Mexico and the US have 

continued to address these issues. For example, 

the Mexico City-based theatre company Teatro 

Línea de Sombra has staged Amarillo as of 

2009, which poetically depicts the way 

immigrant bodies are subjected to violence at 

the border wall. The production, combining 

choreography, striking imagery, and live music, 

was taken to towns which are part of the 

immigrant route from Central America to the 

US, performing before audiences composed of 

people who have suffered the issues staged. 

 

 
4 See Tanya Aguiñiga’s website: http://www.tanyaagui-

niga.com/public-performance#/ambos-tension/. The per-

formance was done with Amézquita placed in Douglas, 

 
 

IMAGE 5: Tanya Aguiñiga (right), Jackie 

Amézquita (left) performing Ambos: Tensión 

(Both: Tension), on the Mexico-US border 

(2017). Photo by Gina Cline. From: 

http://www.tanyaaguiniga.com/public-

performance#/ambos-tension 

 

A younger generation of artists from Tijuana 

and beyond is also making powerful site-

specific statements. In 2017, Tanya Aguiñiga 

staged the performance Ambos: Tensión (Both: 

Tension), in collaboration with Jackie 

Amézquita. The action involved each artist 

sitting on either side of the border wall, tied 

together by a weaving back strap method, 

learned from indigenous women of Chiapas and 

Guatemala. They seemed to defy border-

crossing restrictions, performing under the 

watchful surveillance of the US Border Patrol. 

As the artist’s statement reads: “This site is of 

particular significance because it is the town 

where Amézquita attempted to enter the US 

illegally as a teenager to reunite with her 

mother.”4 This is a striking example of a poetic, 

performative action that articulates the need to 

weave border-crossing alliances to resist 

inhumane policies. 

 

Conceptual art staged in politically charged 

areas is subject to controversy and sometimes 

violence. The artists mentioned above have 

sought to draw attention to the issues that 

Arizona, US, and Aguiñiga in Agua Prieta, Sonora, Me-

xico. 

http://www.tanyaaguiniga.com/public-performance#/ambos-tension/
http://www.tanyaaguiniga.com/public-performance#/ambos-tension/
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concern them, and deliberately challenge the 

viewer. In a way, this is what makes border art a 

participatory, collective endeavor, since it 

closely engages a given political geography, as 

well as those who live in it. 

 

------- 

 

Antonio Prieto is a professor at the Theatre 

Department of the Veracruzana University, in 

Mexico. Director of the journal Investigación 

Teatral (Theatre Research) available online at: 

(https://investigacionteatral.uv.mx). 
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States yet to make 

full use of tax 

revenue linked to 

forest cover 
Mridula Chari 

 

Ecological fiscal transfers, also known as EFTs, 

are financial transfers from the Centre to states 

to incentivize them to make ecology a priority 

in spending. One of the goals of the Paris 

Agreement, an international treaty signed by 

196 countries in 2015, is to increase worldwide 

forest cover. EFTs are one way of achieving 

that. Brazil, China, France, Germany, 

Indonesia, and Poland are among countries that 

have experimented with EFTs. 

 

The 14th Finance Commission introduced the 

concept of EFTs linked to forest cover in 2015. 

This is the world’s largest system of 

transferring funds from a federal body to lower 

levels of government. In the years between 

2015-16 and 2018-19, the Government of India 

has transferred more than Rs. 50,000 crore per 

year to all states. Now that forest cover is a part 

of the formula for devolution of tax revenue, 

EFTs have increased significantly from the time 

of the 13th Finance Commission, which allotted 

around Rs 700 crore per year to all states for 

forest cover. 

 

EFTs serve two potential functions, write Jonah 

Busch, Avani Kapur and Anit Mukherjee in a 

paper about how effective EFTs have been. 

First, they can compensate “state and local 

governments for forgone economic 

opportunities that would come from converting 

ecological land uses such as forest cover to 

agriculture or mining. Second, they can 

function as incentive mechanisms, incentivizing 

state and local governments to provide higher 

levels of environmental services than they 

would otherwise as an investment in revenue 

transfers from EFTs.” 

 

How do EFTs work in India?  

The Finance Commission is a constitutional 

body that evaluates the finances of the central 

and state governments. It recommends how 

central tax revenues will be shared with states, 

depending on four factors: population, area, 

demographic change, and income distance. 

Income distance is the difference between the 

state’s per capita income and the highest per 

capita income in the country. 

 

In its 2015 report, the Commission added a fifth 

factor to how fiscal transfers of taxes would be 

calculated: dense forest cover. 

 

“We recognize that States have an additional 

responsibility towards management of 

environment and climate change, while creating 

conditions for sustainable economic growth and 

development,” the Commission wrote. “Of 

these complex and multidimensional issues, we 

have addressed a key aspect, namely, forest 

cover, in the devolution formula. We believe 

that a large forest cover provides huge 

ecological benefits, but there is also an 

opportunity cost in terms of area not available 

for other economic activities and this also 

serves as an important indicator of fiscal 

disability.” 

 

The Commission assigned 7.5% of the weight 

of fiscal transfers to forest cover. This means 

that of the total share of taxes that each state 

receives from the Centre, it will calculate 7.5% 

of it on the basis of the percentage of dense 

forest cover compared to the entire land area of 

the state. 
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The Commission defines dense forest cover as 

the sum total of moderately dense to very dense 

forests. In practice, this means that any area 

with more than 40% tree cover per hectare is 

considered a forest. This is based on figures 

from the Forest Survey of India. Arunachal 

Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh and Chhattisgarh 

have the highest proportion of forest cover and 

will benefit most from these transfers. 

 

In 2020 the 15th Finance Commission increased 

the weight of these transfers to 10%. It also 

calculated forest cover based on figures from 

the 2017 Forest Survey of India report. 

 

Research on EFTs 

Does this mean that states have an increased 

incentive to maintain and grow forest cover?  

 

Economists have begun to study how effective 

EFTs have been to incentivise states to increase 

their spending on the ecology. The consensus is 

that EFTs have had a positive effect. 

 

A working paper for the National Institute of 

Public Finance and Policy finds through 

econometric analysis that “intergovernmental 

fiscal transfers rather than the states’ own 

income determines ecological expenditure at 

subnational levels in India.” In a matter of less 

than a decade, states have begun to link their 

expenditure on ecology with the share of taxes 

they receive for their forest cover. This does not 

include institutions such as the Compensatory 

Afforestation Fund Management and Planning 

Authority. 

 

However, EFTs did not lead to a significant 

increase in state forestry budgets in the years 

between the 14th and 15th Finance Commission 

reports, according to the paper by Busch and 

his co-authors. The team analysed the budgets 

of 25 Indian states in the three years before and 

after the 14th Finance Commission report. They 

found that 21 states increased their forestry 

budget. But the budget increase for forestry was 

less than the total increase in state budgets and 

the proportion of forestry budget as a part of the 

entire budget of states has actually reduced. 

 

The team found that the states which stood to 

benefit most from EFTs did not really change 

their budget to match the expectation that they 

would invest more in afforestation. The outlier 

is Arunachal Pradesh. In 2015-16, the 

researchers found, EFTs formed 41% of the 

state’s revenues. Arunachal Pradesh increased 

its forestry budget by 35% that year. Further 

research in the coming years will show whether 

EFTs are truly able to influence state forestry 

budgets, the team said. 

 

Mridula Chari is an independent journalist 
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Bee Woes from the 

Blue Mountains 
Snehlata Nath 

 

Recently, we celebrated World Bee Day and it 

was quite a sombre occasion, marking the 

second year in a row that rains disturbed the 

bee season. Some of us, from Keystone 

Foundation, have been tracking the migratory 

cycle of Apis dorsata since 1994.  Their advent 

to the hills in March, with the onset of forest 

flowering and the odd summer showers, was a 

certain event. Our eyes often scanned the big 

trees and cliffs to see their small colonies 

growing through the summer. The flowering of 

Naval (Jamun, Syzigium cumini) along the 

roads in the Coonoor region, and the other 

forest blooms attracted our attention. Apis 

dorsata nested on the large trees in Sims Park 

and sometimes on the ledges of the Governor’s 

Bungalow in the Ooty Botanical Garden. 

