Sur le mouvement CHIPKO

Lessons from the mountains 
A WISE person once said that forestry is not about trees. It is about people. No one has realised this more than the women of the Uttarakhand region. Everyone by now knows about the Chipko Movement. But not many know about the women of the Uttarakhand region who have made it their lifetime mission to leave undestroyed forests for their children and grandchildren. One has known old women and men who, towards the end of their lives, would plant trees which would bear fruits only many years later. When questioned these old people are known to have replied, "I won't be here to taste the fruits of this tree. But my grandchildren and their children would taste its fruits." The women of Uttarakhand would understand this sentiment for this has been their way of looking at the forests and the lives they support. 

One woman whom future generations in Uttarakhand are not likely to forget is Gaura Devi who has mobilised the women of this region to protect their natural heritage. Gaura Devi was not educated in the conventional sense of the term. She had not attended any school. Born in 1925 in a tribal Marchha family of Laata village in Neeti valley of Chamoli district, she was only trained in her family's traditional wool trade. In keeping with the tradition of those days, she was married off at a young age. She went to a family which had some land and was also in the wool trade. Unfortunately at the young age of 22, Gaura Devi became a widow with a two-and-a-half year old child to bring up. She took over the family's wool trade and brought up her son Chandra Singh alone. In time, she handed over the family responsibility to her son but did not sit back to rest. She was aware of the poverty of the region and how it affected women and how her own experiences of survival had taught her a lot. She was actively involved in the panchayat and other community endeavours. Hence, it was not surprising that the women of Reni approached her in the wake of the Chipko Movement in 1972, to be the president of the Mahila Mangal Dal. It was the first of its kind to be established. Its responsibilities were ensuring cleanliness in the village and the protection of community forests. Gaura Devi was in her late forties and her son was not doing very well. But she had no hesitation in accepting their offer. 

The awareness generated by the Chipko Movement had already spread in all the areas of the region. Gaura Devi took up several campaigns to spread awareness in the nearby villages. Not only did the women but everyone in that region realised what the forests meant to them. Gaura Devi always referred to the forests as their gods. So the people of Reni were quick to react when the government authorised the felling of the trees in the belt and gave the job to contractors. They held demonstrations of protest. But little did they know that the date for the felling had already been fixed. It was fixed for March 25, 1974. That day, a group of forest officials along with some labourers started moving towards the forests. A young girl saw them and she went running back to report to Gaura Devi. That day there were no men in the village. All of them had gone to Chamoli. Undaunted, Gaura Devi and 27 women of Reni village began to march towards the forests. Soon they reached the group of men and their labourers who were cooking their food. Initially they tried to reason with them and told the labourers to leave after they ate their food. The officials who were already a bit drunk began to hurl obscenities at Gaura Devi and her group of women and told the labourers to go ahead and cut the trees. They were then told in no uncertain terms that if they attempted any such thing the women would cling to the trees. One of the officials who was drunk brandished a gun. The women stood in a row, each one of them looking as if the mountain goddess Nanda Devi had taken one of her fierce forms. They then chased the labourers for nearly two kilometres and broke the cement bridge leading to the forests. A group of them sat guarding the rest of the men and kept vigil throughout the night. 

The men of the village who had gone to Chamoli had heard from some people about the proposed plan to fell trees in their area. They were sure that on their return they would find an entire belt of destroyed forest. But the women of Reni proved them wrong. Reni had not surrendered because its women had not and it was a victory. 

The next day, the leader of the Chipko Movement came to Reni. Gaura Devi told them what had happened. She also told them not to report on the officials of the Forest Department and complain about their obnoxious behaviour and about the gun that was brandished at them. She did not want them to lose their jobs. 

Not many in Reni would forget that day's drama and Gaura Devi's part in that. Gaura Devi led more protests and rallied together more women. Being illiterate, she was not invited and asked about her views on preservation of forests by policy-makers. Nor were the women of Reni helped in ways which would help them to continue their work of creating awareness. The only way they were helped in the name of sustainable development was being given training to prepare soyabean, sweetmeats, potato chips and preservation of fruit, which, of course, the men who are part of the movement did not have to learn. This training took them nowhere for they had no practical knowledge of business or the market. With no help from the block office or from any other agency in the area, all this training did not benefit them in any way. In fact, nobody would have known about Gaura Devi but for a book brought out by the Himalayan Action Research Centre and the Society for Participatory Research in Asia. 

In July 1991, at the age of 66, Gaura Devi died quietly in the mountain village of Reni. Her story will be told to many generations of mountain children by the women and men of that village. Maybe then the policy-makers will realise that the women of Reni are meant for better things than making potato chips and preserving fruit. 
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Gaura Devi, 1925-1991

During the activist phase of Chipko in the 1970s, the courage and vigilance of Uttarakhandi women saved many forests and earned them a hallowed place in the history of the global environmental movement. Most prominent amongst these women was Lata village's own Gaura Devi who led the first all-women action to save their community forest in March 1974. As a widow with no formal education, Gaura Devi would nevertheless assume leadership of the village Mahila Mangal Dal and work tireless on behalf of her community long beyond those fateful few days when the axemen were chased away. Her example would be repeated by countless women who would come to form the backbone of the Chipko movement.

Gaura Devi's story was recently detailed in the wonderful little booklet, "Emancipated Women-Folk of Uttarakhand", brought out by the Himalayan Action Research Centre, Dehradun. An abridged version was recounted by C.S. Lakshmi in her Hindu article, Lessons from the Mountains: The Story of Gaura Devi. Here is a short excerpt:

"A WISE person once said that forestry is not about trees. It is about people. No one has realised this more than the women of the Uttarakhand region. Everyone by now knows about the Chipko Movement. But not many know about the women of the Uttarakhand region who have made it their lifetime mission to leave undestroyed forests for their children and grandchildren... One woman whom future generations in Uttarakhand are not likely to forget is Gaura Devi who has mobilised the women of this region to protect their natural heritage."

The Reni forest action has also been detailed by many scholars. Here is a short account drawn from C. Küchli's The Forests of Hope - Stories of Regeneration and P. Routledge's Terrains of Resistance: Nonviolent Social Movements and Contestation of Place in India:

"It was in 1974 that women began to play an active role in the Chipko Movement. In that year, at a site above the village of Reni overlooking the Alaknanda River near the Tibetan border, the Forest Department granted a concession to fell 2,500 trees. Chandi Prashad Bhatt subsequently informed the contractor that Chipko activists in concert with village representatives organized by local leader Govind Singh Rawat would intercede to block the felling. But on the day that a crew arrived to begin cutting trees, Bhatt and his fellow DGSM activists found themselves busy in Gopeshwar with a visit from high-level forestry officials, while the men from Reni were occupied in the district capital of Chamoli, where it seemed that the army had finally got round to paying compensation for land which it had held since the conflict with China.

Were the authorities trying to manipulate events? If so, they had failed to reckon with the women of Reni. On their way to the approach road leading to the forest, the crew was seen by a small girl, who rushed to tell Gaura Devi, the head of the village Mahila Mangal Dal. Gaura Devi quickly mobilized 27 women and girls in the village, and together they went to the forest and confronted the lumbermen. Standing in front of the trees that had been marked for felling, Gaura Devi addressed the men: "Brothers! This forest is the source of our livelihood. If you destroy it, the mountain will come tumbling down onto our village." She then placed herself in front of a gun brandished by one of the men. "This forest nurtures us like a mother; you will only be able to use your axes on it if you shoot me first." Initially met with abuse and threats, the women refused to move out of the way of the lumbermen. Composed of mountain farmers from Himachal Pradesh who understood only too well what Gaura Devi was talking about, the lumbermen quickly lost heart. After a three day stand off, they finally withdrew without having accomplished their task.

The Reni action was important for the Chipko movement in two ways. First, it was the first occasion where women participated in a major way and in the absence of men and DGSM workers. As Gaura Devi recounted: "It was not a question of planned organization of the women for the movement, rather it happened spontaneously. Our men were out of the village so we had to come forward and protect the trees. We have no quarrel with anybody, but only wanted to make the people understand that our existence is tied with the forests".

