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Muse

Creative Initiatives for Sustainable Development 

The term ‘Muse’, refers literally to the ‘Greek Goddess of creativity’ and more figuratively to ‘a thought that inspires creativity in individuals’. The organisation was founded on the belief that environment conservation and livelihoods are vital aspects in development and both are invariably interlinked. Since its inception in Spiti (Himachal Pradesh), it has applied ‘creativity’ (emphasized in its name) to promote livelihoods for the local communities that are linked to conservation. 
Introducing Spiti – A Surreal but Tough Place to Live in  

Nestled in the trans-himalayan range, Spiti is a high altitude desert region with an arid landscape, scarce vegetation and a 6 month long cold winter (temperatures dip to –30 degree centigrade) which allows cultivation of only one crop a year. Spread over 7,000 sq km, Spiti gets isolated during the winter months with access routes getting disrupted due to thick layers of snow. 

[image: image1]Millions of years ago, Spiti lay submerged under the Tethys sea. Remnants of its geological past are evident in its unique landscape & diverse fossils of marine life. Land of the endangered Snow Leopard & Tibetan Wolf, Spiti is also home to the Ibex, Blue Sheep, Red Fox, Marmots, Snow Cock & numerous migratory birds. Despite being a high altitude cold desert, Spiti boasts of more than 450 species of medicinal and aromatic plants.
The starkly beautiful locale of Spiti offers breathtaking views of the mountains, interesting trekking trails, magnificent night sky, diverse flora and fauna, a rich cultural heritage and fascinating folklore.  It is also aptly referred to as the ‘Valley of Monasteries’. Some of the oldest Buddhist monasteries & temples dating back over a 1000 years along with unique aspects of Tibetan Buddhist culture are well preserved and have flourished in the Spiti Valley.
This natural splendor of Spiti has another facet. The harsh geographical and climatic conditions make living there a challenge. Traditionally a form of subsistence agro-pastoralism prevailed in the community. Barley and black peas (kala matter) were the local crops which also formed important source of fodder for livestock and fuel. The past 20 years have witnessed gradual shift in consumption patterns and changes in livelihoods towards a more cash based market economy. Though sources of cash based income are still few and seasonal. For example, the Government’s infrastructure development program provides construction and labor contracting opportunities. But  it does not ensure a steady source of income. Cash crops like green pea have been introduced into the region. Though green pea cultivation is a lucrative option, but it is not conducive to the regions geo-climatic conditions. With green pea replacing the conventional barley and black pea cultivation, a key source of fodder has been lost. This has restricted the community’s ability to rear livestock. 

These shifts in practices and needs have skewed the traditional equation between the local level of demand and the ability of the existing natural resource base to meet this demand. It has been replaced by a situation where Spiti has to depend on external sources of supply for most of its needs and has only the income generated by Government contracts to acquire these goods and services. A direct impact of the changes in the mountain economy has been on the women folk since they do majority of the work ranging from mundane household chores to agricultural activities.
MUSE- An attempt to assist the Spiti community in creating sustainable options 

In 2002, MUSE was established with the objective to respond to the need for alternate livelihood avenues that responsibly use available local resources (natural & cultural) and protect the environment. It is registered as a Society under the Societies Registration Act of 1860. 

In tandem with its core philosophy, the MUSE team has focused on developing options that tap the local surpluses and unique attributes. One such surplus identified was Seabuckthorn. The other high potential livelihood avenue that emerged was eco-tourism. By creating a market for barley and black peas, MUSE is attempting to promote the cultivation of these two local crops and protect the organic practices.   

Current Organizational Status of MUSE & its partner organizations
· Organization structure: 3 person management team supported by 7 local staff. 

· Operation sphere: Working in 35 villages with over 500 families as beneficiaries (approximately 1/4th of the population of Spiti).

· Key Individual Supporters: Ashok Thakur (Principal secretary, culture, youth, forest and industry) Subhash Negi (Principal Secretary cum Commissioner Tribal Development and PWD, Government of HP), Kishore Thukral (writer, Spiti through Legend and Lore).

