
Title of the Initiative 
 
Groups and their Groves: Revitalization of Sacred Groves through Community based Management in 
Thenur and Kannapady villages in Tamil Nadu, India. 
 
Entity responsible for the Initiative 
 
  PAYIR is a local NGO which was founded by Mr. Senthilkumar Gopalan in January 2005.   The 
organization’s mandate is to empower rural India to transform itself into a socially stimulating, self reliant and 
growth oriented community (www.payir.org). In the villages of Thenur and Kannapady, where PAYIR works, 
water is crucial for sustainable livelihoods. Water has traditionally been harvested and conserved in small 
reservoirs and tanks. An important aspect of protecting and maintaining these reservoirs and in turn water 
availability, were the trees grown in and around the villages. These trees which were often situated on temple 
lands were called ‘sacred groves’. The local community managed these sacred groves collectively. However, 
with a breakdown of collective management institutions within villages most of these groves have now 
disappeared. PAYIR hopes to revive the sacred groves and the community institutions responsible for their 
care through collective action. 
 

Having worked in Thenur and Kannapady over the last 3 years, PAYIR has gained the trust of the 
local communities. With its administrative office and working staff situated in the village of Thenur, PAYIR is 
well positioned to help initiate this project in partnership with the communities. Through this project PAYIR 
hopes to revive the traditional community based management practices, which have been crucial in conserving 
and managing the natural resources on which these communities depend for their livelihoods. 

 
One of the first projects PAYIR undertook was a medical center for providing primary health care in 

Thenur village and its vicinity. This project was crucial because the villagers had to travel an hour by bus to 
the nearest hospital. Physical well-being was considered as one of their building blocks which through this 
initiative has lead to a vibrant and health community. PAYIR then moved on to establish a “village learning 
center” for children. The emphasis of the learning center is on providing non-formal education to the children 
along with identifying and nurturing their inherent skills and aptitudes. PAYIR is keen on integrating the 
learning center in this initiative as well, to promote, involve and provide space for village adult learning 
through awareness programmes on the importance of sacred groves. As the community will be involved in the 
initial land preparation and plantation activities, the concept of “learning by doing” will help in creating a 
sense of ownership.  This will also ascertain long-term sustainability of the overall initiative. The village 
landless, women, landowners, the panchayat (governing village body) and PAYIR are the key stakeholders in 
this project. 
 
Contact details 
 
Mr. Senthilkumar Gopalan, 
Managing Trustee, 
The Payir Foundation 
Thenur village, 
(via) T.Kalathur, 
Perambalur District, Tamil Nadu 621 114 
India  
Mobile: +91 94449 12672 
Office: +91 4327 294 374 
Email: payir.india@gmail.com 
 
 
 
 



Historical and Geographical context 
 
The proposed project sites of Thenur and Kannapady villages are situated in the central district of 

Perambalur in Tamil Nadu state, South India. These villages lie adjacent to each other and share much in 
common. Social and cultural practices are seeped in tradition and agriculture is their main livelihood option. 
The practices in agriculture indicate that this area was settled about three to four hundred years ago. The 
villages over centuries have developed an intricate system of small reservoirs or tanks to harvest rainwater. 
Kannapady has one of the biggest tanks in the region with a water catchment area of around 400 acres. This 
helped to irrigate much of the village lands and to cultivate paddy. These reservoirs also served to recharge the 
ground water table (SANDEE, 2004) in this region. The average land holding is around 2 to 3 acres per 
household. 

  
 Thenur and Kannapady villages consist of 704 and 407 households respectively. Almost 35% of the 
population belongs to Schedule Castes (very poor) and 30 % are illiterate (URL #1, 2001). The majority of the 
farmland is owned by the higher castes. The schedule castes have traditionally been small and marginal 
farmers or landless laborers. The absolute control the higher castes once exerted over the lower castes has been 
diluted since India’s independence in 1947 date. Still there are many aspects where in the caste system and its 
dynamics come into play. The poor in these communities, especially the landless, are still dependant on the 
landowners to provide them with a source of livelihood. 
 

