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India’s first green village is 
fighting hunters to stay green

Yudhajit.ShankarDas@timesgroup.com

Gunshots pierced the misty air of  
Khonoma earlier this year, jolting 
villagers out of  their reverie. 

They smelled disaster in the air. 
The residents of  Nagaland’s Khono-

ma — the fi rst green village in India — 
had made a Herculean effort to ban log-
ging and hunting in 1998. 

Twenty years on, the green warriors 
of  this village are fi ghting a battle with-
in and have taken fresh guard in June 
against the ecological challenges. But, 
then, Khonoma has always revelled in 
challenges; while the princely kingdoms 
of  India were falling prostrate before 
the British, this Naga village stood up to 
British empire for four decades.  

The doughty Angami tribe led a 
unique conservation effort in Khonoma, 
a village of  3,000 residents with cobbled 
pathways and scenic terraced paddy 
fi elds. A community-led initiative turned 
20sqkm of  forest land into a sanctuary. 

“The ban on hunting and logging was 
imposed by our elders, as people realised 
it was high time to preserve the environ-
ment for the next generation,” says Hek-
ho Chase, general secretary of  Khonoma 
Youth Organisation (KYO).

The efforts of  the village, which is 
about an hour’s drive from the state capi-
tal, Kohima, grabbed national attention. 

“The government of  India awarded 
Khonoma a Green Village project in 2003-
04, and the Green Village tag in 2005,” 
says Neikedolie Heikha, chairman of  the 
eco-tourism management committee of  
Khonoma. Nagaland Tourism also mar-
kets Khonoma as a ‘Green Village’. In 
fact, villagers claim Khonoma is the fi rst 
green village in Asia and have signages 
proclaiming that. Enforcing a ban wasn’t 
a simple decision as it meant weaning 
people off  hunting, which was the Na-
gas’ way of  life. 

“Almost all families were hunting be-
fore the ban and around 20-30 households 
were dependent on it,” says 46-year-old 
Vilhu Zhunyü, sitting in the master room 
of  his house, the ceiling of  which is lined 
with skulls of  bears, deer, monkeys and 
hornbills hunted by his father and him. 

“Now, everyone has shifted to farm-
ing. I haven’t hunted since the ban,” says 
Zhunyü, who hunted for nearly 12 years. 

But some people, on the condition of  
anonymity, said hunting still takes place, 
though at a much smaller scale, for the 
love of  game meat. 

It is a hush-hush matter, as no indi-
vidual dare go against the rules of  the 
village in such a close-knit community.

The ban in this village of  400 house-
holds was enforced well for the fi rst nine 
years before gradually faltering.  

“We heard lot of  gunshots in Decem-
ber last year and this January and Febru-
ary,” says Heikha. “It was the worst time 
since the ban was enforced and villagers 
knew something was wrong and it was 
time to act,” adds Heikha, an MBA in 
travel and tourism. Some villagers ques-
tioned the ban, as they saw no revenue 
from conservation efforts, he says. But 
Khonoma wouldn’t give up so easily. 

The village, which stood repeated 
British assaults and rose from the ashes 
thrice during the Anglo-Khonoma and 
the Indo-Naga battles of  the 1950s, has in 
June reaffi rmed its environmental fi ght. 

“The village decided to increase the 
fi ne amount for hunting from Rs 3,000 to 
Rs 10,000 per person. There is also a pro-
vision for the shooter’s gun being seized 
for a year,” says Chase of  KYO, which is 
entrusted with enforcing the new rules. 

“Gun use is allowed only when ani-
mals like wild dogs attack cattle,” he 
says. “Special permits for guns are is-
sued in fruiting season of  jhum culti-
vation. Guns can be used against deer, 
bears, porcupines and wild boar if  they 
destroy crops,” adds Chase.

Implementation of  the new rules 
also hinges on community vigilance and 
pressure. One third of  the fi ne amount is 
to be given to a person who reports the 
crime and another third to his or her 
“khel” (a cluster of  households mostly 
belonging to people of  the same clan). 

“If  the violator doesn’t pay up the 

fi ne, there is a provision for withholding 
the village development board funds of  
the person’s khel,” says Heikha. Khono-
ma comprises three khels.

Community effort has kept the village 
sparkling clean too. Children between 4 
and 16 years, under the aegis of  Khon-
oma Students Union, clean the village 
two Saturdays every month. Waste bins 
are present at regular intervals and not a 
piece of  paper is found on its streets. The 
village, which has been a tobacco free 
since 2002, also banned single-use plastic 
bags and bottles in June.

The ban on hunting, the fl outing of  
norms and the rallying of  forces for con-
servation show old fault lines and new 
battle zones in Khonoma. 

“Before the ban we had bird-catching 
festivals,” says Heikha. “After the ban, 
farmers are complaining of  birds de-
stroying foxtail millet. People are mak-
ing a sacrifi ce of  tradition and cultiva-
tion for conservation.” 

