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Abstract 
 
Covenant Centre for Development (CCD) established an Ethno-Medicinal Forest (EMF) garden 
near Madurai city (1995-2000) with the training and financial support of Foundation for 
Revitalization of Local Health Treatment (FRLHT), a Bangalore-based NGO, for ex-situ 
conservation of 524 species of medicinal plants.  About 5,000 visitors, including school and 
college students, nearby villagers and folk healers visit this garden each year for research and 
training in identification of plants, their usage and other cultural significance. A Conservation 
Education Programme (CEP) has been developed with the guidance of Centre for Environment 
Education (CEE) for enhancing public awareness (CBD Article 13) of how various urban 
products are derived from rural, forest, grassland or wetland biodiversity. In fact, with the 
guidance of (FRLHT), CCD has raised a nursery of nearly 200,000 saplings annually of over 300 
species which have been bought by schools, colleges, forest department, etc. Kitchen Herbal 
Gardens (KHG) with efficient use of waste water are raised and KHG saplings given to 22,000 
families in neighboring villages for primary health care.  Thus, to promote sustainable harvesting 
and equitable benefit sharing, CCD promoted the first co-operative company in the country for 
production and marketing of medicinal plants products. Gram Mooligai Company Limited 
(GMCL) was supported and guided by FRLHT. GMCL’s ownership rests with the women Self 
Help Groups (SHG), involving over 1,000 families in  the collection of 17 medicinal plant 
species from the fallow farms, barren land, wetland banks, etc. and cultivation of 5 species 
organically.   
 
To train traditional food preparations and values of local agro-biodiversity & motivate villagers 
for its conservation, CCD has initiated the “Aaharam” programme. Such a Local Recycling with 
Traditional Skills (LRTS) approach can reduce or post-pone climate change.  Over 70% of the 
carbon emissions are reduced as compared to mechanized production, transport and use of these 
commodities.   
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Introduction 
 
The ‘Conservation’ paradigm has changed in the last few decades from the “hands-off” approach 
that excludes people from the biodiversity protection areas (PA) to an inclusive approach that not 
only involves both but also promotes sustainable biodiversity for use elsewhere, since 
biodiversity users include not only the local rural communities, but also far away urban citizens. 
Thus, biodiversity-friendly activities must be integrated into both rural and urban lifestyles, to 
avoid the paradox in which the rural poor are compelled to sacrifice their survival needs of fuel, 
fodder, manure, food, etc. However, the medicinal plants trade to meet the growing urban herbal 
medicinal greed threatens species extinction. Fostering such an integrated approach requires 
capacity building of the rural communities for conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity, 
while that of the urban consumers for equitable benefit sharing. Such holistic education can 
promote activities that meet the triple bottom line of ecological sustainability, economic viability 
and social equity. Efforts for such an integrated, practical educational approach are described in 
this note, to enhance viability of the livelihoods of the rural poor, and make urban consumption 
sustainable.  
 
Conservation training 
 
Collection of medicinal plants for sale in local markets has been an important livelihood activity 
in the non-agricultural summer season for the poor tribal inhabitants of the dry region in and 
around Madurai district in the central part of Tamil Nadu state in southern India. CCD is a Non- 
Governmental Organization (NGO) that began addressing street children’s problems in Madurai 
city in 1989. These children immigrated from the dry lands due to extreme poverty, resulting 
from the lack of industries and dry season agriculture, causing unemployment. Villagers had 
evolved the system of household savings termed  “Kalasam.” CCD strengthened these Self Help 
Groups (SHG) or Savings-Credit Groups (SCG) and attempted to generate dry season 
employment through traditional activities of collection and trade of seeds of Neem (Azadirachta 
indica) or Tamarind  (Tamarindus indicus) etc. as bio-pesticide  and soap respectively. Each 
Kalasam comprised  10-20 members, primarily women. About 100-150 Kalasams got organized 
into 4 regional federations by 1996, registered as trusts, termed as “Mahakalasam”, which 
obtained bank loans for promoting livelihood activities. 
 
