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This case study explores the community initiative to promote biodiversity, and food and 

livelihood security through a revival of traditional mixed cropping agricultural practices in the 

coffee plantations of the displaced and rehabilitated Kurumba community, an erstwhile food 

gatherer and hunter community of the Nilgiris in Tamil Nadu.

A Basket of Options
Biodiverse farming practices by indigenous 

communities in the Nilgiris

Keystone Foundation

 Tamil Nadu

Snehlata Nath 
Robert Leo
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1. Keystone and its work
Keystone Foundation aims to work on eco-development initiatives with 

indigenous communities in the Nilgiri Biosphere Reserve in the Western Ghats. It 

has built in strategies and practices that conserve bio-diversity and address the 

livelihoods of the forest dependent communities. Currently, it has programmes 

with bees and forest biodiversity, traditional and organic agriculture, water and 

wetland, environmental governance, organic market development and culture 

and local governance. For more details see www.keystone-foundation.org

1.1. Location of the community
This community initiative covers 3 hamlets of indigenous communities, 

namely the Kurumbas and the Irulas in the Konavakari and Aracode slopes of 

Kotagiri taluk in the Nilgiri mountains of the Western Ghats in Southern India. 

The land is usually in valleys or hill slopes, often with steep gradients and is 

rainfed. Streams and springs are the major sources of water in the area. These 

are traditional indigenous lands and lie very close to the forest areas of the 

dry deciduous type. 
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Irula and Kurumba communities are classified 

as `primitive tribal groups’ indicating that they 

were pre-agricultural communities, practising 

hunting and gathering. The Irulas also practiced 

shifting agriculture, which is no longer permitted 

in the Nilgiris. They now reside in permanent 

settlements with lands demarcated for agriculture. 

In 1994-95, Keystone Foundation began its work 

with these communities focusing on bees and 

honey through both beekeeping and wild honey 

gathering practices.

2. Rationale for the intervention 
Many of the Irula and Kurumba community members, especially women, 

often fell ill. Checkups revealed extremely low blood counts, anaemia and low 

immunity that made them susceptible to disease. On exploring the reasons for 

their poor health, the community members identified lack of nutritious food 

as one of the main issues. Traditional agricultural practices were on the decline 

and found in remote pockets along the hill range. Most of the lands of these 

displaced and rehabilitated communities only had tea or coffee with no food 

crops being grown. Food had to be purchased leading to a shift in their staple 

food from millets to rice from the public distribution system (PDS). 

Keystone initiated the revival of traditional agriculture, documenting practices, 

creating seed banks and promoting millets and mixed cropping in the lands of 

the indigenous communities. This also had a larger impact on ownership and 

land use patterns amongst these communities. 

2.1. Objective of the community initiative 
The objectives of the community initiative were:

To revive the growing and use of indigenous foods amongst the  h

community which would directly benefit their nutritional status; 

Demarcating land and increasing livelihood options with traditional  h

agriculture and mixed cropping;
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To diversify crops and promote organic practices in the coffee plantation  h

through the addition of vegetables, spices and fruit; 

To create nurseries to raise a variety of seedlings/seeds with community  h

efforts. 

2.2. Traditional knowledge/practice 
Culturally both the Irula and Kurumba communities were forest dwellers, 

known for their collection of food and medicinal plants from the forest, as well 

as their rites and rituals. Their agricultural practices were closely linked to their 

culture, namely, a mixed cropping system with various millets, amaranth, maize, 

vegetables and fruit (refer Case Study: In search of alternatives for detailed 

description of community knowledge and genetic resources). Through the 

generations, they had learnt to identify, select and save seeds (refer Box 1: 

Special knowledge related to seed saving).
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Box 1 : Special knowledge related to seed saving

“We store seeds in different ways, using traditional 

practices such as earthen pots with coating of soil 

for pulses, small seeds in cloth bags after sun drying 

and hanging them over the cooking stove to prevent 

the attacks of pest and fungus. The earheads of maize 

are also hung over the cooking stove – used for the 

purpose of both food and seed. When we return from 

work, we just pop the corn to have it along with coffee 

which is a great relaxation. The children also enjoy this 

snack.” (Community member)

Seed selection: Experience has made every farmer – man and woman – an expert in seed 

selection. They recognise the earheads that are good as seed. For example, ragi (finger 

millet) should be fully matured, well dried, good in size, full, and yellowish in colour. After 

careful selection they hand thresh the earheads in order to preserve the outer coat. Each 

farmer saves her seed for the next season. Most of the seeds are saved for one season except 

in exceptional cases like – foxtail millet, which can be used for 2 years.

3. Revival of traditional agricultural practices 
3.1. Dialogue with the community 
Revival of traditional agricultural practices as a community initiative was discussed between 

the community members and Keystone. The idea was to grow nutritious food for the family, 

so as to improve their health status. During these meetings, the community elders described 

their agricultural practices, traditional food and recipes; many youngsters heard this for the first 

time. This generated a great deal of interest. There was talk of revival and growing food again in 

fallow lands. The problems discussed were a lack of support for land clearing and no seed stock. 

Keystone fulfilled this role and the experiment began. 

These discussions held in 1994-95 led to limited action in 3 villages covering only 20 acres of 

land. However, with persuasion, spreading of the message by the community members and the 

creation of a seed stock, many more villages came forward. By 2006, the initiative covered 21 

villages and 621 acres of adivasi (tribal) land, with millet cultivation and mixed crops, depending 

on the suitability of the farmland and existing land use. 
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3.2. Support from Keystone
Keystone initiated a programme to support the community and build support 

for land clearing and preparation, bunding and contour trenching on steep 

slopes, nursery raising, seed bank creation and provision of appropriate minor 

irrigation methods and innovations like polyline tanks for water storage. 

Training and capacity building measures in organic cultivation techniques 

were also imparted. The programme was supported by Inter Cooperation-SDC. 

The farmers had been organised as groups and contributed 20%-50% of labour 

depending on the intervention in each of the activities undertaken. At the end 

of the project period, revolving funds with saving and credit facilities were 

formed for each group. These groups are still operational. 

Currently, the revolving funds provide the support and cover many more 

areas in the Nilgiri Biosphere reserve like Pillur, Sathyamangalam and Sigur. 

Community members are engaged in most of the operations. Sometimes, 

farmers still need seeds and market related support, though the farmers 

manage the rest by themselves. 

Keystone also works to increase biodiversity and crop diversity by continuing 

to support:

Community managed seed banks; h

Nurseries of forest and food species; h

Training on organic agricultural practices; h
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Knowledge-sharing with  h Mannukaran – farming expert;

Holding traditional food festivals; h

Documenting recipes; h

Policy interventions through lobbying for changes in the PDS; h

Policy interventions on access and ownership to land under the Forest Rights Act; h

Providing an avenue to sell surplus generated by communities through green shops.  h

4. Impact on conservation of biodiversity
4.1. Integrated and organic farming
The intervention to integrate agriculture and forest ecology helped in biodiversity 

conservation. The number of plants raised in the nurseries included timber, medicinal 

plants, fibre, food and fuel species. These were planted in adivasi lands to increase the 

options for the families as livelihood enrichment. High value crops for sale like coffee, 

spices and fruits were also promoted to be grown in an organic way for the market. 

On lands where traditional agriculture was practised, seed banks of traditional seeds 

and crop varieties were set up to ensure free exchange and build up of seed stock. 

These efforts gradually restored the land. 

4.2. Ecological diversity
A study done in 2006 between the different land use practices in the Nilgiris revealed 

high insect and bird diversity in mixed plantations, that is, coffee in tandem with 

traditional agriculture (refer SANFEC, 2006). Wildlife sightings have also increased, 

although wildlife attacks have become a menace for the farms and the farmers. 

4.3. Cultural impact
Culturally, the efforts to revive traditional agriculture have changed the respect accorded 

to the traditional leaders such as the farming expert, Mannukaran. It has also resulted 

in the community working together for seed conservation, guarding their fields, 

celebrating sowing/harvest festivals, etc. It has also involved the children and youth, 

drawing them back to their land to sample a taste of their diverse heritage. 

4.4. Food sovereignty and health
From an overall well-being aspect, this intervention has supported health and the 

wellness of the tribal families. It has revived traditional cuisine and recipes and built 

nutritious diets – alongside rice and dal. Food sovereignty and knowledge related 



Keystone Foundation | A Basket of Options

x12

to that has benefitted large areas of the Nilgiris. The effort has also sparked 

interest amongst the adivasis in other areas to follow the initiative in their 

own way. 

4.5. Financial implications of the initiative
The initiative had a support of approximately Rs 12-15 lakhs per year for 6 years. 

This included 40% salary and administration expenses; so 60% were direct 

project costs. The farmers contributed between 20%-50% in all the activities 

since community participation and cost-sharing were built in as key principles 

of the project. 

4.6. Role of the government 
The government was not directly involved in this initiative. It was a community 

initiative that Keystone supported. In later years, for the nursery raising of specific 

species, plant subsidies, tool subsidies and farm loans were directly provided 

to the farmers by the government horticulture department and coffee board. 

However, this was after the funded phase. 

4.7. Promises and challenges experienced in the process 
During the early years of the intervention, the challenge was to get the initiative 

off the ground with a village community who had lost faith and conviction in 

the revival of their traditional agriculture. Seed procurement was a big issue 

and had to be sourced from the adjacent hill ranges of Palamalai and Aracode. 
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In the funded phase of the work, the farmers came forward 

willingly and the work expanded as they had the support and 

backing of at least 80% of their wages; in some cases they had 

just enough wage support to take them through the week. 

Prior to the programme funding, this work was not possible 

due to the lack of financial support for the families, which 

meant that they had to continue to engage in wage labour or 

NTFP collection for their survival. 

In the later years, the challenge was to build sustainability, 

which was done through organising them into groups 

and initiating revolving funds with savings and credit. 

Though a majority of the groups are working well, 3-4 

out of the 14 groups show low recovery from loans and 

low rotation overall. 

The other challenge is from the government programmes 

that provide 100% subsidy. This is often very attractive to 

farmers who are willing to change their land use for that. 

However, most farmers have continued to follow mixed 

agriculture, traditional millet cultivation and organic 

methods even after the direct project intervention phase 

was over.

 The biggest strength of the initiative has been the involvement 

of the community in all aspects of the project from initiation to 

monitoring and evaluation. The innovations during the project 

such as mapping, biodiversity studies and documentation, 

appropriate technological interventions like polyline tanks, 

nursery techniques, solar powered fencing have all enhanced 

the interest of the farmers. 

The other successful approach has been to integrate both the 

forest and agriculture-related livelihoods at the family/village 

level. It has also been useful to see that traditional agriculture, 

mainly for subsistence, was supplemented by cash income 

from the farm by a diverse range of crops from the mixed 

coffee plantations.
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List of community members

Name Occupation Village

Masanana Farmer Banglapadigai

Palani Clan leader Banglapadigai

Veerai Ammal Clan leader Banglapadigai

Aari Farmer Kolithurai

Aiyyaswamy Farmer Kolithurai

Nirmala Farmer Kolithurai

Parvathi Farmer Kolithurai

Ragini Farmer Kolithurai

Babu Goat-keeper Kolithurai

Balana Farmer Semmanarai

Gujjan Farmer Semmanarai

Karki Farmer Semmanarai

Mannadi Farmer Semmanarai

Mahalingam Community leader Thalmukh

Nanjammal Community leader Thalmukh

Rangan, K. Clan leader Thalmukh

Rangaswamy Honey gatherer Vekkipadigai

Rasu
Community leader, priest 
and honey gatherer

Vekkipadigai

Sarasu Honey gatherer Vekkipadigai
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We gratefully acknowledge the community members who shared their 

experiences of what have become successful community initiatives.  
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This case study maps the crop and seed diversity of Kachchh district, Gujarat. It reviews seed 

conservation in this rainfed desert region, and highlights the efficacy of the kothar – a traditional 

seed and grain storage device, in seed conservation.

Seed Conservation through 
Seed Mapping and Seed Storage

Importance of desi seeds and the  
kothar in Kachchh district, Gujarat

Satvik

Kachchh district, Gujarat
Shailesh Vyas
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1. Satvik and its work
Satvik – promoting ecological farming was initiated as a small collective of local 

organic farmers from Kachchh district, Gujarat in 1995. It sought to develop and 

mainstream organic farming systems and practices. Sahjeevan, enviro-socio 

knowledge centre in Kachchh district, Gujarat, helped these farmers to co-

ordinate and facilitate their activities. Sahjeevan was initiated as a response to 

the support needs articulated by the rural women’s movement led by the Kutch 

Mahila Vikas Sangathan. Satvik, the knowledge centre spawned by Sahjeevan, 

serves as a support organisation for ecological farming with academics, farmers, 

business persons and development practitioners on their board. Satvik helps 

farmers in planning, training, certification, marketing and conservation. 

Satvik’s activities include:

Planning: prepare farming strategies for clusters of villages to organise their 

activities and support them to set up agricultural service centres;

Training: train para-professionals to support the practice of organic production 

and the marketing of organic produce;

Organic certification: set up a strong internal control system (ICS) for farmers 

to maintain the documentation of their organic practices so as to obtain 

certification for marketing them from the Control Union, IMO and Indocert;

Market facilitation: collaboration with corporations to help certified farmers get 

premium markets for their produce, manage a retail outlet in Bhuj, and promote 

buyer-seller meets;

Conservation: initiate Project Anmol in collaboration with 12 other 

partners on seed and local variety conservation to develop the crop 

diversity of the region.

2.  Rationale for seed conservation 
Kachchh district in the western Indian state of Gujarat is bifurcated by the 

Tropic of Cancer. This hot, semi-arid region has an annual rainfall of 330 mm 

spread over 13 rain days from June to October. The district has a high co-

efficient of rainfall variability – 65%. The erratic monsoon makes the district 
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drought-prone. In response, the region has developed a suitable range of 

livestock and agriculture to enable the farming community to cope with 

the vagaries of nature. 

The rainfed agriculture in Kachchh is mixed, growing at least 3-5 crops on the 

same farm. The agricultural system relies on a good balance of crop choice 

(legumes and non-legumes, shallow and deep rooted) that nourishes the soil 

without the need for external inputs. The combination of crops simultaneously 

tries to cater to the needs of balanced food requirements (pulses and millets), 

fodder (sorghum and cluster bean) and cash crops (castor and sesame). 

Almost all the seed varieties are chosen to give equal importance to food as 

well as fodder since animal husbandry is an important source of income. The 

practices in rainfed agriculture have undergone little change compared with 

irrigated agriculture. Thus, a large variety of germplasm is conserved and the 

farms maintained under organic conditions.
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Kachchh is renowned for its disease and drought tolerant seed varieties that 

have evolved to suit the particular environmental conditions of the desert 

region. Currently, the farmers in the interior region of Kachchh are cultivating 

the traditional seeds for home consumption because of their unique qualities 

with respect to colour, taste, lustre, nutritional values, maturity duration, pest, 

disease and drought resistance – traits that the farmers value. They also share 

their produce with relatives and friends to receive both good remuneration 

and/or appreciation. 

However, with the rapid popularisation of the modern varieties, the area 

under cultivation for the traditional varieties is shrinking, resulting in a great 

loss to humankind in the form of food-seed and nutritional securities. Hence, 

Satvik partnered 12 NGOs in 5 representative regions of Kachchh district 

on the Project Anmol to undertake seed mapping. Its objective was seed 

conservation, biodiversity and food security in rainfed areas. 

Although the new seeds introduced in modern agriculture give higher 

yields, they are more resource intensive. Therefore, farmers have once again 

begun to demand the trusted desi (native, local) seeds, which are not easily 

available. From Project Anmol emerged Satvik’s interest in the kothar, 

traditional seed and grain storage devices, since these are an important 

aspect of seed conservation.

3. Methodology
This case study brings together two of Satvik’s seminal efforts at seed 

conservation – seed mapping and seed storage.

3.1. Seed mapping
This study aims to understand the diversity of desi seeds, their adaptability 

and suitability to the local eco-climatic conditions across 5 representative 

regions of Kachchh district. The seed mapping focuses on the details of 

each crop – its grain production, fodder production, maturity period and its 

drought tolerance.

3.2. Seed storage
This study aims to document the traditional seed and grain storage device 

locally known as the kothar. The seed storage study analyses the reasons 
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for the decline in the use of the kothar. To understand how the kothar 

was used by different communities, 8 villages of the central, northern and 

eastern parts of Kachchh were selected. These villages covered a range of 

different communities.

Individual and group discussions took place with 4-5 households in each 

village (refer Annexure 1: List of villages visited for the kothar study). The 

households with elderly people were selected, as they were able to better 

describe how the kothar was used in the past. All findings are based on these 

interviews with the people.

4. Project Anmol – seed conservation in 
rainfed areas

4.1. Specific objectives
The specific objectives of seed conservation are:

To establish a successful pilot of seed conservation h

To engage in advocacy and build a model for replication on the basis of  h

the outcome of the pilot; 

To promote in-situ conservation of the seeds and increase their  h

cultivation;

To promote and encourage the seed keeper farmers to continue in-situ  h

conservation in the future.

4.2. Framework for action
Project Anmol seeks to identify and collect the various local field races from 

the seed keeper farmers. It undertakes trial sowing for initial screening and 

character mapping of the seed. This testing provides the following:

Detailed character mapping of the local field race; h

Differences among the local field races;  h

Adaptability and suitability of the local field race at different locations  h

based on its performance; 

Particular character of the local field race for which it needs to be  h

conserved even if it is not giving high yields.

Project Anmol promotes large scale sowing of those local field races which are 

giving a good yield in a particular area. It identifies and defines the importance 
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of the local field races. It builds the capacity of the seed keeper farmers to 

enhance the purity of their seed stock and encourage in-situ conservation. 

It undertakes frontline demonstration in selected villages for the preference 

evaluation of those local field races which perform better economically. It 

organises farmers at the village level to identify the local field races for scale up 

of the seed production and distribution systems. 

