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our IVIISSION is to enhance the
Quality of Life and the

Environment

OurGoa

To work on issues of Natural Resources
and Rural Development, with Indigenous
People in mountainous and adjoining
regions, addressing the challenges of
conservation, livelihoods and enterprise
development, through appropriate-
knowledge and action, technologies,
socio-economic innovations and
institutions.
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Community

Forest Resource

Community Forest Resource(CFR) refers to common pool forest
resources associated with specific communities. These are most often
tracts of forests that are part of the community’s ancestral domain.
Here in the NBR, CFR represents many dimensions of indigenous life -
habitational space, food collection zone, grazing lands, fishing streams,
non-timber forest produce collection areas, sacred groves and simply
an area of jurisdiction associated with a particular clan/tribe. The
concept of seemai or yellai (boundary) connotes a CFR in the region.

Today, many indigenous communities have moved out of their old
lands in search of basic amenities, respite from wildlife raids and in
search of better wage opportunities. Aspects of CFR governance that
once derived from traditional leadership systems have diminshed in
the face of State led forestry programmes. It is our endeavour to revive
and strengthen indigenous systems of governance over CFR in the
interests of both conservation of these forests and livelihoods of the
indigenous forest dwelling people of the NBR.
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Forest Rights

The Nilgiri Biosphere Reserve is an area of high biodiversity that is
home to several indigenous people. Both existing customs and written
documentation bear testimony to the inextricable linkages of the local
indigenous peoples with their forest habitats. A wide range of
interactions from food collection to community worship is evident.
State policy including current and colonial regimes have not always
been cognizant of these interactions. A series of land use changes
including the introduction of forest plantations, plantation crops and
rails roads have served to decrease the accessible area under forests.
The Joint Forest Management Programme largely restricts the role of
indigenous communities to ‘benefit sharing’, without recognizing the
potential of enlisting indigenous forms of forest governance.

In this context, the Scheduled Tribes and Other Traditional Forest
Dwellers’(Recognition of Forest Rights) Act, 2006 is a long awaited
legislation. Clearly identifying the rights of indigenous people over
traditional forest resources and securing community tenure over these,
the Act empowers the gram sabha to participate in forest governance
as an integral part of local self governance.

We understand that community level forest governance is an vital link
for effective and democratic environmental governance in the region.
Our efforts in this regard are two pronged. On the one hand, towards
strengthening the capacities of local indigenous communities to stake
claims to their forest resources while on the other hand, working
within communities to facilitate discussions on systems of forest
governance that are rooted in cultural understanding of forests,
ancestral domains and the role of humans in forest conservation.
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Context
The interventions are with adivasi
communities in the Nilgiri Biosphere
Reserve. They are mainly of hunting
gathering/pastoral tradition. Some practice
rainfed agriculture and have land between
1-3 acres on the average. Approximately
30% families are landless and depend on
wage labour in estates and farmlands.

The villages are mostly in remote locations
amongst forests. Issues of human wildlife
conflict, restrictions due to Protected Areas
are common here. The current policy
context is focussed on land tenure through
the Forest Rights Act, for both individual
and community claims.
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Livelihoods

G6OTMTS GUITLOEUIT

STy

e .

Livelihood Programme of Keystone

1. NTFP
- Sustainable harvesting methods

Traditional methods, tools and knowledge concerning
forests/harvesting

Training and Capacity Building — programmes and resource
material

Improved Quality of produce — setting standards
Better prices/returns to the harvester

Local Value addition — Production centres — using
local/appropriate technology innovation

Local Retail Marketing

Training in Management (accounting, stocks) and business
dealings

Nurseries for planting NTFPs and other forest species

Promotion of subsistence needs: wild foods and traditional
medicine

2. Agriculture and Beekeeping
e Soil and Moisture conservation

e Seed banks for traditional seeds
e Setting up nurseries for farm crops and high value spices

e Promotion of millets and other diverse crops for food
/nutrition

e Fencing — low cost methods to prevent wildlife crop raiding
e Minor irrigation support — gravity flow, solar pumps

e Ploughing support in lowland agriculture lands

e Small credit for seeds and agri inputs

e [nstalment based tools (asset) purchases by individual
farmers

e Promotion of organic methods
e Buy back support for few crops

e Beekeeping for interested farmers for honey production
(income) and self use (nutrition)

3. Kitchen Garden Promotion - To improve family nutrition
and health

e (learing and fencing support

e Seeds and saplings

e Regular monitoring

4. Smokeless Chulahs — to improve family wellbeing,
health and reduce fuelwood consumption

e Training on design and materials needed

e Installation and Monitoring

5. Crafts Promotion: to diversify income options, promote
crafts and traditional skills

Initial work on Toda Embroidery, Kota Pottery, Kurumba
Paintings, and bamboo basket weaving of the Cholanaicken
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Guiture & People

