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“We can’t change the direction of the wind, but we can adjust the sails.” Indian Proverb 
 

This saying could apply to climate change, the Covid pandemic and 
other issues that impact on the lives of the tribal people we 
support. Based on our experience of the previous year, we agreed 
that it was important to prioritise immediate needs while 
continuing to encourage self-sufficiency and resilience for the 
longer term. The value of local NGOs, such as our partner the 
ISLAND Trust, in  the way they responded to the pandemic was 
obvious and stimulated new alliances and coordinated actions with 
government departments. Our thanks go to everyone from donors 
to frontline workers who have helped to adjust the sails during 2021.  
 

Our friend and colleague Alphonse Raj who oversees Tamwed’s Tribal Futures project writes: 
“Life went on with uncertainties for our tribal communities over the last year. The work of health and 
development sector organisations mainly evolved around Corona with human development becoming less 
of a priority. But we found that factors such as an increase in poverty, indebtedness, migration, loss of 
livelihoods, child labour, forced child marriage and violence on women and children became more of a 
problem. The most vulnerable people, such as tribal communities, were hit hardest by the long Covid 
lockdowns, not only economically but in all other aspects of community life.   
 

During 2021, our Tribal Futures project became a ray of hope for over 400 tribal families in 25 villages in 
Kotagiri Taluk. Using additional funds raised in the UK, our focus was directed towards dealing with the 
immediate needs of the most vulnerable communities affected by the pandemic alongside governmental 
and non-governmental agencies while supporting self-sufficiency and resilience in the future.” 

 

 
 

The ISLAND Trust is based 
in Kotagiri, a few miles 

from the famous hill 
station of Ooty. 

Tamwed stands for Tamil Nadu/West Devon and was officially 
launched in Tavistock in 2005. For the last eleven years, we 
have supported the ISLAND Trust, an NGO  that works with 
tribal communities in the Nilgiri Hills of Tamil Nadu. Tamwed is 
a registered charity managed by a voluntary committee with 
expertise in aspects of community development and an 
interest in India – many having visited our projects. Each year 
we evaluate what has been achieved and create a new 
programme based on what resources we can attract to meet 
the priorities of tribal people living in the more remote villages. 
We have a local, national and international group of supporters 
to whom we are grateful for financial support. The overall title 
of the programme of our projects is called Tribal Futures. We 
aim to provide the means for tribal communities to become 
self-sufficient and sustainable in a way that recognises their 
culture and rights. 
 

http://www.facebook.com/tamwed.org
http://www.tamwed.org/


2 
 

 

 
 
Those we work with are from the Irula, Kurumba, Kota and Toda 
tribal groups living in 25 villages. Many families farm on the 
steep hillsides while others rely on seasonal labour for an 
income. Most are at a level of poverty that they qualify for basic 
government food rations. A Forest Rights Act in 2019 gave tribal 
people in India access to and ownership of their traditional 
lands but this has yet to be negotiated in many areas. 
 
 
 

The following is an illustration of just some project activities during 2021. 
 

COVID-19  
Covid relief and related issues were given a priority by the 

project team. During the long lock-down period in June, 

360 families were allocated nutritional food and other 

items to last 20 days. This supplemented the basic food 

rations distributed by the government. Each package 

contained 16 items costing around Rs800 (£8) with funds 

being raised jointly by Tamwed and supporter Sonia 

Sudhakar. A further 106 families received food in 

November paid for by United Way of Mumbai.   
 

Staff visited project villages to give advice on Covid protection such 

as hand washing which gave an opportunity to check on housing, 

welfare and other urgent needs. An alliance of NGOs was formed 

which led to improved liaison with government departments. Many 

relied on a herbal drink which was traditionally brewed to deal with 

respiratory ailments. Isolated tribal villages survived the worst of 

Covid during the year but suffered during the long lockdowns due 

to the loss of work, closure of schools, lack of health and other 

facilities and the inability to buy or sell food and other products. 

Our project staff provided a vital service, ensuring that villages had 

the resources to avoid contact with the outside world. 

 
HEALTH 
Mrs Meenakshi, who is from a tribal group herself, undertakes 

community health work as well as caring for antenatal and 

lactating mothers and their babies. She works with staff from 

the local Primary Health Centre (right) with up to 35 pregnant 

or post-natal women a month. She is proud that every one of 

her mothers and their babies have survived birth this year. 

She also works closely with Mrs Sivagami, the project’s 

horticultural expert, on efforts to reduce anaemia and other 

health problems by improving diets.  
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FOOD AND MEDICINE PRODUCTION 

Mrs Sivagami (right), continued to 
encourage families and farmers to 
grow healthy, organic food and 
produce herbal medicines. 280 
families developed kitchen 
gardens with eleven varieties of 
vegetable seeds and seedlings. 400 
farmers were also provided with 
seeds, irrigation and fencing to 

deter wild animals  There was a good harvest of vegetables, fruit, millet 
and maize which they considered a great blessing as the price of market food and agricultural inputs 
seriously increased during lockdowns. Surplus was sold to a collective of tribal organic farmers for a 
reasonable price.  
 

Medicinal plants and culinary herbs were grown in a nursery maintained by Mrs. Sivagami who led 
sessions to identify locally grown medicinal plants and herbs with the help of an illustrated directory 
produced in conjunction with experts from Periyar University. 
 
