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To achieve biodiversity 
conservation on the ground 
through use of scientific tools, 
development of cutting edge 
solutions and multi-stakeholder 
engagement

The Applied Environmental Research Foundation (AERF) is 
a registered Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) based 
in Pune, India. Since its inception in 1994, AERF has been 
working towards biodiversity conservation on the ground. 
The Foundation applies the principles of ‘community based 
conservation’ and develops natural resource management 
models that actively involve local communities in the cause 
of forest protection to make conservation beneficial and to 
create a win-win situation for all the stakeholders. AERF’s 
projects are implemented in the Northern Western Ghats 
that form a part of a global biodiversity hotspot in India. 
Team AERF also works across the country for research, 
training, capacity building and networking for conservation.

O U R   M I S S I O N

W H O   W E   A R E

M I L E S T O N E S   2 0 2 1

530
Acres of 
terrestrial forests 
brought under 
conservation 
management in 
7 villages

30
Solar Lanterns 
distributed

92
Biostoves 
distributed
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63
Acres of 
mangrove 
forests brought 
under 
conservation 
management in 
2 villages



• Part of the Western Ghats - a global biodiversity hotspot that is home to 
2% of the world’s biodiversity as designated by the United Nations (UN) 

• A mountain range that supports an immense amount of biological diversity 
of approximately 5000 species of flowering plants and 600 species of birds, 
along with many RET mammals as well. 

• A biodiversity haven with several acres of privately owned forests within 
crucial wildlife corridor zones which are under serious threat of logging, 
ignorance and apathy 

India is home to two global biodiversity hotspots, namely the 
Western Ghats and the Eastern Himalayas. These two sites hold 
approximately 6% of the world’s biodiversity and make up only 0.2% 
of the Earth’s landmass. In the Western Ghats hotspot, the southern 
part has received more attention since the last four decades due to 
large number of protected areas suitable for conservation research. 
However, due to the open access nature of most of the landscape 
and lack of legal protection in the form of protected areas, northern 
part of the western ghats has been data deficient.  AERF has been 
promoting the importance of this part since last two decades and 
could contribute to innovative solutions for conservation on the 
ground in this landscape through various programmes and projects. 

OUR INTERVENTIONS

MEDICINAL PLANT 
RESEARCH AND 
DOCUMENTATION

BIODIVERSITY 
RESEARCH

DOCUMENTING 
INDIGENOUS 
KNOWLEDGE 

CAPACITY 
BUILDING OF 
LOCAL 
COMMUNITIES

BIODIVERSITY 
CONSERVATION AND 
RESTORATION

ESTABLISHING 
VALUE CHAINS FOR 
FOREST DEPENDANT 
COMMUNITIES
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OUR CANVAS
WHERE WE WORK

THE NORTHERN WESTERN GHATS



The year 2021 has been a year of transition and 
transformation at AERF. Traversing the impact of the 2020 
pandemic followed by a deadly second wave in 2021 has 
been our biggest challenge.  

The year actually started on a good note and we felt 
relieved that we came out of the pandemic in January. 
People had started thinking differently about nature and our 
mission resonated with them. This was reflected in the 
support to all our campaigns. However, we suddenly lost 
two important people to the pandemic - our advisor 
Padmashree Dr. A.M.Gokhale and woman farmer 
entrepreneur Mrs. Dildar Patankar. This left us shocked and 
disheartened. In those tough times, the continued support of 
our field staff and loyal patrons helped us regain our focus. 

Sacred groves remained at the centre of our activities and 
conservation work in the northern Western Ghats in 2021 as 
well. We explored blocks of Mhasala, Dapoli and Khed to 
look at the sacred groves and ecosystem services that they 
provide. We had some baseline information from 20 years 
ago, but revisiting the groves reiterated the fact that threats 
and changing perceptions of stakeholders is similar across 
the landscape.  

Cyclone Nisarga in 2020 and Tauktae in 2021 contributed 
further to the destruction of giant trees from these sacred 
groves. With the pandemic and impacts of cyclones, local 
people showed renewed interest in collaborative 
management of sacred groves from these blocks.  

Everything on the planet is interconnected as Humboldt 
indicated two centuries ago. The cyclones brought 
relevance to our conservation work in the Mangroves of 
Raigad district and we signed our first conservation 
agreement for the Mangrove ecosystem in 2021!  

Destruction and degradation of natural ecosystems and 
forests has been a common denominator, however the 
world now is awakened towards the need of restoration and 
supporting natural regeneration. With restoration and 
plantations in a remote village of Mangavali from 
Sindhudurg district, AERF created a new possibility of 
engagement with local people and with the urban nature 
lovers through our ‘Species distancing campaign’. 

Nature based solutions is a buzz word today when we talk 
about conservation. Especially when engaging with private 
sector to bring investments for protecting nature and using 
resources sustainably. 

DIRECTORS’ 
MESSAGE
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Since 2011, AERF is developing, testing, demonstrating 
and scaling up nature based business in northern 
Western Ghats landscape. We added further value to 
these value chains by getting international certifications 
like FairWild, Organic and Fair For Life. Through this 
quest of developing more native products against 
increasingly stringent standards, AERF is certainly ahead 
in the game. However, it is always difficult to enhance 
and expand the business as a non profit. Therefore, 
AERF has developed its commercial wing called Nature 
Connect India Private Limited (NCIPL) in 2012.  Through 
many collaborative projects, finally in the year 2021 the 
transition from AERF to NCIPL is near completion. During 
this transition, AERF built the capacity of communities 
and stakeholders in adhering to conservation principles 
while creating value from standing forests. On the other 
hand, NCIPL has been scaling up the business through 
effective marketing and impact investments.  