· Supportive Funding Organizations: Himachal Pradesh Government, UNESCO, Disney Foundation, International Snow Lepord Conservancy, Himachal Pradesh Forest sector reforms project, GERES, European Union, GTZ, Ratan Tata Trust, Dorabji Tata Trust.
Why were Seabuckthorn and Eco-tourism livelihood options chosen?
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Seabuckthorn, a plant that grows wild in the Spiti region, is increasingly being regarded as the most exciting plant in the botanical kingdom. It is a rich source of Vitamin C
 and has large content of Vitamins K & E. Its various parts (leaves, berries, seed, skin and bark) contain 10 different vitamins, 24 trace elements/ mineral compounds, 18 amino acids, proteins, many bioactive substances and omega 3,6,7 and 9 oils. Moreover, Seabuckthorn has a highly developed root system and therefore presents an excellent biotic choice for soil conservation. By growing this hardy deciduous shrub along the beds of the Yellow river in China, 40% of the flooding was controlled all over its length. It is also a highly nitrogen fixing plant and hence ideal for enhancing the fertility of the soil and mixed farming. 
India
 is the third largest resource base of Seabuckthorn in the world after China and Russia. However, only in the past 5 years has there been a concerted effort in India towards its growth and development.
Currently, over 300 products ranging from beverages, cosmetics, nutraceuticals, pharmaceuticals etc are being manufactured by countries like China, Germany, Russia, Austria. China has not only utilized the ecological potential of Seabuckthorn but has successfully revolutionized its rural economy and amasses an annual turnover of over $ 700 million from this plant. Countries such as USA, Bolivia, Canada and others have also introduced this plant on a large scale to benefit from its diverse applications for economy, ecology and health. 
In India, Spiti Seabuckthorn Society (initiated by MUSE) was one of the first community ventures towards the conservation and commercialisation of Seabuckthorn in an organised manner. Recently, various private companies and voluntary organisations have also realised the potential of this wonder plant and have ventured into the market with juices, concentrates and chutneys. At MUSE, we believe that this is just the beginning.  
· Spiti’s rich culture and unique landscape are assets conducive to tourism. Having been an isolated society till recently, Spiti has a lot to offer to tourist and the past few years have witnessed a steady growth in tourist numbers.
A key concern at MUSE was the long term impact of tourism on ecological and social fabric of the region. It was felt that a planned and strategic approach could help conserve the ethos of the region while providing a memorable experience to the traveler and generating income for the local community. The eco-tourism concept was hence adopted to balance the various needs.   

Activities undertaken and process adopted
1. Seabuckthorn – its Commercialisation & Conservation

· Awareness generation and community mobilisation

· Organization & empowerment  of women and villagers into producer groups

· Devising sustainable harvesting techniques in consultation with the groups

· Capacity building and training on appropriate technology for processing of Seabuckthorn

· Set up of decentralized processing units

· Product development and Market linkages

· Organization of groups and Institution Building 

· Policy advocacy with the State Government especially the Forest and Tribal Development Departments

2. Community based Tourism – linking livelihoods to conservation

· Awareness generation and community mobilisation

· Training of village youth in activities such as nature guiding to link conservation with livelihoods and prevent out-migration

· Generating incomes for low income families and culture conservation from the development of homestays as a tourism product

· Linking homestays to viable markets

· Directly linking communities to conservation activities through channeling portion of the incomes generated to the village conservation funds. 
What has been accomplished? 

1. Conservation of Seabuckthorn & Women’s Empowerment – In the first year of the initiative 5 resource rich villages were selected and women producer groups formed in these villages. Currently 33 groups from 27 villages are a part of the initiative with approximately 500 members. Production levels have also increased from 2.5 Metric Tons in the first year to 17 MT in 2005. The initial success of the pilot initiative and the subsequent economic benefits accrued from Seabuckthorn (a plant which previously held no economic value to the local community) has had an immense effect on the populace of Spiti. Earlier this plant was indiscriminately extracted and used for purposes of fencing and fuel. This had led to large-scale depletion of the resources. One of the most significant consequences of this initiative has been the emergence of the local community as the custodians of their natural resource base. The women, who were initially identified as the target beneficiaries, have been the torch bearers of this change in mind set. Upon realizing the varied properties of the plant, women have not only started protecting the existing Seabuckthorn resources by not allowing its extraction, but have also initiated its propagation along the river beds (an area most susceptible to erosion). Moreover, the concept of ‘live fencing’ of Seabuckthorn hedges (being an extremely thorny bush) is gradually picking up as an alternative to fencing. 
2. Equitable Benefit Sharing: Producer groups comprise of 1 member (primarily women) from each family in the village. Each member in the group harvests exactly the same predetermined quantity. This not only ensures equitable benefits flowing to each and every family in the village, but also makes the distribution of earnings within the groups simpler. Moreover each individual group has over the years contributed part of their earnings on the basis of the produce brought in, to form a corpus fund which has been translated into a share capital of each group. Part of the profits earned over and above the Seabuckthorn Berry Price (which is currently Rs. 20/-) goes to the groups on the basis of their share in the corpus.
3. Formation of a Community Based Organisation: Presently more than 50% of the villages in Spiti are informal members of Spiti Seabuckthorn Society and are working towards the conservation, commercialization and propagation of Seabuckthorn. 33 Production Groups have been formed in 27 villages for managing the harvesting, preservation and processing of Seabuckthorn. These groups are thereafter organized on a cluster level for the purpose of processing, which is conducted in 4 decentralised production units. These production units are located in close vicinity and not further than a few kilometers from the collection areas. Although, as mentioned earlier, it was largely the women in the initial phase who came forward to support the initiative, now almost all sections of the society are involved in some or the other aspect of its functioning. Men who showed no interest in the first 2 years, have now come forward along with the youth both in the harvesting and processing of seabuckthorn. 

