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Proceedings of the Biodiversity and Livelihoods Conference
26" — 28" March 2009 Coonoor, The Nilgiris. donss® $esi

In 1999 the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) identified the service provided by marginalized and
wild populations of pollinators, of which bees are the most significant, to be threatened (http://www.cbd.int/
agro/pollinator.shtml), with the increasing concern reflected by further special initiatives such as the recen
International Initiative for the Conservation and Sustainable Use of Pollinators (CBD, 2008). Meanwhile, th
world’s beekeeping sector is in accelerating crisis, with significant declines in some honey bee populations,

(p.58)

In recent years, there has been a trend towards removal of old forest trees for timber and planting quicl
growing specieslike silver oak and Erythrina, which no doubt serve asgood shadetreesfor coffee and cardamol
but are not good sources of pollen and nectar for bees. Thisis severely affecting the populations of honey b
and other native pollinatorsin the zone. (p.76)

Honey trees’/Rocks- Rights and hereditary ownership

Amongst most communitiesin thefive locations studied, thereishereditary ownership of honey treesan
cliffs. Once theright is created or given by the ancestor nobody in that areawill touch that honey tree or cliff|

There is a medicine (black magic) prepared with leaves and bark taken from the forest to attract hon
bees to one particular tree. Once the tree is attracted by Apis dorsata bees that tree will always be under th
ownership of the honey hunter who took theinitiative. Normally other honey huntersrespect thisownership an
they never hunt from those trees. Even then there are incidents of stealing. In order to avoid thisthereis blac
magic/ medicine prepared by poojari (village priest). Once there medicines are kept thieves won't be able t
approach trees or if they try very serious incidents can happen, even loss of life. (p.226)
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...Social-Ecology of a Tribe: The Chenchu, 1982
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"The following extract from the Cuddapah Manual describes the mode by which honey is collected from
precipitousrocks:

The Yanadies or Chenchus alone are able to climb miraculously into difficult and apparently inaccessible
places and over perpendicular cliffs in some places from 100 to 200 feet high. This they do by means of a
plaited rope made of young bamboos tied together. Accidents sometimes happen by the rope giving way. Itis
a nervous sight to watch them climbing up and down this frail support. From below the men look like little
babies hanging midway; the rope being fastened on the top of the cliff, 100 or 200 feet above, by means of a
peg driven into the ground, or by atree, the man swings suspended in the air with 100 feet above and below
him, armed with abasket and stick. The Chenchu first burns some brushwood or grass under the hive, whichis
then relinquished by the majority of the bees. This accomplished, the Chenchu swings the rope until it brings
him close to the hive, which he pokeswith his stick, at the same time holding out his basket to catch the pieces
broken off from the hive. When the basket isfull the Chenchu shakesthe rope, and isdrawn up by hiscomrades
(generaly hiswife'sbrother). The bamboo ropes are never taken away, nor are they used a second time, afresh
one being make on each occasion and at each place. They are to be seen hanging for years until they decay and
fall down of themselves. @owen ©80 35,8 Basegts SR, MBITE BB BB, BOTwer OBV BSE
BB, B%a50e0 80DHOOW D8 DB, B

On the Erramalas the Boyas collect honey by ascending the hills from below.” (p165)
...A Manual of the Kurnool District, 1886

— el O | E——

Chenchus recognise five varieties of honey found in the
Nallamalaforest. They are:

1. Pedda para: According to them this is found on tree tops
with very big bees.

2. Thodidi: Thisisfound inthe big holes of treetrunksand the
beeswill beredin colour.

3. Juntithene: It isalso found on tree tops and the bees of this
hive are with white stripes. The honey collected from thisis
supposed to bethe best of all the varietiesfound inthisforest.

4. Musaru: Found on tree tops, gorges and ravines with small
and round bees.

5. Kannegulla: Found on tree tops and bushes with very small
bees. The honey collected from this is used in preparing
medicines.

...Census of India 1961, Monograph Series,
Part V-B(1V), The Chenchus
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"Honey Trailsin the Blue M ountains’

Thebeauty of Adivas existenceliesin thefact that heisnot bound by any compulsion to follow dictums.
An adivasi may be working in the forest one day, be an agriculturist the other, may undertake wage labor
sometime, may spend one afternoon by hunting small game, and surprise visitors by not carrying on any
visible form of employment for months and yet would know how to arrange his next meal for, when prodded,
he reluctantly mentions that he is just practicing an ancient art form of his tribe which he might barter the
following month with his relatives in Attapadi. (p.78)

On analysis of the problemsrelated to NTFPsin all third world countries, due to which their value has not
been recognized, the following reasons emerge:

Tropical forest management system is historically timber based.
NTFPs are seasonal

Theraw materials for NTFPs are often gathered from government owned/ common lands (as opposed to
private).

Producers are frequently rural people and often poor or landless; production is at a small scale.
Percentage of final sale price for NTFPs received by the local level collector is extremely small.
Most NTFPs are marketed through unofficial, informal channels (p.81)

If there are only one or two colonies on ahigh cliff, those colonies are left unharvested. It is difficult for
the group to invest more time to make the rope ladder for the few colonies (p.83).