4.3. Activities
The first phase of activities included:

Identification of farmers who have  h desi seeds;

Collection of primary details of the  h desi seed from farmers;

Collection of the  h desi seeds for test sowing;

Conduct test sowing at multiple locations.  h

The collection of primary details of the desi seed included aspects such as:

Age of the seed; h

Source place of seed collection; h

Main character of seed; h

Differences between  h desi seed and other seeds;

Process of seed selection for sowing; h

Taste of produce; h

Fodder value. h

4.4. Seed mapping
Satvik undertook a vast survey of the interior areas of Kachchh district in 

2007 (refer Map 1: Kachchh district, Gujarat) to collect the traditional seeds of 

commonly grown crops – bajra (pearl millet), jowar (sorghum), moong (green 

gram), math/korad (moth bean), guwar (cluster bean), til (sesame) and aranda 

(castor). They identified farmers who were growing and maintaining the seeds 

of these crops since the past 50-80 years and collected 63 varieties (refer Table 

1: Crop and seed types). They prepared a descriptor of the characters of each 

of the varieties as explained by their growers. The farmers are in the process of 

evaluating the collected seeds.
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The crop-wise detail of the desi seed collected based on information given by the seed 

keeper farmers and the initial results of test sowing of Kharif 2008 are shared in Table 2 (also 

refer Annexure 2: Grain production, fodder production and maturity days):

Crop type Name of Crop No. of seed types

Foodgrain Bajra 17

Foodgrain Jowar 10

Pulse Moong 17

Pulse Math 4

Cash Crop Guwar 7

Oilseed Til 4

Oilseed Aranda 4

Total 63

Table 1: Crop and seed types

Map 1: Kachchh district, Gujarat
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4.5. Seed conservation and seed security strategy
Based on the above desi seed data collection, Satvik and its partners in Project 

Anmol have designed a strategy for seed conservation and seed security. The 

seed breeder farmers and lead farmers conduct research in these regions. The 

seed breeder farmers (SBF) supply the seed stock that they have conserved over 

the ages. The lead farmers (LF) grow and validate the character of the seeds on 

their farms. The results are discussed and shared on common platforms with 

experts from different research farms and universities. 

 Project ‘Anmol’ will increase the number of seed breeder farmers from 63 to 100 

and establish about 30 lead farmers. The seed security programme will identify 

front line demonstration (FLD) farmers in 15 villages of the 5 clusters. They will 

test the appropriateness of the different seed varieties for their village. The 

seed producer farmers (SPF) will multiply the seeds to sell to these farmers. In 

addition to in-situ seed multiplication, seed storage at the local level becomes 

an important aspect of seed conservation.

5.  Kothar – seed storage for seed conservation
5.1. Use of the kothar
Traditionally, subsistence rainfed farming in this region provided millets and 

pulses for home consumption. In this hot, arid, drought prone region, the 

storage of seed and grain became important. Seed and grain had to be stored 

in large quantities as the production of the next year was not assured due to the 

drought prone nature of the area. Pulses, especially green gram and moth bean 

are susceptible to storage pest. The infestation of storage pests increases in 

pulses with rise in temperature. Farmers in this region had developed a storage 

device locally known as the kothar to store large quantities of seed, grain 

and pulses in a good condition for 2 to 3 years. This was one of the traditional 

methods of combating drought. In the past, selling and buying the crops in the 

market was not common.

The use of the kothar has decreased over time due to a variety of factors. 

In the absence of the kothar, people are now storing their seed and grain 

by adding poisonous chemicals to them or by putting them in cold storage, 

which runs on electricity. The modern storage techniques are unsafe for 

human and animal health and are unsustainable. Hence, it is important to 
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focus on the revival of the traditional seed and grain storage 

device in the context of community-based agro-biodiversity 

conservation action.    

5.2. Size and shape of the kothar
The kothar may be a pot (small), tank (cone-like), or cupboard-

like (square) structure essentially made from un-baked earth 

gathered from the local pond, and most likely cast in-situ. The 

kothar were more common among the families engaged in 

farming compared to the families involved in service. 

The kothar are found in various sizes and shapes. The size of 

the kothar mainly depended on the production capabilities 

and the storage requirement. The small size storage device, 

upto 3 feet tall, called kothi is mainly used to store seeds. The 

mid size storage device between 3 to 6 feet tall is also called 

kothi and is used to store grain. The large size storage device, 

6 feet or more, is called the kothar and is used to store large 

quantities of grain. 

The shape of the kothar may be cylindrical, cone-shaped or 

square, depending on the space available inside the house. 

The kothar has an opening on the top to put in the seed 

and grain, and a hole in the front bottom to remove them. 

Alongside this, a small cupboard-like earthen device having a 

door in the front is found commonly, which is locally known 

as majudo or sanjiro. The majudo is used to store milk, 

butter, ghee and cooked food. During discussions, women 

have suggested that the kothi is also used to store their 

valuable hand-embroidered cloth.                     

5.3. Construction of the kothar 
The women of the family used to construct the kothar for their 

requirement. The women took decisions on the size, shape and 

material of the kothar. The discussion with the older women in 

the villages suggests that the selection of the soil is the most 

important task. Usually, clay and silt deposited in the village 
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1 Mud plaster made from clay and animal dung
2 Small platform made from mud

tank are used. Based on the experience, women selected 

the soil which was not favoured by termites. 

The soil collected from the tank was soaked for 2-3 days. 

The softened mud was recovered into which was mixed 

dried donkey droppings (approximate proportion of 20%-

25%). The donkey droppings were used as they contain 

larger fibrous material, which helped to prevent the 

mud from cracking when it dried. The women preferred 

donkey droppings over horse droppings, which also have 

large fibrous material in it, as they claim that the donkey 

droppings helped to prevent termites. Sometimes they 

also mixed agro-waste recovered from the threshing of 

the pearl millet earheads or wheat straw. This mixture was 

then thoroughly mixed by hand.

A base of 2-3 inch thick was first made. It was then left 

to dry for one day. A complete 9” high section of the wall 

of the kothar was made, and then left to dry until the 

following day. Once it had dried, a second 9” high section 

of the wall was made on top. This layering continued day-

by-day until the kothar was built up to the required height. 

The walls of the kothar were made 1 to 2.5 inches thick 

depending on the size and the height of the kothar.

The kothars have a lid made from clay, which is sealed 

using lippan.1  A hole was made a couple of inches from 

the base of the kothar to access the stored crop. To make 

the hole round, the ring of an old pot was fixed there. This 

was closed by stuffing it with cloth. All Kothars are raised 

from the ground either by pedlo,2 or by giving the kothar 

legs that are about 6 inches high. This prevents the stored 

items from getting moist.
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The kothars are often intricately decorated using lippan and mirrors. This is especially true of 

the Rabari and Harijan communities. 

5.4. Use and after care of the kothar
Once the kothar is constructed, many people put a layer of river sand on the bottom, on top 

of which a layer of ash is placed. On this base, sun dried seed and grain are placed. On top 

of the stored grain, another layer of sand and ash are put, which is compacted by sprinkling 

water on it. The people claim that the seed and grain are not spoiled by storage pest as the 

kothar is well-insulated and helps to maintain a low temperature inside. The 

germination quality of the seed is also not affected by storage in the kothar. 

People claim that they have used the seed which was stored in their kothar for 

3-4 consecutive years to grow their crop. The kothar also preserved the taste 

and fragrance of the grain/pulses. 

Lippan (made from white clayey mud only) is reapplied to the outer surface 

of the kothar once a year. When the kothar is empty, a coat of ochre, locally 

known as gheru (red earth) mixed with water is applied to the inside surface of 

the kothar to help prevent termites.

The kothars are regarded not merely as storage devices; they also have a 

cultural and symbolic significance. The kothars are kept facing the entrance 

of the house, and are the first thing you see when you enter the house. In the 

Rapar region, people regarded the kothar as pavitra.3  The kothars that had 

fallen into disrepair were not discarded but used as the base for the holy fire in 

religious ceremonies such as weddings and puja (worship).

5.5. Kothar in comparison with other materials
Today, the use of the kothar is in decline in the villages. Whilst many people still have the kothar, 

they are not actively used. Other storage devices made from baked mud, cement, steel or plastic 

are now more common. 

People believed that the kothar kept the food the coolest and retained the “natural” flavour 

and smell of the food. The burnt mud containers were next best, and people thought the 

plastic containers were the worst at keeping food cool and retaining its natural flavour.

3 Pure/holy
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People also claimed that the seeds kept in the kothar could still be used even 

after 4-5 years. However, seeds kept in plastic containers for a year would not 

germinate properly. Even today, the kothar are cheaper to construct than any 

of the rival storage methods.

5.6. Challenges
Earlier, the kothar was essential to seed storage as well as a status symbol. 

Today, the kothar made from mud are often perceived as “backward”; people 

prefer more “modern” containers. 

In mud houses, every year women would reapply a coat of lippan (local plaster) 

to maintain the walls. At the same time a coat of lippan would also be applied 

to the kothar. However, this ritual is not needed in pucca houses. As people 

have transitioned from mud bhunga to pucca houses, so also the construction 

and use of the kothar has declined. This is especially true after the Gujarat 2001 

earthquake. Many of the kothar were destroyed as the old houses collapsed on 

them, and the remaining kothar are not used in the newer pucca houses. The 

skill for making the kothar is also dying out, and is almost absent among the 

younger generation.

Traditionally, Khumbar’s (potters) would use donkeys for much of their work. It 

was the droppings from these donkeys that the women of the village used to 

make the kothar. Nowadays, the Khumbars, and the donkeys that they used, 

are in decline. The women claim it is more difficult to get donkey droppings.
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The need to store grain for long periods is declining in the villages. Today, farmers are selling out 

their produce when they have surplus and buying from the market when they are in deficit. The 

need for long term storage at the household level has reduced. 

The mud kothar are perceived to store seed and food better than the rival storage methods 

and are also initially more cost effective. However, apart from the older generation, most people 

interviewed felt that the kothar are no longer feasible.

5.7. Future potential
Experience has shown that the performance of the improved and hybrid varieties in rainfed 

and dryland organic farming are poor as these seeds are developed to respond to high external 

inputs. Alternately, traditional local cultivars have shown greater promise with better resilience, 

comparable or better production potential with lower inputs. In rainfed areas, farmers are realising 

the importance of conserving the traditional seeds and working towards seed security. 

Discussions with the farmers revealed that the acceptance of the mud kothar for seed storage 

is greater compared to grain storage. While working on seed security, the kothar can be revived. 

This will help to retain the skill and knowledge regarding the kothar and also to keep the issue 

alive in the village for future action. 
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List of villages visited for the kothar study 

Sl. No. Name of Village Taluka District

1 Vang Nakhatrana Kachchh

2 Kharadiya Nakhatrana Kachchh

3 Tuga Bhuj Kachchh

4 Jam Kunariya Bhuj Kachchh

5 Kuran Bhuj Kachchh

6 Balasar Rapar Kachchh

7 Nanda Rapar Kachchh

8 Vijapar Rapar Kachchh

Satvik team involved in the kothar case study:

Shailesh Vyas

Ramesh Makavana

Nikita Gor

Jeegna Nirmal

Suleman Khoja

Vali Theba

Dinesh Gor

Prashant Solanki of Hunnar Shala has helped Satvik to prepare the first draft 

of the Kothar section of the case study. A
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Grain and fodder yield and maturity days: bajra, guwar, jowar, moong, 

math and til
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This case study examines the impact of the Green Revolution on the indigenous seeds and 

traditional agricultural practices in Karnataka. It explores the factors that have influenced the 

shift in agricultural practices and their impact on farmers. It examines policies pertaining to 

plant genetic resources, seeds and their implications for farmers’ rights. It concludes with the 

need to create a favourable environment for reclaiming indigenous agricultural practices.

Seeding an Initiative
Community seed banks in Karnataka

Green Foundation

Karnataka

Meenakshi Angadi  
Smitha Ramanathan  
Vanaja Ramprasad
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1.  GREEN Foundation and its work
In 1994, GREEN Foundation started working with farmers to conserve, promote 

and revive the lost agro-biodiversity that were the farmers own till one to three 

decades ago. It was not an easy task to convince the farmers to return to their 

roots. The journey towards rejuvenating a way of life that the farmers had 

abandoned in the last quarter century began in 1994 with a handful of seeds, 

a small patch of land and the support of five women farmers in two villages of 

Thalli block in Tamil Nadu.

As the team started working intensively to promote sustainable agriculture, 

it realised the extent to which traditional agricultural practices had been 

eroded. Moreover, indigenous seeds, the veritable storehouse of local genetic 

resources, were under the threat of extinction. Having to buy seeds every year 

from the market, was putting an additional burden on the farmers. Indigenous 

or traditional seeds were known to respond well to the vagaries of the local 

environment. They were drought resistant, pest resistant and hardy species 

that required very little inputs. In order to revitalise agriculture, it was necessary 

to re-construct the foundation by reviving traditional seeds. Thus, began the 

quest for indigenous seeds.   
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Traditionally, farmers have preserved and exchanged seeds through informal 

social seed networks so as to manage the vulnerability and uncertainty in rural 

livelihoods. It is from these traditional concepts that GREEN Foundation has 

drawn its inspiration and purpose which later found comprehensive articulation 

in the right to food sovereignty. 1

1.1. Objectives of the study 
The study examines the changing social seed networks. It presents the 

community seed bank as a way of reclaiming the seed as a community 

resource. Community seeds banks are particularly significant in the context of 

the monopoly on seeds by large corporate groups in collusion with the state 

and its policies that are in favour of treating the seed as a saleable commodity 

rather than a shared common property resource. Such an environment seriously 

jeopardises the farmers’ rights to save and conserve indigenous seed varieties.

The specific objectives of the study are:

To document the community seed bank network project as an effort at  h

promoting community-based biodiversity: 

To understand the working and management of the community- :

based seed banks

To gather farmers’ perceptions of seed banks as a way of managing  :

seeds as a common resource 

To understand the factors influencing the success and failure of the  :

community seed banks.

To make recommendations for sustaining the community seed banks  h

At the grassroots level :

At the policy level :

1 Food Sovereignty is the RIGHT of peoples, communities, and countries to define their 

own agricultural, labour, fishing, food and land policies which are ecologically, socially, 

economically and culturally appropriate to their unique circumstances. It includes the true 

right to food and to produce food, which means that all people have the right to safe, 

nutritious and culturally appropriate food and to food-producing resources and the ability 

to sustain themselves and their societies - http://www.foodfirst.org/progs/global/food/

finaldeclaration.html 14 June 2002.
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2 GREEN Foundation, 2005.

1.2. Methodology
The study team visited villages in three of the ten agro-climatic zones in 

Karnataka across four districts – Kanakapura taluk in Ramanagaram district, 

Mulbagal taluk in Kolar district, Dharwad district and Ranibennur taluk of 

Haveri district (refer Annexure 1: List of individuals, institutions and villages). 

The team visited the community seed banks initiated during the CSBN project 

and interacted with farmers managing them. Case studies served as a means 

to understand the factors influencing the growth/decline of the community 

seed banks. It also engaged other community members in focused group 

discussions on agriculture, specifically seeds. The study team met traditional 

seed savers for in-depth interviews to understand their seed conservation 

perceptions and practices. 

1.3. What is a community seed bank? 2

A community seed bank works on similar principles as a bank, transacting 

seeds instead of money. Seeds are given free of cost to the members of the 

seed bank. Any farmer interested in using the local varieties of seeds can 

become a member. The member then sows the seed, harvests the crop, and 

later returns double the amount of seeds to the seed bank. In some cases 

even non-members are loaned seeds, but this is done on a surety provided 

by members. 

Community seed banks are instrumental in promoting food sovereignty. 

The seed bank is responsible for seed selection, seed conservation and seed 

treatment. It monitors seed distribution and collection, maintains a monitoring 

card to track who is growing what, maintains a record of needs, and plans for 

the next season. Seed bank members formulate rules to maintain the purity of 

the seeds, for example, farmers borrowing from the seed bank are not permitted 

the use of chemical fertilisers and pesticides in their agricultural practices. The 

seed bank members constantly monitor borrowers’ agricultural practices to 

ensure adherence to the rules. 

There is no rigid community structure identified for running a seed bank. In seed 

banks promoted by the GREEN Foundation, self-help groups (SHGs) existing in 
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3 GREEN Foundation, 2008.

the area were assigned the responsibility of maintaining the seed banks after 

discussion with the community. 

2. Seeding an initiative
2.1. Role of individual seed savers
Before setting up the seed banks, the staff went from village to village identifying 

traditional individual seed savers – farmers who had conserved indigenous 

varieties of seeds. These seed savers were rich sources of information. They 

filled in the knowledge gaps and were called upon as resource persons to share 

their knowledge with the seed bank members and other farmers (refer Box 1: 

Papamma – an inspiration for many).

The community seed bank has also spawned a cadre of individual seed 

savers who undertake on-farm seed conservation, supply seeds to seed 

banks and to farmers outside the network. These farmers have formed 

a seed savers’ network and are registered in GREEN Foundation’s list of 

seed savers. 3
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2.2. Establishing the first seed bank in Thalli 
GREEN Foundation set up a farm in Thalli to demonstrate sustainable farming 

practices. Each time a traditional variety was discovered; it was brought to 

the farm in Thalli, multiplied and distributed to farmers who wished to sow 

such varieties. 

SHGs promoted by the DHAN Foundation, an NGO working in the area, were 

used as a platform to spread the message of sustainable agriculture. Gradually, 

more and more women farmers came forward and expressed their interest in 

the concept. With the support of these SHGs, the first seed bank was established 

in Thalli in 1994. The seed bank became a place where the seeds were stored, 

treated, exchanged and borrowed by the farmers. Some norms pertaining to 

the functioning of the seed bank were evolved over a period of time.   

Box 1: Papamma – an inspiration for many

Papamma of Kurubarahalli village in Mulbagal taluk of Kolar district is an 

individual seed saver who has been a source of inspiration for many. Her 

interest in seed conservation enabled her to assume leadership in the 

community seed bank of Parvati SHG. 

A “Purushottam Sanman” awardee, Papamma impresses everyone with 

her simple and self-sufficient lifestyle.  According to Papamma, she has 

never bought anything from the market other than salt, mustard and 

cumin seeds. Everything else including hair oil and cooking oil comes from 

her 4-acre land – 1 acre irrigated and the rest dryland. 

Papamma explains the importance of a seed bank, “A seed bank ensures 

food security. Once the food needs of a family are met, it can think further 

about education, health, and other such needs. If the basic needs remain 

unaddressed, one’s entire time and energy is spent in thinking about 

securing the same.”  
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4 http://www.foodfirst.org/progs/global/food/finaldeclaration.html 14 June 2002.

