


Long-billed Vulture Gyps indicus 
(Photo for representation purpose only) 

Critically En-dangered 
White-backed Vulture 
The White-backed Vulture (Gyps bengalensis) 
was till the 1990s widespread occurring from 
Pakistan east to Arunachal Pradesh, along the 
Himalayas and throughout the peninsula of southern India as well 
as Bangladesh, Nepal, Bhutan, Myanmar, Thailand, Laos and 
Cambodia. It has been recorded from south-east Afghanistan and 
Iran. However it has seen a drastic, sudden decline and the species 
is now classified as Critically Endangered by BirdLife 
InternationalllUCN (the World Conservation Union). Its population 
has declined by 99% in the Indian subcontinent. 

Sexes alike, the adult plumage is mainly blackish with neck-ruff; 
back, rump and underwing-coverls white. Juvenile is usually dark 
brown with prominent white shaft-streaks, especially below. The 
White-backed Vulture is a scavenger feeding entirely on carrion and 
usually feeds gregariously. It inhabits open areas, plains as well as 
light woodland and areas near human habitations. It nests in 
colonies in tall trees. Both sexes cooperate in nest-building, the 
male probably supplying most of the nest material , the female 
repairing and enlarging the nest. 

Diclofenac an anti-inflammatory veterinary drug given to cattle has 
been identified as the major reason of morlality in vultures feeding 
on livestock. Vultures feeding on cattle treated with diclofenac suffer 
from renal fa ilure resulting from visceral gout. The current 
population is the range of2500-9000 birds. The disappearance of 

VUIl'"'~" has raised new problems like disposal of 
carcasses and increase in number of feral dogs and 

consequently the incidents of rabies. The Indian government 
has banned diclofenac for veterinary use. Efforts to replace 

diclofenac with suitable altemative drugs like meloxicam are in 
progress. NPCIL's volunteers have been monitoring the local 
population of vultures at Rawatbhata Rajasthan site and also 
working with the local communities to create awareness about the 
use of Meloxicam. 

The Environment Stewardship Programme (ESP) of NPCIL, a 
voluntary programme, envisages scientific study of bio-diversity, 
particularly avi-fauna, in the Exclusion Zones (EZs) and the enVifons 
of its seven nuclear power stations. EZ is a 1.6km radius area 
around the centre of nuclear plant. While only a fraction of this area 
is used for the plant structures, remaining is used for green-belting. 
Large numbers of bird species have made EZs their homes. The 
programme also includes training of local volunteers, public 
awareness campaigns to sensitize members of public on 
environment, improving habitat, particularly of avi-fauna, etc. 

NPCIL as a responsible corporate citizen believes that these efforts 
will help in promoting habitat conservation and awareness on the 
importance of a healthy environment to make the world a better 
living-place. 

Photo: Rajasthan Atomic Power Station, Rawatbhata, Rajasthan 
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EDITORIAL 

BNHS: A proud 125 years 
"No Olle call slop an idea wbose lillie bas COIIIC. " The eight vlsiomtrics who established th e Bombay 

Narural Histo ry Soc.iety on September IS, 1883, probably never thought that an idea - " to 

collect and exchange narural hlsrory in for mation" - would result in a Society tiu t would not 

only survive 125 years, but grow into one of the most important naru ral history o rganisatio ns 

in the world. They must definitel y n Ot have thought that rhe B H S, which mostly consisted 

of hunters and royalty at rhe time o f its establishm en t, would wi thin 50 yea rs o f its 

establishmenr talk about conservation (although in the context o f better sbikaiJ , and by the 

time it would a little o lder, it would attract on ly individuals whose main concern would be to 

save the nanlrai workl. 

Ano ther interesting development over 125 years was that frol11 being mainly a nannal 

histoty organisation of amateurs. it nlrncd 'professio nal'. Al though we still have many amateu.rs 

o r 'wildlife en thusiasts', m ost of B N HS research projects arc executed by qualifi ed 

professionals. as you will read in this special issue of I-Io,."bill. 

1 think the raison d'elre o f BNHS is its vast and professio nally curated coU(';c tio n. Soon 

aftcr establishment. the members started bringing in specimens and the Society starred 

expanding to keep rl1ese specimens. The 18th and 19th centuries, and also the early 20th 

century we re the age of exploration, hunting and collection. Anything exotic and new had ro 

be coUected and deposited, either in a private collection o r in a museum. TIle age of specimen 

collection is now mo re o r less over (except fo r the so-caUed lower form of taxa); we are now 

nor adding much to the coUection. Varad Giri, the present Curato r, gives a good account of 

what treasures the BN HS holds in its chest, or museum cabinets, ro be more prosaic, in his 

article 'The Natural Hi"Ol)' Collection o f BN HS'. 
Anoth er stre ng th of the BN H S is its resea rch . Research o n natural history and 

conservation issues gives BN H S rhe aura and resp ect that it deserves. BN H S also does not 

believe in working only on glamo rous species and lamenting all rhe rjme about their demise. 

As you will read in rhis special issue, we \\lo rk from invertebrares ro the larges t vertebr<ltes. 

Our major foclls fo r research is threatened species, both n.:rrestrial and unJerwaH.:r. 

There is a lovely account by J eg<lnathan 'A Tale of Two birds' o n how he feels about the 

criticalJ y endangered jerJon's Courser and endangered G reat Indian Busta rd. Giant Clam is 

a species nor man~' conservatio nists would have hea rd about. but BN H S scientists art! 

working o n thig species in the famo us Lakshadwccp islands. Two years ago, Deepak Apte, 

Assisrant Director, and th e Principal lnves tigator o f Project G iant Clam rook me to hi s 

exotic study area. Snorkeling with th e help of hi s two assismnts revea led a who le tH;:W 

magnificent world of 111a rine life to m e. You havc to b e an imaginari\-e poc t and craftsman 

of words to full y describe the beauty of a tropica l reef ecosystem. But do we have 
enough words in ou r dictionaries to desc ribe the natural b ea uty in our world. The maxim 

that a picture sp eaks a tho u sand words is clearly unde rstood when you turn to pages 24-

25, 40-4 1, 72-73 etc. 
The lovely caccilian s were unknown anima ls. a t least amo ngst conservatio ni sts and 

naturalists before Varad Giri made them popular. His pass ionate article about these beauriful 

animals wi ll dcli~ht the readers o f f-Iombill, and increase the admirers of these neglected 
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Location of Recent Projects of BNHS 

(axa. Varad no t o nly spcnJs h.i$ rime upturning smnes and bo ulders [Q locare these limbless 

amphibians, bUl also spends rime in museums unearthit'lg cryptic species. Till now h I;: has 

dcscribeu fi ve species new to science. He is living up to his job o f being a uraro r of o ne o f 

rhe best maintaineu narural hisrory museum collectio n in South A sia. 

h is rightly said that the best way to pro tect a species is to protect its habicar. i\ lost o f 

BN IIS research leads to habitat pro tectio n, whether it is the neglected grasslands o f aliya 

o r the thin-s trip of Ko undin ya fo rests o r th e vas t Pulic3r lake in Andhra Pradesh. The 

Impo rtant Bird Arc::as programme, in collabo ratio n with BirdLife International and Royal 

Society fo r the Pro tection of Birds, is a fine example B HSs inte rnational cooperation to 

save habitats. TilJ now, 466 IBAs have been identified in India by BN HS, mos rJ y in collaboration 

\dth mem bers o f B lHS and Indian Bird Conseryatio n 1 e rwork. Reau Z afar 's article o n 

how biodh-ersi ty conse rvatio n can be achic\-cd thro ugh the IBA approach . Almost 200 

I BAs are outs ide the pro tected area systems, and even many I BAs within the PAs system are 

nOt fuU y safe. How can one g1ve them lo ng-term pro tectio n is the job o f successful advocacy. 
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That is what Anand Chandrasekhar is doing for dlC last o ne year, and learning that it is nOt 

easy to convince a dodgy bureaucrat. But the fight to save nature by BNHS goes on. 

In a nation of more than a billion people (and stiH growingQ , how can you neglect 

Man? Read dle article by San jay Karkarc and how we :l_re making a djfference in o ne of the 

best tiger areas in the world . As the article amnie, there arc many chaUenges ahead, but what 

is the use o f an o rganisatio n tha t cannot take challenges. 

We also work in cooperation with government agencies. A shinning example is our 

work during the last 30 years in Srih arikota, in collabo ratio n with the Indian Space Research 

O rganisation. B HS has documented rJle biodiversity of this southern u opical dry forest, 

miraculously saved and restored, because TSRO decided [Q have its space launching sm tion 

there. Ranjit l\ [anakdan's article shows how o ne person's visio n cou ld not o nly take o ur 

country to new heights (space), but also res to re the natural vegeta rio n that was dest.royed 

due to human over-use. Prof. 5aosh Dhawan was no r o nly a brilliant space scicnriH. but also 

a lover o f naUire. Fo rnlOately, his legacy is being carried forward by his predecesso rs at 

ISRo. 

Another neglected south ern coastal tropical fores t is being protected in the Po int 

Calimere Wildlife Sanctuary. where Balachandran, o ne of the bes t bird ringers in India, and 

a gritry field worker, has es tablished a 'Bird IVLigraoon Study Centre '. His intcresting article 

tells how he devoted aU his life [Q his fcathered friends, much to the chagrin of his wife. 

From the tropical , humid and sa lty fo res ts of Po int CaLiJncrc, the readers can go to the 

frosty north Sikkim where Usha Lachungpa keeps o n fighting for the living rights of marmots, 

AJpinc Accentor, Tibetan Argali and local dokpas. Her fre(luent trips to the frontier border 

areas in the remotc no rth Sikkim, and interactio ns with the army and para-Inilitary forces 

leaves them convinced that defending ecological security is as imponam as national ~ecurity. 

Twice ] went to her study area and left transfi.xed with the beaury of the a.lpine meadows 

and snow peaks. notwithstanding the horrible sight of five setlli-domestic dogs digging out 

an innocent marmOt baby. The dying cries of baby marmot gave me the determination to 

figlH the menace of stray dogs everywhere. 

Like dle biodiversiry of a forest, an o rganisation is also made of different individuals 

- a whole 'ecosystem of human beings', each cOlllriburing in his/ her own way to keep an 

o rganisation running. It was nOt easy to get th e articles from our scientists, especially whcn 

some believe dlat climbing a tree to wa tch a Forest Owlet nes t o r diving unde rwater to 

collect molJuscs is much more interesting dlen weiting an article. \\lith dogged determination 

Vibhuti, Head of the Publications D epartment and her chirpy assistant Priyanka chased the 

stubborn scientists to bring their field o bservatio ns in words. I think both have done a 

tremendous job in compiling the a.rticles for this special issue of Horllbill The talented Gopi 

Naidu, Designer. who is an asset to the Society like many o thers. spen t long ho urs to design 

dlis issue. The results arc for everyone to see. I ho pe this special iss ue will bccome a 

collecrors' item and will be admired by the future generatio ns when the BN H S is 150 year 

o ld . Nlosr seniors at the BN HS may nOt be there, but the young and enthusiastic younger 

staff will ensure that the issue then is as good. if not better, than this issue of the i-l orI/hilI. 

J have no t g iven a peek into all the articles in this special issue as I believe in the 

dicUlm "To become boring, say everything." 

Asad R. R.'lhmani 



Text and Photographs: Koustubh Sharma 

About the Project 

• "",,,,,,,. 

The Four horned Antelope project was funded by the Department of Science and Technology (DST), 

Government of India; the field work was starred in November 2002. In 2005, the srud)' was extended 

for another year after recei,oing finanCIal support from the Madhya Pradesh ratc Biodiversity Board. 

The Project was aimed at srudying the ecology and for a better understanding of the habItat prcferences, 

demography, population StatuS and disrnbuoon, behaviour and some c"olutionary traits of rhe 
Chousingha. 



I
t \\-11S an afternoon in February, the trees 

we re shedding their leaves and rhe 

grasslands were turning golden ncar rhe 

cliff of H inaur3 plateau of Panna. 1 was 

stand ing o n the rcar seat of an open hooded 

gypsy, along with our fie ld ass istant, i\1acl anl 
and loo king around. \Y/e were co un ting 

animals usi ng roads as tra nsects. As soon as 

our car turned with the bending forest road. 
we saw a Leopard walking about 50 m ahead 

of us on the forest road. I was visibly excited 

as it was morc difficult to see a Leopa rd 
than a Tiger in Panna, given the sraws of 

the latter. I n no time, l\1aclan whispered into 

m y ears, "Si r, Chousingha!" T shrugged at 

him and said, " D on '[ you see, it's not a 
Chousingha, it's a L.eopard'" Understanding 

my irritation, he quickly pointed his finger 
towards the Leo pard , missing it by a few 

degrees. I looked carefully and CJuietly pulled 

out m y binoculars. To my utter surprisc, it 

was a handsome male Chousingha with two 
distinct pairs of horn s. The Chous ing ha 

(Chou-four, singha-horn) was approximately 

six metres from the Leopard. I t is anybody's 

GHE8~ 

~12~ ~ 
~ ";"''' (j) --------------------

gur.::~s rhar a Chousingha is good meal for a 

I.eopard, but inren:stingly. neither did the 
Chousingha move, nor did the Leopard spor 
ir. ~111e Chousingha djd not twitch an ear; it 

stood partially protectcd by a small ZiZipblli 
bush until the Leopard walked past it. Once 

the Leopard had walked past the 'frozen' 

Cho usingha. we slowly started following the 

Leopard in OUt vehicle. We stopped as we 
rcachell the Chousingha, and in a fracdon 

of a second it broke into a sprint ~l nd 

vanished inm the golden grasses. h was the 

first time during my three-ycar srudy that I 

had seen a Chousingha use its anti-predatory 

skills in front of a rea l predator, a leopard . 

I was working as a researcher for the 
BNHS and was sn,dying the Chousingha or 

Four-horned Antelope, the only antelope wi.h 
four distinct horns, for my Ph. D. I t was a 

dream come true for me when 1 was offered 

this research project that was funded by the 

D e p artm ent of Science and Techno logy, 
Government of India, under the supervision 

of Dr. Asad R. Rahmani. Director, B HS. 

Reported as data deficient by the International 

Male Chousingha has two 
fully developed pairs 

of horns 
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The (male) Nilgai is more 
than ten times the size 

of a Chousingha, its 
closest relative ...... 

Union fo r Conservatio n o f arure (l UC ). 
the C housingha was neve r s tudi ed be fore 

apart fro m some namral history observatio ns 

and so me shorr term investigations. A lmost 

everybody I mer afrer joining rbis p rojecr said 

that it was going to be difficult as o ne does 

no r get to sec a ho usingha casily. The mo re 

people I met, the mo re de termined J got, 

largely crediting it to the immen~c supporr 

and fru th ] had fro m my supervisor. W/e were 
looking at vario lls aspects, srarting from basic 
ecological questio ns such as populatio n sizes, 

demography, fo raging, [Q more specialised 
questio ns, such as habitat use, behaviour, and 

m y favourite, dle significance o f th e four 
horn s. The fores t uepanmcl1r of Madh ya 

Pradesh was very suppo rtive and provided 

us with immediare perm_issio n to study the 

species in Panna Tiger Reserve, a tropical 

dry fo rest situated in no rth ~ladhya Pradesh, 
ncar Khajuraho. \x/c were so happy to work 

at that site th at we could nOt say no. The 

re aso n: Dr. Rag hun a n da n C hundawat, 

ano ther reno wned scienti st , wa~ s tud ying 
Tiger~ in rhe same protectcd area. \Vc fo resaw 

a n imme n se p o te ntia l to w o rk toge th e r 

co n side ring hi !'l ex p e ri e n ce a nd g rea t 
understanding o f narural hisr-ory and science. 

To t o nly was Panna a g rea t site to sec the 

8 IORN.lll / Ocr - DEC, 2008 

Cho usingha, it used ro be a fantas tic place to 

d o wildlife re searc h co n s iu eri ng t h e 

experienced fidd assistants o ne wo uld get to 

help at every level of th e research . I was 
fo nuna te to h ave gO t a n ex p e ri e n ced 

assistant, tram, who had lived in the fo rest 

ever since he was bo rn. Utram could not read 
o r w rite, but had trem endo u s kno wledge 

about wild animal s and vegetation . Apart 

from being good in the field, he was a grear 

cook, something that ensured that he was an 
impo rtant p a n o f o ur resea rc h pro ject, 
thro ugho ut. 

The Chousingha is a small, golden brown 
a ntel o p e, bare ly we ig hing a b o u t 20 kg, 

averaging abour 55-60 em at shoulder heigh t. 

Whil e th e m a le a nd fe mal e cann o t b e 

diffe re ntia ted b y co lo ur, th e adult m a le 

SP OrtS four small , smooth, and dagger-like 
ho rns and rh e fem ale is ho rnl ess. Living 

sotitary, the Cho usingha i ~ found nowhere in 

hig h a b u nd a n ce. 1 tS uniqu e fo ur h o rn s 

probably intrigucd the taxo nomists so much 

that they named it o n th e b as is o f these. 
Known scientifically as Ttlracerlls qllodricorllis. 

whe re b o th te rm s mean fo ur ho rn s, th e 

Cho usingha is in fact a close cousin o f the 

much larger ilgai Bose/aphlls Irago((JlllellIs. 

Bo th of lhese species are native 10 the Indian 
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subco n tinent and ha ve feature s that are 
similar [Q the primidve antelopes. They are 

often te rmed as the most ancient antelopes 

living coday. 
Being a small an imal, the amount o f food 

that a Chollsingha can car is limited. At dlC 

same time, small sizt: means high metabolism, 

and more need for nutrition. As a herbivore, 

the o nly sources of nutrition rich food for a 

Chousil1gh a are fre sh g reen browse, fruits 

and flowers. However, since the Chousingha 
is exclusively found in dry deciduous forests 

across irs range, access to g reen leaves and 
fresh browse is limited o nly to the monsoon 

as the green leaves dry lip fa st to prevent 

water loss due to transpiration in the harsh 

d.ry seasons. So, the o nly remaining sources 

of nutrition rich food ava il able to a 

Cho llsingha in seasons fo llowing the monsoon 
arc fruits and flowers o f the various spec i e~ 

of tree s that g row in these dry deciduous 
forests. Blit there is another [wist here; no ne 

o f th e rree s provide fruit s o r no wc rs 
thro ug h o ut the ye ar. Th e bloom of a 

pa rticular tree lasts about a month, or may 

be less. But, if there are diffe re nt Irec 

sp eci es blooming in different seaso n s, a 
Chousingha could be happy as it will have 

o ne o r more trees providing it the nutrition 

ri ch food o n a n y g iven dar. So, while a 
Cho usingha may live in dry forests, it docs 

no t thrive in those which have poo r diversity, 
anti hence fewer seasons with food availability. 

\Xlhilc this logic defines their distributio n, it. 
along with their anti-predatory s trategies, 

also throws some light on their low densities 

and solitary liv ing. High nutritio n food is 
n o r alwa ys in hig h abundance, and 

ha ving co mp e titors while fora g ing s llch 
sca rce re;:sourcc s ma y n eve r b e a good 
idea. ~loreover, had the Chousingha fro zen 

ncar the Leopard b een in a g roup, there 
was no way the Leopard could have missed 

seeing it , and hence, the strategy o f hiding 
rath e r than runnin g would h ave never 

~uccccdcd . 

Chousingha are never seen in large herds. 

Females, at most with young o nes o r with a 

male arc what the associations would usuaUy 
comprise of. O nly after reaching m~lnlrity at 

rhe age of abollt 12- 14 months, males smn 

developing their second pair of horns. From 

Chital males sparring
Chousingha populations 

seem to be adversely 
affected by rapid growth 

in Chital population 
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Chinkara, despite being 
nearly similar in size and 

weight to the Chousingha, 
occupies open terrain with 
low grass, a niche nearly 
exclusive from the latter 

small knobs to dagger-like horn s, usually 

smaller than the rcar ones, these horns are a 

clear inuication of (he age anti fitness of a 

1l1aic. Chousingha drinks fre;:quencly, though 
the frcqucnc), may vary across seasons and 
availability of Ouids in the food (e.g. vcr)" 
few animals drink water Juring rhe Aifabllfl 

flowering season when these yellow-white 

juicy flowers lie on the fore st floor, to be 
ea tt:n b y a battery of species, including rhe 

Chousingha). They defecate repeatedly at the 

sa me spots, thereby making midden s of 

dung. These miJdens are defeca ted upon by 
no r only ma le, female and fawns, but also by 

other species such as the Nilgai and Chinkara. 

Possibly used for communication, middens 

w ith C hou singha fecal p e llets are a 

confirmator y evidence, g ive n correct 

identification, of their presence. T hey also 

seemingly communicate b y marking twigs 
and thorns by their pre-orbital glands located 

just a few centimetres in front of the 

eyes. 

The main predators of this sp ecies are 

the Leopard, Dho le, GoldenJackal and Tiger, 
ap a rt fr o m human s. who do n Ot mind 
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occasionally poaching the animal for little 

amount of food. Since Chousingha prefers 

to be inconspicuous against a predalOr, i( is 
rarc to hear th e alarm calls. However, 

occasionally o ne ma y hear the alarm call, 

which is more like a hoarse honking - a 
call between that of a Chital and a Nilgai. 

\'Vhcn inevitable , C h ousingha does run 
pretty fast. I t u s uall y fl ees with a few 

conspicuous gaits fo llowed by inconspicuous 
movements in thick grass o r understorey, 

again, possibly attempting to be out of sight 
of the predatOr. 

It was not long aftcr having unde rstood 

the basic eco logy of the sp ecies that we 
started exploring the possibilities of logical 

theories that would explain this ex tra bit of 

energy spent in growing an adJitiona l pair 

of horn s. W/e studied various thee-ries that 

dealt with evolution of horns in ungulates, 
and discussed with man y scientists across the 

world regarding the same. I t was an exciting 

bit of an cxercise to compare the 

Chousingha's natural hiscory and ecology with 

many other horned bovids in order to justify 

its additional set of horns. While we had 



ample empirical data to sugges t that 
the four horns are an indicator o f age 

and fitn ess, there was a clear 

understanding that the se served as 
de terren t to co n specific males and 

attractant to conspecific females. The 

same is - tru e for a ll of th e oth er 

horned species, such as the Blackbuck 

or Chinkara with significant keratin 

accessories. However, considering the 
tendency of the Chouslngha where it 

prefer s to hide rath er than run , an 

auda c ious s tructure on th e h ea d 

would possibly comprornise its anti

predatory skills of hiding. This is what 
could have led th e Ch ousingh a to 

evo lve with smaller horn s, but an 

additional pair balanced the loss of 
size as display. The N ilgai, closest relative of 

the Chousingha, also has small horns. but uses 

more of an open terrain. The fit and strong 

males have darker body colour, which, if 

adapted by a Chousingha, would again put it 

in a righ t spOt by making it more visible! 

Although there are a few caveats in this theory, 
it best explained th e additional bit of ene,rgy 

spent by a male on developing a new pair of 
horns at mantri ty. 

The Chousingha is distributed across the 

dry deciduous forests of India and southern 

Ne pal. T h e Ga n getic Plains and th e 

g rasslands of centra) India, including the 

deserts in the west have never recorded tIus 

species even histo rically. I ts stronghold is in 

central and southe rn India where the species 

would live alm ost exclu sively in th e dry 

tropical fores t types as against o ther fores t 
types. Habitat, comprising o f a fore st with 

high diversity, moderately high grasses and 

uIH.l e rStOrey, low di stu rbance a nd good 

availabili ty of water is crucial for the survival 

o f this sp ecies. From foraging requirements 
to avoidi n g predator s. C housing h a i s 

extLe mely sen si tive to habitat alteratio ns, 
and is often amongst the first o nes to b e 

affec ted b y these. From direct h abita t 

alte ratio ns b y anthropogenic activities to 

indirect o n es b y d o min a n ce o f specific 

species sHch as Chi tal, the changes influence 

their populations dramaricall y. In a changing 

CU E8/,'! 
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Male Chousingha fawns start developing their 
first pair of horns at an early age of a couple 

of months. The second pair grows later 
at an age of nearly 12-14 months 

wo rld with fragmented habitats and small 

protected areas, it becomes mandatory to 
h ave sp eci fic conservation goals fo r these 

species. ~ 

Kou stubh Sharma is currently 
working with the International Snow 
Leopard Trust as Regional Field 
Biologi st after studying the 
Chousingha in Panna Tiger Reserve 
for four years for his Ph .D. 

Male and Female 
Chousingha are similar in 
size and color. The only 

difference between the two 
sexes is absence of horns 

in the females 
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M
os t children, 10 fact even adults, 

3 rc fascInated as to what is 

contained with m a clam, even the 

tiny dead o nes that we can collect off the 

shore. These fascinating o rganisms, that fo rm 

a parr o f aJrnosr every chiJd 's life, range from 

the size of "I mm to "1. 2 m. Most clams, 

excluding mussels, oysters and G iant Clams, 

burrow into sand and filter-feed. 

Giant CJams have m ys tified people 

with their remarkable size and fluorescent 
mantle . They may n Ot be a s chari smatic 

as the big cats, but play an important ro le in 

a reef ecosystem. \Xli th a lifespa n of over 

100 yea t s they a re the symbols o f reef 

health. 

Very little was knm,vn about Giant Clam 

populations in I ndia, until the B1 HS 

undertook a research project o n Giant Clams 

titled 'Conserving Giant Clams thro ugh a 

community reserve in the La ksh adweep 

Island'. The study provided valuable insight 

to the Giant C lam p o pulatio n tn 

Lakshadweep and its co nser va tion iss ues. 
Giant Clams a re low den sity sp ecies in 

Lakshadweep, especially in Kadmar, Amini 
and Minicoy. H e rbivo rou s fi s h hig hl y 

influence recruitment o f Giant Clams, and 

thu s reef fi shing can influe nc e clam 

populations. Such and many o ther findings 

are now helpful in mo nito ring and resraring 

dle relic populatio ns in Lakshadweep. 

What are Giant Clalns ? 

Giant Clams are majestic animal s that 

belong to a g roup of anjJnals commonly called 

as bivalves (animals having two valves joined 

by a hinge). These bo neless animals belong 

ro Phylum Mo llusca (so ft bodied anima lsl, 

and are commonly seen in tropical rec fs in 

shallow waters. 

Giant Clams arc impressive in many ways. 

They can gro 'w over a me rre long and are 

the larges t living molluscs. They are known 

to live for m o re th a n t OO yea rs. These 

animals h ave d e \' e lo p ed the ab ilit y to 

cultivate plalH in their body tissue (called as 

Zooxanthellae, a n uni ce llul a r a lgae) , 

demo ns trating an unusua l pheno meno n o f 

c,HE8,r,> 
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endosymbiosis (o ne symbiotic organism living 

inside another). Endosymbiosis can be seen 

in man y animal sp ecies; G iant C lam s are 

uni(lue b eca use th ey h ave improved rhi s 

strategy significantly. In contrast to o the r 

animal s, rh ey c ultivate zooxanthellae in a 

sp ec ial circulatory sys tem, thu s, keeping 

high e r numbe r of sy mbi o nr s p e r sC]uare 

unit. 

The mos t remarkable feature o f a Giant 

Clam is its fluorescent and colourful mantle, 

whic h o n close o b sc n -atio n revea ls tin y 

iridophorcs - a very basic adaptation of eyes, 

which ca n o nly sen se lig ht. There is no 

explanatio n as to why a Giant Clam mantle 

show!' such colour variation, a reason why they 

are most sought after mo lluscs in marine 

aC]uarium trade. 

The need for such a wide 
range in mantle-colour 

is still unclear 
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Clams cannot anchor 
on bleached corals .... 

G iant Clams arc fLxcd TO a solid substrate, 
anu have rhen::. fo rc e vo lved a numbe r o f 

mo rphological and physio logical adaptatio ns 

such as 'broadcas t spawning', i.c. n:lcasc o f 

eggs and sperms in open water. Giant Clams 

lik e m OS T m o lluscs a rc 's imultaneo u s 

hermaplu:odites~ - a typ e o f hermaphrodite 

which has bo th male and female o Cbran s, and 

is able [0 produce bo th sperm and eggs at 

the same time. Such an o rganism is also able 

to fertilize its eggs with its own sperm (sclf

fe rtilization). However. as self fertiliza tio n is 

no t pre fe rred in nature . clam s s taying in 

colo nies have evolvcu synchronised spawning. 

This is achieved b y a Spawning Inducing 

Substance (SIS) which prevents clams fro m 

releasing sperms until such time that all clam s 

compl e te rel ease o f eggs; u ec rcase in 

concentratio n of SIS s timula tes release o f 

sperms, thereby reducing the pro babiLity o f 
self- fertiliza tio n. Pcrtiliza rion takes place in 

open water and is fo llo wed by a planktonic 

larval stage. The lan 'ae (veligers) swim and 

feed in th e wa te r column until th ey a re 

sufficiencly develo ped to setrle o n a suitable 

subsn ate, and begin rl1eir adult life as a sessile 
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clam. 

To compensate th e hig h m o nality o f 

larval life, clams pro duce eno rmously large 

numbe r o f eggs and sp e rms, m o rc th an 

500 millio n eggs per clam . 

G iant Clams require specific substrate fo r 

anch orage. Trid{/ma 1II0>'711JO and T: CIVctfJ pre fer 

to ancho r o n t WO species o f massive corals 

- Ponies IlIleo and Ponies solido. Interestingly. 

G iant Clams occupy a specific niche o n a 

coral recf. They avoid g rowi ng n ea r wave 

break o r roo close to sea bed as high wave 

ac tio ns, especially during monsoon, can easily 

dislo dge rhem from rl1Cir anch r. They avoic..l 

proximity to the sea bed also as rl1 CY are fllter 

feeders and sand can cho ke a Clam ro death. 

M y th and Science 

In the western world, Giant Clams remain 

as lore in adventure sto ries. S <.rverai ho rro r 
m ov ies and n ove ls have d e pi c ted th ese 

a nimal s as d a nge ro u s b eas ts a mbu shing 

dive rs, though there is little truth in such 

sto ries. The myth is mainly due to the large 

size these animals attain and freak accidenrs. 

due to unintentio nal o ver-stepping o r uncalled 
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for adventures by divers. These large animals 
have powerful adductor muscle (muscles tha t _ 

keep the valves together). ano heavy valves _ 

that can se rio usly damage fingers o r foo[. • 
This is mainly due to the natura) tendency _ 

o f the Clam [0 close irs valves at the slightest 

cro(ta 

G iant Clam TddaCllo gigas 

T ddaclJo levoroa 
T iit/acllo roselva/e,i 

Ho rse's Hoof or Strawberry G iant Clam 

Hippoplls Hippoplls 
of tOuch o n its mantle. The best way to avoic.l _ China Clam H ippoplls porce/lollus 

such freak accidents is to watch a Clam from . T,idaClio coslala (from Red Sea) 

a distance and no t to touch its mantle. These O f th e te ll sp ec ies, fo ur are kn ow n 

animals are purely plankroll feeders (feed on [ 0 OCC UI in I ndi a ; T ridaclla coslala ma y 

mic roscopi c anima ls and plants b y fi lte r also occur in 1m.Han waters, but this needs 

feeuin g), and h ave n o tas te fo r human [ 0 b e co nfirm ed. 'T'ritlaClJa /lJaxi/IJa is one 

flesh! o f th e m ost comm o n am o ng th e fo ur 

fo llowed by T,itlaClla meea, TridaCl/a squamosa 

Species Divers ity and HippopllS bippoplls. HippopllS bippopllS is 
N in e sp ec ies o f G iant C la m s are known to b e res tric ted to o nl y N ico ba r 

kn own world ove r. A IH::W sp ec ies fro m Tslands; not much informatio n is available 

Red Sea was added ro the Hst as recently as o n it. 
August 2008 taking the to tal [0 ten. These 

are: 

• Small Giant Clam T,idaella maxima 

• Scaly G iant Clam Tiidaella squamosa 

• Smooth o r Southern G iant Clam Tn·daCJJtI 

derasa 

• Crocus o r Bo ring G iant Clam T ridaCIJa 

Threats 

H artleJ/jllg for food: G iant cl a m s are 

considered delicacy in many parts, especially 
the South-east, hence tlleix populations have 

crashed beyond recovery in heavily harvesred 

areas. 

Few Giant Clams are found 
in open reef system 
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Tridacna squamosa is one 
of the nine species of 

Giant Clams found across ..... 
the world 

Harveslil1gjorllledicille: Chinese pay a fortune Sh e ll s o f Pyramid e llidac o r luri c idac 
fo r the Giant Clam :u .. kluClOC muscle, which 

is considered an aphrodisiac. 

Han'tslillg (1S sOIll'tl1irs: Empty G iant Clam 

shells 3 .CC traded in large numbers worldwide 
as souvenirs. Large species like Tridacna gigas 

are u se d as bath tub s for c hildre n . 

In ternationally, G iant C lams arc u se d 

commercially as aquarium specimens, shdls 

and shellcraft. 

H abitat losS"'. Fast de tc rio rado n of coral 

reefs is o ne of the important causes of Gianr 
C lam d ecl in e. Po llll[cu wafers a rc also 

responsible for its decline. 
Poor dellsiliu of (Idllil dOll/s: I f adult clam 

densities fall below a cerrain number (for 

Lakshadweep it is berwee n 60- 100 adult 

clam / h a) rhe c h an ces of rec ruitm ent of 

juveniles becomes poor. 
AbseJlce of habitat: Larvae of G iant Clams 

are free floatin g and drift w ith water curren ts 

up [ 0 70 hou r~. I f a suitable habita t o r 
subsuate is nOt available for anchorage o n 

the sea floor the la,[vae will die. 

Predation: Though adult clams arc less 

vulnerable to predatio n , there arc seve ra l 

natural predators of juvcnjlc G iant C lams. 
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(roc k she ll s) bo re h o le in juvenile clams 

and suck o ut juices fro m its fl es h, killing 

them. 

B/eaching. Giant Clam needs twO impo rtant 

enviro nme ntal conditio ns to maintain the 

zooxand"lcUae o n its mantle: a) shallow waters 
which would allow eno ugh sunlighr to the 
zooxanth e lla c for phoro:-;y nth cs is, an d 

b) water tempera ture reg imes of 18-25 

d cgrce ce ls iu s for o pdmal grow th of 

zooxanthdlac. In the event o f temperature 

rise (mainly due to g lobal warming, a recent 

global threat), the zooxanthcllac will die out 
in rurn killing the GianI lam. 

r lccid{'IJ/(I/ killing: Someti m c!' fi shing in 

shallow rec f:-; ca n uproo t Giant Clams causing 

monality. "fhcrc arc insrances of G iant Clam 

death!' due to boat anchors. 
Lole Hlollm·!}: G iant C lam!' reach maruri ty 

late (over 20 yea r~ and som e spcc ic~ over 

30 yea rs) . This fact coupl ed w ith th e 

harvc!' ting of juveniles is a critical factor fo r 

dlCir large scale declinc in many parts of dlC 

world . Juvenile clams a rc mu c h m ore 

beautiful with intricaTe scales o n the valves, 

and thus m ost sought aftcr as souvenjrs. 
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Pol/Illioll: G ia nt Clams arc sens iti ve to 

heavy metals; high concentratio ns o f heavy 
memls can be fata l. 

D iJtflJes: Clam mo rtali ty is known to occur 

due to bacterial infectio ns, flatwo rms and 

bo eing spo nges. 

Protection status of Giant Clanls 

National 
l1ucc species of Giant Clams are pro tected 

in India und e r Sc h edu le I o f W ildli fe 
(pro[Cc tio n) Ac t, 1972. T hus, any usc o f 
Clams dead o r alive is an o ffence. 

I nternational CITES 
Giant C lams have been listed in CITE S 

Appe ndix II since 1985. Spec ies lis ted in 
App e ndi x Il arc deemed n O t c urrentl y 
threatened widl extinctio n, but arc at risk o f 
beco mi ng so un le ss trade is regu late d . 
Interna tio nal trade is permitted in CIT ES 
App endix 11 li s ted sp ecies p rov id ed 

appropriate expo rt permits arc issued . All 
living or dead claJlls, including all read ily 
recognisable parts and derivatives, are subject 
to the treary's pro \risio ns fo r Appendix II 
speaes. 

How are Indian Giant Clam popUlations 
doing? 

Though there is no info rmatio n on Clams 
fro m the Andama n and icobar gro up o f 
Islands, in Lakshadweep T n"domo II/£I.;v:imo is a 

very low density species. Amo ng Lakshadwcep 
Islands Agatti had the highest Clam density: 
227.84 c1ams/ ha which declined to 188.40 
clams/ ha, while Amini had the lowest density 

of 20.84 c1a m s/ ha which has decli ned [ 0 

13.66 c1ams/ lla . The populatio n models fo r 
Kava ran.i and Aga ni sugges t a preuic tcd 
decune o f 35 per cent over the nex t 10 years. 
Bangaram and Tinnakara po pulatio ns, are 
however, comparatively stable. 

Project Giant Cl;:l"l 

B l HS es tab li shed a field s ta tio n at 
L1kshadweep I s. in 2004 to srudy tile ecology, 

bio logy and conservation of Giant Clams. 
We have successfu lly completed phase I o f 

Pro jec t G iant Clam in collabo ratio n with 
LEAD Inlernatio nal, with financial suppo rt 
fro m D arwin In itiative, United Ki ngd m. 

Project G iant Clam aims co conserve Giant 
Clams through communil)' participation. The 
pro posed Aga rri Conserva ti o n Rese rve , 

'fIIIIIIII Giant Clams require 
specific substrate like 
Porites sp. for anchorage 
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Researchers making 
transects which are vital 

for research 

which is a culminatio n of four-year work of 
the BN HS at Lakshadwccp Is., will be India's 

first marine conservat ion reserve. The 
Pro ject has paved way for new approaches 
in co n se rvatio n of m arin e biodiversity. 

The unanimous support of the loca l 
community furth er confirms the idea that 
by involving com munities right from rhe 
inceptio n o f the Project can yield fruitful 

results and help gain community confidence. 
The Pro ject findings ca n b e see n at 
W\V\v. lead.org. 

The phase II of this project is also being 
handled by the B HS and is funded by the 
Whitley Fund for 1 arure and HSBC will go 

o n for about three years. The phase 11 srudies 
will be a continuation o f phase 1, and will 
include a few mo re islands that were no t part 

of phase I. 

In the end 1 mUSt say, with councless dives 
in several islands in Lakshadweep, every time 

I descend down the reef, 1 e ncounte r 

something ] have no t seen earlier. And it is 
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this beautiful bounty of nature that instills a 
sense of responsibili ty we owe to this narural 

realm. Whether it is a Giant Clam o r a tiny 
sea slug. their survival strategies give ~e some 
of dle best lessons o n narural history . • 

Deepak Apte is currently Assistant 
Director, BNHS and the Principal 
SCientist, Project Giant Clam. 



