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Pardhis are a nomadic tribe who are known to inhabit the forests of Maharashtra, Madhya Pradesh and
some parts of Karnataka in India.

A Pardhi family



Unfortunately, the tribe has long su ered from negative perceptions by the outside world. The British
branded them as ‘criminal’ in the 19th century, a status that lasted until the 1950s, and even today they
struggle to be accepted by mainstream society. This has reduced their opportunities to make a living
and made them vulnerable to being drawn into the illegal wildlife trade.

Since the time of the Mughal emperors, Pardhis have been hired to help in shikar (hunting), whether it
was for sport for the British or for the royal kitchens of the ‘zameendars’ (landowners). And today,
they remain expert hunters with some members of the community involved in hunting big cats - a big
source of potential income due to the growing demand for their skin and other body parts. This is,
however, illegal and threatens the future of tigers and other big cats.

Natural habitat in the Panna forest.





As someone who has known and worked with the community since 2009, I wanted to help change
things for the better - for the sake of the Pardhi and for the wildlife they threatened. Pardhis are an
incredible community, with immense resilience and potential. But they needed help in nding new
ways of making a living that no longer threatened big cats.

Vidya, Director of Last Wilderness Foundation with the Pardhi ladies.





It was for this reason that I, along with my team as a part of the Last Wilderness Foundation, embarked
on a journey in 2015 to the Panna Tiger Reserve to undertake skill/vocational training for the
community - an initiative that would help equip them for new ways of making a living.
Project ‘Unnati’ (Progress) aimed at involving the younger generation of Pardhis who were at the time
studying in the residential schools set up by the Madhya Pradesh Forest Department in association
with WWF-India and Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan. But convincing parents with nomadic lifestyles about
the value of vocational training for mainstream livelihoods was going to be a challenge.
After much resistance, we managed a gathering of the elders and addressed their queries. The rst
question posed to us was “will our children get a job after this?”. We explained that it would take time
and e ort as they needed to complete their education, but vocational training would de nitely add to
the skill sets of the students and be something they could use in the future. After much deliberation
and discussion, the elders of the community agreed, stating that “if our children are bene ting from
this programme, it would be a source of immense happiness for us - and all the community members
will work together to make this project a success”.



And so began the two-month-long vocational training for the young boys and girls of this nomadic
tribe. While the boys trained as electricians, the girls learnt how to stitch (the genre of the training was
decided by the students). The training was much enjoyed by the students,11 girls and 7 boys (Ages 1315 years) being part of the initial programme in 2015. The entire boys’ hostel was rewired by one of
the participants, while one of the girls mastered the art of stitching by working on clothes not only for
herself, but for her peers as well.



While a stitching class is in progress with the girls, the boys learn to light a bulb for the rst time.

Pardhis as a hunting community are tremendously t, which is why, apart from the usual vocational
training process, we also dabbled in a bit of sport with the students and ‘Kabbadi’ seemed like
everyone’s favourite.
We hired sports teachers who would not only sharpen their skills in the game but also taught them
how to work on their stamina with the help of di erent exercises. So, we would indulge in a game of
Kabbadi in the morning and encourage meditation in the evening to wind down. Sports, we realised,
were an excellent medium to encourage team building among the students - a vital skill for a
community which has often seen violence as a means of con ict resolution.


Final match of Kabbadi.



Our days with the students would be exible, interspersed with di erent activities like bird watching at
the nearby lake, story reading and screening of wildlife movies like Planet Earth which would delight
the students and adults alike followed by a steady stream of questions about our natural heritage and
their connection to nature. During our time in Panna, we also encouraged volunteers from outside to
interact with the students to encourage learnings and sharing of experiences at both ends. We saw a
signi cant change in the students during our time there, with the students being more receptive to
learning and more focused on what they wanted to do.





Moving forward into 2018, we have seen some of the participants of project ‘Unnati’ blossom and do
well academically. While some are pursuing fully edged degrees in Agriculture, others have been
inspired to pursue higher education. While the younger generation is embracing new livelihood
opportunities, Pardhi elders support themselves economically by sticking to their traditional
knowledge and beliefs that stem from the forest. Some of the main occupations of the Pardhis living in
Panna are selling medicinal herbs for health and well-being (said to cure anything from a migraine to a
snake bite), selling trinkets, bangles and charms (claimed to bring wealth and prosperity to the owner),
and involvement in agricultural work. The usual occupations apart, Pardhis (owing to the number of
years spent in the forest) are excellent trackers and understand the forest intricately with some of them
even imitating the di erent calls of animals like leopards, tigers and peacocks. Given a chance, these
particular skill sets can be channelled into work as forest trackers, guides and forest watchers. Another
example of this forest knowledge o ering opportunities for making a living is the craft of
making ‘teetar’ whistles (carved by them from the bark of a tendu or khair tree, which imitates the call
of a francolin or 'teetar', a bird of the partridge family with a high-pitched call). Members of the
community claim that every time they play the whistle, a francolin is sure to respond.



Male members of the Pardhi tribe are expert trackers, here they are on a nature trail with youngsters sharing their knowledge
on how to spot di erent wildlife tracks and signs.

Although the Pardhis continue to face a lack of job opportunities, the community is beginning to
believe that they can nd new livelihoods and no longer depend on hunting. What we now need is the
mainstream society to accept the Pardhis without prejudice and realise they have much to o er to the
world as the new protectors of their habitat where they live - at one with nature and the wildlife
around them.





Read a detailed report of this programme HERE.
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