Second, the government could no longer treat the Chipko movement as merely the reaction of local industry deprived of raw materials. From this action, Chipko was to emerge as a peasant movement in defense of traditional forest rights, continuing a century-long tradition of resistance to state encroachment."



More about Chipko

Much has been written about the world famous Chipko that brought universal attention to the Uttarakhand Himalayas during the 1970s and 1980s. As a diverse movement with diverse experiences, strategies, and motivations, Chipko itself inspired environmentalists both nationally and globally and contributed substantially to the emerging philosophies of ecofeminism and deep ecology and fields of community-based conservation and sustainable mountain development. A bibliography of some of the most readily available materials with links provided for online resources has been included below:
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“Hug the Trees!” 
Chandi Prasad Bhatt, Gaura Devi, and the Chipko Movement
By Mark Shepard

Excerpted and adapted from the book Gandhi Today: A Report on Mahatma Gandhi’s Successors, Simple Productions, Arcata, California, 1987, reprinted by Seven Locks Press, Washington, D.C., 1987; and printed in an earlier version in Coevolution Quarterly (later named Whole Earth Review), Fall 1981
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	Chandi Prasad Bhatt, 1978. 
Photo by Mark Shepard.
	Gaura Devi, 1978. 
Photo by Anupam Mishra.


Earth provides enough to satisfy every man’s need, but not every man’s greed. 
—Gandhi


At the time of my India visit, I knew next to nothing about the rapid destruction of forests in Third World countries, or about its costs in terms of firewood shortage, soil erosion, weather shifts, and famine. Still, I was at once intrigued at hearing about the Chipko Movement—mountain villagers stopping lumber companies from clear-cutting mountain slopes by issuing a call to “hug the trees.”

So, one Fall morning in 1978—along with a Gandhian friend, a young engineer—I found myself on the bus out of Rishikesh, following the river Ganges toward its source.

Before long we had left the crowded plains behind and were climbing into the Himalayas. Thick forest covered the mountain slopes, interrupted only occasionally by terraced fields reaching dramatically up the mountainsides. Our bus bumped along a winding road halfway between the river below and the peaks above, as it followed the river’s meanders around the sides of mountains.

This was the Uttarakhand—the name given to the Himalayas of Uttar Pradesh state, lying against India’s border with Chinese-ruled Tibet. A major source of timber and water power, this was a region of vast natural riches—in contrast to the poverty of the people living there.

Yet even the forest riches of the Uttarakhand might have their limits. After an hour or two of the ride, the forests within sight of the road were becoming noticeably thinner. Still later we could see deep gashes running up the sides of the mountains.

“Landslides,” my friend explained.

At some points the bus came upon debris piled up at the edges of the road; and several times the bus had to drive over debris not yet cleared away. The slopes were increasingly bare.

It was completely dark when we spotted the lights of the small town of Gopeshwar, birthplace of the Chipko Movement. There we would hear that movement’s story from one of its founders, Chandi Prasad Bhatt.

* * *

Chandi Prasad was raised in Gopeshwar—a very small village, during his youth. Farmland was scarce in the overpopulated mountains, and so were jobs. Like most men of the mountain villages, Chandi Prasad was eventually forced to work in the plains, becoming a ticket clerk in Rishikesh for the bus company.

Chandi Prasad felt deeply concerned over the plight of the mountain people as a whole, and he often walked through the mountains to talk to the villagers about their problems. Among the most important, of course, were the shortages in farmland and jobs. But added to these were oppressive government policies concerning the forests.

The villagers depended on the forests for firewood, fodder for their cattle, and wood for their houses and farm tools. But the government restricted huge areas of forest from their use, and then auctioned off the trees to lumber companies and industries from the plains—a practice inherited with little change from the British colonialists. Because of these restrictions and an ever-growing population, the mountain women found themselves walking hours each day just to gather firewood and fodder.

In 1956, Chandi Prasad found hope when he heard a speech by the Gandhian leader Jayaprakash Narayan, who was on a tour of the area. Chandi Prasad and other young people launched themselves into the Gandhian campaigns, organizing villages for economic development and fighting liquor abuse throughout the Uttarakhand.

Then, in 1962, a brief border war between India and China brought drastic change to the Uttarakhand. Though the region had not itself been involved in the conflict, the Indian government wanted to secure more tightly all its territory bordering China. For the Uttarakhand, this entailed a program of rapid economic development.

Road-building began throughout the region. Lumbering operations escalated as the roads brought remote forests into easier reach. Towns grew as workers arrived from the plains.

The mountain people didn’t benefit much from this development, though they were meant to. Construction work was assigned to contractors from the plains, who brought with them skilled and semiskilled laborers. The mountain people themselves were hired only for jobs such as hauling rocks, and were paid next to nothing. Meanwhile, the increase in population and lumbering made it even harder for the mountain women to find their firewood and fodder.

Chandi Prasad and other Gandhian workers decided to tackle the problem of job discrimination. They organized a labor cooperative, with 30 full-time members and 700 part-time, which bid for and won several contracts to build sections of road. On these jobs, the co-op was able to pay double the wages paid by outside contractors to their own workers.

But the co-op soon found hurdles placed in its way. For instance, its completed jobs were undervalued by government assessors, causing the co-op to lose money. It seemed the co-op’s practices and success had offended some people. The co-op was faced with the choice of either losing more money or greasing the palms of government officials. Instead, it decided to stop building roads.

The workers formed a new organization, the Dasholi Gram Swarajya Sangh (“Dasholi Society for Village Self-Rule;” Dasholi is the administrative area around Gopeshwar). The aim of the Sangh was to start small industries using the resources of the forests. Its first project was a small workshop making farm tools for local use.

After a while, the workers decided to bid for trees from the local forests. Large lots of trees were sold by the state Forest Department through the “contractor system,” which awarded the trees to the highest bidder, with the purchase price going to the state government. Sometimes the Forest Department sold selected trees, marked for felling; at other times, it sold the rights to a marked area, which was then clear-cut. Normally the contracts went to large businesses from the plains, which took the trees to the plains for sale and for factory use.

With money borrowed from the community, the Sangh over time bid for and won four small contracts, selling some of the wood locally and the rest in the plains. Within a few years the number of full-time workers in the Sangh had increased from 30 to over 200.

But the big contractors seemed determined to halt the competition. They began to overbid on the contracts, while making up their losses by illegally cutting extra trees. Again the workers were forced to turn elsewhere.

The workers had better luck with a plan to buy and market herbs collected by mountain gatherers—herbs that were normally sold to plains traders, who made exaggerated profits on resale. The Sangh was able to pay much higher prices to the gatherers, and even drove up the prices paid by other traders.

Encouraged by this success, the Sangh next built a small processing plant to make resin and turpentine from pine sap—one of eight such processing plants being set up in the region with help from the federal government. But again the Sangh ran into discrimination, when the state Forest Department refused to allot adequate supplies of pine sap to the eight plants, or to allow the plants to buy the sap at the same price paid by a partly government-owned producer in the plains.

In 1970, the workers encountered another consequence of official forest policy—this one more grim than any they had faced before.

During that year’s monsoon rain, the Alakhnanda River rose 60 feet, flooding hundreds of square miles. The waters swept away hundreds of homes—including one entire village—as well as 30 passenger-laden buses and five major bridges. Almost 200 people died. When the waters reached the plains, over 100 miles downstream, they dropped silt that clogged nearly 100 miles of canal, halting irrigation and power production in the northern part of the state for six months before the residue could be cleared.

Workers from the Sangh mounted a relief operation for mountain villages marooned by the flood. During the operation, the workers tried to discover what had caused the flood, by talking to the villagers and making their own observations.

It became clear that this disaster was not strictly natural.

