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SHASHWAT

India

PROJECT SUMMARY

KEY FACTS

Shashwat is a grassroots initiative that was developed in
response to the displacement of Koli Mahadeo, Thakar
and Katkari tribal communities by the construction of the
Dimbhe dam, which submerged 11 villages and destroyed
cropland in another 13. The organization helps local
communities develop small-scale fishing activities in the
dam reservoir, and improve agricultural production on the
remaining cultivatable land, much of which is on steep
slopes. The dam reservoir has been stocked with fish and
the local population is supported to obtain fishing leases,
boats, and nets. Fish size and abundance have increased, as
have local incomes.
Tribal farmers have been supported to cultivate small
paddy terraces on steep slopes in the local catchment area.
The organization also supports local farmers with land
tenure securitization, through securing official ownership
documents. Other Shashwat activities include education
and healthcare programmes focussed on women and
children.

EQUATOR PRIZE WINNER: 2012
FOUNDED: 1996
LOCATION: Maharashtra State
BENEFICIARIES: Tribal communities near the Dimbhe dam
BIODIVERSITY: Ecosystem restoration, forest conservation
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Background and Context

Shashwat is a grassroots initiative that was developed in response to
a range of challenges faced by indigenous and tribal communities
in the Pune district of India’s Maharashtra state. The initiative works
with Koli Mahadeo, Thakar and Katkari tribal peoples displaced, or
otherwise negatively affected, by the construction of the Dimbhe
hydroelectric gravity dam. Construction of the Dimbhe Reservoir
in 2000 completely submerged 11 tribal villages and resulted in
the flooding of cropland in another 13 communities. Shashwat has
worked to develop alternative, sustainable livelihood activities for
those living around the flooded area, including in villages within the
dam’s catchment area and those communities negatively affected
by demarcation of the Bhimashankar Wildlife Sanctuary in 1985.

Shashwat works with these communities to bring new, sustainable
livelihood opportunities to the dam’s catchment area. The organization’s primary focus has been the development of small-scale fishing activities and improving agricultural production on the steep
slopes surrounding the reservoir. Another important dimension of
Shashwat’s work has been supporting displaced communities to
claim rehabilitation and resettlements rights from the government.
One aspect of this advocacy includes the facilitation of partnerships
between the communities and local government. The aim is to empower displaced indigenous and tribal communities to establish
new livelihoods that are based on responsible stewardship of natural resources in the area.

Displacement of tribal communities

Shashwat has been able to foster a spirit of cooperation and common vision between community members such that the communal
enterprises and federations that have been created are deeply rooted in, and are now somewhat indivisible from, community identity.
Livelihood diversification activities have been complemented by
conservation interventions as well as the provision of much needed
healthcare and education programmes.

The Dimbhe dam’s catchment area includes 38 villages populated
almost entirely by people of the Koli Mahadev, Thakar and Katkari
‘scheduled tribes’ (a term which refers to specific indigenous peoples
whose status is formally acknowledged by Indian legislation). When
construction of the Dimbhe dam flooded 11 of these villages, 1,253
families were forced to leave their homes. A further 13 villages were
partially submerged, with their inhabitants losing prime cropland
on the banks of the Ghod River. Due to inadequate rehabilitation
measures, most of the affected population settled in 19 villages just
above the reservoir’s submergence line. Since their resettlement,
these communities have been forced to eke out an existence on the
steep slopes surrounding the 2,202-hectare reservoir.

The development of Shashwat
Shashwat was officially registered as an organization in 1996 and has
operated in its current form since 1999. However, founders of the initiative Mr. Anand Kapoor and Ms. Kusum Karnik have engaged with
tribal communities in the area since 1981, working on issues relating
to forest protection, community resource access, and economic development. Between 1995 and 2000, Mr. Kapoor worked on the rehabilitation of 152 villages displaced by the Bargi Dam near Jabalpur,
where he was involved in the development of a small-scale fishing
project, among other programs. When the Dimbhe dam project had
a similarly ruinous impact on nearby communities, the architects of
Shashwat saw an opportunity to develop a similar project on the
banks of the Ghod River.

