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l parts of Rajasthan. Bharatpur is no

crucial 8o
gion — has virtually failed. There is a
fodder crisis in an area where cattle are
almost a8 important a source of liveli-
hood as crop cultivation. The villagers
wmﬂ.th.isymcal.ﬂahken to the local
fair for sale could find no takers. And
when I spoke to the village women who
had returned after a long day’s search
for fodder in the fields and along the
road, they clustered around me plead-
ing: “Ghana khulwa do, Baiji,, Ghana
khulwa do”.

‘Ghana’ meaning thick jungle is the
local name for the Keoladeo Ghana

banning of cigarette smoking (which
had caused two earliar fires), reinfore-
ing existing fire lines, etc. Atul Cowsish,
writing in The Statesman (18-10-86)
said: “Men — the inhabitants of villages
around the sanctuary — deserve to be
blamed. And 8o do the cattle — if you
please”. Typically, perhaps no one
bothered to speak to the villagers them-
selves or of their needs. In the last
weekend of October, when three of us
from Delhi visited the Park we got a
glimpse of how it appears to the villa-
gers peeping in from over the boundary
wall.

Chakrampur, the first village we vi-
sited.?aunau{sevenlthndotthesu:‘

National Park (better known as the
Bharatpur bird sanctuary), described in
the tourist brochure as “a paradise for
pature lovers in all seasons”. Spread
over 20 sq. km. of low-lying land, in the
best of seasona it claims a bird popula-
tion of over 350 local and migratory spe-
ciea, including the rare Siberian cranss,
beside mammals and reptiles. In late
October 1982 when 1 first visited the
Park, it was teeming with bird life and
water lilies, and also had a fair sprink-
ling of local buffaloes which served as a
happy perch for egrets and darters. This

round: countryside. It is essentially a
hamlet of some 40 Rajput households,
mostly small and marginal cultivators,
with 80 per cent of its adult male popula-
tion away in Bharatpur and elsewhere to
work as construction labourers and pet-
ty vendors. The burden of family sub-
sistence falls mainly on the women who
not only fetch the fodder, water and fuel
but also cultivate the land. Goats are
more 1y to b than T4

animals, and the households often have
to hire tractor services for ploughing at
Rs 25 per bigha. The ground water is
typically brackish and the single drink-

Is Bharatpur

October, much of the marsh land was
dry, with few birds, no lilies and no buf-
faloes.’ A five foot high boundary wall
surrounds the park with its barbed wire
cut through in most places.

" As we drove through the Park towards
the area recently devasted by a fire, some
20-25 villagers who had scaled the wall
to gather grass illegally could be seen

away in the distance. Since
November 1982 when the sanctuary was
declared a National Park, this boundary
wall, the law governing such Parks, and
a bureaucracy strictly guard the golden
gatea of this ‘paradise’, keeping out the
villagers who till then had used the area

domestic beasts, as there had been before
1982. The five foot wall servcs as a

Should a large tract of grazing
land be reserved for a bird
sanctuary in a drought prone
state- like Rajasthan? What
about the local people’s fuel
and fodder needs, asks BINA
AGARWAL.

ing water well is a good half hour's walk
away. After being barred froin the sanc-
tuary, the women depended for fodder
on jowar residues from their own fields,

for permitted grazing. And ions be-
tween the villagers and the Park author-
ities have been mounting ever since.

In the circumstances, perhaps not
surprisingly, when the Park fire broke
out on Wednesday October 15, 1886,
speculation was rife whether it had been
caused deliberately by the villagers. Un-
noticed for some time, and then inade-
quately attended to for several hours
(the telephone lines were dead and the
Bharatpur fire station is short of equip-
ment), it spread over 108 ha. before it
could be controlled with the help of the
local policemen, army jawans, and
firetenders called in from as far away as
Agra, Alwar and Jaipur. Luckily, there
was little damage to the wildlife. This
‘was not the first fire in the Park — there
were three in 1984-85 alone — nor was it
the worst in its spread (it got contained
by recently-constructed fire lines). But
given the tension in the area it hit the
headlines of several national dailies

The newspaper reports. however,
focussed entirely on the situation within
the Park, calling attention to manage-
ment failure, and listing the measures
that the administration proposed to
take, such as an enquiry by the Rajas-
than Governiment into the causes. the

PP ted by zing on the road-
sides and along the bunds of fields. This
year, however, there is little crop re-
sidue, The out-of-bound grass within
the Park appears green indeed.