The plain truth is that grants alone cannot sustain the 
cause of conservation. Hence our efforts have always 
been to make forest conservation economically beneficial 
for the community. Through our trainings and certification 
audits we have ensured that they run the enterprise 
independently whilst following strict ecological and social 
compliances. This is why the transition from AERF to 
NCIPL is the true definition of sustainability and is 
beneficial to both conservation and the communities!  

Despite the many challenges of 2021, we realise that we 
managed to develop new and effective ways of working 
on the ground and increase our impact exponentially. 
Furthermore, we could finally travel globally and we 
presented our ideas at the IUCN event in Marseilles. All 
this has brought back a sense of normalcy and has 
inspired us to endeavour in our mission, no matter what. 
One of the constants through these ups and downs has 
been our hardworking team and we are ever thankful to 
them! Our supporters, funding agencies and well-wishers 
have been with us through this challenging year as 
always. 

We look forward to a safe and productive 2022 with even 
more forests conserved! 

Archana Godbole  Jayant Sarnaik



SACRED GROVES
CONSERVING

OF THE NORTHERN 
WESTERN GHATS

AERF has been exploring, conserving and regenerating 
sacred groves for the past 28 years in the Western Ghats.  
We have seen firsthand how the belief systems have 
changed gradually and traditions that have been the 
backbone of the social and cultural fabric of the local 
communities have diminished due to rampant development 
and industrialisation in these biodiverse mountains. It has 
been our constant mission to connect with the local 
communities and revive those beliefs and bring relevance to 
age-old traditions and faith which has contributed greatly to 
the conservation of these old-growth forests.  These are not 
only the last refuge for many fauna and flora, but are the key 
biodiversity areas and reference ecosystems for all future 
regeneration efforts! 
This year, we undertook important restoration work in the 
sacred groves of  Kulye and Borsut. Our team planted 
saplings of select species and painstakingly removed 
invasive weeds and climbers. Follow up surveys in the next 
3-4 months indicated an increased movement of animals like 
the Gaurs and Sambars!.  
In 2021, in addition to bringing more new sacred groves 
under our radar, we thought it was necessary to relook at 
some of those. We have compared the vegetation in the past 
using our baseline created in first decade of our work. We 
held several community meetings at Fansavale, Tamhane, 
Katavli, Borsut and Morde villages, consulting with elders as 
well as the younger generation.

Our intervention has been received positively and key 
stakeholders have shown interest in working together for 
restoration and reconnection!  
We discovered that even though some of the sacred 
groves are in various stages of degradation, they still 
provide critical ecosystem services, for eg. there are 
many bee hives in Borsut sacred grove - which 
contribute to food security through pollination. Many have 
fresh water streams originating in them. This makes a 
strong case for implementing impactful PES (Payment 
for Ecosystem Services) projects for sacred groves and 
make the cause of conservation even more relevant and 
beneficial to the local communities. We are exploring this 
idea in the SGs of Gavtale and Chipali from Dapoli block.  
Our exploration of ‘dangs’ which are rare old growth 
forests, was supported by National Geographic. This 
year we brought the dang of Ratambi village under 
conservation management.  Further explorations in other 
dangs in Ratnagiri revealed interesting findings - for 
example the range extension of the Asian Small-clawed 
Otter earlier thought to be found only in Goa and 
Sindhudurg. We are  sure these relic forests hold many 
more fascinating secrets and we look forward to 
unfolding them gradually to support the cause of their 
conservation.
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Exploring the Mhasala block - the 
definitive land of birds

Supported by:

With support from World Land Trust, we have 
surveyed many sacred groves from Khed,  
Dapoli, Mahad, Mandangad, Kudal and Mhasala 
blocks. This year, we organised meetings and 
workshops in these blocks to continue fruitful 
engagement with the local communities and 
brainstorm threat-management ideas for their sacred 
groves. It is noteworthy that despite the pandemic, the 
workshop in Kudal which happened in February 2021 
was attended by more than 40 enthusiastic 
participants! A similar workshop at Dapoli was 
attended by villagers from 6 villages and through this 
workshop we initiated the process of preparing a 
detailed sacred grove management plan for Gavtale 
Zolai Devi sacred grove. 

Sacred grove management 
meetings and workshops

Our research team expanded our knowledge 
repository on sacred groves of the Western Ghats 
by exploring 8 new sacred groves of the Mhasala 

block in Raigad district. The team observed that 
these SGs are acting as the last refuge for many 

significant ‘key’ bird species like the the Common 
Woodshrike and the Yellow-crowned 

Woodpecker. They also found that the sky of 
Mhasala block is ruled by myriad ‘Birds of Prey’ 

with 7 raptors sighted in one go! However, the 
icing on the cake was when they recorded the 
coexistence between 2 charismatic as well as 

globally threatened bird species - the Great 
Hornbill and White-rumped Vulture nesting with 

their young on the same giant tree of Alstonia 
scholaris in one of the sacred groves!