The displaced population is largely uneducated and illiterate and
the alternative livelihoods available to them were limited. Most attempted to develop new sources of income from fishing along the
banks of the reservoir. The artificial lake, however, was comparatively
barren, with net aquatic productivity less than half that required for
good fishing yields. And while low fish stocks made fishing difficult,
poor soil quality on the steep slopes of the reservoir hampered the
efforts of the displaced communities to develop agriculture.
4

In 2000, Shashwat mobilized 700 tribal families from 13 villages to
lobby the Government of Maharashtra. The objective was to garner
support for the community to create and manage new paddy-fields
on the slopes above the dam reservoir under a rural employment
scheme. The lobbying efforts were successful and a pilot project was
sanctioned in 2002. The agreement saw the government covering
one third of farmer wages with contributions from Shashwat and
the community itself making up the remainder. Coordination of the
project was formally entrusted to Shashwat.

The Pune state tribal and fisheries departments were pulled into the
programming, as was the Central Institute of Fisheries Education
(CIFE) in Mumbai. A series of interventions was launched in cooperation with the displaced population, including seed stocking of
the reservoir to boost fish populations and the provision of needed
capital such as fishing boats and nets. The project had an overall
focus on building the capacity of resident communities to develop
and manage fisheries within the Dimbhe reservoir. CIFE provided
technical assistance for management of the reservoir, while Shashwat was given responsibility for community mobilization, including
organizational development and strengthening local management
capacity.

Later the same year, Shashwat launched a fishing cooperative for
residents living adjacent to the Dimbhe reservoir. However, the
rights of resident communities to fish within the reservoir were not
easily secured. When the dam was completed, the fishing lease was
initially granted to a local politician in a neighbouring district. Shashwat again mobilized the displaced communities to protest, which,
with subsequent lobbying, eventually put enough pressure on the
government to grant the fishing lease to the community in 2006.

As the initiative has grown in prominence and credibility, its scope
has expanded to encompass more holistic development planning,
encompassing a range of community wellbeing and social service
delivery dimensions. As such, Shashwat has positioned itself as a
trusted partner of local government authorities. In 2011, Shashwat
negotiated collaboration with Maharashtra’s Administrative Training
Institute (Yashwantrao Chavan Academy of Development Administration - YASHADA) and the Karve Institute of Social Service, which
resulted in a “micro-planning process” for development of the tribal
villages. This level of planning had previously only taken place on an
informal basis, so this collaboration marked a notable incorporation of
the communities into the formal development programming sector.

Government cooperation on livelihoods development
Shashwat has had remarkable success bringing the displaced communities of Dimbhe into the fold of formal government programming. In 2004, following petitioning by Shashwat, the Divisional
Commission of Pune made a site visit to the resettled communities.
He was able to see first-hand the overwhelming need of the community as well as the commitment of its members (and that of Shashwat) to socioeconomic recovery and stabilization. A development
plan called the “Dimbhe Dam Area Poverty Alleviation Programme”
was sanctioned, with a mandate to focus on the 38 tribal villages
residing in the dam’s catchment area.

Governance and institutional structure
Shashwat operates as a trust and is overseen by eight trustees.
Half of the trustees, as well as all three of the primary office staff,
are women. Several of Shashwat’s programmes are operated with a
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good measure of autonomy and independence from the main trust;
many, in fact, have their own governance structures. The fisheries
programme, for example, is an incorporated, independent enterprise
which is managed as a cooperative society with decisions are taken
through an independent General Assembly. Other programmes
have become formally integrated into government programming,
such as the paddy terracing programme which is now administered
directly by the government with inputs from Shashwat and resident
communities.

the villagers through the negotiations involved in gaining approval
from the relevant government offices, and the four-year process
of convincing officials to allow the community to manufacture the
bricks themselves rather than entrusting the task to a contractor.
Shashwat was given the go-ahead in August 2012 to begin planning
the construction of the villagers’ new houses in collaboration with
a local architect. After six rounds of consultations with the community and the architect, the design plans were finalized. Government
funds, however, were due to be released in installments, so Shashwat raised INR 400,000 to cover the initial construction expenses.
Construction is due to be completed by mid-2013, and will be facilitated by the arrival of government funds.

Shashwat employs a small paid staff. The majority of its work, however, is carried out by community members on a voluntary basis. The
principles of transparency, democracy and full and active participation guide the organization. It aims to maintain a non-hierarchical
structure and to foster a high degree of community ownership over
decision-making, programming and implementation. Incrementally,
Shashwat aims to transfer more and more management responsibility and authority directly to the displaced communities, gradually
assuming a supporting role.