Kurumba honey-hunters were summoned to 

remove the colonies and had the rare 

experience of viewing the Bungalow, which 

none of us had seen from inside! There are so 

many interesting stories from each year of 

honey harvesting, of bee behaviour, and the 

forest. 

 

Logo of World Bee Day 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The past five years rains have lashed peninsula 

India in an untimely and cyclonic manner. This 

has not only disturbed the forests and bees but 

has caused havoc in human life as well. We all 

remember fighting floods in Kerala, where 

many Adivasi villages were washed away. This 

also included a mass destruction of bee colonies 

of Apis cerana, being reared by the people. Our 

people only talked about bees, while living in 

flood shelters – how there was no food, that all 

the nectar was diluted, that their wings were 

wet, and that the brood was full of water, etc. 

We were quite helpless and could not save the 

bees during those years. Though a revival of 

beekeeping has taken place since then, we can 

feel the stress on the species, who must be fed 

sugar supplements and have additional food 

from extra-floral nectar from rubber plantations 

abundant in that area. Apis dorsata colonies 

here nest on large silk cotton (Bombax 

malabarica) and Cheeni maram (Tetrameles 

nudiflora) trees. Nesting sites are often at a 

vantage point in the forest, away from predators 

and extreme weather conditions. However, the 

colonies migrated early with the rains and 

floods and no honey was harvested by 

communities that year. 

 

 
  

Bombax malabaricum 

 

A decade back we had surveyed bee nesting 

sites in the Mudumalai Tiger Reserve and 

recently conducted a re-survey to document 

changes. Most of the `bee trees’  had colonies 

like before and it was heartening to see the old 

rosewood, mango and silk cotton having 

markings of bee colonies from several years. 

Migrating colonies come back to old nesting 

sites in cliffs and trees. Harvesting honey is 
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restricted in the Reserve now and with that the 

vast knowledge of Kattunaickens regarding 

bees and forests is slowly waning. Young 

Adivasi members now go to tea estates for 

coolie work or attempt other small-town jobs. 

Similarly, change can be seen in the various 

honey-hunting communities of the region. 

In the Coonoor region too honey harvesting has 

become uncertain due to unseasonal rains. 

According to Madan, a honey-hunter, the 

foraging of bees on Naval flowers in April and 

May brings large quantities of bitter honey.  

 

Tetramelis nudiflora 

 

When the flowering is over and fruit setting 

begins, they used to go for honey harvesting. 

Now things are uncertain. This year there is no 

honey, much like last year. The value of honey 

in the hills has also gone up with all estates, 

city-based summer residents and mushrooming 

tourist homes. Everyone wants our honey. Even 

if it’s a good season, harvests per colony have 

come down over the years too.   

Most honey-hunters are overcome by a strange 

helplessness of not being able to understand the 

seasons at all. In Sathyamangalam, this was 

also emphasized during the millet sowing and 

harvesting season. Traditional ceremonial 

rituals during these crop cycles have lost 

meaning to the younger generation as these are 

often marred by unseasonal rain or drought. 

Apis florea, in the adjacent forest of Punanjanur 

is also collected by the Sholiga people. They 

too report a fall in the number of colonies and 

honey harvested. 

 

 
 

Bee Survey in Mudumalai Tiger Reserve 

 

Several threats have affected bee populations, 

viz deforestation, urbanization, the use of 

pesticides, and now we have the added threat of 

climate change. Though the exact impact of 

climate on honey bees is not yet known, these 

trends and observations need attention. Asian 

honeybees are a resilient species, given their 

large scale spread despite human use and 

interference in the habitat. However regular 

asynchrony in the flowering, pollen and nectar 

availability and life cycle of honey bees can 

jeopardize our forests, as well as destabilize an 

age old relationship between the Adivasi and 

Bees. This is the correct time to emphasize the 

conservation of bees and  assist them to make 

pollen and nectar reserves. We could map all 

the bee trees and cliffs that are nesting sites and 

continue research and monitoring regularly, and 

keep the dialogue alive with the Adivasi 

communities to learn from their experiences 

and knowledge.  

 

Snehlata Nath is with Keystone Foundation, 

Tamil Nadu 
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Coping with Climate 

change: A Story of 

Vulnerability and 

Resilience 
 

Paridhi Jain & Shailendra Tiwari  

 

The impacts of climate change have become 

increasingly visible now. Irregular rainfall, 

hotter summers, colder winters, droughts and 

increased fire breakouts in the villages of 

Southern Rajasthan have become common. We 

are going through the worst heatwave in 

Rajasthan in more than half a century. What are 

the impacts of the climatic vagaries on the most 

vulnerable population here, "the marginalized 

communities", as they bear the effects of climate 

change? 

 

These communities depend on the surrounding 

landscape for their livelihoods and daily 

necessities.  However, the forest resources, 

mainly non-timber-forest products (NTFPs), 

have been declining over the last 3 decades 

according to the people in villages surrounding 

the Phulwari Wildlife Sanctuary. 

The Phulwari WLS is the southernmost 

sanctuary in Udaipur district in Rajasthan and 

has dense patches of mahua groves and 

ecologically important species like Anogeissus 

serecea, Tecomella undulata, Sterculia urens,  

Chlorophytum borivilianum, Commiphora 

wightii, Gloriosa superba etc. [1] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Communities in Sarwan village live between 

village and forest interface 

 

Seva Mandir wanted to find out more about the 

impacts of climate change and conducted focus 

group discussions (through questionnaires) in 

the villages of Jhadol Tehsil, near Phulwari 

WLS, and identified some factors. 

 

It seemed that the communities have been more 

affected due to the decline of five species namely 

Amla (Phyllanthus emblica), Baheda 

(Terminalia bellirica), Dhawra (Anogeissus 

latifolia), Mahua (Madhuca longifolia) and 

Malkangani (Celastrus paniculatus). These 

major NTFPs are used locally, as a delicacy and 

in medicine, and are also sold in the nearby 

markets. In the past people earned good incomes 

from these species, especially Mahua. However 

due to weather fluctuations, phenological 

changes have been observed in various flora. 

Declined fruit, seed and flower production has 

reduced the availability of NTFPs. Now, Amla is 

not available for sale as the production is much 

less. Gum extraction from Dhawra has also 

reduced. 

Due to the reduced collection of NTFPs & also 

due to the absence of a collector friendly value 

chain, and a market for the forest-based products 

in the villages, most of the NTFP extractors have 

shifted to wage labour, and travel to Gujarat. 

Some employment is available through 

MGNREGA, though that is insufficient. Honey 

extractors have also left the occupation as honey 

is rarely available. 
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Women in Lathooni Village during the 

discussion 

 

Climate change has also impacted the 

biodiversity in the landscape. 

 

According to the older generation in Sarwan 

village, Mauri (dwarf honey bee) and Bhamar 

(giant honeybee) are rarely seen now. Earlier 

each tree had 4 to 5 honey combs. Vultures have 

also reduced considerably as they were hunted 

down for their feathers, used in arrows.  

Sparrows, peacocks, green footed pigeon and 

crows have also reduced. " 

According to the village people, many insect 

eating birds have declined. Due to this, trees like 

Baheda (an important NTFP and source of 

livelihood) have gotten infested with pests. 

Sabzi Ram ji, who lives here, says, “Bats died 10 

years ago due to loo (hot wind). Even livestock 

died in the extreme dry spell." 

A decline in some wildlife species, like honey 

bees, birds and bats is a serious matter as they 

are important pollinators and insect control 

agents, and affect the well-being of various plant 

species used for income generation by the locals. 