CONSERVATION 
AGREEMENTS
PRIONEERING

IN SAHYADRI KONKAN 
CORRIDOR 
AERF has brought nearly 8000 acres of privately owned 
forests under conservation management since 2007 by 
signing agreements with the owners. Most of AERF’s 
projects fall under this umbrella programme of ‘conservation 
agreements’ 
In the year 2021 AERF expanded its programme to protect 
critical corridors between sacred forests in Khadi Kolvan 
Ozare Budruk area as well as Fansavale Devale area from 
Sangameshwar block. Over the last 15 years this approach 
has worked and ensured protection to biodiversity in the 
open access landscape of the northern Western Ghats. 
The pandemic inspired a crowdfunding campaign which 
encapsulates this mission. The ‘Species distancing 
programme’ on Global Giving where our focus has been on 
ensuring protection of the forest area from deforestation 
and addressing their degradation through restoration 
measures. Additionally, and more importantly, we aim to 
build capacity of the community to create sustainable value 
from standing forests through certified NTFP value chains. 
We have also successfully run this model at various sites 
for more than 7 years now. In 2021, community discussions 
and exploration brought us to Mangavli village of 
Sindhudurg district. Adorned with many sacred groves in 
various stages of degradation, the forests around the village 
were quite evidently in need of conservation intervention. 
Our GIS analysis revealed that a whopping 25% of dense 
forests had been lost in the past 7 years! 

Also, there is a massive 35% increase in scrub land - 
resulting in increased incidences of forest fires. We 
decided that restoring the forest land by creating a 
community buffer of native tree species on the existing 
scrubland will generate ecological as well as social 
benefits in the long run.  
We selected Pongamia pinnata ( Karanj) for the first 
phase of plantation since it is a fast growing tree species 
and an excellent candidate for land restoration as it fixes 
nitrogen from the air in the soil and thus improves the 
quality of the soil. As regards its economic benefits, its 
seed produces non-edible oil in good quantity ( 20-33%) 
which finds application in medicine, cosmetic and bio-fuel 
industry. In August 2021, we completed the plantation of 
2000 Karanja saplings on 10 acres of carefully selected 
land parcels. Some 10 community members from village 
Mangavli participated in the plantation and received daily 
wages for a period of one week. Restoration is slow 
process as far as its ecological and economic impacts 
are concerned, but a larger immediate impact has been 
us gaining the trust of local communities as well as the 
ardent support of a group of doctors from Maharashtra 
and USA towards this work through the Species 
Distancing Campaign.  
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Valuation of ecosystem services is a concept that is gaining 
speed, and quantifying data points that will form its basis is 

going to be a critical exercise in the entire process.. In 2021, 
we conducted such an exercise for carbon stock estimation in 

the private forests of northern Western Ghats. The objective was 
to measure the impact of our conservation intervention on the 
secondary forests in terms of carbon sequestration. Our team 

conducted carbon stock estimation of 504 acres in Kalambaste 
private forest which is under conservation management since 

2013. We compared the data with that of a similar exercise 
conducted in the same forest in the year 2015 and the results 

showed an increment of 8 tonnes per acre over 6 years. This 
is clear indication of the success of our approach of conservation 

agreements and positive response of the local communities of 
the Northern Western Ghats! This has opened the possibility of 

bringing these forests into the voluntary carbon market. 

Making carbon finance work for 
saving private forests of the northern 

western ghats

Supported by:



MANGROVE
EXPLORING THE

ECOSYSTEM OF 
RAIGAD DISTRICT
Mangroves are specialized ecosystems that have been 
guarding tropical coastal areas for millions of years. Advent 
of climate change and higher frequency of cyclones along 
the west coast of India, has highlighted the importance of 
mangroves since the last couple of years. AERF is in the 
process of understanding mangroves along the Arabian Sea 
in Raigad district of Maharashtra. Three to four decades 
ago, areas covered by mangroves along the creeks and 
estuaries of four major river systems in the Raigad district 
were limited. Later due to change in tidal patterns and 
neglect to the maintenance of traditional dykes, the area 
faced the ingress of mangroves on the fertile paddy fields. 
This has changed the livelihood as well as natural 
landscape to a large extent. Many of the communities have 
learnt new skills like fishing, and aquaculture in recent 
times. Then, cyclones Nisarga and Taukte hit the west coast 
in years 2020 and 2021, and the benefits of mangroves 
were brought to light as these forests absorbed and 
reduced flood damage considerably.

In 2021, AERF focussed on understanding the unique 
and difficult relationship between the local communities 
and mangroves through extensive social surveys in the 
remotest of hamlets. We also explored many acres of 
this littoral forest in an effort to document the biodiversity 
and profile them for conservation efforts. We realised 
that there is tremendous potential to create a win-win 
situation for communities and the biodiversity. There is a 
growing evidence and understanding of how mangroves 
sequester more carbon than terrestrial forests. Blue 
carbon sequestration combined with biodiversity 
conservation can bring new opportunities for the 
communities.  
As a first step towards it, we signed our first 
Mangrove conservation agreements of 62.3 acres in 
2 villages in Raigad district! This signals a definite 
change in perspective of the local communities and we 
look forward to fitting more pieces of the puzzle to create 
a strong, symbiotic and sustainable relationship between 
people and the mangroves!
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Clean water for everybody 
Our social surveys indicated that people clamber for 

safe drinking water in many hamlets in Alibaug 
block, despite being merely few kilometres away 
from luxurious villas and resorts that cater to the 

uber-rich. Mangrove ingression has further 
worsened the problem in many places. In some 

villages like Mahajane, there are community water 
filters installed, but these solutions are few and far 

between. We are currently mapping the problem 
and hope to come up with a viable solution soon, so 

that minds of the community can be free and 
receptive enough to discuss more complex issues 

like mangrove conservation! 
With support from the German Consulate, a 

desalination plant will soon be installed. It will be 
built sustainably using Bamboo and we hope to 

have this plant fully functional early next year. 