The decision-making structure of the initiative has evolved as Shashwat’s staff has grown in size and experience. Through a three-tier
system, ideas may take up to two years to take a concrete form after
they are first raised by staff members or volunteers. Ideas are aired
during monthly programme review meetings, with senior staff and
trustees consulted regularly. Village-level stakeholders are involved
at every stage of the evolution of new projects, while Shashwat’s senior staff help to sharpen and shape project design. Seven key staff
members – including Shashwat’s two founders, as well as its project
coordinator, school manager, and team members responsible for
women’s health and women’s programmes – then take the final decision on project implementation. From start to finish, projects are
developed with a high degree of community ownership, facilitated
by what is described as a “flat” institutional structure in which plain
speaking is actively encouraged and each individual’s opinions are
respected.

The genesis and implementation of a recent project provides an illustration of how this devolved governance system functions. Ideas
for new areas of focus may originate from Shashwat core staff and
volunteers, who number around 60, or on the basis of demand from
communities themselves. In 2008, a Katkari tribal community from
the village of Old Ambegaon approached Shashwat for assistance in
accessing a government housing scheme. Lacking the land titles required to take advantage of this scheme, the community was initially aided by Shashwat in soliciting donations to purchase 75-square
metre plots of land for each householder. Shashwat then supported
6

Key Activities and Innovations

The common characteristic across Shashwat’s wide-ranging activities is support to tribal communities to fully realize and exercise
their rights. The organization operates with the twin objectives of
creating sustainable livelihood opportunities for tribal communities while also conserving the environment and natural resources on
which these communities depend. Most notably, Shashwat activities
include the development of community-based agriculture and fisheries, support for and documentation of community conservation
of local forests, the provision of healthcare and education services,
advocacy and lobbying to build constructive partnerships between
communities and local government, and community capacity-building and empowerment.

hectares of land into cultivation and provided a temporary source of
employment for local farmers. As a result of this project, annual paddy outputs increased from 68 to 98 kilogrammes of rice per family.
This substantial increase in grain yield meant that farmers were able
to secure their household food supply for 10 to 11 months, rather
than six to seven months, as was previously the case.
The paddy terracing pilot project was the first of its kind in Maharashtra. Because of its overwhelming success, the government was
compelled in 2010 to implement a full rural employment scheme in
the area. Initially sanctioned and funded by the Tribal Development
Department, the programme expanded from five villages in 2010 to
20 villages in 2011-2012. In September 2012, the Secretary of the
Maharashtra Employment Guarantee Scheme visited the area and
met with villagers, Shashwat staff, and researchers from Prayas, a local non-governmental organization. After the visit, the programme
was approved for replication in other hilly areas of Maharashtra under the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee
Scheme (MGNREGS).

Terracing on steep slopes
One of Shashwat’s first endeavours was to initiate dialogue between
tribal communities and the Government of Maharashtra. The goal
was to leverage financial support for the construction of terraced
paddy fields on the steep slopes overlooking the reservoir - slopes
which, until that point, had limited the ability of the displaced communities to undertake productive agriculture. This negotiation took
years. In 2002, the state government agreed to fund a pilot project
under the rubric of the Maharashtra Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme. The government agreed to pay one third of community wages, what amounted to approximately INR 2,088 per farmer.
Shashwat was entrusted with overall management of the project,
contributed an average of INR 1,250 per farmer.

Fishing cooperative
Sustainable fishing in the dam reservoir has been a priority activity for Shashwat since 2003. Prior to interventions by the group, between 25 and 40 families were trying to survive on the lake’s relatively
meagre fish catch. Unsustainable fishing practices were depleting an
already small fish population. Shashwat was able to establish standards and regulations amongst the fishing communities, effectively
reaching agreement to scale back damaging fishing methods (such
as the use of poisons and explosives) and to implement net-size regulations. Three wood-framed boats were constructed for community
use in fishing activities.