Thisknowledgeistheresult of modern scientific research though the adivasisthemselveswereinvariably
aware of diverse benefits that could be extracted from the golden liquid. They have used honey as food and
medicinessince ages. Honey isused asamedicine & traditionally eaten with Keerai podi (Amaranthus powder)
or maid roti (wheat flour bread/pancakes). The brood is eaten along with honey for curing chest pain and colds.
Honey isapplied on burnsamongst Kurumbas. Thelarvae are eaten, they are cooked like puttaand pumaor the
young brood is eaten along with honey. The Kattunaickens eat the young bees too. For medicinal purposes,
kolan jenu—Apisfloraeis preferred to any other honey. Thisis because of the small size of Apisflorae and its
foraging pattern, allowing it to take nectar from small plants and herbs. The same is true for honey from the
Melipona Spp. (Dammer bee) whichisrareasitisavailablein small quantities. Dammer honey isgiven to new
born children and pregnant women as a source of nutrition. The Irulas use honey as a medicine along with the
ash of burnt peacock feathers. For stomachache and tiredness the root of bamboo is powdered and eaten with

honey (p.98)

The Giant Rock Bee (Apis dorsata)
Thousands of bees cling to the hive, containing upto 20kgs of honey, in some cases. Build their combsin
the same spot, year after year. Effortsto domesticate the bee have been tried, but have not been very successful.

The economicimportance of the beein Indiaisvery high asit contributes almost two-third of thetotal production
of honey (p.100 and 101)
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The Asian Honey (Cerana Fabricius)

Bee keeping with Apis Cerana in simple hive has been practiced in India for at least 2000years. It is a
valuable Pollinator with aforaging range of 800 meters. (p.102)

Little Honey Bee (Apis Fabricius)

Honey usually sellsat better pricesthan honey fromApis Ceranaand A pisdorsata, dueto reputed medicinal
properties. Unfortunately, honey hunters often collect the whole comb. They are often called stingless bees
because they do not sting but bite. There isatradition of keeping Dammer beesin bamboo hives. The dark and
better honey is valued for its medicinal properties. Normally the major honey flow is for a couple of months,
depending on the area, from anywhere between March to July. Right time for harvesting is at the stage when
the cells are capped and moisture is at a certain level signifying maturity of the honey.

He only harveststhose combsthat have less brood and more honey signifying that the comb has matured
fully. He differs from othersfor he does not fire combs and instead just smokes the bees out. Some indigenous
and mainstream communities do the opposite for the fire the combs that lead to the death of alarge number of
bees. Heisinvolved in lifelong monitoring of cliffs for signs of changes in bee ecology that could affect his
livelihood as well asthat of the future generations.

To counteract the loss of the brood in the harvested comb, he always |eaves some coloniesintact on each
cliff that he harvests (p.144 and 155)

Malaidevam (a mgjor god of the honey hunters). Not to harvest during moonlight, a time they consider
inauspicious. The major seasons of honey collection are after the mungar (summer) showersin May-June and
the second season commences during the flowering of yella (sesame) October to November. Jenu Kurumbas
of this region go to the forest for honey and stay for upto 20days. They use an ordinary coir rope from the
market astraditional vinesare difficult to work with. “ The honey hunting activity requiresalot of concentration.
Thevine on which I hang islike my mother/lord. Aswe climb down we sing praises of the vine and remember
god constantly. Only those combs are harvested which have less brood. The young brood which we collect in
mixed with honey as paste and eaten later. We also collect bees wax and use it for making candles for the
village and for lighting the torches while returning from honey hunting.” The wife or any other woman should
not be seen while going for honey hunting. They cut the brood part first and it falls off; only the brood with the
young comb is eaten. The rest of the comb is collected in tins and squeezed out by hand in the village. It is
sometimesfiltered through cloth. Smoker ismainly the protective gear used; some adivasis apply honey or plant
extract suti kodi to treat stings from Apis dorsata. The rope ladder (mal) is made with green fibers and is used
aslong asit isflexible and does not dry. Thisladder isused asit is strong, does not get cut while being rubbed
on sharp rocks and does not catch fire. It is the lifeline for the honey hunter. They also pray at the graves of
their ancestors prior to hunting. The lrulas mark colonieswith tobacco to prevent other people from harvesting.
Pieces from the first harvested comb are offered in three directions. Badaga lexical evidences suggest that
they had known at least half-a-dozen kinds of bees and honey. “Honey cutters’ in contrast to Badagas and
Todas known as “honey drawers’. The tricks even to re-nest the hives (especially so during the Strobilanthes
seasons) at their whims and fancies! The Maari shrine at Sokkanalli inthe Sigur plateau (one of the seveninthe
Moyar valley) is said to be an erstwhile sacred abode of the “honey-goddess’.

