Hamro Aawaj Hamro Ban (Our Voice, Our forest)

Namaskar! This is Samjhana Poudel and I am here with the program 'Hamro Aawaj, Hamro Ban' on Nepal 91.8 FM, which comes to you every Sunday from 6.30 to 7.00 in the evening.  

People in different parts of Nepal can listen to the programme relayed from 10 different radio stations. You can also listen to us online at www.nepalfmnetwork.com.  

The program focuses on the rights of local consumers on their natural resources and ways of sustainable development. In today's program we will highlight the relation between forests and the climate. 

Further more we will include some live examples from Nepal and talk on the efforts of the government, concerned authorities and other stakeholders in this regard. 

Deforestation affects humans as well as nature and has a long-term impact on our environment. It leads to drying of the water resources, degradation of environment, droughts and excessive erosion. Deforestation is a serious concern of people across the globe. The situation of existing forests in the world is worsening day-by-day. Yet, some hopes exist as it has drawn the attention of people. 

Let us move on to the key issue of our program. In today's episode we will present a field report on the problems and circumstances that the people and communities involved in the protection of community-based forests are facing. We will also share their experiences on the impacts of climate change.  

We will present an interview with the local administrative officer on the administration’s effort to prevent the increase in illegal slate and stone mining, going on incessantly since 48 years in Jhyalungtar community based forest in Lalitpur district. We will also talk about its impact on the environment and local people.

(From the record of Chapagaun) 

I'm now in Jhyalungtar community based forest located at Chapagaun Village Development Committee in Lalitpur, one of the three districts in the Kathmandu valley. I'm at the foothills of a hill covered with dense forest.

Here, three big bulldozers are mining stones and three trucks are busy loading these stones to supply them to Kathmandu. These giant bulldozers have become parasites to the environment. They are intolerable, especially at a time when worldwide campaign is underway to protect the forest. The local users of this forest have tried to prevent this anarchy of money-minded agents from destroying the forests. The local administration and even the courts are seen in favour of local users. Yet the slate–mine is still active here. 

The local inhabitants are both aggressive and fearful, because the agents of these stone–mines have assaulted and tortured them several times in the past for informing journalists. Some have even relocated due to continuous threats. 

The court has also adjudicated in favour of local consumers but in on the ground they have nothing in hand. They have formed a community forest consumer committee. Let us hear it in their voice.

Samjhana: Your name and portfolio in this consumer committee?

Chetanath Sanjel: Chetanath Sanjel, member of the community forest consumer committee.

Samjhana: As members of this committee how do you feel seeing all this?

Chetanath: Definitely, it’s unfortunate. But people in this community have been speaking against this anarchy since long time. We have looked at every means. We took to the streets to pressurize the government demanding their direct interference to close the stone mine here. With incessant pressure, we succeed to get a ban on this mine on paper and in agreements. But on the ground, you can see it yourself that it still operates. The District Development Committee has also scrapped the license of the mine operator. But he refuses to follow the law or government’s order. 

Samjhana: I am with a teacher to talk in this regard. 

Teacher: all the inhabitants of this community are raising voices against this but the mine operator has damned our voice. Though the government has already scrapped the license of the mine operator, it is still operating illegally. We once more warn him that he should immediately close the mine. We believe that he would listen to our warnings.

Samjhana: But you have failed in your determination. 

Local inhabitant 1: We did a lot and we practiced every means. But now it is the time for the government to interfere and close the illegal activity.

Samjhana: We heard that the workers of the mine threatened and even assaulted the inhabitants of this community. 

Another habitant: Definitely, we faced a lot of challenges while getting the license of the mine scrapped. But now it is the duty of the government to prevent the illegal activities. If government does not take action against him we will once more hit the streets.

Samjhana: How was this forest a decade ago and how is it now?

Local inhabitant 2: Look at that hill, we were not able to see the sun even at 9 in the morning but now we can see it at 6 in the morning. The height of that hill seems to be decreasing and the forests have degraded. Nearly 200 truckloads of stones are mined each day from this hill. 

Samjhana: What about the order of the court and the government? 

Local inhabitant 2: The mine operator is a bully and is violating the court’s and government’s orders. He wants to degrade this area and change it into a desert. He thinks that he is above law. We fought with him; we took to the street but he has turned a deaf year towards us. The government has even deployed police force to guard this forest, still he is able to operate the mine illegally despite police presence. 

Samjhana: As you say that this mine is under operation since 2017 BS what changes in environment have you noticed since then? 

Local inhabitant: This forest was popular for different types of birds and wild animals. It was also a good source of water but all the resources are on the verge of extinction and pollution has increased exponentially.  

Samjhana: You are saying that water resources have dried and forests have been cut down day-by-day. Do you think that there is relation between drying of water sources and deforestation?

Local inhabitant: Where there is forest the soil is also damp. And in damp areas there are more sources of water. When there is deforestation how is it possible to have water sources there?

Samjhana: What do you think the other effects of deforestation are?

Local inhabitant: There are uncountable impacts. The groundwater levels have fallen drastically and our wells have dried up. Air is highly polluted all around. 60 percent of water sources have dried up.

Samjhana: As you can here, there are trucks running and bulldozers digging up stones. How has it affected your health and daily activities? 

Local inhabitant: The noise disturbs our children. Sometimes, the voice is so loud that conversing with each other is difficult. The dust has also resulted into deteriorating health condition of our children. Some children have been diagnosed with tuberculosis. 

Samjhana: Look there is altocumulus in the sky. That also seems to be smoke. What's that?

Local inhabitant: That is neither smoke nor the fog – it is the dust. Every evening they burn tyres there. If you visit our farm you can see dust and soot on our vegetables. Instead of the green colour of plants in our farm, leaves turn brown. 

