The People’s Sector

By RONALD L. REBELLO*

“Power concedes nothing without a demand.  It never did and never will.  People might not get all that they work for in this world, but they must certainly work for all they get.” 










- Fredrick Douglas

Indian Economy broadly comprises three sectors; the Public Sector (managed solely by government), the Private Sector (capitalist and profit oriented in nature) and the Joint Sector (muscle of the government and money of the corporate). All of these sectors are in the control of a bunch of few people i.e the bureaucrats, politicians and industrialists.  

But hold on, there’s a People’s Sector consisting of people’s movements and grass-root initiatives. Far away, down in the heart of central India, there is Tawa Matsya Sangh (fisheries union), a shining example of people being the best managers of natural resources, the ultimate providers of their own livelihood given an opportunity; generators of good revenue based on honesty and trusteeship and a life based on self-sufficiency and community sustainability through co-operation. 

Welcome to Village Kesla, Dist. Hoshangabad, Madhya Pradesh, India - to the Tawa Displaced Tribal Fish Production & Marketing Co-operative Federation Ltd. In short Tawa Matsya Sangh, a co-operative Federation of Adivasi (indigenous people) fishermen displaced from Tawa dam and working in Tawa reservoir since 1996.

History of the Sangh: 

When the famous Narmada bachao struggle was not even in its nascent stage and when there were not many agitations about dams and displacement, the Madhya Pradesh Government had overnight displaced thousands of Adivasis by building the Tawa dam on the Narmada River in 1973. The irony of it was that these Adivasis were already evicted twice by an Army Ordinance Factory and the Satpuda National Park. Displaced again from some 44 villages by Tawa Dam then, the Adivasis who lost their land overnight were on the verge of destitution with many of them migrating to far off places, while some were left behind on the brink of starvation.  Those who preferred to settle around the dam without any rehabilitation of the government, on their own initiative started fishing in the reservoir as the only means to survive. 

But the government, which had overnight thrown thousands of lives into a tizzy, did not think of engaging these very Adivasis into fishing in the reservoir.  Instead, rubbing salt on their wounds, the Madhya Pradesh Fisheries Development Corporation started fishing in the reservoir (from 1975 till 1994) by employing fishermen hired from outside and banning locals from fishing or even catching for self-consumption. Later on, it gave the contract of fishing on the reservoir to contractors, who would regularly threaten and beat up the Adivasis for “fishing illegally”. Enraged with this blatant alienation of their livelihood and life coupled with castigation of “doing fishing illegally” even for self-consumption, the Adivasis came together under the leadership of the Kisan Adivasi Sangathan (Peasant and Indigenous People’s Organisation) and rallied heavily for the exclusive fishing rights of the Adivasis on whose lands the reservoir was created.  After massive demonstrations and rallies for days on end, the Madhya Pradesh Government in October 1996 granted them the fishing rights.  Thus was formed the Tawa Displaced Tribal Fisheries Production and Marketing Co-operative Federation.  The government also sanctioned six lakh rupees for the co-operative, half of which was interest-free loan and half as grant.  
Basic features of the Tawa Reservoir: 
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Source: Sunil and Smita (1996). Reprinted from report by Jyotishi and Parthasarathy. See references.
Before starting fishing in the reservoir, the Adivasis took an oath in waist-deep waters to work honestly for the co-operative. Since then the Tawa Matysa Sangh has been one of the finest examples of co-operative struggles and initiatives towards a sustainable community.  Without any MBA degree holders or advertising or marketing specialists on their pay-roll, the co-operative has been functioning successfully since the last 9 years to the pride of Adivasis and to the envy of contractors and primarily a disgruntled bureaucracy who would otherwise receive cuts from contractors. 

So how does this unique system work? 

Structure and reach: 

The Tawa Matsya Sangh is a federation of primary co-operative societies. It doesn’t function directly but with the help of these current 40 societies functional under the Federation (Tawa Matsya Sangh).  
Primary societies undertake the actual fishing while the Federation (Sangh) markets it.  The Sangh looks after the marketing, supply of nets and boats and the stocking of fishing seeds. 