The chief cause, the Sangh workers decided, was the commercial lumbering that had expanded so dramatically after the war with China. When mountain slopes were cleared of trees, rains washed away the topsoil, leaving the soil and rocks underneath to crumble and fall, in landslides. Much of the soil from the mountain slopes was deposited in the rivers below, raising the water level and forming temporary dams that could burst under pressure. At the same time, the bare slopes allowed much more rain to run off directly into the river. The end result was floods.

Forest Department officials allotted trees without regard to these effects, which they didn’t seem aware of. On top of that, contractors regularly bribed the forest rangers to let them take trees beyond their allotment. The Forest Department had a program of replanting cleared slopes, but it was inadequate; so bare slopes usually remained bare.

Another cause contributing to floods was road building, which often resulted in landslides when proper construction methods were neglected.

The mountain people themselves were not blameless. They had bared many slopes while gathering firewood and fodder and while grazing their livestock, either not realizing or not caring much about the effects of their actions. Of course, they were forced to meet their survival needs from areas limited by the government—which became harder to do as the population grew. Besides that, the government policies made the villagers feel the forests did not belong to them—that the government merely allowed them to live there—which discouraged any sense of responsibility the villagers might have for preserving the forests.

The Sangh workers prepared a report of their findings and submitted it to the government. It brought no response. But the workers themselves had learned a lesson they would not forget: The same forest policy that denied them fair use of forest resources was gradually destroying their mountain home.

* * *

In October 1971, the Sangh workers held a demonstration in Gopeshwar to protest the policies of the Forest Department. They demanded that the department abolish the contractor system and instead award contracts to local cooperatives—to generate jobs for the mountain people while halting the contractors’ illegal felling practices. They also demanded an end to discrimination in the supply of pine sap, and enough access to the forests so that the mountain people could meet their needs.

Over the next year, the Sangh workers pressed their demands through a press campaign and talks with high officials. None of this seemed to bear fruit. In late 1972, more rallies and marches were held, but these too failed to bring results. The thoughts of the Sangh workers turned toward direct action.

Meanwhile, the Sangh received a fresh blow: The Forest Department turned down the Sangh’s annual request for ash trees for its farm tools workshop. The department then allotted some of the same ash trees to the Simon Company, a sporting goods manufacturer from the plains. Tennis rackets took priority over plows!

In March 1973, two Simon Company agents arrived in Gopeshwar to supervise the cutting of the trees. Told there was no hotel, they applied for lodging at the guest rooms of—the Dasholi Gram Swarajya Sangh.

When the agents told the Sangh workers who they were and what their business was in town, the workers were stunned. But they quickly remembered their traditional hospitality and helped the visitors settle into their rooms. Then they rushed off to tell Chandi Prasad Bhatt.

The news hit Chandi Prasad hard. He declared, “Let them know we will not allow the felling of a single tree. When their men raise their axes, we will embrace the trees to protect them.”

A few days later, a public meeting was held in the courtyard of the Sangh compound to discuss the situation. A number of ideas were advanced: barring entrance to the forest, stopping the truck from hauling away trees by lying in front of it, cutting the trees ahead of time, or even burning them.

Finally, Chandi Prasad said, “Our aim is not to destroy the trees but to preserve them. When the men go to cut them, why don’t we cling to the trees, and dare them to let their axes fall on our backs?” (Chipko means “hug,” or “cling to.”) As he described it, he locked his hands together in a posture of embrace.

The people were at first stunned by the novelty of the idea. Then they began to shout their agreement: Yes, they would hug the trees! They drew up a resolution announcing their plan, to be sent to government officials. The Simon Company agents, who had been allowed into the meeting, watched in consternation.

Several weeks later, the Sangh workers learned that the trees were marked and were about to be felled. On the appointed day, Sangh workers and others marched in procession out of Gopeshwar toward Mandal forest, where the marked trees stood. Accompanied by the beat of drums, they sang traditional songs voicing their concern for their natural home. When they reached Mandal village, just below the forest, a rally of about 100 people was held.

The lumbermen were already in the forest waiting for their employers. The Simon Company agents had collected their final permit from officials in Gopeshwar and were on their way to the forest. But when they reached Mandal village, they were so unnerved to see the animated crowd, they abandoned their plans and withdrew without the trees!

Following this, Forest Department officials tried to bargain with the Sangh workers: The Sangh could have one ash tree if it allowed the Simon Company its full quota. The Sangh refused.

The officials raised the offer to two ash trees; then three; then five. Finally, the offer reached ten trees—the Sangh’s original request.

But the Sangh workers were unwilling to allow the Simon Company its quota at any price. The issue was no longer only whether the Sangh would get trees for its farm tools workshop. At issue now was an entire government forest policy more concerned about outside businesses than about the people who lived among the forests. The allotment of trees to the Simon Company was a glaring symbol of that policy’s injustice.

Finally, the government gave in. The Simon Company’s permit was canceled, and the trees were assigned to the Sangh instead.

Soon after, the government also announced it was ending the discrimination in pine sap supplies. But that same month, the Sangh workers learned that the Simon Company had been allotted a new set of ash trees, in the Phata forest, in another part of the district.

Chandi Prasad and another worker rushed to the Phata area to tell the villagers about the Simon Company’s plans and about the new Chipko Movement. The villagers formed an action committee and set up a continuous watch over the approach to the forest. Simon Company agents had already reached the area, and they watched these preparations. After a few days, they once again retreated from the scene.

But the company wasn’t ready to give up the trees, and its permit was good for six months.

In December, more Simon Company employees arrived in Phata with a new strategy. They visited all the villages in the area, threatening the villagers with harsh treatment by the law if they tried to stop the tree-felling. They also claimed that the Chipko leaders were only interested in bribes from the company.

The Simon Company agents were invited to present their viewpoint at a rally called by Chipko leaders. With Chandi Prasad sitting by, the agents tried to intimidate the mountain people with threats and insults. But it was no use. The villagers declared they would protect the trees.

As the rally ended, word spread that the government was showing a movie that night in a nearby town. A movie is a special treat for the mountain people; so, that evening, many of the villagers and Chipko workers went into town to see it. But when they arrived, they found out the film van hadn’t come, and the movie had been canceled. They were then stuck in town for the night, since the mountain buses didn’t run so late.

When they returned next morning, they were alarmed to hear that men with axes and saws had been seen heading toward the forest.

The Chipko leaders quickly organized a procession, which marched toward the forest to the beat of drums. When the villagers reached the forest, they found that the lumbermen had run away—but had left behind five felled ash trees.

The villagers were dismayed to see the fallen trees. But they soon resolved that the Simon Company would not remove the trees from the forest. A round-the-clock vigil was set up.

A few days later, Simon Company employees tried once more to remove the trees, but retreated when they came upon the Chipko people.

After a week’s vigilance by the villagers, the Simon Company’s permit expired. The company had failed to obtain a single tree.

* * *

Though the Chipko workers were elated by this victory, there was a much greater challenge to come.

A few months earlier, the Sangh workers had had a fresh reminder of the lessons of the Alakhnanda flood. Disastrous flooding had struck the Mandakini, another major river of the region.

Experts and policymakers in the plains were starting to notice that floods from the Himalayas were becoming steadily worse, and some even saw the connection between human actions and these “natural” disasters. But this awareness failed to reach the people managing the forests. The Forest Department knew only how to allot trees according to principles unchanged for a century—principles that protected the forests from the mountain people, not from the administrators.

The Chipko people knew this, but still they were shocked by what came next. Just months after the Mandakini flood, the Forest Department announced an auction of almost 2,500 trees in the Reni forest—a forest overlooking the Alakhnanda River. The lessons of that river’s previous flood had been completely ignored.

Chandi Prasad quickly set out for the villages in the Reni area.

In one village, a gathering he spoke to faced the mountain where the forest was to be cut, its peak already ravaged by tree-felling and landslides. Chandi Prasad reminded the villagers of the flood of 1970. He asked if there wouldn’t be more landslides and worse floods once the remaining forests on the mountain were cut down.

The villagers nodded agreement. But one of them rose and said they themselves had just marked those trees for the Forest Department.