Located in a tourism hotspot with close proximity to 
Mumbai, some of the mangroves of Alibaug are clogged 
with plastic waste which is affecting its health and the 
surrounding ecosystem immensely. AERF team along with 
local helpers put in 10 days of hard work to collect 10 
tonnes of solid waste including plastic wrappers, sanitary 
waste, clothes and glass bottles. Plastic pollution hampers 
the basic biological functions of the mangroves by getting 
entangled in the roots and branches and breaking down 
seedlings. Hence, this was a critical step towards 
conserving these mangroves and also spreading 
awareness about plastic pollution among the local 
fishermen. 
We also distributed 30 solar lamps to these fishermen to 
help them carry on fishing in the night.

Letting the mangroves breathe - plastic 
collection drive in the mangroves of 
Alibaug



GIANT TREES
CONSERVING

OF THE NORTHERN 
WESTERN GHATS

Large trees play a critical role in provisioning of 
economically important and climate regulating ecosystem 
services such as water, non-timber forest produce and 
carbon sequestration to millions of people in tropical 
countries of the world. In absence of clear conservation 
policy and poor understanding of their importance in 
supporting sustainable societies, these trees are facing 
imminent threat.  
We have been surveying and mapping giant trees of the 
northern western ghats since 2016 through crowdfunding 
platform Global Giving. Our research has given us critical 
insights into the relationship between people and these 
gentle giants. In the beginning of 2021, we carried out a 
survey to mark giant trees in 12 hamlets in and 
around Devrukh. The study gave insights into the growth 
and distribution of giant trees vis-a-vis proximity to human 
settlement. The number of giant trees - especially fruiting 
species - progressively increases as we move away from 
human habitation. Meanwhile, the giant trees within the 
core city area were fewer and limited to sacred species. 
This highlighted the importance of preserving cultural 
beliefs for the benefit of conservation. Social surveys during 
this study indicated that the conservation rationale for the 
owner is driven by a strong personal relationship with these 
centuries-old ‘family members’. We have come to realise 
that giant trees are akin to the divine among the local 
communities in the northern Western Ghats. 

This year we expressed our gratitude towards all the 
worthy custodians of the giant trees for the values that 
they hold and propagate. They are the ones who did not 
need reasons like ‘carbon sequestration’, ‘habitat for 
species’, ‘NTFPs’, ‘soil conservation’ etc. to protect the 
giants. Simple faith is enough! We reached out to 40 
giant tree owners and gave them a small token of our 
appreciation for their huge contribution towards our 
mission! 
Our team also mapped more than 131 giant trees that 
are sacred in Sindhudurg districts. It is understood that 
some of the trees represent a local god or a spirit and 
hence will not be touched and will be never harmed. All 
this helped us realize the very limited role of money in 
saving these wonders of Nature. It is a fact that unless 
local communities who are the primary stakeholders in 
conservation are convinced about the importance of 
protecting nature and make it an intrinsic part of their 
cultural practices and livelihoods, it is very difficult to 
sustain conservation over generations. Giant trees 
provide the necessary and clear evidence for this 
hypothesis.
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Giant trees - a critical cog in the 
coastal landscape

Pterocarpus marsupium or Beeja- is an important medicinal tree that 
is known to boost immunity and treat diabetes effectively. 
Indiscriminate cutting has put it on the IUCN Red List. In order to 
arrest immediate decline in population of this tree and create 
opportunities to build on potential health benefits of this tree over the 
long term, we decided to incentivise conservation of this important 
medicinal tree. Our team carried out a survey in five villages and 
mapped over 150 trees of this species in the Sangameshwar block. 
Many owners had plans to chop down these trees for planting 
cashews. To ensure the protection as well as economic benefits , 
AERF created specific conservation agreement taking into 
consideration the market prices for Beeja wood. The agreement will 
protect and give compensation for all the existing Beeja trees in the 
plot in lieu of conserving the entire plot. Our team could save total 70 
large mature trees of Pterocarpus marsupium through these 
agreements and some 5 marginal farmer families benefitted directly 
from this program. Taking lessons from this experience, we extended 
this to Eastern Maharashtra where Karanja (Pongamia pinnata) and 
Salai (Boswelia serrata) are under similar threat. We have mapped 
almost 300 giant trees of these species and will be engaging with the 
community to incentivise their conservation as well.  

An overarching  
conservation model for Giant 
Beeja trees of Sangameshwar

During our mangrove survey work in Alibaug, our 
team spotted a large colony of Asian open billed 

stork- a big wetland and migratory bird - on few giant 
Tamarind trees in village Dhokawade situated close to 

the coast. We were curious as to why this wetland 
bird would prefer roosting and breeding away from the 
coast over mangrove associate species such as large 

trees of Calophyllum innophyllum. We found out that 
such large trees have virtually disappeared from the 

mangrove ecosystem due to degradation and the 
birds have had to search for a suitable alternative for 

their survival. Even though the birds excreta creates a 
foul smell in the village, the locals do not trouble the 

birds and understand their needs. Despite this 
symbiosis, the real solution actually lies in protecting 

native large tree in every ecosystem in the first place! 
We have already begun marking and mapping giant 

trees in the mangrove ecosystem of Raigad and 
will ensure that this becomes reality soon.