3. Expanding the reach – the Community 
Seed Bank Network [CSBN] project

Community seed banks are an effort to revive the traditional seed network 

systems and institutionalise them through community based organisations so 

that they are sustainable. The focus is on-farm seed conservation. The challenge 

is to integrate seed conservation efforts with the remnants of indigenous 

practices by reinvesting people’s faith in their own systems.

Thus, the Community Based Seed Network (CSBN) Project was initiated by the 

GREEN (Genetic Resource Energy Ecology Nutrition) Foundation. The CSBN 

Project was implemented from 2001 to 2005 as a partnership with NGOs across 

various agro-climatic zones of Karnataka. The primary aim of the project was to 

ensure the seed security of farmers by redirecting them to traditional self-reliant 

agricultural practices so as to reduce their vulnerability. The project meshed 

with 3 crucial aspects of food sovereignty: 4

Recognition and promotion of women's role in h  food production and 

equitable access and control over productive resources 

Community control over productive resources h , as opposed to corporate 

ownership of land, water, genetic and other resources 
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Protecting seeds h , the basis of food and life itself, for the free exchange 

and use of farmers, which means no patents on life and a moratorium 

on the genetically modified crops which lead to the genetic pollution of 

essential genetic diversity of plants and animals. 

The experience of working with the farmers in Thalli and Kanakapura, the 

attempts at conserving agro-biodiversity and the slow yet steady steps taken 

by farmers in reverting to traditional agricultural practices were sought to be 

replicated in other areas of Karnataka. GREEN Foundation, therefore, partnered 

with like-minded NGOs in various agro-climatic zones of the state. In Phase 

I of the project, 2001, GREEN Foundation partnered with six NGOs operating 

in 9 districts of Karnataka. In Phase II, 2003, five more NGOs joined to cover 

another 5 districts in Karnataka. Thus a total of 12 organisations (including 

GREEN Foundation) collaborated on the Community Seed Bank Network 

Project to establish 34 Community Seed Banks in 14 districts of Karnataka (refer 

Annexure 2: List of community seed banks established). The entire project 

was implemented with the funding support of the Norwegian Agency for 

Development (NORAD). 
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3.1. Objectives and principles of the CSBN project
The twin objectives of the community seed banks were:

Conserving the agro-biodiversity of the respective agro-climatic zones.  h

Providing food security to farmers, especially to the small and marginal  h

farmers whose livelihood depends on two to five hectares of dryland and 

on agricultural labour. 

The initial experiences of the seed bank in Thalli helped to frame the operational 

principles that were followed across the network partners, namely: 

High involvement of the community h

Respecting the inherent wisdom and traditional knowledge of the  h

farmers

Recognising the diversity existing in the field areas of the partner NGOs  h

as a base for starting the community seed banks

With a view to promoting sustainable agricultural practices, the seed bank 

sought to lure the farmers away from the negative aspects of chemical 

based farming. It proposed to make these farmers self-sufficient in 

every aspect of agriculture. As in Thalli, the existing SHGs assumed the 

responsibility for managing the community seed banks and became the 

flag bearers of the project.

3.2. Project facilitation 
GREEN Foundation was the facilitator of the CSBN project. It designated 

and placed a member of its team as Field Manager in each region. The main 

responsibility of the Field Manager was to guide the process in each partner 

NGO. To begin with, the staff of the partner NGOs was oriented about the 

concept and the process of community seed banks. 

Participatory exercises and activities such as seed mapping, seed yatras and 

seed fairs were organised. Their main purpose was:

To enable the community to regard the loss of biodiversity in their area  h

as a problem;

To sensitise them about the long term impact of this loss; h

To collect as many varieties of seeds as possible from various villages in  h

and around the project area;
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To sensitise the people about the need to revive the lost varieties and  h

conserve the local diversity and traditional seeds.

3.3. Establishing community seed banks
The communities were guided through a process of establishing the 

community seed banks. Each community seed bank catered to 4-7 villages 

in its surrounding area. SHGs that showed an interest in maintaining a seed 

bank were given training on various aspects related to the selection of the 

best seeds for conservation, methods of storage of different varieties of seeds, 

functions of the community seed bank, and systems of transacting, monitoring 

and record keeping. Some of these seed banks were also supported financially 

for setting up the required infrastructure like the purchase of pots for storage 

of seeds, construction of space to store the pots, etc. Over a period of time, 

as the managers of the seed banks gained experience, these centres became 

repositories of different varieties of seeds, as well as spaces for the exchange of 

information and knowledge.
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Since the operational areas of a majority of the partner NGOs were in the rainfed 

region, the project also promoted soil conservation and water management 

practices to enable farmers to derive optimum benefits from agriculture. 

Farmers were kept abreast with innovations in the field of organic farming 

through formal training, inviting resource persons from agricultural universities 

and NGOs to local theme-based meetings. Farmers’ meetings from different 

regions and exposure visits were organised to facilitate cross-learning and 

information-sharing. 

3.4. Multiplying seeds through kitchen gardens
The kitchen garden was one of the most important activities of the project. 

As the members of the SHGs were mainly from poor and landless families, 

as well as small and marginal farmers’ families, it was impractical to directly 

start talking about interventions on agricultural land; they needed to be 

convinced about the benefits of reverting to indigenous varieties. Hence, the 

kitchen gardens served as demonstration sites for growing the local varieties 

of vegetable seeds using minimum water (refer Box 2: Kitchen gardens for 

biodiversity and health). 

Families tending kitchen gardens had to follow certain guidelines: 

Each garden should have a minimum of 10 varieties of vegetables;  h

The vegetables must be grown organically;  h

Families must return the seeds to the seed bank in the ratio 1:2.  h

These guidelines served as a precursor to the larger intervention that 

was to follow – increasing agro-biodiversity in the fields and promoting 

organic farming so as to ensure the health and well-being of the farmers 

and the consumers.
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Box 2 : Kitchen gardens for biodiversity and health

Ramakka, a landless agricultural labourer from Saraswathinagara, Kanakapura taluk, 

Ramanagaram district and a frequent borrower from the seed bank narrates how the seed 

bank has helped her, “Three years ago, my husband and I used to work as agricultural labour. 

We had a hand to mouth existence. The day we didn’t earn anything, we had to go to bed on 

an empty stomach. One day Sujatha (animator) told me about the seed bank and explained 

how I could make use of it by growing a kitchen garden in the space around our house. 

Since both my husband and I went to work, I wondered how I could take care of the garden. 

I was worried about watering as we had to fetch water from a distance to meet even our 

daily consumption needs. Sujatha explained that by directing the waste water from one’s 

house into the garden one could save both time as well as water. We decided to give it 

a try. With the help of the seed bank members, I started my small kitchen garden. From 

eight species of vegetables in the first year, today I have 16 species of fruit and vegetables 

in my garden. I even sell the surplus vegetables in the local market. From the day I started 

my kitchen garden, we have never gone to bed hungry. The health of my family has also 

improved as we are consuming more vegetables than before.”
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3.5. Structure of the community seed bank
Initially, the existing SHGs in the areas were trained to function as community seed 

banks. The preference for SHGs was driven by the following considerations:

They were cohesive groups of 15 to 20 women, who had proven their  h

ability and efficiency in working together over a period of time;

SHGs are women’s groups, which seemed the natural choice for forming  h

seed banks since women play a major role in seed conservation;

Since a community-based organisation existed in the village, it made  h

sense to build on it, rather than create a new structure

3.5.1. Role of the animator
A local person, either male or female, was designated as an animator for 

each seed bank. The animator’s main responsibility was to monitor and assist 

the SHG members in record-keeping. The animator would visit the farmers’ 

fields to ensure that they were growing crops organically. At the time of 

the harvest, the animator would help the farmers to identify good seeds for 

conservation. The animator would maintain records of borrowers, varieties 
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and quantities borrowed and returned, and the varieties in demand. The 

SHG members were primarily responsible for taking care of the seeds and 

conserving them for the next season. 

3.5.2. Role of the community seed banks

Gouramma of Yerjenahalli seed bank in Mulbagal taluk recounts her experience 

in the seed bank when it was active, “We all worked as one family. Responsibilities 

were shared. Every month 3 members would take turns to remove the seeds 

from the pot, dry them in the sun and repack them in the pots. Maintaining 

records of the varieties that we have and that were borrowed were the animator’s 

responsibility. There was a lot of understanding among the members. The seed 

bank was not only about seed storage, it was also a place where we got a lot of 

information about good agricultural practices.”

Dr. Vanaja Ramprasad of GREEN Foundation reflects on the strategy of 

establishing seed banks and the role that they played in the community, “We 

didn’t want our seed banks to be just repositories of local varieties of seeds, but 

we saw them more as redeemers of lost tradition. We intended them to be the 

catalysts in ushering back a way of life, which people had long forgotten in the 

race to achieve more in less time.”

3.6. Functions of the community seed bank
The basic functions of the community seed banks were: 

Storing seeds in the proper manner;  h

Lending seeds to those who require them; h

Maintaining a record of seeds given out and returned; h

Assuring that the seeds returned are of good quality; h

Training the farmers to select good quality seeds for using in the next  h

sowing season;

Making efforts to collect and conserve as many local varieties of seeds  h

as possible;

Maintaining records of the varieties that are in demand; h
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Monitoring the farming system of the farmer borrowers to ensure that they use only  h

organic inputs for growing crops;

Promoting the use of local seeds and traditional agricultural practices. h

4. Community seed banks – case studies
4.1. Mahadeshwara Seed Bank – Case 1  
This seed bank was established in 2003 and was active till 2006 in Therubeedi village, 

Kanakapura taluk, Ramanagaram district. It started with a 20-member SHG managing the 

bank. It catered to the seed needs of around nine villages. Initially, the seed bank began its 

operations from a rented building in the village. The rent was paid out of the SHG’s savings. 

After 2 years, in 2005, the seed bank got its own building constructed with the help of funds 

from the Gram Panchayat, GREEN Foundation and community contribution. By then, the 

seed bank had grown its operations and the members had started doing business in local 

seeds. Farmers from far and near used to approach the seed bank for seeds. 

4.1.1. Collapse of the SHG, collapse of the seed bank 

Gangamma, an active member of the seed bank since its inception, recalls its rise and fall, 

“When we started, everyone was very interested in the seed bank. All twenty of us were 

equally involved in the seed bank activities. We even invited Sindhia (PGR Sindhia, ex-



Green Foundation | Seeding an initiative

x60

MLA who represented this electoral constituency) We used to do business of 

about Rs.50,000 a year. We invested money from our savings into the business. 

Profits were credited into the SHG account. For six years, no one borrowed any 

money from the SHG account in order to make the corpus grow. Then one 

day when the amount reached a significant figure, all the members decided 

to take loans. Each of them took upto Rs.10,000 loan, and that was the end of 

our unity. No one returned the amount. When the SHG collapsed, the seed 

bank also suffered a setback”. 

Currently, it is only Gangamma and Honnamma who are running the seed 

bank because of their own interest in seed conservation. Honnamma explains 

the difficulties they are facing, “With only two of us handling the seed bank, 

it becomes very difficult to carry out all the activities required to sustain the 

seed bank – increasing the diversity in the seed bank, seed preservation and 

conservation, seed transactions, monitoring and record keeping and attending 

workshops. The two of us take care of everything and it is becoming increasingly 

difficult to do so.”

4.2. Saraswathinagara community seed bank – Case 2
This seed bank was established in 2003 and is currently catering to the needs 

of farmers from 10 to 12 villages Saraswathinagara village, Kanakapura taluk, 

Ramanagaram district. This extensive reach is possible due to the Village 

Development Committee (VDC) functioning in the neighbouring villages that 

complement the activities of the seed bank. The VDC acts as a link between the 

farmers and the seed bank, functioning as an extension of the seed bank itself. 

The VDC collects the farmers’ seed needs from their respective villages during 

the sowing season and submits it to the seed bank. It monitors the farmers to 

ensure that they use organic inputs, and harvest only good quality seeds for 

conservation and repayment to the seed bank. This is also one of the reasons for 

near 100% recovery in this seed bank. 

This community seed bank boasts of well-maintained records of all seed 

transactions and the available seed varieties, the credit for which goes to 

the animator. The animator also guides farmers regarding good agricultural 

practices using organic inputs. The seed bank is located in the animator’s 

house; she serves as the backbone of the seed bank and is responsible to a 

large extent for its success. According to GREEN Foundation, this seed bank is 

one of the best seed banks in their working area.  
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5 Villagers in this seed bank defined poor farmers as those with small land holding and who 
depended on both agriculture and agricultural labour for a living. The very poor were 
defined as landless agriculture labourers. The rich farmers were those with large land 
holdings and irrigation facilities.

4.2.1. Fulfilling the objectives of the community seed bank 
Analysis of the record of borrowers of Saraswathinagar seed bank, 2008, indicates 

that the seed bank is fulfilling its objective of servicing small and marginal farmers 

to enhance their seed/food security. 33 farmers borrowed from the seed bank. Of 

these, six were landless, five of whom borrowed vegetable seeds for their kitchen 

garden, and one person who leased land borrowed ragi seeds. Five big farmers had 

borrowed seeds of paddy and ragi. The remaining 22 farmers belonged to the small 

and marginal category. 5  

The trend in 2007 was similar – out of 35 borrowers, four each belonged to the landless poor 

and rich category, and the remaining 27 belonged to the small and marginal farmer category. 

Since rich farmers have irrigation facilities; they inevitably opt for the hybrid varieties, which 

they procure either from the Agriculture Department or from the open market. Hence, the 

challenge is to enable the small and marginal farmers to engage in sustainable agriculture, 

rather than imitate the big farmers, once their economic condition starts improving. 

Interestingly, almost all the borrowers, except those who had taken vegetable seeds, had 

returned the seeds to the seed bank as per the seed transaction norms.
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4.3. Yerjenahalli community seed bank – Case 3
Sridevi SHG was formed by Gram Vikas in early 1990’s in Yerjenahalli village, 

Mulbagal taluk, Kolar district. It was one of the oldest SHGs involved in the 

CSBN project. It was also a member of a strong federation of SHGs functional 

in that area. Despite this strong institutional base, the seed bank could not be 

sustained beyond the project period once the honorarium of the animator was 

discontinued, as this case study reveals. 

4.3.1. Gender inequities in decision-making 
The seed bank managed by the women’s SHG did not get any support from 

the menfolk in its own village. When the SHG mobilised a building from the 

Panchayat and started the seed bank in it, Laxmamma recalls the incident in 

the village wherein the men refused to co-operate to sustain the seed bank, 

“The men in the village wanted to initiate a dairy in the village in the building 

mobilised from the Panchayat. We tried to persuade them otherwise, saying 

that we had mobilised the building with our efforts. But they did not listen. 

They just threw away all our seeds and pots on the street.” Finally the SHG had 

to bow down to the men’s demands and vacate the building. Temporarily, the 

seed storage pots were kept in the house of one of the SHG members. After 

this incident, people, including the SHG members, began to lose interest in 

the seed bank; finally, it became defunct. According to Gouramma, an active 

member of the seed bank, “As only women were involved in the seed bank 

activities, running it was seen as the responsibility of SHG alone. People could 

not comprehend its wider significance to the entire community.” 

4.4. Minchu Akshay Krushikara Balaga Mattu Beeja Bank 
– Case 4

The seed bank was initiated with the help of the Minchu SHG in 2003 in 

Chinnikatte village, Ranibennur taluk, Haveri district. The SHG members played 

an active role in setting up the seed bank (refer Box 3: Minchu Akshaya Seed 

Bank rules). According to Gangamma Gowdar, President of Minchu SHG, “We 

went from house to house with garden tools and personally prepared plots 

for growing vegetables in the space surrounding the house. This was a way 

of promoting local varieties in vegetables. This was the first lesson in self-

sufficiency given by the seed bank.”
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Box 3 : Minchu Akshaya Seed Bank rules

After the harvest, the farmer borrower has to return seeds to the seed  h

bank in the ratio of 1:2

In case the borrowed seed is grown organically, then the seeds from  h

the harvested crop that are returned to the seed bank are retained 

for further conservation. In case the farmer has used chemicals, or 

the seeds are not of the best quality, they are sold and the profit 

earned is credited into the seed bank account.

If a farmer has multiplied seeds using the borrowed seeds and  h

wishes to sell them, then he has to pay the seed bank Re.1 per kg 

of seed sold

4.4.1. Transforming a seed bank into a successful enterprise calls 
for vision and co-operation 

As the seed bank grew, the SHG felt that it could no longer carry the responsibility 

alone. Gangamma proudly recalls, “Within three years we had collected a total 

of 120 varieties of seeds including that of cereals, pulses and vegetables. We 

got all the co-operation from the men in the village. After the harvest, when it 

was time for the farmers to return the seeds borrowed, men would go on our 

behalf and collect them.” 

As the seed bank grew in size, varieties, as well as the number of borrowers, 

it was becoming difficult for the SHG members to manage it. Hence, the 

village took a unanimous decision to separate the seed bank activities from 

the SHG. 30 interested persons from the village took over the reins of the 

seed bank from the SHG. In 2006, the seed bank was registered under the 

Societies Registration Act with its own bye-laws. A 15-member committee 

was constituted to look into the management of the seed bank. Office 

bearers were elected and the President of the SHG, Smt. Gangamma Gowdar 

was elected as the Vice-President of this new seed bank. President, Secretary 

and Treasurer were also elected. 

Learning from the experience of the SHG, the seed bank appointed a full time 

animator (whose honorarium is paid by GREEN Foundation) for the purposes 

of monitoring, record keeping and liaising. Shri M.D. Patil, President of the new 
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seed bank explains, “Apart from the routine activities of the seed bank, there 

are many other activities that need continuous follow up, like liaising with the 

Government departments and other agencies, follow-up with the borrowers, 

etc. Lately we have also started getting many visitors and co-ordinating their 

visit itself becomes a big task for the animator.” Another person appointed by 

the GREEN Foundation provides hand holding support. Today, this seed bank 

has been transformed into a successful enterprise thanks to the co-operation 

and vision of its members.   