Will Khonoma live up to its green 
credentials? Will this 600-year-old village 
surmount the fresh challenges? This 
year will be the real test for India’s fi rst 
green village.

After Nine Years Of Enforcing A Hunting Ban, Locals 
Began Questioning The Village’s Conservation Efforts

Khonoma, an hour away from Nagaland 
capital Kohima, is facing a struggle 
between traditions and conservation efforts

How spurious food, unsafe 
water cost India 7L crore

An Indian research body, in a recent study, has sought to draw attention to food and water contamination as 
one of the biggest health challenges facing the country. The study contends that spurious food is not adequately 

captured as a risk factor, partly because food-borne diseases go largely undetected and unreported. But food 
and water-borne diseases extract a heavy price on the Indian population and the country’s economy. A look

BAD FOOD IS EATING 
INTO THE GDP PIE

BIGGEST CHUNK OF INDIAN DIETS COMES FROM 
FARM PRODUCE (Share in monthly per capita consumption 2016-17)

AND HERE’S THE ANATOMY 
OF FOOD CONTAMINATION

HOW CONTAMINATION WORKS: A SMALL  SAMPLE

CONTAMINATION ALSO BADLY 
AFFECTS PRODUCTIVITY

Of this, communicable diseases (CDs), 
like diarrhoea, etc., accounted for 68%
of healthy life years lost by Indians

But not only CDs, water, food contamination also lie 
at the root of non-communicable diseases (NCDs), like 
cardiovascular diseases, diabetes, etc., which 
had a 31.8% share in healthy life years lost 
due to water, food contamination in 2016-17

The total healthy life years lost due to food, water 
contamination in 2016-17 is estimated at 6.8 cr years

4.8% of its GDP is the 
price India paid for 
food-, water-borne 
diseases in 2016-17. 
The total, direct 

and indirect, cost of food and 
water-borne diseases was 
more than 7.3 lakh crore in 
2016-17

The direct costs, that is 
expenditure on hospitalisation 
and treatment, account for 
only 4% of total economic cost, 
but indirect costs, a measure 
of the loss of productivity, 
accounted for 96% of the total

HOW CONTAMINATION 
HURTS INDIA 

21% of 
communicable
diseases in 
India are related 

to unsafe water, according 
to World Bank estimates, 
and diarrhoea alone 
causes more than 
1,600 deaths daily

When it comes to 
contamination of food, it 
starts at the farm level 
itself. That is signifi cant 
because Indian diets are 
overwhelmingly dependent 
on farm produce

The worrisome part is that the number of food-borne disease 
cases is expected to rise to 150 – 177 million in 2030 from 100 
million in 2011. That means by 2030, one out of 9 people on 
average will fall sick, up from one out of 12 in 2011

Tea
 ADULTERATION Used 
tea leaves, iron 
fi lings
EFFECT Liver 
disorder

Sugar
Chalk powder
Stomach
disorder

Black pepper
Papaya seeds & 
light berries
Stomach,
liver illness

Asafoetida (Hing)
Foreign resins galbanum, 
colophony resin
Dysentery

Turmeric powder, 
dals, pulses
Yellow aniline dyes and 
kesari dal, non-permitted 
colourants, tapioca 
starch
Highly 
carcinogenic, 
stomach disorders, 
stomach disorder

Coffee Powder
Tamarind seed, date seed 
powder, Chicory powder
Diarrhoea, stomach 
disorder, giddiness 
and joint pain

Milk
Unhygienic 
water and 
Starch
Stomach
disorder

Chilli powder
Brick powder, saw 
dust, artifi cial colours
Stomach 
problems, cancer

INPUTS

PROCUREMENT AND STORAGE

PROCESSING

RETAILING

CONSUMPTION

Crops grown in 
contaminated soil, 
irrigation water high 
in arsenic and metallic 
content, rampant 
use of 
chemicals,
pesticides

Livestock, 
poultry
ingesting
contaminated
food, water 

Marine animals
ingesting water 
contaminated
with sewage, 
factory waste

Bacteria due to inadequate storage 
temperature, infections from rodents, chemical 
presevatives in grains, fruits, vegetables

Contaminants added during processing and 
packaging, unhygienic methods of production

Excreta of rodents in groceries, ration shops. 
Breach of sell-by date. Vendors in the unorganised 
food retail sector using spurious material

Home cooking with contaminated 
inputs. Unhygienic commercial kitchens. 
Improper storage of food

Source: Twin Burden of CDs & NCDs: Economic Burden of Food and Water Contamination in India; Graphic: Karthic R Iyer

Fresh fruits and 
vegetables

17.3%

Egg, fi sh & 
meat

9.3%

Edible oil

5.8%
Pulses 
& Pulse 
products

5.0%

Packaged 
food

4.6%

Beverages

4.7%
Salt & 
Sugar

2.7%

Dry 
fruits

1.6

Spices

6.1%

Milk & Milk Products

15.7%

Served 
Processed food

10.1%
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