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The Veddhas or the tradition-

al forest-dwelling hunters, suf-
fered from extreme poverty as a
result of state interventions
since the European colonial and
post-colonial era.

Modern development
schemes -including forced reset-
tlement- and the establishment
of conservation policies ignored
the intrinsic sustainability of
Veddha lifestyles.

Their enforced adaptation to
mainstream scenarios has
adversely affected the once free-
spirited Veddha people, their
traditional lifestyles and cultur-
al values, and has intensified
their marginalisation and
enhanced their dependency.

Their primary occupation of
hunting and gathering is now
prohibited by law. In some cases,
where protected forest resources
are used by forest-dependent
communities, including the
Veddha, arrests were made and
major conflicts and legal battles
ensue between the stakeholder
groups.

One key livelihood transition
has been the adoption of seden-
tary agricultural practices. This
shift has led to an increased
dependency on external inputs,
like chemical fertilisers and pes-
ticides, and has restricted access
to seasonal water sources. As a
result, the traditional livelihood
strategies of the Veddha, which
helped to preserve forest
resources, are being eroded.

The price the Veddha people
have paid is high. They are fac-
ing undue pressures and are
struggling to maintain liveli-
hood security. An erosion of tra-
ditional values, in exchange for
material aspirations, influenced

by external economic, socio-cul-
tural and religious influences, is
distinctly evident.

The rights of the Veddha
people are incorporated within
broader national policies
focused on the rights of forest-
dependent communities in gen-
eral. These policies have
deprived traditional forest-
dwellers such as the Veddha peo-
ple of their economic mainstay
and livelihood through displace-
ment and a denial of the right to
access forest resources.

Veddha settlements of
Ratugala and Pollebadda were
the focal points of concern.
Water, hunger and poverty were
burning issues reported by the
Global Environment Facility-
Small Grants Programme in
July 2004.

Familiarity with Veddha life-

ways resulting from previous
social anthropological research-
based studies resulted with a
preliminary field visit by the
Centre for Eco- Cultural Centre
(CES) to Ratugala and
Pollebadda in mid-August 2004,
thus, confirming the Global
Environment Facility
(GEF)\Small Grants Programme
(SGP) report.

Further vulnerability and
disempowerment were addition-
al key factors perceived among
the communities.

In designing the programme,
priority community needs were
identified as immediate liveli-
hood recovery measures with
the participation of the recog-
nised local Veddha custodian-
ship and community representa-
tives through preparatory dis-
cussions, while representative

community associations were
established as the mechanism to
build upon local capacities and
strengthen stakeholder net-
works.

The communication channel
thus, initiated has since been
maintained with the Veddha
communities, with the aim of
strengthening ties and confi-
dence-building that included
training in livelihood skills,
exposure visits and participa-
tion in GEF-SGP programmes
facilitated by CES, during the
project preparatory phase.

The Inter-Agency Working
Group on the Livelihood
Recovery of
Traditional/Indigenous Forest-
Dwelling People was also estab-
lished in response to the liveli-
hood insecurities being experi-
enced by modern forest-depend-

ent communities.
The Working Group commit-

tee, facilitated by the
UNDP/GEF-SGP, comprises rep-
resentatives from the
Biodiversity Secretariat of the
Ministry of Environment and
Natural Resources and the
Centre for Eco-Cultural Studies
(CES), operating as the joint sec-
retariat, and the Department of
Wildlife Conservation.

The Working Group’s main
objective is to facilitate the
recovery of forest livelihoods
and to preserve associated tradi-
tional knowledge systems.

The process is being carried
forward through negotiations
between the various stakehold-
ers aimed at proactive change in
order to overcome the barriers
forest communities are
presently facing
in inter-
acting
with
their nat-
ural envi-
ronment.

These
stakeholders
include local,
district,
regional and
national gov-
ernment agen-
cies, non-govern-
mental organisa-
tions and private
concerns such as
entrepreneurs.

While tackling
this as a key theme, national
and international agendas such
as the Convention on Biological
Diversity (CBD) and the much
publicised Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs), for
example, are also being

addressed.
In the spirit of the

International Decade for
Indigenous Peoples, develop-
ments for the establishment of
the National Policy on
Traditional Knowledge (NPTK)
were set in motion in 2003. The
NPTK and its associated strate-
gies were finally declared on
August 9, 2007, a day recognised
internationally for the
Celebration of Indigenous
Peoples.

Pre-existing policies, such as
the National Biodiversity Action
Plan and National Forest Policy,
have already highlighted the
importance of preserving tradi-
tional knowledge practices and

their associated
communities.

However,
the NPTK
exists as a
government
policy solely
dedicated
to the pro-
motion
and facil-
itation of
tradi-
tional
knowl-
edge,
and
to
the

mainte-
nance of the eco-

cultural well-being of
indigenous communities that
have nurtured such wisdom for
thousands of years.

A model for the livelihood
recovery of forest-dependent
Veddha communities has been
proposed through the IWGLRIP
in Ratugala.

Traditional wisdom combines with modernism
to rid poverty in Veddha community


