They want phones…
By Kishor Rithe


It was the winter of 1990 when I first visited Melghat’s Bori village with Praveen Pardeshi. He was then the Chief Executive Officer of the Amravati Zilla Parishad, an IAS officer and a dedicated wildlifer as well. The village comprised around 21 dwellings and small agricultural fields and was surrounded on three sides by hills covered with dry deciduous teak forests typical of Melghat. This was just outside the border of the famous Gugamal National Park in the Melghat Tiger Reserve, Maharashtra. We had been trekking and had seen gaur, sambar, peacock and then some grey jungle fowl, just before reaching the periphery of Bori village. 


A smiling forest guard, a member of the village, greeted us and we got talking. The guard recounted how one of the villagers had recently died in transit to the nearest hospital at Akot, 30 km. away. After a long silence Pardeshi asked: “How many families own agricultural land?” The guard replied: “Only seven. The rest graze their cattle in the national park, for which offences are often registered against them. Encouraged by our interest, 
the villagers who had gathered around Pardeshi asked: “Is it true that you can help us get health facilities, roads, electricity 
and agricultural land at another place outside the sanctuary?” 


That was the start of a dialogue that ended with happy people and a more secure tiger reserve. The villagers of Bori decided to opt for voluntary resettlement out of the Protected Area, away from the depredations of wildlife and from the daily tensions of living with strict wildlife laws. Over a span of time, a series of meetings called for by the villagers themselves saw as many as 22 other Melghat villages petitioning for the same facilities.


But, as is the way in India, everything seemed to take time. Till one day, 10 years after our first visit to Bori, Melghat was gifted with a dream team: O.P. Gupta, Collector of Amravati district, Shriniwas, Collector of Akola District and Sumit Mullick, then the Divisional Commissioner, Amravati (currently Secretary to the Governor of Maharashtra). Praveen Pardeshi meanwhile was appointed Joint Secretary to the Chief Minister of Maharashtra, with Satish Tripathi the Principal Secretary of Forests. 


At Pardeshi’s behest, all these officers visited Bori on October 30, 1999 to discuss the resettlement plan with the villagers, in the presence of several NGOs. The villagers put forward their list of demands and two key decisions were taken: 1. Bori agreed to move, subject to their condition of every resident being given land, even the landless. 2. That if other villagers were satisfied with the Bori experience, they too would agree to shift. 


To express good faith, an official circular was sent out to all the villages in the sanctuary stating that no one would be forcibly displaced. 


The next step was for the villagers to inspect alternative resettlement sites. They themselves chose a 188 ha. patch 15 km. from the southern boundary of the tiger reserve, near Rajura Girwarpur in the Akot tahsil. Bori only needed 35 to 40 ha. and there was more than enough for the other villages here. After three months the necessary clearance was received for part of the area categorised as forestland. 


On February 5, 2000, a District Rehabilitation Committee (DRC) was set up by the Collector, Amravati to explain the process to the villagers, discuss their needs and demands and prepare a rehabilitation plan. The DRC would also function as a grievance expression forum, conveying difficulties and problems to the Collector. 


Soon the district administration had created the basic infrastructure, state and central government had made the required money available and the actual house construction and land preparation work commenced. Some members of the village camped at the relocation site to supervise the construction while others stayed back to tend their crops at the old village. 


On March 26, 2001, the villagers of Bori finally left from their old homes to build a new life at Rajura Girwarpur. The tiger reserve authorities undertook the transport of people and belongings such as timber logs, fodder, household possessions etc. Hospital staff and a teacher were posted at the primary health centre and school respectively and government departments including the Maharashtra State Electricity Board and Agriculture Department started providing services to the new village. 

All was not rosy. The villagers and authorities faced many problems, it is never easy to recreate an entire village system in a few months. But regular follow up meetings, conducted by the Divisional Commissioner of Amravati helped resolve problems to the community’s satisfaction.


The monsoons of 2001 were special to the villagers of Bori. Their crops were larger than anything they had got in the previous 10 years. Like every other village in Melghat, Bori too was in the grip of moneylenders. However, Sukhdev Yewale’s brother rewrote history, earning enough from his crop to not only pay back his loan of Rs. 5,000, but also buy a pair of bullocks, prized possessions for any villager.


And what was happening at the vacated Bori village, which had been handed over to the Melghat Tiger Reserve and its wildlife? Meadow development work in the vacated fields and flat areas had started, albeit with limited funds. On July 9, 2001, I visited the meadow and was overjoyed to see a freshly killed sambar right in the middle of the vacated village! I climbed the hill, where the village temple was still intact and could see groups of chital grazing in the meadow and wild boars ploughing what were once the villagers’ fields. Nature had truly reclaimed the village.


After Bori’s successful resettlement many other villages came forward asking to be moved out of the reserve. But as decided earlier, the resettlement of Koha and Kund was next. Their new location was just two kilometres from the new Bori. By the end of 2003, these two villages had also been completely resettled.

Lessons to learntc "Lessons to learn"

There are lessons to be learnt from the experience of Bori, Koha and Kund. The entire process must be timed such that everything is ready before the monsoon and the villagers can raise their first crop at the new site comfortably. Resettlement is a tricky issue and requires an understanding of the sociology of the people involved, their culture, educational standards and their need for different skills (such as agricultural techniques). Involving local experts from the fields of sociology, agriculture, education and environment from the very beginning is essential.


Undoubtedly the best part of Melghat’s resettlement work is that several rural development schemes have been linked to give additional benefits to the villages being resettled. District administrations usually have plenty of funds earmarked for ‘rural development’, which can be utilised.


In 2003, more than two years after Bori had moved, P. Devrajan, Deputy Editor of the Hindu Business Line visited Melghat. Eager to ascertain just how good the rehabilitation had been, he asked the villagers if the government had satisfied them. A young villager’s only complaint however was “We have no phones here”. 


Observing Bori’s success story, the hopes of other tribal villages in Melghat have risen. But Melghat’s ‘Dream Team’ has now been broken up, with Sumit Mullick transferred to the Governors’ office and Praveen Pardeshi with the UNDP in Geneva. The new officers in charge are perhaps not as dynamic or enthusiastic and the Resettlement Act, introduced in 2002, is being used as an excuse to delay resettling the remaining villages from Melghat. Phones truly should be provided to the villagers, if only so that they can call up the sundry government officers who are callously playing with the lives of the tribals and tigers of Melghat!

The rehabilitation of three villages from Melghat has proved a boon to the villagers who now have access to modern facilities such as medical treatment (above left), gobar gas plants and electricity. A bumper crop enabled Yewale from Bori village to pay off his debts and purchase this pair of bullocks (above right). The vacated village lands inside the reserve (facing page) have meanwhile been transformed into meadows that attract herbivores such as chital and sambar, and as a result, the tiger as well.

The Bori, Koha and Kund village resettlement at a glance

Families
Cattle
Residential Area
Cattle Shed
Total
Agricultural Land

Bori
19
273
745.91 sq. m.
159.84 sq. m.
903.75 sq. m.
35.08 ha.

Koha
39
348
1459.06 sq. m.
727.75 sq. m.
2196.80 sq. m.
58.02 ha.

Kund
34
141
1343.29 sq. m.
909.53 sq. m.
2252.82 sq. m.
30.28 ha.