Each Samiti is established at the village level and is run by a 13 member committee headed by a president and supported by Vice-president and a member.  In some instances these samitis are constituted for 2-3 villages. The criteria for constituting a primary society (samiti) is that it should contain a minimum of 21 members who want to fish in the Tawa reservoir and show their agreement with the rules of the Sangh. A nominal membership fee of Rs. 105 is charged (100 Rs. Deposit and Rs. 5 entrance fees). Presently there are approximately 1500 registered primary members in all the Samitis. 
The Tawa Matsya Sangh has one representative from each samiti and the Sangh constitutes its Board of Directors from these representatives. The Board also includes ex-officio members such as the District Collector, representatives from the Madhya Pradesh Fisheries Development Council, Activists from Kisan Adivasi Sangathan. The co-operative has established itself well in Kesla and Sohagpur block of Hoshangabad district. 
Daily functions: 
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Fisherfolk registered in each Samiti do fishing on a daily basis by going out to fish in the morning.  The nets are set the previous day at 4 pm. While fishing the general rules that apply are that the fisherfolk will not catch fish by poisoning the fish or kill it by using dynamite, nor catch baby fish.  For this the Sangh specifies the size of the net that can be used by the fisherfolk.
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Once the fish is collected by the individual fishermen, it is then weighed and recorded by the Samiti.  The fish then is taken to one of the collection centres of the federation on the banks of the reservoir where it is collectively weighed. From here the fish of 40 samitis goes to the main federation centre where the fish is sold in the market or sold to hotels. Remaining fish is packed in ice and sent to far of places. 
The Adivasis engage in every function, there is no division of tasks as they all collect, pack, sell, transport, and also act as watch-dogs over the illegal fishing in the reservoir, playing a multi-dimensional role. 
Every year from June 15 onwards till August 15 for a period of two months, the TMS members observe a closed season of fishing.  This is done so that the fish get enough time to breed.  During this season the temptation to do poaching is very high and hence the TMS members ensure strict vigilance over the reservoir.  The Sangh also offers a bonus to the fishermen during this season in the absence of money they would get from selling the fish. 
Economy, Marketing and Output: 
If one were to take a look at the economy of the Matsya Sangh, one is stumped to know that it has so far paid a royalty of over Rs. 1 crore to the govt. of MP, the total income of fisherfolk has increased seven times, the area’s annual fishery production has increased from 83 tonnes in 1993-94 to 382 tonnes in 2004, the fish is sold to far off places, such as Nashik, Nagpur, Khandwa, Indore, Bhopal, Itarsi, Lucknow and Howrah.
Stunning achievements, particularly for a co-operative that began from scratch, without much help but mainly obstacles from the government.  These achievements have mainly been possible because of the co-operation and unity of the fisherfolk, which the members proudly proclaim.  
With an average production of 1 ton from the 40 samitis per day, the economy of the Matsya Sangh is simple.  Fisherfolk deposit their daily catch with the Sangh, which maintains a record of it.  All kinds of fish are sold at one price to the co-operative by the fisherfolk. Only distinguishing factor is dead fish or live fish.  Dead fish (minor) is sold at Rs. 8 per kg, while live fish (major) is given Rs. 17 per kg. Different species are not purchased at different rates by the Co-operative from the Adivasis.  As a result, Adivasis don’t engage themselves in catching only a particular variety of fish. The value for their work is equal due to this policy and this prevents any discontent among them if one’s “luck” was better than the other in catching a higher value fish.  The fish once deposited in the Matsya Sangh is then sold at different prices in the market depending on the variety of the fish, with each variety being sold for a price not less than 31 rupees per kilogram to cover costs.  See table for justification. 
1 kg of fish fetches a price of Rs 31 

Fish economy : 

Quantity

Amount per kilogram


Payments / expenditures                      

1 kg of fish 
= 
Rs. 17 



paid to member of co-operative

(break-up)
= 
Rs. 06 



paid as royalty to govt. of MP



= 
Rs. 02 



expenditure on ice



= 
Rs. 03 



transport costs



= 
Rs. 03



office maintenance, administration costs.

Total cost of 

1 kg of fish
= 
Rs. 31  sold in the market. 

