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This edition features the life and times of the tribal people that our partner the ISLAND Trust works with in 
the Nilgiri Hills. We thank Reji Chandra  (Deprived and Displaced: http://www.pragma.co.in/Deprived-and-
displaced.pdf) and others who record the history and current welfare of indigenous groups of India.  
 

Adivasi is the term used for the ethnic and tribal groups of India. Adi means first or original while Vasi means 
dweller. aƻǎǘ ƻŦ LƴŘƛŀΩs Adivasi communities live in and around the forests on which they once depended for 
their livelihoods. They qualify as indigenous people with rights over their dwelling places that are subject to 
ǘƘŜ ƭŀǿǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ¦bΩǎ 5ŜŎƭŀǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ wƛƎƘǘǎ ƻŦ LƴŘƛƎŜƴƻǳǎ tŜƻǇƭŜ that recognises their 
cultural and historical distinctiveness from other populations. The Constitution of India refers to Adivasis, 
who form 10% of the total population, as Scheduled Tribes with provisions for the promotion of their 
education and economic development as well as protection from social justice and exploitation. 
 

One of the best known of the Nilgiri tribes 
are the Toda with a culture and economy 
that revolved around the sacred buffalo. 
High-class men were appointed as holy 
milkmen, giving them sacred status as 
priests of the holy dairy. These men were 
prohibited from walking across bridges and 
had to ford rivers by foot, or by swimming. 
Women now add to family income by selling 
cloth goods with a distinctive pattern.  
 
 

Six major tribal groups lived in the Nilgiris, each with their own culture and way of life but with a reputation 
for protecting the forest environment on which they depended. Things changed around the time of British 
rule in India when commercial interests led to the exploitation of tribal land and marginalisation of 
indigenous people. So started a period when land-grabbing led to the removal of great expanses of forest to 
meet the new demands of industry, to be replaced by tea, coffee, rubber and other crops. Access to forest 
land was restricted by laws that displaced Adivasis, removing their ability to sustain themselves while 
managing their environment.  
 

After independence, the Indian Government oversaw further deforestation due to exploitation for financial 
gain through industry, development and tourism. These activities steadily damaged the fragile environment 
of the Nilgiris, affecting water resources, soil quality, wildlife and climate. There have been improvements, 
but Adivasis have now become the most disadvantaged of social groups based on indicators such as health, 
literacy and access to basic amenities 
 

Adivasis were integral to the eco-system of the Nilgiri Biosphere Reserve which is recognised for the number 
and diversity of its flora and fauna. Their environment was part of every aspect of their life and their culture 
and reflected in their spiritual beliefs and practices.  
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Many Adivasis, traditionally hunters and gatherers, became farmers keeping cows and other animals while 
growing crops on the small plots of land to which they had access. Increasingly, farmers struggle to compete 
with market forces and many of those that remain now rely on low-paid, seasonal work or government 
employment schemes to subsidise their income. 
 

The 2006 Forests Rights Act at last recognised the rights of tribal people and slowly some aspects such as 
access to land are being restored with support from an alliance of NGOs including the ISLAND Trust. There is 
great hope that, after this long period of exploitation and marginalisation of Adivasis in the Nilgiris, some of 
the damage to people and the environment might be redressed.   
 

 

TRIBAL FUTURES - THE NILGIRIS DISTRICT 
 

Tamwed continues to assist the important work of the ISLAND Trust. This year, we are deliberately focusing 
our project on 16 remote tribal villages that miss out on the support available to communities closer to 
roads and towns. After surveying local people, we established that health, human rights, agriculture, wild 
animals, water and solar lighting are their priorities to which we added training in tailoring and the purchase 
of sewing machines to enable young women to contribute to family income.  

 
 

A Tribal Futures planning meeting with, from the left, 
Mr Sivaraj a member of a tribal community who has 
recently joined the team; Mr Palany the Project 
Manager; Mr Khanan the Documentation Secretary; 
Mr Alphonse Raj the CEO of the ISLAND Trust; and Mr 
Rajasekhar a Project Advisory Group member. 
 