FRLHT supported this Income Generation Program (IGP). FRLHT was implementing a project 
for conservation and sustainable use of medicinal plants with the involvement of communities, 
sponsored by  DANIDA through the Ministry of Environment & Forests (MoEF), Government 
of India.   Thus, FRLHT provided training and financial support to CCD to both develop 
conservation education and livelihood support programs. An “ethno-medicinal” garden was 
developed over 30 acres by CCD where about 12,000 saplings belonging to 524 medicinal plants 
species were raised, used by the ethnic communities in the district. Mud pots with a hole at the 
bottom were sunk into the ground for irrigation. The survival rate was 89%. Thus, it facilitated 
“ex-situ” conservation,  i.e. away from the original habitat of these species, as envisaged by the 
international Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) Article 9.   
 



About 5,000 visitors, including school and college students, nearby villagers and folk healers 
visit this garden each year for learning about plant identification, usage and other cultural 
significance, as envisaged in the  research and training objectives of the Article 12 of the CBD. 
The Conservation Education Programme(CEP) also aims at enhancing public awareness as 
envisaged in the Article 13 by developing theme gardens to teach users that various urban goods 
are basically derived from the biodiversity rural areas-- forest, grassland or wetland ecosystems. 
Gardens for livelihood, religion, culture, etc. demonstrate plants used for respective activities 
such as carpentry, worship, magic, etc. This CEP was developed with the guidance of  CEE.  A 
Village Botanist (VB) training course initiated recently with FRHT support builds rural capacity 
in identification, monitoring, conservation and sustainable use of medicinal  plants as envisaged 
in Article 7 of CBD.  
 
For promoting local use and education of medicinal plants, a nursery was raised that distributed 
up to 200,000 saplings annually. Though, the total number of species raised was 300, about 15-
20 species were provided in large volume, 5,000-10,000 annually. Local schools, colleges, forest 
department, etc., bought the saplings for raising community gardens, public parks, etc. A 
package of 15 species was disseminated as Kitchen Herbal Garden (KHG) to almost 22,000 
families in the neighboring villages for primary healthcare. FRLHT supported this initiative 
financially and provided training on how to use these species as home remedies for primary 
health care.  KHG used household waste water. KHG saved up to 70% of the expenses on 
primary healthcare, which cost dearly.  KHG provides not only affordable but also easily 
accessible remedies in this remote area.  Further, promoting cultivation can reduce harvest 
pressure on wild resources as initiated by KHG.   
 
Fair trade for sustainable and equitable use 
 
Promoting rural cultivation for rural medicinal needs can reduce harvest pressure on wild 
resources marginally. However, it cannot avoid the threat of species extinction  owing to much 
higher urban market demand due to the rapidly growing herbal medicinal industry- including 
skin and body care products resulting from greed.  Each village uses about 15-20 medicinal 
plants, and folk healers know about 100-200 species each.  The total number of species used 
medicinally all over India is about 8,000. About 800 are traded, implying high urban demand, of 
which 600 of these are entirely collected from the wild while the rest are either cultivated or 
imported to some extent (Ved et al, 2003). Of these, nearly 300 i.e. 50% of the total wild 
collections are of high conservation concern, because of high population reduction due to harvest 
pressure and habitat loss, and may face threat of extinction sooner or later. The extinction threat 
to these species cannot be reduced by promoting cultivation of few species for rural healthcare.  
 
Commercial cultivation of species in high trade demand may help in reducing the harvest 
pressure of their wild population, but may not help reduce the drudgery of the rural gatherers. 
Most medicinal plants gatherers are landless labourers, who rely on goods collected from public 
lands. They may not get jobs if the rich landlords undertake cultivation of species earlier 
gathered from the wild. Cultivated species also often lack the medicinal efficacy derived from 
the wild source, produced by  natural stress such as drought, pest or microbial attack, etc. Thus, 
there is always a higher demand and price available for  the wild sourced medicinal products 
than the cultivated ones.  Thus, cultivation alone cannot solve the problems of species extinction 



or livelihood inequity. Promoting sustainable harvesting (Article 10) of the wild produce and 
equitable sharing of its commercial benefit (Article 8 j) is indispensable.   
 