 
.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
TRIBAL RIGHTS AND CULTURE 
 
GOVERNANCE AND REPRESENTATION 

Our aim is to increase the representation of tribal people at 
all levels of government and society. Women’s Self Help 
Groups (left) have been formed to give women a voice and 
to encourage small scale economic enterprise. Tribal 
representatives participated in a state level seminar on 
Tribal Culture, Traditions and Livelihood Issues. It was 
agreed that action groups should be created to address land 
rights and other issues.  
 

 
It was also decided to form youth groups and to strengthen and 
protect tribal identity through the revival of tribal cultures and 
traditions. Tribal Futures Project Manager Mr Thiruselvan (right) 
attends meetings of the tribal welfare department and other 
statutory bodies with tribal leaders to represent the needs and 
grievances of tribal communities.   
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

A sad development during lockdown periods was the number  
of children being sold for marriage and forced into labour in  
nearby towns by parents unable to care for them due to the lack 
of food and income. A campaign was launched with leaflets and 
notices on houses where families disapproved of the abuse of  
children stating that their children were not for sale. 
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MICRO ENTERPRISE 
Staff continue to promote the sale of farm and forest products with research resulting in the potential for 

income generation from coffee and pepper production and processing which in turn led to a business 

plan being submitted for government support. Another initiative was the formal registration of groups of 

farmers to apply for loans to set up micro enterprises producing a range of traditional and new products. 

Work with the Social Entrepreneurship Department of a local university resulted in a proposal to build 

capacity among young tribal people to promote traditional and modern skills. It is hoped, with further 

planning, that around 300 young men and women will benefit from the project.  
 

42 girls and 2 boys completing training in sewing and embroidery at 

7 village-based centres equipped with sewing machines. Training 

became more popular during lockdowns when schools and colleges 

were closed. Trainees also learned how to make face masks (right) 

and were grateful for demonstration models and material sent by 

Caroline and Peter Hammond. The instructor reported that girls 

quickly learned how to create masks which they sold for Rs20 in 

their villages – shops were charging many times that amount. Karen 

Osborne, who had visited prior to Covid, collected and sent reels of 

thread for their sewing machines. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
STAFF 
Our Tribal Futures project staff, led by Alphonse Raj 
(second right), have once again worked tirelessly in 
difficult conditions during the year. We are very 
grateful to them for their success in achieving a long 
list of outcomes, only some of which are highlighted in 
this report. Quantifiable results are easier to assess 
than the longer term impact of their work which is 
evidently improving the sustainable futures of tribal 
people in our project area. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
An unexpected outcome of Covid has been increased collaboration with government officials and 
elected leaders. Project staff on a  Covid relief visit discovered a widow, Sivamma (above left with her 
daughter Sivalakshmi), and children – all with health problems, living in a one-room house that had a 
leaking roof and no proper stove. Tamwed paid for immediate support while the relevant 
government department was alerted. A new house was eventually built, unfortunately just after 
Sivamma died but is now lived in by Sivalakshmi (above right) and her two brothers. 
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ANNUAL REVIEW 
Many of those who benefited from our support during the 
year contributed to the annual review. This group of Irula 
women are from Karapanai hamlet. Six of them had leased 
two acres of land but they needed protection from wild 
animals before growing organic vegetables. The group 
leader Malliga says: "The nets and wire provided by Tribal 
Futures were given in right time which was very helpful. We 
got good income from crops grown in the two seasons. We 
are happy. Our life is better now. We thank Tamwed”. 
 
DONORS 
Once again, our supporters responded to calls for help when it was most 
needed. Apart from Covid relief, we were able to fund our project staff 
and some of the resources needed to improve self-sufficiency. We are 
extremely grateful to all those who donated or set up the standing orders 
which will help us in the future. Intrepid buskers Barry and Nellie (left) 
raised funds to support our health work during the year. Barry also 
collected and sold scrap metal to add to the kitty. 
 
Osborne Samuel (www.osbornesamuel.com) and Nomads Clothing (www.nomadsclothing.com) are long-
standing business supporters. Our website is maintained by David Chapman from Tidal Marketing thanks 
to Nomads. Nick Biggs carries out a gratis examination of our annual accounts. Tamwed has few 
overheads so just about all funds support our projects. 
 
 

The 2021 Tribal Futures programme cost £5,000. 
£1,800 extra was raised by Tamwed and Sonia Sudhakar for Covid relief.  

 

THANKS FOR READING OUR REPORT. CHECK OUT OUR WEBSITE AT www.tamwed.org 
AND UPDATES ON OUR FACEBOOK PAGE AT www.facebook.com/tamwed.org  

Final words from Alphonse Raj: “It is no exaggeration that no other organisation except the ISLAND Trust 
in the Nilgiris has reached out to so many tribal people living in far-away villages and in difficult terrains 
during this pandemic. The major portion of the credit goes to Tamwed for its sacrificial help and the 
empathy for our tribal communities during this pandemic. Because of our continuous support, tribal 
people are now closer to our organisation and  are eager to participate in any activity we organise.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Many project activities involve young people such as these Irula children from Kumaramudi village 
(left). Some have planted seedlings (centre) while others were reminded about their rights and how 
their representatives can present concerns at meetings during Children’s Day (right).  
 

 

http://www.osbornesamuel.com/
http://www.nomadsclothing.com/
http://www.tamwed.org/
http://www.facebook.com/tamwed.org