This budget is revised regularly taking into consideration the market.  In fact the fish at these rates are so economical, that many hotels, traders and individuals purchase it.  Inspite of the high royalty charged by the government, the Sangh is able to pay a sufficient amount of money to the fisherfolk; more than what fisherfolk get in other areas.  If the royalty of Rs. 6 paid to the government is brought down, the fish would become cheaper and the fisherfolk can be paid more. The fisherfolk decry this high royalty as unjust, because in places such as Maharashtra, the royalty on inland fishing stands at only 50 paise per kg of fish, while in some areas of MP the royalty is only Rs. 2.  Nevertheless, the Sangh has so far paid a royalty of Rs. 1 Crore to the Government and still has sustained itself well.  
The fisherfolk are very happy with the amount they receive as it is sufficient for their daily requirements. Besides they are also allowed to keep a small amount of their daily catch for self-consumption. 
Profile/ Status of the fisherfolk: 

Most fisherfolk members of the Co-operative are Gonds and Korku Scheduled Tribes.  As the reservoir submerged their lands and their livelihood, the Adivasis took to fishing and have very well adapted to it. Some of the fisherfolk members are from the traditional fishing communities of Dhimar and Kahar.   

Many also engage in cultivation and collection and sale of minor forest produce (MFP) simultaneously to supplement their livelihood and nutrition needs. In short, the fisherfolk Adivasis have 3 ways of sustaining themselves : cultivating rain-crops, cultivating Kharif crops (watermelon etc) in summer, and fishing. 

Welfare of fisherfolk: 
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The TMS has ensured that all the fisher-folk, their livelihood and their families are secure under the Sangh.  If any new member doesn’t have boats or fishing nets, the TMS provides help in terms of a loan amounting to Rs. 20,000/- @14 % interest per annum, which the Fishermen are able to pay within no time because of flourishing business. 

The fisherfolk are insured well. The Sangh has ensured that the government has formulated a scheme for this purpose. Such a scheme by the fisheries department provides an insurance cover for the fisherfolk. In the event of death by drowning or disablement the fisherfolk are compensated a sum of Rs. 50,000 and 25,000 respectively.  The government insurance is for only registered fisherfolk while trainee fisherfolk need to have their own insurance.  
Even if a fisherfolk who has received a jolt to his life or his property such as a house destroyed by fire, besides being covered by the govt. insurance scheme, the TMS on humanitarian grounds donates a humble sum of money to the affected victim out of its corpus fund.  

The non-fishing staff at TMS are also insured at the expense of TMS. Daily wage workers employed on a wage basis need to bear their own insurance, which works out to Rs. 250 per year. TMS doesn’t bear any responsibility of injury to these persons. 

The organisation has insurance for loss or theft of cash during transit and property insurance for fire, accident, or any damage such as motor boat drowning, as damage to equipment and property also ultimately affects the livelihood of the fisherfolk. 

Rules and byelaws: 
When members enroll themselves in the Sangh they have to abide by certain rules, which was not the case with the government run co-operative or private co-operative whose aim was to exploit the resources by all possible means. While the previous co-operative regimes aimed at the quantity and profit only, Tawa Matsya Sangh besides paying attention to quality, quantity and profit, has also kept in mind the sustainability of the fishing activity.  For this reason it has framed following rules keeping in mind the future of livelihood of the fisherfolk. 
· Fishing during the breeding time of two months is completely prohibited. The breeding time is observed from June 15 to August 15.  During this time, the fish grow manifold in the reservoir.  
· Using dynamite to kill the fish or poisoning the fish is prohibited as this pollutes the water and also kills other fish which may not be collected. 
· Catching baby fish is prohibited. Here it depends on the type of the fish and there is no blanket rule for all fish. For instance it is prohibited to catch Katla, a herbivorous fish weighing less than 2 kg. On the other hand this rule doesn’t apply to catching a carnivorous fish. If weight specifications are not met by the members, they are warned once. If this is violated again then a memo issued and on violation of it on a third occasion, the work stopped and an inquiry conducted.  

The Matsya Sangh is very particular about following its rules in letter and spirit.  Even if fish has gone bad and has to be disposed off, a single person is not allowed to do it on his own, but a panchnama has to be made by the members of the Sangh. Rules are strictly observed.  
Challenges to the Tawa Matsya Sangh:

Over the last many years Tawa Matsya Sangh has been doing very well in terms of providing fish, supporting the livelihood of hundreds of Adivasis which the government has failed in doing, providing a great chunk in royalty to the government for the fish collected.  

