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The aim of this year’s programme is:  
‘To build resilience in the most needy of 
tribal communities in 22 villages of 
Kotagiri Block in the Nilgiris so they 
become less dependent on outside 
support when exposed to events such as 
the pandemic or climate change. Our 
priority is to improve the capacity of tribal 
communities to enable them to become 
increasingly self-sufficient for food, 
healthcare and other necessary assets and 
amenities while protecting and nurturing 
the local environment. This will be achieved 
with respect for the welfare and traditions of indigenous groups’. 
 

We revise our Tribal Futures programme at the start of each year but recognise that we need to be flexible 
which was reinforced by Covid when we prioritised support for the communities that had been affected the 
most. This brief half-year report illustrates just some of the work undertaken under each theme. This 
newsletter is compiled with much help from Alphonse Raj, the ISLAND Trust’s CEO who oversees our Tribal 
Futures project work and provides detailed reports on achievements and budgets. 
 

The Paniyas 
A major development has been the introduction into Tribal Futures of members of the Paniya tribe who live 
in the forests towards the border with Kerala on the west of the Nilgiris. Project staff found them to be in 
dire straits when distributing aid during Covid lockdowns. Traditionally farmers or hunter gatherers, many 
Paniyas (from ‘Paniyaan’ meaning ‘worker’) were forced into bonded labour and sold along with plantations 
by landlords. They were also employed as professional coffee thieves by higher castes. Their major deity, is 
called 'Kali'; some also worship the Banyan tree which they hesitate to cut down as this will lead to sickness. 
A report describes the Paniyas as: “mostly landless labourers; illiterate, leaderless, unorganized and 

therefore generally unable to demand the minimum wages 
fixed by the Government. It is poverty and lack of self-respect 
that make the Paniyas willing tools in the hands of the clever 
crooks among the Nilgiri settlers. The Paniyas, as a whole, are 
the poorest of the poor among other tribal communities. A 
vast majority of the Paniyan work hard as coolies in tea 
estates and agricultural fields, from morning till evening, 
earning 200 rupees (£2) per day for women and 300 for men”. 
A new centre is providing tailoring and other training as well 
as health and other support which will is also be offered 
through outreach work.   
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Alphonse Raj with Tribal Futures project managers and staff  
in front of their office near Kotagiri. 
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Health 
During the first three months, there was continual awareness 
raising about Covid as variants spread nearby. Mrs 
Meenakshi our health worker, regularly visited villages, 
especially to monitor children and pregnant women. She 
works with government staff to ensure that tribal people 
receive appropriate health care such as use of the nearest 
hospital for women with pregnancy complications (right). 
Mrs Sivagami, an expert in natural medicines,  produced a 
concoction of herbs from gardens and forests, previously 
used for respiratory ailments, which was taken to boost 
immunity from Covid infection. They are pleased that no 
tribal people were infected during the third wave.  
 

Human and Land Rights 
Liaison with government departments, meetings and training 
continued with community members and tribal leaders led by 
Alphonse Raj and Mr Thiruselvan (right). Alphonse Raj says: “It is 
unbelievable that the Paniya and other tribesmen and women are so 
backward and under-developed even after 75 years of India’s 
independence. Even though their leaders are empowered with many 
schemes and finance to uplift their communities, they are very much 
under the control of political parties and act as puppets in the hands 
of their leaders. So we have taken it up as a challenge to sensitise 
tribal leaders to harness their efforts and resources to help 
overcome the underprivilege affecting tribal communities”. 
 

Cultivation 
A variety of seeds and plants were distributed among villages for household 
gardens, communal plots, plant nurseries and smallholdings. Millet, fruit, 
vegetables and herbs are grown for personal use with project staff arranging to 
sell surplus produce to the Organic Farmers Producer Company in Kotagiri at a 
reasonable price. Healthy, home grown produce contributes to a reduction in 
anaemia and provides an alternative to the consumption of non-nutritious 
government rations and mass-produced food. This year’s programme is 
focusing on support for women having set up five cooperative groups of organic 
farmers (left) who are issued with protective netting and other resources. Mrs 
Sivagami has identified five new medicinal plants found in local forests for 
treating skin diseases, diarrhoea, wounds and nausea. These have been added 
to a guide created with help from Tamwed committee member Diana Lee and a 
local pharmacy college and university. 
 

“I sincerely and whole heartedly thank TAMWED for its long standing support to the most 
marginalised tribal communities in the Nilgiris. Our partnership with TAMWED over the last 11 years  
is very cordial and meaningful. On behalf of our board, staff members and tribal people themselves, I 
thank all of you for your support.”  Alphonse Raj, CEO, ISLAND Trust. 
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Climate Change 
This is an increasing concern in the Nilgiris, affecting all 
aspects of the formerly predictable annual cycle of 
weather. Monsoons have become irregular with sudden 
storms washing away farmland, houses and roads (right). 
Tribal groups that have turned to agriculture for their 
livelihoods find that income is not dependable. 
 

Traditional summer festivals returned with our project 
team creating a tribal house and an exhibition highlighting 
the cause, effect and response to climate change (below) as 
well as the plants that tribal people use for food and 
medicines.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Education 
Staff have been distributing books and materials to small 
tribal schools having found that they were missing out 
on resources available to larger schools (right). Children 
have been formed into a network called ‘Ilanthalir’ 
(Sprouting Buds) which links to a state level forum for 
the Promotion of Child Participation where elected 
leaders receive training and support on rights and other 
issues. The ISLAND Trust has an arrangement with a 
social work college which sends groups of students into 
tribal schools and villages to play educational games and 
to learn about the particular issues around tribal children in modern times. 
  
                                                                             THANKS 
These are illustrations of some of the work that our committed and experienced project team undertakes to 
deliver Tribal Futures. We are hugely indebted to them as we are to those in the UK who continue to fund 
their work through standing orders, donations and fund-raising.  We are grateful for continuing support 
from Nomads Clothing (www.nomadsclothing.com) and Osborne Samuel Modern and Contemporary Art 
(www.osbornesamuel.com). We have few if any overheads, all funds raised being sent to India. Accounts are 
independently audited in India and verified in the UK. The half year project budget was £3,131. 
 

Tamwed is a Registered Charity - No 1113533 and can claim Gift Aid on donations. 

http://www.nomadsclothing.com/
http://www.osbornesamuel.com/