4.5. Kurubarahalli community seed bank – Case 5
Papamma was a member of Parvati SHG in Kurubarahalli village, Mulbagal 

taluk, Kolar district, promoted by the NGO Gram Vikas. The SHG volunteered 

to take the responsibility for running a seed bank. Papamma first heard about 

the concept of the seed bank in 2002 when a seed mapping exercise was 

conducted in her village. Papamma alone contributed around 13 varieties 

during the exercise. She had been conserving seeds for the past 20 years. Thus 

in 2003, under the leadership of Papamma, the seed bank started functioning. 

From 50 varieties in the beginning, the seed bank expanded to 100 varieties 

within a span of 3 years. She taught the members how to select good seeds 

for conservation, how to preserve seeds until the next sowing season, how 

to carry out seed treatment before sowing, etc. She was called to many other 

seed banks as a resource person to share her rich experience. 

In 2007, the rented building from where the seed bank had been functioning 

had to be vacated. With no other place in the village to shift the seeds, Papamma 

volunteered to conserve the seeds at her home. In the meanwhile, the strength 

of the SHG had reduced from 15 members to 10 members. The interest of 

the members in continuing the seed bank activities began to decline. Thus, 

Papamma was once again left alone to take care of the seeds. But she did not 

lose heart. She along with her husband, continue to save and distribute the 

seeds as an individual seed bank.
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5. Sustaining the community seed bank initiative 
5.1. Village Development Committees (VDCs)
The community seed banks were initially managed by the SHGs. As their activities grew, the 

number of varieties conserved by each seed bank significantly increased. Yet, the seed banks 

were unable to reach out to all sections of the community. However efficiently the seed 

banks functioned, their reach was restricted due to the nature of their composition – SHG 

members were mostly women from the poor families in the community. 

Eventually, a few of the big farmers who were mostly purchasing hybrid seeds and chemical 

fertilisers began to show interest in the seed bank. Since the conservation of local varieties was 

a key objective, the community seed banks in an effort to expand their reach extended their 

services to all farmers irrespective of gender, caste and class, while continuing to prioritise 

the needs of the small and marginal farmers and agricultural labourers. In some cases, the 

management of the community seed bank became an added burden for the SHGs. Hence, 

in the area where GREEN Foundation operated in Kanakapura, the VDC has emerged as an 

alternate community institution for managing the community seed bank since 2008 (refer 

Box 4: Role of the Village Development Committee). 
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The VDC functions at the village level as an all-inclusive committee linked to the 

community seed bank. It allows the participation of all concerned, irrespective 

of gender, caste or class. Any farmer showing an interest in organic farming is 

allowed membership in the VDC. 

The main responsibilities of the VDC are:

To collect the demand for seeds from their members and from other  h

interested farmers in the village before the sowing season and submit it 

to the seed bank. 

To monitor farmers and ensure that they are using organic inputs post- h

distribution of the seeds; 

To guide the farmers at the time of seed selection for the purpose of  h

conservation;

To follow-up with farmers at the time of seed repayment.  h

Box 4 : Role of the Village Development Committee

According to Muniamma, a member of the VDC in Mahadevagondanahalli, 

“The VDC ensures that the seed needs of the farmers are met in time. For 

this, the VDC collects the demands from the interested farmers well in 

advance, and forwards the list to the seed bank. This helps the seed bank 

to organise the seeds for the sowing season, and in case of a shortage, to 

arrange to get the seeds from elsewhere. In case the seed bank foresees a 

mismatch between the demand and what it can supply, it intimates the VDC 

in advance, so that the farmers can arrange the same from elsewhere.”  

Apart from the business related to the community seed bank, the VDC also 

performs savings and credit activities. It assists members with land development 

works. Currently, the VDCs with the support of GREEN Foundation are engaged 

in mobilising a Participatory Guarantee System for organic agri-products. 
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5.2. Community seed bank diversifies its portfolio
As the seed banks developed and matured, they added on allied activities to 

their list based on community expectations and capacities. For example, in 

Veeraiahannadoddi, the seed bank is negotiating a Participatory Guarantee 

System for certification of its organic farmers. In Chinnikatte (Ranibennur 

taluk, Haveri district), the seed bank plans to purchase a 2-acre plot of 

land to start a seed farm and engage in seed marketing. As agriculture is a 

vast subject, the community seed bank pioneers see plenty of avenues for 

the seed bank to expand its operations. It is important that the seed bank 

retains its focus and commitment to its raison d’être – the conservation of 

indigenous seed varieties.

In Kanakapura, where GREEN Foundation had its direct intervention, it continued to 

support seed banks even after the end of the CSBN project – not so much in terms 

of finances, but in the form of hand holding which meant continuous visits of the 

staff to the villages, mentoring and guiding them. One animator per seed bank was 

also supported by GREEN Foundation for a long time after the completion of the 

project. Due to the continued interest and support of GREEN Foundation, most 

of the seed banks are functioning well in this area today (refer Annexure 3: List of 

community seed banks managed by the VDCs). 
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5.3. Factors influencing functioning of community seed 
banks

5.3.1. Appropriate institutional mechanisms 

When the seed banks plan to go beyond the basic objective of conserving local 

varieties, it is advisable for them to undergo a vision building exercise wherein 

they clearly define what they would like to achieve in the near future. This might 

also help in redefining the structure and functions of the seed bank appropriate 

to achieve the vision. Thus, linking the seed banks with a village level institution 

such as the VDC serves as a bridge between the farmers and the community 

seed bank helping to sustain the seed bank as a viable institution.

Among the seed banks that are not functioning well are those that have 

either not been linked with VDCs, or where the SHG has proved to be an 

inappropriate institutional mechanism for the functioning of the community 

seed bank. 

For example in the village of Therubeedi, Kanakapura taluk (refer Case 1), the 

activities of the Mahadeshwara seed bank were in conflict with the functions 

of the SHG. The SHG members who came from economically backward 

backgrounds, saved in the SHG with the intention of taking small loans in case 

of emergencies. But instead, all the savings were diverted into the seed business 

and the members did not take any loan or withdraw money from their account 

for 6 long years. When the members finally took loans, their failure to repay 

caused the SHG to collapse. Thus, the robust functioning of the Mahadeshwara 

seed bank was impaired despite the support of Green Foundation. However, 

a couple of erstwhile members of the seed bank who are interested in seed 

conservation continue as individual seed savers. 

In Chinnikatte, Haveri district (refer Case 4), when TRDF, the partner NGO, 

withdrew from the village on closure of the project, the SHG continued to 

maintain the seed bank. GREEN Foundation continued to support the seed 

bank through a consultant who played a major role in their sustainability. 

Subsequently, the SHG handed over the reins of the seed bank to a committee 

formed exclusively for the purpose. This seed bank was later registered under 

the Societies Act.
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5.3.2. Human and financial resources 
In the case of Mulbagal taluk, including Yerjenahalli village (Case 3) where Gram 

Vikas was the implementing partner for CSBN, financial support came to an end 

with the end of the project. It was no longer possible to compensate for the 

human resource, namely, the animator required to manage the seed bank. This 

withdrawal of resources prior to the seed banks achieving a stage of maturity 

adversely impacted their functioning and eventually led to their collapse.

The members of the defunct seed bank in Yerjenahalli articulated the factors 

essential for sustaining a seed bank as long-term hand- holding and funding 

support, salary/incentive for key workers, appointment of a person to exclusively 

manage the affairs of the seed bank, namely, record-keeping, monitoring, and 

visiting farmers’ fields for follow-up. 

5.3.3. Gender inequities in decision-making 
In Yerjenehalli village (refer Case 3) the men in the village regarded the seed 

bank as a women’s enterprise which could be dispensed to make way for 

their lucrative dairy enterprise. They were unable to comprehend the wider 

significance of the seed bank for the entire community. Once the disheartened 

SHG members yielded to the men’s decision, they lost the will to continue with 

the seed bank and it ceased to function.  
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5.4. Community perceptions about seed banks
Papamma of Kurubarahalli village in Mulbagal pointed out the significance of 

the seed banks, “If we have seeds available in our own village, we can take up 

sowing immediately after the showers. But if we need to start looking out for 

seeds from elsewhere after the rains, we waste crucial time. Approaching the 

money lender who might delay lending by a few days, then approaching the 

Agriculture Department or the seed depot for seed purchase where there is 

always the uncertainty of seed availability, and then taking up sowing activity 

might take a long time. In all this running around, the crucial period of sowing 

may be lost.”

5.4.1. Advantages of community versus individual seed saving
The farmers in Yerjenehalli and Kurubarahalli pointed out the importance of 

having a seed bank in a village to ensure the security of the seed as saving seed 

at home is always fraught with the danger of it being consumed in times of 

necessity. The seed bank also ensures food security as farmers who have access 

to seed can rest secure in that knowledge and fully devote their energies to 

earn their livelihoods and care for the well-being of their families (refer Box 5: 

Seed bank shows the way).

Gouramma of Sridevi SHG, Yerjenahalli village explains the advantage of the 

community seed bank over the system of conserving seeds at home, as do 

many of the small and marginal farmers in her village, “Saving seeds at home 

is like saving money at home instead of a bank. Money saved at home is often 

used up for some artificial emergencies, and when a real emergency arises 

we turn to money lenders. Similarly, there have been many instances when 

seeds conserved at home are used for the purpose of consumption during 

times of need.” 

The only two active members of the seed bank in Therubeedi aver, “A seed bank 

can be managed successfully only if there is unity among the members and 

everyone shares the responsibility of running the show.”

According to the farmers of Veeraiahannadoddi, “Seed banks must be 

registered to help farmers promote organic farming as a group, lobby 
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Box 5 : Seed bank shows the way

Susheelamma of Mahadevagondanahalli, a small farmer with 3 acres 

of dryland, also has a similar story to share, “Before Green Foundation 

intervened, we were growing Indaf ragi, a hybrid variety that we used 

to purchase from the local office of the Agriculture Department. We had 

been growing this for the past 10 to 12 years. In the beginning, the yield 

was good, but as the years passed, the yield started dwindling. Especially 

in a year with low rainfall, the harvest would be less than half of the usual. 

We knew that something was seriously wrong with our agricultural 

practice. But we realised the problem only when Green Foundation 

pointed out during one of the meetings the importance of local seeds 

in our agriculture. We shifted immediately and from then on there was 

no looking back. Three years ago we borrowed Pichakaddi ragi seeds 

from the seed bank. Since then, we are conserving our own seeds. We 

realised how much we save by not purchasing seeds from outside. We 

have realised the strength in our traditional agriculture.”

6. Sustaining community seed banks 
For centuries, farmers have been the guardians of seed and sustainable 

agricultural practices. A community seed bank is an appropriate institution 

to ensure that farmers continue to remain the guardians of seed in the years 

to come. This requires greater clarity in the policies and legislations regarding 

farmer’s rights. On the positive side, some of the legislations discussed in the 

GREEN Foundation case study in Section A, especially Protection of Plant 

Varieties and Farmers’ Rights Act (PPVFRA) and National Biological Diversity 

Act (NBDA) have provided a space for farmers’ groups in particular, and civil 

society in general, to act to secure farmers’ rights. How can this space be best 

leveraged at the grassroots level in the interest of farmers and to influence the 

policy makers? 

with the government on policy-related issues and to float schemes that 

promote organic farming, as well as to negotiate the price of their produce 

in the market.
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The effect of the PPVFRA on the fledgling seed banks is 

unclear. 

If a community-based institution such as a  h

seed bank is to register varieties what are the 

procedures that need to be followed? What kind 

of support can it expect from the Authority if it 

wants to do this? 

What are the repercussions if it continues to  h

function as before, exchanging unregistered or 

registered varieties? It is not yet clear whether 

they will be able to raise funds through the sale of 

seeds and the provision of other services as a few 

seed banks have done. 

Clearly there are many questions that need to be 

answered, even as the seed banks grapple with issues 

relating to institutional sustainability. The community 

seed banks require support and strengthening to enable 

them to function as sustainable peoples’ institutions. 

6.1. At the grassroots level
6.1.1. Hand holding support for a longer duration 
A seed bank is not only about conserving traditional varieties or shifting to organic 

farming. It is more about changing one’s approach to life. It is about fulfilling everyone’s 

basic needs and foregoing one’s greed. Projects provide a starting point for the Herculean 

task but the community seed bank requires a further period of handholding to reach its 

larger objective.

6.1.2. Financial support 
Until such time that the community takes ownership of the community seed bank, skeletal 

financial support is required to sustain its activities. Withdrawal of financial support could 

be phased, wherein the implementing agency does not end the programme abruptly, 

leaving the community-based organisations to fend for themselves. The gradual withdrawal 

can entail sharing of the costs with the implementing agency wherein the community 

contributes a larger share towards the end of the project period.
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6.1.3. Animator is a must
A seed bank, whether new or an established one requires an animator who 

works like a secretary to the seed bank and is answerable to the seed bank 

members. A community seed bank that is expected to function efficiently and 

grow has to implement a lot of activities. In order to discharge its responsibilities 

effectively, a community seed bank requires a dedicated, full-time paid worker. 

The activities are too extensive to be assumed as a community responsibility. 

The responsibility needs to be fixed in order to get the work done in time. 

6.1.4. Appropriate community institutions 
The functions of the community seed bank are quite different from those of 

an SHG. The sections of the community to which both these cater are also 

very different. In such a case, overlapping the two institutions might prove 

catastrophic and lead to the collapse of both the institutions. Hence, it is 

essential to work out a separate community institutional structure for the seed 

bank. The institution might need a small committee for monitoring the activities. 

Various responsibilities could be shared on a rotational basis. This committee 

can be constituted from among interested farmers who share the concern of 

protecting indigenous varieties and promoting traditional agricultural practices. 

The animator should be held accountable to the committee. Depending on 

the nature of the activities that the seed bank envisions for itself, it can opt for 

registration. When a seed bank caters to more villages, it can forge linkages 

with local village level institutions, the composition and functions of which 

could be chalked out. 

6.2. At the policy level
6.2.1. Awareness and education on policies 
There is a need for the active dissemination of rights conferred and obligations 

imposed on commercial breeders as well as farmers under the various 

legislations. The farming community is mostly unaware of these Acts and the 

repercussions of these and of the larger forces of liberalisation and globalisation, 

on their livelihood. The community-based organisations and NGOs working 

with farmers need to acquaint themselves with these legislations. Policy makers 

need to understand the ground realities. Hence, there is a need for the creation 

of a knowledge sharing space. 
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6.2.2. Lobbying and advocacy for more research in traditionally 
high-yielding varieties of seed
The myth that all hybrid varieties are high yielding and that indigenous varieties 

are not, needs to be dispelled. There are many examples of farmers who have 

harvested good yields using indigenous varieties of seed. Agricultural research 

centres and universities could carry out trials on such varieties and develop 

and promote a package of practices that are organic and sustainable instead of 

singularly focusing on chemical/hybrid practices.

6.2.3. Support for popularising traditional agricultural   
 practices 
All farmers might not have the essential infrastructure required to produce 

organic farm yard manure. Hence, the state could make organic manure 

available to farmers at affordable prices as it has done for the chemical fertilisers 

by subsidising them. The government could provide the support prices for 

organic products, and assist in popularising and marketing them. In Dharwad, 

collaboration between organic farmers and the consumers has resulted in a 

small informal market wherein the buyers and sellers carry out trade on mutually 

beneficial terms. The government could explore the possibility of encouraging 

such local markets and enabling a participatory guarantee system for organic 

produce rather than catering exclusively to export markets. Since certification is 

an expensive proposition, it may not be a viable option for small farmers.
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6.2.4. Promoting local varieties through the public    
 distribution system (PDS) 
In a region where nutrition-rich millets such as jowar (sorghum), ragi (finger 

millet) and navane (foxtail millet) are traditionally grown as food crops, the 

government could provide these millets through the PDS rather than only 

providing rice and wheat. Inclusion of millets in the PDS would be beneficial 

to both the public as well as to the farmers providing the latter with the 

incentive to grow and conserve these millets, some of which are on the verge 

of extinction.

There are many questions and many possibilities. The need is to act fast, before 

the traditional wisdom is totally lost, before the seed, that has for so long 

been a reproductive, renewable resource, becomes a non-renewable resource 

controlled by a few.
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r
No.

Name of institution/ 

persons visited

Type of institution/

individual
Village/District

1 Mahadeshwara SHG

Self Help Group 

functioning as a seed 

bank

Therubeedi, Ramanagaram

2 Shivanappa Individual seed saver Therubeedi, Ramanagaram

3 Vigneshwara Seed Bank
Veeraiahannadoddi, 

Ramanagaram

4 Sri K.M. Nagaraj Individual seed saver
Kolagondanahalli, 

Ramanagaram

5
Sri Mahadeshwara 

VDC

VDC that manages 

the seed bank 

which is located in 

neighbouring village of 

Saraswathinagara

Mahadevagondanahalli, 

Ramanagaram

6 Smt Hombalamma Individual seed saver
Mandebaildoddi, Krishnagiri 

district, Tamil Nadu

7 Smt Jayaratnamma Individual seed saver
Kolagondanahalli, 

Ramanagarama

8 Smt Papamma Individual seed saver Kurubarahalli, Kolar

9

Jyothi SHG, Sharada 

SHG, Maheshwari 

SHG, Sharada SHG

SHG members and 

other farmers
Reddihalli, Kolar

10 Shreedevi SHG
SHG functioning as seed 

bank
Yerrejenahalli, Kolar

List of individuals, institutions and villages – visits and interactions
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11 Sri Narsinghannavar Individual seed saver Lokur, Dharwad

12 Sri Benchamardi S. Individual seed saver Hebballi, Dharwad

13.