Between 2002 and 2004, 203 farmers participated in the construction of paddy terraces on their lands. The work was carried out using
the traditional padkai system - a practice of community mutual aid
in which community members work together on a rotating basis to
complete work on individual plots of land. Young people from the
villages were trained in measurement work – a capacity building bonus – collecting data that was then cross-checked and certified by
government department staff. The collective endeavour brought 13

The fishing communities, however, were still operating extra-legally, fishing in the reservoir without official resource access rights. In
2006, owing to persistent lobbying by Shashwat, the community
7

was able to obtain a fishing lease for the reservoir, allowing community-based management of the fish stock to begin in earnest. One
benefit of obtaining the lease was the provision of technical support
by the Central Institute of Fisheries Education (CIFE).

never exceeded INR 700,000 annually between 2006 and 2011, gross
fish sales between April and November 2012 totalled more than INR
1,300,000.
This project has also included a number of innovative approaches
to improving the productivity of the reservoir. The community now
plants dhencha or taag, a green manure crop, on lands which are
submerged when the reservoir’s water level rises. This practice increases food availability for fish, while simultaneously improving the
soil quality for the winter planting season by fixing nitrogen. The cooperative has also experimented with the use of solar dryers to dry
fish during periods of abundance.

Today, fishing in the reservoir makes the most of modern fishing
techniques while still being community-run. The lake was stocked
with “seed fish” and gradually more low-impact boats and nets were
provided to the community. Under CIFE guidance, the community
uses a state-of-the-art cage and pen technique in which fish fingerlings are grown to 100-175 millimetres in length in floating cages
before being released into the open water. This method significantly
increases their prospects of survival and full maturation. The community collectively manages the fishery, imposing net-size restrictions and a strictly observed closed season. The abundance and
size of fish has increased, a change which has been tracked through
community monitoring and evaluation.

Raising ornamental fish
The non-fishing, monsoon months are challenging for community
members dependent on the fishing sector for their livelihood needs.
This is particularly true of the landless Katkari tribes. To address this,
Shashwat has introduced the practice of ornamental fish rearing as
an alternative income stream for local fishers. This new field of work
that has been particularly lucrative for local women. Participating
women have formed themselves into 32 self-help groups which together constitute a federation. Through the self-help groups, women have received training in the upkeep of ornamental fish, which
are reared in cases provided by CIFE. When an initial pilot project
proved successful, the National Fisheries Development Board provided a further 16 cages. This activity has provided significant income for tribal women. The women’s groups now also make and
sell glass aquariums containing a variety of ornamental fish, while
wholesalers often visit the dam site directly with offers to purchase
their entire output. Additional support is required, however, before
this enterprise activity becomes self-sustaining.

The fishery project is managed by the Dimbhe Jalashay Shramik Adivasi Macchimar Sahakari Society Ltd (Dimbhe Reservoir Tribal Fishing Cooperative Society Ltd), a legally registered cooperative body
formed specifically for this purpose. Two hundred and fourteen
tribal families take part in the cooperative, which now owns 148
boats and over 2,000 kg of nets. The cooperative harvests up to 27
tonnes of fish each year, including rohu, catla and mrigala, and local
species such as chela – all Indian carps. Whereas the average weight
of major carp specimens in 2003 was 700g, it has now increased to
6-8kg. Between April and November 2012, total catch exceeded 21
tonnes. In addition to increases in fish size, this can be attributed
to the increased number of fishing days, from 72 in 2006-07 to 248
in 2011-12. These upward trends in fish size and abundance have
translated directly into improved incomes for local fishers. Having
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Improving agricultural productivity

problem in the region: a lack of appreciation for the environment
and development benefits possible from community-based forest
management. To give an example, when a portion of the Bhimashankar forest was declared a Wildlife Sanctuary in 1985, the resident
population of the forest was threatened with eviction. Their crops
were put at risk from the prospect of large increases in wild boar
populations as a result of a ban on hunting in the forest. Wild boars
are known to completely destroy paddy and bamboo cultivation,
and selective hunting was undertaken by government authorities to
keep a balance between healthy boar numbers and crop cultivation.

Each year, when the reservoir level drops and water is released
through the dam for downstream irrigation, 400 to 600 hectares of
land become available for seasonal planting. To enhance and expand local agricultural options, Shashwat lobbied the government
for permission to work with the displaced communities to farm this
land and make it productive. The government agreed to lease the
land at half the standard land use charge and nearly 180 farmers are
now growing crops on about 200 hectares of land.
An additional obstacle was that, until 2006, local farmers lacked the
equipment necessary to irrigate these lands, thereby limiting the
types of crops they could grow and their ability to maximize harvest
outputs. Again through a combination of lobbying and proposed
partnership with the government, Shashwat was able to provide
65 farmers (in 13 farmer groups) with irrigation pipelines and lightweight hand-pumps. By 2012, over 200 farmers had been able to
access 140 hand-pump and pipeline sets. The land is now being
used to grow pearl millet, wheat, fenugreek, vegetables and potatoes, providing food security for three to four months of the year
and supplementing other livelihood activities. Out-migration from
the villages during this traditionally sparse work season has been
substantially reduced.

