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25. Sacred Groves of Maharashtra-
An Inventory

Madhav Gadgil and V. Vartak

ABSTRACT

We present here an inventory of the sacred groves or
devrais of the State of Maharasiitra. Detailed information on
the location, area and associated deity is available for 233
groves from the districts of Thana, Kolaba, Jalgaon, Pune,
Satara, Kolhapur, Yewatmal, Bhandara and Chandrapur.
Gross information on hectarage per taluka is available Jor
the district of Ratnagiri. The total area thus reported comes
10 3,570 hectares. It is estimated that when more complete
information becomes available, the total area under sacred
groves will be at least 5,000 and perhaps as much as 10,000
hectares or more. These sacred groves are the only remnants
of the original forest maintained in near climax condition in
many parts of Maharastra. As such, these groves are now
serving a vital role in the preservation of plant species
diversity and every attempt should be made to fully protect
them as a part of a system of nature preserves.

Introduction

India is a land of contradictions. Itis at once a country with
the strongest traditions of nature conservation anywhere in the
world, and a country which has suffered an almost unparalleled
devastation of its natural vegetation and animal life., It is a fact
little 1ealised that much of what remains of our rich biological
heritage has been preserved through the ages because of a wealth
of comservation-eriented cultural and religious traditions. We
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OWe our primate populations to the faith in Lord Hanuman, and
the few trees left in the midst of our urban concrete jungles are
the sacred Peepal trees. While a realisation of the tragic extermi-
nation of much of our wild [ife hascreated 2 new awareness of
Dature conservation in our urban middle classes, the traditional
base for nature conservation is being 1apidly eroded. The
damage being caused by this erosion of traditional modes of
nature conservation is very grave and there is a pressing necessity
for usto incorporate the traditional beliefs in a new enlightened
approach to nature conservation.

One such significant tradition of nature conservation is that
of dedicating patches of forests to some deity as sacred groves
(Gadgil and Vartak, 1975, 1976). Such sacred groves distributed
over most parts of India have played an important role in the
preservation of vegetation in its near-virgin condition over the
centuries. In many parts of India they today represent the only
surviving examples of climax vegetation. Tragically, many of
these groves are disappearing under the influence of modernisa-
tion. Itis imperative that we locate them and incorporate them
in a well thought out plan of the conservation of our plant wealth
before it is too late. This paper, which presents an inventory of
the sacred groves from the State of Maharashtra, is an attempt
to prepare the basic documentation which is a pretequisite of an
effort at their long-term consarvation.

The phenomenon .

A sacted grove is a Ppatch of vegetation, ranging in extent from
a few trees to forty hectares or more which is left undisturbed
because of its association with some deity. In its original form
this protection forbade any interférence with the biota of the
grove whatever, and not even leaf litter was removed from it, nor
was grazing or any hunting permitted within the grove Even
when the protection has become less stringent, any removal of
live wood continues to be taboo. These groves therefore represent
4 sample of the vegetation in its climax state.

The religious belief associated with the groves seem to relate
to primitive cults, probably dating from the hunting gathering
stage. The deity is generally a mother-goddess, though it may
also take the form of phallic worship. The deities are fiery
Spirits apt to cause serious harm to whoever offends them. Since
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any disturbance to the grove was considered an offense to the
deity, the groves were t1 aditionally free of all human interference.

The groves probably originally served to furnish the proper -
atmosphere for primitive cult rites, They may also have origi-
nated to protect some particularly rare species which had a
function, for example, as a medicinal plant, Today, being  the
‘only remnants of tree vegetation in many parts of the country,
they are serving other critical functions as the only sources of
leaf litter for the fields, or in the protection of water sources.

Apart from such value to local inhabitants, these sacred
groves are now playing the role of reservoirs of biological diver-
sity. It is well known that the climax forests tend to be far
richer in number of plant species than other stages of succession,
Asfew of the remaining examples of climax vegetation, the
sacred groves often contain many plant species otherwise totally
absent from the region. It is important for us to preserve this
diversity for posterity, not only for compelling scientific and
aesthetic reasons, but also for sound economic 1easons as poten-
tial sources of significant chemicals as vet undiscovered, or as
carziers of potentially valuable genetic traits for the future tree-
breeding programmes and so on.