The flying squirrel (Morchitri) nests in Mahua 

trees and feeds on Mahua flowers. According to 

the people the wood of Mahua tree has become 

weaker, and the squirrel is unable to find a 

proper place for nesting. The numbers of 

Morchitri, an important pollinator of Mahua, has 

gone down. 

Overall, the decline in various wild species has 

meant a dearth of food for wild animals which 

are now coming into the villages.  In Tindori 

village a goat was killed by a leopard recently; 

crop damage by wild boars and monkeys has 

become common in most villages. In Sarwan, 

incidents of Sloth bear raiding maize and tubers 

is a frequent occurrence. Livestock and crop 

depredation are a severe financial burden on the 

communities. 

 

Nathidevi Dallsi from Sarwan says, " Two days 

before a bear came to eat ber fruits (Ziziphus 

mauritiana) in my house.  As we sleep outdoors 

to guard our livestock it is now quite dangerous." 

Communities in this climate change affected 

landscape are trying to cope and survive. They 

are also vigilant for unsustainable extractors of 

the NTFP. In Tindori, a village protection group 

of 15 -20 people has been formed to prevent or 

control fire breakouts in the summer, using 

khajoor (Date Palm) leaves. This group has been 

functioning voluntarily for many years and has 

prevented several fire breakouts. 

Taking all the factors mentioned into account we 

suggest that a focused climate resilience 

programme is the need of the hour, and 

extremely important for the tribal communities.   

Seva Mandir organizes and conducts awareness 

and capacity building programmes and more 

people are getting educated. Alternative 

livelihood options, like organic farming, 

vegetable cultivation and skill development 

trainings have been conducted.  Soil moisture 

conservation activities have helped farmers 

increase agricultural productivity. Afforestation 

programmes, focusing on indigenous species of 

medicinal value, and having a demand in the 

market can be an additional activity. 

 

Paridhi Jain & Shailendra Tiwari work with 

Seva Mandir in Rajasthan 
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Death of our Oceans 
Pandurang Hegde 

 

The earth’s renewable resources are under threat. 

Having destroyed the grasslands and forests, 

human actions are now causing irreversible 

damage to marine ecosystems.  Global warming 

is not only affecting the arctic zones, but also  the 

marine life. 

 

The preliminary report from the International 

Programme on the State of the Ocean (IPSO) 

confirmed the dangers faced by oceans. These 

include pollution, warming, acidification, over 

fishing, and a low level of oxygen in sea waters, 

creating dead zones. 

 

Dr Alex Rogers, the Director of IPSO, said that 

“The findings are shocking; it is a very serious 

situation demanding unequivocal action at every 

level. We are looking at consequences for 

humankind that will impact in our lifetime, and 

worse, our children's and generations beyond 

that." The oceans form a single ecosystem 

covering 361 million square kilometres, or 71% 

of the earth’s surface. Like forests, these 

ecosystems  play an important role in stabilizing 

the climate. 

 

There are heavy pressures on coastal areas and 

oceans due to developmental activities. 

Exploitation of renewable and non-renewable 

resources from the deep sea has steadily 

increased. In a developing country like India, the 

burgeoning demand for establishing new ports, 

heavy infrastructure, and increased pressure 

from human population, is causing stress on the 

fragile marine ecosystems.   

 

The threat of losing entire marine ecosystems, 

like coral reefs, and large mass extinctions in 

oceans, is already happening.  For example, the 

American food system, with a major emphasis 

on corn and soy, is grown in the mid west with 

high chemical inputs, and has led to the 

formation of the dead zone over the Gulf of 

Mexico. Increased levels of carbon in the oceans 

can lead to acidification and damage marine life. 

 

The resilience of the ocean is threatened by  

large-scale fishing and destruction of fragile 

mangrove ecosystems. These activities are 

bound to  affect  ecosystems that support  human 

life. Studies by the FAO state  that  marine life is 

being over-harvested and will lead to their 

depletion in the long run. A study done by PEW 

Foundation has shown that USD 27 billion is 

given as subsidy for marine fisheries annually, 

which lead to over fishing and destruction of the 

aquatic resources. 

 

How does India fare in terms of pollution of our 

ocean? With a coastline of 7000 kms, and part of 

the  Indian Ocean, about 3 million people depend 

on the sea for their survival. The engines of 

economic growth are based on development of 

coastal regions and ports. These unregulated 

development activities have caused irreparable 

damage to our coastal ecosystems. 

 

The Ministry of the Earth Sciences has launched 

a comprehensive assessment called the Coastal 

Ocean Monitoring and Prediction System 

(COMAPS) programme since 2006. It reveals 

that currents of untreated effluents, thick with 

metals and chemicals, and torrents of raw 

sewage steadily degrade our coastal ecosystem. 

Each day 5.5 billion litres of sewage water is 

drained into sea, most of it untreated! Obviously, 

we treat oceans like a dumping ground for 

industrial and municipal waste. In addition to 

these pollutants, the high dosage of chemical 

inputs in our agricultural sector is drained in to 

the sea, adversely affecting the marine life. 

 

The situation of the Indian Ocean is alarming, as 

pointed out by a study of the Indian Ocean 

Experiment (INDOEX). They have documented 

widespread pollution covering about 10 million 

square kilometres of Indian Ocean, roughly the 

size of United States! This is 1000 kms away 

from the source of pollution. Obviously, the 

extensive pollution is taking toll of the marine 

life and affecting the Ocean on a drastic scale. 
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Dr V. Ramanathan, who led the Indian Ocean 

Experiment ( INDOEX)  said, "It appeared as if 

the whole Indian subcontinent was surrounded 

by a mountain of pollution. At times, we couldn't 

even see the low clouds because the haze layer 

was so thick." 

 

The Indian Ocean bears the brunt of oil transit as 

the 80 % of the world’s seaborne trade in oil is 

through this region. This has additional risks of 

oil spills and dangers due to heavy traffic. The 

prospect is bleak for the Indian Ocean, as the 

region with more than 2 billion population and 

unbridled economic and agricultural activity, 

will cause increased amount of pollution in the 

coming years. Oil and gas exploration will put 

additional pressure on the fragile marine 

ecosystems. 

 

In order to arrest the crisis it is essential to 

address the issue of bio-capacity and marine 

biodiversity. There is an urgent need to reduce 

carbon emissions, establish protected areas in 

the high seas, and limit coastal pollution to bring 

back the resilience of the ocean. Human actions  

have resulted in increased acidification and 

creation of dead zones in the sea. The hidden 

impact of industrial civilization is manifesting 

itself in terms of global warming. It has 

destroyed our ozone layer and now threatens the 

oceans.   

  

Recommendations to combat the destruction of 

oceans include  reduction of fishing,  prevention 

and control of marine pollution, both on the land 

and in the sea, and evolving a policy regime for 

governing the high seas with legal implications, 

with an objective to halt the process of the slow 

death of the seas. 

 

It is high time that the human  attitude towards 

oceans  changes and incorporates the principles 

of sustainability in dealing with marine 

ecosystems.   

 

Pandurang Hegde is an activist based in Sirsi, 

Karnataka and works with Prakruti 
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Solanum torvum  

(sundakkai) and the 

Ayyalur forest region 
 

P. Muthusamy 

 

The Ayyalur tribal area is situated in Dindigul 

district, Tamil Nadu, India. The landscape 

consists of dry deciduous forests and is a part of 

the Eastern Ghats region. As a whole the region 

is declining in bio-diversity. However, the chain 

of small hills and forested uplands is home to 

many endemic and vulnerable species. The Grey 

Slender Loris is the key habitat species of this 

region and it’s distribution extends to other parts 

of India and Sri Lanka. 

 

The tribal people in this region are relatively 

isolated and possess good knowledge of 

medicinal and forest foods. They collect forest 

foods, many of them being a good source of 

fiber, proteins and other nutrients. They also 

collect medicinal herbs from the forest to treat 

live stock and to treat their own ailments. 