For the last two decades, even before the inception of Shashwat in
its current incarnation, the programme founders worked with the
eight villages of the Bhimashankar Wildlife Sanctuary to advocate
for their collective rights to remain in the forest. The lobbying effort,
though it took several years, was ultimately successful in convincing
the government to desist from evicting the villagers from the sanctuary. Out of this experience the People’s Forest Research Institute
was born. The institute documents community-based forest management practices and has become a valuable resource for convincing government and other stakeholders of the value and win-win
environment and development solutions that are possible through
community stewardship.

Healthcare and education programmes

Other broader efforts have been made to improve local agricultural
productivity, including through partnerships with local academic
institutions. From 2007-2012, students from the Indian Institute of
Technology in Mumbai have undertaken 10-week internships with
Shashwat. As one example of the contributions made by the interns,
a group of students designed and constructed a two-kilometre irrigation channel to provide water to the village of Patan, an intervention which has seen a doubling of wheat harvests of local farmers.
Shashwat has also supported local farmers to secure land tenure.
The organization pushed for a needed update of land ownership
documents to reflect the names of current owners and labourers in
place of their ancestors.

As additional activities, Shashwat supports a health clinic – focused
on child and maternal health – as well as a number of educational
initiatives. These include twelve pre-primary school centres, a residential primary school for tribal children who have not yet started
formal education (or have dropped out of the school system available in the area), and a children’s hostel to house students who
have to travel long distances to get to school. Shashwat fosters the
athletic talents of the students at the hostel and school with a view
to one day developing it into a sports academy. A plot of land near
the Dimbhe dam has already been identified for this purpose and
Shashwat is seeking corporate sponsorship to initiate the project,
as well as requesting permission from the government to use the
abandoned buildings of the dam irrigation colony for educational
and fisheries training purposes.

People’s Forest Research Institute
Shashwat also supports community conservation of local forests and
sacred groves and assists communities in advocating for their rights
to use local forests. The tribal communities of the area have traditionally conserved sacred groves in the forests surrounding their
villages. To document and profile community relationships with the
local forests, and their commitment to sustainable forest management, Shashwat initiated the People’s Forest Research Institute.

As a result of Shashwat’s educational programming, 40 children of
the Katkari tribe – classified as a “particularly vulnerable tribal group”
and among the poorest in India – are now studying at the Vandeo
Vidya Mandir School in the remote village of Aghane. Of these, 23
have gone on to study at the hostel school in Dhimbe village. Shashwat’s schools also help to promote a spirit of cooperation and social
cohesion, as children from various tribes are educated together and
learn about one another’s languages and customs.

The establishment of this institute addressed a clear and persistent

“It is important for people to understand that those who have lived with the forest for centuries
and preserved the forest for centuries are the best people to know how to conserve it, how to use
it, and how to take care of it. Without them, who knows the forest?”
Ms Kusum Karnik, Founder and Vice-President, Shashwat
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Impacts

BIODIVERSITY IMPACTS

gradation of the slopes, in combination with the region’s high annual rainfall, causes a great deal of soil erosion. With no interventions and no terracing, projected siltation rates for Dimbhe dam are
in the range of 30 million cubic metres over the assumed 100-year
life of the project. The paddy fields, however, trap silt far above the
reservoir at an average rate of about 150 cubic metres of silt per 500
square metres terraced land. Shashwat complements its terracing
work by planting of shrubs, trees and grasses on trench and mound
structures on the banks of the reservoir to maintain soil integrity. The
plants trap silt carried down by rainwater in areas where terraces do
not extend all the way down to the water’s edge.

Shashwat is deeply committed to the conservation and rehabilitation of local ecosystems. The environmental interventions outlined
below are complemented by a range of sustainable income generating activities, which constitute an important dimension of the
overall conservation strategy. There is a need to provide members
of resident communities with livelihood options that do not damage the environment, as they might otherwise be forced to resort to
unsustainable practices to make ends meet.