While the Sangh has been very successful in all respects it has been primarily on tenterhooks at many stages. Firstly the 5 year contract renewal has been a major area of concern.   Though the Congress led Digvijay Singh government duly acknowledged the good work of the Sangh, it took a lot of lobbying from the Matsya Sangh to get the contract renewed for another five years in 2001.  It was feared that the Sangh after being successfully established would be taken over by the government which would reduce the rights of the primary societies to fishing rights only and the fisherfolk to wage earners only.  Such a precedent was already set when the government took over the marketing rights of the Bargi Co-operative Sangh (whose history and functions were the same as TMS) which was running successfully for 5 years. Tawa Co-operative did not want such a precedent to be set in their case.  The second contract of 5 years is soon going to expire in December 2006. TMS has made a demand that the lease period be extended for 10 years as this would give the Sangh a chance to do long term planning and implementation of development programmes. Ironically, while the Mumbai film city stands on hundreds of acres of land for a lease of 999 years at a very nominal rate - inspite of it being a multi-billion film industry - governments in India attempt to throttle and want to keep a control over people’s initiatives. 
The second area of concern is the regular panic created by the forest department which says that fishing is banned in the Tawa reservoir as the reservoir comes under the limits of the National Park’s protected forest cover as per the Wildlife Protection Act (WPA).  The WPA law forbids anyone from destroying, exploiting or removing any wildlife including forest produce from a sanctuary. However, the forest officials or the government is in no way able to establish the destruction of forests and wildlife by the fishing activities of the Adivasis.  The entire process of law and its understanding has been thrown to the winds.  Infact the Adivasis question this gross abuse of law and ask “was the government sleeping when it renewed our contract in 2001.  The very government did not think of destruction of wildlife or its ‘protected areas’ when the Digvijay Singh government had planned to build a casino bang in the midst of the Tawa reservoir”.  Says Mr. Fagram, Secretary of Kisan Adivasi Sangathan to this writer, “While we are reading that in Mumbai dance bars are being closed, the Babulal Gaur government is going berserk and is thinking of opening nearly 100 beer bars in around the sanctuary to promote tourism”. The forest rangers therefore confiscating the nets amount to causing sheer terrorism among the Adivasis.  

The Kisan Adivasi Sanghatan and Tawa Matsya Sangh are hence always in the phase of struggle against these challenges.  Inspite of these obstacles, the Sangh has successfully carried on its work.  
Conclusion: 

“Real Swaraj (self-rule with self-restraint) will come, not by the acquisition of authority by a few, but by the acquisition of the capacity by all to resist authority when it is abused. In other words, Swaraj is to be attained by educating the masses to a sense of their capacity to regulate and control authority” was said by Mahatma Gandhi in Young India - 29 January,1925. 

The Tawa Co-operative is true to the above Gandhian spirit. Ultimately, real Swaraj will not come by the acquisition of the capacity of all to resist authority only, but with the acquisition of the capacity to take control of one’s lives.  And if the people of our country are to attain economic Swaraj and Swaraj from poverty and unemployment, then it’s time we look towards Co-operatives like Tawa Matsya Sangh as an answer to save the marginalised from the high handed and profit-oriented regimes. 

The Story of our struggle 
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“I initially joined the Sangathan because of songs, and shouting slogans.  The Sangathan showed us that police fear movements.  Seeing this gave us confidence and we felt nice.  We then started going everywhere in all andolans held in different places.  We went to Bhopal, before which we were limited only till our village.  In Bhopal we saw new things, a new society.  We saw women driving bikes.  

Sometimes I did not know what the programme or demonstration actually was.  For instance once we participated in burning an effigy of Dunkell protesting against the Dunkell treaty and did not know what it was about.  We soon picked up the issues. We used to see Sunil, the advisor of Matsya Sangh, fighting and got inspiration and learnt to fight for the rights of people.  

The andolan for the Tawa Co-operative itself was one of our major andolans (agitations). We started an andolan for registration and for allowing us to sell fish. In 1995 we held a chakka jam for this and were beaten up severely.  The police did a brutal lathi charge, broke the hands of the photographer, broke heads, threw people off the bridge in order to suppress and terrorise us.  We kept asserting our right to fish. 

Meetings were then held with forest, water and revenue secretaries but to no avail. Registration was done, but fishing rights were not given.  So this time a boat rally was taken which also received no response.  Finally people did fishing without any permission. Dangling fish on bicycles it was sold in Itarsi and Sohagpur.  The Administration then agreed to give us official permission, but demanded Rs. 12 as royalty to dissuade the Sangh. But the Sangh agreed to give only Rs. 6 based on the Bargi model, which was agreed upon. 