4. Market Linkages & Product Development: – As is the case with most community based enterprises, marketing presents the biggest challenge towards ensuring sustainability. Marketing arrangements with organizations working on the commercialization of Seabuckthorn in Ladakh (Ladakh Foods Limited), ensured the sale of the semi-processed pulp, and provided the necessary launch pad for demonstration of its economic feasibility to the local community in the initial stages. However as this arrangement lacks sustainability in the long run, end products such as Seabuckthorn Juice and Squash have been developed for sale in the open markets this year. Research is being undertaken on various other products and a dialogue has been initiated with various companies that have shown a keen interest in the products. 
5. Promotion of Indigenous Knowledge and Usage: Local usage of these resources either as health supplements or for the treatment of common ailments is being promoted through the local doctors (amchis). The Amchis have been mobilized to generate awareness amongst the community with regards to their age old system as well as the vital role played by the various natural resources in the sustenance of this system. 
6. Towards People Centered Policies: Sensitising the government towards the formulation of people centered policies has been one of the major achievements of this initiative. Policy advocacy with the State Government has initiated a shift in their policies from promoting foreign species to supporting the propagation and commercialization of the local species. The government has also supported the set up of necessary infrastructure for processing of seabuckthorn. Since Seabuckthorn grows on Forest Land, it has received a de-facto status of a Forest Produce. As per the Lahaul Waziri, the community has the rights of extracting Seabuckthorn. However to avoid future problems between the community and the Forest Department over extraction and commercialization of Seabuckthorn, Muse has initiated a dialogue for considering a notification to decontrol Seabuckthorn and pass all rights to respective Panchayats. The Himachal Pradesh State Government has also sought consultancy from Muse for effective implementation of the Desert Development Programme (DDP) apart from appointing it as facilitators for the development of Seabuckthorn.
7. Community based Tourism – linking livelihoods to conservation: Homestays have been  formed in 5 villages (Langza, Komic, Demul, Lhalung, Dhankar) with the following objectives:-

· Conservation of natural & cultural heritage

· Linking livelihoods directly and indirectly to conservation based activities

· Creating employment opportunities for youth and women to reduce rural to urban migration

· Creating a distinctive, authentic, reliable, tourist accommodation and experience.

Village youth have been trained as nature guides to create varied tourism related livelihood options. Mechanism ensuring rotation and equal opportunities for all, have been developed for equitable benefit sharing. As a consequence, in the first year itself over 50 households in 5 villages have benefited from community based tourism.

Conservation efforts have been undertaken by the community through the formation of conservation funds which flow directly as a percentage of the revenue generated by them from community based tourism. Some of the conservation activities proposed and executed by the community are garbage management, preservation of the natural heritage such as fossils through formation of a fossil center/ museum, wildlife insurance schemes, etc. 

8. Strengthening of Panchayati Raj Institutions: Strengthening PRIs and involving the entire village in conservation related activities, was possible once the community realized the importance and direct benefit accruing from conservation based tourism. Resolutions were passed by Panchayats to prevent sale and purchase of natural and cultural artifacts by imposing fines. It was also decided to levy fines on tourist for improper garbage disposal along with camping and grazing charges for donkeys/ horses brought from outside of the particular panchayat. The income generated is being utilized for the promotion of responsible tourism and conservation related activities.

‘Age of man, blessed by death,

Life of desires leads to another birth,

To sacrifice at times for mother earth,

Is to rise above this life of misery and mirth.’

Spiti at a Glance





Area: 7200 sq kms


Altitude: Avg. 12500 ft over sea level         


Population: Approx. 10,000


No. of Villages: 66











� Almost 4-100 times vitamin C than lemon.


� The plant is found in the Himalayan states of Jammu & Kashmir, Himachal Pradesh, Uttaranchal and Sikkim.