Sustainable fishing

Forest conservation through ‘sacred groves’

Before the Shashwat fishing cooperative was established, the Dimbhe reservoir was almost barren, with less than half the net aquatic
productivity required for sufficient fish production. By stocking the
lake and planting dhencha or taag green manure crops on the banks
of the reservoir – banks that become submerged when the water
level rises – the cooperative has effectively rejuvenated populations
of a number of fish species and restored a fully functioning ecosystem. The conservation and sustainable use of the lake ecosystem
has become a source of community pride and a rallying point for
community action. A prohibition has been put in place that restricts
the introduction of invasive alien species in the reservoir, an intervention that became necessary after a private company, without the
consent of the community, began cultivating exotic species of fish
which broke free of their net cages and threatened to destabilize
the lake ecosystem. Members of the local fishing cooperative held a
protest which forced the company to abandon their activities and to
pay compensation for ecological damages.

Although the area is home to the 111-square kilometre Bhimashankar Wildlife Sanctuary, a strong tradition of forest conservation predates the protected area. Local communities have long maintained
sacred groves (devrai), where forest and wildlife conservation overlap with religious practice. Almost every village maintains a sacred
grove where human incursions are prohibited and a conservation
ethic is closely observed. There have been multiple occurrences of
sacred groves being threatened by forest contractors and private
sector logging interests. In these instances, Shashwat has served as
a lobbying platform and voice of opposition.

SOCIOECONOMIC IMPACTS
The empowerment of tribal communities
Perhaps the most significant impact of Shashwat’s work has been
the empowerment of tribal communities that were displaced by
construction of the Dimbhe dam. Many of these tribes have suffered
from social and economic isolation and marginalization. They have
typically lacked access to education or to the government services
that would allow for the full realization of their land and resource

Sustainable agriculture
On the agriculture side, the construction of paddy fields above
the reservoir has helped to avoid siltation, controlling erosion and
lengthening the functional life of the dam and reservoir. The steep
10

rights. Shashwat has empowered these communities to demand
more from their government representatives, to invest in the community as a source of transformational change at the level of landscape and economy, and to defend community ownership of land
and stewardship of natural resources. Organizing the fishing cooperative and attaining the fishing lease for the reservoir were large
steps in establishing the collective rights of the community to access
land and fresh water resources. Shashwat has provided a communication bridge between tribal communities and government officials,
resulting in improved interactions, greater openness and trust, and
higher levels of mutual confidence between local resource users and
policymakers.

ments in food security have had spill-over impacts such as greater
confidence of local labourers and fishermen to demand fair wages ,
reducing out-migration to urban centres.

Access to education
The tribal communities served by Shashwat live in remote areas and
lack connectivity to basic social services like education. Shashwat
aims to fill this gap, not by creating a parallel education system that
risks duplicating government efforts, but by focusing programming
and service delivery on areas where none previously existed. For example, Shashwat runs one school for children who have not been
able to access or afford formal education, several pre-schools in villages not reached by government programmes, and a residential
school for children who have been unable to thrive in the existing
school system. Access to education for this segment of the population is significant, as the majority of adult community members
are illiterate and were never provided with access to formal education. Shashwat’s educational programming promises to reverse this
trend. Many of the children attending Shashwat-run schools are the
first generation of their families to receive a formal education. More
than 60 children of the Katkari and Koli Mahadev tribes, historically marginalized and acutely poor, are currently being educated at
Shashwat-supported schools in the village of Aghane, while 23 have
moved on to study at the Shashwat hostel.

Promoting collective action and cooperation
The promotion of cooperation within and between communities
towards common environment and development goals has helped
strengthen social bonds and build relationships between different
tribal groups in the area. Notable examples of this approach in action included: the collective farming of the dam’s drawdown area,
with groups of farmers sharing irrigation equipment; the padkai system of mutual aid used to construct the paddy terraces; and establishment of the community-run fishing cooperative, where shared
rules and regulations were put in place. This spirit of cooperation
has been brought to the younger generation through education
and school programmes that bring together students from different
tribes, bringing different languages and customs together.