Chandi Prasad was dismayed. “In that case,” he told them, “you might as well have cut the trees yourselves.”

The villagers protested: The government had paid them to do it. How could they refuse?

Chandi Prasad said, “And if the government paid you to cut down the trees, would you do that too?”

There was a silence. Then one of the villagers said, “No, we would not cut down the trees. But how can we stop others?”

To their amazement, Chandi Prasad explained that they could save the forest by hugging the trees. After more talk, the villagers agreed.

And so did villagers in other places Chandi Prasad visited. After he left the area, two of his colleagues living there continued to spread the message of Chipko.

The auction was scheduled for the beginning of January in Dehra Dun, a city in the plains. Chandi Prasad went to Dehra Dun shortly before the auction. First he contacted Forest Department officials. He told them about the danger of landslides and floods from cutting the forest, and he pleaded with them to cancel the auction. The officials ignored him.

Chandi Prasad next appealed to the contractors’ agents gathering in the city. He warned them that the winning contractor would have to face the resistance of the Chipko Movement. The agents refused to take him seriously. They had heard about the Chipko Movement—but it was one thing to protect a few ash trees, and another to save a whole forest!

The only people who gave Chandi Prasad a sympathetic hearing were a group of students, who proposed to disrupt the auction. But Chandi Prasad couldn’t approve such methods. So the students instead printed leaflets and posted them around the auction hall. On the morning of the auction, Chandi Prasad stood at the door of the auction hall and pointed to a posted leaflet as the contractors’ agents entered the hall. But their response was the same as before.

At the end of the auction, Chandi Prasad told an employee of the winning contractor that his company would face the Chipko Movement at Reni. Then he returned to Gopeshwar.

Over the next few months, gatherings and rallies were held throughout the Reni area to prepare the people for what was to come.

In mid-March, the first group of contractors’ laborers arrived in a town close by the Reni forest to wait for a final permit to enter the area. The villagers and Chipko workers waited tensely for the confrontation.

A week later, government officials made a surprise announcement: Compensation for land taken over for military purposes after the China war would be paid out in Chamoli, a town some distance from Reni. The morning after the announcement, the Reni men rushed to Chamoli to collect their money. After all, they had been pressing for payment for fourteen years! Meanwhile, Chandi Prasad—who had not heard about the announcement—was being held up in Gopeshwar by a visit from a high-level Forest Department official, who had developed a sudden interest in the Dasholi Gram Swarajya Sangh.

That morning, the contractors’ men, along with forest officials and a company agent, climbed onto a rented bus and were driven from the town toward Reni forest. Shutters were drawn over the bus windows so no one could see in—though the departure of the village men had left most of the valley deserted. The bus stopped short of the village of Reni, and the men took a roundabout path to avoid the village.

But a little girl spotted the men marching toward the forest and ran to tell Gaura Devi, an elderly leader of the village women. Gaura Devi rushed around the village, calling the other women away from their cooking. Within minutes, about 30 women and children were hurrying toward the forest.

They soon caught up with the men, who had made camp and were preparing lunch. The women pleaded with them not to cut down the forest and explained what it would mean to the village if they did. They asked the men to return to the village after finishing their meal and wait to talk to the village men.

Some of the men seemed ready to respond to the women’s pleas; but others had been drinking. The drunk ones tried to take liberties with the women, or cursed at them for trying to interfere with their work.

One of the drunks came staggering toward the women with a gun. Gaura Devi stood in front of him, bared her breast, and said, “This forest is like our mother. You will have to shoot me before you can cut it down.”

At this, the sober men decided they had best leave. They started back down the path out of the forest, while the women kept up their appeal to the drunken ones. Meanwhile, the women spotted a new batch of laborers moving up the path with bags of rations. Some of the women ran to meet them and pleaded with them to go back. The laborers agreed to leave the ration bags where they were and to leave the forest once they had finished the meal prepared for them. They were soon on their way back.

Finally, the drunken men began to sober up and realized there were very few of them left in the forest. They too started back, with the women helping to carry their tools, some distance behind.

At one spot in the path, there was a concrete slab bridging a gap left by a previous landslide. After passing over the slab, the women used the laborers’ tools to dislodge it and send it crashing down the slope, cutting off access to the forest.

All night the women sat by the severed end of the path, holding vigil over the forest above and the men huddling by their ration bags below.

The next morning the village men and Chipko workers arrived by bus. They had already learned about the government’s deceit and then about the women’s surprise victory. Chandi Prasad assured the frightened company men and forest officials that the villagers meant them no harm but only wanted to protect their forest.

The women told the village men their story; but, at this point, they didn’t mention the drunkenness of some of the men, or about the gun. After all, they didn’t want the offenders to lose their jobs.

* * *

Over the next month, rallies were held at the site, and a constant watch was kept over the forest. Meanwhile, the mountain women’s story caught the attention of the Indian public and created an outcry for the protection of the Reni forest. The government responded to all this with official protests to the Chipko workers and public denunciations of the movement.

But finally Chandi Prasad was called to the state capital to meet with the chief minister. The chief minister agreed to set up a committee of experts to investigate the situation. When this was announced, the contractor withdrew his men from Reni to wait for the committee’s decision.

The committee took over two years to finish its report—but its findings were even better than the Chipko workers had at first hoped they might be. The committee said that the Reni forest was a “sensitive area,” and that no trees should be cut—not only in the Reni forest but also in a larger section of the Alakhnanda watershed that included Reni.

On the basis of the report, the government put a ten-year ban on all tree-felling in an area of over 450 square miles.

The victory at Reni was followed by other successes. In 1977, the Chipko workers learned that forests were being auctioned in an area next to the one protected by the government ban. They asked the Forest Department to send representatives along with Chipko workers to inspect the region. They also warned the department that a Chipko campaign would be launched if the department failed to take account of what it found there.

Following the investigation, another 100 square miles were added to the protected area.

In 1978, Forest Department officials reversed the order of events: They informed Chandi Prasad that they wanted to auction trees in two forests in other parts of the district. They asked him to inspect the forests and tell them if their plans were all right. At the time of my visit, it looked likely that this would lead to protection for another 40 square miles of forest.

Since 1975, the Chipko workers have been not only protecting forest slopes, but restoring bare ones as well. By 1981, over a million trees had been planted through their efforts. Besides the local and immediate benefits, this reforestation has been helping to determine what trees and planting techniques might work best in the region as a whole.

The Chipko workers have also tried to develop methods of forest farming, both to conserve the forests and to create employment. In all these efforts, they have paid special attention to involving the mountain villagers themselves in the care of the trees.

* * *

At the time of my visit, the Chipko Movement had sprouted “branches” in most of the districts of the Uttarakhand, and it seemed likely to spread to other regions as well. Conditions like those in the Uttarakhand were found throughout the Himalayas, both in India and in neighboring countries.

“We hope that movements like ours will slow the deterioration of the mountains and let people know the need to change cutting policies,” Chandi Prasad told me. But he believed it would take a massive reforestation effort—funded and coordinated by the national government over decades—to save the Indian Himalayas as a home and source of forest resources.

Such an effort was vital not only to the mountain people but also to those in the plains. India had a critical shortage of trees nationwide and relied on the Himalayan forests as a permanent source of wood and wood products. Also, floods in the plains, fed by waters from the Himalayas, were becoming more and more severe. (Shortly before my arrival in India, Bihar and surrounding areas were hit by the worst flood in India’s recorded history—thousands of people killed, a million homes destroyed, and millions of acres of farmland covered with sand. The waters came from the Himalayas.)

These issues were vital—yet, as Chandi Prasad stressed to me, Chipko was more than an ecology movement.

“The main goal of our movement,” he said, “is not saving trees, but the judicious use of trees.”

In a general sense, the Chipko Movement stood for the basic right of a community to control and benefit from the resources of its own home. Although three decades had passed since India had been a colony, the Uttarakhand was still treated as one.