Towards this end, CCD promoted the first co-operative medicinal plants trading company in the 
country. FRLHT guided the establishment of this company named as Gram Mooligai Company 
Limited (GMCL). FRLHT also routed financial support from DANIDA, Ford Foundation and 
Tata trust.  GMCL is owned by the women SHGs. Its operations involve over 1,000 families, 
from some 100 gatherer SHGs  and 40 cultivator SHGs. GMCL trades in 17 medicinal plant 
species collected from the fallow farms, barren land, wetland banks, etc. GMLC has also 
promoted cultivation and trade of 5 species, including organic farming methods.  In addition to 
providing procurement price and emergency cash advance, GMCL also offers dividends from its 
profits to the shareholder SHGs. Equitability, sustainability and accountability has helped 
GMCL’s business to grow 10 times during the last 4 years, from a mere 60 t worth  Rs. 1 million 
in 2000 to 600 t worth Rs. 9 million in 2004, despite  droughts for the last three years.  
 
The gatherers have developed Good Collection Practices (GCP) methodology and training 
manuals in Tamil and English with the guidance of American College, Madurai and FRLHT 
during 2001-3. It promotes 3 strategies: (a) collection of only the mature parts at maturity timing 
to get the best quality, which also provides optimal quantity and  maximum price (b) collection 
using less damaging methods, for example, hand plucking instead of sickle cutting (c) proper 
post-harvest processing: drying, weeding, grading, packing, etc.  
 
Each SHG has developed and maintained a system of proper recording of collection areas, 
habitat type, timing, methods, etc. Such recording is necessary to issue “eco-friendly” 
certification or cross-check its veracity by independent experts. This kind of eco-friendly trade is 
growing in the developed country herbal markets, and  beginning in Indian cities as well. 
Similarly, meticulous record keeping can help in getting the cultivation products  labeled as 
“organic” since cultivation in this rain-fed area  has been always free from chemical inputs for 
fertilizer or pesticides. GMCL would help in making urban consumption sustainable through 
“eco-friendly” and “organic” certification. GMCL is also promoting “fair trade” due to equitable 
benefit sharing compared to exploitative open markets.   
 
It will be unfair to pamper the greedy urban markets while ignoring rural healthcare. Thus, 
GMCL has recently started micro-processing and production of 7 herbal drugs to meet the most 
pressing rural healthcare needs- fever, arthritis, wounds and cough. These drugs worth Rs. 1.8 
million reach 3,000 families.  
 
Care before cure 
 
No curative healthcare can be effective or efficient without proper preventive care- healthy food 
and sanitation as well as physical activities and sound mindset. To promote traditional food 
preparations and seasonal-personal diet, CCD has initiated “Aahaaram” program. This involves 
production of Millet malt powder, Coriander and Ginger juice powder, Laddu (cake), Chikki 
(Toffee), Muruku (Chat), Karpati (Palm Jaggery ), Tooth Powder  etc. by different SHGs and 
their exchange amongst each other on a “barter” basis. This has reduced their dependence of cash 
economy and prevented their exploitation in buying unnecessary  and unhealthy products such as 



tea, coffee, tobacco, tooth paste, oil, etc. It also generates a local demand for agro-biodiversity 
and motivates farmers for its “in situ” conservation, as envisaged in article 7 of CBD. Local 
demand is also more sustainable and more stable than the global markets that often lead to crash 
and suicides.  
 
