Chapter 2

Land Development Project: Keystone and the Beneficiaries

 In this chapter we propose to discuss the two main actors involved in the Land Development Project, (LDP), viz Keystone, the organization implementing the program and the tribals for whom the program is implemented. The chapter is divided into two sections. The first section gives a brief description of the various activities of Keystone and goes into the conceptualization and implementation of the LDP. The second section gives a short discussion on the two tribal communities of Nilgiris, namely the Irulas and the Kurumbas. Especially of interest to us are the cultivation habits and practices of these communities. 

Section A 

 Keystone and LDP

Keystone is an organisation based in Nilgiris, working among the indigenous communities of the Nilgiri hills. The orgainsation is registered as a trust. With its center in Kotagiri taluk of the Nilgiris, Keystone currently functions in around 14 villages. Their activities at present extend to the Coonoor taluk as well.  Keystone states that its mission is to work for the improvement of the lives of the tribals with a broad ecological perspective, based on the belief that their two missions   are essentially complementary.   

A state- wide survey conducted among the honey hunters of TamilNad marked the entry of the organisation in Nilgiris, in 1994. The survey inspired them to focus on the livelihoods of honey hunters as their starting point. They began their operations in the district with the marketing of honey, which was procured from the indigenous tribal collectors at prices higher than the prevalent ones.  This was soon combined with training the tribals in apiculture. Innovations in ‘appropriate technology’ are another aspect of the program. Honeycombs, initially thrown away by the tribals were also put to use. The tribals began to earn for this ‘waste’ as well and Keystone started on its venture with wax and candles. All this honey related activities earned the organization its popular name – ‘thenappis,’ meaning honey office.

Keystone soon extended its activities to other domains as well, some of which we discuss here. LDP is one among them. The non-timber forest produce project is yet another endeavor. The attempt is to augment the income earning opportunities of the tribals by giving value addition to the non- timber products collected by them from the forest. Research is going on under this project to work out a strategy of augmenting income generation without losing the objective of sustainable development. Another project for water- resources management is in the pipeline.  

Land Development Project  

The project aims to make the fallow lying slopes of the villages green with millets, the cultivation of which was abandoned for quite some time. This project was conceptualized to enhance food security of the tribal families. Another component of the program is to promote organic cultivation of diverse cash crops for augmenting the income of the tribals. This is also seen as an alternative to the mono- culture of tea – which had become dominant in the hills. It is found that the quality of the soil has been affected adversely by the excessive use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides in tea- cultivation.  The organisation intends to make the program more holistic by adding soil and moisture conservation activities in it. Keystone states that in some villages, the forest department and the private tea lobby were threatening to take away the tribal- village common lands  (Activity report, 2000), which was revealed to them during the initial discussions. The project sought to prevent this from happening by occupying the land. The project is thus intended to serve multiple purposes. The most significant ones among these are -

1. Promote traditional crops and vegetable crops to improve the food security and nutritional intake of the tribal families. 

2. Promote traditional and organic methods of cultivation 

3. Diversify income generation activities by encouraging the growth of diverse cash crops

4. Occupying fallow lands by the tribals.

5. Soil and water conservation.

Table 1 shows the traditional crops, vegetables and cash crops introduced under this program and table 2 shows the nutrient contents of some of these crops in comparison with other staple like rice. The table shows that the crops introduced are more nutritious than rice in several respects.