TRANS-HIMALAYAN 
EXPLORING

REGION 

Changthang Wildlife Sanctuary in Ladakh is one of India’s 
five listed ‘biodiversity’ regions. AERF team was invited 
by the Border Roads Organisation to conduct a series of 
rapid biodiversity surveys in the region in order to 
research and document flora and fauna and to assess the 
potential impact of a proposed road construction on the 
biodiversity around the site. It is mandatory to research and 
document the impact of the road and traffic on the flora and 
fauna of the area, especially on some of the endangered 
species found in the area. AERF also provided a mitigation 
and management plan if there is any impact due to the 
construction on the flora and fauna of the area. At the same 
time, a similar exercise was to be done for the Indian Air 
Force for a proposed airbase in the Ladakh region.  
Infrastructure development is the key to making the defence 
system strong on the ground. It becomes extremely critical 
in the border areas.

Accordingly, team AERF visited the sites several times 
between April and October 2021 to conduct biodiversity 
surveys and map the different habitats of the region. 
They further analysed the data collection to know the 
impacts due to site development, if any.  
At all the sites, it was found that the biodiversity 
observed along the proposed development sites was 
also present in the surroundings and hence the 
construction activity itself will have minimal effect on the 
biodiversity of the region.  
The whole exercise was a different experience for the 
AERF research team due to the vastly different 
landscape of the trans-Himalayan region, but it was a 
fulfilling one as well. 
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Himalayan Red Fox

Clematis vernai



VALUE CHAINS
ADDING VALUE TO

CREATING VALUE FROM 
STANDING FORESTS

Nature Connect India Pvt. Ltd. (NCIPL) is a conservation 
enterprise established by founders of Applied 
Environmental Research Foundation (AERF). The Sole 
purpose of NCIPL is to build a replicable and scalable 
business model for sustainable use of biodiversity and 
forests creating a win-win situation for communities and 
ecosystems. This model when scaled up will address the 
perception gap about forests that has hindered long term 
private investment in forests and biodiversity conservation.  
Along with NTFPs (Non-Timber Forest Produce), other 
scalable business models are enviro-tourism, experiential 
learning and strengthening nature-based solutions and 
innovative interventions to reduce dependancy on forests.  
NCI is looking forward to establishing and promoting its 
brand MY FOREST for existing as well as new forest-based 
value chains and other products and services                
within its portfolio.

Conservation 
Enterprise

Moving towards Impact 
Investment through  

Green Entrepreneurship, 
applying commercial 

strategies to create 
environmental and 

social impact

CONTRIBUTION TO 
AICHI TARGETS

CONTRIBUTION TO 
SUSTAINABLE 
DEVELOPMENT 
GOALS

Spread awareness 
on Conservation 
and sustainable 
use of 
biodiversity

Positive 
incentives for 
conservation

Sustainable 
production and 
consumption by 
all stakeholders
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FOREST-BASED 
VALUE CHAINS AS A  

SELF-SUSTAINING 
STRATEGY FOR 

FOREST 
CONSERVATION

Feasibility study 
for conservation 

agreement

Biodiversity 
surveys and 
community 
processes

SIGNING OF 
CONSERVATION 
AGREEMENTS

Scoping of  
possible value 

chains

Processing, 
marketing and 
sale of  forest-

based products
Certifications 

and value 
enhancement 

processes

PROFIT 
GENERATION

Facilitating 
RENEWAL of  
conservation 
agreements

Re-investing in 
NEW conservation 

agreements



FAIRWILD 
CERTIFICATION 
7 YEARS OF 

Nature is ceaseless in her graciousness. In times when the 
pandemic had crippled so many livelihoods, our forests 
gave us a healthy harvest of 10 tonnes of Bibhitaki and 14 
tonnes of Haritaki fruits which made it possible for us to 
provide seasonal employment to over 100 households 
through collection and processing. We finished the 
Organic and FairWild audit in February  
Usually the entire process of collecting fruits, drying them, 
sorting and processing them is a race against time since we 
have to dispatch the produce before monsoon hits. 
However, our efficient team could meet their goals and 
ensured that the livelihood machine for the forest-dependant 
communities kept running  - especially when their other 
income sources have fallen prey to this pandemic! 
In December 2021, we welcomed USA-based buyers 
‘Banyan Botanicals’ into the Nature Connect family.  They 
will contribute greatly to the sustainability of this enterprise 
for the local communities through this partnership.

FOR HARITAKI & BIBHITAKI
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American Botanical Council in collaboration with Fairwild 
Foundation hosted a webinar on 20th May 2021 
titled ‘Equity and Wild-Harvested Plants: Building Mutually 
Beneficial Partnerships’. It was attended by some 200 
participants across USA and Europe and our Joint Director 
Mr. Jayant Sarnaik was a panelist - invited to speak about 
the FairWild certified value chains that AERF has 
successfully developed and scaled up over the past 5 
years. He shared AERF’s experience in managing 
expectations of different stakeholders and developing 
mutually beneficial relationships with communities and 
businesses at the same time.

Sharing lessons from 5 
years of developing and 
scaling up value chains.

Talmachiwadi is a remotely located place with 
some 70 households in the valley forests of 

Sahyadri mountain range in Junnar block. The 
community owned old growth forest there spreads 
over 300 acres.Our survey revealed that there are 

some 8000 trees of Terminalia chebula (Haritaki) 
in various stages of growth. Since 2017, we have 

been working towards establishing a purely value-
chain linked conservation model. After several 

training and capacity building sessions with the 
local communities, we have finally completed the 

audit and are proud to say that all 13 sites are now 
FairWild Organic certified! The estimated yield 
from these sites is almost 25 tonnes per year. 

Our processing site at Talmachi 
becomes FairWild Certified!