Samjhana: We are with local people talking about the effects of deforestation and illegal mine operation. In this area, the forest covers 45 hectares but almost 12 hectares of land have turned barren. Continuing our conversation, what would you like to do with this land if you are able to close down this illegal mine in the future? 

Local inhabitant: We would bring back the greenery all around this area. We would plant herbs and varieties of plants and bring back all the charms as before.

Samjhana: You all are struggling to regain the beauty and greenery in this forest. Why do you think this land should not be used for other purposes? 

Local inhabitant: This is not our private property. This is the property of our community. It should be used for the welfare of the community. Preserving forest is, without any alternative, for the welfare of the community. For instance, the water sourced from the forests has to be distributed to all the people around here.  

Samjhana: Do you know that trees help in balancing the climate? What do you know about the relationship between our environment and our life?

Local inhabitant: We need oxygen and plants need carbon dioxide. Plants expel out oxygen as we expel out carbon dioxide through our respiration. For the possibility of life these gases should be in balance quantity in our atmosphere. If we destroy trees then there will be shortage of oxygen. This may result in the end of human race. 

Samjhana: What would you do to bring back the greenery in this forest?

Local inhabitant: To reach that goal, firstly we should close down this mine and then we will plant trees all over here. 

Samjhana: And you? 

Local inhabitant: As a member of this preservation committee, it is also my duty to make plans in this regard. I think we have better reasons to utilise this land for some notable purpose. Before planning we should keep in mind that so many people have been beaten-up severely for struggling to protect this forest. Former vice–chairman of this committee even broke his ribs in clashes with the miners for the welfare of this community. So we should not misuse it. Either we should make it a popular tourist spot or erect a popular college or hospital. Anyways, we would consult with the political parties, persons from civil society, and local people before deciding.

Samjhana: All of you deserve appreciation for your cooperation and struggle to preserve this beautiful forest. I am also grateful to you all for the participation in this conversation. 

I just talked with the local consumers of Jhyalungtar community based forest on their struggle to protect the forest. You may still doubt, how operation of stone mines in this area can lead to gradual extinction of water resources. To pacify your eagerness on this regard, I am going to show you a live example.

I am, now, close to a water reservoir, which is also near the forest. A road can be seen heading into the forest. Probably this has been made by the miners to supply the stones. Pipes in large size also can be seen from this place. But the big reservoir seems almost empty. Except at the bottom, where water level is just few inches higher than the surface. What can the cause be? Why there is so little water in such a big reservoir having big pipes for outlet? I'm with a guard at the water reservoir to ask this question now.

Samjhana: Your name please? 

Dil Bahadur Khatri: I'm Dil Bahadur Khatri. We collect water in this reservoir and pump it to different parts in Lalitpur district.

Samjhana: Where is the main resource of water?

Dil Bahadur Khatri: One of the sources is located there and another lies near that bamboo bush. 

Samjhana: Do you distribute it under the Drinking Water Corporation?  

Dil Bahadur Khatri: Yes mam.

Samjhana: Please tell me regarding the current availability of water in comparison to the past?

Dil Bahadur Khatri: The level of water has decreased alarmingly but is yet to dry up completely.

Samjhana: People complain that mining stones and deforestation has affected the source of water. Is it so?

Dil Bahadur Khatri: Yes, the level of water in this reservoir has decreased. Hardly are we managing it now a days.

Samjhana: How do you pump this water?

Dil Bahadur Khatri: Earlier, we did not have electricity so we used generator. But now a days we use electricity. It's far easier than earlier. 

Samjhana: He is Gyan Bahadur Khatri, preserving the reservoir in Jhyalungtar community based forest for almost 30 years. You may have got some knowledge on the effect of deforestation. Growing deforestation in the nearby forest of Kathmandu has compelled many people to review their technical process of exporting carbon.

There can be no other examples as strong as this, to demonstrate how the forest is supporting the human life and how deforestation is enmeshing human being in scarcity and drought day-by-day. So, to know the measures in the hand of the government to prevent this calamity, I consulted with the local development officer of Lalitpur District. 

Samjhana: Few agents have undermined the authority of your office and you have also failed to bring these culprits under the existing law. Why?

Narayan Gyawali: I am Narayan Gyawali, local development officer of this district. The ruling and our decision are all confined to paper. We practiced every legal means to remove that mine from there. I am still analysing and contemplating the possible means to close this mine from this place. We are helpless in this regard. It is also the responsibility of the home ministry. But it is continuously drawing attention of the high level officers of the government. Let us hope it will give positive result.

Despite the effort of the government and the people to prevent the illegal stone mine, still it has been operating. The whole nation is sure to suffer if few people go on rampantly violating the law of nature and law of the country.

With these facts in mind, the government needs to enforce the law and the people should launch a committed campaign to further raise awareness among people towards taking the responsibility of protecting our own forests.  

We presented you from the field, reports on the effects of deforestation, rampant operation of stone mines in the Jhyalungtar community based forests in Lalitpur district, and the efforts enforced for its closure.

We have been raising our voice for the preservation of the natural resources. You can also join your hands in this campaign. Your small support can produce better result in the preservation of forest and other natural resources.

We are at the end of the program. Did you like the program? Please don't forget to write us at: 

Hamro Aawaj Hamro Ban.  

(Our Voice Our Forest)

Nepal FM Network 91.8

POB 19477

Ravi Bhawan 

Kathmandu 

You can also email us at forestnature@gmail.com

Before wrapping up the program, we offer our gratitude to Tanka Neupane for his technical assistance. Promising again to be back again next Saturday on your radio sets, me Samjhana signs-off from the program. Good night! 