 The Aahaaram effort to recreate local exchange instead of industry-dominated markets is 
complemented by efforts to revive traditional occupations of people such as carpenters, potters, 
washer men, cobblers, blacksmiths, oil crushers, healers, etc. which involve optimal physical 
work, necessary to maintain sound health, unlike the sedentary, unhealthy table work or security 
jobs predominant in cities. Training for sound mental health is also provided through  the 
“Saadana” course in Yoga at the Garden.  
 
Sustainable lifestyles 
Local Resources and Traditional Skills (LRTS) can be conserved and even revived along with 
modern technology  and finance to generate sustainable and equitable livelihoods in the rural 
areas. This has reduced rural migration in CCD catchments to urban areas for job and food 
security, thereby reducing urban population growth and associated maladies- slums, garbage, 
diseases, crime. CCD efforts serve as a torch bearer to enhance rural employment through 
various need-based  IGP activities, as envisaged in the proposed Employment Guarantee Act 
(EGA). LRTS also reflects the low cost and low-tech model of Providing Urban Amenities in 
Rural Areas (PURA), without exploitation and waste.  
 
CCD’s work so far has ensured security of health, culture and employment as above. CCD is 
now deploying  the LRTS approach to ensure food security. Traditional food such as millets, 
local vegetables, pulses, oilseeds,etc. are not only healthy for humans but also conserve water. 
Palm Jaggery  for instance requires no water overuse as  required by sugarcane. However,   the 
jaggery must be sustainably consumed as its production is limited, which  would also  help avoid 
diseases such as  diabetes. Production of such farm products through LRTS is the only 
sustainable approach to ensure food and water security, unlike eco-destructive and monocultures 
of  sugar, cotton  or even coconut, tobacco, soyabean, Arecanut, floriculture  and medicinal 
plants. Mechanized production of these cash crops causes economic prosperity to the few 
landlords but harms society by reducing farm jobs and destroys nature by polluting soil, water 
and climate.  
 
Besides protecting health, food  and water, LRTS can also provide “climate” security by 
avoiding the present-day development hazards- (a) production, (b) distribution (c) marketing as 
well as (d) household usage of most commodities which is energy intensive and polluting. An 
average urban family is responsible for emission equivalent to the use of  12 kg of  coal daily due 
to 6 units (KWH) of electricity consumption by way of  appliances such as televisions, 
refrigerators, irons, ovens, grinders, etc., which is 5-6 times the rural fuel wood consumption. 
Since urban goods are produced in farms or factories several hundred kilometers away, 
transporting them  causes further emissions.  The factory or chemical fertilizer based production 
and  marketing through shops and advertising is also energy and pollution intensive. LRTS 
avoids all these 4 emitting pathways. Further,  commuting either to the workplace or for pleasure  
by vehicles in urban areas is also avoided in rural lifestyle . Thus, LRTS reduces carbon emission 



by 80-90%, by confining it to livestock dung decomposition, including community biogas plants 
or electricity generation through bio-diesel.  
 
Having successfully demonstrated the  LRTS viability to revive eco-friendly rural livelihoods in 
the sectors of medicine, food, water, CCD is now gearing to fuel, timber and fibre sectors..  
These findings have been part of the IURMAN (Indian Urban Resources Millennium 
Assessment by Naturalists) study during 2000-2004. CCD shared its learning with RANWA 
(Research & Action for Natural Wealth Administration),  a Pune- based NGO that coordinated 
IURMAN  (www.millenniumassessment.org/subglobal.indiaurban.aspx), Incidentally, IURMAN 
not only seeks to document  and publicize sustainable and equitable development approaches, 
but the term also means “longevity” in Sanskrit, an Indian language. IURMAN is a partner in the 
20 sub-global assessments accomplished in different parts of the world to demonstrate 
sustainable development paths to the policymakers. CCD efforts have demonstrated that besides 
providing academic training to students or policymakers, practical training to biodiversity users 
can generate visible conservation and economic impact, due to their follow-up actions, in their 
own interest.  Thus, it is an example of a Low External Input Sustainable Activities (LEISA) 
pathway, with training, seed grant and low-end technology  as the external inputs.  
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