Aghapur, the 'second village we vi-
sited, is larger and more prosperous and
politicised. It has no apparent drinking
water problem but, as in most parts of
the region, water logging and soil salin-
ity have rendered much of the area un-
cultivable. Here too there isan acute fod-
der shortage this year. The villagers ac-
cuse the forest guards of corruption (one
cited a case where a fine of Rs 900 was
unfairly imposed and the receipt given
was only for Rs 500), of favouritism to-
wards relatives and friends (many Park
employees come from the villages
around) and of making profits illegally
from the grass and wood in the Park.
Some say that the October 15 fire could
even have been caused by the guards
themselves in order to destroy the evi-
dence of their ilegal tree felling. The
villagers resent the fact that while they
and their cattle are barred from the
Park, the Park animals and birds often
stray out and destroy their crops.

In both villages, the people feel that
the Park has enough grass for birds and

strong psychological barrier for most,

though physically it is easy even for the.
women 1o leap over it. Some do venture’
in, but most keep out. They see the Park

asa pleasure ground for foreign tourists
and upper class Indians — and in effect’
it is just that, and has been so historical--
ly.

The Bharatpur bird sanctuary came
into being in 1956, Prior to this it had
served as a duck shooting preserve for
the Maharaja of Bharatpur and his colo-
nial guests. Stone plagques in the sanctu-
ary record as many as 1400 or more
birds being shot down in a day. After
19586, it was developed as a bird sanctu-
ary covering 29 8q. km, 11 under marsh
land, 12 under scrub, and the rest under
forest and grassland. Water is supplied
to the sanctuary marshes through the
Ajan dam or Kohni bandh (as it is locally
called). This in turn receives waters
from the Banganga and Ghambir rivers.
The sanctuary gets first priority in the
distribution of water from the dam
which also supplies water for irrigation.
This year the water level was 1/7thof the
normal, inadequate even for the sanctu-
ary and leaving little for irrigation
(another cause for resentment by the
villagers).

Upto November 1682, some 2000 head
of cattle from 14 nearby villages had per-
mits to graze in the sanctuary. In prac-
tice an equal number must have grazed
illegally. The declaration of the sanctu-
ary as a National Park marked an end o
permitted grazing and the village Pan-
chayats were asked to make alternative
arrangements,

Most villagers accepted thia, albeit re-
sentfully. But the residents of Aghapur
protested. In what followed, seven (in-
cluding a woman) were killed and sever-
al others injured in the pol ce firing. The

or only?

the policemen, provoking the latter into
firing at the villagers’ legs. The villagers
‘maintain that the firing was unpro-
voked, no policemen and guards were
i.m'ured.mdmanyviﬂagemweninm
hit on the back when fleeing. They re-
member November 7, 1882, as a black
day and refer to the incident as the ‘Gha-~

A cash com| jon was announced
at the rate of Rs 150-200 per month per
head of cattle to cover the cost of stall
feeding the 2000 cattle that had earlier
had official entry into the sanctuary.
The following year, the payments were
arbitrarily reduced to half and subse-
quently stopped altogether.

In the autumn of 19886, fol-
lowing areport by the Bombay
Natural History Society that
in parts of the Park there was
an excessive growth of grass
which was detrimental to the
birds, the Park authorities
apened up selected areas for
two months toallow controlled
cutting of grass for fodder.