So the Chipko Movement continued to press for a complete remaking of forest policy. Besides the protection of sensitive mountain slopes, it demanded that the resources of the mountain forests benefit the mountain people, by providing jobs and supplying survival needs. What’s more, it insisted that the mountain people be given an active role in managing their own forests.

Not that the movement wanted to reserve all benefits of the forests for the mountain people. “We respect the needs of people in the plains for the products of our forests,” Chandi Prasad said. But the Chipko people believed that even those needs could be better met if the forests were managed by those who lived among the forests and cared for them.

Outside control of the Uttarakhand’s resources had led to their irresponsible use and gradual destruction. In the end, the issues of ecology and community right to resources were closely intertwined.

There was yet one more element to the Chipko Movement that Chandi Prasad wanted to point out: a concern over the basic direction of modern society, over its relentless drive toward progress at any price.

“Our movement goes beyond the erosion of the land, to the erosion of human values,” he said.

“The center of all this is humankind. If we are not in a good relationship with the environment, the environment will be destroyed, and we will lose our ground. But if you halt the erosion of humankind, humankind will halt the erosion of the soil.”

* * *

Update

In the Himalayan home of the Chipko Movement, the struggle for indigenous rights and environmental responsibility has evolved into the equally impressive Nanda Devi movement. For more info, visit www.nandadevi.org.



More on the Chipko Movement

Hugging the Trees: The Story of the Chipko Movement, by Thomas Weber, Viking Penguin, New Delhi, 1988.

The Chipko Movement, by Anupam Mishra and Satyendra Tripathi, People’s Action/Gandhi Peace Foundation, New Delhi, 1978.

Hugging the Himalayas: The Chipko Experience, edited by S. S. Kunwar, Dasholi Gram Swarajya Mandal, Gopeshwar, Uttar Pradesh, India, 1982. A collection of pieces by various writers.

Gandhi Today: A Report on Mahatma Gandhi’s Successors, Simple Productions, Arcata, California, 1987 (reprinted by Seven Locks Press, Washington, D.C., 1987). The source of this article.

Contact Info

Envelopes should be addressed in all capital letters.

Chandi Prasad Bhatt 
Dasholi Gram Swarajya Mandal 
Gopeshwar 
Chamoli Dt. 
Uttar Pradesh 
INDIA

Though my research focused on the Chipko Movement as it grew up around Gopeshwar, there is another important branch founded and led by long-time Gandhian activist Sunderlal Bahuguna:

Sunderlal Bahuguna 
Navajeevan Ashram 
P.O. Silyara 
Tehri-Garhwal 
Uttar Pradesh 249 155 
INDIA
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Historical Background
Historical Background
The Uttarakhand region of Uttar Pradesh, India consists of Kumaon and Garhwal that are also the major ethnocultural groups of that area. The two lands persisted as independent feudal kingdoms until they fell to Gurkha expansionism in 1795 and 1803 respectively. For twelve years, the cruel overlords pillaged the land of resources. Deforestation began in earnest as the conquerors plundered the best trees of the lower foothills. Villagers also abandoned their terraced fields to escape like their Nepali brethren from the ravages of the Gurkha forces. Following the Anglo-Gurkha war of 1816, these areas were ceded and incorporated into British India. This change did not bode well for the forests. Though depredations against the forests had occurred before, organized commercial logging to feed Britain's industrial revolution would severely impact the Uttarakhand Himalayas. Large tracts of forested land were granted for agricultural usage. The needs of the British colonial state also resulted in systemic timber harvesting. Extensive railroad construction felled the slow-growing but luxuriant deodar or Himalayan cedar trees.
By the turn of this century, colonial commercial interests were replacing old growth forests with chir-pine plantations for resin extraction purposes. Later, the colonial government felled these same trees by the hundreds of thousands during both world wars. Forest conservation acts and policies only restricted forests further for colonial rather than the local inhabitants' use. The economic devastation of hill communities and the erosion of ancient cultural and societal ties to the forests resulted in self-destructive protests against imperial rule. Rather than freeing reserved forests of their restricted status, villagers responded to increasingly onerous burdens on their livelihoods with spontaneous forest fires and indiscriminate felling. Nationalists also mounted other protests against the exploitative forest policies of the colonial administration, but were suppressed violently by the British Raj.
The advent of independence and the end of the princely puppet states unfortunately accelerated deforestation in the Himalayas. With economic growth and development as new guiding principles, governments encouraged natural resource extraction on an unprecedented scale, even exceeding that of the colonial era. In serving the overall national interest, conditions for forest ecosystems worsened and hill communities were increasingly destabilized. Following the brief border war between India and China in 1962, large swaths of relatively pristine regions of Garhwal and Kumaon were assaulted with an influx from the South. Roads opened up more forests to logging interests, although initially welcomed by local people for the jobs these infrastructure projects created. This had a considerable adverse impact on hill society that remains to this day.
The Modern Context
Both deforestation and the introduction of a money-based economy into the hills dramatically dislocated Uttarakhand village communities. The Garhwal Rifles and other Indian Army regiments had provided opportunities to young Garhwali men for many decades. Although accustomed to such outmigration of men, the new economic realities had propelled a vastly larger movement of people to the South. Many went as menial labourers or servants. Indeed, it became commonplace for affluent Indian families to employ Pahari Lok who were renowned for their honesty and hard work, if not simple-minded gullibility. Sadly, labour abuse regularly marked their service to unscrupulous landlords or exploitative employers. Entire villages were abandoned, as poverty and the monetary demands of the new economy squeezed more and more families off their ancestral lands and down the road to the terai and the plains. Village women often stayed behind and survived on remittance. Their own back breaking daily work intensified has fewer men were available to plow the land or to perform other physically demanding chores.
	

"The hum of machinery, rumble of construction vehicles, and explosion of dynamite became ubiquitous as companies blasted mountainsides, clear cut forests, excavated quarries, and consumed resources for their own corporate needs." 