Table 1     Main crops and vegetables introduced under LDP

	 Traditional crops and Vegetables
	Cash crops

	S.No
	Tamil Name
	English Name
	   Name

	1
	Ragi
	Finger Millet
	Coffee

	2
	Tenai
	Fox tail Millet
	Pepper

	3
	Samai
	Little Millet
	Nutmeg

	4
	Macca cholam
	Maize
	Clove

	5
	Avarai
	Lablab
	Areca nut

	6
	Keerai
	Amaranthus
	Lime

	7
	Pusinakai
	Pumpkin
	Silk cotton

	8
	Kadugha
	Mustard
	Orange

	9
	Varaghu
	Proso Millet
	

	10
	Molagha
	Chillies
	

	11
	Takkali
	Tomatoes
	

	12
	Sombu
	Fennel
	

	13
	Kotamalli
	Coriander
	

	14
	Cholam (jowar )
	Sorghum
	


Source: Activity Report, 2000

Table 2:

 Nutrient contents of some of the crops introduced under LDP

	Cereals
	Protein
	Fat
	Minerals
	Fibre
	Carbohydrates
	Calcium
	Phosphorous
	Thiamin
	Edible matter
	Energy
	Iron

	Raggi
	7.3
	1.3
	2.7
	3.6
	72.0
	344
	283
	420
	100
	328
	3.9

	Tenai
	12.3
	4.3
	3.3
	8.0
	60.9
	31
	290
	590
	79
	
	

	Samai
	7.7
	4.7
	1.5
	7.6
	67.0
	17
	220
	300
	66
	341
	9.3

	Keera
	5.9
	1.0
	3.8
	2.1
	8.6
	530
	60
	
	
	67
	18.4

	Avarai
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Maize
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Varaghu
	12.5
	3.1
	1.9
	7.2
	70.4
	14
	206
	400
	59
	
	

	Rice 
	6.8
	0.5
	0.6
	0.2
	78.2
	45
	160
	
	100
	
	


The program started off at a slow pace in 1997 in the village of Semmannarai in Kotagiri taluk with assistance being given to just seven families. According to Keystone, by that time, the cultivation of these crops had almost vanished from the hills so that the seeds had to be collected from the nearby hills and even from the plains. Although these activities were carried out from 1997, the scale of operation was small. The project became an important sphere of action of Keystone only since 2000, after it received assistance from Swiss Development Co operation – Inter Co operation. The activities were extended in 2001 to Coonoor taluk. The expenditure on the project so far comes to a total of Rs. 29, 10,041, of which Rs. 22,30,330  was spent in Kotagiri taluk and Rs. 6,79,711in Coonoor taluk. This expenditure is primarily met by the SDC- IC and partly by Keystone and the villagers. Currently, LDP activities are carried out in 14 villages and more than 320 acres of land have been brought under the program. 

Discussions were held by Keystone with the local population at the conceptualization stage. That they cannot afford to forego their wages while staying back for cultivation was the constraint put forward by the villagers during these discussions. Bearing this in mind, a plan of action was worked out. The activities consequently executed are- 

1. Clearing and marking of the land.  The people put in their labour and wages are paid by Keystone.  Construction of bunds, trenches and gully plugs are done alongside and the villagers are paid for this activity . 

2. Provision of saplings and the maintenance of the nurseries of diverse cash crops. The villagers themselves carry out the raising and maintenance of the nurseries. Eighty percent of the cost involved in the work  is borne by Keystone. They also provide the polythene bags and covers needed for the nursery. 

3.  Seed banks are set up at Kotagiri central office, and in the two operational offices set up in the villages of   Semmannarai and Kilkoop. 

4. Provision of micro- irrigation facilities and a machine for de-husking.

5. Marketing the surplus produce . 

The progress made so far in terms of the villages covered , the acres of land brought under the program and the numbers of saplings of cash crops in the nurseries are shown in Table 2. 

Table 2

Village-wise details of the LDP

	Sl. No.