Minchu Akshaya 

Krishakara Balaga & 

Beeja Bank

Community Seed Bank Chinnikatte, Haveri

14 Sri Shivaraj GREEN Foundation Dharwad/Haveri

15 Sri Ningappa Kakol GREEN Foundation Kanakapura

16 Sri Shiva Kumar GREEN Foundation Kanakapura

17 Sri Pandu GREEN Foundation Kanakapura

18
Dr. Vanaja 

Ramaprasad
GREEN Foundation Kanakapura

19 Smt Praveena Gram Vikas Mulbagal
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List of community seed banks established in the CSBN project

Seed 

Bank #
District Organisation Agro-climatic zone Village name

1. Bidar Prawarda
North-Eastern 

Transition Zone
Nirgudi

2. Bidar Prawarda
North-Eastern 

Transition Zone
Hanumanthwadi

3. Koppal Samuha Northern Dry Zone Vitalapura

4. Koppal Samuha Northern Dry Zone Julkunte

5. Raichur Samuha Northern Dry Zone Chatar

6. Haveri

Tropical Research 

Development 

Centre (TRDC)

Northern Transition 

Zone
Kasambi

7. Haveri TRDC
Northern Transition 

Zone
Chinnikatte

8. Haveri Aranya Vikas
Northern Transition 

Zone
Chinnikatte

9. Haveri Aranya Vikas
Northern Transition 

Zone
Nidanegilu

10. Shimoga
Krishi Prayog 

Parivar (KPP)
Hilly Zone Kanabilu

11. Shimoga MGRDS Trust
Southern Transition 

Zone
Mallapura

12. Shimoga MGRDS Trust
Southern Transition 

Zone
Balakoppa

A
N

N
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13. Shimoga KPP Hilly Zone Kodlu

14. Shimoga KPP Hilly Zone Chakkobailu

15. Udupi
Nagarik Seva 

Trust (NST) 
Coastal Zone Anadi

16. Chikamagalur Vikasana
Southern Transition 

Zone
Buthanahalli

17. Chikamagalur Vikasana
Southern Transition 

Zone
Beeranahalli

18.
Dakshina 

Kannada
NST Coastal Zone Mithabagilu

19. Tumkur BAIF Central Dry Zone Balehalli

20. Tumkur BAIF Central Dry Zone Kuriyarapalya

21. Tumkur BAIF Central Dry Zone Balavaneralu

22. Tumkur BAIF Central Dry Zone Hullekere

23. Ramanagaram 6  
GREEN 

Foundation
Eastern Dry Zone Therubeedi

24. Ramanagaram
GREEN 

Foundation
Eastern Dry Zone Yelachavadi

25. Ramanagaram
GREEN 

Foundation
Eastern Dry Zone Saraswathinagara

26. Ramanagaram
GREEN 

Foundation
Eastern Dry Zone Kanavemadhapura

6 Earlier Bangalore Rural district
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27. Kolar Gram Vikas Eastern Dry Zone Yeraginnennahalli

28. Kolar Gram Vikas Eastern Dry Zone Kurubarahalli

29. Kolar Gram Vikas Eastern Dry Zone Yadahalli

30. Kolar Gram Vikas Eastern Dry Zone Shettikal

31. Mysore VGKK Southern Dry Zone Hunasuru

32. Mysore VGKK Southern Dry Zone Alkere Agrahara

33. Chamrajnagar VGKK Southern Dry Zone Siddanahundi

34 Chikkamagalur Vikasana Southern Dry Zone Thandya
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List of community seed banks managed by the VDCs as of May 20097

S. No. Seed bank name Village name District Agro-climatic zone

1. Alanatha CSB Alanatha Ramanagaram Eastern Dry Zone

2. Anuradha CSB Dasaiahannadoddi Ramanagaram Eastern Dry Zone

3. Navajyothi CSB Dinnur Ramanagaram Eastern Dry Zone

4. Gulaganahalli CSB Gulaganahalli Ramanagaram Eastern Dry Zone

5. Kulumedoddi CSB Kulumedoddi Ramanagaram Eastern Dry Zone

6. Swathi CSB Marupalli Ramanagaram Eastern Dry Zone

7. Saraswathi CSB Saraswathinagara Ramanagaram Eastern Dry Zone

8. Mahadeshwara CSB Therubeedi Ramanagaram Eastern Dry Zone

9. Uttare CSB Veeraiahanadoddi Ramanagaram Eastern Dry Zone

7 These community seed banks are supported by GREEN Foundation.
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This case study locates the community initiative among the sedentary and migratory shepherds 

of the Deccani sheep breed in Andhra Pradesh and Maharasthra. It highlights strategies such 

as the formation of a shepherds’ sangham to support the “keepers of the gene”. It looks at the 

challenges to breed conservation and spells out its efforts to build community capacities for 

community-based breed conservation.

Conservation of the Deccani Sheep Breed
A community initiative on biodiversity management in 

Andhra Pradesh and Maharashtra

Anthra

Andhra Pradesh and Maharashtra

Sagari Ramdas  
S. Ashalatha
Sanyasi Rao
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1. Anthra and its work  
Anthra works with landless, small and marginal farmers – Adivasis, Dalits, 

pastoralists, especially with women from these communities. Anthra seeks to 

protect indigenous knowledge, focusing on production and farming systems, 

crops and fodder varieties, animal and plant genetic resources, medicinal plants 

and health care traditions, land and water use. It supports viable community-

based livelihood-enriching interventions rather than mainstream, dominant 

development paradigms. It resists policies and programmes that displace the 

poor from their livelihoods, thereby violating their basic human rights.

Anthra’s strength lies in being a resource organisation with a strong research 

orientation, firmly rooted in innovating with practical solutions to problems 

through direct work with farming communities. The productive outreach 

programme services farming communities through training, technical support 

to other field-based organisations, as well as publications in local languages. 

This unique approach has also become the basis for strong advocacy with 

policy makers. 

Anthra works with pastoralists and agro-pastoralists who rear sheep and goats 

under settled and migratory production systems in the Deccan region of 

Andhra Pradesh and Maharashtra. 

1.1. Sedentary shepherds of Medak, Andhra Pradesh 
Anthra began to work with the sheep and goat rearers towards the end of 

the 1990s. This was a period of deep conflict with the Forest Department 

about the grazing and watering rights of the shepherds in the nearby forests. 

The newly established Vana Samrakshana Samiti (Joint Forest Management 

Committees) in the villages had severely restricted their customary rights. 

Anthra’s involvement with one set of problems naturally drew it into engaging 

with the other major concern of the shepherds, namely, the poor health and 

the high mortality of their flocks. The absence of veterinary facilities resulted in 

huge losses and expenses for the shepherds. They were completely dependent 

on private medical shopkeepers, who had become de-facto doctors, advisors 

and suppliers of medicines, all rolled into one. 
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Anthra successfully organised the shepherds into community groups (sangham), 

open to men and women of all castes who owned small ruminants, to work on 

their common concerns and issues. The sangham collectively formed a larger 

district-level platform for the shepherds. The health of their ruminants naturally 

became one of the first issues they addressed. The sangham regularly met to 

share concerns, plan action and take strategic decisions concerning the health 

care of their small ruminants.  

1.2. Migratory shepherds of Maharashtra
Following their success with different approaches to veterinary health care in 

the early part of this decade, Anthra felt that the community who most needed 

its help were the shepherds who relied primarily on livestock for a livelihood. 

In 2004, Anthra initiated a process of locating districts, which had a high sheep 

population, especially those managed under a migratory system. Providing 

support to these communities was a challenge that Anthra was keen to take 

up. Besides following census figures and government data, Anthra’s field visits 

enabled them to locate villages where the shepherds lived. They held informal 

meetings with the community. Based on these multiple sources of information, 

Anthra identified Satara as a key district, to initiate its work. Along with 

collecting information on the shepherds’ migratory routes and patterns, Anthra 

tried to identify important community members who would help advance 

the work. Interestingly, at that time, Gunther Sontehimer, the well-known 

German sociologist was making a movie on shepherds with a senior shepherd, 

Sakharam Lakde acting in the film. Lakde expressed considerable interest in 
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Anthra’s intent to work with the community and since then has been a great 

support to the work with pastoralists. Soon, a team consisting of a veterinary 

doctor and field researchers assigned to the region began to work with the 

shepherds. Subsequently, Anthra’s work with migratory shepherds has spread 

to two adjacent districts of Solapur and Kolhapur. 

Since 2004, Anthra has been involved in organising the shepherds into 

village-level collectives (sangham/gutt). Anthra encourages them to unite 

on a common platform for collective action to address their problems. Anthra 

facilitates a process whereby information and technical support reaches the 

shepherds. The shepherds engage with and discuss strategies to improve 

the health of their small ruminants, preserve and protect local animal genetic 

resources, improve fodder availability, address issues related to access to 

key natural resources such as water, grazing lands and pastures and access 

services from the government veterinary health department. Shepherds not 

only strategise ways in which they can assert their rights to resources using 

existing legislations but also discuss the need for newer policies/legislations. 

Far from being prescriptive, the strategy draws the community to identify their 

problems as well as work on possible solutions.

A major component of the work is mobilising local communities to conserve the 

local Deccani sheep breed and Osmanabadi goat breed, native to the Deccan 

plateau. These breeds play a critical role in the livelihoods and agricultural production 

systems of the pastoralists and agro-pastoralists of the Deccan region.

1.3. Location of the community initiative
In Andhra Pradesh, about 400 pastoralist/agro-pastoralist families spread across 

24 villages in Hathnura, Jinnaram, Narasapur, Narayankhed and Shivampet 

mandals of Medak district are involved in direct intensive community action. 

Anthra undertook extensive mapping of the district and the state. It revealed 

that Hathnura, Jinnaram, Narasapur, Shivampet along with Veldurthy in Medak 

district are amongst the handful of remaining geographic locations in the state 

which continue to have significant numbers (>85 per cent) of the total sheep 

population of ‘pure Deccani breed’. However, Narayankhed mandal along with 

almost all other parts of Medak and the traditional breeding tracts in Andhra 

Pradesh have witnessed between 50-100 per cent conversion of the black 

Deccani to Red Nellore and/or Jodipi. 
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In Maharashtra, the community initiative in the three districts of Satara, Solapur 

and Kolhapur focuses on the seven taluks or blocks of Hatkanangale, Khandala, 

Koregaon, Malsiras, Mann, Phaltan and Sirol. It involves 410 pastoralists who 

belong to 22 gutt or groups, owning about 20,611 sheep and 10,000 goats. 

In Maharashtra too, the Black Deccani breed is under significant pressure, as is 

evident in the distribution of the breed in the taluks where Anthra works. 

2. Rationale for the intervention 
The livestock species and breeds that evolved in the Deccan are an outcome 

of the dynamic interactions and relationship between the people and the 

natural resources and their mutual dependence on each other for survival. 

The Deccani sheep breed found in the semi-arid Deccan tracts of Andhra 

Pradesh (Telangana), north eastern Karnataka and central Maharashtra are 

medium-size, coarse wool sheep with black being their dominant colour. It 

is a short-tailed sheep and lambs thrice in two years. It is ideally suited to the 

extreme temperatures of the Deccan and is a hardy breed adapted for long-

distance migration in search of food and water, which is a necessary coping 

strategy of animals and the people who rear these animals in the arid and 

semi-arid zones.
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2.1. Importance of the Deccani sheep breed 
The Deccani sheep breed is valued for its wool, meat and manure. The sheep 

manure and urine has a high nitrogen content, which improves soil fertility. 

The shepherds in the course of migration enter into mutual agreements with 

farmers for penning their sheep in the farmlands for effective use of their dung 

manure that enriches the soil. The farmers, in turn, give the shepherds rice, dal 

and pocket money to meet their daily needs and expenses. 

The Deccani sheep is a coarse wool-cum-meat breed and is unique worldwide 

because of its wool, which comes in various shades of black. The wool is 

important as it protects the animals from the weather patterns and extreme 

temperatures (as low as 7˚C to 8˚C in winter and as high as 45˚C in the summer) 

that are typical of the semi-arid Deccan plateau. The Deccani sheep wool is 

the source of the gongali/gongadi/kambali (a local blanket) – one of the 

most essential and multi-purpose traditional apparels worn and used by the 

communities across the Deccan, particularly the pastoral communities. The 

black wool has also been the source of livelihood for shepherd women and in 

Maharashtra for the Sangar weaving community. The Sangar women sort, card 

and spin the wool, while the men weave the black wool into the gongali. In 

some parts of Maharashtra, mainly in the districts of Kolhapur, Sangli and Satara, 

the wool has traditionally been felted and made into floor throws and mats 

called jenn. Sheep milk is used in tea, or made into curd and buttermilk. 

2.2. Relevance of the Deccani breed to the lives of 
shepherding communities

The Deccani sheep is a key source of livelihood providing income, meat, wool 

and manure to shepherds across the Deccan Plateau in Andhra Pradesh, 

Karnataka and Maharashtra. Traditional pastoralist communities of the Deccan, 

namely, the Kurmas and Gollas in Andhra Pradesh, the Dhangars in Maharashtra 

and the Kurubas in Karnataka have reared and bred these animals true to their 

breed type over thousands of years.

The Deccani breed is closely intertwined with the culture of the Deccan 

pastoralists, where they celebrate several festivals to honour the gods that 

protect their sheep – Mallanna or Khandoba, Beerappa or Biroba in Maharashtra 

and Bomgondeshwar specifically in Narayankhed mandal of Medak and the 

neighbouring regions of Bidar in Karnataka.
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2.3. Why are we loosing the Deccani? 
Several factors have resulted in the rapid decrease of the Deccani breed in its 

traditional breeding tract. The Deccani breed is being rapidly out-crossed with 

other non-wool, primarily, meat-sheep breeds – the Red Nellore in Andhra 

Pradesh, the Madgyal in Maharashtra and the Yelugu in Karnataka. All three are 

relatively heavier, non-wool sheep breeds. 

Discussions with the shepherds in different parts of these states clearly point to 

an intensification of the rate of loss during the past decade. In Andhra Pradesh, 

this seemingly ‘conscious’ decision of shepherds to replace their Deccani 

breeding rams with Red, White or Jodipi Nellore rams can be traced back to the 

mid-1990s, when several major factors came into play: 

2.3.1. Declining wool markets
The coarse wool was suddenly out-priced from the market, which was flooded 

with cheaper imported ‘shoddy’ wool products. The collapse of the wool market 

was a consequence of the skewed macro-economic policies that promoted large-

scale imports of cheap merino wool from Australia and Europe. Thus, shoddy 

wool products priced far lower than the coarse Deccani wool products flooded 

the local markets. The wool markets have played a similar role in the decline of 

the Deccani breed in Karnataka and Maharashtra. In the context of the declining 

market for the wool and the steep increase in the demand for mutton, shepherds 

have begun to opt for meat breeds rather than wool breeds. 

2.3.2. State policy/schemes to replace the    
Deccani breed
The state animal husbandry departments have encouraged shepherds to 

replace their Deccani breed with heavier non-wool sheep breeds. In Andhra 

Pradesh, shepherds have had direct access to subsidised loans to purchase Red 

Nellore rams through the shepherds’ co-operatives. 

The Government’s official “development” strategy (programmes, funds, plans, 

policies) over the years has consistently been to “improve the indigenous 

breed” whether sheep, goats, cattle, buffaloes, or poultry. The promotion of 

crossbreeding indigenous breeds such as the Deccani with another breed, 

or with an “improved higher producing” variety to provide the shepherd with 

better returns has resulted in the loss of the Deccani breed. 
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However, this strategy has invariably failed, especially for the economically 

marginalised communities. Shepherds have reared these breeds in ecological 

contexts that are especially harsh, drought prone, and resource stressed. These 

breeds play multiple roles in the lives and livelihoods of the communities that 

rear these breeds, while maintaining the ecological equilibrium of a region. 

The State is clueless about the genuine “improvement” of the breed 

according to the needs of the local communities and the ecology, which 

would conserve the breed and the associated community livelihoods. 

The State’s lip service to protecting indigenous breeds in the last 5-10 

years is merely motivated by their interest to “mine for genes” or alleles, 

from these “indigenous reservoirs” of genetic resources. Other “high 

producers” can be inserted with these “novel genes” to transfer a desired 

trait. This is an extremely narrow and outdated view of the genome. Ever 

since the mapping of the human genome, scientists own understanding 

of the way that genes function has transformed phenomenally. These 

scientists now know that an organism works because of the way that a 

huge number of genes work in tandem with each other. Mere mining for 

“genes” is not the answer!

2.3.3. Bias in scientific research
In Maharashtra, researchers have also traced the manner in which British 

scientists, while setting up the sheep and goat research station in Pune in 

the early part of the twentieth century, introduced temperate wool breeds of 

Europe into the breeding tract. 
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Another critical aspect has been challenging the considerably distorted scientific 

view and understanding of the Deccani breed amongst the established and 

influential scientific research institutions. They view the Deccani as a ‘white 

coarse wool breed’ and not as a ‘black wool breed’. Regrettably, most research 

studies and publications on the Deccani have emerged from an isolated pocket 

in Maharashtra, where phenotypic descriptions are of a predominantly white 

strain of Deccani known as the Sangmaner whereas black is the dominant colour 

of the Deccani flocks across Andhra Pradesh and many parts of Maharashtra. 

There have been limited efforts, if at all, by mainstream scientists to document 

and describe these black sheep flocks in their wider geographic spread. If this is 

further delayed, it may be too late!

2.3.4. Challenges to the survival of the mixed breed
Mixed breeds are often more susceptible to diseases and are less capable of 

coping with long migration. These heavier, non-local breeds require greater 

quantities of feed and fodder. Shepherds unfailingly point out that these new 

sheep breeds feed for longer hours, and they have to move longer distances 

to meet their nutritional requirements, as compared to the Deccani breed. The 

expected gains from the heavier, crossbred sheep are offset by the increased 

expenditure on their health care since their immunity is frequently compromised 

due to insufficient feed, and the absence of a protective wool cover. Breeds like 

Madgyal are more prone to diseases like orchitis in the male breeding rams.

In today’s context, regrettably, the State’s renewed interest in indigenous breeds 

does not extend to addressing the challenges that the communities face in 

rearing their animals. 

2.3.5. Ineffective public veterinary health care system
Conventional notions and approaches to veterinary health care systems, 

educational programmes and agricultural and livestock development 

programmes have to be different for migratory shepherding communities in 

contrast to sedentary groups. However, to date in India, this basic concept has 

not guided the official government health care delivery mechanism. There 

are no mobile veterinary health care systems, which could be accessible to 

Dhangars and other migratory shepherding groups, resulting in heavy losses 

in the course of migration. The Animal Husbandry Department has no record 

of migrating groups; hence, state-run vaccination programmes seldom cover 
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these animals. Often during the vaccination season, the animals are on their 

migration route and in the “wrong” district. 