With the disruption of family life, domestic problems grew acute as the increasingly infrequent visits of fathers to their homes coincided with the expanded responsibilities and workload of mothers. Environmental deterioration and the fall of the great forests further propelled Uttarakhandis to the plains and severely burdened the women that remained. Suicide became common as wide-scale misery afflicted households throughout the Himalayas. Women who could no longer bear the daily toil of walking farther and farther distances for diminishing necessities took their lives by the scores as lasting respites from such harsh living conditions. Even water shortages arose as the broad-leaf trees that once nourished streams disappeared from the landscape. Longer hours spent foraging for firewood led to the neglect of children who waited all day for their mothers to return and prepare dinner. The time spent harvesting wood and fodder invariably exceeded sixteen hours and returns were dismal. The unavailability of fodder trees moreover resulted in the decline in animal husbandry and milk as part of the hill people's diet. Many households could no longer afford a single bullock and communities forsook raising livestock. Malnutrition and sickness increased in frequency as the full extent of the human and ecological tragedy unfolded. 
Furthermore, natural disasters increased in intensity as a result of deforested watersheds and destabilized geology. Commercial contractors from the plains carried out their massive extraction of natural resources such as timber, limestone, magnesium, and potassium by destructive means. The hum of machinery, rumble of construction vehicles, and explosion of dynamite became ubiquitous as companies blasted mountainsides, clear cut forests, excavated quarries, and consumed resources for their own corporate needs. Given such massive disruptions of the fragile Himalayan ecology, flooding and landslides claimed more victims and caused extensive damage. In 1970, the Alaknanda river flooded, destroying many homes and killing hundreds. Catastrophes such as the Yamuna floods of 1978 had their origins in the erosion and landslides around Himalayan watersheds, yet wreaked havoc in the plains as well. Landslides also laid waste to villages as in the Pithoragarh district where falling rocks killed 44 people and ruined 150 acres of land in 1977.
Such desperate conditions and loss of life increased substance abuse in the hills to such an extent as to prompt the Gandhian foundation, Uttarakhand Sarvodaya Mandal, to organize around prohibition issues in the 1960s. This organization was founded by colleagues of Gandhi, Mira Behn and Sarala Behn. These western women had settled in the hills to continue Gandhi's work of peaceful social change. Sarala Behn's disciples formed a dedicated band of Garhwali women social workers who likewise proved instrumental in outreach to the hill communities. Linked strongly with the organization and empowerment of women, these activists fought alcohol consumption that was wrecking families and ruining the lives of so many young adults. The ideal of prohibition subsequently spread to other impoverished areas of India and remains a consequential issue for many rural women struggling to support their families despite the menace of liquor. The campaigns were so successful as to banish alcohol from five of eight Uttarakhand districts by 1971. As a first step towards the awakening of Uttarakhandis to their predicament, the women's prohibition movement would form the foundation for the environmental struggles of the seventies. The experience would prove invaluable in the coming years.
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Resistance
By the advent of the seventies, the combined hardship and adversity of hill life had prepared the Garhwali people to respond radically to the powers destroying their land and livelihoods. Effectively mobilized by such longstanding Gandhian sarvodaya workers as Sunderlal Bahuguna who had worked on prohibition issues and the Dashauli Gram Swarajya Sangh (DGSS) village-based cooperative leader, Chandi Prasad Bhatt, the movement took on a distinctly non-violent, grassroots essence. Organized first by the sarvodaya workers, the ideals, aims, and methods of the movement quickly spread to trouble spots across Uttarakhand. The first confrontation occurred over the granting of a forest concession to an outside company rather than local interests. Early successes in direct action embracing the trees to ward off the axes of loggers emboldened villagers to demand consultative and democratic management of shared resources, greater accountability, and environmental sensitive development. Through the process, villagers also learned the value of their own forests and the need to protect and preserve them. The scope of the movement widened as more issues came to the fore. Thus, a renewal of ancient bonds arose as people became increasingly aware of the importance of sustainability and reverence for the land. The role of women would soon prove decisive.
Socially conscious activists fanned out across the Himalayas in an attempt to organize as many communities against the commercial logging operations that had threatened and continued to menace their livelihoods. Women, whose voice were once marginal, but were recently inspired by the anti-drunkenness campaigns of the late sixties, heeded the calls and went to defend the trees. In 1974, their courage and vigilance saved Reni forest. As the state government and contractors cleverly diverted the menfolk to a fictional compensation payment site, the women rose from the villages and embraced the trees just as the labourers disembarked from their trucks. Under the leadership of Gaura Devi, a spirited fifty year old illiterate woman, a four day standoff ended in victory for the women villagers. The labourers themselves had come from impoverished hill regions of India and had been shamed into retreating. They, above all, sympathized with the plight of the Reni women and in an irony that would be replayed over and over again, they helped spread the word of Chipko among their own communities in Himachal Pradesh, Kashmir, and Nepal.
In several more actions at places such as Amarsar, Chanchnidhar, Dungari, Paintoli, and Badhyargarh, hill women demonstrated their newfound power as non-violent activists. The momentum increased by leaps and bounds as large-scale resistance arose to external logging interests. In 1977, Bachni Devi, ironically the wife of a contractor, led village women to save Adwani forest. The resultant empowerment of women dismayed many men, yet others grew to accept the new state of affairs. This was perhaps made possible by the immense sympathy aroused by the hardship endured by hill women. Garhwali women likewise proved themselves worthy of respect and reverence in the eyes of their husbands and brothers. Their spirit in defense of the land saved the day. Their spontaneous grassroots activism eventually culminated in the banning of all tree felling above 1000 metres in 1980.
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	A Mahila Mandal meeting
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Where from Here?
As a Third World grassroots movement, the village participants of the Chipko Andolan have set an example of non-violent Gandhian resistance for indigenous peoples and marginalized citizens throughout the Third and Fourth World. By combating such powerful opponents as state governments, commercial loggers, and development planners, villagers of the Garhwal hills demonstrated the courage and foresight of ordinary people when inspired through their own self-empowerment. They have in their struggle challenged the very basis of Western-inspired development as an organizing societal principle, no small feat when confronting the combined forces of state, corporate, and scientific reasoning behind the over-arching and all pervading paradigm. Neither have they rested as continuing grassroots reforestation and afforestation endeavours have aimed to create environmentally sound alternatives for the uplift of the hill people. The lives of such women have furthermore changed for the better since the heydays of the movement. Women's groups have spread to most villages in the hills and formed the nuclei of the ecological rehabilitation of the foothills. Management decisions have been made in cooperation with all concerned. The full participation of all villagers in the activities and decisions of the community has improved, in intangible ways, the overall quality of life.
The struggle continues in many forms. The forests are still endangered and the building of the Tehri dam megaproject that will displace many villages is being resisted by many of the same activists. Recently, demands for more autonomy and full statehood have been undertaken by Uttarakhand women activists who were just coming of age when Chipko began. The new battles have been bloody as state governments and police have inflicted terrible atrocities and human rights violations on the new activists. Yet the undying thirst for self-determination, freedom, and respect for people's rights still persists and sets an example of human dignity for us all.
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           CASE NUMBER:         236  

           CASE MNEMONIC:       CHIPKO

           CASE NAME:           Chipko Indian Movement

A.  IDENTIFICATION

1.  Issue

     Deforestation is a severe problem in northern India and

local people have banded together to prevent commerical timmber

harvesting.  These people have adopted a unique strategy in

recognizing trees as valuable, living beings.  The Chipko

movement adherents are known literally as "tree huggers."

2.   Description

     The meaning of Chipko, translated in Hindi, literally means

"tree-huggers."  No one actually knows when this movement began;

however, in the 1970's seemed to be the when the conflict was

heightened most.  The British government controlled the northern

hill districts of India in the nineteenth century.  During this

period (1815-1947), Uttarakhand was divided into two contiguous

but distinct sociopolitical units, the nominally independent

chifdom of Tehri Garhwal and the British administered Kumanun

Division.  Agriculture dominated both regions in that "eighty-

percent of the total population farmed largely with the help of

family labour."  Although caste distinctions has not been

stringent, the agrarian structure of Uttarakhand differs

significantly from the adjoining plains.  

     Historically, the Indian Himalayan region has been under the

control of expatriates (particularly Germans) since 1855 in order

to produce lumber for the railroads. The government nationalized

one-fifth of the forest area and enacted legislation," Indian

Forest Act of 1878, "regulating peasant access by restricting it

to areas of forest not deemed commercially profitable." 

Sanctions were enacted on those that breach those laws.  Although

most of the bureaucratic structures of the government maintained

that deforestation was specifically deemed for scientific and

legal purpose, they paid off forest managers to excavate entire

land areas to be used for commercial expenditures.  The proceeds

were usually put into the governmental treasury.     

     Although there is no one particular person that takes credit

for starting the movement, one name that seems to be synonymous

is Sunderial Bbahuguna, the leader.  The protestors, consisting

of mostly women and their children, were called on by their

leader to form a ban in order to stop the ursuption of trees from

the Uttarakhand.  The enduring nature of Chipko has raised

several questions.  The movement has been instrumental in the

social and ecological disintegration of the hill society and also

the ideological clashes between subcultures of the movement and

the redefinition of gender roles.

     Environmental awareness increased dramatically in the 1990s

in India -- and so did the number of organized lobbies to

champion the cause of a cleaner environment.  As a result, New

Delhi introduced legislation aimed at curbing pollution, but the

enforcement mechanism has been little.  Multilaternational

corporations were affected the most with high costs increasing. 

As early as August of 1994, Chipko huggers wanted to stop the

construction of the dam at Tehri because the protestors claim

that it will uproot trees and pose a flood threat.  Today, most

of the state legislators respect the peasant and their habitants. 

Nonetheless, to prevent future clearings, the Chipko "tree

huggers" are still very active.