Improving food security
The development of the local agriculture and fishery sectors has
done a great deal to improve food security for the tribal communities. Grain harvests have increased substantially as a result of agricultural improvements, now lasting 10 to 11 months of the year
rather than six to seven as was previously the case. According to an
evaluation carried out by the NGO Prayas in four villages where the
programme had been implemented, only one year after paddy terracing, production had increased by more than one third. The measures put in place by the fishing cooperative – low-impact equipment, fish net regulations, and catch size enforcement – have also
led to greater fish size and abundance. The fisheries management of
the reservoir has helped reduce incidence of malnutrition, a major
problem in India particularly among women and children. Improve-

“Shashwat’s work is guided by the underlying belief that one must respect the people one works
with. Our vision and mission are not written on a board somewhere high above the office, they
are discussed; and the values we believe in – fraternity, equality, freedom, justice, truth, love of
fellow human beings, and valuing physical labour – are often brought up regarding day-to-day
matters, thus keeping this spirit alive.”
Mr. Anand Kapoor, Founder, Shashwat
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Empowerment of women

region. Based on its experience, Shashwat presented its recommendations on the development of overarching fisheries policy at
a regional seminar in Goa in 2007 and at a state-level cooperatives
conference in 2011. Also in 2011, Shashwat made a submission to
the Indian Government Planning Commission’s Working Group on
Fisheries for the drafting of its 12th Five Year Plan (2012-2017).

Shashwat has ensured that women are fully involved in the activities
it supports. As one example, during the process of updating land
ownership documents to secure land tenure, the names of more
than 500 women were added to land deeds as co-owners alongside
their husbands. Although initially only one member of each family
was allowed to join the fishing cooperative, this has been expanded to include one woman from each family, making it possible for
women to participate alongside their husbands. Women have also
assumed leadership roles in governance and decision-making; there
are now three women on the fishing cooperative’s board of nine directors. Women have also acted as ambassadors for the community
in meetings with government officials.

The advocacy work done by Shashwat to enlist government support
for the construction of paddy terraces had a ripple effect on government policy. The project marked the first time that the padkai
system of cooperative labour was accepted and formalized under
the Maharashtra state Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme. Due
to the success of the project and the partnership arrangement with
the state government, the method of using stone bunds on private
farmlands (those having slopes of between eight and 20 per cent)
was subsequently sanctioned for 38 different villages in the Dimbhe
dam area.

The ornamental fish initiative developed by Shashwat was spearheaded specifically with the income generation needs of local
women in mind. The activity provides a valuable source of income
for these women, independent of their husbands. In a good year,
women can earn up to INR 1,500 per month through it. The project
has also involved a great deal of capacity building and training for
local women and resulted in the creation of several more women’s
self-help groups.

Securing land tenure
Shashwat also pioneered the practice of ‘village camps’ for upgrading land ownership documents and has received strong support
from government officials in this activity. Between 2004 and 2010,
43 such events were held in the area by Shashwat and the government revenue department. The approach involves holding set days
during which depositions from all claimants to village land are recorded. The names of those currently cultivating the land are then
recorded on the land title documents in place of their ancestors,
which makes it easier for community members to access government schemes and legitimises their land tenure.

POLICY IMPACTS
Lobbying, advocacy and successfully petitioning government to
recognize the rights and resource management capabilities of tribal
communities have all been areas of significant accomplishment for
Shashwat. On multiple occasions, the organization has been able
to mobilize community members to influence government policies, reverse unjust land and resource allocation decisions, and secure favourable outcomes for the displaced tribal communities they
serve. Shashwat has excelled at bringing this previously socially and
economically marginalized population into the fold of formal government programming and legal entitlements. Documentation of
community-based natural resource management capacity in the
forestry and fisheries sectors has helped make the case to relevant
policymakers that local stewardship of biodiversity and ecosystems
can have positive environment and development benefits.

Lease agreements
Such was the case when ensuring that resident communities were
granted the lease to fish in the reservoir: by successfully demonstrating the positive impacts of community-based fisheries management,
and the compound benefits this could have for local livelihoods and
food security, Shashwat was able to secure the lease agreement for a
reduced rate of INR 54,000 instead of the standard INR 121,000. The
same outcome was achieved when Shashwat was able to demonstrate the ways in which communities could make drawdown land
productive.

Influencing policy
Lessons learned from Shashwat’s work with communities affected
by the Dimbhe dam are also informing wider fisheries policy in the
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Sustainability and Replication

SUSTAINABILITY

collective action. Also crucial for the long term sustainability of
Shashwat and its initiatives, however, is continued collaboration
with official government channels.

Although many of the projects Shashwat supports are not yet selfsufficient – either in terms of financing or technical capacity – the
organization has achieved excellent results in developing sustainable
livelihood options for tribal communities. Shashwat is dedicated
to ensuring that the organizational structure is democratic and
community buy-in is strong enough to support the projects over the
long term.