In recent times the access to micro credit facilities through self help groups (SHG) has enabled the 
households at the lowest income levels to purchase milk cows. This has mainly been managed by the women 
and provided an additional source of income. Agricultural income has declined drastically and has reached a 
critical level wherein it is no longer viable livelihood option in these areas. The ill effects of the green 
revolution technology and climate change are some of the contributing factors leading to the decline in 
agricultural income. 

 
Migration, especially to the nearby cities, has greatly increased over the last ten years. The youth are 

either not interested in farming or lack the skills to do so.  The break down of the community based collective 
management systems has severely affected the economically and resource poor lower castes. This is especially 
troublesome because these communities have developed highly efficient sustainable dry-land farming 
techniques which have not been documented and are on the verge of being lost forever. 

 
Access to education is good with primary schools situated in both the villages and colleges within a 

distance of 30 kms. Health care is an area of concern as the nearest hospital is almost 20 kms away. As well, 
quality medical care is expensive and at current income levels out of the reach for most of the village people. 
The aged and disabled depend on strong family networks for food and health security. This security net is 
being weakened due to a number of factors; migration being paramount of these. These communities are 
highly dependant on the natural resources. The institutions that have evolved around managing and conserving 
those resources are crucial in maintaining the socio-economic viability of the villages in the future. 

 
The sacred groves were one such natural resource which was crucial to the village. The trees planted 

had agricultural, medicinal and timber uses and market value. The village governing body called the panchayat 
managed these lands. It was auctioned to the village members on an annual basis and the proceeds were used 
for temple maintenance. Apart from the direct benefits, the trees also created a micro climatic zone that helped 
to prevent soil erosion, reduced silt accumulation in the reservoir etc. The fact that the trees were situated on 
temple lands gave it protection from theft or illegal cutting. The reduction in the absolute powers of the village 
panchayat since the 1940s led to the gradual breakdown of these institutions. Over time the tress were cut 
down and not replaced. Presently the sacred groves have degenerated and completely destroyed. 
 
 
 
 



Objectives 
 
The overall goal of this project is to revive the community based natural resource management institutions and 
build community solidarity. The sacred groves project is the starting point towards this goal. A pilot project 
were  the lessons learned will then lead to similar projects in this area and also be used in designing other 
projects involving other natural resources. The specific objectives of this project are   
 

• To re-establish the degenerated and destroyed sacred groves with native tree species like Madhuca 
longifolia, Azadricta indica, and Pongamia pinnata etc; 

• To empower the communities of Thenur and Kannapady by building their capacity in effective 
management of their local natural resources which are essential in sustaining their livelihoods. The 
youth will also be educated and encouraged to participate in this process;  

• Build bridges between caste groups and between the communities of Thenur and Kannapady to jointly 
manage their resources;  

• To ensure that the livelihoods of village households are sustainable partly through the establishment of 
the sacred groves which will help to improve the ground water table and in turn better crop yields; 

• Use the PAYIR learning center and the older generation of villagers to educate both the village 
communities on the benefits of the sacred groves. 

 
 Activities/Process 
 
Activity Plan 
 

Year 1 Year 2 Activity 
Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 

Community Awareness and 
Educational programs 

        

Land Lease         
Nursery Work         
Land Preparation         
Planting         
Maintenance         
Evaluation (on going )         

 
• PAYIR will facilitate the establishment of a tree nursery using local wage labour. Only trees native to 

these areas and with proven benefits will be used. Some of the species earmarked (Madhuca 
longifolia, Azadricta indica, Pongamia pinnata) have medicinal, agricultural and timber uses. 

 
• Temple lands of about 50 acres in Thenur and 30 acres in Kannapady will be leased from the village 

panchayat under the agreement that it will pass on to the village once the groves have been 
established. (Work is already underway on leasing the land in Thenur village)  

 
• Street plays, group meetings, puppet shows, village participation in micro planning and implementing 

etc will be used to create awareness among the villagers on the importance of natural resource 
conservation practices like the sacred groves. The knowledge of village elders will be the main source 
used to highlight the efficacy of home grown indigenous practices. 