Text: Girish A. Jathar 

About the Project 
The Forest Owlet Project was started in 2001 . The main P roject was funded by I\linisrry of Environment 

and Forests, Government of India, and partially funded by the Smithsonian Instirute and Justice Peter 
Ilelm Foundation. Its main aim was to collect baseline information on starus and distribution, habitat 

utilisation, breeding biology, behavioural ecology, threat and conservation issues ,vim regards to the 

Forest Owlet and to provide recommendations for effective conservation of this elusive bird. 
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a: a Forest Owlet 
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The Forest Owlet is one 
of the few diurnal 

Indian owls 

I
t was a wet morning of June 9, 2004; 

our project on the critically endangered 

Forest Owlet was drawing to an end . \Y/e 

drove o ur skidding four-wheeler with great 

difficulty in the rugged terrain of the Melghat 

Tiger Reserve. On seeing a huge swarm of 

termites, we stopped the vehicle in an open 

patch of the fo rest. And there, feasting on the 

alares (winged termite), were many drangos. 

tree pies, ro llers and fl yca tchers. I stepped 

down on the mud track and started scanning 

the trees as it is usual to find Forest Owlets 

near termite swarm s. Sudd enly, a medium 
sized brown g rey bird swoop ed down and 

caughr onc o f the alates, it was no ne o ther 

than the Fores t Owlet. A frct a 

few minutes we located another Owlet; a pan 

of the pai_r. This was the 25th pair of Forest 

OwletS in Melghat Tiger Reserve for 2004. 

Our survey ended with a lot o f questions in 

ou r mind about the life of thi s e lu s ive 
bird. 

The Forest Owlet rle/eroglallx b1ewilli was 

considered extinct until it was rediscovered 

after 113 yea rs by eminent America n 

o rnithologi s t s B e n Kin g :tnd Pamela 

Ra smussen on November 25. 1997 in 
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To ranmal Reserve Forest of Shahada, 

Maharashtta. Earlier anempts to rediscover 

this bird had failed due to its resemblance to 

the common and widely distributed Spotted 

Owlet A/betic brall/o. The Forest Owlet has 

been listed as critically endangered by BirdLife 

Interna ti o n a l and it is protected u nder 

Schedule 1 of the Wildlife (protection) Act, 

1972. After th e d iscove r y, in 1998-99, 

Dr. Farah I shtiaq of BNHS carried out a 

year lo ng study o n the Owlet in Toranmal 
Reserve Forest. 

In October 2001, we started our work on 

the Project, titled 'Ecological Srudies of the 

Forest Sp otted Owlet A/bwe (H e/trog/al/x) 

blewillj', in Toranmal Reserve Fores t. 

Toranamal lies in the Akrani hill ranges of 

Satpuda m o untains. The forest is m:tinly of 

dry deciduous type with a mixrure of various 

types of habitat from open :t nd dense forests 

to riparian fore st, and from sm all reservoirs 

to patchy g rass lands. J t has a wide altitudinal 
variation of 350-1,200 m above In s!. So far, 

430 plant species, 258 birds, ·15 reptiles, 

mammals like Leopard Pall/bern pardl/s, Slo th 

Bear N/e/llrsIIs IIrsinllS, Four-horned Antelope 

Telracerlls qlladn·corllis, aiped H yena Hyaena 

byawa, Jungle Cat Felis (bal/s and fifteen 

species of sma ll mamma ls have been 

recorded from the study area. This diversity 

also extends to the human culture, with nine 

different tribal communities inhabiting this 

remote and scenic terrai n along the banks 

of a rmada. 

From Januar y ro May 2004, a survey 

across ten pro tected areas of the Satpuda 

m ountains reveaJed th:tt the Forest Owlet is 

spread across central and western Satpuda. 

During our survey. we located 98 individuals 
o f this species in To ranmal Reserve Forest 

and Melghat Tiger Reserve. T h e Meighat 

Tiger Reserve is one of dte ~'lfe refuges for 

this critica ll y t: ndangere d species as 
compared to the Toranmal Reserve Forest. 

This is due to less anth ropogenic pressures 

and good fo rest m anage m ent practices in 

Melghat. 

T he Fores t Owlet is unique among owls 

due to its diurnal and crepuscular (i.e. active 
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during day and twiLiglu hours) habits. I [ is 

vcry selective in irs habitats and prefers areas 

near s treams with teak d o minated ope n 

type o f fo rests, interspersed with parches uf 

grasses and herbs. Such hahira t also attracts 

human s chat seck lu xuriant pastures for 

their livestock. The unco ntro lled g razing not 

only destroys the rnicro habitat o f the Forest 

Owle t but a lso direc tl y affects its prey 

basc. This happens to be o nly o ne o f th e 

man y con flict s between rhe Owle t and 

humans. 

The Forest Owlet is an e fficien t preuato r 

and kills big li zard s, wood rats and even 

birds. For a small owl scalking such huge prey 

is [call y a c halle nge, but its s tout legs 

and powerful b eak h e lp hun t the pre y 

skillfully. The prey sp ecies of th e "ores t 

Owle t includes twe lve sp ec ie s o f sma ll 

mammals (rodents and shrews), five specic.:s 

of reptil es and a variet y of insects . 

Jt occa~ io na ll y feed s o n amphibian s and 

birds. 

The behavio ur o f the Owlets is interesting. 

Th e}' a r e vc r }' te rrito rial and pr u tect 

th eir te rri to r y v igo ro u s ly. The te rritori es 

are weU defined, but they shrink and expand 

depe nding o n availab ili ty o f food a nd 

enviro nmen tal conditio ns. Nest site fidelity 

is extre m e ly strong. ~il a l es are into lera nt 

of the prese n ce o f o th e r males in th eir 

te rri tory and territoria.l fights a.re commonly 

o bser ved during October and November. 

In te restin g ly, th ey s h o,"" Reve rse Sexua l 

Dimo rphi sm (i.e. , ma les are s m aller than 

females) , a phenomenon commo nl y see n 

in most tap to rs. This interesting evolutio n 

mu st have taken place ove r yea rs due to 
natural selection. Under this natura] selectio n 

the m ale an d fc.:male p e rform different 

ro les and resp o nsibilities. This is ca lled as 

'Sex Linked Resou rce Partit io ning' . T he 

mal e protects t h e te rritory and brings 
food for the young and the female incubates 

the eggs and protects th em fro m preda tors. 

After hatc h ing, th e fema le jo in s h im in 

feeding the young. This reduces the stress 

o n th e parents and contributes to breeding 

success. 

Thi s Owle t h as a prolo nged breeding 

season starting fro m October and lasting till 

tvlay. 1 t pre fers to nes t in so ftwood tree s 

either in natural cavities or those excavated 

by woodpeckers. 

There are man y natura l an d 

anthro p ogen ic fac tors in vo lved in the 

breeding success of the Forest Owlet such 

a~ dea rth of suitable nesting trees, predatio n, 

infe rtile eggs and ca nnibali stic behavio ur. 

Anthropogenic interference like egg removal 
fro l11 th e nest, hun ti ng of juve nil e birds , 

and d estruc tio n of nesti ng trees worsens 

the a lre ady c riti ca l conditi on o f th is 

speCIes. 

Threats 

Elfcroac/)"'tllls: A m ajor threat in Toranmal 

Reserve Fores t i ~ encroachment. Officia lly 
3, t 70 ha of fo res t is encroached, but much 

m o re is under encroachment. Fringes of a ll 

Forest Owlet te rrito ries are encroached . 

Grazing. It is a persisten t problem. T here arc 

cluee vilJages nea r the Fores t Owlet area thar 

ho ld at least 500-800 cattle, and are en tire ly 

dependent o n th e forest for su rviva l. The 

cat tl e g ra ze d a il y in th e forest and thi s 

destroys the habitat of the prey sp ecies of 
the Forest Owlet. The Owlet is known to 

abandon th e area when ca tti e graze 

extensively in its habitat. 

Fire lllOOr/ colleeliolT. Our socio-econo mic studies 

indicate thar two v illages near the ForeM 

Encroachment in the 
Toranmal Reserve Forest 

is taking its toll on the 
Forest Owlet habitat 
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Rampant cattle grazing 
prevalent in the Forest 
Owlet habitat is also 
contributing to the 

bird's decline 

A witch doctor 
performing rituals in 

which they use the eggs 
and certain body parts 

of the Forest Owlet 

Owle t site rt!<..luirt:: at least 572 [Qnncs of fucl

wood annually, which is collected from the 

Foresr Owlet's area affecting irs prey species. 

Poresl jirts: Accidental as well as intentional 

forcsi fires ilce annual events fro m l\larch 

ro May. 'fribals intentio nally burn forcsls to 

acquire land for cultivation. This destroys 

impo rtant flora and fauna. In rcecn l limes, 

a 5 ha plOl ncar the Forest Owlet site has 

been intentionally burnt by tribals. This was a 

crucial problem for the Owlets as vcr)' few 

patches remain where they can survive. 

Belief. TIlt: trihals in this area have nume rous 

misconcepttons about owls. Th~)' usc owl 
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body parts for witchcraft, especially, using 

owl eggs for gambling is a parr of Toranmal'~ 

tribal tradition. It i!' a mis-conceprio n among 

the tribals that owl eggs bring good luck in 

ga mbling. Generally, th e owl eggs are 

collected from active ncs t~. ·fhese eggs are 

then taken to a wilch doctor. who p~rforms 

a ritual and appljes black soot o n the egg. 

Later. this egg is k~pt under an can hen po t 

for an entire njghr. The next day the number 

form~d on the egg under the earthen POt is 

checked; this i::; considert::d ,,~ the lucky 

numbe r that is to be played for that day. 

This weird misconceptio n has taken a heavy 

roll of owls in this art!a. During my field 

work the !'orcst Owkt's eggs were slUten twice 

by tribals. 

UJt of Peslicide: Almost 70~o tribal u sc 

pes ticid es_ ge ner:til y BH e (a pesticide) , 
endosulfon, t! ndrin, to protcct their 

c ro p from Pt!Sts. Entry of pesticide in the 

food c hain of the Porest Owlet can 
ex re rm1l1ate rhe surviving po pulatio n from 

this area. 

es t Site Pro tec tio n C a mpaign 

In 2002, tribals in To ranmal intenrionally 

burned down a nesting tree of the Forest 

Owlet to encroach the area. The pair residing 
in the arca, since 1998, was forced to move 

to another area, where it failed to gc t a 

suitable nes ting trce and could not breed 
[hat yea r. To avoid such mi shap s Bl HS 

pro m otcd pro tect io n of Forest Owlet 

n ests. t\ nesting s ite tha t was facing 

severe anthropogenic pres!mre was selected . 

A constan t vif.:,rilance o f the site with the help 

of locals throughout the breeding season 

minimised human act iv it y in thi s area 

resulting in su r viva l of a fletlgling and 

prevented funher damagt! to the habitat. 

This con se rvatio n awarenes!' prog ramme 

n1 o tiv3led tribal s to pro tcc t th e species. 

Eventually, the lo ng term programme may 

give rhem Li vcliliood and in rerurn the nest 

si re s w ill be protectcd. Schcmes lik e 

com munity management o r joint fort!st 

management ca n also help in lo ng- te rm 

sun 'ival of [he Forest Owlet. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

• Restriction on grass cutting and grazing in Forest Owlet area. 

• Regular monitoring of Forest Owlet area to restrict illicit woodcutting and firewood collection . 

• Protection of nesting sites during breeding season w ith involvement of locals. 

• Restriction on all forest management activities by Forest Department in Forest Owlet area during 

the breeding season. 

• Creation of separate plots for cattle grazing at least 1,000 m away from Forest Owlet area. 

• Removal of all encroachment w ithin 500 m of the Forest Owlet area. 

• Large·scale conservation-education programme for locals. 

• Declaration of Toranmal Reserve Forest as a bird sanctuary. 

Cons ervation 

Some human-righ r activis rs believe tribals 

to b e p eo ple o f t h e ecosys tem, i.e., 
individuals th at live in harm o ny with the 

ecosystem . T his, however, is no t true because 
o f the increasing population . Anthro pogenic 

interference is a majo r cause o f change in 

the fores t cove r o f th e ~ rea. Lo ng term 

co nse r va ti o n edu ca ti o n and awa re ness 
prog ra m s fo r t rib a ls will c hange th e ir 
thinking over a period o f time and it w~ll 

e nsu re the future su rviva l of the Owle t. 
P rogrammes like nest site pro tection and 

involvement of local peop le in protecting 

the habitat can be car ried out successfully. 

Even ecotourism highlighting Forest Owlets 
ca n b ring awareness and ge nerate incom e 
for the uibal. There is an immediate need to 

declare dus site, which is a fo rest reserve, as 

a sanctuar y by involving the locals. T his may 

h e lp in th e surviva l a nd conse rva ti o n o f 

speocs. l-
Girish Jathar is presently working at 
Centre for Environment Education, 
Ahmedabad as Programme Officer. 
He worked with BNHS from 
2001 -2008 and completed his Ph.D. 
on the Forest Owlet. 

A meeting with the locals 
during the nest site 
protection campaign in 
Toranmal Reserve Forest 
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I
t was raining heavily and I was vainly 

trying to keep m yse lf dry under a 

'branded' raincoat. I exp ressed m y 
anxiety to Vithoba Hegde, my coUeague and 

a guide in the field of herpetology. "What do 

you expect? It is a typical \X/estern Ghats 

monsoon and o ne docs get wet despite due 
precautions", exclaimed Vithoba! I [ was June, 

2000 and we were in Ambo li , Sindhudurg 

district, Maharashtra, studying amphibi ans 

and reptiles for a short duration su rvey 
funded by the C h arles's M cCa nn Grants of 

the B HS. This was m y first field survey 

after joining the B HS as Resea rch Assistant, 
my first exposure to the world of 'jumpers 
and croakers' - the amphjbians! A beautiful 

world unknown to many! 
\Vle returned by midnight, a bit early for 

such surveys. The heavy rain had dampened 

not JUSt m y spirits; it seemed to have silenced 

the male frogs too, as we did not locale a 
single frog during our long futile night search . 

\'({hile approaching the hotel, l saw a small 
snake-like animal moving slowly on a road. 
Tired and wct, 1 tried to catch thc anima l 

with the help of my snake hook; after two to 
three unsuccessful attempts my curiosity was 
raised, for snakes do not s lip from snake
hooks! I tried grabbing the anima l, but it 

slipped from my hand and started moving 
away from us. After immense struggle and 
with great difficulty I managed to get ho ld 

of this 'mys teriou s' creature! 1 t took some 
careful observation before 1 realised that it 
was a 'prized catch' - a caeci lian! This was 
really a big find for me, my first live caeciJian! 
Vithoba was also eGua lly happ y. H e had 

accompanied renowned amphibian experts 
of the Society like Mr. Humayun Abd ulal i 

and Mr. A.G. Sekar for years, but even for 
him this was the first live caecilian in the field. 
\x/ith the specimen in hand, and tOO man y 

questions swarming my head I decided it was 
time to get some answers. 

After rcnlrning to Ho rnbill House, BN HS, 
1 managed to identify the caeci lian up to 

genus, /cbll!Jopbis. My Guest to learn more 
abou t this unkno\.vn creature mo tivated me 
to sea rch the available literature, which to 
my surprise was very little. All the available 

information was in the fo rm of scientific 
publications and nOt a single popular article! 
Interestingly, there was an unanimous view 
of a ll the exp e n s, caecili ans a re rare. In 
wildlife research , I associa te 'rarity' with 
chance as it helps one make some valuable 
contributions. And thus, apart from literarure, 
I also began searching for caecilians during 

my subsequent field visirs. 
\Vhat are caecilians? T hey arc legless 

amphibians. What are amphibians? These arc 
vertcbratcs with a dual mo dc of life cycle, 
i.e ., first half of th ei r life is in water and 

remainder o n land . illey evolved from their 
aClu a ti c ances tors - fi sh es - and have 
conquered land, the fLest vertebrates to do 
so. Based on certain external characters, the 
amphibians arc divided into three maj o r 

groups. The first big group o f amphibians is 

without tail, i.e., frogs and toads, the second 
is of amphibians with a [ail, e.g. salamanders 
and newts, a nd third group is of legles$ 
aJnphibians - the caecilians! 

Caecilians are primarily, burrowing, mostly 
living in leaf liner, loose soil, under rocks 

and decaying logs and only surface during 
the mo nsoon. The), have an elongated body 

covered with smooth and slimy skin. Th~ 
smalJer caecilians resemble earthworms, while 
th e larger ones snakes. They differ from 
earrhwo rms as they have eyes, tentacles, teeth 
and skeleton and from snakes in lacking scales 
o n rh e skin . Beca use of th e ir burrowing 

habits the eyes are not well developed though. 
The caecilian diversity of I n dia is 

representcd by three fa milies (lchthyophiidae, 
Uracot)1Jhlidac and Cacciliidae), four genera 

( lchll.!Jophis, Uracolj'phills, GcgcJJcophis and 
JlltiotypblllS) and 2 1 CI>re.e nti y 27) . pecics. 

From distributional records, it is apparent that 
tile hot spo t of known caecilian diversity in 
India is the \Vesre rn Ghats, especia lly the 

southern pan . The northern \X/estern G hats, 
which mainly comprises of tVlaharashtra. is 
poo rly documented . Indian caec ilians arc 

known to be oviparou$, i.e., they lay eggs 
and have a free- living, aquatic larval scage. 
The sh o rtes t In d ian caeci lian CfgtfltOphis 
kdshllii is about 142 mm in length, and the 
longes t lchlJ~yophis lIJalabartllsis is abo ut 

IORNBILL / Ocr· Dec, 2008 27 



CHE8;,:> 
:{> ...,."" ______________ ~ 12~U\,,% --------------

One of the fi rst colour 
photographs of 

Gegeneophis seshachari 

545 mm in le ngt h. From the available there is a publi shed re port of /Ch/byophis 
info rmati o n , m ost cacc il ian s are beddollJe; a sp ec im e n is nor tracea bl e for 

o ppo rtuni stic feeders and feed o n furth er cOll fLfmario n . In my view, especially 

earthwo rms, termites, larvae and pupae of 
a variety of insects. The observation of the.:: 

faeces of captive caccilians indicates d13t they 

may be detrivorcs, i.e., feeding o n dead and 

decomposed organic marter. 
T his was the o nly info rmation avai labk 

and with this J s tarred my voyage into the 
unknown world of these m ys te rious animals. 
This entire mjssion resulted in o ne o f the 

maj o r projects o n cacc ilians o f no rthern 

\X'esrcrn G hats, especially !\laharashua and 

many path breaking findi ngs. 

Despite their uniclueness, and mo re than 
100 years of research in the regio n, cacciihns 

were never the focus of attentio n except when 
experts like E. H . Taylor, Dr. GK. Bhat from 

Karna taka, and Dr. Domen from Kera)" took 

interest and made valuable contributions. 

Apan fro m its un ique topograph y and 

geogra ph y, th e Western G hats o f 

Maharashtra was least explo red, in terms o f 

caccilians. Till 200 1, (h e re was con fumed 

repo rt of o nly o ne species IlIdolJrpbllls bt/llersl:Ji 
from Lonavala and Khandala region of Pune 

district. The repo rt of IcbIJ!)'opbis sllbler,.eslen's 
and lcbl0'ophis beddolllei needed confirmation. 
Whi le sea rc h ing th rough li te ra ture I 

discovered that the repo rt on I. mblerreslen's 
was based o n a specimen in the Collectio n 

o f the S f HS. The specimen, howevcr, was 
in bad conditio n; making it difficult to check 

any of thc taxo no nuc characters. Tho ugh 

considering rhe present taxonomic scenario 
of I ndian caeci1.ians, authentication of species 

based o n damagcd or non-u aceable specim ens 
sh ould be considered as suay until further 

verifications. J was not happ y with thi s 

s i tuat io n as t h e Wes te rn hat s o f 

.l\ Iaharashtra is ec)ually rich in amphibians and 

reptiles. 1 n these ci rcumstan ces, 1 opted to 

conduct an intensive survey on caecilians in 

this regio n. In doing so, 1 wanted to test an 

alte rna tive h ypo thesis, that, the currently 
recognised relatively low diversity of no rthern 

Western G hats caccilians is a true reflcction 

of t h e ir bi o dive rs ity, or an Hrdfact o f 

previo usly uneven sampling and srudy. 
The best results in wildljfe research are 

possible with determinatio n, persistence and 

hard work. J\.ly e ffo rts wcre intensified after 
meeting the two caecilian experts Dr. ~Mark 

Wilkinson ano Dr. David Gowcr o f NanIIru 

H isto ry Muse um ( H M), Lo nd o n . My 
mentOr, 1\(r. Ashok Capta.in brought thcm to 

srudy the caccilian coUection at B HS. \Vi:'len 
1 showed them the caccilian ] had coUected 

from Amboli, they added rhar if was an 

interesting species. 11us small interaction opened 
an avenue for my quest to learn more about 

caecilians. 

Wle managed to get a real breakthrough 

during o ne of our earlier surveys in Amboli 
in 200 1. During thi s s urvey J was 

acco mpanied b y Samee r Kehimkar a nd 
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Vithoba H egde. Though this five-day survey 

focused on hcrpc(ofauna, we were a lso 

looking for caccilians. And on the last day, 

we got what we were looking for, one more 
cacciliao l but this time a different species! 

With m y limited knowledge, T managed to 

identify it as a Gegelleopbis with entirely 
different characters from the known species 

in this genus. I drew these ciuracrces and 

emailed dlcm with some photos [0 [v{ark and 

David. They replied saying that it was an 
inten:::s l.ing species an d wu uld wurk un it 

during a visi t to India after st.x months. They 

studied this specinlcn in rneir subsequent visit, 
which was later described as Gegetleophis dallie/i, 

a new species to science. 
Healthy collaborations are always fruitful. 

According to me, science is a g loba l 

phenomenon a nd for its betterment, 
interaction of knowledge is always essential. 

My collaboration with Mark and D avid is 
vital as they have contributed imJnensely to 

whatever I learned about caecilians. With this 

additional knowledgc, my efforts were now 
more concentrated on caecilians. According 

to published litcramrc, caecilians are mostly 
associated with moist soil and litter. In Koyna 

Wildlife Sanctuar y, we also looked fo r them 
in tile aforementioned habitat Witll no rcsults. 

The study area was main ly comp osed of 

undulating terrain dominated with se mi-

evergreen forest on the slopes of the hill s 
and rocky plateaus locally called Judu. T hey 

look 'barren ' as they are full of laterite rocks 

dispersed all over tile scene interspersed with 
few patches of grass. 1n summer, they are 

hot like an oven. But tlus ' inhospitable' looking 

h abitat was a refuge to som e in teresting 
he,rpetofauna. During the mo nsoon of 2002, 

we were able to get some interesting 

specimen s of caecilians o n these p lateaus. 

Subseque nt inte rac tio ns and coll aborative 

studi es with Mark and D avid o n t h ese 
sp ecimen s resulted in the discovery of one 

more new species, IlJdotyphlus flIaharashtraetisis. 
It is rela tively difficult to conduct longer 

duratio n survey wi thout considerable funding. 

And getring funds for conducting baseline 

research o n ' non charismatic' species like 
caccilian s is very difficult. But based on our 

(L-R): Haresh Kulkarni 
and Ravindra Bhambure 
actively looking for 
caecilians 

An unidentified striped 
Ichthyophis from 
Maharashtra 
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Experts Marl< and David 
digging for caecilians 

Ichlhyophis bombayensis 
- one of the largest, 

common but unnoticed 
caecilian ~ 

twO t1 t:W di scove rie s and 
co llab o rati o n wit h H~1, we 
managed [Q raise fund s [Q continue 
Qur survey. This time Dec lining 

Amphibian Populatio n Task Force 
(DAPTF) and Ruffo rd Sma ll 
Grants (For ature Conservatio n) 

genero usly supp o rted o ur 
endeavou rs. Thi s enab led us to 
conduct some intensive surveys in 
different parts of the no rthern 
Western G hats. 

This survey also resulted in the 
fir s t repo n o f lcbll!Jopbis 
bo/llbqytllsis from rvfaharashtra. This 
is one of the larges t species of 
cacci lians in J ndia and was o nly 

kn own from Dangs area of 
Gujarat, the type localit), o f this 
species, and some s tra y repo rts 
from Karnataka al so. Tho ug h 
considered rare, we counted 

23 li ve indi v iduals anu around the sa me 
numbe r of road kills in a single drive fo r 

two ho urs. All this was fascinating fo r me as 
1 was looking at a 'band' o f rare caecilians, 
o n a roa{1! Apan from this, 1 contributed fo r 

a maj or co ll aborative pro ject on the 
taxonomy o f lo ng tailed, unstriped caecilians. 
1 n 1960, a renowned caecilian taxono mist, 
E. H . Taylu r described four new spec ies: 

1. sublen-ulns from the \Vestern G hats, India. 
Interestingly, these fo ur species were based 

o n o nl y se ven spec imen s. Consequentl y, 
considerable confu s io n and taxonomic 

uncertainty existed ove r Ta ylo r'S fo ur 
no nunate species. Our rece nt study, which 
was headed by David and J\[aIk , confirmed 

that the Western G hats long-tailed, un stripped 
h blbyophiI cons titute a s in g le, wid e ly 
di s tribute d , but extremely ge ne tically 
homogeneous species and not four as described 
by Taylor. Based on the precise, known locality 
and mos t de tail ed low-level st ud y of 
mo rphology we selected I. I}()Hlbayeflsis Taylo r 

(1960) as the name to be applied to this species. 
As per our stud)" IdJ/lfyopiJis bollibayensis is the 
longest caecilian (630 mm) in I nelia, and we 
have specimens in our sn,dy collections which 
support this info rmatio n. 

Another majo r contributio n of our study 
is th e redi scovery of Gegelleophis seshocban' 

from its type loca lity. This species wa s 
describe d in 2003 fr o m a prese rve d 
specimen in the collection o f the Zoological 

Surve), of Inrlia. This specimen was o riginally 
collected from Do rle village, Ratnagiri rlistric t 
in 1967, and since then no specimen o f this 
species was kn own. I n October 2003, we 

rediscove red o ne mo re specimen o f this 
species fro m Do rle village. Slowl), the picture 
of cacci ljan diversity in this regio n is getting 

I. iJombt!),tnsis. 1. moloiJarmsis, 1. pmi"mloris and clearer. 
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T always belje\'cd thar caecilians are rare. 

Bur the resu lrs of ou r field work were 

showing a different picture as we repon ed 

caecilians from m ost of the areas surveyed 
by us. O ne of the major concerns of the;: 

earlier studies was the lack of focllsed efforts 

towards caecilian srudies. ~10s t o f the species 

were kn ow n from a small numb e r of 

specimens, and m ostly from the typ e locality. 

Apart from this, there was no fo llo w up and 

very few e ffo rts were made [0 upg rade this 
knowledge, Thi s r e~'LI lred in th e lac k o f 

info rmatio n o n their preselll conservation 

Slarus. And thus, m ost o f the caecilians were 
considered as ' Data D dicicO[ ', To overcome 

thi s b a rri e r, we co ntinu ed o ur sea rc h in 
different h ab itats and new loca lities. Our 

efforts were fruitful and the best example is 

the occu rrence of CfgtlltOpbiI ItIbacbari. In 

2003, [his sp ecies was reported from o nly 

o ne vi llage in Rat nagi ri di s trict and Qu r 

continued efforts resulreu in the fact lhat 

this is o ne. of the most widely distrihute.d 

spec ies in th e \'(Iestern G h ats regio n o f 

i\laharashua. Presentl y, this species is known 

from around 28 localities from K.olhapur, 
Ramagiri and Sindhudurg. 

As p e r ou r pre se nt knowledge. 
G. suburban is one of the commonest species 

of caecilian in the nonhern \'Vestern Ghats. 
One o f the main reasons may be its wide 
array of habi tat preference. \"</e collected this 

species from leaf lincr, loose soil, near 

villages, in paddy lickls, in rhe forest and 
interestingly o n the plateaux as well. Plareau..x 
3rc found nca c sea sho re, just like p lateaux 

in the m ountains of the \'\festern G hats. These 

plateaux flouri sh with interesting herps, but 
n o caeci liall s were reponed from such 

habimrs be fore. During o ne of the surveys 
o n a plateau ncar ~1alvan in Sindhudurg 
district we re p o n e d 2 1 indiv idu a ls of 

G. mb(lcburi under o ne 0 .60 x 0.60 m rock. 

In m y exper ie n ce , thi s is the hi g h est 

concentration of caecilians in a small area. 
Of the many lacunae, there is no pro per 

information regarding breeding behaviour of 

many caecilians. Our srud y was re~pons ible 

.A. 
The area where 21 

individuals of Gegeneophis 
seshachar; (inset) 

were found is a habitat 
considered unsuitable for 

caecilians 
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Unidentified Uraeotyphlus sp. 

from Kerala: up close and 
personall 

fo r o nc o f the major finding in this regard. 

We collected a specimen o f C. lubocbori from 
Baraki, Ko lhapur district, in ) unc 2006. This 
pro ved to be a pregnant female containing 
four well developed foerus. On furth er sl"udy, 

mainl y by David in associatio n with 

Dr. Yoges h Sc h o uch e and Dr. Mahesh 
Dharane of ario nal Centre fo r Cell Science, 

Pune, pro ved that C egelleophis seshacbtlfi is 

'viviparous' - the rlfS[ live bearing amphibian 

known fro m Asia. 
I feci that o nce we describe a species our 

respo nsibility increases. Fo r this one sho uld 
Try ( 0 eollcer mo re info rmation abo m their 

con se n "a ri o n s tat us. i\ los ( of th e:: ea rl ie r 

species art:: kno wn fro m lhe typ c locality and 
no info rmati o n is ava ilable a b o ut th e ir 

distributio n. Gegelleopbis dallieli was o riginally 

known from Ambo li in Sindhudurg district. 

Wle re po rted thi s sp ecies fro m fo ur new 
localities during Qur subsequent surveys. The 

present distributio n o f this species ranges in 

tWO dis tricts , Sindhudurg and K o lhapur, 

covering an area o f 150 sq . km. 
O ne o f the majo r complexities with Indian 

caccilian ~ is their unstable ta.xonom y and lack 

o f concenrrated effo n s towa rds th eir sruuies. 

But th e c urrent pic ture in the no nhe rn 
Western G h ats is encouraging and is well 

illustrated by recent discoveries, about eight 
new sp ecies in five yea rs fro m n o rth e rn 

Ka rnata ka, Goa and laha ras hrr3. Apa rt 

from this there are many unidentified species 

in th e ge nu s !cbtl!'yopbis. In vie w of th e 
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his to rica l evide nces , focu sed and 

inten sive e ffo rt s with m o dern 

ta.xo nomic techni<lues are needed to 

address these problem s holistically. 

This is JUSt an overview o f the 
caecilians o f f\.lah arashrra. We have 

co ve red 3 small area during thi s 

survey. lany interes ting habitats, 
mostly in the northern part are yet 

to be surve yed . Frankl y. thi s is a 

Herculean task and by looking at the 
vastness o f the area, much mo re man 
power is needed . At 13 HS, we are 

trying to develop coUabo ratio ns with 

local co lleges and GOs fo r this 
s tudy. As a parr o f this Pro ject, 'we 

are alread y wo rking with local G Os like 

G reen G uards, Ko lhapur, lalab3r ature 

Conservation Club, Am boli and E CA, Satarn. 
We have also develo ped collabo ratio n \.\li th 
DB), College, Chiplun. This is just a small 

beginning and we arc keen to exte nd o ur 
reach . 

As per recent rcpo rts, abo ut 31 per cent 

of the amphibians o f the wo rld are on the 
verge o f ex tinctio n. This is tillite an alanning 

~ itua tiun . J\lany mo n: species arc ye t ( 0 be 

discovered; and if the situatio n remains tile 
same then they will be extinct \.\.,; tho u{ our 

knowledge. rnlcse amphibians playa dual role 

in the food chain. TIley arc prcdawts, keep 

c hec k o n the in sect po pul a tio n. and a rc 

the m selves p rey fo r som e a nima ls. The ir 

decline is surcly going co disnlrb the balance 
o f the entire food chain, which is ultimately 

going to affec t humans. 
l\1[uch has to be do ne in future. A lo ng

rerm pro ject is needed fo r such endeavours! 

Interes tingly, most funding goes for enigmatic 
animals. Though caecilians are no t 'fascinating' 

species, their ro le in nature is o f g reat help 
and the sole existence o f the food chain is 

based o n them. So, I think equal attentio n 

needs to be paid to these little known wo nders 
of narure . • 

Varad B. Giri is presently the Curator. 
at the Collection Department, 8NHS. 



Text: Nishigandha Pednekar 

About the Project 
The Mangrove Project began in March 2007. Funded by the Oil and Narural Gas Corporation Ltd. 

(ON<';C), the Project is based in two states on the western coast of India, Gujarat and t\laharashtra. This 

Project aims to undertake mangrove restoration and large scale education campaigns to generate people's 

support for mangrove conservation. 
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Avicennia marina is one 
of the common mangrove 

species found in most 
mangrove patches I 

have been familjar with mangroves since 

the time I was a child, as the area around 

my native place had a number of these 

beautiful plants. But then. all 1 believed was 

that these were trees or shrubs that grow in 
marshy areas and se rve no great purpose 

towards the welfare of mankind. I presume 

that many individuals think like 1 did, for if 
they did not they would be respecting them 

more. 

I gOt interested in mangroves when I was 

in college and thi s in te rest grew into a passion 

after 1 joined the BN HS team work ing on 
Project Man g rove . The P roject, titled 

'M_angrove Restorat.ion and Conservation 
Education Unjt', aims to conserve and restore 

mangroves of Gujarat an d ·Maharas htra 
through community participation. As soon as 

I realised the importance of mangroves, I was 

eager to learn more and more about this 

important ecosystem. I started studying them 

in detail and working in coasta l areas of 

:Maharashtra to create awareness about 

mangroves. 

So, what are mangroves? Biologically, 
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"l\Iangroves are salr-wlerant plants that can 

survive in conditions of high salinity, extreme 

tides, strong winds, high tcmperatures and 

muddy soils ar the ilHerface bct\vt!cn intertidal, 
tropical and sub-t ropica l coas tlin es" 

~ [angrovcs have evolved various adaptations 

to survin:! and thrive in these harsh conditions. 

They have amazing roots, which are unique to 

them. No othcr group of plants are known to 

have pneumatophores or breathing rOOts 

having upward extensions to absorb oxygen. 

This is because the soil of mangrove forest 

does notcol1tain enough oxygen. 

Litera ll y, the origin of the English word 

'mangrove' is uncertain and there are various 

theories relating ro its etymological evolution. 
The most popular being: "mangrove is derived 

from the Portuguese "",voro 'mangue', which 

m eans into the sea. ' J\hngrovc' may also be a 
simple derivative of the English word 'grove', 

which means a dense stand of tropical trees. 
The term 'ma ngrove' can be either used for 

an individual p lant in a mangrove community, 

or the entire community itself consisting of 

biotic componefHs. 
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Mangroves ~Ire an ecos)ls[cm 

by themself and provide shelter, 

protect io n , and food for 
numerous orWlnism s including 

us, human beings. They utilise 
their habitat optimally; they have 

developed a number of physica.l 

and physio logical adaptatio ns to 

overcome proble m s lik e 

propagation, oxygen de ficiency, 

hig h sa linity. frc"que nr tida l 
flucruations anu water loss. 

To prevent the loss of li.mirco 
fre sh watc r, mang roves have 

characteristic 3'lueous tissue or 
mu c ila g in o u s cells (water 

retaining tissue) , and a waxy 

cuticle (3 waxy la ye r o n rh e 

IC3\' CS that preve nt' s water 

evaporation) like xt: ro phyrcs 

(phims that survive in arid conditions). 

Another irncresring adaptation is vivipary. 

a type of gt.: rmillation in which the seed s 

ger minare while they arc ~ till aWlched ro the 

mother tree. As a n :su lr , each <lispers.ed 

seedling is already developed :II1U has a better 

chance of surviving. \Xfhen these seedlings 

drift into suitable area they ca n roo r quickly. 
J\ [ang rovcs serVe as narural barriers to 

sho re line eros io n. and help to s labili ~'t: 

sediment s. from rivcrs, rh us. reducing the 

e ffects of stor m surges anti hea\ry surf of 
pollutants in thc scJimenrs. Th ey also help in 

preventing the cntry of seawatcr into the 

terrestria l wa te r sources and pro tcc t the 

underground freshwater sysrcms of rhe coasml 
region. 

The plants and animals found in mangrovc 

ecosystem ha\'e adapted morphological and 
physiological mcchanisms ro make a homc 

where most othcr o rganisms do not have a 

chance to sun;ve. Among invertebrarcs. myriad 

species of insects and arachnida. c rUS[3cea. 
molluscs, nemaroocs. and planktonic and benthic 

organisms are known to rcsiue in manh'Tove~ 

The plankto ni c and benthic anima l 

communities also playa vcry imporrant rok 
in rh e ma ngro\"c ecosystem just like rh e 

terrestrial animals. There arc diffcrent species, 

such as maca<.Jucs. orten •. deer. fishing cat, 

snakes and wild boars, which have adaptcd to 

the mangrove systcm. In mudskippers. we can 

see well developed adaptation of pecroral fin 

thar act as walking apparatu::;. The mangrove 

swamps always attracr a yaricr), o f birds, both 

migratory :lnd resident. A well known cxample 
is thc Sewri mudflat in i\ lllmbai which attrac ts 

flamingo~ and numerous other waders. 
In India, mangro\"es arc found on both 

coas ts. The mangrove fore st of West Bengal 

- Sunderban is the largesr mangrove area of 

rlle world and it is a \vorld heritage sin: declared 

by Ul ESCO. The mangruvc wetlands of the 
cast coast are larger and more diverse. and arc 

characterised by the presencc of largc brackish 

wa terbodies and a complex network of tidal 
creeks ;md canals. This is mainly due to a largcr 

delta created by the eas t fl owing t;vcrs and 

gentle slopes of the coast. O n tlle o ther hanu. 

the west coast is narrow and steep. probably 
due [0 rhe prc::;c;::nce of the Western G hats. As 

a result, mangrove wetlands on the wc::;t coast 

of India arc small in size. and less in diversity, 
anu less complicart:d in terms of tiLbl creek 

network. 

J\langroves are highly producti\'(~ arcas 

contributing to rhe food chain of rhe coasral 

oceanic areas. i\ langrovc forests also servc as 

important nursery, feeding. and refuge areas 

for a wide val-icry of tt; rrcstrial and alillatic 

.... 
Mudskipper is one of the 
common inhabitants of 

mudflats 
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Mangroves are regularly 
used as firewood and it is 
one of the serious threats 
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unsu~(ainable economic development. 
Exploitation for firewood, charcoal 

and timber, deliberate L'Uld reclamation 

for urban and industrial development, 

shrimp farmin g a nd dumping of 

poUmanrs cause serious damage {O the 

mangrove Forese. 