The rope used to make the ladder (maal) is made from the Savathi tree bark and they sit and swing
towards the combs. Making the rope ladder is along and cumbersome process. In one hand they have the
bamboo basket and in the other, a bamboo spear. There are four types of honey collected by the adivasis —
malai tenu (Aisdorsata), thodathi (Apis Cerana), kal thenu (Apisflorea), cheru tene (Trigonaspp.). Ironisnot
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used as they believe that bees will not return the next time. All ropes strings and baskets are made of cane. It
is customary to go with the brother-in-law. They go above the branch were the comb is and then cut the comb
into the basket, with the help of abamboo spear. A smoker is used. Trees belong to the person who clears the
base of undergrowth and keepsit ready for the bees. Theseisusually the same tree for a person over the years.

Molapthenu — when the adult bees rest with a small bit of honey comb. There is usually 1-2 liters of honey
present. Most people hesitate to harvest these combs and do it only in extreme conditions of need.

Thattuthenu — New, the larvae is formed (brood rearing is taking place). If they harvest in this stage, then
most of the brood is eaten.

Gherapachadathenu — brood is at a puppal stage. They blow their sweat to make bees familiar to the smell.

They carry a cigar made of herbs and rolled with tobacco, which they smoke below the nest. The smoke
stuns the beeswho then scatter. The dammer honey earns higher returns from the society at Rs. 120-130per kg.
Although the twelve year flowering cycleiswell known, science isyet to relate each of the different species of
thedifferent speciesof thisfamily with their cycles of flowering, leave a one understanding why this phenomenon
occur. For example, the eighteen-year periodic flowering species mentioned above has not been recognized.
Theseare known to produce honey having exceptional medicinal properties-albeit dightly bitter - when harvested
in their environs. The generic name for this family is Kuriji in Tamil and Katt in Toda. Since, this bird often
builds its nest in steep rocky surfaces where it is safe from predators. It is likely that it also feeds on nearby
hivesfor honey. Amongst animals, there are stories of people encountering sloth bears who were busy feeding
on honey especially in traditional and unknown tree hives that were overflowing with honey, where the bear
(Kaadr in Toda) could smell and even taste the honey from outside. A Todawould trace the route of the bees by
following these pollen droppings (one hasto distinguish between the pollen droppings of different dates) Once
such ahive has been discovered and harvested, hefinds astone that will fit the orifice and then putsit in place.

(Michelianilagirica) tree that was over eighty feet high should attract some bees so that honey could be
collected. Thistreeisone of the most sacred species and often mentioned in prayers when referring to specific
sacred maw(r)sh treesin the vicinity of the dairy temple. It belongs to the magnolia (champak) family and has
large white, wonderfully fragrant flowers. When these begin to mass flower in the shoals around September,
Todas elders can predict the impending end of the southwest monsoon with unerring accuracy. Expectedly,
swarms of pezhtaihhn bees (Apis dorsata) started to congregate around and on thistree. While the Todaslit the
fire at the ground level to smoke the Kurumbas and Irulas climbed upon the tree and started to gather the
honey. Honey and grain are often mixed by the spouse of the departed inside a metal bowl and placed by the
side of the corpse to be consumed on the route to the realm of the dead. In the past, large quantities of honey
would be placed in abamboo vessel for consumption by the departing spirit. (p.169)

Banyan tree (Ficus spp) was found at a height up to 100 ft. upto 50 ft the Banyan tree had an average of
1 colony per tree while at heights above 50ft upto 100 ft. it had an average of 2.3 colonies per tree.

Kilinji (Toonaciliate) tree has the highest range in height. It was found at height loss than 50ft. and upto
height between 250ft. and 300ft. it shows the least number of colonies at a height between 250 and 300
ft., while no the maximum coloniesi.e. 4 were found at a height of 100-150 ft.

Vaagai (AlbizialL ebbeck) isanother tree which occurs at various heights. It showsaconstant of 2 colonies
per tree at a heights except between 100-150 ft. where the average is 2.8 colonies per tree.

Magamaram (Mimusops elengi) occurs at heights upto 100ft. with an average of 1 colony per tree.
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Dhoopa (canarium strictum) occurs at heights above 50ft. upto 300ft. The average no. of colonies per tree
isfound to be 1.5 at al the heightsin occurs.

Mathimaram (Terminaliaarjuma) occurs at a hei ght between 100ft. to 300ft. the maximum no of colonies,
an average of 5 per tree, was found at heights close to 100ft.

The average has been determined for tree as cliff combs and for sweet and better honey separately area-
wise, i.e. for Coonoor and Kotagiri separately. Nilambur is said to mean a place of Nilimba which means
bamboo is Sanskrit.

The Nilambur region a biodiversity hotspot and accord a great degree of protection to the new
Amarambalam Reserve forests lying within Nilambur division forms a part of the core zone of the NBR. The
taluk comprises al the seven hill forest types of Southern India and a study suggests that the flora of New
Amarambalam is more diverse than most other areas of the state of Kerala, other than the Silent Valley National
Park (KFRI, 2002). The region could be home to several unaccounted for species that may yet be discovered.
Theupper reaches of New Amaramabal am, bordering the Mukurthi region isalso hometo the highly endangered
Nilgiri tahr (p.177)

...Honey Trails in the Blue Mountains, Keystone Foundation, 2007
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Honey hunters
climb

the cliffs with
great skill.
They have
perfected

the art of
honeyhunting
over centuries