     Agriculture to feed the indigenous families of the hills is

dependent on dense forest coverage.  The peasants of India's

hills depend on the forests for fuel, fodder, agricultural

implements, building timber, medicines and in times of dearth,

food.  "In the period before state intervention, not only did the

peasantry have full access to the forests, but their strong

communal institutions fostered the prudent utilization for forest

produce."  Subsistence agriculture provided women the necessary

nutrients needed to feed their families.  In most cases, the

surplus was used to sell their value added resources through the

market economy. Uttarakhand has moved away from subsistence-

oriented peasant economy to a dependent on outside remittances to

live.  

     According to Gross, India is caught in the vortex of the

market economy and faced with multiple environmental hazards,

hill society is today in a state of continuing economic

deterioration." The most affected by the deforestation are the

women of the villages.  They must travel long distances to get

firewood and fodder.  Because of the distances, they often leave

much of the wood behind. In addition, the wood is usually picked

over leaving the worse for the women that were not aggressive

enough.

     The debate is two-fold.  the state and means of survival

depend on the Himalayas for this commercially profitable

resources as well as its scientific richness.  Most

environmentalist in the Chipko Movement claim that this is a

scheme or euphemism for economic exploitation.  At a deeper

epistemic level, the language of scientific forestry worked to

justify the shift towards commercial working.  By similar act of

redefinition -- one that rested on a priori usurpation of legal

rights to ownership by the state -- the customary users of the

forest were designated its enemies.  Thus the management profile

of each forest division, the so-called working plans, while

indicating possible sources of injury to the forest crop included

men of the same category as natural hazards and wild animals. 

Recent research by Indian ecologist, ironically enough,

commissioned by the Forest Department, clearly demonstrated the

"yawning gulf between the ideology of sustained yield and the

actual operations of timber harvesting, wherein the output of

logged material often exceeds the increment to forest stock."

                     Commerical Viability

     Commercial timber operations were given a boost when

laboratory trials at the Forest Research Institute showed that

the utilization of chir waste (the material after the conversion

of logs to railway sleepers) for paper making was a viable

proposition.  Selling the waste and utilizing the considerable

areas of chir affected by twist, the Forest Department entered

into a contract with a large paper manufacturer, the Star Paper

Mills of Saharanpur.  From 1961 to 1981, under the terms of the

agreement, the mill buy waste timber and twisted chir trees at

highly subsidized prices.  Approximately 15 to 20 thousand tons

of pulpwood were supplied annually to the mill.  When further

research at the FRI established that ash and hornbeam could be

used for the manufacture of sports goods, the Symonds Company of

Allahabad was granted access to the unexploited broad-leaved

forests.  

     During World War I, the extraction of chir sleepers was

high.  400,000 sleepers were exported from Kumaun during 1916-18.

Even more were extracted during World War II.  In 1940-41,

440,000 sleepers were supplied to the railways, mostly of chir

pine.  The government, in a need to tightened controls, gave the

Forest Department control over the panchayats (forests that are

controlled by the villagers).  Under the new mandates, the

panchayats could only fell trees marked by the department.  Local

sale of slates and resin were allowed only by permission. 

According to Yugvani in Hindi Weekly from Dehradum, the villagers

could only retain a fixed share (40%) of any royalty on the sale

on produce from their forests.  

     In 1958, a committee was formed to investigate the

grievances of the people of Uttarakhand concerning forest

management.  In protest, villagers refused, as stated in the

Forest Act mandates, to put out forest fires.  It was not until

the heavy monsoon of 1970 that precipitated the turning point in

ecological history.  According to Bratt, due to the blockage of

the Ganga canal, 9.5 million acres of land in eastern Uttar

Pradesh went without irrigation. Gram Swarajya Sangh (DGSS), an

organization based in the Chamoli district organized in the mid-

60's, combated obstacles to maintain their small resin and

turpentine unit.  The Chipko Movement began in 1973 in the

village of Mandal in the upper Alakananda valley.  The DGSS was

refused permission to fell ash trees to be converted into

agricultural implements.  After DGSS did all they could to

protest, a leading activist, Chandi Prasad Bhatt, suddenly

thought of embracing the trees.  Women took their children to the

forests and formed a circle around the trees to prevent the

slaughtering of trees.

    The success of Chipko has saved some 100,000 trees from

excavation.  The styles of activism differ.  On one hand, there

is a constant flow of articles and materials and on the other

hand, there is an active fight for the survival of 70-80 percent

of saplings.  This survival is credited mostly to the women of

the peasant economy.

     The Chipko Movement is inimical to gender -- the theoretical

underpinnings as well as the political and economic ones.  Women

and children gather firewood for domestic consumption.  They rely

on the forestry for combustible crop residues such as rice straw. 

This, however, is considered inferior to fuelwood.

     Therefore, forestry activities that increase the

     availability of fuelwood and development projects that

     promote improved stoves both release women's labour

     from fuel collection and permit its use in other

     productive activities, and improve the agricultural

     environment by permitting crop residues to be better

     used for enriching depleted soil.  

     Many women claim that they are not the sole collectors of

fuelwood, as often presumed.  However, subsistence agricultural

households  may be the leading cause of world deforestation.  It

is a fact that women in the northern hill area of India such as

the Alakananda valley  respond rationally to increased resource

scarcity.  In a utility maximizing household, agricultural

residues and improved stoves are substitutes for fuelwood in

consumption.  The household can purchase or sell fuelwood and

food crops in complete and existing competitive markets, but its

purchases are constrained by the sum of household profit from the

sale of fuelwood and food crops, plus exogenous household income

from business and service activities.  

     Households may collect fuelwood from community forests and

also from trees and woody plants growing on terrace walls and

along the boundaries of each household's private agricultural

lands.  This implies that environmental problems are not just

specifically  congruent to the poor.  Both fuelwood and residues

tend to be inferior goods.  Fuelwood is inferior for higher

income households where there is a more active and higher priced

fuelwood market.  Residues are inferior for the general

population.  Therefore, environmental studies should focus on

lower class dependence on the forestry as well as including the

upper class dependency.  Many "environmentalist" would like to

claim that the Chipko movement goes against ecologically sound

policies and are hazardous to the  forests.

     The Chipko women's defense is that they are truly concerned

about the preservation of forest area but on a higher level, it

is the preservation of a little community and its values.  This

debate between the chipko women and the exogenous as well as the

endogenous community resemble on a higher level the debate of the

least developed countries (LDCs) as well as the highly developed

countries (HDCs).  The former would wish to ascribe to an

authoritative allocation of resources in the international global

economy.  The HDCs proscribe many complicated and capricious laws

that the LDCs see as contrary to their very way of life. The

combination of trade and environmental laws are seen as a

hinderance to the LDCs.  They are forced into compliance with

certain standards and regulations.

     On one hand, the Chipko women are seeking an escape from the

commercial economy and the centralizing state; at yet another

level they are assertive and aggressive, actively challenging the

ruling-class vision of a homogenizing urban-industrial culture. 

Meadows describes this as the culmination for the private

(peasant movement) and public (ecological movement) profile that

gives Chipko a distinctive quality and strength.  This ecological

as well as cultural crisis provides on a smaller scale a way that

preserving the rudimentary elements of nature.         

     Some credible solutions that have been proposed by the

leaders of the movement include abiding by the recommendations of

the state leaders which would be detrimental to the peasantry.

Historically, political power by the state bureautics have

created downstream solutions.  Since the movement effects many

boundaries, politicians need to implement a bottom-up approach. 

     For Bahuguna, shortsighted forest management is a symptom of

a deeper malaise, the anthropocentric view of nature intrinsic to

modern industrial civilization.  He claims man is the "butcher of

Earth."  Buhuguna's group is very active in the Bhageerathi

valley.  He works on what they call a prophetic mode:  attempting

to convert the uninitiated.  He asserts that modern science an

technology are largely informed by Christian ideals of human

transcendence and rightful mastery over nature.  He views do not

coincide with Western beliefs.  Bhatt, on the other hand, is

different from Bahuguna in that he believes that the villagers

play a distinctive role in deforestation.  This has been a result

of "separating the local population from the management from the

forest wealth." He claimes that the schemes proposed by the

urban-centered technocrats have little relevance to the realities

of rural India.

