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1. Background Introduction: 
The draft National Tribal Policy is the first comprehensive policy document developed for the 84 million tribal people in India. This policy had been drafted by the Ministry of Tribal Affairs, and is open to the public for comments, suggestions and responses. 
The Nilgiri District is home to all 6 of the ‘primitive tribal groups’ of the 36 Scheduled Tribes of Tamil Nadu, and over fifty percent of this Adivasi population live in the Gudalur and Pandalur taluks. 
The Adivasi Munnetra Sangam (AMS) is an organisation of 3000 families of the Paniya, Kattu Nayakan, Betta Kurmuba, Mullu Kurumba and Irula tribes in this region. With Action for Community Organisation, Rehabilitation and Development (ACCORD), the AMS held a consultation on the draft policy at the Gudalur Adivasi Hospital, Gudalur, and the following report summarises the discussions and issues raised by the 15 tribal leaders who participated in this consultation along with Ms. Mari Marcel Thekaekara, Steering Committee Member, Planning Commission.
All participants appreciated the fact that the government is at long last addressing some of the fundamental issues of India’s adivasis
2. Areas of Focus:
The discussions focussed on two main issues specific to the situation of adivasis in this region 
i. Micro-planning and policy related to ‘primitive tribal groups’, since all 5 tribes of Gudalur and Pandalur taluks fall within this category
ii. Policy dealing with adivasis as a minority group, in non-scheduled areas, due to the small percentage of adivasi population in the Nilgiri District 
3. Some General Recommendations: 
· Establish a Panchayat-level Tribal Welfare Committee that is accessible to all villages and consists of and is headed by tribal members.

· For increased accessibility, the District Welfare Office must be located in an area where maximum tribal populations are found rather than at the district headquarters. This will be especially relevant for hill tribes, since most villages are scattered far from administrative centres. Currently, getting the benefit of a scheme requires a day long bus ride to the District HQ, then additional trips when the relevant officials make people run up and down for umpteen signatures and form filling. Mostly bribes are expected. 

· At State and Panchayat levels, funds ear-marked for Scheduled Tribes must be separated from the Scheduled Caste/Scheduled Tribe bracket, and dispersed independently. Their accounts must be recorded and maintained separately. These accounts should be on the web available for scrutiny to avoid the 59 year long farce of millions that are sanctioned for tribal welfare, going into the pockets of corrupt officials and politicians.
4. Specific Recommendations:
Some specific recommendations relating to specific chapters of the National Tribal Policy are given below:
4.1 Objectives of the Policy
Recommendations:

In keeping with the socio-economic empowerment objectives of the policy

· PDS systems: The PDS is one of the few government welfare programmes that has the possibility of directing reaching the beneficiary. Further, the adivasis are very dependant on the PDS and provides some sort of food security. However, this important programme gets subverted mainly because the ration card is a marketable commodity for which there is great demand – a demand often generated by the ration shop itself. In order to ensure that the PDS runs more effectively in tribal areas two major recommendations are made:

· The PDS for tribals must be run by the adivasis themselves. For hill tribes, alternatives to the PDS shop system must be considered due to problems of accessibility and stocking. For example, a vehicle run by adivasis could make deliveries to all hill villages. 
· Misappropriation and misuse of adivasi ration cards may be reduced by introducing a separate PDS system and ration cards for adivasis. A separate card with a unique colour or specification will ensure  that adivasi ration cards are not marketable or saleable to non-tribals and will reduce the levels of corruption that currently exist.
· However, different criteria must be established for tribal PDS shops.

5. Alienation of Tribal Land: Tenurial Insecurity
The provisions regarding tenurial insecurity recognise that this is the ‘single most important cause’ of poverty amongst tribals. However, all the current provisions relating to protection of tribal land apply only to 5th Schedule areas. Tamilnadu does not have a law preventing alienation of tribal lands. Only a government order in the case of lands assigned by government to tribals states that these lands cannot be alienated to anyone outside the class to which the assignee belongs. If such land is alienated there is no provision to return the land to the adivasi – in fact it is reclassified as government land and so thus forever loses its tribal characteristic.  Therefore it is strongly recommended that Adivasis living in non-scheduled areas must be brought within the ambit of the provisions under this section. 
Recommendations:
· A Tribal Committee at the district level, as well as Panchayat Tribal Welfare Committee must undertake the assessing and classification of alienated lands, as well as ensuring their restoration and distribution of pattas and forest lands. The Committee must decide whether pattas will be distributed to individuals, families or village-wise – in general it will be best to issue family or village pattas.
· Traditional sacred groves, burial grounds and pathways must be identified, listed and demarcated village-wise. Villages must be given possession of encroached or alienated lands, or suitable alternatives found, depending on the traditions and cultural practices of the tribe.
· There are cases where land has been set aside for tribals for subsequent use and distribution. For example in Nilgiris district there are two instances: a) is a particular classification of land called RHT or Reserved for Hill Tribes – where pieces of land had been identified during the 70’s for subsequent distribution to adivasis. These lands have never been distributed and have either been encroached upon by outsiders and the forest department. Many have been reclassified as government assessed waste lands. These lands must be identified and repossessed and handed over to landless adivasis. And b) a large portion of land - The Kollapally division  of TAN TEA – The Tamilnadu Tea Plantation Corporation was earmarked for tribals. In fact this land was not administered by the Corporation but by the Forest Department who it was felt had better contact with the tribals. However since none of them were aware of this they were not able to take advantage of this provision and in the late 80’s the land was handed over to the Corporation without a single tribal benefiting.  
· Due to certain complications arising out of the Gudalur Janmam Abolition Act – many lands have in Gudalur and Pandalur have been classififed under Section 17 of the said Act. The matter has been in court for several years and it has proved to be a huge stumbling block for adivasis who have traditionally been in possession of lands long before the passing of the Act. All lands such as these under possession of adivasis must be immediately reclassified as “tribal land”.