 
• Participatory methods like stake holder analysis; mind and resource mapping, in-depth interviews will 

be used to analyze the existing caste/community dynamics Focus groups and interactive group 
meetings will be facilitated to build consensus among the different groups in the village and among 
the villages.  This will be done with due regard of the inter-caste/community dynamics.  

 



• The learning center, the community library and school health education initiative will be proactively 
used to educate children and adults on traditional resource conservation practices in an informal 
setting.   

 
• Evaluation of the project during final phase to understand better the pros and cons of the process 

undertaken. This will help in successfully formulating future similar and related projects in this area. 
 
 PAYIRs intensive and grassroot level work in this area is a major contributing factor in it embarking 
on such a project. PAYIR hopes to build upon the goodwill it has gained among the communities and bring 
both castes in the village and communities as a whole together. The learning center and the health education 
team will play a central role in this transformation process. This process of involving the villagers from the 
initial stages will empower and build capacity among the villagers to engage not only among themselves but 
also with external agencies i.e. government departments in a meaningful and constructive way.  
 
 PAYIRs eventual aim is that the villagers should take ownership, which will be achieved through this 
process. The hallmark of an Indian village of the past was the sense of community unity that they possessed a 
one for all and all for one attitude. In a country where the protection of state welfare does not exist, the 
social/cultural networks were important, especially among the poor.  This has over time been eroded, due to a 
combination of factors, the failure of agriculture as a livelihood option can be deemed as one of the major 
contributory factor.  

 
PAYIR hopes that with initiatives like Groups and Groves it can rekindle the feeling of unity, both in 

the village and among the villages in the area. This will eventually lead to rebuilding the local natural resource 
and the social capital for the villages through re-establishing the institutions.  They will not only manage the 
resources but also create a cohesive force among the different groups within the village. The village will then 
be able to take destiny into their own hands and do what is good for the community as a whole, thus leading to 
social responsible villages.  

 
As Gandhi famously said India lives in her villages and the change must originate from the village 

itself. Globalization and economic growth has no meaning in India if it does not improve the livelihoods of the 
most vulnerable. PAYIR hopes that this significant step and effort will snowball into a bigger movement in 
this area. It is important to note here that this effort is not  limited to tree cover but also twines with other areas 
like soil/water conservation, sustainable agriculture practices (traditional) and climate change coping and 
adaptation. The highly evolved locally contextualized knowledge base that these villages possess should be 
saved for future generations and posterity. 

 
On completion of this project PAYIR will continue monitoring its progress. Gradually the established 

areas of the groves will be handed to the communities. PAYIR will then move on to other villages in the 
region on similar such project. It is evident that this initial step will have a domino effect not only in the area 
of re-establishing tree cover through sacred groves but also revitalize other community managed resource 
conversation systems and the environment. In the present day context new forms of concerted human 
association will be the key to managing natural resources conserving systems such as tanks (Gunnell & 
Krishnamurthy, 2003) and sacred groves. This project will be a stepping stone in that direction which will lead 
to sustainable livelihood options and thus thriving village communities.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Budget (for two years)  
 

Activities funded by Paul K. Feyerabend Foundation 
  

Description Units Unit Cost in 
Indian 

Rupees (Rs) 

Total 
Amount 

(Rs) 

Amount 
in €** 

Remarks 

Land Lease for 50 acres * Acre 100.00 50,000.00 861.00  

Seeds & Saplings (5000 
plants) 

Tree 20.00 100,000.00 
 

1725.00 Seeds, Saplings, 
materials 

Community Education- 
Education, materials and  
Learning center staff    

 Lump sum 100,000.00 1725.00 Environment 
education in schools, 
street plays. 

Project Management    for 24 
months 

1600 40,000 689.00  

Total   290,000.00 5000.00  

* Lease period of 10 years 
** 1 Euro = 58.00 Rs (Indian Rupees) 
 
Activities undertaken with community participation  
 

Description Units Remarks 

Land Preparation – 50 acres Acre Clearing, fencing 

Pits for tree planting (5000 
plants) 

Plant Pits to be filled with 
manure, top soil etc. 

Maintenance  Watering and 
replacing casualties 
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