Further, mang rove fo res ts are 
considered as wasteland b y 

G overnment and they were used fo r 

consuuction o f bridges. roads and 
SerciCI11CIl(S. The ts ruarit: s and c rt:::t:ks 

arc an overharvested source of sand. 

used for consulicrion. The fishermen, 

on the other hand , c reate ro utes 
through mangrove parches by cutting 

them ro avoid anchoring far fro m the 

coast. Wate r dh'ersio n and dams fo r 
water s torage reduce freshwarer 

availability to mang roves. Ar:: salinity 

increases. on ly high sa lt to le rant 

sp ecies s ur v lvc and di ve r s ity 

o rganjsm s incluoing mammals. birds, reptiles. dimin.ishes. 

fi sh. and invcrleurates. Some of these species Salt pans arc shallow opt,;n pans used to 

arc rhrearened and others are highly ,"alued by e,"apornte seawater for ,he prooucrio n o f salt. 

commercial fisheries, insho re and offsho re. 
In India. about 23 million people live in 

c03r::tal areas. a larger pe rcentage of these li,"e 

in coastal cities. such as ~ [umbai and C hennai. 
The I ndian coastline (including mainland and 

islands) stretches about 7.500 km . 
!\[any coas tal commun.ities depend o n a 

mang rove ecosystem for 'heir livelihood as it 
provic..les oppo rnlnities such as fishing and sale 

o f mangrovc produC[s. !\ (angrove forests are 

a good source o f economically impo rtant 

products suc h a s timber, firewood and 

charcoal. Tn coastal arear::. mang roves arc a 

substirute fo r fodder. !\langroves werc the 

main sou.rce of rannin for the leather industry 

and arc still ex ploi ted in many areas in Indja 

for thi s purpose. H o n ey collecrion from 

mangro' ·e areas is practiced o nly in \X'es l 
Bengal and Orir::sa. A high cluality honey is 

collected fro m mangroves. Apan from this, 

m any important medicines are fo rmed from 

ing redients found in mang rove fo rests. 

!\[ang ro,"e forests are now amo ng Ihe most 

threa tened habitats in the world. du e (0 

expanding humiln populatio n and rC ~ lIltanl 

In m any area~. these pan s arc constructed by 

clearing mangroves. Year~ and years o f salt 

production from the pans has increased the 

salinirr of (h e soil negalh·dy a ffec ting the 

neighbo uring rnang rove patches. as well a~ 
other plant Life, 

Acti,'ities like bunding for erosion 

contro l and depositio n of constrllclio n debris 

cause changes in flow patterns of [he creck 
o r sea. which in turn ha,"e st ro ng impact o n 

ll1angro\"e~. The herbicides and insecticides 

used in the coasml c rop lands are po lluting 

the mang rove habitats through su rface run

off. 
1\langrove s are hi g hl ), "ulnera ble to 

oi l exposure and it affects them c..Irastically. 

~ Io rc subtle responses include germinatio n 

failure. d ecrea sed ca nopy cover, inc rea sed 
rate of J1'lutation. and increased scm:itiviry [0 

OIher s tres~e~. Pollutants like heavy n'letais 

reduce g rowth and n:sisrance to diseases in 

plant~. 

Timber of mangroves is durable and is lIsed 

fo r making bnat~, fi shing gea rs and fo r this 

purpose big frees are Cut. 
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Bunding is done to prevent saltwater intrusion directly 
affecting the mangroves 

Oil slick and factory discharge at Sewri, Mumbai, 
adversely affect the mangroves 

Non-ilnple n1c nta ti o n o f rules 

~I(ang rovcs acc protected unue r Coasta l 

Regu latio n Zo ne notifica rio n unde r the 

provisions of Envi ronment Protection Act 
(EPA), 1986, Maharashua Tree (relling) Act, 

1972, The Water (Preventio n and Control of 
PoUution) Act, 1974, and Wildlife (protection) 

Act, 1972. However, the implementatio n of 

these acts leaves much to be des i_red. 
Mangroves are sensitive to rising sea levels, 

which are now occurring at an alarming ratc. 
A onc metre rise, predicted (0 occur by the 

end of this century, with no major cuts in 

g reenhou se gases would submerge about 
1,000 sq. km o f the Ganges Delta. As per the 

UP IN SMOKE? ASIA AND THE P,\C1F1C. !pee report 

o n climate change. over the past two decades, 

four island s have been submerged le'lving 
6,000 famili es homeless in this very D elta . 

Some of the most recent predictions suggest 
that development along lnclia 's coastline has 

damaged natural ecosystems that have 

hisroricall y provided defence against coastal 
e rosion and acted as a buffe r to prevent 
flooding from wave action or tiJal surges. 

C Limate change related sea-level rise could 

create climate refugees by the millio ns alo ng 

the coasts of India and in other countries of 
the world. 

Maharashua has 118 sq. km while Guja.rat 
has 91 1 sq. km of mangrove forest (Forest 

Research Instirute; 200 1). Realising the need 

for conservation of mangroves, the BNHS 

initiated a l\1angrove Re s torati o n and 

Co nserva ti o n Education Unit, popularly 
known as Project Mangrove. The Pro ject was 

started in March 2007, and is fund ed by Oil 
and Narural Gas Corporation Ltd . (0 GC). 

Tlus Project aims to undertake large scale 

education campaigns to gen erate people's 
support for mangrove conservation and to 

undertake plantations in the Gandhar rchrion 
of Gujarar. Thoug h the e ffecti ve ness of 

mangrove plantations will be visible o nly after 

5-10 years of plantation, it can be the best lo ng 

term protective rneasure. This plantation will 

help in establishing a natural sh o re line 

protection mechanism. The plantation unit 

developed three nurserics onsitc and offsite. 
Mangrove nurseries of the B I-lS at Gandhar 

region of Cujarat have over 3,00,000 saplings 

of various mangrove species. Besides dus, about 
2,00,000 saplings, propagules and seeds have 

already been planted at various locations. Apart 
f.rom dus, a small restoration site has been 

identified in the Konkan region o f Maharashtrn. 
The .Maharashrra Unit of Project Mangrove was 

mainly i.nvolved in conservation education and 

the coUection of seeds and propaJ:,"l, les. 
Under conservation education, activities like 

slide sh ows, film sh ows, teache r training 

workshops, painting compe titio ns, qUizzes, 
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Mangrove ecosystem 
support livelihood to many 
communities by providing 

fish and shells 

. , ," ,-:!.. , .·1,. 
f .. ' • t ;,.-. ..... 

slogan were carried out. ln fact. awareness 

prog rammc s lik e man g rov e rall y and 
community meetings were held to teach our 

to a larger audience. Also, the Education Unit 

developed a brochure, pamphlets, ano lea flets 

in regional languages for the locals. And till 

date, we have reached abo ut 10,000 people and 
about 20,000 s tudents thro ugh diffe rent 

activities. The locals have b ee n ve r y co

operative and are eager ro help out in their 
own little way. They are able ro understand 

the ~eriou sne~s of the situation and som e can 

be very info rmative. 
Wc also aim to develop resource materials 

and training module s on environme nt, 

specificall y o n mangroves, educatio n for 

teacher s and s tud e nr s, and aware ness 
programmes on mangroves, mudflars ano bird 

mig ration. Also, as an aid to reachers, a (eacher 
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training manual, is under preparation. 
This manual will act as a text book fo r 

teachers to help them teach the new 

subject of 'environmental science' with 
bettcr efficiency . 

We al so believe 10 e n co urag lllg 

mangrove plantatio n in vario us coastal 

areas of Maharas hrra throug h 

community participation. The work 

done by the team is proving to be very 
useful for educatjonal institutes as the 
info rmation provided by them is hc..:lpful 

with reference to the new subject in 

their c urri cu lum. In fact, it is 

e n cou ra ging that Gogatc J ogle kar 

College from Ratnagiri has developed 

a nursery within thei r campus. They arc 

a lso one of the loca l partners at 

Rarnagiri. Oth e r loca l partne rs at 
Jifferenr locations in l\1aharashrra are 

N isa rga ~'[itra ~landal ar Pan vel , 

Sahyadri N isa rga ~litra ar Chiplun and 

5 hri Pancham Khemraj College at 

Sawantwadi . 

During o ur surveys wc discovered 

mangrove parches that have come up 

in the paddy field s of som e villagers. I t 

is difficult in some places as these new 

parches have resulted in anchoring 

pro blem s for boats; the villagers have 

to anchor their boars far from the sho re. On 

the other hand. these very mangroves protect 
their boats from the tidal runs that may damage 

thei_t boms. 

We need to realise the impo rtance of these 

interesting ecosystem s. As an effo rt towards 
this. the ' Project l\1ang rove' plans to start a 

Wetlands Club for schools, which will include 
many fun filled activities thar help rhe next 

generation learn about these m,isundersrood 

ecosystems. We need to pro tect mang roves if 

nor fo r their sake at least for our sake. Aftcr 

all they are nature's vcry Own coast guards 

indeed. they arc Ollrcoast gua rds ... .. 

Nishigandha Pednekar has completed 
her M. Sc. in Environmental Science, 
and is presently the Education Officer 
for Project Mangrove at BNHS. 
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SOinc o f the well-known species of mangroves a nd mangrove associates a re d escribed fo r bencr 

unde rs tanding o f the ir ro le in the enviro nment. 

Toothbrush plant Sa/rlodora persico is also known as 'Muwak'. 
It is not a true mangrove species as it docs not have special 

adaptatio ns like in true mangroves. It C~\I1 survive just beyond 

the line of high tide. The leaves arc thick anti wa .... y. with an eye 

catching green colour. There 3rc (WO varieties based on the 

colour of the fruil - white and uark red. The plant is well 
known for its medicinal properties and its roots are used as 

toothbrush. 

Cannon-ball l\1angrove >0'lornrplls grano/III11 is named 

so afte r its fruit which is large in size occurring o n the 

landward side. roots are buttress type. I r is o ne of the 

highly endangered mangrove plants of the west coast 
of India. !'ed as timber, its fruits have medicinal 

properties. 

Mangrove apple SOllllemtia alba has thick cone-shaped 

pneUJnatophores. I t is a front n13.!lgrove. i.e. mangroves 

that are nearest to the sea as mer prefer open area. 

These trees g row as tall as 30 ffi. The flowers arc whitish, 

b loom at nigh t and are pollinated by bats. Leaves arc 

used as fodder, fruits are edible and arc used [0 make 

pickle. 

Acall/JJIIs ilicifolills has leaves with spiny edges that give it its 

cOlnmon name Sea Holly. Sometimes, salt can be seen as a 

white crystalline layer on the upper surface. which is excreted 
through the leaves. The plant covcr~ large areas and forms 

thickets as its growth is srunted due to di!'rurbanccs in mangrove 

ecosystem. Forming dlC undergrowth in mangroves, it provides 
shdrer for small crearures, and food for those that manage to 

graze their thorny leaves. I r is also an incticaror of degrading 

habitat. 
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About the Project 

for the Protection of Birds(RSPB). ifhe main objccti\'c of the Project "'as to study the 

ecology, distribution and to collect more information about this elusIve bird. 

• .. 

· 
Jerdon's Courser • 
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M
y eight yea rs stay in Andhra 

Pradesh for studying the critically 

endangered Jerdon's Courser was 

filled with several exciting moments watching 

wildlife. Allhough on most occasions it was 

either frustrating or depressing witnessing the 

mindless destruction of the critical habitats 

in some of the Impo rtanr Bird Areas (IBAs) . 

My study area was in ud dapah district, but I 

could also explore other bea utiful fores ted 

areas of sOllthern Andhra Pradesh, during this 

period. I n this article, I share some o f my 

happy and annoying moments in two IBAs 

that have twO important bird species - the 

Jerdon 's Courser and the Great Indjan Bustard. 

This article is no t o nly abom these twO birds, 

but also about their habitats; as well as two 

impo rt an t personalities who a re 

trying to conserve these two birds and their 

habitats. Also, it is abo ut the project titled, 

'Large-sca le habitat mapping and local 

conservation initiatives fo r Jerdon's Cou rser'. 

These two birds have quite a few things in 

common. Both arc g lobally threatened. Both 

arc ground nesters. Both birds are very special 

for every person living in Andh ra Prades h, 

especially since the Jerdo n's Courser is found 
o ol y in Cuddapa h, and Ro llapad u is a 

stronghold forthe Great Indian Bustard (G I B) 

population in Andhra Pradesh. Ot only the 

birds but their habitat roo is endangered. Both been protecting their habitat fo r years and the 

these birds have gOl- a similar threat - their experience speaks fo r itself. 

habitat is threatened by the Tcluhru-Grmga Canal During our survey o n one of the nigh ts, 

I n September 2000, m y resea rch guide after about five hou.rs o f tiring sea rch in the 

Dr. Asad R. Rahmani intro duced me to 

these two birds and the ir hab itats during 

o ur s horr s u r vey in A n dhra P rad es h . 

1 met (,\vo importa nt persons during my 

visit. Mr. Aitanna, a fort!st g u a rd at 

Sri Lankamaleswara \'Vildlife Sanctuary, who 

was instrumental in redjscovering the Jerdon's 

Courser a nd Mr. Adhisheshaya, a forest 

watcher al Rollapadu \Vilcllife Sanctuary, who 

was a field assistant for Dr. Rahmani and 

Dr. Ranjir ~1anakadan when they sruclied the 

G IB there in the 1980. and 1990& Both these 

local men are extremely skilled , passionate, 

knowledgeable and good at locating their 

respective species in their habitat. They have 

stony and thorny scrub jungle, Aitanna showed 

us o ne of the rares t birds in the world - the 

Jerdon':" Courser; a :"pecial sighting fo r me :" incc 

it was my fir s t sighting. Besides the bird , 

Aitanna was al:"o vt::ry special to me as he had 

been o ne amo ng the fo rtunate few who had 

seen the Jerdo n's Courser a number o f times! 

After a while, J asked Aitanna, " How many 

times have you seen this species?" " I do no t 

know" , replied he in a marrer-o f-faci manner. 

I n the early period o f my field work (200 1-

2003), the rate of encountering the Jerdon's 

Courser was relatively frellucnt. For insmnce, 

in th e main J e rdon's Co urse r art!a, n ca r 

Rcddjpalli , if ] searched fo r a to tal of nvclvc 

Careless vehicular 
trespassing into the fragile 

ecosystem destroys the 
habitat 
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Aitanna - the forest 
guard instrumental in 

rediscovering the 
Jerdon's Courser 

hours ] would sight the bird at least once o r 

hear its calls in the evening. Those were the 

golden days of my field work. 

During those days; I have e.xpcrienced some 

of the rarest mo ments i.n my Life, which I will 

treasure forever. O ne such memorable sighting 

was seeing aJerdon's Courser in ample sunlight 
while it was calling (H orllbill, January-March, 

2005) . On January I, 2002, I was in the main 

Jerdon's Courser area listening for its caU. On 

hearing the call, I returned [Q OUf jeep satisfied, 

but narute had something m o re incredible in 

SlOrt! for me. On my \\lay back to the. jccp. wh ile 

scanning the g ro und my torch beam caught 

something m ove. I realised it was a bird as it 

s(.luarrcd immediately after the light hit it. 1 

knew that if I moved the torch beam away 

from the bird it would be difficult to locate 

the bird, which was just 20 m from me. 

The bird was aJerdon's Courser! C ro uch.ing 

immecliately after getting exposed to a rorch 
beam is a characteristic behaviour of the 

Jerdon's Courser; neither the Stone Curlew nor 

th e Red -wa ttled Lapwing behave in rhis 

manner. In the c rouching position, the bird is 

perfectly cam ou flaged, especially if it is on a 
stony ground and can be located on ly by the 

shiny appearance of its feathers. But this too 

is possible o nly if the bird is about twenty to 

thirty metres away and there is nOt much grass. 

As soon as I recognised that the crouched bird 

was a Jerdon 's Courser, I decided to o bserve ir 
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and was curious to know what it would do next. 

1 froze at thar SpOt; fo r the nex t twen ty-five 

minutcs bo th the J erdon's Courscr and] were 

still Then rhe Courser slowly got up to its 

knees and took nearly five Ininutes to rerurn 

to its o riginal standing posrure. The torch light 

had dimmed by now as the bartery was almosr 

drained. Once it was almost dark the Jerdon's 

Courser was in frotu o f me and all 1 could 

hear was chirping of crickets, a few night jar 

calls in the distance and my breatl,ing. The bird 

then fluffed its feathers and defecated. To get 

vital info rmatio n about its food habits, I 

mentally noted the exact location so tha t 1 

could collect t1,e dropping lare r. Then came 

the best parr of this wo nderful episode, the 

Jerdon's Courser started walking slowly, alo ng 

the torch beam, towards me, and when just 

about a metre away from my feet it Slopped 

wa lking and looke d up. 1 could see the 

confusion in its eyes when it shot straight up 

in the air and flew away. 

1 do nor know what made that bird walk 

along the ligh t source. Was it attracted to the 

small fl ying insects o n the face of the torch? 

Was it because the illuminatio n was dull? Or 

was it as curious as me, to learn what was o n 

the o ther end? Only the Jerdon's Cour~er has 

rh e answers [0 these qu es ti o n s. Fo r m e, 

witnessing that twenty m etre walk, which lasted 

fo r about a minute, was the best even t in my 

life, so fa.r. I t was a perfect gift for m e from 

the Jcrdon's Courser that ew Year. 

Things wcre not routine for long. O n my 

regular visit to the main Jerdo n's Courser area 

one mo rning ] saw a bulldozer cligging a trendl. 

J c rdo n's ou rse rs prefe r scrub jungle with 

open area. At night they fo rage in the open 

area and during the day they presumably roost 

n ea r or inside the bushes. So both these 

micro habitats are vital for dle survival of this 

rare species. H owever, the newly appointed 

Forest Officer thought that these op en areas 

could be 'developed' by planting som e exotic 

tree species and digging trenches would help 

to increase the watcr table in that area. \'\!hen I 

reached the site in the morning they had already 

dug half a dozen trenches, each o ne about a 

kilometer lo ng and five merre wide. The 
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bulldozer and its drivcr wen:: very e fficient and 

wefe accomplishing [heir wo rk fast. So, though 

I was in a stare o f shock I knew that I had to 

act fa ster than them. Immediately, I went to 
the nearest forest o ffice at Siddavattam and 

mer the O fficer-in-charge o f the trenching 

work. He was po lite and apo logised fo r what 

was hap pening, bu t added that he needed 

permissio n ro stOP the work. J then went co 

Cudd ap ah to m ee t the Divis io nal Fo res t 

O fficer, who was unfo rrunately no t there. I 

tried to contac t a dler o fficers at Hyderabad 

and info rmed Dr. Rahmani about dlC problem, 

'l.vho explained the situation to several higher 

o fficials at H ydcrabad . 1 n those days mobile 

pho nes were no t COll1lTIO n and the o fficial in 

the field got the message ( 0 stop the trenching 

wo rk o nly rhe next d~y ~ t noon. By then it was 
almost all ovcr for thc existence of the Jerdon's 

Courser maln area . ] visited the site in the 

evening and heard the Jerdo n's Courser as weU 
as the ~ound o f the bulldozer! This sire has 

been ;1 labora tory for mc. Aimnna had shown 

me m)' fir~ t Jen.1on '~ Courser here. J recorded 

The Cajanus sp. is a deadly weed that is 
suppressing the growth of the 

native grass species 

and identified the call , and co nfirmcd the 

Jc rdo n 's Co urse r foo tprints b y se tting up 

camera traps here. But now, 1 ""a uld neither 

hear nor see the Jerdon's Courser in that place! 
After tlus incident when 1 met Aitanna, I 

took him ( 0 the s ite anu co uld see uncr 

annoyance on his face, to him the place looked 

like a g raveyard. He was no t around when this 

tragedy occurred as he has been transferred 

from Reclipalli. Had he been around this wo uld 

.. 
The Telugu Ganga Canal 
near Sri Lankamaleswara 

Wildlife Sanctuary, Cuddapah 

.ORNBILL / OcT - DEC, 2008 45 



Although the course of the 
Telugu Ganga Canal is 
d iverted away from the 

Jerdon's Courser habitat 
the increase in the ground 
water level will change the 
scrub jungle habitat in the 

long run 
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nor have happened! I-It! \\loukl have explained 

the importance of the place to his Officer. He 

had been ~ighting the Jcrdon's Courser in this 
area since the day he had rediscovered this bird. 

Ie took me nearly a year afrcr tIus tragedy struck 

to fmd them again near the main J erdon's Courser 

area. Although they arc using places adjacent to 

the main Jerdoll's Courser area I have not seen 

o r heard dlcm in the place rheyonce frequented. 

rill date. 

T f a smaiJ trench can have such an adverse 

impact on this bird what will happen if a canal 

100 In wide and 40 kill long, cutting across the 

entire !'uitablc habitat of this bird, is built? 

Timdy intervention by :;everal con:;ervation 

organisations and individua ls resulted in 

redi rec ting the ca nal away fro m the mai n 

Jcrdon's Courser area, as weU as securing about 

3,000 acres of vast stretch of scrub jungle 
habitat around Sri Lankamaleswara \Xlildlife 

Sancruary. Although we haye saved the habirat 

of the Jerdon's Courser, the main challenge 

now is to make sure that it is managed properly 

for the future of the bird. 

Aesthetically, a scrub jungle may not bt: \,t:ry 

appealing (0 a common man. Bur anyone will 

fall in lo'·e \\;tll rhe g rass-lands of Rollapadu 

\Xlildlife Sanctuary, especiall y if they vis it 

during mo nsoon; it is o ne of rhe most beautiful 

places on tllis Eanh. J was tht:rc eight years 

ago on a pleasant September evening. The sun 

was setting and its rays reflected o n the blades 

of grass. It appeared as if I was standing in 

the middle of a vast golden carpet. The place 

was filled with chirping anc..l resounding calls 

of Zitring Cisricolas anc..l Rain quails. ~ l ol1(aguJs 

and Pallid H arriers wcre nying gently. 

J was w ith two inc..livic..luals who arc 

passionate about grasslands and the Bustard, 

Dr. Rahmani and Adh ishcshaya. They had 

shown me my first Grear Indian Busrard at 

Ro llapadu. I t was a male standing in a slightly 

elevated area in thar gently undularjng terrain 

and displaying, producing a deep booming call, 

an amazing sight! Adh ishcshaya spo rted two 

femaks bustards around that area and o ne.:" 

Lesser Florican. We had also seert a pack of 

wolves. ] could hardly contain my happiness! 

There was o ne more pleasant surprise when 

we gor back to the gues !" ho use ncar the 

Sanctuary. There was :l fema le Great Indian 

Busrard chick. w hich has been raised in 
caprjviry. Adhisheshaya has been raking care 

of her ever si nce nearby villagers brought her 
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there when she was abouf a month old. He 

feeds her regt~arly wid, grasshoppers and od,er 

insects, and also takes her for a walk to the 

nearby g rassland parch. 

Next morning we visited a few o ther parts 

o f the Sanctuary. After the excitement of the 
pre vio u s evening we witnessed so m e 

unpleasant thjngs. There was a watch tower 

constructed amidst the g rasses. Palm saplings 

were planted inside the g rassland! 1 could see 

the sadness and fru stratio n o n Dr, Rahmani 's 

face. He said, "You will see the consequences 

in coming yea rs". His words stand true; since 

that visit in 2000 J have been to that place 

almost o nce a yca, till 2008. 

ly fiIst alarm was when T fe-visited in 

2002. Co llectin g bird footprints 111 

Sri Lankamalcswara \'VLS for m y J erdon's 

Courser work has made mc a 'foorprinr freak'. 

I carried a bag full of fin e soil to deploy a track 

plo t to get a foorprint of the capth-e Bmaard. 

Bur \'vas very disappointed and depres~ed when 

] learnt that she was killcd by ~ ua y dogs. 

Although my vis its were o nl y for a day o r twO 

T sighted bustards on four of m y eight visits. 

All my sightings were up to 2005. After that 1 

starred witnes~ing the g radual deterio ratio n of 

thar beautiful gras~land habitat. 

For co n s tructing the watch rower and 

planting exotic tree saplings the authorities had 

to rake heavy vchicles inside the grassland. 

Tourists wefe aUowed ro walk and drive inside 

the g rassland to reach the watchtowe.r; this rook 

a heavy toll o f the delicate grassland ecosystem. 

By 2006, the entire patch of grassland invaded 

by exotic weeds. During rhe same trip I heard 

from Sanctuary audlorities that they had 
received an egg of a G rear Indian Bustard, laid 

in a farm. It came from villagers. of II nearby 

vill agt:, w h o had ke pt the t:gg in rh e ir 

refrigerator fo r [\vo days! 

In 2007. things were much worse. There was 

a percolation pond in ~ide the g rassland. A large 

area o f g ra ss land had b ee n clear ed a nd 

ploughed. And more depressingly, there was a 

report of an abando ned egg of tht: Great 

1 ndian Bustard. This had happened probably 

due to the disturbance at the nesting site by 

people. During my recent visit in September 

2008, I was shocked to sec [hat nearly 40 ha 

of the grassland had been cleared. \'(then I 

questio ned autho rities I got an inte resting 

Interesting represenation of the Great Indian Bustard, Florican and Courser created 
by the Forest Department 
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Adisheshaya, a forest 
watcher who has been 

taking care of abandoned 
Bustards and the 

Rollapadu grasslands 
since a long time 

answer; " instead o f rcrnoving the exotic wecd~ 

manually, to make things quic ke r. we used 

bulJdozcrs." 1 can'r express my reacoon at this 

mindlc~s ac t. Earlier in rhis articl e, I had 

mentio ned thar dl C g rasslands of Ro Uapadu 

arc one of rhe most beautiful places o n rhis 

Earth. o t anymo n:. The pro blem has now 

gone beyond the Sancruary. The majo r crops 

aro und the Sanc tuary are gro und nut and 

sunflower where the busrards forage and nest. 

The Telugu Ganga Canal, which passes close 

[Q the Sancnlary has been widened recently and 

it may lead to change in crop pattern in coming 

years. 

During his visit to Ro llapadu in 2000, 

Dr. Rahmani, afte r witness ing th e 

mismanagement o f g rassland, wrOte in the 

visito rs' no tebook that, " ... Karera Wildlife 

Sancruary was es tablished lTIainly fo r the G reat 

Indian Busrards in 198 1. 'ow it has got DFO, 

I"orcst Rangers, Fo resters and Fo resr \Xlatchers, 

b ur the re a rc no Bus ta rd s ... " H e clea rl y 

n:comnlended in his 'Need to Start Pro jecr 

Bustards' (fo r details visit: 'l.vw'l.v.bnhs.org) that 

" habitat pro tection and proper maintenance 

of core areas could help in increasing busrard 

p o pula tio n ; and supp Ort from th e loca l 

p pulation is imperative since the bustard lives 

in marbrinal agricul rure areas." T hese words 

have to be: fo ll owed as a gos p el b y th e 
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auth o riti es to save th e o nl y re m a ining 

populatio n o f dle Great Indian Bustard in 

Andhra Prades h. ]f 11 0 1. th e bu s. ta rd s in 

Ro llapadu will go the wlIy o f the buSta rds o f 

Karera. 

Habitat alteratio n and destruc tio n is a 

maj o r duca r fo r man y birds a ro und th e 

wo rld. Scientists proved th at even a subtle 

change in [he habitat wHl have an adve rse 

effect o n survival o f birds. cicntific studies 

show that extinction ratc is higher for species 
that o cc ur at lowe r e le vatio n sin ce the ir 

habitats are easily accessible and pro ne to 

vario us anthro pogenic ac tivities. Fo r example, 

it is very casy fo r a bulldozer to wipe out abo ut 

hundred hectares o f scrub jungle o r grassland 

habitat in a day. \"'hat can we do to srop rhjs 

and save these precio us habitats from furtllcr 

d e te riorati o n ? It is n o t poss ibl e fo r a 

birdwatcher o r a narure cndlusl.'ls t o r a scientis t 

o r even an ac tivisr to stop dus single handcdl y. 

We need a collective effo rt fro m po liticians, 

bureauc rats, scientists and locals. [ 0 tackle this 
issue e ffectively. ,... -

P. Jeganathan is a former researcher 
of BNHS. He spent eight years in 
Andhra Pradesh studying the critically 
endangered Jerdon's Courser. He is 
presently working w ith Nature 
Conservation Foundation, Mysore. 
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Leopard awareness 
campaigns are important 
to sensitise people living 
along the Park periphe ry ~ 

I 
have spent most of my childhood playing 

and wa ndering in rhe hill s o f Sanjay 
Gandhi 1 ational Park (SGNP), l\ lumbai. 

As a child. m y mischjcvous interactions with 

frogs, butterflies, crabs, fishes, and snakes 

induced an immense love for n atu re so 

insistent th:u it led me to Opt for a career in 

wildlife conservation. Even as a youngster, I 

assisted o n rescuing snakes, birds, at times 

even Sloth Bears, ex tinguishing: forest fire s 
and so o n. Further, m y assoc iations and 

workings with GOs, like \,(/\X/P, Bombay 
Enviro nment:11 j\ ction G rOllp (BEf\G) and 

Indian \Vildlifc C lub helped m y passio n to 

grow into a fu ll time pro fessio n with rhe 

Bl HS. 

SGNP, An rban Fores t 

~ 1umbai ha!'l a priecle!'!' wilderne:-;s within 

its municipal ulrurs. The SG P COvers an 

area of c. 104 sq. km ; it is rich in biodiversity 

and suppOrts mo re than 1,000 sp ecies of 

plants. 40 species of mammals, 150 species 

of butterflies , 250 species of birds and 
36 species o f hcrpetofauna. 

Siruatcd to wards the no rth o f SG P is 
the Tungare, l"var Wildlifc Sanctuary ( r\XILS) 

o f 95 sq. km. II was classified as a sancruary 

in 2003, afrcr ,u.rained cffom by the B HS 
[0 pro rce[ the fo rest. The Park and Sanctuary 

together form a 200 sq . km pro tec ted area 
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fo r the nourishing urban biodiversity. 

The BNHS ha :- b ee n a:-sociated with 

SG P for mo re than three decades, and this 

was largely due CO the vision and fore sight 

o f ~ l r. Humayun i\bdu lali , an emeritlls 
naUlralist o f the Bl HS. In 1975, with the 

ass is tan ce o f di s dnguis hcd lawye rs and 
members o f the BN HS, hc filed a Public 

I ntere s t Lidg ad o n against the Central 

Government's plan [Q build a road connecting 
Goregaon to ~ lulund, twO suburban areas o f 

I\ llUl1bai city. Finally, d,e Bombay High Court 

gave a stay o rder and work on rhe road was 
haired. 

'The Bl I [S und e r its Co n se rvati o n 

Department initiated rhe City Forest Iniriari\"e, 

more than a decade ago, to pro tect rhe forests 
o f SG P and adjoining fo rests. The Inioaoyc 

focuses o n systematic docUJllentation o f the 
conservatio n issues of urban bio di\"ersity, 

conduc ting awareness ca mpaig n s among 

locals for the pro tection of flo ra and fauna , 

and advocacy for th e pro m otio n of 

enviro nmentally friendly po licies fro m the 
Governmenf. 

Human-Leopard Conflict 
The beauriful foresrs of SG P ho use 

Leopards - it s main predato r , and also 

numero us ill ega l sc nle m c nts. ~ [ ore than 

55 /logars and POdOl, and IWO revenuc villages 
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- Chena and Yelle - with a po pulation of 

morc than 2.5 lakhs, are ~ituarnl inside the 

Park. The ever growin g population in 
r.. lumbai':-; suburbs have eaten in fO the:: buffer 

:r.onc. encroaching pans of SG N P, furrheT 

reducing the Leopard 's habi tat. \'\Iith their 

narural prey base deplt:red, the Leopard!' 

wander from the forest inw these scrticmcm s, 
which provide abundanr pre)' in the form of 

dogs, c1uckens, goat, and pigs. furth ermo re. 
rhe absc:nce of boundary waUs in residential 

complexes makes human life vulnerable [0 

Leopard a([acks. Human-Leopard conflicts 
have become a se rious anti se nsitive issue 

for the authorities, and people staying in and 
around the Park. 

Leopard Awareness Canlpaigns 
Between 200 1 and 2007, 105 cases of 

Leopard arracks were repo n ed ; 57 peo ple 
died in the attacks and more than 48 were 

injured. Around 80 per cent of the victims 
were reponed to be wom en and ch ildren. 

Th ese L eopard attacks prompted th t.: 

formation of a Leopard ComJ11inee in 2004, 
initiated by the Nlah a ras h t ra State Fo rest 

Department, with the help of BNHS, and 

other cxpcrrs. Based on recommt:ndations, it 

was uecided that rhe Human-Leopard conflict 
should be addressed and rcsolveu through 

public awareness campaigns. In 2005, BNHS 

under its City Forest Iniri ative sta rred 

awareness campaign s on Human - Leopard 

conflicrs. Educational materials in l\ fararhi. 

o n banners and posters, we re displayed to 

help ::\vcrr Leopard arracks. Local community 

leaders and representatives partic iparn t fur 

the coordination of rh e.:: campaign~ in rlll:ir 

resp c.::ctive areas. 

The B1 !-IS campaign focused on sen sitive 

1Jagars/ pm/as with high frequenc), of Lcop:lrd 

sightings and arracks. The Educalion team 
interacted with more than 15.000 individuals 

in around 37 I/agt,ys/ p(/das in 2005. and more 

than 4S par/as in 2006. during rh esc 

campaIgn s. 

The initial challenge was to convince the 

residents of the need to co-exist with wildlife. 

as the locals were agitated with the Leopard 

attacks. T he results of the continuous work 

arc evident from the reduction in con fli c t 

in c idences si nc e the inception of the 
campaigns. However. reductions in conflict 

canno t be entirely credited [Q the campaigns; 
following a series of Leopard attacks in 2004 

th e Forest D c parrment conducted massive 

Leopard-trapping exerciscs, trapping m ore 
than 22 Leopards from rh e affected areas 

of SGNP. 

Additional Threats 

Three Leopards, between 5-6 years o ld, 

(lied mysteriously between October 2007 and 

January 2008. It was alarming that these 

Awareness campaigns 
are at present conducted 
in human-leopard conflict 

.... areas in the Park 
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deaths occurred within three m onths in the 

Kavcs ar b ear of Ye ue range , SGNP. A 
survey wa s. conduc ted ro resolve the mystery 

b ehind th ese. d eath s. The s tud y reveal ed 

sranling fa ctors, like swelling and positio n 

o f (h e b o d y, co mmon in all th e rllre e 

incidents, and rumo urs o f a possibility o f 
the leopards being po isoned by local villagers. 

Such incidents can go unnoticed in core 

areas and there is an urgent need to check 
the entire Park. The reply co a lette r sent by 

BN HS to the Forest D eparrmenr rC<lucsong 

loca ls and h a nd ed ove r to th e Fo re s t 

D epartme nt in ~\la y-June 2008 fro m the 
periphery of Yeur hi lls, these cubs later djed. 

Leopard Research Pro ject 

BN HS has undertaken a project with the 

Fo rest Department to unde rstand the diet 

composition o f Leopards in SG P, through 
the s tudy of scats. Mo re than 140 samples 

of Leopard scats we re coll ec ted fr o m 
djfferent areas. A questionnaire on ' I-Iuman

Leopard co nflict' and 'lives tock po pulatio n ' 
was circulated in and around SG P as part 

o f this Project. Anal),s is o f the Leopard scatS 

is o ngoing and the final repo rt will be ready 
b y March 2009. 

M a h a ras htra State Wildljfe Ce n s us 

The I\.1 a hanl ~ hrra State \'Vildlife Census 

in SG N P i ~ conducted in April and May every 
year, and ill volve~ a fo ur-day pugmark census 

fo llowed by a two -day ware rh o le ce nsus. 
Ac ti ve participa ti o n , coo rdinati o n a nd 

volunteer SUPPO [[ fo r the I\laharashtra State 

\'(Iildlife Census at SG NP and T\'(/LS is run 

by the City Fo rest J njriarive. 

them to share Ih e;:: pos t-mortem reports is F es tivals within SG P a nd T WLS 

still awaited. 
Leopards also face po tentially fatal threats 

from speeding vchicles, cspcchl.Uy in The night, 

when the animal!' c ros~ G hodbunder road 
to get from o n c ~ ide o f the Park to the o ther. 

~lore than 13 leopards have been killed since 
2005 due TO accidents o n G hodbunde r road. 

Two separate in c id e nt s o f leo p a rd s 

straying into Thane city were witnessed within 

a ye ar. I n D ecembe r 2007, o ne o f th em 

a[[ ac ked two peo pl e, b e fo re b ei n g 
tranquilised and ta ke n b ac k to the Pa rk . 

Recently, o n Tovcmher 17, 2008, a Leopard 
was captured o utside the Park in ~[ajiwade, 

Th a n e. An assess m c nt of th e leo p a rd 

populatio n li ving o utside the boundaries o f 
SGNP is n eed ed , a s frequ e nt leopard 

sightings arc repo ned in Aarey f\LiIk Colo ny 

and areas o utside the Yeur Hills. Leopard 

arrack!' on children living in complexes close 

to o r in th e p e riph ery o f SG N P are also 
repo rted. Two leopard cubs were caught by 

N/tlhasbil'lv/li: SG P ho ust:s temples, ashrams 

and Kanhc ri Caves, an archaeological site. 
The Buddhist stupa in the Kanheri caves o f 

SGN P, misconceived as a Shivling, pro mpts 
la kh s o f d C\' o tecs to v is it th e Pa rk o n 

i\ la h as hi\' ra rri , a Hindu Fes ti va l, in th e 
auspicious month of Shravan. Tungareshwar 

\'Vildlife Sanctuary (TWLS) houses the ancient 

Tungar Temple, visited by mo rc than 200-
250 thousand devotees o n I\1ahashivratri day. 

Seriou~ ecologica l dis turbances such as 

fo rest fires and Hue ring arc caused by the 

huge crowd s. Private vehides are no t allowed 

within the Park o n J\[aha!'hivratri. but some 
belonging to the Temple Tru!'t, Po lice and Forest 

DeparmlcnT arc allowed lip to the Teil1pic. 

Since 1997, BN HS uncler its City Forest 

Injtiative has been running public awareness 

campaigns and managing the crowds a [ the 

5G 1 P and T\'(I1..5 alo ng with the suppOrt o f 

th e Fo res t D e p a rtme nt and o the r loca l 
o rganisations. Crowd management is crucial 
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to reduce inciuents of forest fires and cunail 

litte ring. 
Info rmatio n banners are posted at c rucial 

po ints of e ntry of the fore s t. ~1ore than 

100 volunteers rake th e resp o n sibility o f 

controlling and m o nimnng the situatio n at 

scve.rallocario ns in SGNP. The situation with 
sustained efforts over years is under cancro!. 

At Tungareshwar \Xlildlifc Sancnlary. around 

30 B HS volunteers alo ng with the Forest 

Department arc placed at the entry po int. i.e., 

Sativ li and Tungar temple. Private vehicles :lfe 

restricted on 1\1ahashivratri. Toe strict contro l 

was brough, ro e ffec, from 2004. 
Noise pollution is ano ther nuisance during 

l\1ahashivratri, but since a few years selling 

o f blow ho rns is strictly pro hibited and blow 
h o rn s in possess ion of ve nd ors arc 

confiscated. The most encouraging sign over 

rhe years is th t:! awareness among the loca ls. 

Also, there is a marked decline in the number 

of visitors ro Sanjay Gandhi ariona.! Park 

since the past three yea.rs. 

UIT: BN HS no ticed me celebration of U" 
- a Muslim festival , within SG P in 2005. 

Since the last four years, the festival is being 
documented and a s tric t vigil is kept along 

with the Fores t D epartment ever y year on 

the activities. Urs is celebrated every yea.r in 

~1ay fo r three days in ho no ur of a ho ly man . 