In the first stages, when we started catching the fish, we didn’t know how to run the co-operative, how to maintain records, how to sell and market the fish.  We slowly learnt by visiting the Bargi co-operative and other places in Maharashtra.  We studied laws, byelaws, market rates, strategies.  All this was possible because of unity among us.  

We also learnt to tackle competition with private people, fight thieves regularly.  The five years passed off in this way and we progressed.  After 5 years we asked the CM for renewal of contract which was not given so easily because our co-operative didn’t meet demands of voting for them, giving their bureaucrats free fish.  

We therefore did tremendous lobbying for this by visiting schools, colleges, Tribal departments, the Press etc.  Finally the renewal was granted.

The demands are still there, but we oppose these demands because these are unjust. Today we can progress at a better pace, if we are given total independence from the government control.   



-- Fagram (Secretary – Kisan Adivasi Sangathan)

What people say about the Tawa Matsya Sangh: 

“The Tawa model has brought into sharp focus the positive effects of devolution… 

…………People are after all the best managers of the precious natural resources”



- Editorial (Down to Earth, January 15, 2002)

“The Tawa experiment is a very sincere demonstration of decentralisation, tribal self-rule and people’s participation.”

- Yogesh Diwan & Yemuna Sunny (Samudra, December 2001)

“The Co-operative is an example of community management of natural resources and sustainable development”

- Sunil  (Tehelka 31 May, 2004)

“Creative rehabilitation”



- Nilkantha Rath (Hindustan Times, December 2001)

“Co-operatives seem to be the best bet, as it appears. It should be noted that the strength of the (Tawa) co-operative is not only from within the reservoir activities, but largely owing to establishments or claims of aboriginal rights.   Therefore, to claim the success of (the Tawa) co-operative purely on merits of use and management of the resource alone would be an overstatement.”

- Amalendu Jyotishi & R. Parthasarathy (A Report on Tawa Reservoir Fisheries Management by School of Planning, Ahmedabad, Feb 2005)

The TMS can be seen as a model for participatory development, planning from below, rehabilitation of dam-oustees ….. and an alternative to privatisation and nationalisation.



- India Win MSN Group (unauthored, undated Internet page)

Contact details: 

Tawa Matsya Sangh - TMS 

Village Kesla, 
District Hoshangabad 461 111
Madhya Pradesh. 
Phone: 07572- 272171

Sunil: 94250 40452 (Resident Advisor)

Email: tawamatsyasangh@yahoo.com  
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* The writer is a human rights activist and regular letter-writer taking keen interest in Adivasi struggles and justice issues.  He can be contacted on:

28 Sunrise (552), Samta Nagar,

Kandivali (East), Mumbai 400 101

Tel: 022-28872741, 9869 650 870
Email: Yoursfrankly@rediffmail.com 
AN AMERICAN TOURIST versus A SIMPLE MEXICAN
The difference between making a living and making a Life!!
A boat docked in a tiny Mexican village. An American tourist complimented the Mexican fisherman on the quality of his fish and asked how long it took him to catch them.
"Not very long," answered the Mexican.  "But then, why didn't you stay out longer and catch more?" asked the American.
The Mexican explained that his small catch was sufficient to meet his needs and those of his family. The American asked, "But what do you do with the rest of your time?"
"I sleep late, fish a little, play with my children, and take a siesta with my wife.  In the evenings, I go into the village to see my friends, have a few drinks, play the guitar, and sing a few songs . . .I have a full life."
The American interrupted, "I have an MBA from Harvard and I can help you! You should start by fishing longer every day. You can then sell the extra fish you catch. With the extra revenue, you can buy a bigger boat. With the extra money the larger boat will bring, you can buy a second one and a third one and so on until you have an entire fleet of trawlers.  Instead of selling your fish to a middle man, you can negotiate directly with the processing plants and maybe even open your own plant. You can then leave this little village and move to Mexico city, Los Angeles, or even New York City!  From there you can direct your huge enterprise."

"How long would that take?" asked the Mexican. "Twenty, perhaps twenty-five years," replied the American.  "And after that?"
"Afterwards? That's when it gets really interesting," answered the American, laughing. "When your business gets really big, you can start selling stocks and make millions!"
"Millions? Really?"  And after that?"

"After that you'll be able to retire, live in a tiny village near the coast, sleep late, play with your  children, catch a few fish, take a siesta with your wife and spend your evenings drinking and enjoying your friends." 
Source: Forwarded mail received from the internet. 












