RISHI VALLEY – FACTS,  STATISTICS & PLANS


HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF THE AREA

In one historical account, Rishi Valley was described as a chronic drought area that throughout living memory had suffered from failed monsoons, poverty, famines, and epidemics. The area was considered to have had little historical significance and was economically backward. Thomas Munro, a young civil servant of the East India Company, called it “an area of robbers.” Yet according to legend, one of the rishis who lived there two hundred years ago had predicted that this desolate area would one day be well known, and people from all over the world would travel there to see it. 

After J Krishnamurti personally chose the site for the school, the purchase of land at Rishi Valley began in early 1926. By the end of that year, 135 acres of land had been purchased in 21 separate sale deeds, at an average price of Rs 41 per acre. Well boring was tried and a meagre supply of water was found at a depth of 30 feet. Bit by bit, more land was purchased, over the next five years. The school has its beginnings here in 1931.

Over the years, the school developed its farmlands using organic techniques, supplying the dining hall with rice, fruit, sugarcane, coconut and other produce. The 80's and 90's saw major activities like the 100 acre afforestation of the southern hillside, and construction of several check-dams and percolation tanks.

THETTUVANKA WATERSHED DEVELOPMENT PROJECT - 2005-2008

Rishi Valley has suffered long periods of consecutive droughts during the 80s and 90s, forcing us to seriously embark on water conservation measures. In six of the last ten years, the area has received under 60cm of annual rainfall. Instead of restricting our future efforts to the School property alone, it was decided to involve the entire Thettu valley covering 21 hamlets and villages in a watershed area of about 16 Sq.km. 

The residents of the valley consume 98.5 million litres / year for domestic purposes, and 900 million litres / year to irrigate their crops. The main water source for agriculture is ground water from bore wells. The average depth of the bore wells range from 400 to 500 ft. In most of the villages the yield in the bore wells reduces during summer months, some of them becoming inoperative.
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Rainfall Data: See Appendix

 The well inventory study reveals that the groundwater in the study area is being over-exploited.  

Based on an idea promoted by some of our alumni, the school engaged experts in the field of watershed management, who spent considerable time studying the area over a period of two years. Their recommended action plans include:

1. Micro and Macro level Rain Water Harvesting.

2. Re-engineering the existing percolation ponds and check dams.

3. Implementing water conservation measures in the irrigation pattern  

DECLARATION OF RISHI VALLEY SPECIAL DEVELOPMENT AREA 

With a view to conserve the ecosystems in Rishi Valley, as also its spiritual and cultural legacy, the Government of Andhra Pradesh has  constituted the Rishi Valley Development Authority (RVDA) in January 2008 vide G.O. Ms No. 97 MA.  Twenty-one habitations of Thettu and Kurabalakota Panchayats of Kurabalakota Mandal in Chittoor District have since been notified to constitute the Rishi Valley Special Development Area (RV SDA).  The objectives of this pioneering initiative are to (a) protect and conserve Rishi Valley's rich and diverse environment from being degraded, through unrestrained growth; (b) bring about sustainable development; (c) promote inclusive growth to all its stakeholders; and, (d) preserve Rishi Valley's sanctity as a heritage site for the future to behold.  The Chittoor Collector and District Magistrate, has been appointed as the Special Officer for the RVDA. 

FIRST MEETING - RISHI VALLEY DEVELOPMENT AUTHORITY (RVDA)

On 8th July 2008, The District Collector, as Special Officer - RVDA, welcomed the participating officers and explained the background of Government decision in constituting the Rishi Valley Special Development Area (RV SDA) under the Andhra Pradesh Urban Area Development Act, 1975. The following entities/departments were represented at this session:

(i) State Finance Department,

(ii) Municipal Administration and Urban Development Department,

(iii) Directorate of  Town and Country Planning, 

(iv) Ground Water Department, 

(v) Forest Department, 

(vi) Minor Irrigation and District Water Management Department,

(vii) Social Forestry Department, 

(viii) Mandal Revenue Officer, Zilla Parishad, 

(ix) Kurabalakota and Thettu Panchayats 

(x) Management of Rishi Valley School-KFI.

The District Collector formed Functional Committees involving the following officers under his Chairmanship, to provide time bound inputs towards the creation of a Master Plan:


1. The Secretary, Rishi Valley Education Center (KFI) 


2. P.D., District Water Management Agency 


3. District Forest Officer, Social Forestry


4. District Forest Officer , West


5. Asst Director, Ground Water Department 


6. The Superintending Engineer, Irrigation Department.  

These government departments have also been instructed to engage in awareness programs for farmers and villagers.

To begin the RVDA office, the Rishi Valley Education Center (KFI)  has accepted to provide infrastructural and secretarial assistance. 

DEVELOPMENT APPROACH

The Principal Secretary, Finance Department and the District Collector explained that the Concept of 'Development' as applicable to RV SDA will be different from the conventional concept of development in any of the typical Urban Development Areas. In case of Rishi Valley, the central focus is to preserve the eco-system and the existing natural habitat and environment from being degraded by unchecked growth and promote sustainable development by way of conservation of natural resources for the benefit of the local community.

The Rishi Valley Education Center (KFI) envisages for itself a pivotal role in the development of the area. Leveraging off the involvement of the various government departments, the School will steer all efforts to ensure:

(i)Conservation of natural resources;

(ii)Sustaining livelihood and preserving character of the land;

(iii)Preservation of cultural and natural heritage;

(iv)Management of growth and development

Conservation of natural resources: Priority conservation issues are watershed management and soil conservation. The activities will include review of existing water resources and soil status based on which several projects such as re-engineering and repair of percolation ponds and check-dams, altering wasteful irrigation practices, rainwater harvesting, re-use and re-cycling of wastewater will be developed and implemented. In addition re-forestation of identified tracts within the Valley shall also be undertaken. 