Interestingly pastoralists – whether settled (as in Medak, Andhra Pradesh) or 

mobile (as in Maharashtra), rarely approach department veterinarians  but 

usually  go straight to a chemist’s shop to  procure whatever medicine the 

chemist dispenses at whatever price is quoted. Sometimes the medicines are 

well past the expiry date. Unscrupulous chemists have promoted irrational 

drug use with over-the-counter sales of prescription medicines. Shepherds 

have thus come to rely heavily on antibiotics, especially Terramycin and other 

prescription medicines, which they use indiscriminately on their animals. If a 

medicine works well once, they continue to use these arbitrarily without proper 

diagnosis. If they are unable to treat their animals, they prefer to sell them rather 

than face the crisis of the flock dying on their hands. Thus, the diseased animals 

enter slaughterhouses posing risks to public health and resulting in poor quality 

meat in the market.  

Increasingly, with the State in India withdrawing from essential services and 

further squeezing the public health care systems, there is a renewed threat 

to the breeds. Preventive, promotive and curative health are the prerequisites 

for the protection of this breed. Yet, the indigenous breeds are under further 

stress with the state’s inclination to “privatise” health services. The state claims 

that privatisation of health services would enhance health service delivery and 

access for the shepherds, and remove the inefficiencies of a monolithic public 

health care system.

While ‘traditional’ in many respects, pastoral groups are often amongst the 

first to use new technologies like injectable medicines, cellular phones 

and adopting new breeds, which have brought with them their own set of 

advantages and disadvantages. 

2.3.6. Loss of grazing grounds and migration routes
Perhaps the single biggest threat to the breed today is the rapid diminishing 

of grazing grounds. These breeds essentially survive by grazing on common 

property resources, forests, and harvested agricultural fields. However, the 

state today is inclined towards a land-use system that favours industrialisation; 

thereby replacing the food-crop based agricultural system with non-food crops 
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and horticultural plantations. Thus, the symbiotic relationship between the 

animals and the crops (animals grazing on crop-residues), and common 

resources, has been broken. 

Irrigation and dams have placed restrictions on migration forcing shepherds 

to change their breeds. Increased private irrigation (bore wells for instance) 

in the rainfed tracts of this Deccani breed, has ensured that dryland crops 

have been replaced by paddy and sugarcane. Land that used to be freed for 

grazing after 6 months in rainfed tracts, is cropped 2 or 3 times in a year with 

intensive irrigation, further reducing grazing space and time. Irrigation came 

into this area of rainfed farming as the farmers’ response to the agricultural 

and irrigation policies of the state that have favoured the spawning of bore 

wells and a water-intensive agricultural production system. 

In recent years, newer problems such as diminishing grazing lands, heavy 

use of chemicals and pesticides on crops have sometimes caused the death 

of flocks that graze on, or drink from these highly polluted fields and water 

bodies. The conflicts with settled farmers, if animals accidentally stray into 

their fields, and the entry of harmful new technologies such as genetically 

modified crops and bio fuel crops, are compromising the health of the 

small ruminants.  

2.4. Loss of livelihood, loss of breed, loss of knowledge
At this stage, it is extremely important to establish that the loss of a 

livelihood, and an associated breed, also results in the gradual loss of an 

entire body of knowledge. It results in the decimation of practices, skills, 

intuition, creativity, expertise, love and passion. These knowledge systems 

had evolved or were nurtured as a product of that dynamic interaction 

between communities, their resources and their livelihoods. Thus, the 

death of a breed creates ripple effects such as the irretrievable loss of 

knowledge systems linked to that breed. 

In the case of the Deccani sheep breed, the loss of the “value for wool” has 

meant that the younger shepherds are less able to select for wool in their 

flocks. They have a lesser nuanced understanding of the diversity of wool 

and its attributes; for example, factors that will make wool longer, less rough, 

or the range of colours. In general, with the breed becoming a khichdi (hotch 
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potch), the younger shepherds loose the clear and articulated language with which to describe 

the flocks and individual animals of the Deccani breed. When the breed dilutes with another 

breed, the rearer or the subject, begins to loose the language of describing the breed. The rush 

and pressure of “modernity” prevents them from actually innovating and coming up with a new 

language of description, which actually is also probably not required, because rearing becomes 

more mechanical, monetised and industrial. They forget the attributes of the breed. 

Further, certain practices are discontinued due to the changes in land use. For example, in the 

earlier days, shepherds would religiously take their animals to graze on sauti matti, lands that 

had traditional deposits of salts. Sheep would lick this salt, which the shepherds considered 

important for their health and fertility. With the increased irrigation facilities due to mushrooming 

of bore wells, the natural salt deposits have disappeared. Thus, shepherds are no longer feeding 

salt to their sheep, as they do not believe that the commercial salt is an appropriate equivalent. 

The younger women in the last 10 years have completely forgotten/not learnt to spin the wool. 

Soon this technique, skill and relationship with the wool will disappear. Similarly, young men 
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do not know how to weave. In another generation, the intricacies of handling the 

wool and crafting it into beautiful products will disappear. 

Why should we be concerned if a body of knowledge disappears? From a practical 

position, there are forward and backward linkages involved in the process of 

protecting a breed. If that indigenous knowledge disappears, we really are 

functioning in a vacuum; we might as well have the breed in a laboratory, or better 

still as frozen semen and egg, which is precisely what the national and international 

policies and plans are about! 

The culture and livelihoods of the shepherding communities are interlinked. The 

Deccani sheep has stories, festivals, celebrations, songs, and seasonal offerings. 

When the flocks return home after migration each year in Medak, the shepherds 

celebrate the new agricultural season by performing a marriage between a ram and 

an ewe in the flock! They pray that there will be fertility and the ewes will reproduce 

and care for their young ones. In the year 2009, for instance, due to the lack of rain 

and drought, the flocks have not come home in time for the festival. People are 

saddened that they could not perform the customary marriage between the ram 

and the ewe. 

Hence, conserving a breed touches upon all these factors. It is multi-dimensional, 

involving citizenship rights, love and emotions, revitalising and investing in local 

markets. However, it is much easier for the State to think of breeds in terms of 

genes, alleles, frozen semen and eggs and hand it over to bio-tech companies 

to “conserve”. 

3. Strategies to support the “keepers of the gene” 
3.1. Objective of the community initiative
The major objective of this community initiative is to conserve the Deccani 

sheep breed in its original tract to strengthen the local sheep-based livelihoods 

of the pastoralists and protect the genetic diversity of the sheep breeds. Anthra 

has identified the critical “gene pools”, the communities who are the “keepers” 

of these gene pools and those whose livelihoods are intertwined with these 

breeds. Thus, Anthra, along with the community of Deccani sheep breeders are 

putting in all efforts to conserve, sustain and rebuild this disappearing breed 

using multiple strategies.  
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Anthra’s key strategies to catalyse and enhance collective interest and 

commitment amongst shepherds to continue to rear the Deccani breed 

range from community level actions to research, development and 

advocacy. 

Forming strong community-based institutions/ h sangham of men and 

women to protect their breeds; 

Ensuring associated collective rights to resources;  h

Building collective capacity to address their problems as a shepherding  h

community;

Working on the prerequisites to protect the breed – improving health  h

care services and addressing the problems of disease and ill-health, 

improving access to grazing and fodder resources, and improving 

access to water; 

Initiating village-level campaigns on the importance of the Deccani  h

breed;

Conducting annual Deccani breed competitions from village to  h

district levels; 

Conducting research on village Deccani flocks to map and describe  h

the breed according to shepherds’ perceptions and knowledge, and 

to record phenotypic, reproductive and productive parameters of the 

village flocks; 

Encouraging shepherds to select their best lambs as the Deccani  h

breeding rams for sale to other shepherds interested in replacing their 

non-Deccani rams;

Developing a community fund for pastoralists, managed by women  h

shepherds to assist shepherds with loans for the purchase of Deccani 

rams, ewes and lambs; 

Revitalising wool-based livelihoods;  h

Lobbying and advocating with scientists and policy makers.   h
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4.  Role of the community in operationalising the 
intervention 

4.1. Shepherd sangham provide a common platform for action 
Anthra’s major effort has been to organise men and women into collectives or sangham, 

through which they can work together on their various challenges, including protecting 

the Deccani breed. The different production conditions of migratory and settled shepherds, 

demands different organisational strategies. For instance, in Medak district, from 2004 to 2009, 

pastoral men and women have been organised into separate sangham in 25 villages. Similarly, 

men and women have been organised into gutt in Maharashtra with broad based objectives for 

their community organisations. 

Currently in Medak district, Andhra Pradesh, there are 24 pastoral rural women’s groups, which 

are federated under a common umbrella organisation at the district level. Each woman pays 

Rs 100 per year to be a member of the federation. Each village group has elected two leaders, 

who represent them at the district level leaders’ meetings. These women’s groups meet once a 

month in the village and discuss their problems, share experiences and come out with strategies 

about a wide range of issues like animal health, agriculture, women’s health among others. At 
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the federation level, women are contemplating extending small loans to their 

members to help develop their livelihood – build assets of sheep and goat, 

develop their wool craft, their food farming systems, enable families to purchase 

good Deccani breeding rams, etc. This will be in addition to existing training 

and other capacity building inputs provided to members.

These community-based organisations for men and women, are the 

backbone of the community-based Deccani sheep breed conservation 

efforts.

4.2. Objectives of the sangham
The sangham’s objectives reflect a deep understanding of the linkages 

between protecting a breed or conserving a resource and protecting the rights 

of the community to other associated resources and services. They realise that 

the breed cannot be protected in a political vacuum. In-situ conservation of 

a breed goes hand in hand with working on all the backward and forward 

linkages. 

The sangham’s objectives are as follows: 

To work for the overall improvement of their livelihoods, which primarily  h

depend upon their livestock (sheep, goat, cattle), dryland rainfed 

agriculture, and rights to land both private and common; 

To work towards restoring and reclaiming control and autonomy  h

over the food-farming systems, promoting the practice of diverse 

mixed cropping using the philosophy and practice of ecological 

agriculture; 

To promote and rebuild fodder resources;  h

To protect and conserve the Deccani sheep breed, local goat breeds  h

such as the Osmanabadi, and the cultural diversity that is associated with 

these animals;

To help sustain the production and marketing of wool and other  h

agricultural and livestock products from their flocks and farms, particularly 

strengthening local markets;

To rebuild and promote the use of traditional herbal medicines for the  h

benefit of animal, plant and human health;

To work for improving women’s health and the health of their children;  h
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To access government services in the overall effort to improve  h

livelihoods; 

To mobilise and work for collective rights to common and public  h

resources, and services such as grazing lands, drinking water, education, 

health; 

To learn about constitutional rights, particularly those concerning  h

women. 

5. Challenges to breed conservation 
5.1. Enhancing availability of fodder and water 
Shepherds have identified the lack of water and fodder for their flocks as a 

major constraint. Anthra has encouraged shepherds to interact with their 

Panchayats to mobilise funds to renovate village ponds and tanks, which are 

the primary source of drinking water for the sheep and goat. The shepherds are 

also seeking funds to help construct drinking water troughs along the grazing 

routes. In those regions where shepherds depend upon the forests to graze 

their livestock, they are continually struggling to defend their grazing rights. 

More recently, they are exploring ways to use the Forest Rights Act to defend 

their rights to graze in the forests. In addition, they are introduced to practical 

ways of enhancing fodder such as growing traditional fodder varieties on 

private and public lands.

The related, crucial intervention is to encourage shepherds and other 

communities to change their agricultural cropping practices from chemical 

agriculture to ecological agriculture. The diverse crops in ecological agriculture 

will yield diverse crop-residues. It will result in safer food, water, and grasses 

for the animals, with reduction in pesticide use and a move towards “dung-

based cropping”. 

5.2. Improving the health care system 
Promotive, preventive and curative health, developing flock-level disease 

recording systems, and making the public veterinary health care system 

work for the communities are the basic principles of health care for both the 

sedentary and mobile shepherding communities. However, the execution of 

these principles has differed based on whether the pastoral communities are 

sedentary or migratory.
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The entire strategy hinges on making the state veterinary health care system work for the 

shepherding community. The members of the sangham/gutt, leaders, women and youth are 

encouraged to contact and report their problems to the local animal husbandry department, 

and seek their advice. The shepherd sangham regularly organises meetings, where the Animal 

Husbandry Department representatives are invited to interact with the shepherds. 

A holistic approach to the health care of small ruminants draws upon promotive, preventive 

and curative health care. It integrates the different systems of medicine, and seeks to make 

the government veterinary system work to the advantage of the sheep and goat rearers. It has 

been crucial for a deeper understanding of approaching health with a historically neglected 

community for which the shepherds’ sangham or gutt with the strong participation of women 

plays an important role.   
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6. Building capacities to overcome the 
challenges

6.1. Health care advice, information and training
The local Anthra team consisting of veterinary doctors and community 

mobilisers-cum-animal health workers visit the flocks and examine the animals 

in the villages and when on migration. They orient the shepherds (men and 

women) on the management and care of their animals, which includes general 

daily flock management, seasonal diseases, their prevention and first aid. They 

provide information on vaccinations and deworming schedules, lamb care, 

the principle of segregation and care of sick animals, and safe methods of 

carcass disposal. They encourage shepherds to contact government veterinary 

doctors when their animals fall sick, instead of resorting to self-medication or 

seeking the medical advice of shopkeepers. They provide information about 

the harmful effects of irrational antibiotic use on the long-term health of the 

small ruminants. 

Anthra trains men, women and youth on the management and health care 

of their sheep and goats. This includes learning to identify important diseases 

affecting the sheep and goat, their prevention and first aid, lamb care, housing, 

breeding practices, feeding using traditional fodder varieties, the use and 
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application of herbal and homeopathic medicines. Children of shepherding 

households often participate in these trainings. Shepherds and youth in the 

community are trained to vaccinate animals, and are motivated to report 

disease outbreaks to the local government veterinary hospitals. 

The use of cell phones, which almost every shepherd owns, whether settled or 

migratory, has enabled shepherds to be in direct contact with service providers 

from Anthra and the Animal Husbandry Department. They actively seek and 

are provided with telephonic advice. Anthra has also initiated a proactive 

short messaging service (SMS) which is sent out twice a month to shepherds 

reminding them of important health interventions to undertake or warning 

them of a disease. Over 150 shepherds subscribe to this service. 

6.2. First line of treatment: Encouraging the use of herbal 
and homoeopathic remedies 

The shepherds are taught to prepare and use various validated herbal remedies, 

which are extremely useful as preventive medicines and as first aid. Commonly 

used medicines are neem oil for skin ailments, as wound healers and as insect 

repellent, vitex oil for treating arthritis and sprains, Holarrheana antidysenteric 

for diarrhoea, Ximenia americana, Annonna squamosa for wounds, Pergularia 

daemia and Andrographis paniculata as immunity builders,  Enicostemma 

axillaire  as a dewormer and Acorus calamus to treat ectoparasites. They are 

taught the application of homoeopathic remedies. Shepherds’ pre-existing 

knowledge of disease conditions is enhanced with inputs from the Anthra 

team. They are trained to identify disease conditions, differentiate between 

diseases and are encouraged to use either validated veterinary herbal remedies 

and/or homoeopathic medicines as the first line of treatment. They are actively 

discouraged to use antibiotics for every small condition or accessing the 

medical shopkeeper and using his ‘services’ to diagnose and treat animals. 

Where no response is observed, the shepherds are encouraged immediately to 

contact the nearest veterinary doctor and seek their technical advice or contact 

Anthra veterinarians and animal health workers. 
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7. Mobilising health care from the  
government system

7.1. Strategic deworming and vaccination
Shepherds have been introduced to strategic deworming practices. Excessive 

and random deworming was done before Anthra’s technical intervention. 

However, now the dung samples are analysed by Anthra veterinarians, or in 

other laboratories located within the Animal Husbandry Department, or other 

institutions to identify the worm type and load. The deworming drug to be 

used is finalised based on these results and if possible in consultation with 

the local Animal Husbandry Department. If the department has planned mass 

deworming programmes (as often happens in the case of Andhra Pradesh), 

the shepherds are actively encouraged to deworm their animals utilising these 

services. Alternately, the shepherds collectively purchase the drugs in bulk at 

a concessional price from recognised companies, according to the technical 

advice they receive.  

Based on the analysis of the seasonality of diseases in the area, and in consultation 

with the local Animal Husbandry Department, a vaccination schedule is prepared. 

The shepherds mobilise the vaccinations from the department and administer 

them according to the preventive vaccination schedule; not as a fire-fighting 

exercise at the onset of an outbreak. The preventive vaccination schedule for 

sheep consists of sheep pox, Enterotoxemia (ET), Peste du petits ruminants 

(PPR) and Haemorrhagic septicaemia (HS) and for goats, only the latter two 

vaccines.  In Maharashtra, anthrax is an important vaccine administered due to 

the occurrence of the disease. 

7.2. Developing a disease recording and    
reporting system – From flock to district

The absence of an effective disease surveillance and monitoring system has 

its roots in a poor referral system from village to higher levels in the public 

veterinary health care system. The problem is more acute for the migratory 

flocks. Village/flock level disease reporting is the basis for designing an effective 

prevention and control plan, but it is virtually non-existent. Thus, a large chunk 

of information on diseases is absent from the annual disease reports published 

every year by the district Animal Husbandry Department. The shepherds 
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collaborated with Anthra to develop a flock level disease recording calendar/

booklet as a tool for the shepherds to record the changes in their flocks in terms 

of morbidity and mortality on a monthly basis.  

8. Nurturing community initiative in   
breed conservation 

8.1. Campaigning on the move
Shepherds are informed about the importance of the Deccani breed through 

village level meetings, where sangham/gutt activists and volunteers facilitate 

discussion forums where different aspects of the breed, its loss and its 

importance, and its historical, cultural and livelihood significance are discussed. 

Song, dance, theatre, books, short films and posters are the media used to spread 

the message and raise awareness amongst women and men shepherds on 

breed conservation. Elderly shepherds, who are experts on the Deccani breed, 

participate in these meetings, share their knowledge and engage in fascinating 

debate with the younger generation on the how, the why and the way forward 

for the conservation of the Deccani breed. The loss of the gongadi, and the 

fact that nothing can ever replace it, often becomes a rallying point. Women in 

particular have begun to take the lead in persuading their husbands to sell the 

Red Nellore and Madgyal and replace them with Deccani rams. 