 

A major forest product of the Ayyalur region is 

sundakkai, (Turkey berry), which is collected 

and traded in local markets. The botanical name 

of sundakkai is Solanum torvum. It is a shrub 

growing up to 3 meters with a diameter of 2 cm. 

It has a life span of about 3 years. The berries are 

green and turn yellow when ripe; they should be 

harvested when still green. Each 100 gm of the 

berry contains 22.5 mg of iron (Fe), 390 mg of 

calcium (Ca), 180 mg of phosphorus (P); the 

berries also contain proteins, alkaloids, 

flavonoids, glycosides and other nutrients. They 

are known to help increase White Blood Cells 

(WBC) and prevent anemia; reduce bad 

cholesterol; reduce and eliminate toxins in the 

body; eliminate parasites in the system;  regulate 

blood sugar; relieve asthma and cold; aid 

digestion; and strengthen bones and prevent skin 

diseases. 

 

 

Sundakkai collection 

 

 
Unsafe processing 

 

The tribal communities in the region harvest the 

berry for consumption and marketing. However, 

the harvesting and processing were done in a 

haphazard way, often destroying the 

regenerative capacity of the plants. When 

SEEDS Trust organized it’s Slender Loris 

Conservation Program in the Ayyalur region it 

found signs of forest degradation due to 

unsustainable practices of the community, which 

threatened the entire  habitat. To make a holistic 

intervention that addressed the people and the 

environment, the Trust established livelihood 

generation programs along with environmental 

conservation. Since the community has been  

dependent on forests for generations, sustainable 

and safe collection of forest produce was 

introduced; marketing strategies were a part of 

the programme. 

 

Safe collection 
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Safe collection 

 

The activities undertaken were safe collection 

methods, like harvesting only the mature fruit; 

leaving the fully ripe fruit for regeneration; and 

harvesting limited quantities, leaving enough for 

others; better processing methods (for drying, 

using tarpaulins), strict standards of cleanliness, 

and shadow drying; and value addition made by 

soaking berries in butter milk and salt. In the 

market the berries that were sold without value-

addition costs Rs 80/kg; the price is Rs 160/- 

when value-added. This inspired the people to 

conserve the environment as well as gain better 

incomes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Safe processing of the berry 

 

 

 
Value added berry to the market 

 

 

 

P. Muthusamy works with Seeds Trust in Tamil 

Nadu 
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The sustainable 

collection of red ants 

(Oceophylla 

smaragdina) in 

Bastar:  a new 

technique   
 

Mangruram Kashyap 

 

 

In the Bastar forest region almost all villages 

have adivasi inhabitants. In these forests there 

are the ‘chapda’ ants that build nests of leaves; 

these are abundantly found in many trees. Each 

nest may have thousands of ants.་People gather 

these ants, actually the very young ones as well 

as the larvae and eggs; the latter are what is 

most preferred. And these are pounded together 

with chillies, salt and ginger and made into a 

delicious chutney. This is the most sought after 

side-dish eaten with porridge and rice. It is also 

loved as a ‘go along’ with various drinks, such 

as landa (thick rice-beer), sulphi (palm toddy) 

and mahua (distilled drink from the mahua 

flowers). Chapda-chutney is known widely and 

now even people from outside Bastar and India 

come looking for it. 

 

 
The ants make their nests on various kinds of 

trees in the forest: mango, kusum, mahua, char, 

karanj, jamun, sal, harra, bhelwa, tendu, 

beheda, dumar, peepal, etc. But they mostly 

make the nest on sal (Shorea robusta) trees. 

And the bites, when one goes to harvest these 

nests, burn the most when the nest is on the 

bhelwa (Semecarpus anacardium) trees. The 

taste of the chapda harvested from each tree is 

different. 

 

The best time for collecting chapda, according 

to some people, is between the beginning of 

January and the end of June; however, it is 

found all through the year. In the past, the 

collection was done by cutting the branch on 

which the nest was found, and smoking the nest 

by burning some of the dry leaf litter. The nest 

falls to the ground and most of the adult ants 

leave; often the nest breaks and releases the 

edible larvae too. This method is quite wasteful 

as branches and even some of the smaller trees 

are felled; there is some danger of setting the 

litter on fire which may spread and cause more 

extensive damage; and there is seldom a chance 

of the ants rebuilding the broken or damaged 

nest. 
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The newer technique followed by some of the 

people in Bastar, at least in Sandh Karmari and 

neighbouring villages, is sensitive to 

sustainability and biodiversity. Here, a ring-net 

is fixed to the upper end of a bamboo pole. A 

small hole is made at the bottom of the chapda 

nest and the eggs and larvae are allowed to fall 

into the net; some prodding and poking is 

necessary. The adult male ants, bright red 

(known as the ‘dadga’) as well as the females, 

escape the process. It does not take them long 

to rebuild or repair their nest again. There is no 

need of a fire, or even of felling branches or 

harming the trees and no loss of any 

biodiversity. It is hoped that this technique 

spreads across Bastar and more people begin to 

use it.  

 

 

 

Last but not least, the chapda is also known to 

have medicinal qualities. It has a high content 

of vitamin C. In adivasi areas, it is wrapped in a 

cloth and tied to the forehead of people 

suffering from fevers to bring relief; 

alternatively, one can eat the chutney!! 

 

 

 

 

 

Mangruram Kashyap is with the Legal 

Environmental Action Foundation, Bastar, 

Chhattisgarh 
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Conversion of forest villages 

into revenue villages within 

the Forest Rights Act 
 

Pravat Kumar Mishra 

 

 

Background 

 

Jamubani, Baula, Asrukhal and Jharjhari are 

four forest villages located within Bhaliadal GP 

of Thakurmunda Block in the Mayurbhanj 

district of Odisha. These villages are census 

villages and came into existence in 1960 when 

the Salandi barrage was constructed.  In addition 

to the forest village status, these villages come 

under the Satakosia Elephant Sanctuary and 

Similipal Tiger Reserve. Despite these villages 

having their IFR, CR, and CFR rights 

recognized, the threat of relocation remains . 

Hence the struggle in these villages to get the 

state government to convert them into revenue 

villages. 

 

Step by step description of the interventions 

 

(A narrative of other stakeholders involved (FD, 

Tehsildar, neighboring villages etc.) 

 

Step One 

 

The four above mentioned  forest /un-surveyed 

villages  come under the Bhaliadal GP of 

Thakurmunda Block, and have independent 

FRCs. However, they did not have any 

knowledge, specifically, about the conversion of 

Forest villages into Revenue villages until 2015. 

On 31st March 2015, RCDC staff members and 

the FRC leaders of these four villages, along 

with the Sarapancha Bhaliadal, Ms. Prakasini 

Hembram, organised a core meeting in the 

theGP office where RCDC staff shared the 

process of the conversion of Forest villages into 

Revenue villages and requested the Sarapancha 

to call for a Gramsabha in each village. Later, the 

Gramsabha was convened as per the quorum 

(more than 50% members) to discuss the 

conversion process as per the guidelines issued 

by the Ministry of Tribal Affairs. RCDC 

provided the records and status’ of the villages 

as mentioned in the census list.   

 

As requested by the Sarapancha, RCDC 

facilitated the Gramsabha process and shared the 

roles and responsibilities of the Gramsabha in 

case of Forest village conversion to Revenue 

villages. Every member present in the 

Gramsabha conceded to this process. 

