‘Oran Land issues: A Livelihood Concern for Pastorlists in Rajasthan’(
The Issue:

Aman Singh, through his organization “Krishi Avam Paristhitki Vikas Sansthan (KRAPAVIS)” has been involved in reviving Orans. Oran or Devbani are the common preserved section of forests protected in the name of some god or goddess by the villages. This concept historically evolved as a social mechanism to protect the livelihoods of the economically vulnerable sections of pastoralists i.e. livestock-dependent rural communities by recognizing and securing their right to natural resources for subsistence and livelihood purposes.

Community-managed Orans that traditionally could be found all across India were an explicit acknowledgement of the vulnerability of certain groups in a stratified society, who therefore required some mechanism that protected and guaranteed their basic needs. In contrast with common lands belonging to the village and therefore in control of the power groups, ancient laws dedicated these Oran areas to divinity, thereby ensuring that the entire community had access to resources. These forests that could vary from one to four hundred hectares provided vital grazing land for livestock, water, providing minor forest produce, medicinal plants and green cover for the villages they served. In our country about one million hectares common land is covered under Orans.

Aman has been active in Rajasthan where there are more than 1100 major Orans, covering about 100,000 hectares land. His organization KRAPAVIS has crafted a model for community-led revival and conservation of Orans that can be replicated across the country. In Rajasthan, Orans play an important role in promoting a flourishing livestock based economy and growth of livestock rearing communities. Orans used to be the source of natural wealth like fodder, fuel, timber, berries, roots and herbs. Many species are found both within and outside the Orans and traditional societies use them for a variety of livelihood needs. Therefore, for them managing Oran is crucial for their own sustainable development. According to a study conducted, 41% livestock is dependent on Orans in Barmer district of Rajasthan. In addition to this livestock economy, Orans also benefit the villages through their water bodies and diversity of trees. During the survey of all 163 existing Orans in Alwar district, KRAPAVIS observed that every Oran has a water body like johad, tank, spring, baori, well etc.

In the management of Orans, ecologically valuable species perform key functions in the ecosystem thereby contributing to the support and enhancement of biodiversity. Generally, the species are selected and valued by the local communities for cultural or religious reasons. But currently, at least 3% of the recorded wild flora and a somewhat larger number of wild fauna are on the threatened list in the area studied. For the last few decades this area has lost about 70 % of its forests despite the fact that the biological diversity of the area is one of the most significant in India with several thousands species of flora and fauna found in the area. 

In the pastoralist community's view, the Oran serves four main purposes:

· vegetation as grazing ground for the livestock

· watering place for the livestock

· resting places for the livestock

· medicine in ethno botanical form

In the environmentalists 's view, the Oran serves the following four purposes:

· refugia for bio-genetic diversity

· repositories of ethno-social codes of relation and regulation vis-à-vis nature

· venues of local and universal manifestation of aesthetic tradition and religiosity

· community resources, commons or cultural space between private domain and the rest of cosmos

Despite all these characteristics, Orans have undergone decline and shrinkage. This has happened due to abandoning of traditional practices of natural resources, conservation and management. Most of the herbs, which existed in Orans, have either become extinct or threatened to become extinct. They are often the only surviving areas of mature woodland in otherwise denuded surroundings and provide a refuge for wildlife from the encroaching development of housing, roads, modern agriculture practices and factories, which used to exist on Oran land, are at the edge of extinction. Policies and laws introduced by the government play a significant role in this regard, in particular those governing developmental activities. 

The decline of the Orans began once the forests went out of community control and is attributed to the weakening influence of religion with the spread of modern civilization and legislation. Over a million livestock dependent people are struggling hard for survival because of shrinking Orans grazing grounds. These pastoralists have either to undertake large scale migration into adjoining areas or over grazing near by forest area, which often causes them physical hardship and severe social strain and also leads to conflicts and destruction of vegetation. 

Legal issue involved:

According to the Alwar Extraordinary Gusset Notification 1934, existing 'banis/ orans' and 'roondhs' were declared as protected forest area. The state since 1950 has followed a progressive policy vis-à-vis cultivable lands as groves and gaucher or pastureland all are included in the same category of ‘cultivable waste land’. The Oran land was hence divided into ‘revenue’ and ‘forest’ land without the consent of the local users. The government went ahead and distributed this land for the purpose of setting up industry, giving it away to the landless and also ensuring forest conservation in the name of biodiversity. Many of these areas were designated as reserve forests or protected forests, ensuring their regulation under Forest Conservation Acts and Wildlife Conservation Acts. In both cases the people who had for generations nurtured and lived off these lands were now denied any access to them. This action was in violation of the customary rights of the community.

In the present situation the communities no longer see themselves as stakeholders and therefore are not interested in protecting these forests. There is a deep sense of grievance of being robbed of a traditional entitlement. Thus, faced with severely depleted grazing lands and water sources, the people have now taken to plundering the groves. 

There is thereby confusion over the legal status of these lands as there is no mention of Orans in the present revenue records and legislations and since 1950 the state has been including these lands as ‘cultivable wastelands’ leading to a complex ownership pattern.