8.2. Celebrating the diversity of the breed
Deccani breed competitions are held from the village to the district levels 

since 2005 in Andhra Pradesh and 2007 in Maharashtra. These serve as a 

community strategy to map the spread and extent of the breed, and arrive 

at a deeper realisation on the communities’ understanding and perception 

of the desirable traits in the breed. Based on this, the “best animals” in 

different age categories are identified. Excellent breeders of the Deccani 

are also identified during these competitions. A database on different 

phenotypic parameters of the breed and their genetic variations between 

villages is prepared. Finally, these competitions are also used as a way to 

celebrate the possession of and invoke pride in the Deccani breed amongst 

the shepherding community. Officers and scientists from the government 

Animal Husbandry Department and research institutions such as the National 

Bureau of Animal Genetic Resources (NBAGR) are invited as judges to such 

events, and are sensitised to the local realities. Experienced shepherds join 
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them in selecting the best breeding ram, ewe and lamb based on their physical parameters 

such as height, weight and wool characteristics. Finally, it is an occasion for building larger 

public awareness and education, which feeds into policy advocacy. 

While about 130 shepherds from ten villages in Andhra Pradesh participated in 2005 at the 

district level, over 400 shepherds from 30 villages participated in this glorious event in 2007. The 

event simultaneously judged the local Osmanabadi goat breed. Participants were presented 

with booklets on sheep and goat management and the winners received shields. These events 

have generated tremendous interest amongst the shepherds who have begun to critically 

reflect on the appropriateness of encouraging non-Deccani breeds in the region.  

The mean physical parameters recorded at the village level and at the finals of the 

competition were comparable with the average data for the Deccani available in the 

scientific literature (Table 3)

Table 3: Mean body weight of Deccani sheep breed from finalist 

data Andhra Pradesh (December 2007)

Competitions initiated in Maharashtra in 2007 were held again in 2008 as an annual event in both the 

Satara and Solapur regions of Maharashtra. Over 140 shepherds participated in both the events. While 

in the first year, the animals that entered the competition were from a mixed category in terms of 

breed composition, in the second year, far better animals entered the competition. The mean weight 

of breeding rams and ewes at the village level are summarised in Table 4.

Average of village level 

competitions

Mean body 

weight (kg)

District level finalists

(Average of first three )

Mean body 

weight (kg)

Deccani sheep   Deccani sheep 

Ram (4 teeth) 41.15 I Ram (4 teeth) 43.6 

Ewe (4 teeth) 33.42 II Ewe (4 teeth) 36.0

Future breeding ram III Future breeding ram

3 months 14.14  1.6 months 15.0 

4 months 18.75 4  months 18.0

9 months 27.40  

1 year 30.80  31.0 
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Table 4: Mean weight of breeding rams and ewes 

at the village level, Maharashtra  (August 2008)

These events have proved to be a resounding success. Pastoralists are extremely 

enthusiastic about this event and a winning animal from their village becomes 

an enormous source of pride. Already in one year, there is a shift towards 

identification and participation of better quality animals. Many shepherds from 

the sangham/gutt, who owned Nellore or Madgyal breeding rams, have come 

forward to change their rams and replace them with Deccani ram from other 

villages in their area. The competitions have created a lot of interest about the 

local breed amongst shepherds and the wider community. Shepherds were 

able to gauge the potential of the breed, while they listened to experienced 

elderly shepherds and scientists. The competition has generated baseline 

data of the Deccani sheep and Osmanabadi goat breed for planning future 

breeding strategies to conserve the Deccani. The competitions facilitated a 

thorough understanding of ways in which shepherds traditionally select sheep 

and goats. It has also evoked interest amongst the scientific community, to 

review the breed. Shepherds in Andhra Pradesh and Maharashtra have begun 

to demand the distribution of Deccani rams distributed through government 

programmes such as Jeeva Kranthi.1 The raw data generated also indicates the 

potential for selection as a tool to improve and develop the breed both for its 

wool and meat purposes. 

1 A programme was initiated in Andhra Pradesh by the Department of Animal Husbandry 
in 2007–08 to distribute breeding rams, ram lamb units, sheep and goat units to weaker 
section families in rainfed regions. An amount of Rs 2 crores was utilised in 2007–08. In 
2008–09 the budget was 27 crores.  Red Nellore sheep, Maharashtra Deccani, Native 
Deccani, Bellary, Madras Red and Osmanabadi goats were to be distributed.

S. No.
Age 

group

No. of 

ewes

No. of 

breeding 

rams

Average weight (kg) 

of winner rams in 

respective categories

Average weight (kg) 

of winner ewes in 

respective categories

1
2 teeth, 4 

teeth
60 31 37.79 33.4825

2

6 teeth 

and 

above

102 30 46.86 38.5825
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9. Major interventions of the community-
based breed conservation initiative 

9.1.  Research on the Deccani gene pool
In addition to the wealth of information generated through the Deccani breed 

competitions, a focused one-year study from March 2007 to March 2008 was 

initiated with select sheep flocks of Medak district in Andhra Pradesh, Phaltan 

taluk in Maharashtra and Karnataka state. The study aimed to document the 

breed as perceived and described by local shepherds who breed the sheep, 

and understand their traditional management and breeding practices. It also 

included monitoring and recording the growth and reproductive performance 

of the breeds and its genetic variability. The flocks were studied in relation to their 

morphological, reproductive and productive parameters. Various parameters 

including body weight, height, girth, lambing, etc. were recorded through the 

year at quarterly intervals. Apart from quantitative data, detailed qualitative data 

was recorded using techniques such as direct flock observations, semi-structured 

interviews, focused group discussions and photo documentation. The different 

aspects researched included the traditional ways in which shepherds identify 

their animals, the methods of selecting future breeding rams and ewes and the 

care and management of animals in their flock. Wool was sampled and sent for 

testing. Grazing practices were also recorded. 

The study revealed that shepherds have unique ways of identifying their animals 

based on sex, ear size, body markings, wool colour, horn type and age. They have 

specific parameters based on which they select young lambs as future breeding 

rams, and identifying the best ewes. Most shepherds select the breeding ram from 

their own flock and prefer lambs that are born in September–October lambing as 

the abundant fodder post-monsoons favours good growth. As maximum lambs 

are born in this season, shepherds have a larger group to select from. Shepherds 

select the ram lamb as a future breeding ram, when it is about six to seven months 

old. The traits/characteristics observed by the shepherds for a future breeding ram 

include the weight and size of the ram lamb, its thighs, legs and rump, its horns, 

for which they prefer alignment close to either side of the face, pointing slightly 

outwards. In addition, they examine the ears, eyes, wool and overall appearance. 

They also observe the mother’s traits such as milking ability and udder size, as 

well as its ability to mother the lambs. Most of the shepherds prefer black ram 
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lambs, as this conforms to the dominant colour of the Deccani flock. They believe that the black 

wool on the body of the sheep is important so that the sheep can withstand disease. When a 

breeding ram is selected from another flock, they look at the general appearance of the animal, 

wool character, legs, loin strength and width, chest and history of disease and then compare all 

this to the price being quoted.  They also find out about the season of lambing. 

When they select ewes, they look at the general appearance, whether its conforms to the breed 

type, weight, size, udder, as also factors such as milk production, growth of lambs, disease history 

and mothering ability.

The quantitative data revealed that in all flocks there is a steady increase in body weight up to 

two years of age. Thereafter the animal reaches its full body weight, and there is very gradual 

weight gain. There is also appreciable variation between flocks. Wool samples from the flocks 

were collected and analysed. 

Wool is sheared twice a year. While in Andhra Pradesh, the wool is sheared in April and October, 

in Maharashtra, shearing is done in August and February. Interestingly, in Andhra Pradesh, the 

shepherds find that the wool yield, quality and smoothness is better in the second shearing, but 

in Maharashtra shepherds say that they obtain these qualities in the first shearing.

The mean wool fibre diameter and fibre length of the Deccani sheep breed in the different 

locations of Andhra Pradesh and Maharashtra was as follows:
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Table 5:  Mean Wool Fibre Diameter and Fibre Length of Deccani Sheep

The analysis reveals that finer wool is available in Narsapur and Kolhapur, 

which correlates to the geographic regions that have the largest proportion 

of pure Deccani sheep with a minimal presence of other breeds. It is clear that 

as the dilution of the gene pool occurs, the quality of the wool declines. This 

information is widely disseminated to the rearers through the sangham or 

gutt, which helps them to understand their animals. 

9.2. Replacing non-local breeds with Deccani breeds 
In 2006–07, 10 shepherds from five villages sold their Red Nellore rams and 

purchased Deccani rams. In 2008, five women shepherds from three villages 

decided to take loans from the shepherds’ community fund to purchase Deccani 

breeding rams. The Anthra veterinarian, field researcher and an experienced 

shepherd initiated the process by selecting 10 breeding rams from four villages. 

They were distributed to the shepherds who requested rams, through the 

women shepherds’ sangham and the community fund.

In Maharashtra four shepherds from Kolhapur and Solapur districts decided to 

sell their Madgyal rams and replace them with the Deccani breeding rams. 

9.3. Revitalising wool-based livelihoods linked to local markets 
In Andhra Pradesh and Maharashtra, the gongali (blanket) continues to be 

the most popular product woven out of the wool. However, Andhra Pradesh 

has witnessed a collapse in the wool markets in terms of linkages between 

the wool from the shepherds reaching the weavers and the few remaining 

co-operatives that continue to process wool. However, Maharashtra continues 

State Location
Wool Diameter 

(microns)

Wool Staple Length 

(cm)

Andhra Pradesh Narayankhed 50.04 5.44 

Andhra Pradesh Narsapur 45.09 3.62

Maharashtra Kolhapur 45.52 2.55

Maharashtra Satara 51.65 3.4

Maharashtra Solapur 51.47 3.59
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to have a relatively vibrant wool market particularly in the 

districts of Kolhapur Satara and Solapur. In addition, the Nadafs 

community engages in felting, and the wool continues to 

find a market to produce the jenn, a popular felted product. 

These markets are also a central hub for shepherds to meet 

and share information, fix marriages and relationships. Anthra 

has set up an office in the town of Natepute. In Maharashtra, 

Anthra’s focuses its work on studying the wool market before 

embarking upon any further interventions in Deccani wool. 

The situation in Andhra Pradesh is quite desperate. Therefore, 

a pilot initiative in Medak district to infuse new energy and 

vibrancy into the dying wool-based livelihoods has become 

an important forward linkage to stimulate the shepherds’ 

interest to sustain the breed, particularly with respect to its 

wool characteristics. Efforts are afoot to spread the information 

to the villages, and identify those who are still engaged with 

wool-craft. There are elderly men who are still involved in 

spinning thread to make their own gongadi. Others continue to 

painstakingly create beautiful woollen borders for gongadi. On 

special request, some weavers continue to weave the gongadi 

and women continue to card and spin wool in small quantities. 

However, they are purchasing wool from Karnataka!  

The ironic tragedy is that in the same geographic region there 

is no one to ‘buy’ the wool at the flock level and the shepherds 

throw the wool into their fields and use it as compost. Those 

who continue to process the wool, however, purchase the wool 

from outside! One of the few remaining wool co-operatives, 

involved in production and marketing of woollen gongadi, was 

desperately in search of spun wool. Keeping all these issues in 

mind, in June 2008 over 85 men and women from seven villages 

comprising a lot of elderly men and women along with some 

younger women, who did not go out to work as agricultural 

labour, came together to draw up a plan to revitalise the craft. 

Some of the action points discussed included: 
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Conducting a participatory exercise to rank wool and fix a reasonable  h

price to purchase the raw wool 

Identifying possible wool products which have a potential demand in  h

the local market

Kick-starting the process by purchasing wool from shepherds in the  h

region, and distributing it to the interested persons who would clean, 

card, spin or felt the wool and then make the products 

Training on specific skills such as felting and production of felted  h

products 

Accessing expertise to assist in the process h

Shepherds have begun to separate the wool at the time of shearing the sheep 

and sorting the wool according to colour and age. An initial quantity of wool 

was purchased, cleaned, carded and distributed to elders who have begun to 

spin this wool into yarn. Other youngsters are involved in felting wool to make 

products such as warm caps and files. Still in its early stage, rebuilding the wool 

markets plays an important role in reviving and protecting the Deccani breed. 

9.4.  Influencing policy makers and researchers
Influencing policy makers and researchers is an extremely important 

element of conserving the indigenous breeds including the Deccani sheep. 

Strategies include sharing field-level experiences through local, state, 

national and international level seminars, conferences and workshops, 

disseminating information through publications and the media, and 

a proactive effort to engage and debate with scientists and research 

institutions, in the hope that they will finally make this their concern as well. 

A National Seminar on Sustainable Use of the Deccani Breed in February 

2007 and the Intergovernmental Animal Genetics Conference organised by 

the FAO at Interlaken, Switzerland in September 2007 are two such efforts 

in this direction. 

Our efforts are not in the search of obtaining patents on genes and intellectual 

property rights but  to ensue that the communities of the Deccani sheep 

breeders and rearers are genuinely empowered to do so, which is finally 

what matters in the discourse on the “conservation of breeds”. 
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9.4.1. Need to nurture small beginnings 
The collective effort has undoubtedly generated local and national interest 

in the Deccani, with several concrete steps having been taken by the local 

communities in resisting and halting the erosion of the Deccani gene pool. 

However, the efforts of a few NGOs and committed shepherds to conserve 

and sustain these threatened breeds for today and tomorrow are insufficient 

without the wholehearted support of the scientists and the government to 

assist communities in this uphill battle.

The macro-level challenges are embedded in the larger questions of the neo-

liberal growth and development, to which the Indian Government is committed. 

This market-driven path is increasingly changing the way land is used, food is 

farmed and people are meeting their essential needs. The government in the 

last 15 years has brought in laws, policies and bilateral agreements that are 

commodifying and handing over to corporations the resources that people 

require in order to protect their breeds. The government’s larger policies and 

laws are making it more and more difficult for people to farm food, pushing 

them to leave the land. They are privatising the commons. They are privatising 

the services – health, education, extension. They view the conservation of 

local genetic resources merely as a means to obtain patents and profits from 

genes. The conservation of breeds cannot happen through patenting life forms 

and genes, and intellectual property rights. Breeds can only be conserved if 

the shepherding and wool-weaving communities are enabled to sustain 

their livelihoods. This demands a completely different political ideology and 

development vision, for which the people have to struggle to change the 

current formulation of government policies and practices.
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This case study examines the traditional breeding practices in the context of pastoralism in the 

desert region of Kachchh district, Gujarat. It shares community interventions such as animal 

fairs to showcase the Banni buffalo breed and enable its sale/exchange. It highlights role of the 

Maldhari pastoralists in conserving the Banni buffalo in the Banni grasslands as individuals and 

as a sangathan.

Community-based Conservation of 
the Banni Buffalo 

 Maldharis in the Banni region of Kachchh district, Gujarat

Sahjeevan

Kachchh district, Gujarat

Sabyasachi Das
Ramesh Bhatti 
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1. Sahjeevan and its work
Sahjeevan, literally sah – together, jeevan – living, was initiated as a response 

to the support needs articulated by the rural women's movement that was 

led by the Kutch Mahila Vikas Sangathan in the early nineteen nineties in the 

Kachchh district of Gujarat. The women wanted to address the numerous issues 

of drought, migration, water and fodder shortage, falling productivity in their 

traditional occupations of agriculture, animal husbandry and fisheries and later 

the loss of resources and land to industrialisation. Therefore, Sahjeevan, from 

its inception, developed a strong gender perspective on natural resources. 

Sahjeevan’s professionals also learnt and developed the pedagogy of learning 

from and respecting the traditional wisdom.

1.1. Objectives
To strengthen traditional livelihood options like agriculture,  h

animal husbandry and fisheries with a conservation approach and 

ecological balance;

To empower rural women, men and youth to access knowledge,  h

information so that they gain control over natural resources and then 

make sustainable use of those resources for their livelihood security;

To envisage the policy framework on cluster-based development  h

strategies for the Kachchh district of Gujarat in collaboration with local 

NGOs, sangathan (grassroots organisations) and the State.

1.2. Approach
Sahjeevan’s approach is to bring together trained professionals and rural 

experts to enable community members to analyse and understand their 

reality, access information and create knowledge. The effort is to nurture 

and develop natural resources to strengthen the livelihood security of 

the community.

Sahjeevan creates viable models and encourages the state and the other 

stakeholders to adopt these approaches on a larger scale. It provides regional 

planning, training and co-ordination support for larger implementation. These 

sectoral interventions are referred to as 'Knowledge Centres'. Over the years five 

knowledge centres have been incubated and nurtured in Sahjeevan including 

one on animal husbandry.
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2. Context of pastoralism
Kachchh, the second largest district of the country, is home to a great 

diversity of flora and fauna. The district, a major biographic habitat of India, 

is the amalgamation of various cultures and peoples of strong determination. 

The Banni Grassland, one of the finest grasslands of the worlds, is a unique 

ecosystem that supports cattle, buffalo, sheep, goat, camel, as well as wildlife 

and migratory birds. The Banni Grassland is comprised of approximately 2400 

sq. km. area. It was preserved as grassland for the pastoral Maldhari community 

to graze their animals when the second Khangarji Maharaj, then the Prince of 

Kachchh, restricted agricultural operations in the area. Since then, the Banni 

grassland has been conserved by the Muslim pastoral community who live in 

a symbiotic relationship with the Hindu Meghawal community. The Meghawal 

community is tremendously skilled in the making of exquisite architecture, 

handicrafts and embroidery so they build homes, dresses and articles for the 

Maldhari while the Maldhari provide milk, mava (dried milk) and ghee to the 

Meghawal. 19 Panchayats of Banni cover 48 hamlets with a population of 17,000 

out of which 90 percent belong to the different sects of Muslims and the rest 

are Hindu Meghawal.
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2.1. The Banni grassland: A unique eco-system
The Banni grassland emerged from the sea as a result of tectonic activities, 

received soil from the rivers flowing from the Bhuj mainland and ending in the 

Greater Rann of Kachchh. Soil deposited by the rivers and the wind, made the 

land of Banni rich enough to generate upto 32 diverse grass species, mostly 

edible, including saline grass species. 