· In fact all tribal land must come under a special classification with special survey numbers and all registrars must be supplied with a list of these survey numbers stating that sale or other documents relating to these lands cannot be registered. Laws notwithstanding, it is common practice to register sale deeds of tribal lands. This must be stopped immediately.

6. Tribal Forest Interface
The consultation appreciated the recognition that tribals have been in the “forefront of the conservation regime”. This section, in keeping with the Schedule Tribes (Recognition of Forest Rights) Bill 2005, ensures the right of adivasis to their forest homelands. It is the most vital element of adivasi development. Adivasi without forests and forests without adivasis is an unthinkable proposition.
Recommendations: 
· Forest produce has been a vital nutritional source for adivasi communities and food security must be viewed broadly to include these traditional foods as well as carbohydrates provided by PDS
· Right to propagate certain medicinal plants and fruits, such as jackfruit,  Indian gooseberry (amla) etc in forests must be recognised

· The usage of chemical pesticides and insecticides inside and around forests must be discontinued

· Building of infrastructure in forests, like roads, electricity lines, check dams etc, must be done after consultations with adivasis in the area and built with their involvement

· Adivasi staff must be taken into administrative and advisory roles in the Forest Department enabling them to become more sensitive to the interactions of adivasi communities within forests

· Adivasi communities must be involved in dealing with and preventing poaching of wildlife in forests and Controlled ritualistic hunting of certain species may be introduced during identified seasons
7. Displacement, Rehabilitation and Resettlement
Clarifications are sought on the nature and scope of ‘development’ projects as referred to in these sections. Project affected persons must include those adivasis displaced in the creation of national parks, wildlife sanctuaries and biosphere reserves. 
Recommendations:
· Displacement of adivasis from their traditional homes in forests must be minimised, even while creating wildlife sanctuaries and reserves
8. Enhancement of Human Development Index: 

 8.1 Education, Vocational Training and Sports
The functioning of Ashram Schools or Government Tribal Residential Schools as they are called in Tamilnadu leave a lot to be desired. These schools neither provide basic education nor do they provide adequate care as hostels.

Recommendations:
· Adivasis must be free to choose the institution to which they want to send their children.

· Rather than fund schools government should provide an outright amount per child which will be paid to parents as long as the child goes to school. Though the amount may vary from state to state or district to district it must be over and above the school fees. This will both act as an incentive to ensure retention and also minimise the loss of family income when a child goes to school. This will also give the parents freedom to choose the school and will give their children the right to be seen as “fee paying” students rather than as charity cases. It will further give the parents a right to intervene in the school which is sorely lacking now. 
· Establishment of a Panchayat Tribal Welfare Committee which will work with the Parents Committee to supervise the education and vocational training of children and young people. School curriculum and administration must be developed and managed by this committee

· Government Tribal Residential School (GTR) to be replaced by Government Tribal Residential Hostels for school and college going students. GTR Hostels will have facilities to take the children to school, and provide uniforms, and other support. 

· Traditional knowledge must be recognised and seen to be part of the school curriculum. Apart from mainstream subjects like maths, science etc, a subject in tribal knowledge must form part of the syllabus. Childrens traditional knowledge gained from their parents must be formally recognised as education.

· Schools must grant leave of absence to children during tribal festivals and rituals  and allow flexible rules to re-admit drop-outs, especially during cropping or harvest seasons.
· Village escorts will be paid to take children safely to school and bring them back home after classes especially where children have to trek long distances to school.
· Girl students must receive academic and psychological counselling. Regular follow-up of drop-out girl students must be conducted. 