The inventory

We ourselves became interested in this phenomenon fiuring
our field work on the Western Ghats in Maharastra in 1972-73,
Wwhen we found these groves to be the only remaining patches
of greenery over vast stretches of otherwise devastated count; y-
side. The Maharashtra State Forest Department helped us gener-
ously in our own field work, and, in addition, agreed to request
its own staff to collect and send us the available information on
sacred groves, particularly those under the control of the forest
department. We have by now accumulated such information on
233 groves in Maharashtra. The information is still rather
incomplete, and groves under private control are particularly
likely to have been missed. Nevertheless, this information
bresents a good picture of the lIocation and extent of these groves
1 many parts of Maharashtra (Fig. 25.1 and Appendix I).

The puzpose of this paper is to present this inventory, in the
form of two appendices. Appendix I lists the details of 233 in-
dividual groves about which we have definite information. As
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will be seen, these groves are distributed over most of the forested
tracts of Maharashtra on the ‘Western Ghats as well as in the
Vidarbha region. They represent a variety of vegetation types
from semi-evergreen to dry deciduous corresponding to climatic
regimes from annual rainfalls of S000 mm on the Mahabaleshwar
plateau to 500 mm in Jalgaon district. In size they range fiom a
clump of a few treés to 60 hectares, though the majority are fairly
- small, the median being only about 1.5 hectares (see Table 1).
The total area of these sacred groves comes to 1000 hectares.
Appendix IT lists only the area of land under sacred groves in
cach taluk of Ratnagiri distrjet. The total area here comes to
2568 hectares. Thus the overall total area of the documented sacs-
ed groves of Maharashtra is 3570 hecta; es. In view of the fact that
the sacred groves are apparently distributed in all regions of the
State, whereas our information is till now restricted to a portion
of the State, it is likely that the total area under sacred groves
in Maharashtra is at least 5,000 hectares and perhaps as much
as 10,000 hectares or more. Representing all the various vege-
tation types of the State, these forests in their necar-climax con-
dition, 1epresent a unique biological heritage.

The futare

It is imperative that we make setious attempts for the conti-
nued preservation of these sacred groves as a part of our pro-
gramme of conservation of biological diver sity. For these groves
are fast disappearing either because the villagers themselves
lose faith in the tradition, or because the forest departments
which may take them ovet, start their immediate exploitation.
In our earlier accounts of sacred groves we have documented
how this has happened with reference to specific groves in
Maharashtia (Gadgil and Vartak 1975). Subsequent to this
account, the Karnataka Forest Department has taken over the
sacted groves or devarkadus of Coorg District and has immedia-
tely prepared plans for their exploitation. With so little of our
natural vegetation remaining in its climax condition, this is a
most regrettable step. For even if the forest department exploits
the sacred groves with care and moderation, once the taboo is
broken by them, poaching of wood by villagers will start imme-
diately and very quickly lead to the degradation of these last
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refuges of our natural vegetation to the samé level as the rest of
our countryside.

1t is therefore imperative that we bring together all the sacred
groves of India under a single ownership of the forest depart-
ments of the various states, and then constitute them into a
system of countrywide nature preserves. In the meanwhile, before

this is accomplished, some groves will remain in private hands as,

temple trusts. These could be protected through the intérvention
of charity commissioners who could view the groves as a heri-
tage of the temple trusts that must be protected. A very good
precedent for this exists in the case of a grove near Alibag in
Maharashtra. We therefore renew our plea to the authorities
of forest departments, Indian Board for Wild Life, National
Committee on Environmental Planning and Coordination and
the Charity Commissioners to take active steps towaxds the
future conservation of these sacred gr oves.
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APPENDIX-—TI: Area under sacred groves in different
talukas of Ratnagiri Distriet

Taluka Area in hecrares
Mandangad 199 43
Dapoli 50.03
Khed 174.55
Chiplun 187 07
Guhagar 61 41
Deorukh 349 54
Ratnagiri 541 40
Lanja 235.55
Rajapur 260 34
Deogad 69 20
Kankawali 102.70
Malwan 62 84
Vengurla g 67
Sawantwadi 117.47
Kudal 148 24

Total _ 2568 44