 

 

Step Two 

 

On 6th April 2015, RCDC staff, along with FRC 

leaders of the four villages met the Collector, 

Mr. Rajesh Pravakar Patil, and sub-Collector, 

Mr. Debesh Kumar Biswal, regarding the matter 

and handed over the resolution copy of the 

Gramsabha along with the letter from the 

Sarapancha to start the process. However, the 

Collector at that time had not issued any 

proclamation letter to start the process. But he 

authorized the sub-Collector and PA (ITDA) to 

take the process forward  at the village level.  On 

7th April 2015, RCDC staff informed the 

Tahsildar, Thakurmunda, of these village level 

developments  and requested him to provide the 

required support. 
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Step Three 

 

From 15th April to 25th April 2015, the said forest 

villages organized meetings in each village, 

wrote petitions to the Collector and handed over 

the same to the Collector at Baripada. On 7th 

May 2015, RCDC staff met with the district 

Collector about the progress of the process in 

each village. Ananda, staff of  RCDC, wrote the 

claim applications and ensured the quorum in 

Gramsabha, and took the signatures of each 

member and sent these applications to the 

Tahsildar. 

 

Meanwhile, the forest department came to know 

about the developments in the village and the 

Bhaliadal Grampanchayat. They have a Van 

Suraksha Samiti (instead of Eco-Development 

Committee) in Jambani and Boula villages. 

Srikanta Paida of Jamubani village is the 

President of VSS and is a shrewd person. He 

often pockets money from the village people for 

different “purposes” and tells false stories in 

village meetings. He spread a rumour that the 

forest department will relocate the entire village 

and that RCDC cannot prevent this. He added 

that people should not listen to RCDC, and that 

RCDC was spreading false messages in the 

village. 
 

 

 

Astonishingly, people believed Srikanta Paida 

and started inquiring about RCDC,  regarding 

its role and the developments that had occurred 

thus far. The President of the FRC, 

Chandramani was briefed about all these 

occurrences  and information was collected 

about Srikanta. In the Gramsabha, it was passed 

that nobody will give any money to Srikant 

henceforward. Srikanta had to return 

Rs.15,000/- to the village, a sum that he had 

taken from the VSS account. From that day, 

Srikanta remained absent in all meetings. This 

is how unity was restored and the plotting of 

the forest department was foiled 

 

Step Four 

 

The Sarapancha, Ms. Prakashini Hembram 

organized a Gramsabha in each village at 

different periods and sent the resolutions, letters, 

and photographs to the Collector, sub-Collector, 

BDO vide letter no: 108/ dated 29/06/2015 to 

provide information for the Gramsabha through 

“Dengura” and preferably a notice in the local 

language. Additionally, the claim application, 

the village resolution with signature, the GS 

notice and photographs were filed as case 

records. 

 

Step Five 

 

After getting all the relevant information from 

the Gramsabhas/ Sarapanch, the district 

Collector ordered PA ITDA of Baripada to carry 

the process forward. PA ITDA then instructed 

all sub- Collectors of the district and the 

Tahasildar Thakurmunda to take appropriate 

steps for the conversion of Forest villages into 

Revenue villages as per the guideline vide letter 

no: 4179/ dated 6/8/2015. Later, RCDC staff 

member Ananda met with the BDO, the 

Tahasildar and sub-Collector to update them 

regarding the role of RCDC in this process and 

to provide necessary support. 

 

Step Six 

 

On 20th October 2015, the sub-Collector wrote a 

letter to the DFO, Karanjia, ACFs of Karanjia, 

all the BDOs, all Range Officers, and the 

Sarapnacha for undertaking the necessary steps 

for the conversion of all Forest villages into 
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Revenue villages. Specific instructions were 

given to the forest department to prepare the 

GPS maps and RIs to assist in the land use 

determination process. 

 

During this time, the forest department 

personnel spread a rumor that these forest 

villages will be relocated to other areas. This 

surfaced when an intern IAS officer visited 

Jharjhari village along with the BDO and 

recommended that out of the four villages, three 

villages could  be recommended for conversion. 

It was said that since Jharjhari had no roads or  

other infrastructures, it should be relocated to a 

suitable place. Then, the forest department 

extrapolated this message to other villages. 

 

Step Seven 

 

On 27th October 2015, the Bhaliadal Sarapanch  

wrote a request letter to the Range Officer, 

Satakosia Range and Tahasildar Thakurmunda, 

including RCDC, to facilitate the GPS Map 

Preparation process of the traditional boundary 

of the village, actual land use status  showing the 

schools, playgrounds, the Community Health 

Centre, cropping area, burial ground, sacred 

groves, places of worship, grazing lands etc. 

Both Revenue (RI) and the forest department 

(Range Officer) were requested to finalize the 

map. RCDC was requested to provide the 

required technical and financial support. 

 

 

Step Eight 

 

From 15th November to 19th November, 

Gramsabhas were organized in the four forest 

villages where RI Satakosia, Forester 

Mahuldiha, journalist of Prameya Odia paper, 

Panchayat Samiti Member, PEO, Sarapancha 

and RCDC staff members were present. 

Discussion points were regarding the forest 

village conversion process, role of FRCs and the 

Gramsabha, Map preparation, and future courses 

of action. 

 

Here, the DFO Karanjia engaged with some 

journalists, and influential persons of the area to 

mobilise people for relocation. A bank officer 

also visited the village to convince  the people to 

accept monetary benefits and to accept to 

relocate. However, the regular and constant 

meetings of the people united them and they 

thwarted all kinds of wrong motivations. RCDC 

also warned the people not to sign any 

documents or papers without knowing what it is. 

They were  advised to ask, and inform the RCDC 

of everything. 

 

Step Nine 

 

Vide letter no: 4194 dated 4th May 2016, the case 

record of four forest villages were sent to the 

district Collector by the sub-Collector for 

approval of DLC. On 22nd July, a DLC meeting 

was organized, and case records were verified. 

Again, the DLC returned the case records to the 

SDLC in want of some more documents. PA 

ITDA Letter no: 4543 dt 22/7.2016 

• The community members met the district 

collector on the Grievance Day regarding 

the developments of their case records on 

Forest village. 

• On 23rd August in the next DLC meeting, 

it was revealed that the SDLC had not 

sent the case records with the required 

information. 
• On 7th September 2016, the Tahasildar 

Thakurmunda sent the case records with 

the information required by the DLC to 

the Sub-Collector.   
• Once again, the community members met 

the district Collector on the Grievance 

Day to request him to expedite the 
process. 

• On 22 September 2016, in the DLC 

meeting, it was revealed that the case 

records had not reached the DLC. After 

enquiry by the Collector, it was seen that 

the case records were  with the ACF for 

his signature. The ACF reported that the 

Forester Mahuldiha was not present in 

the Gramsabha meeting. The sub-

Collector asked Ananda about the matter. 
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Later, the sub-Collector was provided 

with the photographs and signatures of 

the Forester as evidence. This matter was 

reported to the district Collector and the 

Forester was suspended. 

• The case records were then sent to the 

DLC. 

• On 11th April 2017, the case records of 

the Forest villages were approved by the 

DLC. Two other forest villages, Kunidei 

and Chauljhari of Salachua GP were also 

included in the process by RCDC. 
 

On 02/02/2017, the Odisha Government 

guideline on Forest village conversion into 

Revenue village was notified after MoTA. 

Government Odisha clarification for BOR came 

in January 2020.   

 

When things started moving forward, the forest 

department offered a bribe to RCDC staff 

member Anand, to accept 20 lakh rupees and a 

service in OFSDP. In exchange they asked to 

support the agents in relocating the villages. 

However, Anand denied the bribe. 

 

Step Ten 

 

On 9/05/2018, The Collector sent the case 

records of 4 forest villages to the Board of 

Revenue for notification as forest villages. The 

file remained pending due to a lack of clarity at 

the government level. The Dy. Secretary 

(Survey and Settlement) wrote a letter to the 

Commissioner cum Secretary, Revenue 

Department to provide more clarity. Now, the 

Commissioner cum Secretary has given his/her 

remarks. The BOR requires the map of the 

villages which the Gramsabha is preparing to 

submit. The FRC leaders also met the Revenue 

Minister for that purpose. These four villages 

will be notified and declared as Revenue villages 

very soon.   

