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Save the Katkari – Indigenous Forest Tribe of Maharashtra, India

By Erik Adams erik_adams@start.com.au
The Katkari are a tribal group of indigenous hunter gatherers who live in the Indian state of Maharashtra. Their ongoing survival is threatened by years of systemic exploitation, racial prejudice, abject poverty and loss of their traditional lands. 

Indigenous forest tribes of India have a long history of marginalisation and low social status. In 1871 the British passed the Criminal Tribes Act … It identified about 150 tribes throughout India as criminal, giving the police wide powers to arrest their members and monitor their movements … Under this Act, just being born into one of those 150 tribes defined you as a criminal…

As T.V.Stephens, a British official of the time, said while introducing the Bill that became the Act: ‘People from time immemorial have been pursuing the caste system defined job positions: weaving, carpentary and such were hereditary jobs. So there must have been hereditary criminals also who pursued their forefathers’ profession.”

Despite the abolition of the act after Indian independence, the institutionalised culture of discrimination against these tribal peoples by non-tribal Indians continues. Consequently, the Katakari’s plight is largely ignored and they are bypassed by government and non-government development programmes. 

As a hunter gatherer people, they are traditionally reliant on non cultivated wild foods and forest products which are becoming increasingly scarce due to deforestation and development. Efforts to improve food production through agriculture are impeded by their extremely limited access to land.

Despite a long history of settlement in the area, the state has never formally recognised nor given them title to much of their traditional lands, robbing them of self-determination and making them vulnerable to encroachment by land developers. Severe malnutrition and starvation are realities in many villages today, with life expectancy falling and their unique culture under threat. Many work as “bonded labourers”, an institutionalised form of slavery that forces them to toil in brick works for extremely poor wages under sub-human conditions.

For some 15 years we at the Rainforest Information Centre in Australia have been supporting the work of the Academy of Development Science (ADS), an NGO in the Indian state of Maharashtra with the help of the Australian government aid agency AusAID  and various  philanthropic foundations. Some of ADS’s exemplary  work on behalf of the destitute tribals of Maharashtra is described on RIC’s website at www.rainforestinfo.org.au/projects/india.htm 

Rajeev Khedkar, ADS’s  charismatic secretary  had sent me a document  in 2003  with proposals to relieve  the plight of the 250,000 Katkari people which began as follows:

<<The Katkari tribal group is teetering on the brink of extinction. The Katkari community, a primitive forest tribe based mostly in Raigad and Thane Districts of Maharashtra, lives in abject poverty. Even in 2003 they continue to work as bonded labour for their "sheth" (master). Their exploitation by non-tribals is total and absolute. They have been converted into a cheap and bonded labour force by their fellow human beings. The police department harasses them at will and treats them like a "criminal tribe". While the Indian Government would deny the presence of slavery, the Katkaris are slaves and much more. All development programmes, Government or Non-Government, bypass the Katkaris …

Katkaris are cheated, exploited and made to work under sub-human conditions on the brick kilns. Sexual exploitation of Katkari women is common while men are often beaten up, and even killed. Quite obviously, such "accidental" deaths of Katkaris are never reported or investigated. On the contrary, whenever Katkaris try to protest against the exploitation, brick kiln owners file cases of robbery and theft against the Katkari families in the police station. The Katkaris are then harassed by the Police and treated like a "criminal tribe". The treatment of Katkaris as a "criminal tribe" and their harassment by police are major reasons for the continuing subjugation of Katkaris. .>> (ADS proposal is posted at  www.rainforestinfo.org.au/projects/india/Katkari.htm )

Bonded labour means that at some time of hunger or sickness a person borrows from a money lender at exhorbitant rates of interest (typically 120% to 360%) and then, when they can't repay it, they are sent as virtual slaves , men, women and children, to work at the brick kilns. Here they start  before dawn and work all day and are typically paid as little as 1/10 of the basic wage. The basic wage is now 150Rps/day (about $3) so of course no matter how hard they work they can never even pay the interest of the loan let alone the capital and so here they are stuck, literally, for years, for lifetimes.

Its no use helping them by  just paying back the loan (which is typically   2000 Rps or less) because then they just borrow money again when there is hunger or sickness in the family and begin the hellish cycle again. The key is land rights and education: those Katkari who own land can grow food to feed themselves and to sell and escape from the vicious trap.

So, this is what ADS are doing, helping them regain the land which was stolen from them and teaching their children enough literacy and numeracy skills so that they can't be cheated so easily in the future. Less than 10% of the Katkari are literate and without help have no clue what they can do. For an educated person, there are lots of things to do but they have to be very courageous as well as educated.
In partnership with The Onaway Trust, a British NGO assisting tribal peoples throughout the world, RIC  has been raising  funds to allow ADS to implement their proposed solutions. In 2004, film-maker Neil Pike and I went to India to see the situation first hand and to  make a fundraising video about and for the Katkari.

In this we were in the capable hands of Bansi Ghewade who has been working for the Katkari for more than a decade and for his troubles  has had his life threatened and been attacked by the brick kiln owners and Mumbai property mafia who have a strong vested interest in the Katkaris continued oppression. There are 102 Katkari villages in Karjat district 2 hours from Mumbai and over the next few days we visited and filmed  5 of these villages as well as one of the brick kilns where they toil.
The  20-minute film  that we produced is available on video or DVD to anyone willing to screen it for family, friends or community to raise funding for ADS campaign.

Please help by making a donation to the Katkari project. Donations are tax deductible in Australia, the US, UK and Canada. 

All donations in 2005 will be matched $ for $ by the Onaway Trust www.onaway.org 

For more information about the Katkari and the success of ADS’s campaign , please see www.rainforestinfo.org.au 

John Seed, director of the Rainforest Information Centre will offer    12  experiential deep ecology workshops called "Earth, Spirit, Action" around N America in 2005  along with   concerts, lectures, a keynote address at EarthSpirit Rising in Cincinnati plus other events in BC, OR, CA, OH, KY, NC, IN, and MA to raise funds for the Katkari and other ecological conservation and restoration projects in India.

Please see http://www.rainforestinfo.org.au/deep-eco/schedule.htm for details or contact johnseed1@ozemail.com.au.