	Village
Name
	No. of households
in project
	Land under
millet cult.
	Land under
diverse crops
	Total
Land Under project
	Nursery Raising

	
	
	
	
	
	
	Coffee
	Diverse crops

	
	
	
	(acres)
	(acres)
	(acres)
	(Number of saplings )
	(Number of saplings)

	 
	COONOOR 
	
	
	
	
	
	

	1
	Veerakombei
	6
	3
	
	3
	1500
	

	2
	Nedugalkombei
	20
	10
	
	10
	10000
	

	3
	Neeralakombei
	5
	7.5
	
	7.5
	6000
	1265

	4
	PudurKombei
	8
	17.93
	
	17.93
	8000
	575

	5
	Mallikorai
	6
	6
	
	6
	
	

	6
	Konakadu
	5
	5
	
	5
	
	

	 
	KOTAGIRI
	
	
	
	
	
	

	1
	Semmanarai
	45
	30
	40
	70
	20000
	13200

	2
	Kozhithurai
	10
	
	15
	15
	
	

	3
	Banglapadugai
	38
	3.5
	38
	41.5
	10000
	4906

	4
	Thalamukh
	30
	15
	30.15
	45.15
	
	

	5
	Vellerikombei
	14
	6
	18
	24
	6600
	2477

	6
	Samaikodar
	12
	16.5
	
	16.5
	
	

	7
	Kokkode
	18
	19
	
	19
	
	

	8
	Vagapanai
	30
	43
	
	43
	3200
	1800

	 
	Total
	247
	182.43
	141.15
	323.58
	65300
	24223


Source : land development - consolidated data for january - june 2002

Note: Total acres include both the areas under millets and cash crops

Section B

The Irulas and the Kurumbas

 Nilgiris bear a very composite character due to the amalgam of cultures of various communities like the Irulas, Kurumbas, Badagas, Todas, Kotas and the  Naickens .The continuous changes happening in the hills had crucial impact on the identity and livelihood of these communities.

The colonial period began in the hills when British ‘discovered’ Nilgiris in 1820’s. Settling soon followed and the hills were transformed to a very remunerative colony of theirs. The Nilgiri enclave was a central place for the British society in South India. The colonial system went on for about a century and a quarter. The period brought in massive changes to the hills and the indigenous communities residing here. In changing the hills into a cluster of plantations, it also changed the ways of livelihood of the people. The local population started working in the plantations as wage- labourers.  It appears that despite the change in their livelihoods, they retained their traditional cultivation to some extent.

The Kurumbas  
The Kurumbas were one among the first communities to be identified and it is ironic that they were not studied closely. An encounter with them is recorded in the year 1800, two decades prior to the British advent
. The main activities of the Kurumbas like those of Irulas and Naickens have been recorded as foraging, hunting, trapping and hoe cultivation, all of which were low – yielding. Their population is reported to be small since their food supply was always meager and the exposure to animals and diseases was higher due to their wandering nature. Kurumbas occasionally traded with the people from the plains for cloth, salt and tools for the forest produce. They used to exchange different kinds of baskets, mats made of cane or reeds, umbrellas made of leaves and some rare species of timber found on the jungle slopes. They also provided magical services and were dreaded by the other groups as sorcerers. They served as village watchmen for Badagas and as hired protectors against witchcraft for all upland groups. Many ethnographic studies concentrate on their occupation of sorcery and magical services and as such not much attention is paid to the agricultural practices of the Kurumbas. Yet, there is evidence to believe that the Kurumbas also did cultivation along with the Badagas and the Irulas.  In the latter half of the 19th century itself, it has been noted that Kurumbas largely remained as isolated tribes living in the midst of the dense forest and cultivating a small patch of raggi. Mention has been made of the practice of slash and burn  of the Kurumbas in 1821 and 1861 respectively. From this we might infer that the Kurumbas practiced shifting cultivation and traditionally used to grow finger, little and Italian millet, yams, maize as well as numerous vegetables, plantain, jack mango and orange.  In another study on settlements of the tribal communities, which was conducted in 1968, it is mentioned that many of the houses were mere watch huts on the side of their small fields
. All these evidences point out, that although known as hunter- gatherers, the Kurumbas also practiced agriculture. The persisting deforestation and the spread of plantations had made them increasingly rely on the plantations for daily wages. For some families, it was true even a century before. But it seems that this did not stop their traditional cultivation activities at least till 1960s, as was seen in the study mentioned above. 
The Irulas 

The agricultural practices of the Irulas are better recorded. Shifting cultivation was common and it is said of them that they calculate their age on the basis of the number of shifts a person has made in his lifetime”. Mention of slash burn agriculture has been made in 1861. The final land settlement (1881-1884) and Madras Forest Act (1882) officially prohibited the use of forestland for agricultural purposes and this eventually brought shifting – slash burn cultivation to an end. Although the Irulas might not be allowed to cultivate wherever they want, few of them still own enough land to permit periodic shifting of grain plots.