Sustaining livelihood and preserving the character of the land: Stakeholders must be ensured viable and sustainable livelihood which shall be achieved through projects and activities that will lead to: 

preservation of the agricultural and pastoral character of the land, and enhancement of the biomass to support traditional occupations like animal husbandry and cattle grazing; development of value adding processes and activities to local agriculture by (i) encouraging best practices like organic farming, (ii) reverting to more traditional and sustainable cropping patterns which are less resource intensive, (iii) providing storage facilities for farm produce including preservation techniques using renewable energy resources such as solar etc., (iv) exploring and providing access to more lucrative markets, (v) creating a niche market through branding. 

Preservation of the cultural and natural heritage: Focused projects possibly in cooperation with archaeological conservations together with zoning regulations may be required to preserve the cultural and natural heritage of the area. This may include protecting the unique rock formations, hillsides, the two temple precincts that date back to the period of the Vijaynagar empire and their surroundings as well as the virgin forests. 

Managing growth and development:  In order to effectively address the above focal areas, growth and development must be planned and managed in a sustainable manner. This maybe achieved through recognising Rishi Valley as a conservation zone that ensures activities that :

(i)are non-polluting; 

(ii)do not over-exploit natural resources of the area; 

(iii)do not stress the fragile ecosystem of the Valley; 

(iv)add value to the existing livelihoods, such as agriculture, horticulture, animal husbandry which would involve regenerating areas in the valley that might be brought under the category of ‘commons’. These include the virgin forest on the Rishi Konda and the hills on the northern flanks of the Valley (Horsley Hills). The Special Officer of the Authority shall develop land use regulations that will control the conversion of agricultural land to non-agricultural land.

Visit to the Valley – Dr.Claude Alvares and Dr.Sultan Ismail

The Rishi Valley School and its alumni invited Dr. Sultan Ismail and Dr.Claude Arvares to assist in the preparation of a programme that would help the farmers in the Valley to convert from chemicals to organic farming. Accordingly, both visited the school from August 15–17. On the first day they went around the area observing the agriculture pattern and also spoke to some of the farmers.  The principal crops observed were tomatoes, rice, jasmine, tamarind and groundnut.  They observed many cattle being kept by the villagers (almost all Holstein breed) and significant pastoral activity (with herds largely of sheep).  

All the fields visited used heavy doses of chemical and toxic pesticides and many of the farmers had skin and other ailments from indiscriminate use of the pesticides (which included endosulphan). The soils were sterile with neither live organisms nor organic matter. 

These issues were discussed with several farmers who were invited to meet Dr. Sultan Ismail and Dr.Claude Arvarez the following morning. Some of the farmers were doubtful whether their soil would be able to produce anything without the use of chemicals since these soils have become addicted to chemicals over the last 10–15 years. Some farmers did agree, however, to begin experiments with organic farming on a small scale in their individual plots.  Fortunately, among the group, there was one farmer who informed the meeting that he was already performing well while using organic farming techniques for growing the same crops.

At two subsequent additional meetings with the staff and management of Rishi Valley School, it was decided that the school itself would accept the role of a nodal agency for the re-introduction of organic farming into the valley. It would allocate the necessary officer who would then coordinate the programme for setting up a resource centre for organic farming within the ample premises of the school property which farmers could visit. The officer would also visit farmers who were ready to convert small portions of their land to organic production.  It was hoped that once this was done, there would be a spread effect as farmers would see that their outgoings on pesticides and fertilizers would come to practically zero.

It was also decided that Dr. Sultan Ismail and Dr.Claude Arvarez  would help the school in organizing a 2 day programme for training interested farmers in the knowledge of organic farming techniques.

Ramkumar (1972) emphasized the need for ensuring that the programme on organic agriculture is not seen in isolation but would be integrated with several of the other activities of the school.  This could be done by involving both teachers and students, especially in some of the outreach activities.  

Dr. Kartik Kalyanram and Vidya agreed to do an epidemiological survey of all the farmers who are visiting their clinic and are suspected pesticide victims. 

Dr.Claude Arvarez has spoken on the niche marketing of organic produce through PGS organic certification. However, the possibilities of this could only be explored once there were adequate numbers of farmers to form local groups which is not the case at the moment. However, the school would seriously consider the setting up of a small scale unit for drying, packaging and selling of significant quantities of default organic tamarind growing in the area. 

 Appendix – Rishi Valley Rainfall Data in mm. – 1998 to 2008

As on 25 July 2008

Years
Hot Season-March-May
S W Monsoon-June-Sept
Retreating Monsoon-Oct-Nov
N E Monsoon-Dec-Feb
Total mm

1998-1999
33.3
429.7
419.6
28.1
910.7

1999-2000
38.2
171.0
135.4
159.3
503.9

2000-2001
105.8
334.3
108.7
1.5
550.3

2001-2002
108.1
318.1
461.4
29.0
916.6

2002-2003
46.0
275.3
128.1
12.8
462.2

2003-2004
46.4
230.5
275.0

551.9

2004-2005
174.8
285.8
63.9
10.4
534.9

2005-2006
146.8
594.8
385.3
47.0
1173.9

2006-2007
57.8
381.6
101.7
26.0
567.1

2007-2008
86.6
420.3
199.3
197.0
903.2

2008-2009
112.0
86.1
-
-
198.1