 
 

 
We are planning to fit solar 
energy units in the 16 
houses of Kokkode village. A 
specialist social enterprise is 
providing the equipment 
and technical support at a 
favourable rate and will 
train the village president 
(on the left talking to 
Alphonse Raj) and three 
other villagers to maintain 
the solar units.   

 
Kokkode is connected to mains electricity but this can shut down for hours or days at a time, particularly 
when there are storms. A team of community volunteers, such as Radhika (above right with Mr Palany) are 
being trained and supported by the ISLAND Trust to act as a link with the 16 Tribal Futures villages. A major 
difficulty for this community is access to the nearest town which can take four hours with the return journey 
back along the steep pathway having to be before six in the evening to avoid wild animals. 
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SOME TRIBAL FUTURES ACTIVITIES THIS YEAR 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A Climate Change and 
Hygiene session at 
Sholurmattam school. 

Bean seeds being  distributed 
in Mallikoppaiyoor village. 

A nutritional cooking 
demonstration for the 
men of Samaikodal village. 

Farming families meeting at 
the ISLAND Trust centre. 

Teacher and trainees with new 
sewing machines in Mallikopaiyur 
village. 
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KONGATTU PUDUR VILLAGE 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Kongattu Pudur is one of the 16 villages that are supported through Tribal Futures. It has a population of 180 
tribal people living in 40 houses with most adults working on tea estates.  
 

As with most tribal communities, anaemia caused by a poor diet and lack of sanitation, is the major health 
problem. Most families will be eligible for the government food ration of rice and other basic foods. Project 
staff are trying to encourage the production and consumption of fruit and vegetables but food production is 
not easy on the steep slopes and a return trip to the market takes several hours. Climate change is adding to 
the difficulties of surviving in the forests with long droughts being followed by severe storms which can 
damage houses and roads while preventing adults from work.  
 

 

The Deputy Head Teacher and President next to a board 
announcing that alcohol and smoking is banned in the 
village ς a ban that is now into its second year. A move to 
close liquor stores was over-ruled by the Government 
which makes profits from licenced premises.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Gardens have some protection but a hungry elephant is hard to keep 
out. Deforestation and climate change are forcing wild animals such 
as monkeys, deer, bison and panthers to look for food in villages. 
Farmers will use fireworks and other deterrents but small plots can 
be decimated overnight. There have been experiments with solar-
powered fencing but a shock strong enough to deter an elephant 
could kill a smaller animal. Everyone needs to be back in their villages 
by darkness to avoid dangerous encounters. 
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The Kongattu Pudur village band heating their instruments before a dance. Women circling round the band 
are joined by children and then by men. The community are members of the Irula tribe ς ΨƛǊǳƭΩ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ 
darkness referring to their dark skin complexion. The Irula are famous as rat and snake catchers, providing a 
service to other communities. Rats once destroyed a quarter of the grain grown on Tamil Nadu-area farms 
annually. To combat this pest, Irula men used a traditional earthen pot fumigation method. Smoke was 
blown through their mouths, which led to severe respiratory and heart problems. In January this year, faced 
with losing a battle against invasive Burmese pythons, the Florida Fish and Wildlife Commission in the United 
States, hired two Irula tribesmen who caught 14 snakes in just two weeks. 
 
 

Most homes are unsuitable in terms of size and their ability 
to withstand the increasingly extreme climate. Building 
materials, such as corrugated tin sheets for roofs, have to be 
carried for miles. The ISLAND Trust is helping villagers to 
claim government grants for construction and to get support 
for health, education, welfare and land rights. Those who 
work with tribal communities try to keep a balance between 
the need to preserve traditional cultures with the modern 
advances of surrounding societies. 
 

 
 
A common sight in rural India is a new but unused toilet 
block, such as this one in Kongattu Pudur which was built 
with government subsidies. Culture and religion dictates 
that defecation close to a dwelling pollutes the village. 
Research has shown that there is a greater use of toilets 
when the community has been educated as to their 
importance to health. ISLAND Trust health workers run 
campaigns to raise awareness about the importance of 
hygiene but it is taking time for the message to be 
accepted. 
 


