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BACKGROUND

Ç Conservation of nature has been considered a magnificent aspect of social ethos in several indigenous 

communities, leading to the emergence of Sacred groves

Ç Sacred groves    

Å Natural habitat that a particular community 

protects due to religious beliefs, and is dedicated 

to a local deity     

Å Rich biodiverse pockets and the best network 

 situated case of biodiversity preservation

Å Socio-Ecological Production Landscape (SEPL),  a 

repository for various ayurvedic medicines and  

enriched with replenishable resources

2



Kalrayan hills of South India

ÇKalrayan hills - Majestic range of mountains that separates 

the Kaveri and Palar river basins in southern India

ÇCover an area of approximately 1095 Km2, are made up of 

three spectacular ranges: the Pachaimalai, Javadi, and 

Shevaroy ranges, each of which is between 2000 and 3000 

feet tall lush with biodiversity
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ÇMalaiyalis - Tribal community living in the Kalrayan hills are 

called Periya (Big) Malaiyali or the Kanchimandalam 

Malaiyalis

Ç The Malaiyali people are farmers and use the plants available 

in their surroundings and deep forests for  food, medicines, 

various economic uses viz., mat, net and rope making, 

construction purposes and for hedge

Ç There are sacred groves of different deities in the Kalrayan 

hills, worshipped by the Malaiyali tribal community

ÇThese sacred groves are  SELPs aiding the livelihood of 

the community

Malaiyali community and their sacred groves

4



Malaiyali people of Kalrayan hills
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Threats on sacred groves and biodiversity
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ü On the verge of disruption due to unhindered human interference for land, wood, and many other resources

ü Encroachment and conversion of sacred groves into agricultural land, and other construction activities

ü Abandonment of sacred groves as the younger generations are relocating to cities

ü Lack of legal policies and community participation for the protection and conservation of biodiversity

Status of sacred groves in Kalrayan Hills
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ü Undeveloped scheduled tribal groups

ü The basic amenities like road, communication, sanitation etc, are limited in Kalrayan hills

ü Low education rates and poor socio-economic status

Status of Malaiyali communities in Kalrayan Hills
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AIM

V Improving the community resilience and 
conservation of threatened flora through 
the restoration of Sacred groves of 
Malaiyali community in Kalrayan hills of 
South India

V Evaluating nexus interactions through the 
community led area-based conservation 
approach.
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The major goal of the project is to conserve and restore the exploited sacred groves in cooperation with local 

community for a sustainable socio-economy

SPECIFIC OBJECTIVES

I. To map and document the threatened flora particularly, medicinal plants and the recognition of 

ethnopharmacology present in the Malaiyali Sacred Groves in Kalrayan hills

II. To conserve and protect sacred grove, Sthala-vrikshas in Malaiyali Sacred Groves of Kalrayan hills by 

studying the conservation practices followed by local community

III. To establish in vitro conservation protocols of priority threatened plants including Sthala-vrikshas as a 

model of integration of traditional ecological knowledge and modern science

IV. To restore the threatened plants in the form of garden called ΨVrikshavalliΩ and enhance the 

awareness of sustainable socio-economy in sacred groves in collaboration with the Malaiyali 

community of Kalrayan hills

V. To prepare modules for the conservation of biodiversity in sacred groves



Cascading Negative Effects on Nexus 
Elements due to the Decline of 

Sacred Groves
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Decline in sacred groves

Reduction in the 
phytomedicinal resources 

Loss of biodiversity

Affects the well-being of 
the community  

Human disconnection 
form nature

Increased  soil erosion

Reduced water 
quality 

Decreased land 
productivity

Reduced food 
diversity and quality

Scarcity of water 

Disruption of water 
cycle 

Increased CO2 
emissions

Disruption of 
microclimate

Reduced carbon 
storage capacity

Biodiversity Water Food Health Climate
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Nexus response options covered by this project

Response action Objectives

B01 Area-based 
conservation

IV

B05 Forest landscape
restoration

IV

B09 Integrated 
landscape
and seascape
approaches

I,II

B10 Rights-based
approaches

I, II, IV
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Response action Objectives

B14
Reconnecting 

people with nature
I, II, IV

F16
Access to natural

resources and land
IV

H04
Sustainable use of
medicinal plants III, IV

H10
Forest conservation

for health
III, IV

C12
Forest-based

practices to address
climate change

III, IV

ӄШΞЮΡ ӄШΝЮΡШċŰĬШӃΞЮΡӄШΜШċŰĬШӃΝЮΡNegative impact
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Included Nexus governance approaches

(a) integrative, holistic and transdisciplinary framings of problems and solutions;

(d) enhanced mechanisms and processes for collaboration and coordination across scales 

and sectors; and

(e) adaptive, reflexive and experimental approaches to learn from successes and to scale 

these solutions
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I
Mapping and documentation of threatened medicinal plant diversity in 
sacred groves

A) To identify and document the threatened medicinal plant diversity in sacred groves of the Malaiyali 

community in Kalrayan Hills

ü A series of seasonal field visits were conducted across multiple experimental sites in Kalrayan hills 

ü Traditional healers, local botanists, and community elders were actively engaged in species identification and 

knowledge validation, integrating indigenous ecological knowledge with scientific taxonomy.

ü GPS-based geospatial mapping was utilized to record the spatial distribution of key medicinal plant species, 

facilitating the identification of biodiversity hotspots and habitat specific associations.