Abom lO,OOO people visit the illegal dargah 

of :Mama Bhanja and Masraan , situated at 

around 389 m and 183 In respectively in the 

hills of the Yeur Range, in the core area of 

SG P and very close to a defence in:-;ra llation 

in Yeur. The crowd trespass into the Yeur 

hills from a broken forest wall and fro m other 

entrances, and pur up rents in the forest for 

th ree days and nights. Generators are u:;ed 

for lighrjng. Food is provided to the visitors 
and around 12- 15 goals arc sacrificed during 
the festival. 

Forest fLres arc reported anu ... va ter ho les 

dry up due to over usage by the visitOrs during 
U rs. Hawkers sell re fre shme nts, ro bacco 

products. water, and cont.ribute to large scale 

scattering of garbage and non-biodegradable 
was tes like plastics bags, and bottles. Crackers 

and bands di :-; ntrb the serenity of rhe forest. 

Balyogi Sad an and Ashram 

The main rlueat to TWLS is from the 

religious encroachment b y Balyogi Sadanand 

Ashram for which m o re than 0.6 ha of forest 
land is claimed and a m otorable road is built 

through the reserve forests. This activity has 
b ee n ca rried o ut s ilentl y for alm os t two 

decades. Hundreds of trees were uprooted , 

resulting in soil erosion due to the mining 

and blasting activity do ne in rhe past. 

Large pandals are put 
up for Mahashivratri 
celebration at both 
SGNPand 1WLS 
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The vast crowds arriving 
at TWLS during 

Mahashivratri cause a lot 
of disturbance in the 

Sanctuary 

Officials from the Forest D epartment -

A ssistant Con se rva tor of fores ts (AeF), 
Range Fo rest Officer (RFO) and G uards 

were b ea ten up b y th e d evo tees o f th e 

A shram when tiley tried to confiscate illegally 

kept p ea fowls from the ashram premi ses. 

Sin ce th e n n o p e rso nn e l of t he Fo res t 

D epartment has dared to venrure into the 
Baba's pre mi ses. Rece ntl y, th e Central 

Empowered Committee of lndia has given 

o rders to demo Ush the temple, which is a 
positive s te p tOward=-- conserva tio n. But the 

demolition is still awaited. 

Agricultural Encroachments 

In SGNP, villages have encroached forest 

land and prac tice agriculture. They receive 

complete suppo rt from tribal organisations. 
Paddy is the main crop here, but Jatropa sp. 

(plant genera lly used fo r bio~diesel) is now 

b eing promo ted actively b y the Sbrolldivi 
SOllgbalJJo an d mo re than 250 hectares o f 

fores t land is encroached upon. There is an 

o n go ing co nfli c t b e twee n t h e vi llage 
ag ric ulturis ts and Forest D e partme nt. 

Liquor dens 
The forests of SG P has been infested 

with illicit liquor production in the past, bur 

after the Government banned the production 
an d sal e of ill ic it liquo r , th e Fo res t 
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D epartment, Po lice and Excise D cparunent 

appeared to take cognizance. Neverth eless, 

some illicit liquor dens continue to exist and 

arc sca tte red in the fo res t area of SGNP 

inspi tc of thc frcquent raids by the Fo rest 

Dcpartment. Trccs arc cut rampanuy to heat 

the boilers for making liquor. The waste is 
also disposcu off nearby, thus po ll uting the 

water ho le$ and threa tening the wilulifc. The 
BN H S unuer rhe I nitiative conducts regular 

check ups with the Fores t D epartment and 
approp riatc action is ini riarcu. 

The destruction of fore st habitats due to 

encroachment for cultiva tio n , massive tree 

felling, illegal mining ac tivity and brick kilns 

alo ng the p eriph e ry o f the Sanc tuary are 

commonly faced threats. 

Tree Felling 

Tree felling is active in SGNP, mainly in 

the N agla block and Yeur hills. Tree, are feU ed 

very systematically and left to j ry and later 

take n away. Boats used for p a tro lling to 

check illicit felling in Nagla block are out of 
order for a lo ng time, and the lowe red levels 

o f vigilance has led to massive tree felling in 

the N agla block. 

Forest Fires 

A lmos t every exposed area o f the SGNP 

is vulnerable to fores t fires. The ecological 
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damage as a result of fores. t fires has never The Future of SGNP 

been es tim ated , as it is not p ractical, bur it 

ma y b e ass umed to be seve re. H uman 
interfere n ce thro ughout t he P a r k area s, 

main ly local encroachers and p icnickers, as 

there is no boundary wall , makc~ rhe situation 
t.l i ffic ulr . In suffici e n t wo r k fore t:: and 

infrastructure adds (0 the pro blem; the Forest 

Departm en t canno t be b lam ed a!' most fi res 

arc lit up late in the.:: evening and the steep 

terrain of rhe hill s make s the task of 

ex tinguishing the fi res more d ifficuJr. 

The C ity Fores t Injtiative is p lanning to 

include an awareness prog ramme on fore st 

fire, in SG P. 

Encroachnlcnts 

111crc is no doubt that SG P contributes 

to public hea lth and welfare of the present 

and funlre generation =,. The Tul5i and Vihar 

lakt:s (whose watershed =, lie within the park 

b o und aries) suppl y abou r 5 p e r ce n r of 
l\ lumbai 's drinking wate r. SGN P =, 

contributio n as rhe natura l carbon sink o f 

lVlum bai and al so as a sponge during the 
mo nsoon season speak=, volume=, about its 

imporla n ce. T h e he ri tage va lue invit es 
educational and hismrical excursion =, by borh 

local and foreign srudcnts. 
The serenity of SGNP clashes with the 

dangers that threaten to destroy all bioclivt:rsiry 

with in the Park. SGN Ps proxim ity ro the 

bu zz ing ciry o f lumbai - popula r as the 

Co n sc n ·arion o f SGNP invo lv es financial capital of InJia m itkes the P;a.rk even 

tremendous physical strain as re=,ea rch and 

co nse rvatio n can take yo u mile s into the 
for es t =,. One recc nt stud y invo lved an 

inrcnsive survey o n rh e encroachment into 

SG TP. I t was conducted in colla bora cion widl 

Fre n ch re se arc h ers fr o m the Cc n[[c fo r 

Human Sciences. The Study resulted in a 

paper on "Social Exclusion. Tcrritories and 

Urban Policies (SET P)". 

more \Tulnc rablc to ducats. We an:: actively 

destroying the small parch of nal"urc that we 
havc been graced with. 'nlC need of the hour 

is to be involved now for there may ncver be a 

tOmorrow! ~ 

Krishna Tiwari is presently Project 
OHicer, City Forest Initiat ive with 
Conservation Department at BNHS. 

There is a pleasure in the pathless woods, 

The1'e is a rapture on the lonely sh01'e, 

There is society, where none intrudes, 

By the deep sea, and music in its roa,.: 

I love not man the less, but Na ture m ore. 

- George Gordon, Lord Byron, 

Childe Haro/d 's Pilgrimage 

We are grateful to 

SETH PURSHOTAMDAS THAKURDAS & DIVALIBA CHARITABLE TRUST 
for a generous donation to the 
Pratap Saraiya Hornbill Fund 

to support the publication of Hornbill 
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ju.st C\ Ye~lVldey t~C\t ~lVllVltJ 
lS lVltetJYC\l to eveY~dC\~ llfe 
Mining is a vital industry. From safety pins to satellites 
nothing would exist without mining. Mining has made 
possible many of mankind's giant leaps. It has constantly kept 
pace with change and changing priorities of the world . 

The industry has leveraged modern technology, computers , 
advances in geochemistry, to embrace responsible mining 

and established systems to independently verify compliance 
with environmental , human rights and social standards. 

Mining continues to add value to nature's resour'ces in a 

sustainable way. 

Baldota Enclave, Abheraj Baldota Road , Hospet _ 583203 . Karnataka India ww II .. d M S P L LI MITE D . . w.msp Imlte .com BALDOTA ADDING VALUE TO NATURE'S RESOURCES 
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T
axonomy is the practice and science 

of classification. The word comes 

fro m the G reck word taxis (meaning 

o rder or arrangemen t) and IIOIIIOS (meaning 

law or ~cicncc) . Taxonomjcs, or taxono rnic 

schemes, arc composed of taxo no mic units 

known as taxa, or kinds o f things that 3rc 

frequentl y arranged o r rea rranged In a 

hierarchical s tructure. 

Som e of yo u Illa y a rg ue, nut a vcry 

intcresting introduction! \Vell , let us put it th is 

way the human mincJ narurally o rganises its 

knuwledge of rhe world into systems, making 

it easy to understand . Once we know what 

we have, only then Gin we pro tect it berter. 

And the 'All-India Coordinatcu Pro ject on 

Ta ..... o nu l1ly - ~lollusca' was starred \\';th the 

intention of documenting the taxo no m y o f 

~ lo lili sca . The B N HS and few o th e r 

o rganisations undertook th is pro jcC[ which 

was divided in sections to m nkc it easier to 

study. 'The reaso n for thi s ma y b e th a t 

l\lollusca is the second lar~cst phylum 

consisting o f 1.25.000 living sp ec ies and 
35,000 ex tinct ones. 

So, what arc l\loLluscs? i\ lo liuscs may be 

defined as, animals having a soft body whose 

shells arc either full y developed. reduced, and 

inte rnal o r absent. 1n o the r words, clams, 

snails, sCluids, Octo puses. sea slugs form a 

parr of mo ll u scs. So o n e ca n say that , 

m o ll u scs arc found in a lmo s t a ll major 

willcrbodics. moist soil in gardens or va rio us 

fo rest t }l)cs. 

The)' have found (heir niche and range 

from the deepest ocean trenches (0 high up 

on l11 ou lHain s, but amo ng th csc. th e 

maximum numbe r of species thrive in the 

se;lS. I n this article, we focll s exclusive ly on 

marine mo llusca. 

Prom shallow interriual areas to ueep sea 

zo nes, mo llu scs occup y e\"e ry niche. To 

ove rcome various environmental s tresses, 

mo llu scs sh ow remarkable adaptations to 

su r v ive in vari ed marine e nvironment. 

Brilliantly colo ured nudibran c h s u efe nd 

thro ugh [Oxins they possess, while an octopus 

shows remarkable ability of ca m o un age . 

S'luids and nautilus arc among the swi ftes t 

in\"crrebrates. Giant C lams arc the larges t 

bh-alvcs. 1\lolluscs g rea rJy vary in size, ranging 
from 400 J...lffi (m_icro metre - o ne millio nth 

of a me u e) 10 se\'cral metres lo ng (Giant 

SlJuid s) . Dependi ng on th e shape, and 

The basic colours and 
patterns of some 
molluscs are genetically 
inherited, while some 
are the resu lt of 
diHraction of light 

Among shells, several species of textile cones are known for their lethal neurotoxic venom 
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structure o f their shell , mo lluscs arc classified 

in m SLX classes. There 3.r c mainly tWO systems 
o f classific.'lrion used ro classify mo lluscs. 

O ne o f d 1C sys tem s is based o n rhe 

Structure o f radula , a rongue-Like structure 
with ITansvcrse rows of denudes (tee th-like 

lH ru c rure) on t h e uppe rs ide . Differe n t 

mo llu scs ha ve diffe rent fc eding habits: 

herbivores, carnivores, scavenge rs, detritus 

fced ers. The radu la is modifi ed depend ing 

upo n th e fcedin g habits. C ha nges in th e 

raclu lar s trUCture g ive clear eviden ce of 

evo lution from the lower algal sc rappe rs to 

the:: predatory molluscs. 

The o ther sysu:m of classi fication is based 

on th e strucnlre of shells. T he shdJ of any 
mollusc is sccrt::tcd by the ' mantle', which is, 

in some cases, the respirawry and pro tective 

membrane of the ani mal. T he ollter laye r 

of rhe shell is the peris[Qcrarum and the inner 

layer is the nac re o r the mothe r-of-pea rl. 

Nacre, is an organic-inorganic co mposite 

material pro duced by !'omc mo llusc!'. It is 
stro ng, resilient, and iridescent and is found 

in so m e bival ves, gas tropod s and 

cephalopods. 'fhe inner layer o f the shell in 
most mo lluscs is merely porcellaneous and 

non-nacreous, resuhing in a no n-iridescent 

shin e . The peristocrarum is made up of 

Leopard Doris are one of the surreal looking 
Nudibranchs (Sea slugs) 

o rganic maferia l and the remaining she::l l IS 

maue up of calcium carbonate. Two types 

o f crystallized calcium carbonate are usually 

o bserved in a cross sectio n o f tile shells. A 

combi natio n o f various characters, such as 

ex ternal mo rpho logy and radula, form the 

ba sics for ta xonomy. In rece n t times, the 

D A system of classification, an innovative 

tool, is used for classifying mo lluscs. This 

classification system has helped tremendously 

in the taxono mica l res trucruring of many 

genera and species in the last decade. 

All T ndia Coordinated Projec t o n 

Taxonomy - Mollus ca 

TIle divcrsity of marine mollusca is poorly 

documentcd in India, especially along rhe west 

The largest mollusc that lacks a shell is the Giant Squid of New Zealand, 

which can grow up to 22 m 
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coast. In 200 1, the ~l.ini s try o f Environment 

and Foros, s ( [oEF) s I. rlcd an All-India 

coo rdinated projec t o n "Taxon o my 

l\ lo llusca". The prime o bj ec tive o f rh e 

pro jec t was ( 0 fulfill [h e lacuna in th e 

knowledge of marine mollusca in I ndia. Being 

the largest and o ldest GO working in the 

field of nanlrc conservatio n, the BN HS was 

ide ntified to coordinate the projec t and 

documen t rhe mo lluscan fauna o f Gujarar. 

G uj. rat has. coastline of 1,650 km, the 

lo ngest in the country; hence to cover all dl C 

coastal locations was no t an casy cask. 

The G ujarar coast o ffers a wide va rie ry 

o f habitats: sea grass beds, mud-flats, sand y 

and rocky sho res, coral rct: fs and mangrove. 

Each habitat is reprc:-;c nred b y dis tinctl y 

diffcrcnt molluscan life. 

Th~ data collecred also shows an ov~r1ap 

o f distributio n o f th~ molluscan fauna with 

that from (h ~ P~ rs i ~ln Gulf a nd M_c kran 

Coa .. ' 0 'he G ulf o f Kutch, thus, suppo rting 

the theory of a large hydrographic influence 

of thc Indus fan o n the species divc rsity of 

this rcgion. 

Unde r the capacity-building program o f 

the Pro ject, B H S prepared a toolkit o n 

'l\ (o llusca n Patina of G ujarat Sral e, India' 

that illustrates 188 common species fo und 

o n rh e Gujarat coas rlin ~. About nin e 

wo rkshop s have been arranged, so far, for 

post graduate snld~nt s and twO workshops 

fo r the fo rest d~parmlen r. 

G ujarat sta t~ is undoubredly \'cry rich in 

mo lluscan diversity. The documentatio n is 

o ngoing as the complete study of the diversity 

o f bival ves, cephalop od s, scaph opo d s and 

nudibranchs still remains. BNI-IS will continue 

it's work to understand th~ popular, bur least 

studied mo lluscan fauna. ~ 

Deepak Aple is Assistant 
Director, BNH S and 
Principal Scientist of 
"Project Taxonomy -
Mollusca". 

Dishant Parasharya is 
the Project Officer on the 
Molluscan Taxonomy 
Project of 'he BNHS. 

Bhavik Patel, is the 
Education Officer in 
Project Mangrove 
(Gujara' Uni'). 

We are grateful to 

RISHAD NAOROJI 
for a generous donation to the 
Kekoo Naoroji Memorial Fund 

to support the publication of Hombill 

Mollusca are found in 
large numbers in 
almost all major 
waterbodies 
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Elephants on the Run! 
Texr: R anjil M an akad a n 

About the Project 

The Elephant Project was conducted in two phases (January-December 2005 and cptcmber 2006-

March 2008). and was funded by the US Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS). The main objective of th 
Project was the assessment of a case-history of dispersal and colonisation of the elephants in Tamil 

adu and Andlua Pradesh. 



O 
n ee dist ri bu ted ove r a wide 

geographical region in Asia, rhe Asian 
El ephan t E/epha] II/(lXiIllIlJ ha s 

declined over much o f its range and has an 

es timated world population o f ;Iro und 40,000 

animals. i\ [o re than 50% of rhc~c occlIr in 
Jndia. con fined largely CO the fo res ts of the 

Himalaya and the \\'/cstt: rn G ha ts. Even in 

these las t re fuges. dephanrs face increasing 

p ress ures due to India's alarming hum an 

population growth . Since the 1980:-. elephant 
pop ula li o n s in l h e fr inge areas of th ese 

re fuges have starred to disperse. colonising 
habi ta ts in whic h they c..Ii ti no t occ ur fo r 

centuries. O ne such case wa~ th e:: disp ersal 

o f elephants in the 19805 from [he Hosur

Dharmapuri fo rest areas o f Ta Ini I Nadu to 

c. 60 km no rrh -cas r into what was la te r 
declared as the Ko undinya \'VildLifc Sancmary 

(Chirroor distric t. Andhra Pradesh). Later. 
h e rd s and bull s (m ale ele ph ant s) fr o m 

Ko und in ya fu rrh er dispe rse d r. 100 km 

no rthwa rd s into Sri Venkateswara \X1ildlife 

Sancruary- ational Park (Andhra Prade'h) and 

c. 4-0 km south-easr in to th e Javadi h ills o f 
Tamil Nadu. 

The ele pha nts o f Ko undinya \Xfildlife 

Sancruary we re ,ubject to a BN HS-US Fish 
and \VildHfe Se rvice collaborative resea rch 

projec t. The P ro jec t Uanua ry 2005 to 

December 2005) prov id ed sub s t a nti a l 

info rmation on the situatio n o f elephants and 
their habitat in Ko undinya \'V'iIdlife Sancruary 

(see Hom bill. January-Marc h 2006: 12- '15) . 

Neverth eless , the Mudy "vas incomple te in 
two m ajor asp ec rs. O ne was th at it w as 

essential to know the situation o f elephants 

a nd habitat in the o rher colo nised site in 

A ndhra P ra d es h , th e Sri Ven karcswa ra 

\Xlildlife Sancruary-Natio nal Park. to assess 
th e lo ng- te rm p o te n tia l of the e le pha nr 

.. 
Recording food plants 

of elephants along 
a feeding trail helps to 

understand the plant species 
they prefer 

Elephants at a saltlick for 
nutrient intake 
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Elephants are intelligent 
animals and leam to break 

even sophisticated electrified 
fences to raid crops 

populatio ns now in Andhra Pradesh. The 
o ther was ro know reasons fo r e lephants 
deserting their original home, the contiguous 
Hosur and Dharmapuri reserve forests. \'(Ias 
it a consequence of habita t loss, degradatio n 
and disturbance or an increase in e lephant 
populations beyond dlC carrying capacity of 
the habitat? This was the genesis of another 

one-year BN HS-USFWS p rojecr, titled, 'The 
Population, distribution, habitat, and problems 
of the Asian Elephant in Andhra Pradesh, 
1 ndia, including an assessment of the caUSes 
of their migra tion from the Hosur-Dharmapuri 
forests of Tamil adu inro Andlua Pradesh'. 
The fieldwork o f dus Project ended in March 
2008. O n a larger scale, the study was significant 
as its findings would help wildlife managers ro 
be tter unders tand and m anage prob lem s 
associated with dispersal and colonisation o f 
elephants. 

The team was headed by J.c. D aniel, with 
Ajay D esai as the 'Species Consul ranr' and 
Mo han Raj as the 'GIS Consultant ' . The 

fi eld s taff co nsis ted o f S. Swaminathan, 
1\11. Ramesh Babu and G. Balasubramanian, 
besides me. The Andhra Pradesh and Tamil 
Nadu forest department staff ex tended us 

genero us help in the three study sites. and 
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we we re in vo lved in ~omc of the ce nsus 

t!xcrciscs and workshops conducted by them . 
Sig nificant was our involvement and inputs 

in th l;! drafting of the first working plan of 
the Koundinya Wikllifc Sa nctuary fo r du: 

C hiuoo r Fore s t Divi s io n. The Hudic s 
undertaken under rhe Project e~aimarcJ rhe 

po rul a tion l den s it y. di st ribution and 
m ovem e nt s o f el e phant!' in th e 
study sires. assessed the quality o f 
the habitat in terms o f food, water, 
saldick resources and the degree uf 

hurnan related pressures, assessed the 
loss of fo res t caver over the years 

through G IS techniques, and 
investigated the problem of human

elephant con flict occurring in rhese 
areas. 

Our earlier project in Koundinya 
W ildlife Sancruary (KWS) h ad 
esrab li ~hed the numbers of e lephan ts 
at 13 animal s - a po pula ti o n 
theoreticaUy not viable in the :-; hon

o r lo ng-term survival of a species. 
Additionally, the s ituatio n o f th e 
Sanctuary, a relatively small , iso lated, 
narrow, linear strip o f fo rcst patch, 

appears grim due to the pressures 
o n it s natural resou rce s fro m 
about 60 bo rdering villages, besides 

towns o f Tamil Nadu in the plains. \Xlhat 
is the status of e lephants and the habitat in 

the other colonised site in Andhra Pradesh, 
the Sri Venkateswara \Xlild1.ife Sa nctuary-

ational Park and in their o riginal home, the 
H osu.r and Dharmapu.ri forest tract? 

The Sri Venkareswara Wildlife Sanctuary 
and ational Park (SV\XlS- P) is one o f the 
mo re well-known wildlife refuges in southern 

India due to the Tirumala temple nestled in 
th e Seshachalam hill range . Compared to 

KWS, the site conditions are·b"tter in SV\XIS

N P. SVWS- P is larger (526 vs. 357 sq. km), 
mo re compact (us. linear), and there are no 
villages in its confines except fo r the Tirumala 

temple settlements. Additionall y, the reserve 
fores ts that border it serve as a buffer against 
human and human related disturbances and 

pressure,," Bamboo (a sought afrer food p lant 

ror eleph an ts in g rass de fi c ient areas) was 
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found in abunuancc in the 'Talakoll3 area of 
SVWS-NP, unlike in KWS where it is a scarce 

comJnodicy. \'Vater is nOI scarce in the forest 
(unlike in KWS) due ro rhe presence of a 

number of resen"oirs, a nd thus, elephants 

do no t have to depend m uch on viUage mnks, 
the re by reducing the incidences of human 

elephant conflict. 
However, SV\x/S-NP docs face pressu.res 

and dismrhanccs. Having a large number o f 
villages along its fringes, makes it ex tremely 
difficult [0 contro l wood-cutting and grazing 

pressures. Though th e hill areas arc less 

subjected to pressures from loca ls due to 
distance and difficult accessibili ty, comparison 
of 1990 and 2003 satellite imageries revealed 

lhat rhe hilltop areas have become more open 

than the plains. This is probably due to a 

combination of skeletal and crystalline soils, 

p oor regeneration (due to p oor soil) and 

higher frequency and intensity of fLres due 

ro the tall ymbopogQf1 gra !'s dominant o n the 

hilltop. \Xlood-cutting and m ovement of 

people were recorded much m o re in the 

plains, and especially along the eastern pan 
that borders the s tate hig hway and the 

C h e nn ai-Cuddapah -Mumbai railway lin e. 
The SVWS- P has Red Sanders P'tf'OCOrpIiS 

s(lII/a/ill/lI, whose wood is highly priced in 

Japan fo r making musical instruments. There 

are regular reports in newspape rs ab o ut 

seizure of smuggled Red Sanders during 
mansit to Chcnnai fo r expo rt. Besides villages, 

there are also a number of towns along the 

bo rders of SVW S-N P. The larges t town 

Tirupati sees an innux of about 40,000 

pilg rims on a n o rmal day for rhe o nward 

journey to Tiruma la templ e placi ng huge 

demands o n wate r reso urces. Re nigunra. 
KoduL, Rajampet, Rayachoti, Piler, c rabylu, 

Bhakarapet and Rangampe ra arc rhe other 

[Owns along irs borders. The TaJako na area , 

with its spectacular waterfalls, has ~I peculiar 
p roblem of being a favourite site fur shoots 
for Telugu 6.lJns. Besides being a disrurbance 

ro wildlife, littcr gt: tS generated and wc even 

saw elephant dung lined with plasdc bags (sec 

picrure o n page 66). 

The p o pul'Hion a nd di s rributi o n of 

e lephants in SVW S- N P wa s difficult to 

esti m a te due to rh e vast a rea. p oor 
accessibility and difficult field conditions. We 

obtained only three sigh rings of elephants. 

comprising of a lIIok/JIIO (ruskJess bull), and 

[\VO herds of probably scven o r eight animals. 

\Y./e also found the decomposed remains of 
an elephant in the Talakona area and saw the 

dung of a (abandoned/ lost?) newly born calf 

around th e Koclur area. Interviews w ith 

v-illage rs, herd smen, woodcutters. Forest 

D eparrm ent s taff. and augmelHcd by our 

uirecr anu indirect rccorus. indicale thar there 
were arounu 30 anima ls in the area. The 

population though hil\hcr than KWS is stiU 

short of 50, hyporhesised as the minimum 

viable populatio n for survival of a species in 

rh e s h o rr term (to avoid in - breeding 

depression) and way off 500 (for long term 
survival from an evolutionary poilH of view). 

Wirh rhis small popu latio n and human related 

pressures o n !Ill: habitat (that is buund to 
increase wilh the passing years), the animals 

of SVWS-N P, as in KWS. also do not really 
have a future. 

The Hosu r-Dharmapuri forest area (2056 
sq. kill) occupies the rec~ding slopes of the 

~lys re pl ateau. mainl y the Mclag iri s hills. 

Cow elephants with catves 
at a water hole in the 

Hosurarea 
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View of a healthy forest 
patch in Hosur Forest ........ 

Division ....... 

The Cauvery river, the majo r water source, 

fo r m s its sourh ~ \Vcs[ern and sO llth e rn 

boundary. \'V'ild life sanctuaries and fo res t 

tracks th at adjoin the H osur-Dh arm apud 

reserve forests are the Banncrghara National 

Park to the nort h , Kanaka p ura Fores t 
Divi s ion (0 i ts norrh - wesr an d Ca uvery 

Wildli fe Sancruary [Q its wcs t and sOllth . T he 
former (p rio r to b ifurca l"i o n) D ha rmapuri 

d istric i was once conside red as a backwa rd 

dis tric t o f Tamil :lUll, bu r I-hings h ave 
changed with the demand fo r irs sizable lugh-

quality black g ranite resources. I t has also 

become a majo r cultivation area fo r mangos 
in Tamil Nadu. Hosue, once a sleep y village, 
is now a m ajor indus trial hub. Another 

drawback from th e conservation po int of 

vi!.::.w i50 its prox imity to the mc([o p o l.i s o f 
Bcngaluru (ea rlie r Bangalo n!), 40 km fro m 

Hosur. The rich have starred buying land in 
rhe area co develop fa_rm houst:s and resorts. 
Brick kilns are now widespread throughout 
th e area to meet the infrastructure g rowth 

of the nearby to'wns and cities. \'(Ie ca me 
across around 70 brick kilns during a sur \'ey 

o f the arc~a with a concellLration around the 
Jawalagiri Range. To fire [he brick<, fuehmod 
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Plastic bag in elelphant dung 

is required, which is sourced (illegally) from 

the fo rests. T he pressures will o nly increase 
with th c yea rs with th e g rowing human 

population. Bengalunl has witnessed a hwnan 

population growth of 34.8% during the last 
10 years and its population is now c. 6.5 lnillion. 

t\ brie f survey o f the Hosur-Dharmapuri 

forest is suffi cient fo r o nc to know why 
elephants hau disperseu from their o rig inal 
ho me. 1 ts shape is a c1assica.! example o f what 
a wildlife sanc tu a ry s hou ld n o t be. It s 

con\'o luted boundary with severa'! pro jections 
anJ indentation s a nd the presenc e o f 

numerous sm all and large village e nclaves 
within irs expanse exposes th e habitat ro 
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human rela red bio lic pressures and increases 

the interface with agriculture, thereby resulting 

in a high dcgr.~e o f human-e1cpham connic£. 
The Fo res t L "! jJ3 rrlTI Cllr rt:cc ivc~ a regular 

stream o f crop damage claims fro m farmers 
each year. An alarming twenty-o ne human 

d eaths (200 I to 2008) and sc v~nty - four 

elephant mo rtalities (199 1 to 2008) have been 
rep o rted . D oes O lle need furrh er proo f ( 0 

know if the situation is grim fo r the elephants 
in H osur-Dharmapuri ? 

As fo r the p o pula tio n o f e lephants in 

Hosur-Dharmapuri forests, Ramcsh Kumar 
o f the BN HS (who carricu out an intensive 

4-year study during the lare 1980s and early 
1990s) es timated a minimum o f seventeen 

bull s and [wo hundred and fo rry o n e 
individuals o f family units resident in the area, 
ro taling two hundred and fifty eight allimals. 
Though our srudy was no t in tt:nsive and lo ng

term to es timate the population, it is likdy 

that du!re ha s been a decline in elephant 

populations over the years. Besides a decline 

in population, the sightings suggest a skewed 

sex ra tio in favour o f females. Analys is o f 

the herds sighted and photographs taken by 

us and Forest Department personnel revealed 

very few males in the age g roup o f 5- t 5 years. 
O nl y juve nil es, ,"vith small tu sks wcre 

recorded in family herds. Poaching of bulls 
is known to have resulted in severe skewed 

sex ratios o f rJle Asian E lephant almost all 

over its range in India. 

All the three srudy si[Cs lie in the Eastt: rn 
G hats, a disjo inted stre tch of hill ranges o f 

peninsular India that suppOrt the last trac ts 
o f re mn ant fo res ts (and wildlife) o f the 
eastern parts of the penin sula. In spite o f 

the ro le it plays, rhe E astern G hats arc facing 
se rio us duca ts due to th e prt:ssures for 
natural resources from the growing human 

p opulatio n and industry. Can thi s s tre tch, 

generally conside red a poo r cousin o f the 
\'(Ies tcrn G hars, t:sp ccialty suppOrt elephanrs 
in the lo ng run with all th e trem e ndo us 

pressures they fact: now? Ano ther serious 
problem is that all the rhrt:c study sites have 

been ovecmn by the invasive weed Loll/mla 

Call/artl (excep t in crys ta l,line soil trac ts). To 

add to t h ese p ro bl e m s, ele phant s h ave 

destructive feeding habits pushing down trees, 

debarking, breaking branches, thus killing 
trees and shrubs. This was beneficial (to bo th 

elephants and other wildlife) and sustainable 

in the lo ng run when elephant ranges wcre 
vast, but nOt now with elephants surviving in 

remnants o f what were once large forest tracts. 

The impact o f elephant's feeding habits in 
isolated or fringe habitats like SVWS- I~ K\XIS 
and Hosur-Dharmapuri will be severe in the 

long-term. 

Summing up, I really wo nder whcdler we 

wcre in ves tigating a case o f dispersal and 
co lonisation o f elephanrs. Dispersal usually 

conno res to cases of increasing populations: 
the excess animals moving out to colo nize 

new areas fo r survival , thus increasing thci_r 
overall population and distributio nal range. 

But in the case hiswcy o f Hosur-Dharmapuri 
- K\'(IS - VWS- P investigated by LI S, this 
appears to be a case of 'e lephants on the 
n1ll'! They ' ran out' of their original home to 

survive, arc still on the run in rhe co lonised 

areas, and will in aU evennlaJjt}', be hopelessly 
o n th e run fo r the res t o f their lives till 

extinction. '" 

Ranjit Manakadan has been working 
with the BNHS since the early 
1980s. He is presently an ASsistant 
Director at the Society. 

Post mortem of a train-hit 
elelphanl by officials 
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Conservation Department -
the core of the BNHS 
Text: Rushikesh Chavan 

B H t\'ussion: Con ervation of nature, primarily biological diversity, through action based on research, 



C
onservation of nature has always 

been a core a rea of interest of the 

BN I-IS. The fi.rst major conservation 

effort of the Society can be traced back to 

1933 when S.H. Pratcr, a former curator of 

the Society, presented a paper on " Problems 

of Wildlife Pro tection in India", during the 

Society's Golden Jubilee Function. Late r. the 

B N H was c losely involved In dlC 

development of the Bombay Wild Animal 

and Wild Bird Pro tection Act, 195 1, which 

subsequently formed the basis of the present 
Wildlife ( Protection) Act, 1972. The 

Conse rvation D epartm ent of the B H S 

works on a three pronged approach - core 
research on issues of national and g lobal 

significance, advocacy with va rious stake 
holders and education for creating public 

suppOrt for conservation. The Department 
has launched several initiatives, slich as City 

Forests and Urban Biodiversity, Islands and 

Oceans I niti at ive, Armed Forces Ce ll , 

Conservation Education nit, and BN H S 

Legal Cell. 

Conservation Fund 

BNHS orga ni ses advocacy ca n"lpa lg n s 
through independenr impact assessmC!nt 

Hudies of developmenr proJccts 1n 
ecologically important arC!as. Seven surveys 

have been conducted o n critical conservarion 

issues. B H S ha s ca rricd out severa l 

asscssments along with other organisations 

and has made considerable contributions to 
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conservation of species and habit ats. such 

as surveys and advocacy in north-cast I nuia 
in association with the Kalpavriksh, \Vild 

Buffalo surveys in cCfHral Ind ia in 
collaboratio n with Sarpuda Foundation. Some 

of the imporrant issues covered arc existing 

and proposed dams in the no rth-eas t, such 

as downstream impac ts of fh e Ranga nadi 

dam with special emphasis o n the hydrological 

impact of the flow diversion plan. 

On the basis of the ecological and 
socio logical aSSessment carried out for [he 

proposed Human (pronounced as hooman) 

dam, BNHS filed a Public In terest Litigation 

(PIL) in the Supreme Coun for proreedon 

of this wildtife cor rido r connecting ''I'adoba 

Andhari Tigc r Reserve and the Bhramhapuri 

Forest Division, l\laharashtra. After hearing 

the case the Supreme Court passed an interim 

order "As reg~lnls Human R.i\·er Project - it 

is noticed thar it involved felling of vcry large 

number of trees and have serious 

environmenlai repercussions, therefore for 

the time being rhi s projecr as propo~ed is 

nOt cleared," Howeve r. subsequently, the 

Supreme Cou rr cleared the project. 

Other i~~uc~ look e o into arc rapid 

eco logical assessme nr of the proposed 
uranium m.ining near Nagarjunasagar Tiger 

Reserve, coral reef poisoning and impact 
on sea tLlnlcs in the Gulf of Kutch, rapid 

survey for the assessmenr of \Xlild Buffalo 

habitat in ccnrral India, regional meeting on 
dam s in no rth -cast, at Assam with L.ower 

Left BNHS along with 
SANE filed a PIL to stop 

rampant logging at 
Andaman and Nicobar 

Islands 

Right: A proposed 
uranium mining site 

is less than 
half a kilometre from 
the Nagarjunasagar 

Reservoir 
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left: The last confirmed 
figures of Central Indian 
Wild Buffalo was seven 

in Udanti Wildlife Sanctuary 

Rlght :The Chief 
of Army Staff 

Gen. Oeepak Kapoor, 
PVSM, AVSM , SM, VSM, 
ADC at BNHS furthering 

the strong bond 
between the Indian Army 

and the BNHS 
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Suban~iri site visit, impact of the proposed 

Dhamra p o rt o n sea tun ics in O ri ssa, 
Se thu sa muclram S hip Canal and irs 

enviro nmental impac t. 

BNHS Legal CeU: Jus tice D.E . Reuben 

Lega l Fund 

The Fund is used o nly fo r const:Cvation 

relared litigation. The Fund addresses issues 

related to v iolations of a) the Wildlife 

(P ro tec ti o n) Act, 1972, b) Fore s t 

(Conservatio n) Act, 1980, c) Coastal Zone 

Regulation Act, and any other acts related ro 

enviro nment, which may already exist or m 3)' 

be enacted in the furore. BN HS along with 

Kalpavriksh and Sociery for Anclaman and 

N icobar Ecology (SA E) fued a peririo n in 

t h e Supre m e Court to ban loggin g in 

Anuaman and N icobar Island s. In 200 1, rhe 
Suprem e COLIn gave a ruling in favo ur of 

the petitioners, banning aU logging activities 
111 the Islands. 

B HS Armed Forces CeU 

Today, rh t: Indian Army is o ne of the 

largest land ho lders in the country with 
es tabli s hment s located In diffe rent 

ecosystem s and biogeographic zones, such 

as Rann of Kutch. That Desen , the length 

and breadth of (he Himalaya, the tropica l 

rain forests of n orr h-east lndia. B H S

Armed Forces Cdl, therefore, works very 

c10sdy with the 1 ndjan Army towards narure 

co n se r vatio n. \VIe have co nduc ted over 

fifteen Command level sem jnars in the last 

three years. Besides, we have supponed few 

brigade and battalion level seminars as wel l. 

The programmes are important as th ey 

provide platform for office rs of various 

ranks to comc together and discuss core 

issues of nature conservation. 

To further strengthen the bond between 

the Armed Forces and the Bl HS towards 

nature conservation, the C hie f of Army 

Staff Gen. Deepak Kapoor, PVSM, AVSlIl, 

SM, VS I, ADC visited BN H S o n July 18, 

2008. Gen. Kapoor in his speech reiterated 

the suppOrt of the Indian Army to protect 

wildlife and th e ac tivities of the BNHS. 

In continuation with the visits o f top brass 

to the B HS. Indian Army has laid down a 

rim e bound act io n pl an to take further 

concre te s teps towards narure con servation 

through excl u !' ive environmental educa

tio n prog ramm es for th e ] ndi an Armed 
Forces. 

S1I.Uln Ali a ture Co nse rvati o n Fund 

It is a fu nd that provides small g rants for 

young s tudent~. individuals. institutions, and 

scientis t s to take up programmes for 

co n se r vat io n of n a ture. The Fund ha s 

suppo rted several small initiatives throughout 

India. such as assess ing the distribution and 

starus of wild tiger po pulatio n o utside the 

pro teered areas in i\1aharashtra, conservatio n 
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o f freshw3rcr chelonians (tunles and 

to rto ises) in Barak Vallt:y. Assam, are-survey 

and mo nito ring of arbon:al (mainl y trce

dwelling) mammals along the riverine habitats 
o n ~llIndanthurai Platea u, Kalakad -

rundanthurai Tige r Rese rve, Tamil ndu, 

,oiability of forest corridors between 

Bhima shank:u and Goa, photographi c 

su rvey of Kudremukh ar io nai Par k, 

Karnataka, s ranJs survey of the Edible-nest 

Swiftlc( Afrodrollllls jllcipbag lls in south 

Konkan. conservatio n of sea turtles through 

community participatio n in l\ taharasillra. 

and con se r vation o f end a nge red Il ispic..l 
Hare C(lpr%gIlJ bi.rpidllJ and tall grassland 

habitat in J aldapa ra Wildlife aneruar),. WeSt 

Bengal. 

Forest Guard Fund 
Invariably a fo rest !,ruard is placed in o ne 

of the most [emo te places and has a large 

area co pa tro l, usually, on foor. These forest 

guards sometimes do come in conflict \\;th 

poachers and wild animals. B HS through 

this fund pro \-ides financial support to slich 

forest guards fo r their extraordinary COLI rage 

to protec t forests and wildlife. 
The 13 II 's m ission of consen·arion 

of nalUrc, primaril y biological divers it y, 

through acrio n baseu n research, education, 

and public awa rcness is lruly observed in 
pra c ti ce through its Co nservation 

Depa rtme nt. The D c parllne lH is also a 

p eo ple's dcpanm ent as man y B H S 
m e mbe rs a nd others h ave g~ nerous l y 

conlrihured (0 its acthrities. ~ 

Rushikesh Chavan is at present 
the Conservation Officer at the 
BNHS. 