· Training and other inputs must be provided, by adivasi trainers, to teachers who work in adivasi areas. They must be tested and pass a basic exam on local Adivasi culture and tradition
· Study centres, libraries or tuition centres to be started and cultural camps to be conducted in each village. These will be built and run by the village rather than outside contractors.
· In areas removed from forests, arrangements must be made for children to go into the forest and learn about them, as part of school curriculum
· When there is a minimum number of adivasi children in a school, a ‘gram sahayak’, volunteer or staff, may be appointed and act as a link between students and teachers, the village and the school
8.2 Health
Recommendations:

· To address the problem of vacancies in tribal areas, appropriate qualification criteria must be used while selecting health care personnel. Positive discrimination may be exercised to ensure that people from these areas are employed to cater to the needs of their people. 
· Tribal Health Staff must be trained to ensure that health care needs are adequately met. Village level workers must be trained so that each village will have access to basic health care. Further, Tribal health promoters must be trained to act as a link between the village and the tertiary health care centre in the town, and guarantee that health services reach the people. Health Education programmes, like street theatre, posters, banners etc must be taken up at the village level, since tribal people are hardly exposed to these programmes which are currently limited to larger towns 
· The number of balwadis and Anganwadis in Tribal areas must be increased to create greater accessibility, and improve child health and nutrition. The Balwadis must also be linked to geriatric health care for elderly persons in the village, who are especially vulnerable due to malnutrition etc. Cirteria for anganwadis must be based not on minimum numbers but on villages. 
9. Creation of critical infrastructure
Recommendations:
· Land and other tenurial issues must be sorted out prior to the implementation of infrastructure development schemes

· Plans for infrastructure development, such as housing plans, must be custom-made with the involvement of stakeholder families, rather than being mass produced. Funds for housing infrastructure must be given to the village committee which can develop plans tailor-made for each village. Habitat planning focusing on water facilities, sanitation and drainage, roads etc will encompass more than just a narrowly focused housing plan.
· Release of funds for infrastructure development must be made by and to village level committees and contracts given by them. Budgets, schemes, their implementation and follow-up must be shared with Panchayat level Tribal Welfare committees on a yearly basis.
10. Conservation and Development of Particularly Vulnerable Tribal Groups (PTGs)
It is appreciated that the Policy proposes to reclassify Primitive Tribal Groups as Particularly Vulnerable Tribal Groups. Since all the tribes of the Gudalur and Pandalur areas fall within this category there are some specific recommendations.
Recommendations:

· There should be village level micro planning for the development of the members of these groups.

· These plans should be family specific

· These plans must be drawn up by the community themselves drawing on expertise and support from the government as well as NGO’s.

· These plans must be time bound and drawn against very strict measurable indicators.

· Local NGO’s must be drawn into this process.

11. Enlisting support of NGOs
While the impact of NGOs in the development sector has been significant, the role of adivasi organisations in the process of their development must be emphasised. Many of those who have been working with adivasis for many years and have been attempting to protect the very rights as envisaged in the Draft Policy are often seen as “trouble makers’ and will therefore be bypassed when deciding “good” ngo’s. Ngo’s must be selected on the basis of their track record and on the basis of acceptance by the community. 

Further, the policy does not recognise tribal organisations – who may not strictly fall into the category of NGO or development organisations. These membership based organisations can play a vital role in the development of the tribals.

12. Tribal Culture and Traditional Knowledge
As Nehru’s Panchsheel suggests, People should develop along the line of their own genius. Traditional knowledge must be protected and learning gained at village festivals and seasonal practices must be recognised as important part of education. This may be introduced into school curriculum as a paper on Adivasi Culture and Traditions.

Conclusion
The draft National Tribal Policy is clearly in keeping with the Governments commitment towards protecting the civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights of Adivasi communities. 

In the Nilgiris a few years ago at the request of the State government ACCORD and AMS had drawn up a detailed master plan for all the adivasis of the area. However, this plan after a lot of effort and involvement on the part of hundreds of adivasis, collected dust on government shelves. 

Operationalising the policy through proper structures and systems of review and monitoring which are within the control of the adivasis themselves is vital. 

We trust that the present government will fulfil its promise made in the common minimum programme but ensuring that the policy does remain yet another document of beautiful intention but translates into action through well designed interventions that will ensure that the adivasis remain at the core of all that happens. Excluding them from the planning and subsequent implementation process leaves any intervention wide open to misuse fraud and corruption. The millions allocated for tribal welfare hardly reach and when it does it is in inappropriate forms that benefit not the adivasis but the very sections of society that oppress them.
Contact Details:
Adivasi Munnetra Sangam/ Accord

PO Box 20, Gudalur

Nilgiri District

TamilNadu – 643212
Tel: 04262-261506

Email: accordgudalur@gmail.com; and mari@gudalur.com
Website: www.adivasi.net
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