REPLICATION
Shashwat actively seeks opportunities to share the experiences of
the Dimbhe dam communities with a view to developing similar
initiatives amongst tribal communities in other areas of Maharashtra
and beyond. The organization makes use of a variety of media
and the fishing cooperative regularly hosts educational visits by
NGOs, scientists, and students from fisheries colleges across India.
Representatives of Maharashtra’s Department of Fisheries and of
several financial institutions have visited project sites, ultimately
leading to elements of the project being promoted across the
country. The design of the fishing boats that Shashwat introduced
to Dimbhe reservoir is being promoted and used by Maharashtra’s
Tribal Development Department and various NGOs in other parts of
the state.

Rather than governing projects directly, Shashwat invests substantial
effort into building community capacity so that the involvement
of Shashwat can be gradually scaled back over time. With this in
mind, Shashwat places strong emphasis on collective action and
strengthening community bonds. As an indication of the return on
this investment, Shashwat has been able to rely heavily on volunteer
efforts; only nine staff members are employed, supplemented by
significant voluntary work by community members.

Partnerships between communities and local government

Participation in knowledge networks

Much of Shashwat’s work focuses on building relationships within and
between tribes, through co-education of tribal children, promotion
of collective labour, and the establishment of cooperatives. The
padkai system for the construction of paddy terraces is an excellent
example of this approach, with farmers sharing labour and
equipment to achieve results that could not have been achieved
individually.

The Office of the Principal Scientific Advisor to the Government of
India approved a project in late 2012 wherein the Indian Institute of
Technology (IIT) Bombay and Shashwat will collaborate to improve
the structures of floating cages for aquaculture. The communities
are also hoping to share their experience and knowledge of using
cage and pen culture techniques with communities around five
other large dams in nearby tribal regions.

The fisheries project is entirely managed by the cooperative
society. Participation in the cooperative is high and it is becoming
increasingly autonomous in managing its own relationships with
government agencies and partners. Although the fisheries initiative
is not yet financially sustainable, it is providing valuable livelihoods
to the local communities. The results achieved to date are a strong
demonstration to communities of the value of cooperation and

Shashwat shares its experience and knowledge through
membership in the Konkan Lokadhikar Manch, an association of 22
NGOs working in six districts to help Katkari communities develop
sustainable livelihoods through fisheries in dam reservoirs. Beyond
fisheries development, Shashwat’s efforts to have the padkai system
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for construction of paddy terraces recognised for government
employment scheme funding has been highly influential, with
similar schemes now being proposed for implementation in other
regions of Maharashtra.

development in hilly areas, as well as providing boats and nets for
tribal fishers. Most recently, the government sanctioned a housing
project for 22 Katkari families on land that Shashwat donated for this
purpose. Trans Tech Turnkey Private Ltd. (Pune) provided a start-up
grant for this project.

Through Shashwat’s People’s Forest Research Institute, the
management of the forest by local communities is being documented
and monitored. As well as providing a record of the region’s flora,
this endeavour will allow for the replication of successful forest
management practices, based on sound evidence of their success.
Shashwat plans to initiate similar work regarding the monitoring of
the reservoir’s fish species.

The Central Institute of Fisheries Education (CIFE) has been crucial in
providing technical guidance for the development of the reservoir
fisheries, and provides ongoing technical guidance, in collaboration
with the National Fisheries Development Board, with respect to
cage and pen culture techniques and the rearing of ornamental fish.
Maharashtra State has supported communities by providing fishing
boats, nets, and seed stocking of the reservoir, as well as assisting in
land ownership and with irrigation equipment.

PARTNERS

IIT Bombay has sent students to undertake internships with
Shashwat for a number of years. This has proved to be a fruitful
partnership, with the students designing an irrigation channel later
constructed with the help of local farmers. Yashwantrao Chavan
Academy of Development Administration (YASHADA), Maharashtra’s
Administrative Training Institute, and the Karve Institute of Social
Service have also partnered with Shashwat in its development
planning activities. Finally, a significant number of local, individual
donors have consistently supported Shashwat’s work.

SWISSAID India has been a consistent supporter of Shashwat
together with the Norwegian NGO Barnas Venner, which has funded
projects in the areas of children’s education and women’s health. The
Rotary Club of Pune Tilak Road has provided financial support for
fisheries development and the Village Development Council (UK)
has helped to improve the design of fishing boats.
The Tech Mahindra Foundation has supported Shashwat’s school
and hostel. The Government of Maharashtra has supported land
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