It is important 
to protect 

the wetlands of 
our country 
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;rcxt: Dccrak Artc 

In order to protect marine biodivcrsity 20-30% of 

achic\ l.' (hi" ] CC=" and other intlucntial organisations 

intertidal or subndal tcrrain, together with 

part or all of 



CHE8'2v 
~12~ ~ 

------------------------------------- ~ ~.A~~ -------------------------------------

Archbishop UUathorneof Birmingham 
in hi s autobiography 'From Cabin 

Boy to Archbishop' talked about rus 
ea rly life o n ships that ran fro m Hull to 

Scandinavia. D uring o nc o f his voyages [0 

the Baltic, he wrote "we have been held here 
in port fo r three days. so thick have been the 
shoals of fi sh that we ca nnot leave the 
harbour." There cou ld no t be a sta rker 

contrast with lhc experience today; in fact, 
this change is confined [Q not JUSt the northern 
waters, the story is th e same across all 
continents. 

Over the last 50 years, scientists and poUcy

makers across the world have developed a 
profound understanding o f the way in wruch 
oceans, as complex and dynamic systems, 
influence many facets of dail y life of people 
around the globe. This understanding among 
government officials has led to new efforts to 
dc,-clop comprehensive policies o n the use and 

protectio n of the waters that comprise mo re 
than 70 per cent of our planet's surface. 

Protectio n and sustainable development of 
the oceans and their resou rces are critical to 

the future of our planet, its people, and the 
myriad life forms. \,\lo rldwide, mo re th an 
50 per cent of the populatio n lives in coastal 
areas, a figure that will rise to 75 per cent by 
2025. Our daily lives are affected by weather 
systems with oceanic origins. 

For generations, we have believed that it 
was beyond our power to damage the oceans 
o r to deplete its vast resources. \Y/e now see 
the fallacy o f this view, as mounting evidence 
demo nstrates the human impact upon oceans. 
The oceans and their resources, by their very 
nature, arc international matters, for no nation 
acti ng alone can effectively manage and 
pro tect them. It is nOt surprising then that 
issues of marine conservation have risen 111 

various international forum s. 
This is the time of g reat pro mise for 

hum anity to act upon o ur eve r-g rowing 
understanding of the oceans and their 
connection to land, the climate, and all of life. 
Over the last decade, the debate o n the needs 
of larine Protected Areas (l\ IPAs), and in 

particular trans-boundary MPA s has gathered 
mo mennlm. In fact, realising the immense 

va lue o f tv[PA s, Inter national U n ion 
Conservatio n Network (I UC ) hosted its 
[LrSt Inte rnational Larine Protected Areas 
Conference in Australia in 2005. The agenda 
of [he conference was very clear - putting 
fo rw,ml a goal o f enhancing MPA netwo rk 

in various ocean regimes. ]n order to protect 
marine biodiversity e ffectively, 20-30 per 
cent o f rhe seas must be under pro tectio n. 
Ho wever, at present o nl y o ne per ccnt is 
under protection. To make thi s happen, 
IUCN has caUed fo r action to set up a global 
ne twork o f ~IPAs by 20 12. In 2007, during 
the I eN \'(Iorld Commissio n on Pro tected 
Areas (WCPA), Marine Summit, it was again 

u rged that their e ffort s be redo ubled to 

establish and implement national t\ IPA 
ne two rks by the targeted 20 12. 

r-,·(arin e Protected Areas, includi ng 
underwater parks, fi shery reserves, \\·; Idlife 
sancruaries, and the likes, are an increasingly 
po pular po licy instrument des ig ned to 
conserve coral reefs and sUStain reef benefits 
fo r the sociery. According to ruc ,a Marine 
Pro tecred Area is "any area o f the intcrtidal 
o r subtidal terrain, together \\·;[h its overlying 
W.lter and associated flora, fauna . historical and 
cui rural features, which has been reserved by 
law o r other effective means to protect part 
o r all of the enclosed environment". Explicit 
reference is made to "no- take" i\lPA s 
(Le. ~ ( PA s where no exrracri \·e uses are 
permitted). ~U)As have been demo nstrated 

£ 
Boundary of the 
proposed Agatti 

Conservation Reserve 
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Saitfish collection in 
lagoons form an important 

part of tuna fisheries 
in Lakshadweep 

( 0 increase cora l reef fi sh and invertebrate 

abundance, bio m ass , and sp ecies richness, 

as well as redistribute stakeholder accesg to 

ree f resources, and thus, redistribute wealth 

in coas tal communities. The pro mise o f 
~D)As as a tool fo r bio{Jj vcrsiry conservatio n 

and sus tainable development has ye t [ 0 be 

full y reali se d , b eca u se b o th th e na tura l 
and social science underlying effective ~1PA 

develo pment and manageme nt are poorly 

understood . Presentations at the 9th In te r

n a tio nal Co ral Reef Sy mpos ium ( IC RS) 

underscored the scientific uncertain ty th at 

$urroundg the biophysical desig-n o f fl'A s, 

but provided some.! basic guidancc fo r po licy
makers. 

Research indicatcd that coral ree f MPA s 

a re m o re likel y to functio n as rel a tive ly 

indep e nd e nl un its th a n inte r -d e p c ndcnt 

ccological system s, especiaUy over largc spatial 

sca les. Resea rc h a lso indi ca ted th a t th e 
bio logical perfo rmance o f Uno-take" M]:lAs 

is no t correlatcd with their spatial ex te nt, 

suggesting th at b igger is nOt necessa ril y 

ben er. 
MPA decision-making must be an adaptive 

and b roadl y p a rticip a to r y process. Su ch 

processes peCinit social learning, draw upon 
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diverse sources of kno wledge, 

build trll s t , a nd e nhan ce the 

legirimacy o f lIIPA rules and 

regulatio ns. E xacrly hou/and 1vhell 

participatio n sho uld occur is a 
matter of contentio n. 

The bio logica l ratio nale fo r 

es tablishing a netwo rk o f smalJ 

l\·(PA s has been to: 

• Protect vulnerable species and 
h abitats (i.e., biodive rs ity and 

ecosystem functio n) . 

• Pro tect suscep tible life history 
stages (i.e., spawning and nursery 
g rounds), and 

• Enhance fisheries productivi ty 
in the region. 

L a ks h a dweep Arc hipe lago: 
C a n we h ave a MPA? 

Extended marine jurisdictio ns 

and o th e r fac to rs , bes id es 

Increasing fi she ry ma nagcmenr o bligatio ns, 
ha ve ra ised th e eco no mi c d evel o pment 

aspiratio ns o f governments and fish wo rkers 

in Lakshadwccp. 
The problems unique to small islands are 

naturally that of scale. Islands. whatever their 

size, are expected co be, o r to become, sd f
suffic ient in th e ir cap ac i ty fo r marin e 

development and coastal management. Yet 
they are usuaUy too small to be able (0 develop 

the requisite specialised human resources. Few 
eco no lnics of scale arc available o n small 

islands, and the pooling of resources becomes 

a pragnlaric necessity fo r eco nOlnic upLiftment 
and survival. 

The geog raphica.l, eco no mical and social 
siruatio ns o f small islands vary considerably. 

I slands can b e con side red to comprise o f 

vari o u s sub -sys te m s: eco n o mi c, socia l, 
demographk, cuI rural, political, physical and 

eco logica l. These systems arc p artic ularly_ 
inte r -d e p e nd e nt in s m a ll i s la nd s . The 

interac tion o f these sub-sys tems de fines the 
behavio ur and sustainabili ty of an is land in 

rhe face o f external influences and internal 

adjus tments. 
Island econo mics tend to be narrow based , 

and highly exposed to ex ternal econo mk and 
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political influences . On th e oth er hand , es tabli shm e nt s of community and 

external tradi ng partners to day. are rarely 
'captive' to an individual island, and hence, 

have not been induced to invest in the lo ng

term diversification and susrain abitiry of island 

enterprises. 

J Ilhabiteu islands all Q\'er the world are 

u nd e rgo ing a diffi cu l t tran siti o n fr o m 

rnu.l iriuna l iso lation [0 th e ' in vasio n ' of 

civilisation, technology and changing po litical 

pressures. The dilema currently facing small 

islands is the natural desire for cui rural ~tabilit)' 

and economic g rowth o n one hand. while th e 
limitatio n s o n r esources a nd fra g ile 

env ironments loom as d e ter re nts to 

susrainabili ry o n the oth er. 

Tropical lagoons are enviro nments of low 
ecolugical res iljencc that arc vulnerable to 

human rusrurbances. However, with livelihood 

so closely linked with the reef, formal means 

of protection such as a sancruary or national 
park is a remote and no n-prac tical approach. 

H oweve r, the new amendments in the 

Wild li fe (protection) Act, 1972, recognise 

co ns erva ti o n reserve s. The s ire -ba se d 

imple m e ntation of communil Y managed 
marine protecte d areas requires the 

identification of not o nly majo r biological and 
eco logica l processes, bur also the socio

cultural, economic, and poljtical processes 

pattt::rning the targeted area. 

Why a M PA is so vital for Lakshadwcep? 
~lany types of disturbances, separately and 

in combination, are changin g the face of reefs 

not o nly in Lakshadwee p, but across th e 

tropical belt. These include: hurricanes, coral 
bleaching, diseases o f corals, over fi shing, 

d es tructive fishing , nutri e nt loading, 

sedimentation, hyper and hypotherlnic stress, 
vanous forms o f po llution, harvesting o f reef 

in\'e rtebra res, co ral mining, trampHng by 
tourists and divers, and the destruction and 

devastation ca used by ship ancho rs a nd 

g ro undings. It is o bvious that this resource 

needs protection, and rllat many of the cited 

an thropogenic causes can b e reduced or 

Effective patrolling of 
marine protected areas 
can also benefit nesting 

areas 
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Protection of areas will increase fish stocks benefiting local communities 

avoided by implemenmtion o f scientifically 

based management programmes. 

H owever, rh e real threat to th e ree fs 
co m es fr o m th e m os t c rid ea l iss u e o f 

'Climate Change'. In a study examining the 

consequences of the sea level rise near the 
islands due to g lo bal warming, it was found 

that the predicted sea level rise o f o ne metre 

would be respo nsible for 1 1-2 1 per cent land 

loss in the is land s o f Kilran . K a,"a rau i. 

K ad am at, K alpe ni -C he riya m an d Aga rti 
Bangaram. In the event that this becomes a 

rca lit)'. populatio n pressures o n the remaining 
land could tucn in ro an ecologica l nightmare. 

Nevenheless, oceanic reefs are intrinsically 
less vulnerable [ 0 clima te change. becau s~ 

of the absence of effects t ransmin~d fro m 

and a mpli fie d b y neighbo uring te rres trial 

enviro nme nts. I n addi tion, most reefs are 

dis tant fro m significant human populatio ns, 
and this removes o r reduces rhe most serious 

immediate threats. The remo te oceanic reefs 

represen t the best a" ai lable resource, bo th 

fo r preserving coral ree f biodiversity into 

th e fu ture, a n d fo r u nde rstand ing th e 

in terac tio ns o f reef ecosystems with c1in1atic 

ch ange. 
Undoubtedly. a communit), / conserva rio n 

rese r ve h o ld s a g rea t pro mi se for 

Lakshadweep. Ho\\,evcr, the value o f science 
cann Ot b e un d e r m in ed w hil e d o ing so. 

Rea lis ing th e need fo r ree f con servatio n , 
BN H S launc h ed ' P roject G iant Clam' in 

Lakshadwccp in 2004, in collabo ration with 
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L EA D In te rnatio n a l and w ith fin a n cia l 

suppOrt from rhe D arwin Initiative, UK. TIle 

Pro jec t s tand s o n fo ur m a in pill a rs -
research, educa tion, tourism and livelihood. 

The ro le of community is ce ntral [ 0 th e 

pro ject that culminated successfully recentl y. 
The loca l communit y h as. con se nted fo r 

es tablishing a Conservation Reserve at Agato, 

lndia's firSt co-managed r.,lPA. The consent 

a nd th e p ro p osa l are n o\\' wi th th e 

D epartment of E nviro nme nt anu Pores ts. 

fo r consideration . 
O nly rime will te ll us about the bene fits 

o f Aga tti Co nse rvatio n Reserve, however, 

th e e ntir e projec t h as h e lp ed ra ise 

enviro nmental awareness of 10caJ communi ty, 

which is central fo r ree f conservation. After 

the success of Agarti Conservation Resen 'e, 

we ha,Te been flooded with requests fo r o ther 

islands in the Lakshadwcep Archipelago. This 
rise in environmcntal awareneS5 will go a lo ng 

way in reef consc rvatio n in Lakshadwcep. 

Encouraged by the success, and assessing the 

po tential fo r rcef research and conserva tion, 

B H S h as d ecided to s ta n a lo ng te rm 

rcseardl station al Lakshad'U.·-ecp . ...... 

Fo r further details write to Deepak Aptc, 

Assistant Direcw[, BN HS. 

Oeepak Apte is currently Assistant 
Director, BNHS and the Principal 
Scientist, Project Giant Clam. 
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Until now 466 IBAs 
have been identified, 
using globally agreed 

criteria. in India 

Protection Status of Important B ird Areas In India 
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S 
eveney-five out of 1,300 bird species 
in India arc threatened with extinction, 
in fact, many common birds are also 

disappearing, so the list could grow in the 
future. They arc at risk due to anthropogenic 
activities such as deforestation, agriculture, 
hunting and trapping. Species extinction is no 
longer an isolated narural event, but a world

wide and mainly man-induced occurrence. 
Birds arc important indicators of the state of 
our environment and the decline of many bird 
species reflect our unsustainable use of nanu-al 

resources. Three-quarters of aU threatened 
species depend o n forests, but widespread 
deforestation continues unabated. Werland birds 
arc threatened because o f drainage of ma.rshes 
and polJucion of river systems. 

Research programmes of the BN HS, o n 
the Forest Owlet J-Ieleroglollx bleJvilli. which 
was rediscovered after II ? yea rs, and the 
Jerdo n's Courser R}JilJOPhllls bilorqllollls. which 
was rediscovered after 86 years by a B HS 
scientis~ are attempts to save these Critically 
Endangered species. These along with the 
Himalayan Quail OpbryJio JllpercilioJo are 
endem ic to India an d have very sma ll 
breeding ranges. The Himalayan Quail has 
not been seen for mo re than 100 years. The 
Siberian Crane en/s lellcogerOf1llJ that used to 
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visit Keoladeo ational Park, in Rajasthan, 
has not been reported since 2002. The 
Oriental White-backed Vulture Gyps 
btllgo/tllsis, Slender-billed Vulture Gyps 
Itl/llimsl,;s and Long-billed Vulrure Gyps iI/dims 
have declined by more than 99 per cent during 
the last 20 years as a result of diclofenac 
poisoning. The B J-1S had initiated a nation
wide eHor[ for the prott:ction of vultures 
and was instrumental in banning Diclofcnac 
fro m the I ndian marker. 

About Important Bird Areas 
For a high proportion of threatened bird 

species, especially those with restricted ranges 
and strict habitat requirements, effective site 
protection and management arc the key 
mea sures for th e ir su rviva l. The IBA 
programme is a worldwide initiative aimed at 
identifying, documenting and protecti ng a 
network of sites critical for the conservation 
of the wodd's birds. 

The IBA progra mme has prod uced an 

Inventory of internationally recognised sites 
vital for the conservation of birds. '[,hese 
sites were identified using a set of four 
standard global criteria: Ca) presence of globall)' 
threatened species, (b) restricted range or 
endemic birds, Cc) biome restricted assemblages, 
and Cd) sites having large congregations of birds. 
These criteria are designed by BirdLife 
International to select representative areas of 
the most important bird habitats, particularl), 
those which are under severe pressure. 

Several bird species can be conserved by 
protection of their habitats. The seJection of 
sites with rich bio logical diversiry can save 
man y species at the same rime, making the 
best use of the scarce reso urces that are 
available fo r conservation. I BA s are selected 
so that they form a network throughout a 
species' range. As habitats become more 
threate ned , thi s network will become 
increasingly important (~ensure that birds 
survive across [heir ranges. mAs may also 
include the best examples of the species' 
natural habitat. They might h ave high 
numbers or densities. or be 'typical examples'. 
Some lBA sites could be the last refuge for 
certain species, and if we lose sllch sites, the 
species wou1d be in danger of extinction. 
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IBAs in Indi a: ~1Il attenlpt fo r biodjvers ity 
conserva ti o n 

Th~ I BA progranllne in I ndia, started in 

1999, is addressing site-o riented research and 

action, e n compass ing management, 
monitoring, education, advocacy, and national 

and international lega1 pro tection . The B HS 
is working on the threarcneu bird species 

through its Important Bin] Arcas (IBA) 
programme, and 466 (BAs in India have been 
identifi ed us ing g loball y agrccu criteria. 
B I-IS has also es tablished a pruh"T!UnnlC for 

IBA and bird specics p rotection through the 
Indian Bird Conservatio n J c(work (J Be 
a network o f ornithologists, conservationists, 

GOs and forest officials. 
~nle book IMIl()K I ,\NT IWtD .\RE.\S IN IN D I \ 

PRIORITY !) II E !'! H)lt CON SERV.\TION was 

released by the Minisrcr of Environment and 

Forests, Governmelll of India on November 
4, 2004 . The book provides comprehensive 
informatio n on I BAs and species, and is used 
as an aovocacy too l for s ite a nd species 

conservation to e nable info rmed decisio n 

making. Considering that birds arc good 
indica tors of overall biological cliversiry. most 
IBAs will also be impo rtant for other animals 

and plants, particularly those which arc under 
dueaL The following arc the key areas wlll:rc 
the J13A Inventory woulc.l be use ful: 

• Help identify high biodiversity areas. 

• Form a sound basis for me development 
of national o n se rvati o n s trateg ies, 

including pro tected areas programme. 

• Contribute in the devc10pmcnt of natio nal 
conservation s trategies, hig hlight si tes 
which arc threatened or inad e<.Juatcly 

protect ed . 

• Help build reh-10naJ and national netwo rks 
of o rnithologists and conservationists. 

• Help ide.::ntify future priorities for birds 
and biodiversity conservation ac tion. 

• Provide uecision makers \Vim high quality 
bio diversity information for sus tainable 
land and resource.:: usc. 

• Assist govenlments in the implementation 
o f international agreements, such as the.:: 

Convention on Biological Diversity. 

• Provide material for education and training. 
• Help build national and regional networks 

of ornithologis ts and co nservationis ts 

through th e I ndian Bird Co nse rvatio n 
cfwork. 

• Influen ce g lob a l conventi o n s . e .g. 

Biodiversity, Ramsar Conventio n. 

• J n fluencc reg ional migraroqr bird 

aRrccmcllts. 
There.:: arc some auditional sites proposed 

for li s tin~ under Ramsar Conventions. Ar 
present., there are 25 declared Ramsar Sires 
in 1 nilia, bur through the 1 BA programme 
135 mo re sites have been identified, which 

qualify Ramsar criteria. This is detailed in 
the book, POTENTIAL ANO EXISTING RAMSAR 

SITES IN INDIA by 111. Zafar-ul Islam and Asad 
R. Rahmani released in 2008. Many o f these 
wetland s are community/gram pan ch ayat 
owne.::u weclands. and facing numero us lhreats. 

These include poor agricultural practices and 
deforestation in catchment areas. leading to 

IBCN members across the 
country share their 

infonnation on Indian 
Birdlije 

------'-
.... A book on the potential and 

existing Ramsar sites was 
released recently 

soil erosion and siltation or rivers and lakes. 

Direct drainage for cultivation has destroyed 
l11any small wedands and severely damaged 

others, often with little economic benefit. 
O ne of the main threars for some of dle 

spec ies is their trade nationall y a nd 
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The IBeN is one of the 
leading membership network 
that promotes conservation 

of birds in India 

intern a ti o n all y for comm e rc ial purpose. 

According to the Convention on International 
Trade o n Endangered Species o f Wild Flora 

and Fauna ( ITES). trade in some species, 
listed in the CITES appendices is banned o r 

regulated. depending o n the level of threat. 
Species which arc morpholo,l,rlcally. but no t 
themseh'cs th reatened. but may be confused 
with enda nge red u nes, art:: also listed . 

Sc:vcral threatened and restricted range 
species arc declining becau se of in vasive 

species int roduced in their habirat. For 
example. do mestic goars were introduced in 

arcondam islan d of Andaman g roup of 

i ~ l a nds which affect the nesting si res of 

I arcondam Hornbill Auras lIorrolldolJli. Some 
more island species such as Nicobar Bulbul 

I !ypSiPf/fS lIiro iJtlf7ellSis, and Andaman Crake 

1~lllillfi ((lfllli,t~i are also affected by alien species. 

'nelian Bird Conservation etwork 
In India, a number of srudies have been 

on birds and their habitat, bur there was no 

co mmon platform from where th e 
information cou ld b e di sseminated and 

pooled. Bl H S started the '!BAs Progra mme' 
in collabo rario n with BirdLife Jnrermlt-ional 

and the Royal Society fo r the Pro tection of 
Birds. To conserve the bird specie ~ and their 
habitat. in 1998, th e B N I-I S urga ni sed a 
Strategy Planning workshop in l\lumbai and 

invited key o rnitho logists of India to discuss 
the issue. All of them decided 10 have a srrnng 

net\.vork of ornith o logists and conserva 
tionists , and hence the I BCN cam e Into 

existt::ncc: with the following mission: 
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"To promolf cOIJJtrl'tlliolJ of birds olld IIltir 

habilals I/Jrrm.y.b tltl't'/OpllltIJ/ if fI lIatiollollltlu'Ork 

of illdiridlla/s, orgallisatiolls alld Ihr gol'tTlJllltlll. " 

The objectives of th e IBCN arc 

(3) research and monitoring, (b) consen 'arion 

actIOn, (c) n e two rk development. 
Cd) awa reness and education, (e) policy and 
advocacy, and (f) funu rai!'ing. 

The I Be l is one of the leading 
membership netwo rks of Indian o rga nisa
tions and individuals who collabo rate (0 

pro m o te the conservarion of hirds in India. 

and the conserva tion of biological di\'crsiry 
as a who le throug h irs members. AI" present, 

the I BeN has about 1000 indiviuuals anu 

100 organisarions as partners, supporting the 
bird conservation mo\'cmenr in I ndia. Some 
of rJ1 C panncrs are not orni[hologl!' t~. but work 
on different aspects of environment in India. 

The Network bring!' toge ther di ve rse 

strengths and expertise focu!'ed o n stralchric 
conseC\lltion objective:.:. It providcs assi~ tance 

in a way that encourages local communiries ro 
focus and combine eff()rts for greater impact. 

In rhis way. IBC l ac ts as a conducto r. 

inspiring and directing a netwo rk of partners 

all helping to implem"1lt a larg"r straregy for 
concrcte conservation Outcomes in India. 

The IHe publishes a quarterl" newsletter 
,\l iS/llf/, which conta in s a rti c les and 

information on threa tened bird species. and 
I BAs. along \.\;rh consen'ario n issues. threats 

to IBA s/ !'pecies. iorcn'enrions required, 

ad\'ocacy for d1e protection of biodiversity. 
and partner fact-ftk. For further details about 
IBAs. I BC visit: \V\vw.ibcn.in. 

Bird Conservation 

Co n se r vation action may take many 
forms, including legisla ti o n s. mo nito ring . 
re!'carch. prioritisarion. and management of 

populations and lantl . Such an appruach is 
often taken for species of econo mic o r 
cultural importan cc. and in c rea singly for 
specit::s dlal arc threatened with extinction at 
a loc~d. national o r global Icve l. 

The IlIeN and BN H S. with the 
collabo ration of BirdLife l nte rnational , has 

identified species that are threateneu wi th 
ex tin c ti u n o r a rc o lhe rw i!'c of g lo b a l 

con!'cn 'arion conce rn. of which some 75 o ut 
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of 1,300 bird species arc extinct in 
India. 

B HS throug h its 

prObT('3lnmC could se t lip an I nruan 

Species Wo rking Group to promOte 
species conser~racion . The 1 Be 
with the Working Group could also 
develop a Species Action Plans fo r 

g loba lly threatened bird species in 

India . lBe aims to bui ld the 
capacity of its GO and individual 
m e mbers, as well as forest 

deparrrnent, [Q devdop action-based 

approaches for the conservation of 
rh_reatened birds in 32 I ndjan sta tes. 

Site Protection 
Site pro tec tio n is c!\~c ntia l to conse rve 

species and habitats, and to maintain the 

inrcgriry of ecosystem process by designating 
a reas for the co nse rvati o n of natura l 

resources, and regulating and mallabring them 
acco rding (0 rhe needs o f the biodiversiry 

they contain. Many people in India depend 

o n biodiversity and ecosystem functions fo r 
thdr livelihood - fuelwood, timber, medicinal 
plants, food ga th ered fro m the wild, and 

wa t e r ~uppl y that re li es o n fore s ted 

watersheds. Apart fro m th e lo n g- te rm 
benefits gained by conserving bio dive rsity, 
sites also have oth er important fu nctio ns for 

society, including education and research, anu 
have no n-material anu non-monetary values, 

as well as providing thc focus for local or 
natio nal pride. In moving rowa rus a more 

sustainable society, all these functions will be 
increa ~ ing ly valued. The pro rection a nd 

conservation of sires is an integral part of 
any attempt to achieve susrainability. 

rnle I BAs programme, aims to facilitatc me 
con~ervation o f birds via dus approach. TIle 

I S A programnle also rec<>g1uscs me importance 
o f comlTIunity-based conserva-tion. 1n fact, 
many sites were identified as I BA~ o nly because 
they were being protected by conununities. 111e 

best examples arc man y Spot-biHed Pelican 
breeding sites in south Ind.i:l. 

Working together for Biodiversity 
Conservation 

1\ consistent theme underlying all I RCI 

and B HS prograllllllc~ IS the over-riding 

need to work with anu for local people by 
building national capacity for biodive rsity 
co nservat io n, em p owering s ite -adjacent 
cOlnmunities to have a say in the management 

o f high biodiversity sires and strengthening a 
countr y-wide network o f conservarion 
organisations, and a general public thal values 

wild birds, bi o d ive rs it y and th e wider 

e nviro nmcn t. The member~ of IBC arc 
producing and executing regional plans fo r 
advocacy, co mmuni catio n , education, 

es tabli~h.ing Sire Support Groups, training and 
fund-raising and by all members undertaking 
activiti es to build awa re n ess o f th e 
impo rtance and value of birds. '\ 

M. Zafar ul-Islam. ex-employee of the 
BNHS, is presently working as 
Research and Fie ld Monitoring 
Manager (Reintroduction Programs) 
with the National Wildlife Research 
Centre. Tail . Saudi Arabia. 

ISA sites are protected areas 
that prove to be vital habitat 

of numerous species of birds 

Trappers are one of the 
~ serious threats faced by 

Hill Myna 
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I
ndia has one of the mOSt comprehensive 

wildlife legislations and a well developed 

Protected Area Network (PA N). 
However. there is a disturbing trend towards 

diluting exis ting legisla tio n s in the face of 

pressure fro m development. \X/eak legislation. 

compounded by ineffective enforcement, can 

have disastro us consequences fo r India's bird 

diversity. Thus, there is a need to influence 

policy and to ensure that conservatio n of 
wildlife habitats gets the prio ri ty it deserves. 
Tu influe n ce p o licy, info rmatio n based o n 

sound sc ientific principles through diligent 
field and desk based research is indispensable. 

In addition to rhi s, it is equ a ll y 
impo r tant to e n sure that this 

informatio n is ava il ab le to key 

decision makers at the right time. 
The Important Bird Areas (I BA) 

Advocacy Strategy aims to bridge 
the gap between research and policy, 

and fac ilitate in fo rm ed deci s io n 
making. 

1n o rder to accompli sh thi s, an 

Advocacy Strategy that clearly lays 
o ut o bjec tive s and actions is 

necessa r y. The I BA Ad voc ac y 

Strategy fo llows a four-pronged 
approach. First, the emphasis is to 

ra ise the profi le of the lB A 

programme in I ndi a. T a rge ts are 

briefed o n the IB A concep t and 
dhtribution o f IBAs in the countr y. The aim 

is to get IBAs recognised as sites of vital 
impo rtance fo r conservation of Indian birds 

and get them adopted within the ex isting 
man age ment framework. Second , th e 

strategy aim s to incorporate appropriate 

'unprotected' IBAs into the Protected Area 
Network. This would offer a higher level o f 

legal and site level pro tection where required. 

Third, responding to threats to !BAs. Thi s 
could invo lve providing timely information, 
participating in consultations and appeating 

against unfavourable decisions concerning 

I BAs. It would involve ide ntification of 

p o tentia l th reat s, regular monitoring and 

excellent communication within the Indian 

Bird Conservatio n etwork (I BC . Fourth, 
increase the capacity of the IBCN fo r 

advocaC)' work. This is crucial to achieving 

ad\yocacy o bj ectives. especially at the State 

and l oc~d levels in " country wirh 466 TBAs. 
Thi s in tu rn , wou ld re sulr in IBAs being 

incorpo rated inro the environmenr decisio n 

making process at all levels. 

Influencing Policy 

Tnfluenci ng po licy is an impo rta nt pa.rt o f 
t h e TBA ad vocacy s trategy. Tho ug h an 

arduou s and protrac ted process, it is a 
worthwhile o bjective in th e lo ng-term. ] t 

h e lp s prov id e e ndurin g so luti o n s a nd 

minimises ' fire -fighting' o n a case by case 

basis. By providing inputs to policy makers, 
th e Indian Bird Con ser va tio n Netwo rk 

(I BC ) can become a bigger stakeho lder in 
(he overall e nvironmen tal decisio n making 

process. 

Some po bcy issues the !BCN has been 
involved in are as follows: 

• The C ri t ica l Wildlife H abitats (CW H) 
process under the Scheduled Tribes and 

o ther Forest Dwellers (Forest Rights) Act, 

2006. 
• Climate change and its impacts on IBAs. 

• Access to e nvironm ent infor m a ti on 
throug h platfo rm s like the proposed 

ational Biodiversiry Portal. 

• ldenri fying appropriate !BAs fo r Ramsar 
Site designation. 

• ariona! Biodiversity Strategy and Action 

Large scale destruction 
of the habitat can have 

detrimental effects on birds 
species of an area 
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Plan ( BSA P) ptocess und er th e 
Conventio n o n Biodiversity. 

• En vironmental lmpacr A ssess ment 
no tifi ca ti o n und e r rh e E nviro nment 
Protectio n Act 1986. 

Enhancing the Protection Status of I BAs 

The IBA advocacy straregy aims to lobby 
fo r the inclusio n o f 1 BAs lacking forma l 

high commercial worth in [crms o f land value 

alone. The mAs lacking o fficial protectio n 
starus arc particula_rly vulnerable LO impac ts 
associated with a rapidly develo ping economy. 

~111e tremendous pressure on bird habirars. from 
rapid economic develo pment and po pulatio n 

growth, presents the greatest challenge ro bird 
conservatio n in 1 nelia. 

The I BC N aims to utilise all ava ilable 

pro tection into the Pro tected Area ctwork. platfo rms to participarc in the enviro nmenml 

I n addition to co nventio nal pro tected area 

categories (wildlife sanc ruaries and natio nal 

park), the G overnment has introduced new 
categories fo r a mo re ho listic appro ach to 

conservatio n. These include: Conservatio n 

reserves, Communiry reserves (bodl under the 

Wildlife Prorectio n Act, 1972), Biodiversity 
Ilcritage Sires (under the Biodiversity Act, 2(02) 
and Ecologically ensitive Areas (under the 

Enviro nment Pro tectio n Act, 1986). 111ese new 

ca tegories arc less rigid, allo w sp ace fo r 

community partic ipatio n and are easier to 

declare than conventio nal protected areas. 

They address differenr concerns and o ffe r 

varying degrees of pro tectio n, and mus provide 
locatio n speci fic o ptions that were not available 

car\jer. 

S~tfcguarding IBAs from Dcvclopnlcnt 

Threats 

There is increasing pressure o n I BA s f O 

meet the g ro \.ving demand fo r lninerals, foss il 

fuels and hydroelectric power. With the rapid 
spread of urbanisation, lBAs (especially those 
in the vicini ty o f urban areas) have acclWrcd 

tl ec is io n m aking proce ss. This includes: 
ac[Cnding public hearings, accessing relevant 

info rmari o n and appea ling aga in s t 
enviro nment and fo rest clearances thro ug h 

o fficial channels. 

Some relevant IBCN initiatives: 

• Cessatio n o f mining lease in Siranadi 
Wildlife Sanctuary (Chartisgarh). 

• Appealing against Reliance SEZ 111 the 
vicinity o f Sullanpur atio nal Park. 

• 'Iinimi s in g n ega ti ve imp ac t o f th e 
Telugu G anga Ca nal o n the Cri tica lly 

Endange red Je rdo n's Course r w ilhin 
Sri Lankamaleswara \X'ildlife Sancruary 

(Andhra Pradesh). 

• Litigation to prevem further submergence 
o f Sitanad i Wildlife Sanc tuary unde r 
Sindhur Reservo ir (Chattisgarh). 

• Camp aig ning again s t locatio n o f 

hydroelectric pro jects in the no rth-east 
in biodiversity rich areas. 

Unjque State-level Advocacy Initiatives 
State-level initiatives are vital fo r the lo ng

term conservatio n o f lBAs. Issues affecting 

lBAs are usually state-specific and so are the 

solutio ns. Th e s truc ture o f th e lBCN is 

geared rQ'.,vards learning fro m and replicating 

local conservatio n initiatives. 

Some unique State-level ini tia tives are as 
fo llow s: 

• Release of Stare lEA book (Sikkim). 

• lBA sig nb oa rd s In a ll lBA s o f 
Chatcisgarh. 

• Hill 1\lyna des ig na ted State Bird o f 
Chartisgarh. 

• N ilgi,ri \X'ood Pigeon Recovery Plan for 
Nandi Hills (Kamataka). 

• D oor- to-door advocacy campaig n at 

Gangapur Dam (l\'laharashtra). 
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• 'Dud.' Mo bile Education Van at Ielghal 
Tiger Reserve Laharashtra) . 

• Si te visit of 1ayo r of 1'vlumbai to 
Mahul-Sewri IBA (Maharashlta). 

• Protection of G reater Adjutant breeding 
areas (Bihar and Assam) . 

C a p acity Building 

A series of 15 1 Be workshops were 

o rgallised in different regio ns of the country. 
'n,CSC workshops dealt with a wide range o f 
issues including advocacy [claced components. 
A specific two-day 'Advocacy and Livelihoods 

Workshop' wa s held in J\llumbai for State 
CoonJi narors of the TBC . An ad vocacy 

specific brochure was a)so released at this 

workshop and discriburcd [Q participants. We 

arc gnHc ful to the RSPB and the Darwin 

I niriaeve for suppo rting these workshops and 
publicatio ns. \Vle would like to express our 

gratitud e [0 tht: various State Fort:st 

D epartmenrs who have co-hO!Hcd many of 
rhe regio n a l workshops and pro dded 

invaluablc assistancc. The Scare Coonlina ro[s 

havc also been very helpful in o rganising the 

... vorkshops and lobbying at the Stare-level. 

Resou rce p e rso n s fr o m o th e r I BC 

o rga ni sa ti o n s lik e Kalpa vriksh, Lega l 

Initiatives for the Enviro nment (l...lPE) , and 

Aaran yak h ave se lfl ess ly provided rheir 

cxp t: rtise to IBe members during thest: 
workshops. \VIe are inuebrcd to thcm as rhey 

demon stra tc how rh e ski lls anu expt:rtise 
w ithin a nd outsid e the lBCN can b c 

channeled for advocacy actions. 

While the achievements of the IBC art: 

laudable, a lo t mo re has ro be do ne to protect 

our birds and wildlife habitats. \Ve nct:d to 

understand and ge t involved in issues that 

may seem fa r removed from bird 

conse rvation , but havc a g rea t impact o n 

!BAs. Issues like forcsr righrs, energy policy, 

commercial u se of bio dive rs ity, biofucl s, 
climate c hange, coastal management and 

tourism affecr our IBAs in many ways. We 

need to look a( the bigger picture a nd 

influence decisions at the po licy level. As a 
civil socicty nt:twork, we owe it to o urselves 

and th e country to parricipa te in the 

environ ment decision-making process. The 
diverse narun:: and reach of the IBe is irs 

g reates t stre ngth . Together, we ha\' t: the 

capacity to initiate change.", 

Anand Chandrasekhar is the 
Advocacy Officer for the Important 
Bird Areas Programme in India. He 
has a Masters in Conservation 
Biology from the Durrell Institute for 
Conservation and Ecology (DICE). 

UK, and is passionate about protecting wildlife 
habitats. He believes that unsustainable development 
is the greatest immediate threat to wildlife in India, 
and aims to use the Indian Bird Conservation Network 
(IBCN) to hall destruction of IBAs. 

The growing number of 
IBAs is a positive sign in 

conservation of birds 
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I
t was late o ne evening in December 1980. 

I was trudging back alone in the Great 
Vedaranyam Swamp ( ramil Nadu) afrer 

a waterbird census as a fresh DNHS recruit. 
As I plodded humming an o ld Tamil movie 

tunc. large shadows formed o n the g round 

below me - a flock of SpOt-billed Pelicans 
Pe/u olIIlS phi/ippeflsis wa s fl ying above. On 

passing, it descended to glide just above the 
water's surface with slow, steady wing-beats, 

' nature 's hovcrcrafts'. \"'hat g rand birds 1 
tho ught, Half a decade later, 1 was o n a rickety 

bus jo urney to ellore from C hcnnai and 

came acro~s a vas t expanse o f idyllic watcrs 

towards the east cloned \\·ith blue sailboats. 
Later, ] learnt that it was Pulicat lake. \Vh at a 

nice place ro work, I thought. 

Call it destiny o r fatc, bur by the ru[n o f 

the Cenrury, J gOt to be in Puticat and know 
mo n: about me pelican through [wo research 

projects. The fLrst one (2000-2003) was o n 
the Spot-billed Pel.ican rirled, 'A study of the 

po t-billed Pe lican in south ern India with 

special re ference ro its conservation ', and the 

o th e r (2004-2007) o n th e waterbirds o f 

Pulicat lake, titled, 'An ecological account of 
the waterbirds of Pulicat lake:: with special 

refe rence to co n se r va ti o n '. I wa s rhe 

Principal lnvestigator, and V. Kannan (he 

researcher, and practica lly me backbone o f 

both the se projec ts . These projects we re 

funded by the Ministry of Environment and 

Forests, Government o f Indi a and we 

received genero us support and facilities from 

the Andhra Pradesh r o rest Department for 
our s ta y and work in th e Pulicat area . 

Furthermo re, J gOt to know Pulicat lake and 
its avian fauna more intimately through a 

three-year s tay (200 1-2004) in Srihariko ta 
I sland th;1I adjoins Pulicat lake with fu nding 

o f the lnman Space Research Organisation. 