However, once the marshy
tracts were cleared of un-
wanted grass, the authorities
reinforced the ban on the

ds that the remaining
grass was just adequate for
tue birds. According to the
park officials, the villagers
were quite grateful that they
had been allowed in even for
two months. and appreciated
the reasons for the discon-
tinuance. However. in the
vﬂ.lageﬂ" perceptions there
was enough grass w guo
around and simply no legiti-
ate reason for reinforcing

the ban. Nevertheless, wo CARIMS AWay
with a strong impression that the villa-
genwmndnmh-nwimmynnuaedmn
fire — the Park grasa is 0O precious
given the scarcity in the area, and their
hopes of accepting it still alive.
Ultimately the issue is not who caused
the fire on 15 October, 1986. Norisitone
of man vs. birds, The questions are lar-
ger and more complex: How do we plan
the use of our finite natural resources
such as to accommodate the needs of
both people and wildlife? How do we jus-
tify the declaring of a large drought-
prone region which provided the basic
needs of the local people, and especially
of the poor, &8 & National Park, without
any pre-planning for the villagers'
needs? How do we ensure an bl

hndbofnmm—SB—GZpermtﬂf
whichhllgonummmewhomﬂ!
10-15 ba and only 11-13 per
cent (most of it of poor quality) to the
landless
Also, village common land is often au-
ctioned by the government to contrac-
tors who extract various types of pro-
duce for sale through local people as
labourers. This commercialisation of the
commons a8 well as heavy pressures on
what still remains as common property,
has led to the severe degradation of the
commons — for all to exploit but none to
protect and manage.
According to the Centre for Science
and Environment's 1885 Report, Rajas-
than has some 40 million heads of lives-

groundwater
ostensibly owned jointly but in practice
are the preserve of a few?

Most of the village common land has
been heavily encroached upon by the lar-
ger farmers who have legalised their
claims over time. In addition, areas de-
marcated for the redistribution of this
land to the landless under the land re-
form of the government,
have gone largely to the landed. What
little is left of the commons is heavily
degraded.

And this is not just the story of Bhar-
atpur. It is true of much of Rajasthan
and indeed of semi-arid areas elsewhere
inIndiaas well. N. S. Jodha's 1883 study
of six villges in West Rajasthan shows

and d dation of such
Nagaur, Jodhpur and Jaisalmer dis-
tricts, CPRs ide agricultural labour

and small farmer household with 42 per
cent of their gross income, much of their
fuel and over 70 per cent of their grazing
needs. Between 1953-54 and 1982-83
the shareof the CPRa to total village geo-
area declined from 43 to 14 per cent in
the two Nagaur villages and 38 to 18 per
cent in the Jodhpur villages, 8o that the
number of animals per ha. of CPRs in-
crensed substantially. This decline in
CPRas is attributed to illegal encroach-
ments and State redistribution of the

tocks, con a third of India's
livestock wealth, and providing 10 per
cent of the country’s milk, 50 per cent of
its wool and a large part of its meat and
eggs. Between 1951-52and 1877-78, the
grazing land in the State’s arid zone de-
clined from 80,5 per cent to 45. 1 per cent
of the geo-area; the periodicity of
dmughtmthestawmouﬁngtoaﬂm-
ning Commission Task Force Report is
once every three years.

With the declining ability of the en-
vironment to sustain the animal popula-
tion, its composition also appears to be
changing, with a fall in the proportion
of cattle and an increass in that of sheep
and goats, Goats, y, can browse
onve:rywidemgeo!phmupsﬂunnd
survive readily in highly degraded en-
vironments. Also prosopis and other
species of trees

beginning : 1
Bharatpur landscape. It is a reinforcing
cycle. The issue for.concern is thus not
only the relationship between people’s
needs and sanctuaries but the manage-
ment of an entire eco-gystem.

Nor is this the story of just one State,
or one bird sanctuary or national park.
India today has over 32 national parka
and 211 wild life sanctuaries and the
number has been increasing steadily
over time. Questions, similar in thrust
and different only in detail, arise in the
mmeﬂuft.hmepaﬂum.andwithin-
creasing urgency. Once again we need

toanswer: i
For whom? At what cost? And how?