 

Lessons Learned 

 

Operational matters and challenges 

 

 

• The lack of awareness regarding the 

conversion of Forest villages into 

Revenue villages (section 3(1)h of FRA 

process with Gramsabha, Sarapanch 

and Govt. officials. 
• As a result, the file remained pending for 

months Most times, the facilitating NGO 

provides the relevant documents, legal 

papers, and guidelines to the concerned 

Officer. After getting convinced, the 

official takes action. In case there is a 

transfer of that officer, again the file 

remains in cold storage as the new person 

does not find it suitable to act upon. 

Again, it takes months for the NGO staff 

to build relations with that official in 

order to mobilise the file. 

• In most of the districts, the Collectors 

are not taking any steps for such 

conversions 
Wherever the Collector is proactive and 

exhibits special interest for the conver-

sion of forest villages into Revenue villa-

ges, matters begin to  move. Therefore, 

there are more than 1000 forest and 

unsurveyed villages in Odisha. 

• No clarity regarding the number of 

Forest and un-surveyed villages within 

the district. 

The Forest department has no clarity re-

garding the number of forest villages in 

Odisha. We have contacted DFOs in 

two/three divisions but they have not 

seen any such villages.   

• Sarapancha and even the PEO are not 

able to write the claim application. 
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Rural Local Bodies are not trained in the 

FRA 2006 and hence most provisions of 

the Act are not known to them.  The FRA 

claim process takes place wherever 

NGOs are working . Since there is no fi-

nancial gain in FRA claim making, the 

Sarapanchas also often do not show in-

terest  in the FRA. 

• The notice issued by the government is 

written in English or in Odia ,but not in 

the tribal languages. So, most of the 

Sarapanchas do not understand it. 

Moreover, the notice information is not 

being circulated by the GP or any other 

department. 

• Following up on the village case record 

by tribal communities without agency 

support is difficult. 

• Departments do not express their interest 

or zeal in letting things happen. Even the 

officers who are responsible for this 

process are not aware  of this Act and the 

guideline. 

• Community/Sarapancha cannot spent the 

money required for the process to 

happen. Since, the expenditure for the 

FRA is rooted in four departments and 

with higher authorities; the Panchayats 

do not get funds to carry the process 

forward. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Way forward 

 

 

• Share the Process Documentation, Issues 

and Challenges on various platforms. 

This will promote awareness regarding 

the operational bottlenecks and  

challenges. The concerned authorities 

shall take note of it and accordingly issue 

office orders, and circulars to deal with 

the same. 

• Discuss  the issues and possible solutions 

with government officials and 

departments. 

• Discuss the issues with Revenue 

Minister/Revenue Secretary to bring 

solutions to the map preparation process 

created by the Board of Revenue. Map 

preparation should be done by the 

Revenue/Forest department, as the  

Gramsabha has no expertise to do the 

same. However,  the BoR asks the 

Gramsabha to provide the map, and for 

that purpose they run pillar to post to deal 

with the situation. 

• Extrapolate similar activities in other 

forest villages of the district as well as in 

the state. 

• Sensitise the Gramsabhas to share the 

issues that  Forest Villages face with the 

district Collector where the process has 

not yet started as per FRA. 

• Bring such issues to the notice of the 

media, both in print and electronic forms 

to  capture the attention of the Govt. 

• Publish the process in book form so that 

other stakeholders who are working on 

these issues, or who have interests in 

these issues, can get first-hand 

knowledge about the conversion process. 

• This process may be referred by other 

states where this forest village 

conversion to revenue village process 

has not yet  taken place.   

 

Pravat Kumar Mishra is a senior staff of RCDC 

based in Bhubaneshwar, Odisha. 
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Language and the Brain 
 

Shakuntala Ramnath 

 

When we think of language, we often think of 

grammar, syntax, vocabulary, and punctuation. 

We often overlook the importance of tone, 

expression, and emotion in how we experience 

a language. 

 

For example, when we listen to a song in a 

language we do not know, it does not mean 

that the song evokes no emotion in us. We can 

still feel if a song is about being happily in 

love, or about heartbreak. We can sense 

whether a song is about frustration, or 

satisfaction.  We know if a song is about hope, 

or despair – without understanding the 

language. 

 

To understand how this works, we need to look 

at how language is experienced in the brain. 

 

The Brain 

The brain is an organ that is almost 

symmetrical. It is divided into approximately 

equal halves that are called the right 

hemisphere, and the left hemisphere. In the 

1980s, popular theory based on the work of 

Roger W. Sperry, suggested that we were either 

right brained or left brained. This theory 

suggests that if you are left brained, you would 

probably be good at math, logic, and analytical 

thinking. Additionally, if you are right brained, 

you would be more apt at creativity and 

emotional expression, as these characteristics 

are associated with the right hemisphere1. 

While there are certain brain processes that are 

dominant in either the left or right side of the 

brain, the theory did not do justice to the 

constant communication that goes on between 

the two halves through the Corpus Callosum. 

The right and left hemispheres are connected by 

the Corpus Callosum which in Latin means 

‘tough body’. The Corpus Callosum has more 

than 200 million nerve fibers that allow for 

communication between the left and right 

hemispheres. Recent research has worked to 

debunk the idea of the brain as a dichotomous 

organ by demonstrating that students excel in 

subjects like math when both the right and left 

hemispheres of the brain are collaborating 

effectively2 

 

Image 1: from Anatomy QA 

 

The Language Centers 

Generally speaking, the right side of the brain 

controls processes regarding expression and 

creativity, and the left side of the brain controls 

processes relating to logical and analytical 

thinking, and language. 

 

The left hemisphere of the brain has been 

considered the hub of language processing. In 

the brain, there are two main networks 

concerned with language, which are primarily 

located in the left hemisphere, called Broca’s 

area, and Wernicke’s area. While the word area 

is used here, they are more like systems that 

have contributing regions that are spread out in 

the brain. 

 

Broca’s area was discovered first, in 1861 when 

French neurosurgeon Paul Broca studied a 

patient called Tan. This patient was called Tan 

because it was the only sound he could make, 

following damage to the frontal region of his 

left hemisphere, due to a stroke. This patient 

was able to understand spoken language, but he 

could not communicate his own thoughts. 

When he tried speaking, all he could say was 

tan tan tan tan tan tan...  
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Broca studied eight more patients with damage 

to their left hemisphere in the same region as 

Tan and found that they all had similar speaking 

deficits. This is known as Broca’s aphasia. 

A decade later, the German neurologist Carl 

Wernicke found that the back end of the left 

hemisphere (posterior portion) was utilized 

for understanding language. He studied patients 

with damage in this location, finding that while 

they could speak, their speech made no sense. 

These patients were able to connect words 

together fluently, but these sentences would 

lack meaning. This is known as Wernicke’s 

aphasia3. 

 

Right and Left 

For a long time, it was believed that all 

language related activity took place in the left 

hemisphere of the brain. As both language 

centers are in the left hemisphere, it made 

language one of the asymmetrical brain 

functions, in which damage to the opposite but 

right side of the brain would not have any 

impact on the production or understanding of 

language. More recent studies have claimed 

that these language areas, are not just specific 

regions, but networks and systems that have 

many connections all over the brain, even in the 

right hemisphere, where emotional and creative 

processes occur. 

 

When areas on the right side of the brain are 

damaged, patients can speak, and understand 

the semantics of language, and the literal 

meaning of the words used, as Broca’s and 

Wernicke’s areas would be intact. 

However, damage to the ‘emotional’ and 

‘creative’ brain means that the language they 

understand is devoid of emotion and tone. 

While these patients understand the literal 

semantics of words, they cannot process how 

these words are communicated. This makes 

social communication especially difficult 

because people with right brain damage cannot 

pick up on jokes, metaphors, or social cues. 

They also cannot process the non-verbal aspects 

of language, such as facial expressions, body 

language, and attitude. 