BEEJA & 
CASHEW 

FAIR FOR LIFE 
CERTIFIED

AERF and NCIPL completed the Fair For Life audit for our 
Cashew and Beeja value chains in September 2021. FFL is an 
international certification programme for fair trade in 
agriculture, manufacturing and trade. It certifies the value chain 
as being responsible, having long-term vision and being 
resilient in every link throughout the supply chain. This 
certification will promote the intrinsic values upheld by Nature 
Connect India and will enhance our mission of bringing 
maximum sustainable benefits to the forest-dependant 
communities through these certified value chains. Having this 
global certification in addition to the first FairWild certification in 
India will further validate our commitment towards ensuring a 
fair and responsible value chain through all its stages.  
This year, we have already signed agroforestry agreements 
with 2 cashew orchard owners who have partnered with us to 
grow native variety of Cashewnut (Anacardium occidentale) 
which is climate resilient and less resource-intensive than 
hybrid variety. There will be no clear felling on these 
agroforestry plots - making this cashew ‘deforestation-free’. 
Instead, biodiversity on the plot will be nurtured, with a special 
focus on honeybee conservation and use of natural pesticides 
and fertilisers like ‘Jeevamrut’.  
For the Beeja value chain, we have already brought many 
trees under conservation management. The FFL certificate will 
further increase the potential for greater economic returns to 
the owners through the value chain of My Forest Diabacheck 
Beeja Cinnamon tea. 
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For our Beeja Cinnamon tea variant, we procured an 
entry-level tea bag manufacturing machine at our 
processing centre in Sadavli. Getting it to work efficiently 
was challenging in the beginning, but our team stepped 
up to it and got themselves acquainted with the 
mechanism and after some calibration and testing, we 
finally got it running!  
We look forward to receiving the certification early next 
year and will soon be launching FFL certified 
‘Diabacheck Beeja Cinnamon Infusion’ and FFL certified 
Native Cashew in the market with the single aim to 
mainstream the cause of conservation and bring the 
narrative to a wider audience.

‘Tea’ming up to face challenges 
efficiently! 

Potential to reach 8 times more 
customers

Will revolutionise the segment by bringing 
an age-old diabetes cure in the 

form of tea. 

42% increase in 
revenue

FROM 
TUMBLERS 
TO TEA



TURMERIC & 
RED RICE
REVITALISING 
AGRICULTURE 

We delved further into the issue of food security this year 
through out partnership with EarthSong Foundation, UK 
through the ‘Living in Harmony with Nature’ project - which 
entered its second year in 2021. Set in the Sangameshwar 
region of the northern Western Ghats, the idea is to 
revitalise abandoned agricultural plots and degraded 
forests and build the capacity of the local communities in 
sustainable agriculture and to also provide market 
opportunities for the selected crops.  
There has been rapid urbanisation of villages and the value 
systems of the younger generation are also changing. 
Rampant deforestation has also given rise to more 
instances of man-animal conflict with wild boars, deer and 
other animals raiding the existing crops and eating into the 
already diminishing profits from agriculture. These factors 
have now left the agricultural fields on the forest fringes 
abandoned and in disrepair.  
There is a need for a fundamental change in the game to 
reverse this trend. As a first step towards it, we explored 
the plantation of economically important short rotation 
crops in some select fields with proactive local farmers. We 
chose a high-curcumin variety of Turmeric for plantation 
which naturally dissuades crop-raiding whilst giving higher 
returns to the farmer for the high curcumin content.

We got the first harvest of more than 2 tonnes this year! 
We procured steam boilers for disinfecting and naturally 
enhancing the colour and aroma of the raw turmeric. 
Laboratory tests on the final product - High-curcumin 
turmeric powder - showed a curcumin content of 6.35, 
making it authentic to the core, with a conservation story 
to boast! 
We also explored the Konkan Red Rice locally known as 
‘Khamdi’. It is a climate-resilient rice variety that requires 
very less water to thrive and is highly tolerant to rainfall 
irregularities. It is a nutritionally rich remnant of India’s 
great agricultural heritage and is traditionally consumed 
for diabetes management due to its low glycemic index. 
We have partnered with few Khamdi rice farmers to link 
this superfood to suitable market opportunities under the 
My Forest brand.  
Both products are now ready to create a win-win 
situation for the farmers as well as the cause of 
conservation! 

6.35%
Curcumin 
content
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BAMBOO
BRINGING

In 2019, we started out on a bid to promote Bamboo as a 
mainstream building material after resource assessments in 
the forests of Velhe indicated an abundance of Mes Bamboo 
(Dendrocalamus stocksii). Mr. Bharat Dalvi - our community in-
charge from Velhe reaffirmed our belief that if we build capacity 
of the people and create new possibilities, then this value 
chain could bring many benefits to the community and 
incentivise conservation in the region.  
We decided to lead by example by building our Haritaki 
processing centre at Talmachi completely in Bamboo. We 
teamed up with architect Mr. Atul Rajwade - who is 
revolutionising the field by creating Bamboo structures as a 
viable and sustainable alternative to the resource intensive 
steel. Under his expert guidance, we began sourcing, treating 
and processing Bamboo from our Velhe site and using them to 
build a truly sustainable and strong structure at our Talmachi 
site. It will stand as a living example of all that we want to 
achieve through this value chain - to elevate the status of this 
resource for affordable sustainable housing.  
Incidentally, Dendrocalamus stocksii is a strong local variety 
best suited for construction. This year, we traversed an 
important learning curve in the entire journey by harvesting 
and processing the bamboo into ‘ready-to-use’ construction 
material on site.