Action taken:

Aman realized that reviving the groves – physically and conceptually – would significantly expand the resources of village communities. This would benefit all, but for the marginalized, renewed access to the means of subsistence and livelihood would reduce, even eliminate survival-driven migration.  They have been at one level working with communities to re-engage them as conservers and developers of common reserves governed by traditional, inclusive laws; and on the other hand working on an action plan designed to accomplish policy changes and the necessary legislation to legally and constitutionally uphold the community’s right to own and manage these lands.

The following strategies were adopted:

1. Conducted research, study, survey, reviewed secondary literature on Orans in Rajasthan and developed a database.

2. Tried to convince the government to recognize the importance of Orans by circulating quarterly newsletters, publications about the same and also inviting government officials to their training programmes / workshops.

3. Conducted sensitization programmes for Panchayats to conduct development of Orans and are also involved in trying to convince the government to allot Orans under Panchayat control.

4. Developed a model to showcase the procedure of reviving Orans by undertaking conservation measures on these lands by reviving water harvesting structures, checking soil erosion, plantation, sowing grass seeds and plant samplings of those that used to be present in Orans and by integrating traditional knowledge with scientific knowledge.

5. Campaigning/advocating to recognize Orans as vital for pastoralist communities’ survival and using livelihood and land security as dynamic points of contact.
6. Networking with other institutes working on pastoralists, flaura, fauna, and ethno-botanical and ethno-veterinary aspects in Rajasthan and outside.
7. Exploring the possibility of using legal action to classify Orans. If there was a mention of Orans in government documents before 1952 land settlement, why not mention it today?  Through advocacy, trying to convince government to define and classify it in the revenue records.  There is scope under the National Bio-diversity Bill 1992 where one can appeal to the state biodiversity board to classify the existence of Orans. KRAPAVIS is still trying to figure out a way of creatively using the provisions in the Bill.

Results achieved till date:

1. Revived several Orans, all doing very well and continuing work in 70 villages.

2. In the year 2003- 2004, Government of India launched the MGY scheme for the revival of Orans and grazing lands in 10 districts of western Rajasthan. 

3. Developed a cadre of about 300 women and youths who are training others elsewhere on the issues and concerns regarding Orans.
4. Trying to improve health and breeding patterns of 25,000 livestock who depend on the Orans to sustain them.

5. Linkages and connections made with relevant officers in the Government departments who invite KRAPAVIS to share their experiences with other government officials.

6. UNDP recognized the work and efforts made by KRAPAVIS, Aman also participated in various meetings in Ethiopia, Scotland, England, France Kenya, and Bulgaria. UNDP has included his name on a roster as qualified environmental specialist.

Learning’s:

1. Communities are capacitated and empowered to manage their own Orans and other common property resources. Oran-dependent communities rely on an unwritten constitution to manage and use them as well as to distribute resources from them. There is an unwritten rule to appoint a Maharaj (guard) who takes care of the Oran. In turn, the community is responsible for providing for the guard.

2. Livelihood problems of these Oran communities have been unrecognized within India and outside. There is an urgent need to lobby for the rights of over one million people who belong to a livestock-dependent community (pastoralists) and receive valuable resources like forest produce, herbs roots, berries and water from these Orans.
Dilemmas:

1. There is no mention of Orans in laws/ legislations related to land i.e. legal status of Orans is not defined. KRAPAVIS is still not certain how to proceed with the legal campaign in certifying the entity of these lands. 

2. There is no clear-cut demarcation of Oran land and the Government is continuing to allot Oran land for other purposes as well.

3. Would like to replicate the current model of reviving Orans to a larger area but lack the funding required to do so.

Community initiatives:

KRAPAVIS currently works in 70 villages and hamlets covering a population of 39,000 people. There are 200 groups of Van Samitis, women’s groups and SHGs formed to ensure smooth public management of the Orans. 

Van Samities are formed among the villagers and they have the responsibility to oversee that the Oran is being used and maintained in accordance with the rules (e.g. dry grass can be collected for livestock, a fallen log can be taken for a funeral pyre, but trees cannot ever be felled; the water body can be used by livestock, herbs can be used for medicinal but not commercial purposes, etc.). The villagers assess the extent of the damage and repair work required, and the community contributes to 1/3 of the revival cost either through cash or kind. This promotes community ownership and emphasizes the democratic spirit of the Oran by not distinguishing between the rich and the poor: even those with the most limited resources participate in the re-creation of the Oran by contributing their labor etc.

There are approximately about 300 women who are part of SHGs and are working in different villages along with the youth teams to educate people about the Orans. The organization also mobilizes the village elders to come forward and share the positive results of Orans, which they have experienced in their lifetime. By capitalizing on the memory bank of the village elders, the organization hopes to translate the age-old Oran unwritten constitution into a written form, thereby giving it the power of a written record. 

( Written by Aman Singh with inputs from Ruchika Bahl, Director Law For All Initiative Mumbai, Ashoka: Innovators for the Public.








PAGE  
1