They cannot process the emotions attached to 

these words, the rhythm, the tone, or the 

inflection that add so much meaning to these 

words. They cannot tell if a speech is told in 

passion or apathy; hatefully, or lovingly; 

angrily, or patiently. In the same way, their own 

speech lacks all these elements that bring 

language to life. In romantic relationships, often 

the tone in which one speaks to their partner 

communicates how they feel about their 

partner, and a speech that lacks affection, or 

passion can be misleading to how one really 

feels. This condition is known as Social-

Emotional Agnosia4. 

 

 

 
 

Image 2: from the University of Connecticut 
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Conclusion 

So now we know, that while the language hub 

of the brain is in the left hemisphere, language 

is not an entirely asymmetrical function. 

Damage to the right hemisphere, to regions 

corresponding to the language centers in the left 

hemisphere impact the way that language is 

experienced even when there is no damage to 

one’s basic and literal ability to speak and 

understand. However, right-brain damage 

reduces the experience of a language by 

stripping it of emotions, tone, expression, 

inflexion, etc. and this has shown us how 

important all these aspects are to a language.  

Language is not just the words that are spoken, 

but the ways in which they are communicated.  

 

Shakuntala Ramnath is a student 
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Religion, Spice, Art: 

Images of a Messy Mix 

Alan Johnson  

 

In Belém, Portugal, a few kilometers west of 

Lisbon, stands the 500-year-old Torre (Tower) 

de Belém. It’s worth waiting in line to climb its 

narrow stone stairs, if only for the prospect it 

offers: to one side, the Tagus River, with 

sailboats slipping in and out of view; to the 

other, the twin esplanades named Brasilia and 

India, which are dominated by the 1960 

limestone sculpture, many meters higher than 

the Tower, called Monument of the Discoveries.   

 

 
Monument of the Discoveries, Belém, Portugal 

 

View from Torre de Belém 

 

 

Built by King Manuel I and now a UNESCO 

World Heritage Site, the Tower, besides helping 

to fortify the Portuguese crown, marked a site 

linked to one of history’s most portentous 

historical events. For it was from here that 

Vasco da Gama, commanding three small ships, 

set sail for Calicut in 1497. Da Gama is familiar 

to us as the ruthless agent of Europe’s bloody 

entry into the Indian Ocean’s millennia-old 

trading nexus. But in Belém—and all of 

Portugal—he is still seen as a heroic navigator 

who, like his contemporaries Cabral, Magellan, 

and Dias, is among the figures carved in the 

Monument of the Discoveries. Da Gama and 

Cabral are said to have knelt before a sculpture 

of Our Lady of Belém before sailing to seek her 

blessing. Not for the first (or last) time, 

religious devotion was an alibi for piratical 

behavior. Da Gama and his king, Manuel I, as 

we know, coveted Malabar’s spices, and, under 

the pretext of amicable trade, made this first of 

a thousand cuts on the subcontinent.   

 

Vasco da Gama’s tomb, Belém 

 

Portugal’s mythification of a man like da Gama 

is neither unique nor surprising. What has 

always intrigued me is how history’s violence 

has so often spawned great art. The church in 

which the remains of da Gama lie (opposite the 

tomb of Portuguese national poet Luís Vaz de 
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Camões, who lionized him in Portugal’s 

national epic) is, like many cathedrals, awe-

inspiring. Great vaulted ceilings, gold and silver 

filigrees, stained glass windows, masterful oil 

paintings: all were created by masters of their 

craft, many of whom are justly celebrated even 

today. 

 

 

Sacristy in Mosteiro Jeronimos church, Belém 

 

Seville Cathedral 

 

 

These marvelous creations required staggering 

amounts of materials and payments, sometimes 

over centuries. (In the Portuguese town of 

Obidos, as if to preserve the art without the 

sanctimony, a church has been turned into a 

bookstore!) 

Church turned into bookstore in Obidos, 

Portugal 

 

How, then, do we reconcile this human artistry 

with the colonialism that enabled it? This is not 

a new question, of course, nor one that’s easy to 

answer. To their credit, the current curators of 

these exhibits often acknowledge the violence 

that authorized them, with labels noting, for 

instance, da Gama’s fondness for using guns. In 

just the past couple of years, statues of wealthy 

slave-owners who had long been viewed as 

social benefactors have been toppled in Europe 

and North America as ordinary people answer 

that old question with their hands. 

 

One reason for today’s growing awareness of 

past injustices is no doubt the greater 

availability of truthful information—a paradox, 

given the untruths spread by social media. 

Another reason, I think, is the absurd wealth 

that less than one percent of the world’s people 

has accumulated, a condition much like that of 

previous centuries, though it isn’t royals who 
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now hoard wealth, but robber-barons like Bezos 

and Musk. They, too, occasionally sponsor 

genuinely artful products to distract from their 

profiteering, which, as in the past, is enabled by 

a system that rewards coercion. 

 

I will still visit, if rather shamefacedly, the 

cathedrals, admire the Botticellis and Goyas, 

ooh and aah at the azulejo, the blue ceramic 

tiles that adorn buildings in Portugal and Spain. 

But I will try, as I do when looking at azulejo, 

to keep in mind the silent histories behind the 

sensory noise. I will recall, for instance, that the 

word azulejo derives from the Arabic al-zillij, 

or “polished stone,” thanks to the Arabs who 

once settled in the Iberian Peninsula, and who 

bequeathed their own astonishing works, such 

as the 13th-century Alhambra. Keeping these 

points in mind is not an answer, exactly, but it 

is something. 

 

 

 

Alan Johnson is a Professor of English at the 

Idaho State University, USA 
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India’s Quest for 

Sustainable Farming 

and Healthy Food  

A Book Review 
Pandurang Hegde 

 

India’s Quest for Sustainable Farming and 

Healthy Food by Bharat Dogra and Kumar 

Gautam 5 

 

With impending climate change at our 

doorsteps, producing food and feeding 1.3 

billion Indians is going to be a Herculean task. 

The policy fatigue in agriculture is hitting us 

hard as we experience the increasing costs and 

low returns. Despite this, we are faced with 

rotting food grains in godowns and people not 

having enough food to eat. These contrasting 

narratives indicate the contradictions within our 

agricultural system that have a drastic impact 

on large sections of people who are deprived of 

adequate food and nutrition. Malnutrition levels 

in some parts of India are almost the same as 

the poorest countries in sub-Saharan Africa. 

What are the root causes for these recurring 

problems? Bharat Dogra and Kumar Gautam 

have tried to answer these questions in a 

comprehensive manner in their recent book 

‘India’s Quest for Sustainable Farming and 

Healthy Food’. It attempts to dissect the 

ongoing crisis in agriculture, food production 

and the failure to meet the nutrition needs of 

people, especially those who form the weakest 

sections in Indian society. 

 

It busts the myth of green revolution and it has 
led to social, economic and ecological crisis 

entangling  not only the farming community but 

the whole agricultural sector of the country. It 

unfolds the strategy of corporate interests to 

take control of not only seeds but the entire 

 
5Vitasta Publishing, New Delhi, Rs 495, 301 

pages 

value chain that eventually leads to 

concentration of wealth, power and resources 

with adverse impact on the self reliance of the 

farming community. It links the intricate 

relationship between international trade, big 

business and its drive towards production, 

based on heavy chemical inputs that destroy the 

basic capital of humankind, the soil and water.  

 

It also leads to social injustice as small and 

marginal farmers are driven out of farms due to 

increased costs of inputs and machinery. 

A large number of agricultural laborers and 

landless farmers are also part and parcel of the 

agri sector. Nevertheless, they are absent from 

the policies, and, both the government and 

farmer led movements have been ignored,  

accelerating the social and economic injustice 

on this weakest rural sector in  India. With 

tribal communities losing their lands and 

livelihoods due to mega infrastructure projects, 

there is another aspect to land alienation. There 

is an urgent need to take these sectors on board 

and provide them support through land reforms 

to strengthen their livelihood security. 