INTO MAINSTREAM 
CONSTRUCTION
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80% 
Faster growth 

than hardwoods

Higher tensile 
strength than steel

4000 PSI

WHY CHOOSE THIS HIGH-YIELD 
RENEWABLE RESOURCE FOR 

MAINSTREAM CONSTRUCTION ?

Tensile strength and other 
properties make it ideal for 

earthquake prone areas

Variety of applications - 
Foundation, flooring, 

roofing etc.



KARANJ OIL

Karanj (Pongamia pinnata) is commonly found in the forests 
of Raigad district and its seeds are traditionally collected by 
the Katkari tribes for extraction of oil with wide application in 
medicine, the biofuel industry and most recently in food 
industry. Locally too, it is used in a variety of ways - as a 
mosquito repellent, for curing and waterproofing the wood 
used in the boats, for skin issues and for healing external 
wounds of cattle. The byproduct - the Karanj oil cake is also 
an excellent natural fertiliser for agricultural fields and home 
gardens. 
This value chain has been an amalgamation of ‘sustainable 
livelihood development’ and ‘conservation’ in Alibaug where 
we started the Karanj based ‘decentralised biofuel resource 
centre’ in Mahajane village 15 years ago. More than 6 tons 
of seeds purchased from 200+ collectors are processed here 
each year. AERF trained the local community members to 
set up a collection and oil extraction process flow using the 
‘carbon neutral’ oil extraction machine designed to run on 
Karanj oil itself. The community members were quick to 
learn and after the initial handholding, this has been a self-
sustaining enterprise of the people, by the people and for the 
people of all the participating hamlets - now formalised as an 
independent entity called ‘Natural Products Associates’. As 
of 2021, we have around 15 hamlets bringing their Karanj 
seeds to the centre for processing. 

More than 2000 Karanj trees are conserved under this 
initiative each year and our team reached out to 19 
more hamlets for joining us in our mission. They 
conducted socio-economic surveys and explained the 
economic opportunities of the venture.  
In 2021, another major milestone in this project was 
Nature Connect’s partnership with a US-based 
company called Terviva which is a food innovation 
company that produces sustainable food ingredients 
from Pongamia seeds. This partnership brought us to 
eastern Maharashtra where Karanj is abundantly 
found. We launched a full scale resource assessment 
and community engagement exercise in many hamlets 
in Gondia district and also teamed up with the local 
community to zero-in on a processing centre for the 
seeds. Based on our extensive experience in Alibaug, 
we are ready to apply the lessons learnt from there 
and take this enterprise few steps ahead here.

15 YEARS OF 
HARNESSING

AND PROGRESSING 
EASTWARD 
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2000 KARANJ TREES CONSERVED, 
6000 KGS OF KARANJ SEEDS 
COLLECTED EVERY YEAR

200 COLLECTORS, 800 
BENEFICIARIES

CARBON NEUTRAL PROCESS



CAMERA TRAPS…
FROM OUR

GLIMPSES OF LIFE WITHIN 
THESE FORESTS

Sambar Deer 
IUCN Red List Status: Vulnerable

Hanuman Langur 
IUCN Red List Status: Least Concern
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Ruddy Mongoose 
IUCN Red List Status: Least Concern

Dhole / Wild Dog 
IUCN Red List Status: Endangered

Indian Peafowl 
IUCN Red List Status: Least Concern



Indian Leopard 
IUCN Red List Status: Vulnerable

Gaur 
IUCN Red List Status: Vulnerable

Gaur 
IUCN Red List Status: Vulnerable
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Mouse Deer / Indian Spotted Chevrotain 
IUCN Red List Status: Least Concern

Wild Boar 
IUCN Red List Status: Least Concern

Indian Pangolin 
IUCN Red List Status: Endangered
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The COVID pandemic has brought unforeseen loss to a lot of 
people around - something that even AERF was not immune to. 
We lost two wonderful souls to this pandemic - our advisor 
Padmashree A.M. Gokhale and our woman farmer-entrepreneur 
Mrs. Dildaar Patankar. 

Mr. A.M.Gokhale was a retired IAS officer who 
served this nation wholeheartedly and was 
therefore conferred with the ‘Padmashree’ award. 
While the title commands immense respect and 
rightly so, it was actually his passion, hard work 
and work ethics that justified it manifold times. His 
intellectual inputs and belief in our cause will be 
highly missed in our journey forward. 

Mrs. Dildaar Patankar was an enterprising lady 
based in the small village of Nayari. She joined 
hands with us as the first forest steward by signing 
conservation agreement of 167 acres for 
Prachitgad Community Reserve. Together we were 
successful in cultivating traditional varieties of 
Turmeric and Ragi on her plot. Her enthusiasm and 
alacrity within that gender-defying role was 
unparalleled and she will remain with us as we take 
this enterprise ahead.

WE MUST CONTINUE OUR 
JOURNEY WITHOUT THEM . . .



Dr. Jean Phillipe Puyravaud  
A well known ecologist contributed to understand vegetation patterns 
and peculiar species from various regions in the Southern Western 
Ghats. He is a rare combination of a researcher and a conservation 
practitioner.  

