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PRADIPSAHA  Kakdwip

t is October, 2004. In the Supreme
Court (sc) in Delhi, there contin-
ues a 2-year-old cae that has
become adash of imperdtives: pro-
tecting the environment — a fragile
mangrove ecology — versus people's
livelihood: a sugtainable style of fishing.
But let us turn away from the hectic
atmosphere of acourt hearing. Let us go
to the deltathat lies a the fag-end of the
Gangetic Plain, df West Bengdl.

Here the brute solidity of the sub-
continent's landmass gives way to water,
uneasily. Here, pockets of land mulishly
poke out of an immense
expanse of water: the land-
meass refuses to give way,
and the Bay of Bengd
refuses to let go. In this
region that is water but
aso land, October signi-
fies the beginning of a
four-month fishing sea
son. And here, this year,
more than 10,000 jaila
kaibartyas — a south
Bengd cagte of traditional
fisherfolk — wait with
hardly conceded despera-
tion to st out to sea. But

they won't.
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They can't. Why?

In November 2002, Wildlife Protection
Socigty of India director Bdinda Wright
shot off a letter to the Centraly
Empowered Committee (CEC; it advises
the Supreme Court on al cases related
to forestry). The letter complained of
‘encroachment’ by fisherfalk in man-
grove-foresed Jambudwip — an idand
5 km south of the mainland, CEC issued
a letter to the chief secretary, West
Bengd, to take action; subsequently, on
August 25 2003, sc passed an interim
order that "no trawler or mechanised
boat shdl enter the water adjoining
Jambudwip Idand until further orders’.
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The problem isfisherfolk use a part
of Jambudwip to dry the fish they catch
15 km south, in the sea. What, now, is
the point of fishing if the fish can't be
dried there?

It is a complex case

In the report CEC submitted post-com-
plaint, fish-drying is categorised as a
non-forest activity. According to the
Forest Conservation Act, 1980, such
activity, if not approved by the Union
ministry of environment and forests,
must be banned. The 10,000-odd fisher-
fok are illegd users, for the use of a
reserve fores for a non-forest purpose
has not been cleared.

This is where compli-
cations occur. Jambudwip
was declared a reserved
forest aslong ago as 1943.
Ye, older fisherfolk
remember the idand being
used to dry fish snce the
1950s A semind 1967
field study by anthropolo-
gig Bikash Raychaudhary
— published as TheMoon
and the Net by the
Anthropologica Survey of
India— a0 tedtifies to a
time-honoured activity.
Indeed, fish-drying on




Jambudwip continued even dter the
1980 act wes promulgated. As
Kiranmoy Nanda, West Bengd's fish-
eries minister, maintains, "All aong,
these fishermen were given seasond
permits by the foret department.”
Nanda adds, "The Wildlife Protection
Act and the Coastal Regulation Zone
under the Environment Protection Act
protect the customary rights of fisher-
men". This statement further compli-
catesthe picture: Jambudwipisanunin-
habitated idand; arguably, therefore,
people have no rights here.

What happens to Moti Das?

Moti Das is a dryfish businessman.
Half-heartedly repairing his boats, he
says he did abit of business in 2002. In
2003, he could not operate in
Jambudwip. So, he shifted fish-drying
to Namkhana. "But we got a very low
price," he says. "Namkhana s not the
right place to dry fish, there is too much
sandinthe air. More than that, there are
congtant fights with Namkhana locals.
We have no dternative to Jambudwip."

Why Jambudwip? First:

Transient fishing (locdly cdled sabar) is
one of the few traditional methods of
fishing ill practiced in the world.
Fishing takes place for 150 days between
October and February. Its sustainable
esenceis not the kind of boats they use,

Sukhlal Das was once a bahardar (master of the fleet). Now, he'sjobless

but net design and method. A behundi
(locd name for a stake net) is designed
such that its holes are larger a the
beginning and become tinier towards
the end. It takes dmost 300 person-days
to prepare a behundi; its architecture
dlows fishlings to swim through. Only
adults get caught. In approximately 400
s km of tide-determined water flow,
1000behundi sarefixed.

Each net is 60-70 fest wide, fixed
with bamboo poles rammed into the
sea-bottom, facing the tide. The nets are
placed where underwater creeks exigt,
where ddtaic rivers deposit nutrients,
thus attracting fish. Such a demand
turns buhundi placement into an art,
fine-tuned through years of keen obser-
vation and practice. Unlike unsustain-
able fishing practices that indiscrimi-

nately swathe through the seabed — gill
nets, typicaly what trawlers use — tran-
sient fishing uses stationary nets. But
here, boats are used only to reach the
place, fix nets and haul the catch.

The catch has to be hauled, then
nets turned to face the turning tide, in
about 7 minutes. A tide pulls the net to
the bottom; the fish fallow the flow, and
S0 get caught. For a few minutes before
the tide turns, the net surfaces. Now the
catch must be unloaded into the boat;
then quickly, the mouth is reversed.
Work stops on MI moon and moonless
days; onthese daysthetideistoo strong,
the net doesn't hold. For 120 days in 5
months, theflsherfolk work the creeks.
An entire team days a sea

Wheat they catch is sent, in around-
the-clock operation, to Jambudwip.
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