Irulas were also hunters, trapping the animals with nets. Timber and bamboo were gathered and exchanged with low- landers.  They also collected yams, tubers, leafy vegetables, fruits, medicinal products, honey, bee wax, resin, vines, etc from the forest. When Irulas became hard pressed for food, then hunting and the sale of bees wax becomes their mainstay. In this they are quite similar to the Kurumbas.  

It is observed that as plantations spread to their nearby hamlets, the Irulas lost some rights over their land. But the plantations also brought the benefit of easy employment. When eventually most of them worked on plantations, they led a dual existence, one that is largely controlled by the outsiders and the other, which still maintained their traditional links and involved in traditional activities.

The year round economic activities of the Irulas, in the earlier days, show that not much attention was given to the growing of crop. The grain harvest yielded food for only a comparatively short time period. Forest was cleared   and grain was broadcasted over the clearings. If grains were planted at some distance from the community, then the families would move their residences to those fields during harvest times. They would invite their neighbors to share the produce. Only that much grain as was needed for a day was collected. When grain in one field gets over, then they would move on to another field, which resulted in rapid consumption of grains. For the remainder of the days they live on a sort of a yam, which grows wild and which is called the ‘erular’ root. Hence most of the time, they rely on gardening
 and hunting – gathering during which they assume the characteristics of the nomads living in temporary shelters. 

 This view nevertheless cannot be accepted fully since there are also records of grain storage practices of the Irulas.  It is reported that Irulas used a technique, which enabled raggi to be stored for a number of years. Raggi sealed in clay pots used to be kept in warm places and stored thus for many years. Even maize cobs, beans and grains were stored in clay pots.  

A comparison with the agricultural practice of the Irulas recorded as early as 1848 shows that the practice has remained intact – even to this day.   The study identifies finger, Italian and little millet as the cultivated grains. Mustard was mixed with these , so was grain amaranth.  It is suggested that the practices related to the millet cultivation, harvest and post harvest operations represents a remnant tradition hanging on from the neolithic times. Both Italian and little millet are sown together and finger millet is grown separately. Amaranth and mustard are mixed with these three cereals and all of them grow scattered through out the grain fields. 

The fields are generally prepared by April- May. Ashes from the field are spread and the earth is tilled with hoe and hoe forks and the seed is sown sometime after the   ‘mango showers’ have fallen. Both Italian and the finger millet are harvested by August - September, while the little millet is still growing.  An occasional finger crop grown after first easterly monsoon rains is reaped in   January -December along with the little millet. The grain is harvested using very small sickles except for amaranth, which is cut by the knife. It is stored in the bamboo baskets. Except the sowing of seed by men, the rest of the agricultural tasks are done by both the sexes. 

 From the above discussions, it becomes clear that although identified as hunter-gatherers both Irulas and Kurumbas practiced cultivation. But Keystone could not find any single person cultivating during their appraisal visits to these villages. The LDP is therefore seen as an attempt for the revival of the traditional crops into the lives of the tribals.  










� Dr. Francis Buchanan, the well-known ethnographer had encountered and reported on the Kurumbas of the eastern slopes in 1800.


� An ethnographer named Noble had conducted the study. However further details related to the study is not available with us. 


� Irulas grow a wide variety of plants in their garden and the presence of eighty varieties of plants showed the extent of diversity in the Irula garden. 