Pulicar lake derives its name fro m Pulicat 
(a corruption o f [h e Tamil name 

Pa!(jJOIJtrkoddll), a fishing village [0 its south. 

PoiPOlukoddli means 'jungle o f roots' possibly 

impl ying to mang ro ve vegetarion, a s 

mangrove fo rest was repo rte::d to be luxuriant 
in Pulicar lake till around the end o f the 

18th Century. Histo rical docun1enrs arrest that 

PuLicat lake wa~ buzzing wid1 activity as early 
as the 16th Century. Pulicat was the earlies t 

sertlement of the Dutch on the mainland of 

India, and dlere used to be considerable trade 

betwee n Pulica r and the StraitS Sectiemcnt 

, lalaya). The Dutch stayed o n at Pulicat until 

abouc 1690 and cheir ships were able to enrer 

A 
A flight of Painted Stork 
and Eurasian Spoonbill 
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.A, 
Pelicans ocassionally 

gather near fishermen's 
boats for food 

Pulicat lake, which was then about 3.8 m deep 
(at the southern lagoon part). Possibly, because 
o f explo itation of the mangroves and several 
human interventions, the depth of the Lake 
reduced to 2 m by about 1800 AD. Due to 
this, the successors of the Dutch, the British, 
were nOt able to bring their ships into Pulicat 
lake, and hence, abandoned Pulica t as a 
natural po rt. 

PuJicat lake is the second largest brackish 
water lagoon after Chilika in India, and is a 
majo r wetland fo r wintering waterbirds in 
southern India. It is also identified as an 
Important Bird Area (l BA) and a potential 
Ramsar site by the B HS. Sprawling across 
the states o f Andhra Pradesh (84%) and Tamil 
Nadu (16%) in Ne ll o re and Tiruvallur 
districts respectively, it encompasses an area 
of 720 sq. krn PuJicat lake has three openings 
into the Bay of Bengal, the maj o r at the 
southern end of Sciharikota Island, another 
at the no rthern edge of Sriharikota Island, 
and the third at the extreme northern part 
near Dutgarajupatnam. Four rivu.1ets o f the 
River Pennar flow into Pulicat during the 

orth-east monsoon season. During the dry 
season, water is generally present only in the 
southern lagoon part of Puticat lake and near 

the openings into the Bay of Bengal in the 
northern areas. The other areas may receive 
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occasional inflows from dlC Bay 

of Bengal during spring tides, 
especially when aided by strong 
winds. 

PuJicat lake has a number o f 
is land s, th e largest b e ing 
Srihariko ta Island (c. 18 1 sq. 

km) at its eastern edge, which 
se rves as the spaceporc of 
lndia. The islands arc of recent 
otigin in the geologica l time
sca le, and are n othing more 

than low ridges o f sand '.vith 

marine and aeolian deposits 
rising o nly a few metres above 
the sea level. Some of these 
islands are now connected by 
road to one another and to the 
mainland by roads cutting into 
Pulic3r . 

My ftrst fteld trip to Puticat lake was to 
say the least, great. It was sparkling, bright 
sunshine after three days o f incessant rains. 
A number of ft shing boats lay docked off 
Sriharikota. The boats were being cleaned 
and emptied o f the water in the hulls. I spied 
a flock o f pelicans about a kilometer south. 
One took o ff in my direction, and as if by 

cue, the others followed. I held my breath as 
all of them (65), landed within 10 m o ff me, 
JUSt in front o f a few boars. After feeding 

around each boat that was being cleaned, they 
would fl y off ro another, and ano th er, 

venruring quite close, but with some anxiety 
of the boatmen. Judging by the movements 

of birds, it appeared that the scraps of fi sh 
in the hull attracted fi sh, which in turn 
brought in hovering gulls and terns, and ftnally 
the peticans - nature's play. The water around 
the boats was foo deep for the herons, egrets 
and storks that watched in desperation some 
dis tance away. A pink ma ss of Greater 
Flamingo fo raged at the dis tance and an 
assortment o f plovers, sandpipers and o ther 
waterfowl fed frantically in the shallows and 
mudflats as if rime was running out for them! 

Our first pro ject was, as said earlier, o n 
the Spot-billed Petican. The Spot-billed Petican 
is among the three species of pelicans found 
in India. Its strongholds in India are in the 



CHE812.v {' 2r::, '¢ 
------------------- ~ 1 "J ... " ~ ------------------

nuh-east (Assa m) and sou thern Indi a 
(A ndhra Pradesh, Karnataka and Tamil 

adu). Fo rmerly commo n across much of 

Sou.h Asia, .he pOt-billed Peli ca n ha s 
undergone widespread decline with known 
breeding populations now confined to India. 
Sri Lanka and Cambo dia . Th e most well 
known example o f irs decline is the loss of a 
nesting colon y of 'mi ll io ns' uiscuvercd in 
1877 by W. Oa.es in .he Si " ang va ll ey 
plains in lyaom3 r. The colo ny was found 
to have disappea red without a rrace when 
B.E. Smythies \r1shcd it in 1939! A significant 

outcome of Qur project on the Spot-bi lled 

Pelican (with the base camp in Pulicat L'lkc 

Painted Storks breed during the monsoon 

and su rveys ca rri ed our in rhe other 
pelican habitats in southern India) was thar 
we found the population in southern Inelia 
ro ra nge fro m 2,850 <0 3,700 birds. 
Along with the population estimale of a.round 
3,000 birds for Assam, the po pula tion in 
I ndia was estima red 10 he aro und 6,000-
7,000 birds, significantly higher than estima.es 
of ea rlier worker a[ abo ut 3,000 birds. 1n 
fact, our studies revealed that the population 
of the Spo.-billed Pelican in southern India 
seems to be holding on or even increasing. 
Il owevcr. the scenario was nor overall rosy 
as pelicans and their habitats face a number 
of serious problems. mainly in [he foraging 
grounds. 

Our project on the waterbirds of Pulica l 
lake filled in an important la cun a in 
information on the waterbirds of Pulicat lake. 
as ruJll0Sl all the previous informatio n o n the 
waterbirds were based o n srudies and surveys 
from its central region (Ihe Srih arikota
Sullurpel su elch and around Tada). Th.rough 
our !"tudics. and (aking into account th e 

records of earlier workers, a lotal of I 13 
species of waterbird are now known to occur 
in Pulicat lake (including those in the adjoining 
wetlands and heronries). ~nle prifllO dOllllos of 
Pulicar lake are no doub. Ihe Spo.-billed 
Pelican and the namingos (G reater 

Along with the 
Spot-billed Pelican, 
Flamingos a re a lso 
the Prima donna 
of Pulicat 
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The Purple Swamphen is 
found in freshwater 

wetlands on the mainland 

The Little Cormorant is 
common in Pulicat Lake 

and in freshwater 
wetlands 

PhoeuicOpltrNS rosell! ;tnti Lesse r Phoenicollo;oJ 
mil/ory, and ro a lesser ex[cnr the Pai nted Srork 

J\1yclena lellco({!phflla. 
Pulieal- lake primaril y ~c rvc~ as Ih e 

foraging g round for brackish water prt:fcrrinR 

bird species comprising of rcsic..It:nr. seasonal 

mig rants. anu winter migranls from th e 

Palaea rcric region. Freshwater preferring 
sp ecies a rc d ist ribute d in a number of 

wetlands either on the mainland or o n the 
wt!t1ands in the islands. \Xlithin PuLicar bkc. 

impo rtant foraging gcoum.l for waterbirds arc 

the shallow rC,br1ons in the central pan uf the 
Lake berwt:en Sriharikora and Kudiri (which 

is mostly dsited by birders due to easy 

accessibility), the ~loolah Kuppam area on 

the western edge of Pernadu Is land 
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(es p ec iall y after the Kudiri -Sriharikota 

stretch dries up) and the Annamalaicherry 

area in t he so uthern end. The r"loolah 

Kuppam and Annamalaicherry areas a re 

sites where the Greater rlamingo can be 

see n almost throughout th e yea r. The 
no rthern areas, which arc prone to drying 

and the southern lagoon areas (except for 

some sites and during certain periods) are 
generally bird poo r. As for the populatio ns 

o f waterbird species of Pulicar lake, it was 
difficult to arrive at esci.ma les due to the 

vastness of the area. diffi cu lt logistics 
involved in reaching m ost areas, and (he 

m ovem ents of birds primarily influenced 

by changing water regimes. 
Besides Pulicat lake, a m ajor attraction 

fo r birders in the area is the c1 apattu 

heronry o n the mainland. Species breedjng 

in Nelapattu include the Linle Cormorant 

Pbalacrocorax lIigtr, I ndjan Shag Pbalacrororax 

fllsci(ol/iI, Spo<-bilied Pelican. Link Egret 

Egrett(/ gtltzella. Eastern Canle-Egret H"b"ICIIs 

corofllalld"s, Black-crowneu ight- H c ron 

NJclicorax IIJclicorax. Asian Opcnbill 

A liaS/Of/illS oui/olls. Oriental White Ibi s 

Tbrtskiorllis fIIt/tlllOapballls and E uras ian 

Spoonbill Plalalta /tllcorodia. The 'Flamingo 

Fes tiva l' organised b y the Touri s m 

D e partment in collabo ration with other 
governmental departments sees an influx of 

tho usands of visitors during the breeding 

season . This event appears to be a huge 

disturbance. but it has not stopped the birds 

from breeding success fully! TIlere are also a 
few smaller and lesser known hero nries in 

the areas, of which the Beripeta heronry in 
Sriharikota is an upcoming heronry with m o re 

than 200 pairs of Painted Stork breeding c.1ch 

year. 

As for adjoining wetlands, the southern 

Kudiri Tank on the outskirts of SuUurpet is 

an iJnpo nant wetland for wa[Crbirds. Thjs 
werlanu becomes especiall..r attractive for 

waterbirds when the no rthe rn and central 

parts of Pulicat lake starts to dry up ove r 

large tracts around February. The Lake gets 
m o re o r less filled by an assOrtment of 

freshwater and brackish 'waterbird species till 

it dri es up in Ma y/ Jun e . Rea lis ing rhe 
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impo rtance o f the Kudiri Tank fo r the SpOt

billed Pelican and other waterbirds, we have 

recommend e d th a t pan o f th e ta nk b e 
dc,+c lo ped o n the Lines o f e lapattu . I ( is 
almost certain that birds will sracr breeding 

at thi ~ site o nce it is developed, judging fro m 
the new heronries rJ"I3r have got established 

in Srihariko ra. Kudiri Tank cuuld also turn 

out [Q be a very impo rtant to uriSt attractio n 
in cll C Pulicat area cluc [Q easy accessibility as 
it is at the o urskirr !o> o f Sullurpc r and o n the 

road [Q Srihariko r3. 

Like the majo riry o f we tlands in India, 
Pulicat lake is besieged by problems. O vcr 
30,000 fishermen spread over 50 settlements 

depcnd o n Pulicat lake for their livelihood . 

O th e r pro bl e m s include d ecre ase in 
fres hwate r fl o w fr o m ri ve rs, s iltati o n, 

po llution, presence o f salt wo rks and prawn 

farms, hunting, and electrocutio n o f birds 

by po we r lines. Recent threats include the 

furure impacrs o f g rowth and develo pment 

o f bo rdering row n s and ro uri sm rra ffic . 

(any o f the pro blem s facing P UliC3t lake 

are co mplex, some o f which extend much 

beyond the confines o f Pulicat (e.g., the issue 
o f inflow of wa te rs fro m rive rs) and / o r 

as sociated with rhe livelihoo d o f loca l 

communities. Recently, there have been ralks, 

initia te d b y rhe Indi a n Sp ace Researc h 

Organisation , for the e s rabu shme nr o f a 
Pulicat Lake D evelopment Autho rity (on the 

lines o f the Chilika Development Autho ri ty) 
fo r the co nservatio n and management f 

Pulicar lake . .t\ single autllo riry to look after 

the overall dcvdopmcnr and management o f 
Pulicat in co nsultatio n with the two sta te 

Fo res r D e partmenrs and w ildlife expe rts 
sho uld be a boon fo r Pulicat lake. As fo r me, 

1 only hope that days will always remain in 

1 ndia fo r m e 10 trudge into sw amps like 
PuticM 10 sec flocks o f narure's hovercrafrs 

flying into the serring sun. :\ 

Ranjit Manakadan has been working 
with the BNHS since the early 1980s. 
He is presently an Assistant Director 
at the Society. 

Poaching of waterbirds: 
feathers are passed 

through the nostrils of 
captured birds (see inset) 
to 'calm them' for use as 

decoys to trap more birds 
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N
atural Hi s tory Collections arc 

considered as one of the important 

tools for the study of biodiversity 

o f a country. Proper/y identified and classified 

specimens with complete data, such as date, 

locality of collection, name of the collector 

and re marks, ac t as a time machine and 

provide information on the status, abundance 

and distribution of a particular species, or a 

g ro up in the past. This informacio n is vital to 

plan proper conservation measures for the 
survival o f a species or a group in the present 

and future. 

The B 1-1 5, since its inception in 1883, 

has been involved in the study of flora and 

fauna of rhe In dian subco ntin e nt. The 

movement, which was started in 1883 by eight 

peop le for exc ha ng ing n otes on n atura l 

hi s tor y, and deposition of the.-: sp ecim e ns 

coUected by them, has today resulted in one 

of the finest Natural Hiscory Collection in 

Asia. The present collections are a result of 

the ex ten sive sur veys that were undertaken 

In diffe re nt regions o f the I ndian 

subcontine nt. The co llccti on was mainly 

initiated by contribution s from early 

members of the Society. especially the British 

Arm ),. Po li ce and C ivil Service Office rs. 

L.ate r, special surveys were conducted and 

specimens were collected from different parts 

of the Subcontinent. It b ega n with th e 
1I'l ammal Survey in 19 1 I to 1923, foll owed 

by the Vernay Survey o f the F.a ~tern G hats 

in 1929. About 25 suc h su rve ys we re 

unde rtaken by a numbe r of naturalis ts of 

the da y, at different locatio n s in the 

Subcontinent. from the beginning till the end 

of the last century; the last o f this series being 

th e Orissa and Andhra Prad e~h survey in 

2000 . .As the collections were mainly made 

during pre-independence days, these include 

specimen~ from the Oriental Rq:::.';o n, mainly 
the present day India, Pakistan, Afghani~tan, 

Bangladesh , Nepal , Bhutan , J\lyanmar and 

Sri Lanka . Tlus is indeed a very prestigious 

collecrion o f the faunal dive rs ity o f India 

and one of the first major collections from 

the Oriental Region in Asia. These meticulous 

e ffort~ over a long period uf time resulted 

into a dynamic collection o f specime ns of 

18,500 mammals, 29,000 bird s, 5,430 bird 

eggs, 8,500 amphibians and reptil es, and 

50,000 insects. Thu s, th e 125 rea r-o ld 

specimen collectio n uf the E N HS is a unique 

index o f bi o di ve rs it y of the Indian 

subcontinent, and an invaluable database o f 

I ndian mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians 

and insects. 

Bird Collection 

The primary focus of rhe collection is 

rc ~ carch and ed ucatio n . Thu s, fur eas y 

accessibili ty the sp ecim e n s are pro p e rl y 

cla ssified and arranged sys te mati ca ll y in 

63 cabinets, each cabinet consisting of trays 

or boxes. There arc abo ut 29,000 specimens 

uf birds in this collection. The bird collectio n 

i s arrangt:<.l as per the :-;YN()I'~I:-: OF IU Rn:-; OF 

IN DI A .\ND P:\KI S' I \N by S.D. Ripley. 

Most of these specimen s were culkcted 

during special surveys. The Vernay Su rvey 
of the Eastern Ghats in April 1929 is one of 

th e p io neering e ffort s in thi s regard. 

Subsc<.fuent additions of sp ecimens \.vere 

frum th e surveys ca rri ed o ut m ainl y by 

Dr. S:Uim Ali. Abuut 20 sllch major surveys 

o n differe nt loca litie s including Ira4 . 

H yd crab;ld state , Tra van core and Cochin 
~;;{a[es, lyso re snn c, central I ndian states, 

Gujarar, Orissa, Bcrar, Sikkim, Bhutan, Goa, 

Aruna c hal Prades h and Andaman and 

N icobar islands were carried o ut by Dr. Salim 

Ali. Apan from the collection o f specimen s, 

these surveys potentially resulted in some of 

[he pioneering publica tion s in [he field of 

.A. 
The Bird collection 

of the BNHS 
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The Mammal collection ..... 
of the BNHS ...... 

ornithology like THE IlIRQS OF K UTCH (1945); 

INDUN HILL IHRDS ( 1949); THE BIRDS OF 

TR W.\NCORE ,\ ND COCHI N (1953) revised and 
renamed as RlRDS OF KERf\!.'\ (1968); THE 81ROS 

()F SIKKIM (1962) and THE BIRDS OF EASTERN 

HIMi\LAY.\ S. The collection also formed the 
basis fo r the [en volumes of H,\ NDBOOK OF 

BIRDS OF INDI \ ,\ NO PAKISTAN (1968- 1974). 

The series of research papers based o n these 
surveys and publi sh ed by ~[[. Humayu ll 
Abdulali o n birds of Andaman & I icobat 

]Slands are cClually valuable reference [0 

ornithologists. 
Apart fro m large number of specimens, 

this collection is unique in many ways and 
o ne of them is the presence of specimens 

of rarc, endangered and or extinct sp ecies 
of birds. The most impo rtant holding in the 

bird collection is the five specimens of the 
Pink-headed Duck. This sp ecies is thought 

to be extinct as (h e last reliab le record. of 
this bird in dle wild was in 1935. There are 
275 specimens of Pheasants, including five 

skin s of the highl y endangered \Xlestern 

Tragopan and s ix sk ins of rh e Cheer 
Pheasant. Apart fro m these there is a single 

specimen of rllC Jerdon's Courser, 1 Siberian 

C rane, 13 White-backed Vulture, 6 Long
billed Vulture, 4 1cgapod, 10 White-winged 
Wood Duck, 7 Great Indian Bustard, 5 Lesser 

Florican a nd. 9 Be nga l Florican in the 

Collection. 
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The collection of typ e speci m ens (the 
sp ec im e:: n s from wh ic h the sp ecies a re 
described) is of immense value as it is unique 

in itself. There arc tWO H o lo types, nine 

Para typ es and o ne corype:: of birds in the 
collection. 

Manlmal Collection 

There are about 18,500 mammal 
specimens in the collection, mOst of which 
are skins and skulls. The majority of these 

specimens were collected during the i\hmmal 
Survey of India undertaken by the Society 

from 1911 to 1923. Like birds. these 

specimens arc also prop erly classified and 

arranged systematically in 64 cabinets. The 
smaller malnmals are stored in trays. whereas 
the large r mammals arc in boxes. [amnlal 

collection is arranged as per the Co HECKLl ST 

OF M t\MI\ IAI_' by Ellerman & SCOtt. 

The collection is equally broad in its 
systematic coverage with 347 sp ecies (633 

sp ec ies and sub species). The m ammal 

colJection is also e'lually unique as there are 
type specimens of (yl1oplems Jpbinx gOllgeliCIIs 

Anderson, 1910 (Corype), Lalidt'lls salill/olii 

Thonglongya, 1972 (Holorype), Hipposideros 
l!Jpopl!JII/IS Koc k & Bhat. 1994 (para type), 
Felis lil!Jm irnki Cheesman, 192 1 (para type), 

MosdJ/ls IIIUllilltl Erxleben, 1777 (Topo type), 
Traglll"s jflwlnjr"s IOll/pensis ~[iller, 1903 

(Topotype). 
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The skull of the Asian Cheetah is one of 
the prec ious assets in this collection; this 

species is tho ught [0 be extinct in the wild. 
Apart from this there 3rc specimens of rarc 
species of mammals like \Vroughton's Frct:
raileu Bat and Large Spurred Civet, Lion-railed 
~ I acaque. Hoolock Gibbon, Tiger, ilgiri 
Tahr, Ilispid Hare. Bo nhore's ~ Iouse. Also, 
there arc specimens species like Red Panda 
and Indian Giant Squirrel. 

.HcrpClofauna CoUcction 

The herpetology section has a unique 
collection of hcqxtofauna. i.e. , amphibians and 

rep riles . The spt!cimcns of amphibians arc 
mainly deposited by the cxpens from B liS 
who have carried our sho n surveys in different 
part s of the Indian subcontinent. In recent 

),t:ars, there is considerable contribution from 
researchers and CXPCrlS working u n 
herpetofauna in different part :i of India. As 
tlus is a wet collection. the specimens are swred 
in glass jars containing rectified spirit and arc 
arranged systematically in 12 cab lilets. 
Hcrpcrofawla collection b oq..,73.rUsed as per the 
L\ .1\: \ 01 , RRrlbll 1 .... 111 \ by I\I.A . Snuth. 

. -- llJlpluVItII1 CO/lfdi(m; 

The collection has about 5,000 specimens 
of 150 species of amphibians of the I nilian 
subcondnent. This sccrion holds one of the 
largest collcction uf Indian caccilians in the 
world which comprises uf 19 species from 4 
families. Apart fro m this there arc specimens 
of the llimala),an Newt Plt.llrodt lu l'trrll(OJIIJ. 

the onl )' known tailed amphibian from India. 
There arc s pec imen s o f poorl y kn o wn 

amphibians like Koyna Toad BII/o koYlll1J<lIlis, 
l\ lalabar Tree Toad PtdoslibtJ IlIbtrclllosfis and 
Purple o r Pig- nosed Prog i\:asikabalrarblls 

soJ!}adrtllsis in (his collection. Apan from tlus 
it i$ al so unique as (he t)'Pe specimens of 
mos t of [he newly described $pecics of 
caccilians arc present in the collection. 

There are 43 type specimens belo nging to 
10 species of cacci lian s o f which, 7 arc 
ho lot)1lCS, 13 parato po types belo nging to 2 
spccic!'>, and 23 speciJnens o f para types of 6 
species. This is mainly due to (hc valuable 

Holotype: The holotype is a single specimen used by 
an author, either the only specimen he found or one of the 

several found. but the only one designated as 
a type. When people talk about the type. they are referring 
to this single specimen. 

Syntypell: These are two or more specimens selected 
from the available material to serve as types. 
Lectotype One specimen 01 the syntype set (or one 
specimen known to have been used by the author if no 
type was identified) may be selected as the lectotype by 
the author or a later worker. It should be the specimen 
illustrated in the original description , if not all were 

depicted. 
Neotype: This is a specimen selected (and designated 
in a paper in the literature) to serve as a type when the 
original material has been lost or destroyed . 
Paratypell: Paratypes are specimens that the person 
making the original descripUon examined while carrying 
out the work. They may be Irom the same 
or a different locality, but they clea~y (at least in the mind 
of the describer) are members of the new species. 

Although they are not types in the nomenclatural sense. 
they are often distributed to other museums as vouchers 

lor the new species, and like holotypes and syntypes 
they are often catalogued and stored separately from the 
rest of the collection. 

Topotype:These are specimens collected Irom the 

same locality as the type material (although not necessarily 
at the same time). 

conrribuDOn:i from Dr. (\ Lark Wilkinson and 
Dr. D avid Gowe r. renowned experts on 
caecilians from rhe arural llislory 1'.fuseum 

H I), Lo ndon and Dr. GK. Bhat, a \\'dJ 
known expe rt o n Ind ian caeci lians from 
Karnataka . There is collaboration bc tween 

ex perrs on caeciHans from 13 HS and 111\1. 
This part ners hip is re sponsib le for rh e 
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The Insect collection 
of the BNHS 

The specimen of a 
recently described 

species of a gecko. 
Hemidactylus 

aaronbaueri 

discovery of twO new species of caecilians 

from 1vl aharashtr3. Another major 
contribution from this group is tilt: first repo rt 

of vivipariry in Asian amphibians and Indo

St:ychellean cacciliids. 

Toere is an exceptional collection of type 

specimen:.: of frogs and roads represented 

by 69 rypc specimens belonging [0 2 species 
o f roads and 17 species of frogs. Of which. 

16 arc h o lotypes and 53 sp t:c imcns of 

pararypcs belongin g ro 16 speCie s. 
lmcrcsringiy. rhe type specimens of mosl of 

Ihe rcecnd), described species of frogs arc in 
this collection. Tlus is a result of the valuable 
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contribution from Dr. S.D. Biju 
of Delhi U niversity and Dr. 

Kuramo to of Japan . 

Rrpfi/r CoII"f;oll: 

This collection i!\ mainly 
dividt:cl inw (wo parrs: Iiza rd!\ 

and snakes. The rich collection 

of li zards wi,h about 1,900 
preserved specimens belonging 

to 1 I families and 185 species 
collected from the 1 ndian 

peninsula represent s the 
uniqueness of the collection. 

There are specimens of the Persian Gecko 
l-l ellJidflctylllJ persiCIIJ and thc Persian Sand 

Gecko Tropior%lfS pusirllJ. These two species 

are recently reported frolll lndia. There is a 
!\pecimen of a recently described species of 
a gecko, H ell/idarl]/II! aaroflbolleri. which is 

probably the largest of all [he HUII/fioct),/lls in 
India. 

There are 10 type specimens belonging to 

5 species of lizards of which 3 are holotypes, 

6 parar)'pcs and 1 neotype. 
Thi s divers e collection of lizards is 

responsible for recent publications on the 
taxonomic starus of some of [he endemic 

geckos of I nelia . Thi s s tudy was a 
collabo rative effort berween Dr. Aaron l\ t. 

Baue r of Villanova Un ivers ity. USA, a 
di s tinguish ed lizard taxonomist and the 

B1 J-IS. This collaboration has resulted in the 
discovery of two new species of liza rds also. 

\Virh a total of abou t 3,400 specimens 
from 10 families and 240 s pecies, th e 

collection of snake is al so equally diverse. 

Apart from this. there arc a few extralimital 
spec ies of s n a ke s also pre sent in the 
collection. O ne of thc invaluable holding are 

the speci m c.:. n s of Indian Egg Earer 

E/tlrbislodoll wtslerll/flfllli. This species was 
thought to be cxrinct and wa s rece ntl y 

rediscovered in Maharashtra by (r. Ashok 

Capmin and his team. 
The rype collection o f snakes is also rich 

with 44 specimens bdonging fO 4 famjJjes, 

13 genera and 16 species. Of rhis 6 are 

holotypes, 26 specimen!' o f paratypes, 7 a.rc 
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Few specimens of the beetle co llection 

s)'ll ryp cs and 2 coryp es. 

I nsect Collection 

The re are ab o u t 50,000 in sects in rh e 

collectio n. The geographical areas covered 

are India, Pakistan and ~ ryanmar. The major 

g ro up s re prese nted in rh e co llectio n a re 

Lepidoprera (Butterflies and Morhs) . O ur o f 

rhe 1,500 species o fburrerflies found in India, 

aro und 7 00 spec ies are present in th e 

coll ecti o n . Som e of rhe butte rfli es we re 

co llected fro m ~1yanmar and arc difficult [Q 

get in the present c ircuITIsmllccs. There are 

a lso sm all co ll ec ti o n o f b ee rl es (Family: 

Cerambycidae, Chrysom edidae, Scaraebidae), 

and Dicryoprera (M antis and Cockroaches). 
The in scC[s are presc r ve:::d a nd s to red in 

wooden boxes and cabinets. 

The burrerflies from Sri Lanka collecred 

by .Mr. O rmis to n arc also present in the 
collec tio n . The co llectio n is re fe rred by 

s tude nts/scie n tis ts fro m Fo rest Research 

Institute and was the basis for the book titled, 

Usc of the CoUeclions 

TIlese collecdo ns are regularly referred by 
w ildli fe resea rc he rs fro m va rio u s Indian 

universities and In stitutes such as \Vildlife 

In s titu te o f india. D ehradun ; Zoologica l 

Sur vey o f Indi a , Sa lim Ali Centre: fo r 

Ornitho logy and atura l Hi s to r y. 

Coimbato re; Z oo Outreach O rganisa tio n, 

Coimbaro re and T ndian Institute o f Science, 

Bangalore for scientific srudlcs. The coUection 

is also referred by scientists and raxonom.isrs 

o f vario us internuiona1 research Institutes, 

such as Smithsonian Institute, \Vashing ton 

D C; Field Museum, C hi c ago; Na tura l 

His tory ~l[u seum, Lo ndon . U. K. ; Harri son 

Zoological ~ Iuseum, U. K.; and several o ther 

o rganisations fro m SAAR C countries. 

The co ll ec ci o n s prov id e a b as is o f 

identifi ca ti o n o f h a ir a nd fea th e rs fo r 

Wildlife C usto m O ffi c ial s, Srare Fo rest 

D epartme nts and ~'linis try o f D e fence for 

dleir specific purposes. Apart from this the 

collection is also a good place to confirm 

field observation pertain ing to identificatio n, 

and in this regard several individuals, amateur 

naturali s ts, o rnith o logis ts , lepido pteris ts , 

herpeto logis ts and mam_malogists re fer the 

Collectio n. 

This is also a very good tool to impan 

basic knowledge about the faunal diversity 

to a w id e r a udi e n ce. Fo r thi s purpose 

students, trainee fo resr o ffi ce rs (l FS) and 

fo res t rangers regularly vis it this collectio n. 

This department also o rganises theme based 

programs like 'know your birds and manmlals' 

and 'the wo rld o f amphibians and reptiles' 

for the m embers o f the Society o n regular 

basis. 

The B H S c oll ec ri o n is al so a basis 

o f publicatio n of books like THE BOOK OF 

I NDJ.\N BI RO~ by Sa lim Ali , T I-IE n OO K 011 

INDIAN AN I ~L\J.~ by S. H . Prate r. T H E BOOK 

OF INOJ.\N REPT I LE~ ANI) Ar-. IPHIIH {\N~ b y 

J. c. Daniel, ULIlTERFLlF ... " OF SIKK IM H IMAI.AYA 

by ~ leen a H arib al, THE nOOK OF INOUN 

BL' TTERFI.IF.S b y l saac K e himk a r , BOOK 

OF INO I \N S '.\ KES b y Whit a ke r a nd 
Cap rain . 

According to me, these collections are a 

bio logical gold rnine, a base fo r m any srudies 

related ro bio logical science and a treasure 
which has an immense value but has nOt been 

hig hlig hte d . Sys te mati cs is th e b asis o f 

bi o logica l sc ie n ce . Th e n a tura l hi s to r y 
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A specimen 01 the elusive Jerdon's Courser 

collections arc [he foundarjo n on which the 

science of sys tematics is built. As a recent 

trend, a well-preserved collection is also a 

rool for mo lecular studies. In a broader sense 

rhis is a treasure trove fo r researchers from 

varied field s like ecology, evolutio n, po llution 

and climate change. 

Pres enl Scenario 
Prcsc::ntiy, the collection is housed at rhe 

g round and ll1t!zzanine flo ors of Ho rnbill 

H Oll se . the head office of th e BN HS in 

~lumbai. The Collection is a valuable asset 

fo r today and fo r the comi ng gcnc rarions, 

and thus. it needs uunOS( care. The collection 

is managed by the staff specifically appointed 
for the purpose, and they are the 'soldiers' 

who protect [his (precious wealth '. Though 

it sound s interes tin g, o n e n eed s to b e 

p::t ss io na te an d hard working as the job 
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mainl y includcs regular checking and 

maintcnance of the specimens. O ne of the 

prominent 'soldiers' in the B HS CoUections 

is Mr. Vithoba f-I egde. He has been associated 

with this collection fo r th e las t 24 years, 

and his technical expe rtise and m eticulo us 

efforts are the real force behind the existing 

well maintained collec tio ns. H e is assisted 

by hi s co ll eague Mr. Vinod Patil , and 

Parsh uram Parvatc a nd Shyam J ad hav, 

attendants, who arc cllually h ard working. 
Collection data o f mammals. birds, repti les 

and amphibians is compute ri se d. The 

work of ca taloguin g in sec t data is III 

progress. 

Simpl)' put, th e B N H S co ll ec ti o n" 
priceless. Tt is impossible ro evaluate the acrual 

value o f the collectio n, which is the store 

house of the genetic information o f m o rc 

than a ce ntury of the lndian subcontinenr. 

This is the rcason fur the BN HS Collection 

having been accorded rhe starus of a 1 ational 

Heritage Collection . 

In Dr. James F. C le m e nts' words, 

"extinctio n really is forever" and rhe fUnire 

ge n eratio n s ma y ha ve to sati s fy them

selves seeing the museum specimens, unless 

due to thc leap s and bounds progress of 

m olecu lar biology we are a ble to clo n e 

a nd rev ive the extinct species u sing the 

museum specimen s as a source o f generic 

m aterial ! 

By looking at the present scenario most 

species are facing problems for thei.r m ere 

existence in the wild and the specimens 11l 

the collection will surely playa vital role in 

future . 

Eac h sp ecimen ha s a hi s tory that ca n 

contribute eno rmous amounts of knowledge 

of past events. T t is high On'le we utilise the 

kn owledge of these 'experts' to plan 

appropriate strategies for prescnt and furure 
co nserva tion problem s rel rtred to faunal 

diversity. ~ 

Varad B. Giri is presently the Curator, 
at the Collection Department, BNHS. 
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Sriharikota -
wilderness regained? 
Text: Ranjit Manakadan 

About the Project 

The Sriharikota projects were conducted from November 200l-0ctober 2004 and ovember 2004-

October 2007, and were funded by the Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO). The basic aim of 
the two projects was the documentation of the faunal diversity of Sriharikota Island. 
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M
y first visit to Sriharikota came OUI 

of the blue - CO attend a meering of 
the team of the .S. Fish and Wildlife 

crvice's funded Bird Ivligrarion Projeer of 
the B HS in 1991. A jeep ride in .he Island's 
wilderness and birding in the adjoining waters 
of Pulicat lake made me fall in love with the 
place in no rime. H ow nice it 'would be to 

work in this place, I thoughr! \X'ell. wishes do 
sometimes come true, and in D ecember 
2001, I was hack in Sriharikota to work on a 
three-year (2001-2004) project on the faunal 
di\·crsity of Sriharikota Island at the 
invitatio n of th e Indian pace Researc h 
O rga ni sation (ISRO) . Th e BN H S ha s a 
history of working in the I sland, the first 
team was headed by S~ilim Ali [Q carry our a 
survey of the birds of th e I sland in 1970 
and 197 1. In the second project, the BNI-IS 

carried ou t bird banding and census o n the 
Island and Pulicat lake under the Bird 
Migration Project funded by the U.S. Fish & 

Wildlife Sen·ice. The third, in which I waS 

involved, was an invenrory project, ritled, 'A n 
ecological account of the faunal di\'er~irr of 
Sriha rikom Island and it~ environment, with 
reference to mammals, birds, herperofauna, 
fish and butterflies', 

The three years spent in Sriharikora are 
ri ll date the best in my life as T got to work 
o n fish for the firSt time, my passion in life, 
Not to say that T did nor enjoy the birding 
an d field trips to documen t the wildlife, 
ranging from the nocru rnal Slender Loris 
Loris b'dtkktnt1llllJ to the smallest amphibian 
in the Island, the Ornate l\Jicrohylid J\/i(1T)I!J1o 

orllata. which grows to a maximum size of 
25 mm, The variety o f habita ts ranging from 
tropical dry evergreen fore~t, scrub jungle, 
sandy beaches , g rasslands, brackish-saline 
water lakes and marshes, freshwater ponds 
and streams and creeks, with Pulicar lake o n 
one side and the Bay of Bengal o n the odler, 

was enchanting. The Project ended in October 
2004 and now the macro-fauna of the Island 
is fairly well -documented for science. The 

The Indian Chameleon 
is one among the many 

...... reptile species 

..... of the Island 
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The Malliplate (Mavalam Vagu) a freshwater stream serves 
as a refuge and nursery for fish and other aquatic fauna 

The Olivaceous Keelback Atretium schistosum, 
an aquatic snake of Sriharikota 

illus[[ared repo n s published throug h [h e 
faunal diversity project have generated much 
interest in the wildlife wealth o f the Island 
amo ng th e people, and especially sc hool 
children . The Pro jec t al so resulted in a 
Conservatio n Educa tio n Centre gcning 
established, putting to good use the database 
generated fro m th e studies. Thi s Pro ject 
w as fo llowe d by a th ree-year pro jec t 
(T nvesrigations intO some ecological aspects 
o f Srihariko ta I sland) on frugivorj' by birds 
and mammals in Srihariko ra and a small study 
o n the Slender Lo ris, whidl ended recently, 
and hopefull y, the association of the B HS 
with Stihariko ra (and ISRO ) will continue fo r 
the years to comc. 

HAs fo r an introduc tio n to the Island, I 
quOtt! what was described in an earlier anicle 
o n Sriharikota published in Hombill Oul- ep. 
2006) to make the "rticle complete: 

Srihariko ta (18 I sq . km) is a spindle 
shaped Island with its southe rn tip abo ut 
40 km no rth o f Chennai (former Madras) . 
The waters o f Pulicat lake (460 sq . km) skirt 
its western, no rthern and southern bo rders, 
while the Bay o f Bengal laps up irs castern 
sho reline. Early records reveal that rhe fo rests 
o f Srihariko ta were being exploited even as 
fa r back as th e 17th century. Reco rd ed 
systematic exploitatio n o f the fo rests goes 
back to 1898, when the fo rest areas were 
divided intO co mpartments and clear- felled 
(except for minor fo rest produce species). A 
particular area o f the fo rest was felled o nce 
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every 25 years so to nOt exploit it completely, 
thar is, in rotatio n o f 25 years. Tn fact, there 
was a system o f tramways established by the 
Btitish, and in operatio n till 1970. These were 
used fo r transpo rt o f wood to collectio n sites 
o n the Bucking ham Canal o n its western 
boundary, and fro m there to be scnt b)' boats 
to Che nnail Ad Iitionall y, plantatio ns o f 
casuarina, eucalyprus and cashew wcre raised 
over the yea rs by the fo rest depanrnents 
during rhe prio r independence pe rio d, b y 
locals and then lSRO In additio n to all these 
disturbances, the Island had abo ut 20 villages, 

inhabited mos tl y by se ttl e rs fro m th e 
mainland, who had mo re o r less usurped thc 
land fro m their o riginal inhabitants, the tribal 
Yanadis. 

Betwee n rh e late 1960s and th e ea rl y 
1970s, the ISRO took o ver rhe Is land to 

establish India's spacepo rt, recently renamed 
as the Satish Dhawan Space Cen tre-S HAR 
(SDSC-S HAR). As part o f a resettlement 
pac kage, th e di splaced vi ll age rs we re 
relocated to the o ther islands in Pulicat lake 
o r o n th e mainland. An o th e r m ajo r 
develo pme nt w as th at th e Is land gO t 
connec ted by ro ad to th e mainl and (a t 
Sullurpct) - prio r to this, access .. vas via bo ats 
from Tada". 