 

While praising the farmer’s movement for its 

success to repeal the farm laws, the authors 

provide an in-depth analysis of how the demand 

for Minimum Support Price (MSP) may lead to 

ecological crisis that would make it almost 

impossible to resolve. They advocate the path 

towards ecologically protective farming that 

builds the soil, conserves the water and 

supports diversity of seeds and insects that help 

the farmer towards sustainable farming 

practices. It is necessary to reform the MSP, so 

that it caters to the needs of small and marginal 

farmers, procuring their produce  through  

decentralized village level, rather than the 

present model that helps big farmers who 

practice chemical farming. 
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The present debates on nutrition ignore the 

complex linkages to the quality of soil and the 

production of food. Today we have increased 

the total quantity of food grains at the cost of  

essential micro nutrients in  the  soil. 

Nutritional deficiency in our staple crops is a 

direct consequence of ignoring the basic tenet 

of ‘healthy soils produce healthy crops’. This is 

further complicated by making it up with 

artificial additives that are harmful to health. 

 

The importance of taking care of the soil is 

always understated. In order to enhance the 

quality of safe and nutritious food it is essential 

to conserve the soil and the micro organisms, 

like earthworms, which are the builders of 

human civilization. The authors advocate steps 

to take care of the soil and to increase the 

organic content that can contribute towards the 

prospects of providing healthy food, providing 

sustainable livelihoods, and then to mitigate the 

impact of climate change. 

 

This book  analyses the crisis in the farming 

sector and puts forward the practical strategy of 

an alternate policy framework, towards 

addressing these problems and finding a 

reasonable way out  of the crisis. Towards 

achieving this, we need a holistic policy 

framework based on the principles of social, 

economic and ecological equity. 

 

It is only through this holistic approach that we 

can find solutions to the present crisis. It 

contains  a wealth of information on food 

processing, the impact of genetically modified 

crops, unfair trade, and linkages to forests and 

agriculture. It also provides examples of people 

practicing  alternate farming models at the grass 

roots level. Thus, from abstract policy issues to  

practical tools of alternative models,  the book 

takes us through an  interesting journey.  From 

the challenges of unsustainable farming that has 

caused havoc, to the arena of sustainable 

farming which has a great future for 

regenerating our basic capitals of soil, land and 

water to meet the needs of health and nutrition. 

 

A rare book written in a simple language which 

unlocks the  crisis in Indian agriculture and 

provides a road map for ecologically protective 

farming. 
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Reflections from a 

museum 
Satheesh Muthu Gopal 

 

It was winter in Switzerland. I decided to visit 

the Zoological Museum in Zurich to escape the 

cold  and also to explore some aspects  of 

natural history. The Zoological Museum was 

established in 1833 and contains more than 

1500 specimens of species from different parts 

of the world. The specimens of extinct species 

are displayed and maintained well. The huge 

skeleton of a Mammut is one of the most 

attractive collections in this museum. During 

the 1890s the Mammut skeletons were 

discovered from Niederweningen in 

Switzerland. One of the adult Mammut 

skeletons is displayed in this museum. 

Most of the cat species, like the Siberian Tiger, 

Snow Leopard, Eurasian Lynx and Puma were 

also displayed. Though the museum exhibits 

hundreds of specimens, there were a few which 

got my attention.   

 

 
Javan Rhinoceros 

 

The Javan Rhinoceros (Rhinoceros sondaicus) 

is one of the critically endangered species once 

found across southeast Asia. They shared  their 

habitat  with the One-horned Indian 

Rhinoceros. Due to poaching and loss of 

habitat, the species became extinct in Southeast 

Asia,  except Indonesia. Vietnam lost its last 

Javan Rhinoceros in 2010. Since then it has not 

been recorded in any part of that country. No 

camera trap has shot the Javan Rhinoceros. 

Today the Java island of Indonesia has less than 

100 Javan Rhinoceros  which are struggling to 

survive due to loss of habitat. Cattle grazing in 

that area is  another threat to the remaining few 

rhinoceros.   

 

One hopes that the government of Indonesia 

will take steps to protect and conserve this 

species  which evolved millions of years ago, 

and roamed across much of south-east Asia.   

The Asian Cheetah (Acinonyx jubatus 

venaticus) is another critically endangered 

species that was found  across the plains of 

India, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iran and Iraq. The 

introduction of the gun and poaching  pushed 

them to the brink of extinction. The last 

cheetahs of India were killed in 1948. They 

were tamed by the kings to hunt blackbuck and 

hare. India’s remaining forests are still 

providing space for other big cats like the 

Bengal Tiger, the Asian Lion, the Indian 

Leopard and the Snow Leopard. But the 

disappearance of Asian Cheetahs is the biggest 

loss for Indian wildlife.   

 

 
Asiatic Cheetah 

 

Once the Grey Wolf (Canis lupus) was living 

across most of the world including India, 

China, Japan, Europe and Canada. However, 

they were locally extinct in Japan and Ireland. 

But now Ireland is introducing them in the 

wild. So the wolves are back in the forest after 

250 years. The wolf population in India has 

also declined, mainly due  to the loss of their 

prey base and poaching. Their numbers are 
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known to decline due to street dogs. Saving the 

wolf population is difficult but possible. 

 
Grey Wolf 

 

Like the Grey Wolf, Brown Bears (Ursus 

arctos) once lived in the northern hemisphere 

but are now locally extinct in many countries. 

In  Portugal they have revived after two 

centuries; a few individuals from the 

Cantabrian mountains of Spain have moved to 

Portugal. The sightings in Switzerland also 

gives hope for Brown Bears. The other two 

vulnerable bear species, the Giant Panda 

(Ailuropoda melanoleuca), and the Polar Bear 

(Ursus maritimus)  were also displayed in the 

museum. Due to climate change, the Polar 

bears are losing their habitat in the northern 

hemisphere. The Giant Panda, endemic to 

China, is also facing threat, but the 

conservation methods and focus on the species 

are promising. 

 

 
Brown Bear 

 

One of the endemic birds of New Zealand was 

the Huia (Heteralocha acutirostris) which is 

extinct now. Since the human invasion of New 

Zealand, the species was declining and it 

became extinct in the 20th century. Many bird 

species on this planet display sexual 

dimorphism, mostly in colour or size. But 

surprisingly, the Huia’s sex can be 

differentiated from the bill. The female has a 

slightly longer curved bill whereas the male has 

a shorter bill.   

 

 
Huia 

 

Another endemic species from New Zealand is 

the Kakapo (Strigops habroptilus), which is 

also on the brink of extinction. Since the human 

arrival to the islands of New Zealand, the 

Kakapo has been facing threats. The pets 

introduced by humans  easily caught these 

flightless birds. There were no natural predators 

for these birds and flight had not evolved in 

them. Fortunately, the dedicated conservation 

efforts have protected the species from 

extinction.   

 

Like the Huia from New Zealand, the Thylacine 

(Thylacinus cynocephalus) from Australia is 

also extinct. Humans  moved to Australia about 

45,000 years ago. The Tasmanian island drifted  

away from Australia 12,000 years ago along 

with the humans who were living there. Along 

with human ancestors, the Thylacine became  

extinct in the 19th century, after the arrival of 

the British.   

 

Most  extinct species  have a common reason 

for their decline:  humans. But there is  hope of  

bringing back some of the species from their 

endangered state with conservation efforts and 

awareness. 

 

 B. Satheesh Muthu Gopal is a member of the 

Palni Hills Conservation Council and a bird 

enthusiast 
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Nature 

Notes  
Madhu Ramnath 

 

 

 
Flowering and leaf- fall, Sterculia urens 

 

 

        

Greater Blue Sheep, Pseudois nayur 

 
Silk Cotton (Bombax ceiba) in bloom 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Indian Giant Squirrel, Rafuta indica indica 

Madhu Ramnath works with the NTFP 

Exchange Programme, India  
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