Programme in the
Nilgiri Biosphere Reserve
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In 2004 it was decided to start the Culture and People

Programme at Keystone. This has the following elements:
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1. Health Fund, Nutrition and Population Studies

e Build an emergency health fund

e Conduct regular population census to monitor small populations of
particularly vulnerable tribal groups (PTG)

e Initiate research on medical anthropology for some communities

e Provide appropriate nutritional support to some vulnerable
communities eg. Cholanaicken and Kurumba
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2. Education and Capacity Building
The need to build up the younger generation amongst the adivasi
community is important. Capacity building to engage in the
conservation and development dialogue and garner leadership
qualities to address issues concerning a globalised world is important.
This includes support for mainstream education, higher education,
special leadership grants, skill development training, environment
education. A corpus fund supports this effort.
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3. Legal Aid, Rights Awareness and Government liaison
e Training and Claims related to Forest Rights Actin 6 regions
e Depository ofVillage Documents
e Liaison with Governments at district and state level
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4. Indigenous Knowledge, Documentation and Information

e This Adivasi Resource Centre at Keystone is built to house the Culture
and People Programme. The centre enables displays, action-research,

e Some examples have been publications and documentation of Sacred

Groves of the Kurumbas, medicinal plants of Kurumbas, Wild foods of
Irulas and Kathnaickens. The group annually has an indigenous festival

calendar and Seemai Sudhi, an internal newsletter in Tamil. This has
become a powerful medium of exchange and identity. Documentation
of traditional crafts has been done for Kota pottery, Toda Embroidery,
Kurumba painting and basketry of Cholanaickens. A community radio
for documentation and communication is also being set up.
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5. Identity and Culture

e Build an adivasi identity for the community through specialized ways as
well as common events. A number of "hubbas' or festivals (Indigenous
food, Honey, Music and Dance, Stories and Riddles, Sacred Grove,
Traditional boundaries). These have been effective to bring together
different communities to share their skills and knowledge. The
celebration of Indigenous Peoples' Day every year, since 2006 has
slowly help build an identity for the communities. A Culture Shop in
Kotagiri which makes available ritualistic and traditional material is an
attraction and creates easy access.

This programme is managed by adivasis from the whole region, with a
woman leader from the Kurumba community. More than 30 men and
women across the region from the different communities support this
effort.
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This programme is managed by adivasis from the whole region, with a
woman leader from the Kurumba community. More than 30 men and women
across the region from the different communities support this effort.
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Environmental Governance refers to the processes of decision making that have an impact on the natural environment. In a
world where indiscriminate consumption of natural resources is driving many life forms to extinction, it is imperative to engage
with environmental decision making. We understand that the fora of these processes are varied and spread across the world and
occur at variour levels of human communities, from the family to inter-country fora like those of the UN. The programme area is
concerned and engages with :

@ Excercise of authority over natural resources and the environment — not just de jure but de facto as well — in
both private as well as public domains.

e Institutions (both formal and informal) through which communities shape individual and collective impact
on the environment.

@ A range of decision makers including lay people, States, corporations, academic institutions and civil
society.
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District Environmental
Governance Initiative (DEGI

The District Environmental Governance Initiative is focussed on engagements with local governments and
the district administration in order to mainstream the role of the natural environment in various
development programmes of the State. The overall purpose is to facilitate environmentally sustainable
development in The Nilgiris district. To this end, the initiative shall facilitate decisions in formulating and
implementing policies in response to environment related demands and inputs from society.

The DEGI recognises the role of multi-stakeholder interactions in processes of environmental decision
making and works towards strengthening fora of engagement between the State, civil society and business
Interests.
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The Nilgiri Biosphere Reserve is home to over 30 indigenous peoples. Among these 7
groups are identified as Particularly Vulnerable Tribal Groups(PTG) needing special
development assistance. They are the Kurumba, Irula, Kota, Toda, Paniya,
Kaatunayakan and the Cholanayakan. The PTG are characterised by their declining
populations, low levels of literacy and pre-agricultural level of technology.

Scattered across the three States of the NBR, the small populations of the PTG render
them almost invisible in all levels of decision making processes, from the local
government to the State. Their traditional systems of leadership are mostly in a state of
dysfunction. Many of these forest dwelling communities have over of period of 2-3
decades had to radically change their livelihood patterns due to decreasing access to
forests. Control over their small land pockets is low due to inavailbility of adequate
and timely agricultural credit. Morbidity is high due to genetic conditions like sickle
cell anaemia compounded by lack of a balanced diet and long pathways to care.

We understand that political empowerment and inclusion in public decision making
processes is critical to helping the PTG articulate their specific needs in development
programmes. To this end, we have been trying to facilitate community level decision
making groups to liasion with elected representatives and government officials.
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