Judging by the fo rmer scenario in the 
Tsland , it would no t be wro ng to presume 
that very lirrk of the fo rest Ot ,vildlife wo uld 
have remained if I RO had not taken over 
the Island. A number o f factOrs have been 



responsible for this. The frrsr by change in 
the status of th e I sla nd to that of a high 

securicy zone and the resulting rehabilitation 

of the human population to o rner areas. This 
rcsuhed in 3n absence or ncar-abst:nce of 

human pressures (and disrurbances) on the 

namra) resources and wildlife. Another was 

thar ISRO rook a pro-conservation in.itiative 

from the o nset, the catalyst bcing its former 

hairman, the late Prof. Saosh Dhawan who 

had a love for the wilderness. 1r was he who 
was instrumental in inviting rhe B HS [ 0 

work in the Island in the bird survey of the 
early 19705 and the faunal diversiry project, 

and it was his dream that the tropical dry 

evergreen fore st of Sriharikora should be 

preserved for p os te rit y. Fortunately, rhe 

wildlife conservation and n:se~rch ethos of 
Prof. Saosh Dhawan has rubbed o n to his 

successors. 

A visit to the areas outside Sriharikota 

easily provides one with a clear picrure of 

what would have happened to Sriharikota if 

ISRO had nor taken over the Island. The 
bane of 1 ndja, its human population (now 
unforrunately to uted as its strength - lndian 

politicians know how (0 create slogans to 

skin issues!) is taking a toll even in what 
were earlier consid e red 'far off places' 

through the la yin g of a 6 - lan e road . 

Industrialisation is now taking place in the 

CHE8~ 
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towns bordering Puli ca r lake som e with 

Special Economic Zone (SEZ) status. These 

once small towns arc g rowi ng rapidly and 

teeming with people. Sewage, plastics, w~stes 

and pollution that plague our cities are now 

problem issues in these former shanty towns. 

Considering these changes, it is quite certain 

that Sriharikota would have ended up as 
nothing bur a cluster of overgrown fishing 

village s if l S RO had no r taken over the 

Island. 

We have a gou t! case of wilderness 

regained in Srihariko ta. but what arc the long 
term prospects? Uke all the wilderness areas 

of I ndia, even those in Sriha.riko[a an~ not 
without conservation issues. These issues are 

primaril y rdated to the expans ion and 

infrastructure de velopment of the spaceport 's 
faciliti es, resulting in loss and fragmentation 

of fores t" cover and thei_c related impacts on 

the fauna. Another is the raising of plan[3tions, 

carried out as part of afforestation and for 

work and rcvenuc-generatiun fo r tribals (who 

now live in a colony in the residential area in 
the Island). and creation of !> heltcr-bchs along 

the sea coas t for protection against cyclones. 

The paupcrization of fauna in general as a 

resulr of mo noculrurc plantatio ns had been 

high lig hted in ou r project repons, and 

forrunatcly, the authorities have put a stOP 

to further eucalyptus plantations and are also 

The Starred Tortoise is one 
of three tortoise-turtles 
of the Island, besides the 
Olive Ridley that nests 

.... on the beaches 
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Strychnos nux-vomica, food 
for bats, is widely used in 

homeopathic medicines and 
is also poisonous 

planning (0 remove eucalyptus in phases [a 

allow the native forest to regenerate and get 

back their pristine glory. H owcver, casuarina 

plantations 3rc to continue 'a~ a shelter-belt 

if consumed in certain forms along the sca-C03!"t' - overall foresters have 

a \.veakncss· for plantations for rhe 'quick, 

show-results greenery', especially important 

in cases of 'compensato ry afforesracion' 
progranunes. However, it appears that even 

this will change as during a recent seminar in 

Sriharikor3, it was agreed that the wcalth of 
the Island is its tropical dry evergreen forest 

and conservation of this fort::st type should 

bc the focus of nature conservation in 

Sriharikota. At the same rime, there was an 
ominous stateme nt that there wi ll be 

unavoidable and increasing need for land in 

the years to come for development of the 

spaceport. 
A different but som ewhat similar case of 

wilderness regained is the case of eyvel i 

Ligni[e Corporation (NLC) area in I eyveli, 

Tamil adu. I wa s parr of a team that 
conducted a faunal survey of the areas that 

had been afforested after miniJ'lg in the past. 
On arrival, it was shocking to sec the vast 
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areas scarred by open cast mines. A visit to 
the reclaimed areas was soothing with rhe 

created fore~,;rs thar had become habitats for 

birds and other fauna, and where 1 saw my 

firSt Dusky Eagle-Owl Bilbo COroIllOlldIlJ. There 

wa s al so a s mall hero nry adjoining a 

watcrbody that had been crea[Cd. In fact, I 

had to rethink on whether mining had been 

overall good or bad for the area after seeing 

the barren areas outside the complex during 

the return trip. But, 1 also wondered what 

would happen o nce the lignite deposits get 

exhausted and NLC finally abandons [he 
area. \Xlill the created forests (and their 

wildlife) be gifted back to 'the people" 

Another s imilar s ituari o n was in the 

Kalpakkam Atom.ic Power Plant area in Tamil 

Nadu, where a heronry had got established 

around a small wetland in tile complex and 

where I saw the largest flock o f 32 Oriental 
Darters Anhingo nlt/anogaJltr in m y birding 

experience. 

What are the lessons that can be learnt 

from the Sriharikota and other similar 

examples? One is thar organisations rhar have 
vase tracts of land at their disposal can play 
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a major ro le in protecting wilderness 

areas provided there is a pro
conservation attitude among those at 

[he h elm of affairs. The second is 

[ha[such wilderness areas appear to 

be have berret possibilities of ~urvival, 

especially those having high security 

srams, c.g., ISRO, ~ltomic power plants 

and defence esrablishmcnrs (who most 

people do no t realise arc I nelia 's largest 
land lords!) . However, as see ll in the 

case in Sriharikora. c \'c n such 
wilderness haven s ma y fa ce rhreats 

in rhe nor too di s tant future due 

to expansio n programmes, and it wiU 

be wise that policies arc framed so 

that these w ilderness areas survive 
into rhe future or threats arc 

minimised. 
To conclude, I need [Q deviate to Issues 

o f a mo re global concern. ] r is now becoming 

very evidenr thar the 21 st cenrury is going to 
be the most testing and destrllctive time for 

rhe ea rth's wilderness areas. India, o nce 

known as a land. or beggars, sadhu~. ),oga, 

kamasutra and snake charmers, is emerging 

as a supcrpower. This is something that aU 

1 ndians sh o uld be proud of, but what is 

frightening about this is that it will be a 

superpower with a billion plus human beings 

without an y signs of a s lowdown (unbkc 
China). And the centra l and state 

governments dare not even whisper about 
population control as it will affect their 

vote bank. The demands for natural 

resources and need for more land due to 

the burgeoning human po pulatio n g ro,\vth 

will place huge pressures o n the la s t 

rcmaining wildcrness arcas. Wle are loosing 

wildlife habitats and species, and polluting 

ecosystems at a pace and extent like never 

beforc. The impacts of climate change have 

now finally starred confronting countries 
all over the world. Devastating floods earlier 

more of a problem fot Bangladesh, unheard 

of tsunamis hitting India, hurricanes making 

the USA look like a dlird world country, etc., 

make one wonder what is going on! We can 

expect more catastrophes or changes in the 

clinlate to aid in the destruction of wildlife 

habitats. \Vith a maximum elevation o f 

4 m above sea level, 1 wonder what impact 
rising sea levels will have o n Sriharikota! 

\X1ould the tropical dry evergreen fore s ts 

disappear under the seas - and what about 

the spaceport? Only time will tell. V 

Ranjit Manakadan has been 
working with the BNHS since the 
early 1980s. He is presently an 
Assistant Director at the SOCiety. 

Feral cattle roam the 
southern grassland areas 

Sriharikota has an 
estimated population 
of c. 250-300 
Slender Loris 
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The Highlands 
of the Nilgiris 
Text: Asad R. Rahmani 

Abou t the P ro ject 

T he Sho la Grassland Projecr was srarred in 2001 and contibures info rmatio n ranging from biodiversiry 

invento ries o f the study sires [0 inrensive ecological processes and bird communiry eco logy. The Project 

was funded by u.s. Fish and Wildlife Services and advocared rhe need fo r prorection and conserva tion 

o f these neglecred g rassland ecosys rems. 
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P
rom 1991 to 1996, the BN HS carried 
out a series of ecological investigations 

on six grass lands of 1 ndia, in a project 
funded by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

SFWS). The intensively studied grasslands 
included the wCt grasslands of terai in Urrar 
Prades h, the dry g ra ss lands of Banni in 
Kutch, semi-arid grass lands of Velavadar 

atio n ~" Park in Guja rat, So lapuc in 
iVlaha ra shrra, an d Ro llapadu in A ndhra 
Pradesh, and the tropical grassland of Dahod 
in the P anch lahal district of G ujarat. The 
project was the first of its kind in lnclia and 
highlighted the need for habitat management 
for several flags hip species of the se 
g rasslands, such as the Grear Indjan Busrard 
A rdeolis lIigriceps, Lesser Florican J)pbeolides 

indica, Bengal Florican HOllbompsis btl/ga/emis, 
Swamp Francolin Frtllleo/il/IIS gll/ans, and G rey 

Wolf Callis III/Jlls. The projecc contributed 
information ranging from biodiversity 
inventories of the study sites to inten sive 

eco logical processes and bird community 
ecology. 

Towards the end of the first phase of rhe 
study, the BNHS and USFWS realised the 
need [0 carry out siJ1ular studies for the alpine 
grass lands of Sikkim and the sbola grasslands 
of the \'Vestern Ghats. This article deals with 
a study in the sbolo grass lands of the Nilgiris 
from 200 1 to 2004, condu cted under the 
projecr titled 'Ecology of Shola and Alpine 
Grasslands Project' the Sikkim part is dealt 
o n page 158. 

The study was carried Otlt in the ilgiris 
hills of the Western Ghats. recognised as o ne 

of the unique and distinctive biogeographic 
regions within T ndia. The region has also 
gained international attention as a g lobally 
important ccoregion, alo ng w ith Sri Lanka, 
and as a biodiversiry hotSpol. 11 has also been 
described as an E nuemic Bird Area and 
Centre for Plant Endemism. 

The \'Vestern G hats is a 1,600 kill lo ng 
chain of hills running along the west coast 
of the Indi an peninsula, from ncar 

Kanyakumari at 80 N the southe rn end to 
River Tapti in the north at c. 21 0 N. The 

BNHS Research Station at 
Avalanche, Nilgiris served 

as our base for field 
research from 2001 -2005 

and also became a 
landmark for any naturalist 

visiting that area 
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A rare view: Kurunji shrub in 
flower (know to flower once 
in 12 years) near Thaishola 

Tea State 

CHE8t2., 
{'IT ~ ~ ':l'<Ml f> ------------------

\X/estern Ghats is di s lriburcd narrowl y 

between 73° and 77° E and is less than 
100 km wide over most of this length , bdng 
widest in the region of Anamalni and ilgiri 

rangt:.s. The \X/cstcrn Ghats passes Ihrough 

rhe !Ha reS of Gujarar, Mahara shrra , Goa, 
KarntHaka, Tamil adu and Ketala; a 

number of hill ranges in thc:-;c sla tes link lip 

to form rhe range. 
The chain of hills is interrupted by the 

30 km wide Palghar Gap at around 11 0 

being ilnmcdiarcly to the south of the Nilhriris, 
and a few other bre ~lk s along: rhe length 

(c.g. Shenconah Pass at around 9° N. alomde 
160 m). 11[0"' of the hills ove r 1.500 m in 

rhe Western Ghats arc found toward s rhe 
south be::twcen 8° and t 3° . The::se include:: 

peaks, such as Anaimucli (2,695 m) in the 
Anamal:-ti hills, Douabetta (2,637 m) in Ihe 

Tilg iri hill " Vandaravu (2 ,554 m ) and 

Kodaikanal (2.328 m) in the PaJni hill , and 

Agasthyamalai (1,868 m) in the {\ gasth yam"lai 

range of hills. Several majo r rivers drain the 

\Xles te rn G h ats, including th e Godavari, 
Krishna, Cauver y .md Tambiraparani. These 

rivers are:: a life line for millions of people in 

the plai n !'> and foothills. be ing crilical for 

agriculture a!'> well as hydro-electric power 

generation. These river!'> also support an 

amazing a{luatic and terrestrial biodiversity 

all alo ng thc leng th of thcir course. ·loist 
foreHs. including tropic;d wel- evergreen 

rainfo re!'l t, arc found largely sOllth of 16° N, 

parricularl y sOllth of Palg ha t Gap in the 
southern \Xlesrcrn Ghats. This is also a regio n 

that contains higher diven.ity and a g reater 

number of endemic nlinfores t" plants and 

animal tax;1. The pattern is also eviJenr in 

m;lInmals where species, such as the ilgiri 

Tahr J lelllilrtlgllJ '!}/OCriIlS, l ilgi ri Lang ur 

Trad?}pilheCIIs joJJlfii and Brown Palm Civet 

Parut!oxllrllJ jert!olli arc found largely to the 

soulhcrn portion of the Western Ghats, south 
o f t 3° 45 N. Over 4,000 phht species arc 

known from 1"11(;: Western G hats, of which 

around 1,500 species (c. 35% ) arc endemic 

[Q this region. Of rhe 490 tree species found 

in low- and mid-elevation fo rests, 308 species 
(63° 0) in 58 genera are endemic, of which 

42 are m onorypic. 
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Like the fl ora, the fauna o f the \Vestern 

Ghats is also characterised by a high degree 

of endemism, which is prono un ced in the 

lower vertebrates. 'lo re rhan 500 species of 

birds have been listed in dle Western Ghats, 

mostly widespread sp ec ies, thar occur 
typically in the dry and mo is r d eciduolls 

fore sts and dry thorn fo rests. The tropical 

evergreen forests contain fewer species, but 

a g rea te r proportion of e nd e mic and 
restricted range sp ec ies , than s imilar 

rainfo rests in no rth-eastern India. Till 2005, 
16 endemic bird species were recorded fro m 

th e Western Ghats, including 14 tropica l 

eve rg reen rainforest species and two 
restricted range species occurring in the hjgh

alt itude sho/a-gra ss land s: the Nilgiri Pipit 

(Ali/hilS lIilghiriuHis) and the Broad- tail ed 

G rassbird (Schoenic% p/otyllra). AU the three 
laug hing thru shes, and White-bellied 

Shorrwing, ilgiri Flycatcher and Black-and
Orange Fl yc atchc.:;r arc.:; res tricted to rhe 

montane forests in the higher elevations. 1n 

2005, Pamela Ra s musse n and J o hn C. 
Anderton in their book BIRDS OF SOLTH AS IA: 

THE RIPI.EY GU IDE, h ave upgraded man y 

subspecies to full species, as a result of which 

now we have about 25 endemic sp ecies in 

the \Xfes tern Ghats. 
Mukurti National Park ~1NP) is the o nly 

protected area located in the western edge 
of the Upper N ilgiri Plateau and lies between 

11 ° 10' and 11 ° 22' 'and 76° 26' to 76° 

34', and covers an area of 78.46 sq. km. It is 

situated in the N ilgiris district of the Stare 

o f Tamil Nadu. The area was decla red a 
sa n c tuar y in 1980 und e r the Wildl ife 

(Protection) Act of 1972 and a national park 

in 1990 mainl y fo r th e proteuion of the 

ilgiri Tahr. It is also a key pro tecred area 
for conservation of high altitude g rass lands 

and their flo ra and fauna, and is a parr of 

the ilgiri Biosphere Re:-;e rve, which is the 

fir s t, notified in 1986, among th e 18 

biosphere reserves of 1 ndia. 

The word N ilgiris fmd s its origin in 'l' • .lilo' 

meaning blue and 'Cid meaning hill s. I t is 

ge nera ll y presumed that this n am e was 
suggested by those living o n the neighbouring 

plains for the blue hazt.:, which envelopes the 
range as is common with most distant hilh: 

o f considerable size. The Nilgiri hills came 

into p ossessio n of East India Company in 

1799 by the rreaty of Srirangapatnam and 

the first phase of European settlement may 
be said ro have taken place berween rhe years 

A view of Scotch 
Broom invasion along 
road to Mukurthi 
National Park which is 
home to several 
endemic flora and fauna 
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Shola forest with their 
intact canopy becomes 

a safe home for a range 
of fauna including 

several Western Ghats 
endemics 

1820 ro 1830. \'(Iirh Ihe Brili. h occupation 

o f rl'l c plateau, the t.ies tnlcrio n o f fo rests and 

nannal g rass land \v~I S initi a ted and thi s 

condnllcs unabated till <.late. 
~rnc prisrinc habitats suffered a majo r loss 

m ainly due 10 imJl1igranr inhabitants and nOI 

by the o riginal inhabitants, the "Todal'. Little 

is known about when and where fro m Touas 

arrived here. It is a matter o f record that the 

H Bar/agaI") ano th e r community have been 

settled o n the hills for app rox imately 400 

years. 

Introductio n o f Australian eucalyprus and 

A cacia spp. fo r supplying firc ,\o"Ood, pulpv.,uod , 

rayon and tannins to the viscose industries 

has do ne serio us damage to the ecology o f 

this region. Tea plantation emerged as ano ther 
maj o r indus try in th e N ilg iri s leading to 

furrh t: r co nve rsio n !' o f o rig inal habitats. 

Eco logica ll y th e N ilg iri s fa ced anoth e r 

se tb ac k fr o m the d evel o pme nt o f 

hydroelectric power pro jects. 

With the impetus pro\~dcd by the National 

Forest Po licy o f 1952, anempts were made 
ro co nve rt the pri s tine g ra ss land s o f the 

N ilg iris Upper Plateau into plantatio ns o f 

exoti c o rig ll1 . Aro und 15 sp eci es o f 
cucal yptus, five o f Acacia, PillllS and some 
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o th e r no n -n ad ves wc re pl anted in e \'e ry 

p oss ibl e te rrain . Scn: ra l cve rgree n fo res t 

patc h es w c re cl ea r fe ll ed fo r th ese 

commercial plantatio ns. Tea plantatio n took 
an e(.lwd toll o n the natural vegetation mainly 

between 1,000 to 2,200 m elevations. 

U nd e r th e s tres!' o f anthropoge nic 

pressures "nd rapid c hanges, several weed 
species have invaded the narural g rasslands. 

Cy slisllI sCOptln'lIs, LJltx t llropia and Lall/twa 
(all/am are the majo r invaders having caused 
serio us damaged to native vegetatio n. 

The g rass lands o f the ! ilgi ris have been 

categorised as Stbill/a-DicalllbillHl typ e in tlv 
famous book THE ( :R \!'S C:OVER 01' IN OI \ , by 

P. ~l. D ab adg hao a nd Sh anka ra na raya n , 
publi s h ed by th e Indi a n Cou n c il o f 

Agricultural Research in 1973. Grasslands in 

.Mukurti National Park and surro unding 
area s mainl y compri se o f twO maj o r 

communiries, namel y Cbrysopogoll W /tllliCIIS
F.lllalia and Alldropogoll polyplJ,rblls-Tbellleda. 

Se ve ral a s!'oc iated spec ies to th es e 
comn'lunities arc o f tropical o rigin. \'Ve found 

that Cbrysopogoll W '/ollicIIJ do minatc!\ in ateas 

o f disrurbancc. while in areas wi th no grazing 
o r human pressures Alldropogoll pOIJpryc/HIIII 
do minates. We also fo und thar the g rass-
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associatio n in an area changes 'with change in 
moisture. landscape and o ther nlic[oclimaric 
facto rs, showing different ranges o f to lerance 
o f individual species. However, T will no t go 
inm tOO much detail . This can be read in our 
final repo n Ecology of Sbolo Grrmlollds, 2005. 

I was fo rtunate to have a very bright and 
hard wo rking srudent, Ashfaq Ahmed Zorri, 
who was nOt only fa scinated by birds but all 
aspects of ecology. With the technical help 
o f Prof. l"lark J. B ehan, an Emeritus 
Pro fessor, ~Ionta na State Unive rsity, USA 
and o nc o f the finest teachers that I have 

see n, A shfaq and hi s co ll eague B. 
Senrhilmurugan, were able to conduct vario us 
field studies and experiments to srudy the 
season al vari ati o n in g ra ss bi o ma ss , 
pro du c tivity and turno ve r ratcs , sp ecies 
contributio n to biomass, nct accumulation 

and disappearance rates, and system transfer 
functio n. Each trip to l\!ukurti National Pa.rk 
with 1ark w o uld o p e n m y eyes to th e 
fascinating world o f plants, their behaviou.r, 
adaptability and ecology. From being an Id 
pro fessor, h e w o uld sudd e nl y into an 
enthusiastic teacher when in the field . From 
him we lea rnt abo ut the invasive Scotch 
Broom y rliSlfs scopan'/IJ that is destroying the 
grasslands o f Mukurti. 

\XIe also srudied the bird communities of 

~1ukurti and how these conlffiunities change 

du e to de fo re:: s tati o n , plantatio n and 
fragmentation. r am basica lJ y a naruralist with 
limited knowledge o f statistics, so fo r me 
listing bird species, srudying d,eir foraging and 
breeding b e h av io ur , findin g th e ir 

conservatio n status and habitat requirements, 
and how to protect them would have been 

sufficient, but for Ashfaq this was not enough. 
Mo re 'scie nce' sho uld be bro ug ht in . H e 

srudied bird species diversity. richness and 
evenne!'s in diffe rent habitats, parrern of 
rare fac tio n ac ross differe nt h abi tat and 
seasons, abundance patterns, and feeding and 
composition guilds, using fascinating statistics 
tools. 

In o rder to know the conservation status 

o f bird and mammal spec ies, we po ured 

Nilgiris Laughingthrush. 
endemic largely to the 
Upper Nilgiris is 
endangered largely due to 
habitat loss: according to 
our study only 320 sq. km 
habitat remains suitable for 
this species 

Spraying Herbicide (2-40) 
to test its efficacy for 
controlling Scotch Broom, a 
shrub that is invading the 
native habitats across 
continents 
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Ashfaq with his Field 
Assistant carrying our 

grassland ecology wor!<: 
the study unravelled 

several intricacies of 
grassland turnover rates, 

productivity, litter 
recycling growth 

patterns of several 
grasses forming shala 

grassland 

through old literature, and found that some 

birds that were common 100 years ago had 

either lorally di sappeared or become very 

rare, while many common species of the 

plains have invaded the Upper ilgiris. We 

found that the EUf".lsian \'Voodcock and three 

species o f snipes quite common and prized 

game birds during the early twentieth century 
had drasticall y declined, mainly due to 

di sappearance of wetlands, pollution, 

excess ive use of pesticides and habira[ 
transformation . Between December 2000 

and January 2004, our main study period, 

we were able to lis t 192 species, including 

47 species reponed earlier in the Tilgiris. but 

not seen by us. 

For his Ph.D. Ashfag chose to srudy the 

highly endemic ilgiri Laughingthmsh now 
known as Black-chinned Laughing thrush 

Trocbalopteroll cachilllulIIS, a bird confined [Q 

Ihe Nilgiris, above 1,200 m in rhe sholas. For 

three years. Ashfaq surveyed all the extant 

sholas, their areas, connectivity, neareSt 

distance from other shola patches, habitat 

around the sholas, ecological starus of the 
fore sts, patch dynamics and abundance of 

the Black-chinned Laughing-thrush in each 

shola. He went to the Indjan In stitute of 

Remote Sensing (11 RS), Dehradun to lea rn 

remote se n sing and Geographical 
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Information System (G IS). In collaboration 

with Dr. A. Singh and Dr. S.P.S. Kushwaha 

of llRS, we wrOte a paper} labitflt slIitability 

assesslllellt fo r tbe elldallgered Nilgiri 

LlIIghillgtbrllsh: A IIIlIltiple logistic regrl'Ssioli 

approach, published in the prestigious Cllrrent 

Samce. Based on tht:. synergistic usc of field 

surve ys and dig itally processed sa te llite 
imagery and fcarures mapped using G IS data 

la ye rs, we were able to sh ow that only 

320 s'l. km of the area of the ilgiris is 
suitable for the Black chinned Laughing

th_rush, not in o ne o r twO compact blocks, 

but in 1,352 fragments distributed across the 

i1giris, above 1,200 m. The smalles t suitable 
patch was only 400 sq. m and the largest was 

J 7.64 sq. km. Of the rotal 1,352 patches 
found suitable in our habitat suitability model, 
the majority (>90%) were e{)ual to o r smaller 

than 0.5 sq. km. 

The ilgiris consists o f about 5,000 
sq. km. I n mOST of the bird books, the whole 

of the ilgiris is shown as tbe djstribution 

range of the Black-chinned L,ughingthrush, 
which our study shows is wrong. The bird is 
confined to less than 320 sq. km in the whole 

world! And thaI also in highly fragmented 
small patches, wIDch may nOt be. suitable on 

the long run due to increasing anthropogenic 

pressures. I I means we are dealing with a bird 
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which is no t o nly highly endcJruc, but also 

with an uncertain funtre. 

Like all snldies, we have also given o ur 

recommendati o n s for th e protec tio n o f 

bio divers ity o f t h e Ni lg iri s, particularl y 

threatened and endemic sp ecies, but wh o 

ca res when you can make <'Iuick pro fit by 
cutdng the fo rest and g rowing vegetables. We 

also found that 87 sq . km Mukurri atjo nal 

Park is well protected . pe rhaps the fin es t 

exa mple of the o rig inal landscap e o f the 
Nilgiris. We were also able to identify some 
sho la patches in the tea es ta tes, some even 

quali fyi ng as Important BiId Areas. Altho ugh 
the extensive plantatio n done in the l960s 

and 1970s by the Forest D ep artm ent has 

d es troyed the o rig inal g ra ss lands, these 

plantations now acts as corrido rs for many 

species to go from o ne sho la [0 ano ther. Even 

Scotch Broom, the bane of g rassland, plays 

an important ro le in the dis tribution and 

abunda nce o f Sa mba r, and its predators, 

Tiger and Wild Dogs. 

O ne of the coincidences was the discovery 

of winte ring popu latio n of the Kashmir 

Flycatcher, a globally threatened species, dose 

to o ur field camp at Avalanche by Ashfaq, 

an inhabitant of Jammu and Kashmir. 'rhis 
species was earlier considered as occasional 

winter visitor to the Western G hats, mostly 

mig rating to Sri Lanka from its breeding 
areas in Kashmir. Ashfaq found three birds 

in March 2001 at Avalanche and he excitedly 

phoned me. I rold hlm ro keep rrack o f them 

but the time fo r their mig ratio n had com e 

and the last was seen on March 27. When 

the next winter arrived, Ashfaq was ready. In 

his spare time, he conducted extensive surveys 

to study the bird from his native Kashlnir. 

He found 16 of them, som e inrlividuals very 

close to his field statio n. By the time 1 visited 

hiJ:n in December 2001, he had studied them 

well to show me where they fo rage, where 
they roost and which habirar they prefer. This 

side-study resulted in a paper lf7inlering records, 

ecology and behavior oj Kashmir Ffycalcher (Ficedultl 

submbrtl), perhaps the m ost detailed paper o n 

this species, in jBNHS. Lot more has ro be 
learnt about this rare bird . T wish I have 

so m eo n e like Ashfaq who can d o m o re 

extensive wo rk o n this fascinating litde bi_rd. 
The Kashmir Flycatcher is Vulnerable and 

is included in the Red Data Book species 

found in the Indian subcontinent. Besides 

I nd ia, it has b ee n recorded sp ari ng ly in 

P ak is tan , Nepa l and Bhuta n . Whil e it s 
wintering is confirmed in Sri Lanka, there 

have been very few record s of its exact 
wintering status and distributio n in the Indian 

limits. Of th e to tal 28 site records of this 

species fro m the Indian limits, o nl y [wo 

published records go to prove its wintering 

in Peninsular I nilia. Rcsts are passage records 

fro m across much of India during migration. 

O ur studies prove that it regularly winters in 

southern Western Ghats. 
I know m any Ph .D. students who are so 

focused in their study that they do not look 
on o ther things. As the axiom goes, a Ph. D. 
student is o nc who kn ows m o re and m o re 

abo ut less and less. The bcauty of working 

in B HS is that we try to make students 

interested in all asp ects of natural histor y. 

Ashfaci is a good example o f such a studcnt. 
He not o nly took dara o n the grasslands and 

g rassland ecosystem of tll C ilg ir is, but he 
also collected and published information o n 

the in vasive Sco tc h Broom, Sambar 

populations, distribution o f tiger in Mukurti 

Na tional Park, fl owering plants, gene cal 

biIdlife, and the Kashmir Flycatcher. He also 

helped us in identi fying Important Bird Areas 

of the Nil),>iris .... 

Kashmir Flycatcher 
Ficedu/a subrubra is a 
regular winter visitor in 

~ the Nilgiris 
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B
orn the son of a teacher cum farmer 

in a village nca r the southern tip of 

India, J was involved in our farm and 
garden work s such as collection of cashew 

nuts, tama rind, mango, and sweet toddy 

(making palm sugar). While going with m y 

kin to the ga rdens in m y chi ldhood and 
adolescent days, the aroma of cashew, 

tamarind and mango flowers, the calls of the 

Hoopoe, Spotted Dove, Coppersmith Barbet, 

and Koels kept me close to nature. The lo ng 
walks th roug h the ploughed and planted 

paddy fie lds filled with hundreds of egrets, 

White Ibis, and Po nd Hero ns during rainy 

days are still fresh in my memor y_ The pet 
bi rd s that m y brothe r and I kept a lso 

enhanced my affection to birdlife. Through 
thjs article I would Ijke to delve deep into my 

past experie nces from m y ' hey days ' as a 

research scho lar with the Bombay Natural 

Hi stor y Society's fie ld projects under the 

s teward ship of Dr. Sa lim Ali , and other 
eminent ornithologists, to elucidate how I got 

interesled in bi rd-ringing and to highlight the 
long term importance of bird ringing. 

I learned about the B HS and Dr. Salim 

Alj thro ugh m y professor when I showed him 
the adve rtisement for the post of Field 

Biologist in a B H S fie ld project, after m y 
masters in Marine Bio logy in 1981. Three 

days after joining as a Junio r Field Bio logist 
in the Bird Hazard Project at H o rnbill House, 

1 was sent to Point Calimere for th ree m o nths 

fie ld train ing. During my fi rst fi eld visit to 

Point Calim ere Wildlife Sanctuary, I was asked 

to accompany the field assistants to the bird
ringi ng s ite. Aftcr wad ing through so m e 

waterlogged areas and crawling th rough the 

jungle at 5:30 in the morning, we reached 
thc netting site where a Blyth 's Reed \'Varbler 

entangled in a mistnet was shown to m e. It 
was the fi rst mig ratory bird that I touched 

in my life! All the 23 birds coll ected from 
20 mistnets (a n et made up of fin e nylo n 

threads) were brought to the ringi ng site where 

I waited with m y senio r coUeagues to see the 

remairung birds brought in for ringing. Bird 

ring ing became a lifetime terminology fo r 

me. Bird ringing is a technique of marking 

birds with numbered m etal rings on their legs 

to identify the individual birds, with a script 

which basically describes where to inform if 

it is found. If a marked bird is subse'luently 

recaptured b y anoth er ringe r, ir makes it 
poss ibl e to und e rs t a nd th e move m e nt 

between the place o f ringing and recapture. 

When the birds were taken out from the cloth 

bags o ne by one, I was happy to look at more 

colo ur fu l bird s, whi ch we re fitted with 
differe nr sized numbered alumin ium rings 

wirh the script " Inform Bo rn. Nac. Hist. Soc", 

on their tarsi. Out of the ·13 species caught 

o n that day, J could recognise Black Dro ngo 

Dicntms lIIarrocercllS. Eurasian Golden Oriole 
Orio/us orio/lIs, Spotted D ove .f /rep/opefia 

cbinensis and Purple Sunbird Nec/an·nia asiatica, 

but by their local names. 

After folding the mismets at 10:30 a.m. 

we were taken for breakfast, then directly to 

the field station where ] saw twO baskets fu ll 

of smaller birds guarded b y three bird 

trappers in o live green unifo rm. It was only 

when the trappers referred to the birds as 

UI/OII Oocal names of waders) did I realise 

thar it was these birds that m y coUeagues had 

re li shed in private ho tel s in the seventies 

during our ma s ters progra m. A total of 

140 birds o f six species wcre taken out from 

the baskets species-wise and rings were placed 
vcr)' fast by my senio rs before lunchtime. 1 

was soon tired and bored watching the ringing 
that lasted ovcr two hours, as 95 per cent of 

the birds belongcd to just twO species - Little 
Stint and Curlew Sandpiper. AU the birds were 

checked fo r wing and rail moult, and weighed . 

~'lcasuremenls o f wing, bill and tarsus were 

~ 

~------.. ------~ ~ 
The ring informs a person 
as to when , where and by 
whom a bird was ringed 

HORNBILL / Ocr - Dec, 2008 123 



(,Hf8~ 

~ 12t:l ~ ------------------------------------- ~ ~~N0 -------------------------------------

to undenake bird surveys in airfields 

fo r the Bird Hazard Projecr I lefr 
Point alimcrc with a heavy heart. 
While surveying birds in and around 
~1umbai airport , I felt ho mes ick 
wh e neve r I reco ll ec te d m y fi e ld 

ex pe ri e nces at Po int Ca lime re . 

Eve nru all y, I pe rs uad ed th e 
administratio n co transfer tne to Po int 

Ca lim c rc, where I w as g ive n rh e 
charge o f ringing birds, my favo urite 
jub. 1\ f tc e tw o yea rs, fo llo wing the 
s tand a rd te chnique s ad o pte d 

inte rn atio nally in bird ringing, rhe 
project staff was r.rained by a British 
bird -ringer, especiall y o n measure 
me nts , mo ult scoring and ag ing of 
waders. At the conclu sio n o f th e 

training 1 was labelled as less careless 
in measurements and ranked among 

taken fo r the first ten individuals, whilst the the bes t fo r mo ult (renewal o f feathers) 

Waders caught and kept in 
an enclosure for ringing 

remaining individuals were measured o nly fo r 
wing and bill. O n the same night by referring 
to the colo ur plates in THE BOOK OF INDl/\ 

BIRDS by Salim Ali, I made a list o f 60 birds 
known to me br recollecting the local names 
and the images o f birds imprinted in my mind 
during my boyhood days, which revived my 

bird watching instincr. At Point Calimere, the 
sighting.; o f fabulous clouds o f waders, terns, 
gu lls and ducks in the sky, huge flocks o f 
G reater Flamingo Pbotllicoplena rostra o n a 
long line stretching fo r a fe'w kilometers, huge 
mi,xed hunting flocks o f egrers, Spo t-billed 
Pelican P,/uonIlJ phi/ippenJiJ, Brown-headed 
G ull L anlS brllllnicephallls and E ura s ian 
Spoonbill Plalalea lell(orodia fascin ated me 
further towards waterbirds. 

After tWO weeks, o ne evening when aLi 
o ur se nio r co ll eagues had le fr fo r rh e 
neighbouring town o n o fficial wo rk, I had an 

opportunity to handle three birds caught for 
ringing in the last slot o f the day, \vith the 
help o f our field assistants. As three o f my 
senio r co lleagues le ft the pro ject at Po int 
Calimere during mr three-mo nth p robation 
pe riod, I was e ntrusted to undertake bird 
ringing independendy fo r bo th fo resr birds 
and water birds o n some days. After three 
mo nths, when I was called back to l\1umbai 
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scoring and aging o f the bird,. This was a 
mo tivating step in m y career. In fa ct. it is 
necessary [0 mention dut be fo re this training 
all the waders were entered in the data sheet 

as adulrs. The training cleared my delusio n 
th .. the breeding o rigin of migratory birds 
ca n b e und e rs tood thro ug h re c o ve ri es 

(recapturing at places o the r than ring ing 
place). Bur also dlar bird ringing is a ~cientific 
method to investigate many aspects o f birds, 

besides tracking dleir movements. 

Bird Capturing Methods 
. Fo r ringing, birds are caught using different 

types o f ne ts / traps. Small birds are o ften 
caught in fin e mistnets (carefully choosing 
the mesh size and material of the netting). 

Small and medium sized waders can be caught 
with the traditio nal "Clap Trap" me thod, 

which can also be used fo r gregarious birds 
like ducks and terns. Bigger birds like 
flamingos, storks and long-legged Waders are 
o ften caught in noose traps, which pose no 
serious safety problems. After removal from 
a net or a trap, birds are usually placed in 
soft cotton bags o r in special holding boxes, 
where they remain quiet until they can be 
ringed and released. 
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Information Provided by Bird Ringing 

Different types of useful information can 
be recorded when birds are caught for the 

purpose of ringing. These include rhe age 

and J:: cx of the bird, a variety of 
mea surem e ntS (bio m etri cs), w hi ch can be 

used to characterise different populations, the 
amount of fat stored by migratory species, 

d,e stare of fearhers (moulr), as well as the 

habitat in which th t! bird was caught. 

Recognitio n of the age and sex of a bird can 
be important fo r studying m any aspects of 

avian ecology. Age ratios of trapped birds 

a nd ca tc h es of juveni les and a dults in 

stand a rdi sed n a pping program m es ca n 

provide inform atio n o n breeding success. 

Ornirl1ologists use a varicry of characteristics 

to identif)', sex and age based o n plumagt 

colo ratio n, feather tear and wear, and fcather 

shape. 

The records of banded b irds also yield 
other information pertaining to migration 

sllch as arrival and dcparmre dates, the length 

of time diffe re nt bird:- p ause o n their 

migratory journeys to feed and rcst, the 

rc la rion between wcather condi tions and 

starting times fo r migration, the degree of 

regularity with which individual birds rerucn 
to the summer and winter quarters used in 

previous years. I f netw'Orks of ring ing statio ns 

are operated simultaneously, movementS ca n 
be monitored by recovering ringed birds 

between different loca lities. Simu lr;lI1eous 

bir I ringing carried out during late 1980s at 
a network of wetland habitats located along 

the east coast from Gulf of l\ fannar ( ramil 

adu) to C hi lika (Oriss.) h as yie ld ed 

interes ting information on the migratory 
movements of birds between thesc sites 

during their no rthward return migration. For 

instance, th t birds ringed in Poim Ca li mere 

were reported in Kalivdi, Pulicat lake and 

Chilika lake in the same season. A few waders 
ringed in Point Calimcrc and C hilika lake wcre 

recovered in China and Ho ng Kong. 
Another interesting aspeCT of the wader 

ringing is observing birds in different plumage 

(colour) at different seasons (aurumn, \\;ntcr 

and spring). The birds observed in partial 

breeding plumage at arrival time (August ro 

Ocrober) can be accurately identified as more 

than twO years old. Similarly, all rhe firsr year 

birds at arrival Oess than six months old) can 

be eas ily recognised by the fresh and dark 

plumage with lot of m arkings on the wing 
covens. The mouh will also help to identify 

the second-year birds during the same period. 
The variati on in th e p attern of breeding 

plumage between the twO sexes in terrain 

species like the Lesser Sand Plo\Tr and Ru ff. 
can also be recognised. The moult in waders. 

especially wing feathers, are very inreresting 
to srudy as feather growth art mostly accurate 

in timing for similar age g roups (firH-year. 
second-year and o lder than second year) of 

specific species. These special phenomena of 

the waders inspire not o nly the experienced 
ringcc~, but al~o the trainee ringers. 