     Bhatt exemplifies a grassroots campaign.  Besides

afforestation camps conducted annually, they are also working on

the installation of bio-gas plants and energy saving devices that

help the underprivileged.  His movement has proven to be the most

successful.  The rate of survival of saplings (65 to 80 per cent)

the survival rate achieved in government plantations (around 10

to 15 per cent) is embarrassing.  The financial backing of the

latter far exceed the former.  The lack of sensitivity within the

government and unformulated plans that do not include rural areas

and women specific environmental projects results in failed

schemes.  A third group, the Uttarakahand Sangharsh Vahini (USV)

active in Kumaun, ideology strongly resembles Marxist theories. 

Because this movement refuses to associate itself with the state-

sponsored development programs, they have many heated

confrontations with the administration.

     Ironically,  the USV also disassociates itself with the

other two movements.  Perhaps it can be explained that this

movement prescribes to the school of thought that the human-

nature relationship must not be viewed in isolation from existing

relationships among humans.  Ecological harmony is second to the

redistribution of economic and social avenues for the UVA. 

Unlike the movement of Bahuguna and Bhatt, UVA believes in

violent uprisings.  USV prefers social movements that conform the

state.  They claim that the state has a moral responsibility for

the welfare of its citizens.  Capitalist penetration (trade) and

environmental policies (degradation) should be fixed by the state

and not by grassroots reconstruction work of afforestation

(Bhatt).  Reddy, A.K.N., emphasized the technology is alleviate

the dichotomy between the trade and the environment.  He says

that "technologies that are employment-generating; economically

sound; that promote self-reliance (both in terms of invoking mass

participation and using local resources; that tend to reduce

rather than reinforce inequalities; and that build upon, rather

than neglect, traditional skills."

3.   RELATED CASES

     HIMALAY case

     EVEREST case

     JAMES case

     EXXON case

     TURBOT case

     DONUT case

     INDONES case

     BRAZIL case

     Keyword Clusters

     (1): Product                   = CHEMicals

     (2): Bio-geography             = TEMPerate

     (3): Environmental Problem     = Pollution Sea [POLS]

     Similar cases exist in other countries.  In the former, the

James Bay power project in Quebec, Canada resembles the Chipko

Movement, the Kayapo Indians in Brazil, the Nahuatl in Mexico,

the Peigan Indians in Alberta, Canada, and the forest project in

North Karela, Finland.  All of these cases involve the

displacement of indigenous people by the state or similar

governmental bureaucracies.  In India, other cases include the

Doon Valley Project and the Sarvodaya activists.  In the latter,

during the 60's, thousands of villagers (mostly women) opposed

the widespread sale and distillation of liquor.

4.   DRAFT AUTHOR: Charisse Espy

B.   LEGAL CLUSTER      

5.   DISCOURSE AND STATUS: DISagreement and INPROGress

     The Chipko people and the state regulating boards are

somewhat in agreement, although no treaty exists to hold the two

parties in binding obligations.  Even though the Chipko movement

has not officially had  "their day in court,"  they have presided

over other litigations.  The stage of the case towards conflict

resolution seems to be moderate.  In March of 1987, the Himalayan

battle forced the government to impose a 15-year ban on

commercial of green trees in the hills of northern Uttar Prades

State.

6.   FORUM AND SCOPE: INDIA and UNILATeral

7.   Scope: 1

     By reversing the laws of the indigenous people, many

loggers, landowners, corporations, plywood manufacturers, mining

companies, consumers of cheap products, undiscerning tropical

timbers buyers, developers of dams, political candidates, and

scientific ecological seekers would be adversely affected.

8.   LEGAL STANDING: LAW

     The local laws more times than not are incongruent with

national laws. Because the peasants of the hills allot a certain

amount of trees to be excavated from the forests, their laws work

for them; however, when the government tries to enforce their

laws, more trees are excavated than the peasants desire.  This

makes it extremely difficult to keep an accurate count.   

No official treaties exist.

C.   GEOGRAPHIC CLUSTER

9.   GEOGRAPHY

     Geographic Domain:  [Asia]

     Geographic Site:    South Asia [S Asia]

     Geographic Impact:  India

10.  SUB-NATIONAL FACTORS:  YES

11.  HABITAT TYPE: 1

12.  TYPE OF MEASURE: [REGBAN]

13.  DIRECT VS. INDIRECT:   INDirect

14.  RELATION OF MEASURE TO IMPACT:

     a.   Directly Related:   NO

     b.   Indirectly Related: YES  WOOD

     c.   Not related to Product:  NO 

     d.   Related to process: YES, Deforestation    

15.  TRADE PRODUCT IDENTIFICATION:  PAPER, CHIR

16.  ECONOMIC DATA

     Between 1967-68 and 1978-79, forest revenue from the hill

districts increased from 96 to 202 million rupees.

Graph missing

17.  DEGREE OF COMPETITIVE IMPACT: BAN

18.  INDUSTRY SECTOR: WOOD

19.  EXPORTER AND IMPORTER:  INDIA and UK

20.  ENVIRONMENTAL PROBLEM TYPE: DEFORestation

21.  SPECIES INFORMATION

22.  IMPACT AND EFFECT:  HIGH AND PRODuct

23.  URGENCY AND LIFETIME: LOW and 100s of years

24.  SUBSTITUTES: RECYCling

F.   OTHER FACTORS

25.  CULTURE: YES

     The Chipko people believed that the trees were living and

breathing carbon dioxide, the same as they were.  In essence, the

trees should be respected.  The extensive forests were central to

the successful practice of agriculture and animal husbandry.  In

addition, medicinal herbs were used for healing powers.  The hill

people believed that the jungle of fruit, vegetables or roots

were used as aids in the times of scarity.  The dependence of the

hill peasant on forest resources was institutionalized through a

variety of social and cultural mechanisms.  Through religion,

folklore and oral tradition, the forests were protected by rings

of love.  Hilltops were dedicated to local deities and the trees

around the spot regarded with great respect.  Many wooded areas

were not of spontaneous growth and bore marks of the hillfolk's

instinct for the plantation and preservation of the forest;

indeed the "spacious wooded areas extending over the mountain

ranges and hill sides testimony to the care bestowed upon them by

the successive generations of the Kumaunies."

     Particularly in eastern Kumaun and around temples, deodar

plantations were preserved.  Hindus consider this magnificent

tree superior to most trees.  In such sacred groves, the

traditonal form of forest preservation, and one found all over

India, no villager would injure the vegetation in any way.  IN

parts of Tehri, leaves are offered to the goddess known as Patna

Devi.  This is only one example of the Hindu's fascination of

vegetation association with gods.  According to one elder man, in

the  Ton's valley, urbers and roots the peasantry's food during

times of scarcity are used only during culturally specified times

to inhibit overexploitation.  Although the sacredness exemplified

in the preservation of the forest, it was also the informal

management practices regulated the utilization of forest produce

by the community.      

26.  HUMAN RIGHTS: YES 

     Cultural relativism is a term is defined as the position

according to which local cultural traditions (including

religious, political and legal practices) determine the the scope

of political and civil rights enjoyed by people of a given

community.  Relativists claim that substantive human rights

standards vary among different cultures and necessarily reflect

national idiosyncrasies.  What may be seen as a human rights

violation in one country, may be seen as a natural course of

action in another country.  The Chipko people feverently believe

that the "tree-huging," and putting rakhis around the trees are

based on cultural traditions.  The evacuation of the trees are

seen as violations of socioeconomic rights--second generation

rights.  This is seen as a direct violation of customary

international law or the sovereign borders of the indigeous

sector.  

27. TRANS-BOUNDARY ISSUES:  YES

     The Himalayan region extends beyond India.  They include

China, Pakistian, Nepal, Bagledesh and Bhutan. The separation

geographically of these regions coincides with transnational

properties of the system.  The problem of the Himalyian region is

a people problem.  It is a soical economic and political problem

set against a dramatic physical backdrop--the greatest mountain

range in the world.
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