ü A detailed inventory of threatened medicinal plants was compiled, with emphasis on species critical to the 

Malaiyali ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ traditional healing practices and livelihoods 

ü Herbarium sheets were prepared for the collected samples, with detailed labelling that included the scientific 

name, collection data, location and habitat description
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Fig 1 - Experimental sites in 
Kalrayan Hills, Kallakurichi 

district, Tamil Nadu . Area of 
project site: 63000 hectares.
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Fig 2 - Elevation and Topography of Kalrayan Hills, Kallakurichi District, Tamil Nadu
Illustrates the topographic variation within the Kalrayan Hills of Kallakurichi District, with elevations ranging from 33 meters 
(depicted in blue) to 1,104 meters (shown in red). The western region exhibits steep elevations, while the eastern terrain is 

relatively lower. These variations significantly influence microclimatic conditions, soil types, and the distribution of 
vegetation, including the medicinal plants under study. 18



Table 1: List of documented plants with medicinal uses as reported by local communities of sacred groves

Sacred 

groves

Latitude and 

longitude
Plant species Vernacular name Family Habit Medicinal purpose

Vellimalai

Sivan 

Temple

11.800744ϲN 

78.711484ϲE

Abutilon indicum (L.) 

Sweet

Thutthi Malvaceae Herb Laxative, and anti-

diabetic activity

Barleria buxifolia L. Rosemullipppoon

du

Acanthaceae Shrub To treat diabetes, 

respiratory diseases 

and anaemia

Calotropisgigantea

(Ait.) Br.

Erukku Asclepiadaceae Shrub Skin, Respiratory and 

Circulatory disorders

Coccinia grandis L. Ivy gourd Cucurbitaceae Climber To reduce 

hypertension and 

abscess

Jatropha gossypifolia 

L.

Aatalai Euphorbiaceae Shrub Anti-diarrheal and 

anti-inflammatory 

activity
Tribulus terrestris Palleru-mullu ZygophyllaceaeSmall herb Expectorant, 

anticancer and 

antidote 19



Aalanur

Perumal Temple

11.975506ϲN 

78.750876ϲE

Acanthus ilicifolius L. Kaludaimulli Acanthaceae Herb

Achyranthes aspera L.
Shiru-Kadaladi, 

Nayuruvi
Amaranthaceae Herb

Aerva lanata (L.) Juss. exSchult. Sirru -PulayςVayr Amaranthaceae Perennial herb

Amaranthus spinosus L. Kantaili chaulai Amaranthaceae Subshrub

Artocarpus heterophyllus Pala Moraceae Tree

Boerhavia coulteri (Hook.f.) 

S.Wats.
Punarnava Nyctaginaceae Herb

Bougainvillea glabra Choisy. Kakitha Poo Nyctaginaceae Climping Shrub

Cascabela thevetia (L.)Lippold Thangaarali Apocynaceae Shrub

Dipsacus inermis Wall. Phulee Dipsacaceae Perennial herb

Hypericum elodeoides Choisy Basanti Hypericacea Shrub

Ziziphus oenopolia Chooraimullu Rhamnaceae Thorny shrub
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B)Assessment of the conservation status and threats to the sacred groves 

ü Apply IUCN Red List categories and criteria for species assessment.

ü Evaluation of the habitat degradation levels and human-induced pressures on the degradation of plant 

species in the study area through discussions with local communities
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Å Family: Fabaceae

Å Local Name: Indian Redwing; Adivi Boda; Bada bakka (Kannada); 
Karindu, Pulindu (Tamil); Korintha, Pariki (Telugu); Endam (Malayalam)

Å Field spot character: Large, spiny, scrambling shrub or climber with 
bipinnate leaves, bright red winged seed pods, and small creamy-
white flowers in panicles

Å IUCN conservation status: Not evaluated

Å DAO conservation status: Not assessed

Å Reason for the threat: Habitat destruction, deforestation, overgrazing, 
and land-use changes

Å Priority level & Recommended Action: Medium to High priority; 
recommended actions include habitat conservation, restoration 
efforts, legal protection, and awareness programs to prevent further 
degradation.

23



ÅFamily: Malvaceae

ÅLocal Name: Malaipuvarasu (Tamil)

ÅField spot character: Deciduous tree upto 20 meters tall; lobed 
leaves; panicles of red sepals without petals; produces both male 
and bisexual flowers.

ÅIUCN conservation status: Critically Endangered (CR)

ÅDAO conservation status: Not assessed

ÅReason for the threat: Habitat loss due to deforestation and 
limited distribution; approximately 20 trees are known to exist on 
the eastern slopes of the Kalrayan Hills.

ÅPriority level & Recommended Action: High priority; 
recommended actions include habitat protection, reforestation, 
ex-situ conservation, and community engagement to prevent 
further decline.
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Å Family: Rubiaceae

Å Local Name: Indian madder, Manjistha.

Å Field spot character: Perennial, climbing herb, stems are slender, 
rough, and often with tiny hooks; leaves are in whorls of 4-6, 
ovate to lanceolate, with rough surfaces; small, greenish or 
yellowish flowers in clusters and reddish purple roots used as dye.

Å IUCN conservation status: Regionally threatened

Å DAO conservation status: Considered threatened in certain states 
of India due to high medicinal demand.

Å Reason for the threat: Overharvesting for medicinal use (roots 
used extensively in Ayurveda) and habitat loss due to 
deforestation and agricultural expansion.

Å Priority level: Medium to High

Å Recommended Action: Conservation through cultivation, 
sustainable harvesting practices, awareness and training for local 
communities, in-situ conservation in natural habitats and forest 
areas and ex-situ conservation through seed banks.
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