OUR ADVISORS 
Mr. Sanjay Upadhyay, Advocate, Supreme Court of India, is the 
founder and managing partner of the India’s first environmental law firm, 
Enviro Legal Defence Firm. He also established the charitable arm of 
the Law firm through the Environment Law and Development 
Foundation. Mr. Upadhyay has over 20 years of experience in 
environmental law and is an advocate at the Supreme Court of India - 
the Apex body for legal matter in India. He has substantial experience in 
rules and regulation related to forest governance and is currently 
member of the committee formed by the Government of India to study 
the regulatory regime related to felling of trees grown on private lands in 
India. He has served as an environmental and development law expert 
to most well known International, multilateral, national and state 
institutions. He has been part of Drafting Committees of several forest, 
wildlife and biodiversity related legislations both at the national and 
state level.  

Dr. Eduard Niesten earned his Ph.D. in Applied Economics from 
Stanford University in 1998. His work and research concentrate on 
comparing the effectiveness of different conservation approaches, with a 
particular interest in direct incentives and sustainable finance. He 
currently leads financial planning, cost modeling, business planning and 
benefits sharing at EcoAdvisors. He previously spent 14 years at 
Conservation International as Senior Director of Conservation 
International’s Conservation Stewards Program where he oversaw a 
portfolio of more than 50 projects around the globe that pursue 
compensation-based conservation with local communities in developing 
countries. Strategies for ensuring long-term viability of these initiatives 
include dedicated trust funds, targeted government programs for 
conservation and poverty alleviation, and sustainable nature-based 
enterprise.

Dr. S. Natesh is a recipient of the ‘Biospectrum Lifetime Achievement 
Award (2012) for his contribution towards taking the Indian Biosciences 
sector to new heights. During his tenure at the Dept. of Biotechnology 
(DBT) of the Government of India, he headed several divisions and built 
robust international collaborations for DBT whilst also leading a campaign 
to bring overseas Indian bio-scientists back to India! He is currently a Sr. 
Consultant and Project Coordinator at the DST Centre for Policy 
Research at IIT-Delhi and will soon be coming out with his book on the 
iconic trees of India.
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Dr. Mark Lethbridge has research interests in wine quality detection 
using active optical instruments, wine yield estimation, chain of supply 
issues in agriculture, vegetation condition monitoring using field and 
remote sensing, optimization algorithms, decision support tools in 
production and natural resource management and ecological, 
movement and spatial modelling. Together with Dr Micheal Westphal, 
he developed OPRAH, a landscape restoration prioritization algorithm 
used in NRM.  
Dr Lethbridge has 15 years of field biology experience in radio 
tracking, mark recapture and mark resighting and has undertaken 
everything from small mammal pitfall trapping to medium-sized 
mammal treadle trapping to perfecting camel immobilization 
techniques with Dr Wayne Boardman. He is currently developing new 
and innovative ways to capture species vital rate and population 
growth rate data remotely using camera traps and improved aerial 
survey techniques.  

Dr. Govindasamy Agoramoorthy, a world renowned primatologist 
has been guiding officials, technical and research staff members for 
over 25 years in the field of ecology. He currently teaches at the 
College of Environmental Sciences in Tajen University, Taiwan. He 
has served in various global environmental conservation 
organizations. His research and conservation activities are spread 
across the globe including India, Liberia, USA, Venezuela, Taiwan, 
Trinidad, Malaysia, Vietnam, Singapore, Indonesia, Peru, Brazil and 
China. He has been awarded with numerous awards and 
memberships including best scientist award, National Environmental 
Science Academy (2007)  

Dr. Alan Hamilton, PhD, ScD, FLS, has been in the field of 
professional conservation and has also worked as university lecturer 
in the UK and Uganda for many years. His research specialty is the 
history of climate, forests and land use in central Africa. He was a 
founder of the People and Plants Initiative, a joint programme of 
WWF, UNESCO and the Royal Botanic Gardens Kew, designed to 
raise global capacity in applied ethnobotany . In 2009, Alan was made 
an Honorary Professor in the Kunming Institute of Botany, Chinese 
Academy of Sciences in recognition of his collaboration on 
conservation with Chinese scientists. 

Dr. James Danoff Burg is the Director and Founder of Big Sky 
Consulting and is dedicated to providing creative, science-based 
conservation and education solutions for NGOs, zoos, and 
aquariums. His twenty years in grant writing, strategic planning, 
evaluation, community-based conservation, biodiversity surveys, 
curriculum creation, and public outreach help him to be a global 
leader in conservation, education, and strategy. Dr. Danoff-Burg's 
graduate training focused on insect and marine invertebrate 
conservation evolution and ecology. For the past two decades, his 
research, teaching, and conservation implementation actions have 
focused on reducing the negative effects of human activities on 
biodiversity through conservation education 



Please visit our website www.aerfindia.org for a complete list of our partners, collaborators, 
supporters, network members and institutional collaborators. 

PARTNERS AND 
COLLABORATORS

AERF's Director Dr.Archana 
Godbole participated as a panelist at 

the event - Building back better- 
expert solutions for addressing 

wildlife trade challenges organized 
by TRAFFIC International and 

offered insights gained from AERF's 
long experience in implementation of 

FAIRWILD certification for saving 
threatened biodiversity in the 

Western Ghats biodiversity hotspot.

AERF AT 
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Volunteer Intern with us

BUILD YOUR  
CONSERVATION 

CAPACITY

 WITH US

ENGAGE 
WITH US
to save the  
Northern Western Ghats

Applied Environmental Research Foundation 
C 36, Krishnarjun, Madhavbaug Co-op Hsg. 
Society, Shivtirthanagar, Paud Road, Kothrud, 
Pune - 411038

info@aerfindia.org 
www.aerfindia.org 
www.myforest.co.in 
www.natureconnectindia.com

CONTACT US