This grassland attracts around 240 migratory birds in the wetland of Banni 

known as Chhari-Dhandh, a saucer-shaped wetland which is recently declared 

as a Conservation Reserve. This grassland produces and supports the Banni 

buffalo, a unique germplasm conserved by the pastoral community on the 

basis of their traditional wisdom of livestock-keeping in general and animal 

breeding in particular. 

However, this wonderful grassland started loosing its original strength since 

the mid-nineteen sixties when the Government planted exotic species such 

as Prosopis juliflora to prevent salinity ingress from the sea. The plan actually 

backfired because Prosopis juliflora does not allow other grass species to grow 

in its vicinity as its leaves produce toxicity. Further, its spreading root system 

competes with the local grasses for moisture. It is no wonder that it is locally 

called Ganda Baval (mad), since it spreads indiscriminately.

Another phenomenon during the same period was the construction of seven 

minor dams at the upstream of the Banni grassland preventing the flow 

of water through the grassland. This prevented the flushing out of surface 
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salinity. Since the Banni is a plain land, water coming from the mainland used 

to be stored in the grassland preventing the sub-surface salinity from moving 

upwards. Moreover, the invasion of Prosopis started resulting in the reduction 

of the cattle population which faced severe digestive problem when fed pods 

of Prosopis during stress periods. Otherwise, the Banni bullocks supported the 

farming community of the entire Saurashtra region. 

The Maldhari with their intuition switched to buffalo rearing to adapt to the 

changing ecosystem of the Banni grasslands. Now the finest grassland of the 

country is under threat. Similarly, animals which have been surviving on this 

grassland are also struggling for their existence which in turn has increased the 

vulnerability of the Maldharis and their traditional occupation.

2.2. The Banni buffalo: terrific germplasm
The Banni buffalo germplasm has been developed with extraordinary 

features due to the special care, attention and traditional wisdom of the 

animal breeders who worked in rhythm with the grassland ecology and their 
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livestock. The Banni buffalo which was raised in this grassland has a typical 

quality of night grazing ranging from 8-10 km every day during the monsoon 

which increases to 15 km during the stress period in summer. Grazing in 

an extensive system helped the Banni buffalo to become more resistant to 

diseases. Faced with two years of drought in every five year cycle, the Banni 

buffalo can survive under water stress conditions and adapt itself very well 

with comparatively more saline grasses. The unique eco-system of the Banni 

grassland where this buffalo fed on various types of grasses resulted in high 

milk production (a recent survey indicated a yield of 2700 litres per lactation). 

Similarly, the grasses of the Banni region make this buffalo healthy enough to 

produce offspring every year with the first calving at the age of 3 years! 

3. Traditional breeding practices
The Maldhari, specifically animal breeders, take the utmost care to ensure the 

reproduction of quality animals since the sale of animals has been their main 

source of income. They follow their traditional wisdom on animal breeding 

through natural service provision. 

The Maldharis maintain the original blood line of the Banni buffalo by the 

nomenclature of every animal where an animal of the same blood line carries 

the same name (refer Box 1). They have been very exacting in selecting 

breeding bulls. They choose a breeding bull on the basis of its relative 

production performance, strength, vitality, and phenotypic characteristics. 

The Maldhari keep mental records of the performance and phenotypic 

characteristics of the sire of the breeding bull. The animal breeders prefer 

specific phenotypic features of the breeding bull namely, coiled horn, white 

spot/mark at forehead, convex forehead, shorter but strong legs, and white 

hair on the tail.
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They expect the dame of the bull to have certain qualities like grazing 

capacity, disease resistance, the capacity to survive in water stress condition, 

and the ability to move long distances during drought years. 

Generally, one breeding bull is kept for 25-30 buffaloes. Care is taken to 

ensure that the breeding bull does not provide more than 3 services in a 

day. The breeding males are exchanged between nearby villages after 3-4 

years to avoid inbreeding. The breeding bulls are used up to 8-10 years of 

age. The Maldharis raise the bull such that it can start servicing at the age 

of about 3 years.

The Maldharis follow certain practices to maintain a good quality breeding 

bull, such as providing/feeding the bull with:

4-5 kg/day concentrate, increasing to 8 kg/day depending on the  h

services;

500 gm pure ghee or edible oil twice in a month; h

Jaggery and edible oil preferably mustard oil once in a week;  h

2 eggs a day (up to 5 days) before it starts servicing (Jatt  h

community).

Box 1 : Local knowledge expert: The case of Haji Musa Haji Abbas

Haji saheb keeps the true blood line of all his 

animals. He owns animals with blood lines 

that he can trace back to 108 years! He gives 

names to each animal to track their blood line. 

During his youth, 35 years ago, he travelled 

to Ahmedabad for the sale of some animals 

and returned to the Banni after 4 months. 

On reaching his home, his mother asked him 

about their animals that were grazing in the Banni grassland, “See there are 15 calves born 

during your absence, and if you are a true expert tell me the name of the mother of these 

calves.” He looked closely at the calves and started telling their mothers’ names. He correctly 

identified the mothers of all of the 15 calves! Today Haji Musa Haji Abbas is the final word as 

far as animal breeding is concerned. He has the best herd in the Banni area.
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Previously, the Maldharis did not sell their best animals and 

bulls during periods of stress; rather they sent the animal as 

well as the bulls to the farmers who had irrigation facilities 

in order to maintain the purity of the breed. The Maldharis 

preferred to sell the Banni buffalo only after the third calving 

by which time the progeny of that buffalo has grown. 

However, nowadays they do make distress sales of animals.

4. Community-level interventions 
4.1. Banni pashu mela
Today, selected animals are producing 2700-3000 litres per 

lactation. The Banni buffalo supports the milk economy 

of Mumbai, Pune, Banaskantha, Mehsana, Gandhinagar, 

Ahmedabad, and other states like Madhya Pradesh. Many 

state of the art research institutes which would be proud to 

achieve the yield that the pastoralists have reached!

With the milk of their buffaloes in such demand, the Hodka 

Paryatan Samiti (an eco-tourism project run by a village-

level institution) organised the first Banni pashu mela 

(animal fair) in January 2008. It sought to create a platform 

for buyers and sellers to come together for the marketing 

of the Banni Buffalo. Animal breeders of the Banni region 

participated with their animals to sell them and/or to 

showcase their unique germplasm to the visitors who came 

from all over Gujarat and other parts of the country. 

The pashu mela created huge hope among the Maldharis 

since good quality animals fetched a higher price at the 

pahsu mela than what they were able to get through 

individual sales. For instance, the average price of the Banni 

buffalo ranges from Rs 35,000 to Rs 55,000 depending on 

the physical characteristics as well as the milk yield, generally 

Rs 4,000 per litre of milk production. However, the highest 

recorded sale price range at the mela was Rs 65,000 to Rs 

75,000. Yet, some animal breeders are not willing to sell their 
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best quality animal even for Rs 1,15,000! They feel their assets are too valuable 

to be sold.  

4.2. Banni Pashu Uchherak Maldhari Sangathan
During the pashu mela, animal breeders expressed the need to organise 

themselves, particularly for the conservation of the Banni buffalo breed, the 

Banni grassland and other issues pertaining to their traditional livelihoods. A 

committee was formed with the local leaders who encouraged the Maldharis 

to join the sangathan. Thus, the Maldharis of the Banni region collectively 

formed the Banni Pashu Uchherak Maldhari Sangathan (BPUMS). 

Today, 965 members from 40 villages of all 19 Gram Panchayats of the Banni 

region have joined the sangathan. Bhagiya, local experts, support the Maldharis 

in selecting the best 100 animals of the region on the basis of milk production 

as well as qualitative parameters such as the ability to move for grazing, survival 

capacity in water stress conditions, body structure and other physical traits to 

conserve the germplasm of the elite animals. The sangathan has planned to 

place bulls from elite animals to different villages to improve the overall stock 

of the region. 

The BPUMS has assumed the responsibility for organising an annual pashu mela, 

in order to create a market for the members. The sangathan is applying for the 

recognition of the Banni buffalo as a distinct buffalo breed of the country.
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The case studies are located in five different agro-ecological zones of India that 

capture the vast diversity of plant and animal genetic resources, community 

knowledge and practice in India. As network partners representing India in the 

CBM South Asia programme, the case studies documented reflect the strength 

of local communities in conserving the local resources in the different regions. 

The countervailing forces that have eroded the indigenous knowledge 

and biodiversity are narrated in Volume 1. A main thrust has been to recall 

the attempt to evaluate the national and state level policies enacted by the 

government. Community interventions as a resistance to mainstream policies 

and practices and as good practices on biodiversity conservation and use have 

been highlighted in Volume 2. 

It is evident that NGOs have played a critical role in protecting the culture and 

livelihoods of Indian farming and pastoral communities. It is well orchestrated 

by the work done in the states of Andhra Pradesh, Gujarat, Maharashtra, 

Karnataka, Orissa, Tamil Nadu by Anthra, Sahjeevan, Satvik, BAIF-MITTRA, GREEN 

Foundation, Agragamee and Keystone respectively.

The changes in technological innovation, production systems, mainstream 

research and development policies in the last 3 decades, lifestyle and 

consumption patterns and other socio-political factors have led to a narrowing 

of the genetic resource base. Biodiversity is being lost at an alarming rate 

accompanied by a loss of community knowledge and practices built over 

centuries of observation, experimentation and innovation. 

Community interventions have sought to revitalise the cultural ethos and 

indigenous knowledge of the geographical locations. Good practices in the 

community have sought to build on the positive aspect of the human strand 

in the web of life. Creating a gender sensitive environment has enhanced 

women’s leadership skills. Connecting the natural elements such as soil, water, 

air, light and seed has ensured an abundance of nutritious food and other basic 

community needs. Nurturing community participation and assisting in the 

development of robust community institutions has provided the underpinnings 

for sustaining community interventions and analysing implications of existing 

policies and laws for conservation of genetic resources and promotion of a 

supportive policy environment.
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The food sovereignty movements across the world advocate that revising 

international trade agreements and restructuring social controls over agri-

business will restore the control to local communities. The case studies on 

livestock-rearing and agri-biodiversity conservation are examples of alternative 

grassroots control over natural resources and recurring livelihoods. The 

overwhelming approach by the mainstream development agencies only 

go to show that the policies at the ground level have obliterated the role of 

locally adapted indigenous varieties or breeds to be replaced by the hybrids/

high yields and crossbreeds. The case studies by Anthra and Keystone illustrate 

the encroachment into sustainable livestock rearing by the pastoralists, and 

the protection of forests by the tribal communities respectively. The several 

elements in the interventions are from the close relationships and strong 

alliances with local communities and farmers placing their concerns in the 

centre of the debate. 

Biodiversity has become the subject of many international conventions and 

global policies, which has had a direct impact on the rights of communities to 

have access to the genetic resources. Restoring the farmers’ right to seed and 

breed is imminent, these being the basic essential inputs to ensuring sustainable 

livelihoods and food production; it is imperative to ensure policy options that 

favour farmers and pastoralists. In the light of today’s policy framework that has 

been adopted on the lines of international regimes, it is obvious that the sui 

generis options have been hardly exercised. 

While the Protection of Plant Varieties and Farmers Rights Act, 2001 seeks 

to defend farmers’ rights, critics have placed the inadequacies in the law, 

which forces farmers to abide by the distinctness, uniformity and stability 

(DUS) of new varieties of plants for the purpose of granting the Breeders’ 

Right, or to enable farmers to register their varieties. The cabinet approval 

to join the UPOV has added further challenges to farmers’ rights and plant 

variety protection. Even though India is acclaimed as being in the forefront 

of granting pro-active rights to save and exchange seeds, by being a party 

to UPOV, farmers rights have been sold to breeders which in today’s context 

means MNCs like Monsanto or Syngenta.

Thus, the recent setbacks for NGOs in the debate with the decision by the 

Indian government to join the International Union for the Protection of 
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New  Varieties of Plants (UPOV) shows that there is a need for constant 

monitoring and quick response to changing international dynamics. At the 

bottom of it all is the question of livelihoods and food production systems 

that have been threatened. 

A major part of India’s indigenous breeds of livestock such as cattle, goats and 

sheep are also threatened and showing declining trends, according to India’s 

Fourth National Report to the Convention on Biological Diversity (2009).

In the context of animal genetic resources and pastoralists, the pressure to 

increase production in the world’s poorest regions and misguided state policy 

is forcing livestock herders to abandon traditional breeds – those that they have 

bred for centuries for certain traits like resistance to disease or the ability to 

withstand harsh climates – in favour of high-producing commercial varieties. 

Several state-led interventions aimed at improving the lives and livelihoods of 

women were focused on distributing crossbred dairy animals, so-called “high 

producers” with disastrous effects. Some recent programs include Andhra 

Pradesh Rural Poverty Reduction Project (2003-2009), Prime Minister’s Relief 

Package for Farmers in Vidarbha, Maharashtra (2007). In all the above, the 

animals died or stopped producing, and were a huge burden to the women 

who could barely feed them. Women complained that the “high-producing” 

animals required more work and care, and pushed them into further debt. 

Women stated that local animals and breeds were easier to care for, required 

less feed, were disease resistant, and were far more useful in the long run. 

However none of the programmes allowed the women to use the loans to 

purchase local breeds (Anthra, 2008).

Of 1.32 lakh high-yielding buffaloes and cows distributed through Pashu 

Kranti scheme in Andhra Pradesh in 2007, an assessment in 2008 revealed that 

20,000 animals of these animals have either died or have stopped producing. 

Although crossbreds can produce a lot of egg or milk, they aren’t acclimated 

to developing country conditions and, because of their frailty, must rely on 

commercial feeds, antibiotics, and other inputs of industrial agriculture. Thus, 

thanks to highly intensive production methods (including factory farming) 

and the globalization of livestock markets, in the dairy industry, high-output 

 1   Anthra, 2008b
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dairy cattle breeds – like the familiar Jersey cow – account for 75 percent of the 

world’s milk supply (Nierenberg, 2007). 

According to GRAIN (2007), corporate agribusinesses have “dramatically 

increased their control over the livestock industry in recent years,” and this 

corporate control makes the food system “dangerously dependent on a few 

corporations and a vulnerable, narrowing genetic base.” But relying on just a 

few breeds diminishes humanity’s ability to respond to disease, disasters, and – 

most acutely – climate change. 

The livelihoods of pastoralists and small farmers are threatened by the 

progressive loss of grazing land for their animals, limitations to mobility, 

inadequate or inappropriate government policies, and lack of animal health 

and other services. These developments are also causing the progressive 

loss of the livestock breeds and species that provide rural livelihoods and 

lifestyle options. 

How communities treat forests, rivers and land depends on what they mean 

to those groups and how these communities are organised. Some groups 

may preserve or enhance the variety of species, stocks and ecosystems on the 

land they occupy (Lohmann, 1991) as was done by the forest and hill tribes in 

Orissa and Tamil Nadu until the recent past. Others competing for the same 

areas will tend to deplete their biological diversity as is evident in the cases of 

the cashew and eucalyptus plantation economy in Orissa, and the coffee and 

tea plantations in Tamil Nadu which, in several instances, have, encroached on 

forest land, tribal land, or common property resources for commercial gains; or 

the vested interest of the state in dam development or mining for the “greater 

common good” which displaces or impoverishes the local communities and 

their environments. 

It is in the context of the trends in agro-biodiversity and competing interests 

in biodiversity described above that community-led biodiversity management 

(CBM), is being proposed as integral to the conservation of plant and animal 

genetic resources as well as the livelihoods of resource-poor communities 

by providing important sources of food, fodder, fuel, medicines, spices, 

construction materials, livestock and income. It protects the tribal communities, 

small and marginal farmers, and pastoralists against uncertainty in production 

environments and the impacts of climate change. 
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The documentation by the partners opens the opportunity to further strengthen 

the role of the community in conserving the much needed biodiversity that 

is the basis of life on earth. At the grassroots level, the case studies illustrate 

the scope for community involvement in the value of localised food systems, 

the role of research in conservation, and the importance of sustainable local 

livelihoods that provide opportunities for local production, processing, 

distribution and retail.

The fact that the human family confronts a future of great opportunity for a 

skewed economic progress and together with a great peril of the trends in 

climate change, over population, dwindling reserves of oil, the ruin of rain 

forests, soil erosion, and ozone depletion is well established. What choices do 

we make?  As responsible citizens, we need the power to redefine economic 

progress with a bottom up approach and community initiative as the doorway 

for the future.

References
Anthra, 2008, “Women, High Producing Dairy Animals and Poverty Alleviation”, 

paper presented at the conference on Women in Agriculture in South Asia, 

organised by Aga Khan Foundation and IFPRI. August 2008.

Government of India, 2009, India’s Fourth National Report to the Convention 

on Biological Diversity, New Delhi, http://www.cbd.int/doc/world/in/in-nr-

04-p1-en.pdf 

Mulvany, Patrick and Susanne Gura, 2007, “Reclaiming livestock keepers’ rights”, 

Seedling, January 2007, http://www.grain.org/seedling/?id=459 

Lohmann, Larry, 1991, “Who Defends Biological Diversity: Conservation 

Strategies and the Case of Thailand” in Biodiversity: Social and Ecological 

Perspectives, World Rainforest Movement, Penang.

Nierenberg, Danielle, 2007, “Protecting livestock biodiversity”, June 11, 2007, 

Worldwatch Institute, http://www.worldwatch.org/node/5128



Conclusion | 

x132



Day anD night cannot Dwell together
The human strand in the web of life

http://www.agragamee.org http://www.anthra.org http://www.baif.org.in

http://www.greenconserve.com 

http://keystone-foundation.org

http://www.libird.org http://www.utviklingsfondet.no 

SATVIK

CBM-SAP collaborators

http://www.sahjeevan.org

Community interventions as good practice in 
biodiversity conservation

Volume 2

GREEN Foundation
No. 30, 'Surya', 4th Main, 19th Cross, BTM 

II Stage, N. S. Palya, Bangalore - 560 076, 

INDIA

Tel: +91 80 26784509, Mob: +91 

9449861043, Fax: +91 80 26680995

E-mail: gfbangalore@gmail.com, 

Website: www.greenconserve.com 

community-based Biodiversity Management South asia Programme, inDia
GREEN Foundation in co-ordination with LI-BIRD, Nepal  with funding support from   
The Development Fund, Norway


	C 01
	01 - 16
	17 - 42
	43 - 82
	83 - 114
	115 - 130
	C 02