The brood patch is an area of bare skin 

on the beJJy developed by incubating birds, 

which serves to increase the transfer of body 

hear to the developing chicks. In the brood 
parch blood \"essels increase in size and skin 

becomes thicker and fluid -filled. From the 

Top : Noose traps used for 
catching birds 

Above: Rings and 
equipment used during 

ringing 
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Two adult 
Curlew Sandpipers in 

breeding plumage (dar!< 
colour) and one young in 

non-breeding plumage 

stages of rhe brood patch. the breeding staniS 

can be dcrenruncd. 

Fa l Reserves fo r Migration 

The migration of du cks or Arcti c 

shorebirds, between breeding and \\~nrcring 
ground~, regularly exceeds 5.000 kilometers. 

In order to perform these extraordinary 

endurance nights, thc ~e migrants rcquin:: 
considerable energy reserves in the form of 

far . Some species of birds pur on small 

31l1()UnrS of far at a series of fattening sites, 

spread along their migration routes, whilst 

otlu.'cs store large amounts of far and then 

undcrrakc vcry long journeys. During ringing, 

the amount of far accumulated by an 

individual bird Gin b e calculareu by 

comparing the weight gain to the known mean 

wimer weight of that species. Similarly, the 

difference in weight becween the first and 

second capnlre will give rhe weight gain / loss 
for rhe bird ringeo ano recapn'rcd in the same 

:-eason. ~ Iigranrs which fail to acquire 
sufficien t ' fuel ' along rheir migratory route 

,"viii pos:-ibly perish on their journey. As thc 

j(kntification and protection of important 

'fucling' areas are a prere<'lui s ite for rhe 

effective conservatio n of migrants. the 

disappearance / degradation of any key 

wintering/ stop over sire will have serious 
impact o n the global populadon of the species, 

which utilise rhe s ite for wintering or 

' refueling'. 

Ringing can provide informati o n on 

popularion levels and is the main sou rCe 

information on survival. Aparr from 
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movemenl data , ringing provides 

other fascinating data, for insrance 

longevity_ Two waders, Ltsscr Sand 
Plo ve r CbaradrillI 1II01lgO/III and 

Comm o n Redsha_nk Trillgtl 10lmlllS 
were recaptured after 20 years al 

Point Calirnere. Another instance is 

of a non-migrant, a Large Goldcn

backed Woodpecker Cbryso(o/"PleI 

ImidllJ ringed at the Parambikulam 

Wildlife Sancruary, Kcrala in ~ I ay 

1983 and recapwred in lhe :-; <lllle 
patch of foresr in ovember 1999, 

after more than 16 years. In Palni 

Hills, G rey-breastc<.l Laughingrhrush Garmltlx 
je rr/olli and \Xlhite -bcllied Sho[[wing 

Brfld!ypleryx 11/{90r, the two endemic species 

of rhe \X/eStefn Ghats, were recaprure<.l after 

14 and 13 years respectively_ I t is exci l-ing to 

recaprure migranr waders in subse~uenl years 
from the same site un rhe same <.lay. 

I woulo lik e {O share two rare :In<.l 

unforgertable events rhat happened w hile 

recovecin~ birds. 
A fler taking independent cha rge of the 

bird-ringing in Rameshwaram in 1985. 1 W'IS 

borhered about the progress of fieldwork for 
the flCS[ monrh calch of 200 birds here W::IS 

equivalent to a day's catch at Poim Cali mere_ 

One day when travelling in a local bus from 

the field sration to rhe field site. and su lking 

over Illy decis ion of mo,-ing from Point 

Cali mere to R~lmeshwaram. my attention was 

drawn by the trappers to a lady in the bus 
who held a Lesser Sand Plover CbtJr(ldrilis 
mOllgo/lfs with a ring in her han<.l . The ring on 

the right leg indicated that it was ringed in an 

even year (normally rings \\'ill be placed on 

the right leg for even years and left leg for 

odd years), 1985 being an odd )'ear the ring 

should have been in the left leg, had it been 

ringed at Ram eswara m . Taking this into 

c()Ilsilieralion T realised thar the binI had gOt 

irs rin g from a place oth er than 
Rameshwaram. The ring number confirmed 

my doubts, but I needed to do som ething 

more: a relcast: of the bird would be fine? 

The usual Indian customs of ca joling aou 
haggling for a ce rtain price started, anti 

ht.-aued 10 a futile deadlock. The failure 



Northern Pintail - An.ls .lcuta . , . 
Ringing and Recovery locations ''=> . 

prompted me 10 usc a diffcrclll approach; 

th rea tened 10 lake her ro the loca l po lice 

stanon and lodge a complaint against her. All 

this commo tion ,vi thin a bus gor the locals 

invoh-ed 100. The Jady finally gave in 10 the 
threat. Later, the derails of the ring which I 
received from the head o ffice, indicated that 

the same bird had passed through my hand 

an year earli e r at Po inl Ca limc rc. 

Subsequently. the increase in bird catch ;md 
the n::cnve ry o f a Russian-ringed Curlew 

Sandpiper anti Crab Plover encouraged me 

In co mplet e m y dOCTora l th es is al 

Ramcswaram. 

During January 1989, when I was o n a 

fi ve-day leave to celebrate my 'first pnngal' 
(harvest festival) afre r marriage, I ct!ceivcd a 

telegram from the heado ffi cc to proceed to 

Point Calimcre to involve a Russian scientist 

in wader banding. ~Iy wift:: , disenchanted with 

the telegram, cursed the Russian amI me fo r 

proceeding to Point Calimere, as I was absent 

from home during my first Diwali as well. 

We Jefl o n January 15, 1989 and nCllcd a 

Grey Plover ringed in Moscow. F rom the 

serial number rhe Russian guessed that rhe 

bi rd may h ave bee n rin ged by h im at 

Kazakhstan. His an.xiety knew no bounds till 

he went back ro refer [Q the data sheet. He 
was amused that it \'vas he himself that had 

earli e r ringed th at ve ry sa me bird in 
Kazakhstan in September 1988 fll rollle to 

Point Calimere. lie info rmed us joyously. that 

he had handled the plover twice in the same 

migratory season in twO different countries. 

separated by lo ng geographical barriers. I 
could gauge hi s happiness because of the 

eve nt 's rarity. I too had handled several 
migrato ry waders in rwo tl iffercnt localities 

of India in the same migratory season. 

Point Caumere Bird Migration Study 

Centre 
The srudy of bird migration ha:o been one 

o f the Sodery's major activities since 1959, 

and bird ringing at Point Calimere started in 

1969 is being continued rill date. In the past 

four decades. I3NI-IS has ringctl about five 
L1kh birds in various parts o f India. Our o f 

which ove r 50 per Cent we re fro m Poi lll 

The map gives information 
on the ringing of 
Northem Pintail 

... 1II1l L / OcT - DEC, 2008 127 



.A. 
The recently built Bird 

Migration Study Centre of 
the BNHS at Point Caiimere 

C alimerc. Poinr C alime rc and the G rea t 

Ved aran yam Swamp (oge;: thcr suppo rr 275 

species o f birds including 63 long distance 

mig rant s fr o m dlt~ Arc ti c rUIH.lr a a nd 

temperate regions o f central and no rrh crn 

Siberia. 

The sciendfic conferences, wo rksho ps and 

trainings , whic h I attended overseas , arc 
mo stly due [0 m y in vo lv t!m ent in wade r 

rcsca_rch and the interesting rcsuhs generated 

thro ugh wade rs ring ing. I t is rhcsc sm all 
mig rant wad ers that visil Po int Caljrnc rc in 

large numbers to :o:pcnd their \\;n tcr mo nths 

wid, us aftcr breeding in Arctic Russia during 

summe r. Bu r th e ir condnuo u s d eclin e in 
numbers is a w;trning to protect them from 

hunting and habitat degradatiu n. They need 

special conditions, shallow \Varas and tides 

rhythm ica lly flu shing acres o f mudflats. I 
rea liseo such an a rea was Po int Calimere. 

perhaps the largest wader conb'Teh'300n area in 
India during dle 1980s. Reaching birds at Po im 
Cali mere is not as difficulr as reaching Po int 

Calimere itself. ·l1l.is is because tile bird habitats 

are closer to hum~1I1 habitatio n. t\[o reo\'cr, 

thi s is th e o n ly site m o ni to red fo r birds 

consistently since 1970, it is an ideal site ro 

gauge th e c hanges in bird p opulatio n and 

recognise cau ses fo r rhe changes. l ienee. I 
pro p osed th e e s t abli s hm e nt of a Bird 

I\lig ra ti o n Stud y Ce n tre to th e BN f-I S 

adminislra tio n, which approved the concept 

in principle in 2000. After five years of hectic 

cndeavou rs I havc succeeded in gene rating 

the fund s fo r lh e establishment o f the Ct:ntrc 
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mostly through. the contribur-ion and 

in flucnce of participants of the bird 

ring ing training prog rammes. The 

Cenrre aims to study the po pulatio n 

status of m.igratory specics and initia te 
managcment measures to res to re the 

d egraded wa terbird h abitats o f the 

Sa n c t ua r y. J mp a rting training to 

volunteers, resea rchers, sn ldents and 

am a teur b ird w:u ch crs o n wc rl and 

cco log>' a nd m o nito ring wa te rb ird 
p o pul ation . This is th e.:: fi rst ce nt re 
for th e bird migra ti o n s tudi es in 

Indja. t\ lo rcover. dlC cstab ljshment 
of this Centre coinciues \dth BN HS's 

I 25-)"oar celebrations and rhe Golden Jubilee 

o f the Indian bird ringing sruu ies. 

Bird Bande rs Tra ining programnle 
Besides scie ntists' contributio n thro ugh 

ringing, much of the data fo r this work can be 

1:.,rathered by well-trained amatcur ornitho logisrs 

whose.:: mo tivation is no t mont:)' but the simple 

privilege of working with birds fo r thc ultimate 

purpose of conservation. 

~nle bird bande rs tmining programme o f 
th c BN li S was con ceptua li sed with rh e 

primary ob jective to build a volunteer based 

g roup o f bird ringers as in othcr countries, 

so that bird ringing co uld be carried o ut o n a 

much larger scale. Thro ugh this programme 

train ing has been imparted lO wildlife and 

co n se r va tio n o rie ntcd o rga nisa rio n s a nd 
indivic..luals fro m diffe.::rent parrs o f India. To 

date 250 individuals have been train cd in bird 

ringing and identificatio n at d iffercn t places 
in seven statcs o f India. 

A young lady who had participated in a 
bird b a ndin g t ra inin g progra mm t: aprl y 

m entioned to me. "Sir, I'm nOt manied. so 

I'm purring rings o n birds", and I agrcec..l that 

a ll w ho had ringed bin.l s we re engaged to 

birds; they we re 'parcncnI fo r life'. ~ 

s. Ba lac ha nd ran , Ass istant 
Director, BNHS, is working on Bird 
Migration and Wetland Ecology, 
Avian Influenza surveillance and 
Satellite tracking of migratory 
birds. 
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'!4ler tbe (alllp I am VeT] la/ii/jed. Now I 
know fbe imporlOllet of jorests, wildlife alld 
hUII/(III-11iId1ife relt/liolls. J lIIil/ spttlk 10 tbe l-',"llagers 

obol(l Ihis (/lid lell Ibelll abolll the ill/por/flllet of 
lIalure" were the words of Dhanraj Shalikram 
Tnwate from Sawra village, a youth who 
attended a two-day Paryavaroll Jallive Jagmt; 
Sbibir (Enviro nment Awaren ess Camp) at 
Sillari of Pench Tiger Reserve, Maharashrra. 
Such ca mps arc a part of rhe awareness 

activities of the Satpuda Landscape Tiger 
Programme (SLTP) conducted by the J\{obile 

Educatio n Unit of the Tiger Ce ll , BN H S, 
which is cu rrcn dy funded by Born Free 
Foundation, UK. 

The Satpuda Landscape Tiger P roject 
(SLTP) aims at addressing the needs of the 
tigers of ce ntral India, esp ecially in the 
Satpucla mountain range, which is perhaps 
the largest contiguous tiger habitat left in India. 
The major issues o f tiger conservation are dealt 
by securing their habitat and reducing conflict 
with the local cotnmunities. The Project tided, 
'Satpuda Landscape Tiger Programme' has four 

partners focusing on different aspects - B HS 
Conservation Education, arure Conservation 

Society, Amravati (Mobile H ea lth Unit), 

Satpuda Foundation (Conservation Unit) and 
T iger Resea rch and Conservation Trust 

(Research Unit). "nlis Projecr was starred in 

February, 2005. 
The Education Unir selected 153 villages 

along the periphery of Tadoba-Andhari Tiger 
Rese rve, Pench Tiger Re serve, J\ ladhya 

Prade sh, and also, Pe nc h Tiger Reserve, 
Maharashtra in the Satpuda Ranges of central 
India. These villages were selected on rhe 

basis of dependency of the villagers on forest 
and their arritude cowards tiger conservation. 
Srudents, local yourh s, women from the Sel f 
H elp Groups (S H G) and underprivileged 

communities were selected as target groups 
for the programme. 

The Mobile E ducation Un it (MEU of 
B HS) conducts various activities at school 
level to promote conservation of tigers. The 

Education Unit has conducted many activities 
for sc h oo l students. With the help of 
ph o tog raph s and s lid e shows, th e U nit 
explains the basics of natural histo ry and rolc 
o f wildlife. Field visits for students in tiger 
reserves wcre a major success \.vim reference 
to awareness among th e youngs te rs. Fi lm 

shows, lecrures, competitions, exhibitions and 

Sanjay Kar1<are 
interacting with students 
and creating awareness 
about tiger conservation 
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Experentialleaming is a unique way of imparting vital information 
about issues regarding tiger conservation 

nanlre games are also popular with sch ools. 

However, among all rhe activities, film s are 

the main attraction in most villages. I n fact, 

entire viUages gather for these mm shows, 

which covcr the issues of tiger conservatio n 

as well as human -wildlife re lation . These 

programmes a re so p o pular th a t man y 

villagers demand these programmes. 

In rhe last three years, mo re than 30,000 

students we re sensitised. Teachers also gOt 

the opportunity to understand the basics o f 

nature con se rvation. Out of these, 2000 

sTudents could visit the tige r reserves around 

their villages, 90 per cent of these had neve r 

visi ted a tiger reserve before. This is an 

ac h ieve m ent for th e E du ca ti o n Unit as 

educating teachers is critical in the lo ng run. 

The p opularity of the Unit has motiva ted 

o rner schools, which were no t covered under 

these programmes. ~ I a n r of these schools 

approached the Unit for conducting similar 

programmes in their respective schools. 

During the third yea r of SLTP, th e 

Education Unir focused on building on rh e 

e fforts ca rricd our during the previous years. 

The Unit is now making a shift from general 

awa re ness to more focused, iss ue based 

conservation education and streng thening the 

sensitised cargel groups. Acknowledging the 

fact that educal"ion and awareness cannot be 
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Students taking part in the painting competition 
held by the Unit 

carried o ut withour addressing livelihood 

issues, the Unjt is focusing o n issues like fuel 

wood collection, poaching, illegal g razing and 
fore st fire s. Nlo re than 30 villages o n the 

periphery of three tiger reserves arc covered. 

The Unit is also concentrating o n educating 
locals on direct benefits of tiger conservation 

to the locals. 

The WOman of a house is an impo rtant 

member o f the family from the enviro nment 

a\.varcness point o f view. In rural areas, almost 

all activities related to mnning a househo ld 

are done by women, including collectio n of 

fire wood and water. The Educatio n nit 

knows the impo rtance o f educating women 

o n conservation o f natural resources. ]n fact, 

the unit arranges spt!cial o ne-day trips o nly 

fo r womt;n to the tiger rese rve:: ncar their 

village. Also, slide ghows on tige r reserves, 

impo nance of fo rest, threats such as fo rest 

fires and their impacts are explained to them. 

G roup discus!'ions are arranged later, wherein 

topics such as warer related issues, sanitation, 
health , self help group ac tiviti es are also 

discussed. 

As we worked more with the locals, we 

realised that a number of youth in the villages 

were unemployed. As a result, somcdmes, 

th ese youngs te rs ge t inv o lved in illicit 

activiries. Our Unit decided to concentrate 
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011 this dimcn~don and 

organised youth meetings in 
(he \· illa~cs. Data were 

collected and a module was 

maue for these youngsters. I ( 

wa~ followed by two-day 

awareness camps for the local 

youth. The main concept 

behind these ca mp ~ i ~ to 

create awareness amongst 

youth. and try to e:aablish 
3\\'ilCCncss groups in villages. 
TI,is also helped us to spread 

the mcss;lge of conservation. 

We select 5-7 rouths for 

camps from every village. 
The nit's programmcs 

for women and youth 

rcccivcu a positive response 
and a marked change in their 

a rri rude was noticed. 

Voluntary parriciplujon of women ;md you th U nit. A sur vey was conc..lucted in all the 

in the activities of the Unit Increased. household, in these villages. A biogas plant 

Building on thc unpcnl5. the Unit is facilitating holder generally has rwo [0 fifteen cattle; some 

grcater coordination between locals and Tiger cattle have been I ()~t due to tiger arracks in a 
Reserve i\uthorities, 

Firewood collection is the main problem 

in rhe periphery of Tadoba-Andhari Tiger 

Reserve (fATR). During rhe Environmem 

Education ProRramme~ of the Project, we 

noticed [he use of lar~e <.Juantiry of fuel wood 

for cooking by \'illagers, This problem was 

discussed in the camps and ahernate ~olutions 

such as biogas, kerosene, LPG and waste 

material from ag ricullure were discussed. 

Youths gave their suggestions on how these 

resources cou ld be used properly, 

To minimise cutting of trees in foresr areas. 

the Project Ti!\cr of [he MoEF had installed 

biogas plants in the peripheral villages. Our 

unir did a survey 1'0 determine the present 

status of the scheme; 61 p er cent of the 
biogas planrs our ofrhc 101 insralled are non

functional. TI1US, the need for resrarring non

functional biogas planrs is paramount. To 

begin advocacy, bascJjnc data on biogas was 

colle c ted . According to the informatio n 

pro\;dcd by Project Tiger. (en villages were 

short listed for the preliminary work by the 

few villages. 
The average consumprion of fuel wood 

/ family is about 1000 tel 1200 kg / rcar 

(one family requires four bullock cans per 

year and eac h cart weighs about 300 to 

400 kg). All the wood is collected from [he 
fringes and im~ide TATR, "nlUS, rhc re,"j,'al 

of bioga~ will certainly help to reduce 
depcnden y on wood from rhe forcst$. 'The 

othe r advanrage$ of biogas arc [0 reduce 

human-alllmal conflict, reduced health issues 

for women, c!'pecially lung disorders and will 

save dme for fire wood collection. To srart 

non-functional bioga~ plants, RPS Energy 

provided financial assisrance for this burning 

issue. 

New initiatives such as bamboo sapling 
disrribution \,",ere carried out. These initiatives 

\\'t:rt: dt:signcd based on c:.xpcrienct: of pre\'10US 

years and will be carricd our a$ ongoing 

projects in future as well. 

As bamboo is the major source of 

liyelihood in the Tadoba periphery (ovcr 30 
per cenr of the population). ir was imperadve 

Forest Department Officials 
examinIng projects under

taken by students under the 
SLTP 
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Training of forest guides is 
an essential part of the 

Unit's activities 

to s uggest alternatives [0 reduce their 

dependency o n Tadoba for bamboo 
collection. We believe that unless we provide 

alternate livclihoou options, getting 

community support for conservation \\;11 be 

difficult. Thus, as " pan of our Education 

nit /\d vocacy, we have decided to 

collabora te with some agencies w provide 

them with bamboo saplings and encourage 

them [0 take up bamboo plantation either 

un their own lanu or lanus "L1oc:ucd by the 

Forest Dcparrmcnr. I f thi s could be <..lone 

successfully, the dcpcndcncy of these people 

on bamboo, which at prcsclll- is collected 

from TATR wi ll be reduced. This in [urn 

wi ll help to reduce the human-wildli fe con fli cr 

and clashes wit-h th e Forest Dep"rtment. 

Since th e la st two yea rs, the Ed uca tion 

Unit has been discussi ng thi s issue in villages 

involved in bam boo ex traction. Th~ Unir has 

been successfu l in changing: rhe a ttituc.le of 

the villagers and making th~m understand 

that rhe y are respunsible for [he future 

availability of bamboo, rhus, promoting the 

sus tainable use of bamboo. The Unit has 

succeeded in gctting the villagers (0 rake up 

bamboo plantation by distriburing more than 

1,500 bamboo platus free [Q some selected 
farmers and bamboo workers, who h ave 

their Q'wn farm s in Kolara village. Apart from 

this, plants were distributed in seven schools 

in Chimur taluka. It was encouraging to see 
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many farmers coming forward to 

cultivnte bamboo. 

One of the s ignificant 

ac hievements of the nit is 

establishment of good rapporr and 

coordination berween rhe local 

Forest DcparrmclH and villagers. 

The Unit is making efforts to bring 

th e community and Fores t 

D epartment on a single platform. 

This is vita l to garner long term 

support of rhe community for 

conscrvation. \Y/c invite Tiger 

Reserve officials for these camps as 

this helps to bcttcr relations. Tiger 

Reserves Authorities came forward 

for providing financial support to 

conduct additional programmes for schools in 

the villages around the tiger reserves. Nag.drd 

\X1ildlife Sancruary authoritjcs approachcd rhe 

Unit and re<"luested the unit to conduct 

conservation educatio n activities in th eir 

Sanctuary. They also rC<"lue~ted thc Unit to 

conducr Guide Training Programmes. 

The Education Unit is continually striving 

towards spreading awareness and reaching 

out to more p eop le. All rhe achievements 

are a pos itive sig n and there has been a 

marknl diffcn:ncc in the attitudes of people 

but lots more is still to be done. As most of 
us know. tigers arc facing a serious crisis and 

protecting this majesric animal and irs home 

has become a rough challenge. \Y/e rc{)wre 

cveryo n e's support for this cause . As 

mentioned at the Start of the article, rhe 

opi nio n of Dhanraj Shalikram inware and 

man y other like minded youngsters is an 

encouraging sign and there is still hope. This 

reaction ha s given us lot of confidence, 

strength and suppurt fo r uur activities. W/e 

hope rhar there are going: to be many more 

people joining us because, after all, saving 

the tiger for the fururc ge ncrations- lies Ul 

our hands - yours and mine!~ 

Sanjay Kar1<are is at present Education 
Officer, Tiger Cell , BNHS. 
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Project Bustards 
Text: Asad R. Rahmani 

About the Projects 

All the tlu:ee members of the bustard family are du:eatened with extinction, with Bengal Florican being 

recently Ijsted as criticall y endangered. If immedjate measures arc not taken up quickly, the Great 

Indian Bustard and the Lesser ['Ioncan will also join tI,js category. This article deals witl, B lHS projects 

that involve local communities to save tI,e Great Indian Bustard. 



W
h e n e ver we talk of wildlife 
prolectio n, the no rmal tendency 

is to think of a fo rested area that 

n eed s pro tec ti o n fr o m cuning o r 

e ncro achm e nt, o r o th e r human u s c . 

G rass lands. wetlands, coasts, rivers, and rural 

land scapes rarely find a place in conserva tion 

pri o ri ty, a lth o ug h so m e o f t he m OS t 

endangered Indian species are fo und in such 

habitats. 

Four members o f the bustard famjly arc 
found in lndian grasslands: the Great lnd ia n 

bus tard A rdtolis lIigriceps o f the ~hort grass 
pla in s and d ese rts; the I-I o ubara Bus tard 

Cb/tIII!J,/olis " "d,,lala (winter mig rant [ 0 the 
desert regio ns o f Rajasthan and Gujarat); the 

Lesse.r Flo rican SjphtOlidu illdica, found in the 

sho ft grass plains in western and central 1 ndia; 

ano th e Bengal Florican l-Jollbaropsis hellgaiellsiJ 

o f dlC mil, wct g rasslands o f the T erai and 
thc Brahmaputra ,·alley. 

Like the tigcr is con~idc red the 'spiril of 
Tndian fo rests", I consider the majes tic G rea l 

Indian Bustard a ~ the 'e!'sence' o f grasslands 

o f th e Indi a n pl ain s. The G rea r Indi a n 

Bustard fo rages, ~hehers, displays and breeds 

in g rasslands, and its absence warns that the 
g rass land is deterio rating. The Great lndian 

Bus tard is now o n the brink o f extinction. It 

is locall y exrinct from almos t 90% o f its 

fo rmer rangc, and ironically it has disappcared 

fro lll lhn::e sanctuaries made cspccially fo r 
irs pro tecti o n . In a few san c tuaries it is 

d ecl ining ra pidl y. Ea rli e r il was m a inl y 
poaching and habitat destruction that rcsuhed 
in such a pitiable situatio n of rhis g rand bird 

of the ] ndian g ra ssy plain s, but now 

mismanagement o f (he habitat, scntimelHa.l 

pro tectio n o f cerrain problem animals, and 

apathy wo uld exterminatt: this species. 

] n the early 19805, the five states where 

the Great Indian Bustard was still found took 
so m e co n se rva ti o n m eas u res a nd eig ht 

pro rectcd a reas we re declared . D espite all 
th ese co n servatio n measures, the status o f 

rh c Grea t Indian Bus tard h as sharpl y 

deterio rated during the last 25 years. This 

raises the qucs l"ion: ]s the sanctuary approach 

appropriate fo r the pro tection o f species thar 

li" e in lo w d e n s ity in ~c alt e re d exta nt 

c,Hf 8J?s. 
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grasslands and marginal crop fields? The answer 

is yes and no. TIle sancruary approach certainly 

h e lp s in c urta iling poac hing , bu t unless 
apprupriate habitat prol ection measures arc 

raken, declaring a sancfuary for bU:Hard docs 

nor help in the long rull . ow dle llues tion 

comes: how docs one take 'appropriate h~lbirar 

conservation measures' in someone's priva le 

land? O r, what do you do if the consen -aoun 

measures resulr in incrc:ase crop damage by 
wild ungulate? Sho uld we kill the problem 

ungulate s to ge t th e suppo r[ o f rura l 

conunun.ities for the rare bustards, o r should 
we allow the problem 10 fes ter and sec the 

disappearance o f highly endangered species? 
In the 19805, B I IS executed a five-year 

project to snldy the ecology and distribu tion 
o f the G real Indian Bustard, and late r fro l11 

1985 , the two flo rica n species, the Less!;! r 

Flo rican and rhe Bengal Flo rican, were also 

s tudied in anoth e r pro ject. T go r rh e 

oppo rtunity to survey the whole country fro m 
Gujarar in the ,"ves t to Assam in rhe eas t in 

search o f these rare birds, alo ng with m)r 

co lleag ues Ranjitt>.lanakadan , Bharat 
Bhushan, Ravi Sankaran, G outam arayan, 

Lima Rosalind and sha Lanchungpa. In the 
ea rl y 1990s, we gO t a projec t o n th e 

G rass land ecology, which furth e r gave me 

an oppo rruniry to moniror the status o f these 

birds. A frer that I rook up smaller and sho n 

duratio n projects to study the G rea t Indian 

Bustard campaign in a 
primary school in Jodhpur 
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Republic day parade in 
Jaisalmer with BNHS 

Godawan campaign vehicle 
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Busrard, whil e Ravi. now Direc tor of the 

pres tigious Salim Ali Centre fo r Ornitho logy 
and a rura l Hi sro r y, s rudicd rh e Lesse r 

F lo rican , and GOtHam 3rayan , serrIed in 

A~sam, kept a wa tch on the Bengal Florican. 
Due to lac k of space in this arricle I will 

concentrate on the Great Indian Bust.ud. and 

o ur arrempr (0 save it \\;th the cooperation 
o f local communjrics. 

By t 990s, I was fu lly convinced that saving 

the Grear Indian Bustard (GIS) was no r going 
[ 0 b e casy as it lives in vas t landscap es in 

very low numbers, and its g rassland habitat 

is under trem endo us pressure. I to nically. o ne 

of the bigges t threats [0 g rasslands is not 
fr o m the g raz ie rs, but from th e forcs( 

department. To live up to [heir name, officials 

o f the forest d epartme nt, co n sider their 

Bustard campaign in a school 
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solemn duty to conYer[ every grassland (and 
eve n wetlands) in to a fore st. Plantatio n of 

exotic u ees is their business, and a source o f 

'personal income' as a lot of mo ney can be 

made by employing people for digging pi ts, 

bringing samplings, planting them. watering 
them. and employ ing ·chowkidars'. lr is 

another rhing thar half of such things happen 

o nly on paper, but the money is drawn from 

the coffer. In every meeting, every report 
and every djscussion, we emphasised that the 

GIB and Lesser Florican need pure grasslands, 

with som e naturall y occurring sca trered 
bushes and an occasional trec. H owever, 

everywhere from Gujarar to Andhra we faced 

similar problems - a District Forest Officer 
o r Sancnlary in-charge deciding to 'improve 

the habitat ' by planting trees o r making 

waterholes. During my visit in 200 I, I fo und 

16 waterholes in the 6 sC). km Ro llapadu 

Bustard Sanctuary. Bustard is a facultative 

drinker and drinks water when it is available 

- it can go without watcr for months getting 
all its water require ments fro m the fo o d. 

Secondly, in Ro llapadu there was already a 
small wate rho le within the grassland, and a 

big watcrbody just one kilometre away. We 

had seen bustards flying o r walking to reach 

them for drinking watcr. Bur then how would 

o ne pocket the money allocated fo r 'habitat 

improvement' , Another very interesting 

incident was that sometimes in the monsoon 

GHf8~ 
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of 2002, Dr. Erach Bharucha, a famoll s 

conservationist and surgeo n, organised a tWO

day workshop al Nannaj ncar Solapur o n the 

impo rtance of grass lands in l\1aharashtra. 

Everyone agreed that grasslands arc very 
important for G JB, Blackbuck, Grey Wolf 
and a host of other o thers, and also for 

graziers. On the second day we found fewer 

participants. On enquiring 1 was rokl that they 

had gone to plant trees in nearby grasslands! 

Loo king at the rapkl habitat changes in 

~1aharashtra, Andhra Pradesh , Karn ataka 

and Gujarat (the four statcs where the G IB 
is still found in decreasing numbers), I released 

that the long-ter m survival of this granc..l bird 

would be o nly in Rajasthan , where it occurs 
in the vas t Thar u ese n in low numbers. 

Perhaps more than 50% of the world 's G I B 

are found there. This percentage wi ll increase 

as thcir populations will decrea se in other 
states. During my trayel in the Thar desert, ] 

learnt that a number of rural people knew 

abollt the GIB, popularly known as Godawan, 
but were unaware that the Godawan was their 

State Bird. Whenever T asked them to name 
th eir state bird, the answer wou ld be ' JJJol 

(p ea fowl). 1 found an undercurrent of 

sympathy for the Godawan which I decided 

to exploit. The m otto being - make 

Rajasthanis proud o f th~ir State Bird. 
From 1999 to 2006, I visited the Thar 

D esert every year for a month or more. First 

.... Godawan rally in a 
village in Bikaner 
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A long way to go!! we h ad a projec t ti rl ed "En viro nme n ta l 

Educatio n in the T har Desert for Saving the 

G re a t I ndi an Busta rd a nd o ther D ese rt 
Wild life", fu n d e d b y th e Mini s try o f 

E nviro nment and Forests, and later we gOt 

another project "Conserva tio n Education and 
Po pulatio n Assessm ent o f the G rea r I ndian 

Bu sta rd in Rajasth a n and lah aras h t ra", 

funded by The Royal Netherlands E mbassy, 

ew D elhi. We printed 15 tho usands posters 

and 10 tho usands pamplcts and cards, all in 

Hindi and Mara thi , fo r disuibutio n am o ng 

villagers, schools, teachers, district offi cials 

and decisio n m akers. Along \~[h Mr. Mano j 

Kulshresh tha, m y constant companio n and 

orga ni ser o f m y surveys, we m us t have 

visited hundreds o f villages and intc racted 

with hundreds o f tho usands o f villagers. 

Padyatris near Ranery 
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The busmrd pamphlet was released by the 

Governor o f Rajas[h an o n February 1 1999, 

and the poster was released b y 1aharajah 

Gags ing h o f J o dhpur in hi s p a lace o n 

February 3. I n Dreie r to dramatise the COt/till/II" 
Bocbao AbbIJolI (Save Busmrd Cam paign) , we 

o rga ni sed a padyolra fr o m Bika n c r to 

J aisalmer, a di"ancc of 335 km. " no t o nly 
help ed me ger rid of som e unwan ted fl ab, 

but it had a h uge impa ct fo r the busta rd 

campaign in the That desert. O ur po(!Jolra 

s tarte d fro m B ikan c r w ith th o u sa nd s o f 

children and citizens sho uting TO save busrards. 

M..r. Rajeev O aso r, a fr iend o f fvlanoj and 

B HS life mem ber, was Superintendent of 
Po lice of Bikaner so he pro\~ded all help. I r 

stan ed in the morning fro m Dayanand Public 
School, winding its way in the city. co lJecrlng 

school children and concerned ci ti zens a ll 

along, fin ally leaving us o n the o utskirts o f 
Bikaner - in fro nt o f us was 335 km, to be 

covered o n foot in 10 to 12 days - which we 

did d es pite th e biting co ld , s leeping in 
uncom fo rta bl e p laces, eating at dbabtls, 

avo iding unru ly t raffic a nd a n swe ring 

inquisitive (Iues tions fro m innocent villagers. 

All alo ng the par/ytllrtl, we gOt trem endous 
response. O nc db(lbb(lowner re fused to take 

m oney fo r food (we were ten o f us), a cycle 

tyre rep air m an garlanded us when he heard 

about o ur missio n , school children greeted 

us with slogans. We m ade a po in t to visit all 

villages \~thin 1-3 km fro m the main Bikaner

J aisaLmer road , so the clistance covered was 
m ore than 335 kill . My m ost mem orable day 

Godawan padyatris 100 km from destination 
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was when we e nte re d J a isa lm c r on 

Fe bruar y 14. We we re e nthu s ia s ti ca ll y 
welcomed by the: citi zens o f Jaisa lm c r. I t 

looked as if the who le town has joined us. 

That night we had a parry o n the terrace of 
1\1ano j's friend's hotel. As his conuibution to 

rJ1 C cause o f bustard conservation, he re fu sed 

[0 take boarding and lodging charges, despite 

it being peak rourist season. 

During a survey in 2000 in a remore village 

called Sankhala in the J aisa lme r dis trict, a 
village elder told us, «we are building a temple 

for the local deity, Harbujimaharaj . Why don 't 

you give us a GodmvolJ IIIOOrf; (statue), which 
we shall call his 1'tI/)ml (ch ariot) and instaU in 
the temple", We all liked the suggestio n and 

stan cd working on it. I ( took lanaj a year 
ro get the correct ",oort; from a craftsm an in 

Jaipllr. The first lIIoorli which he made was a 

cross between a Godawan and a Sarus. r.. lanoj 

personally supervised the design, size and 

chiselling. I sent measurementS and numerous 
pictures of the G IB. After si..x m onths and 

man y visits b y l\[ano j, the m arble pi ece 
looked like an adult bustard. We went back 

to Sankhala to find out whether they were 

still interested in the lIIoorli. Once satisfied 

about their full suppOrt, in December 2001, 

J went to Jaipur and then with i\1anoj and 

other team members, we drove to J aisalmer 
with o ur precious cargo. Afte r reaching 

Jaisalmer, we did the recce of Sankhala, saw 
the place where the IJloorli would be installed 

and visited nea rby villages where bustards 

were soU found. O n D ecember 16, we started 
rh e processio n fro m the famous Gadh isar 

lake area, also ca lled Gop a C h owk. The 

garlanded Godowon pro uuly looking at the 

enthusiastic supporters winded its way in the 

hisrorical and congested Jaisalmer town. 
Prom Jaisalmer we took the !/loom to 14 

villages, stopping for a night in o ne village 
w h ere villagers too k [urn to guard [h eir 

GOdOU!OIl, albiet in the form o f marble. ext 

day, at th e auspicious rime, se lec re d b y 

Sankhala villagers , the lIIoorti w 3S insr3Ucd afrer 

reciting m antras. It was a proud m omenr for 

m e. Afrer working for exactly 20 years for 

the pro tection of this bird, a day had com t:: 

when the bustard had received a relig io us 

staniS, at least fo r some people. But can love 
alone of some simple villagers save this dying 

species? 
In our land, the Tiger is sacred as Dllrga's 

vaboll, elephant is a God, peafowls are sacred. 

bur they are still being killed . More needs to 

be do ne to save the Godowolf. The 3,1 62 .q. 
km Desert ational Park (DNP) is o ne of 

After installation of Godawan moortiin Sankhala temple 
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• Mohit Kalra and Narayan Dan 
taking GPS readings of 
Ramdevra enclousre 

the most impo rtant areas for rhe busraru. 
but it i~ under tremendous pressu re of 

denotification. The Forest D epartment has 

enclosed some areas such as Sudarasi. Sam, 

l\liyajlar but the remaining area of the Park 

is ovc r-gra ,,-c c...l and ove rused. t\ torcQver, 
proper land -u sc zo nation is not present, 

~111 ere are about 70 villages and scrriemenrs 
inside the Park which need to be provided 

basic facilities such as electricity, roads. water, 
schools and hospicals. There is a threat o f 

bifurcarion of rhe Park rhrough rhe ill
concein!d Gatica-Road Branch of the Tndira 

Gandhi Nahar Project. D espite its name, it 

is nor a Park becau se under the \Xlildlife 
Prorection {\ cr, a park should nOt have any 

h uman :-;e ttlement anti if such a settlement is 

already presen t, attempts should be made to 
relocate it. Mo reove r, no new se ttlemenr 

should be allowed in a park. H ow does one 
deny villagers ba s ic modern facilitie s of 

health, educatio n and transport, JUSt because 

someone decided to have the area they had 
lived in for hundreds of years as a park? 

Something need s to be do ne to save th e 
bio diversiry of 0 P as well as h elp rhe 
villagers, who incidentally had pro reC[cd this 
biodiversity all these years. 

Biosphere Reserve Programme could be 

the solu ti on. The Biosph e re Reserve 
Programme emphasises the need fo r the 

co nsen "a tio n of the whole e n\' iron m ent, 

including man and his traditional activities. 
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The concep t of establishing Biosphere 

Rese r ve (BR) is rhe major aim of the 
N ESCO'S Man ami rhe Biosphere r LA B) 

programme launc h ed in 1974. By n ow a 

nerwo rk o f about 356 Biosphere Rese rves 

has developed in mo re than 90 countries. The 
I ndian Biosphere Rese rve's Programme, 

initiated in 1979, intends to prese rve 

repre se ntative bio ti c communities in 10 

porential biogeographical regions of country. 
The Tha_r Dcsert has been included as one 
of the 10 biomes. 

The ~Lini s try of Environment and Fores r~ 

constinlted a working group in 1988 to draw 

a project document o n the T har D ese rr 
Biosphere Reserve. T h e objective of 

Biosphere Reserve was o riented in such a 
way that the BRs are units wherein the 

biological, socio-eco n o mi c a nd c ultural 

elements arc integ rated together. The main 
e mphas is o f this co ncept is the need fo r 

co n se rving ecosystems capable o f being 

restored to narural condition. Being the Illost 
populated desert in the wo rld, untlisturbcd 
large areas arc no r avai lable in the j nuian 

Thar D ese rt. Therefore. rhe Wo rking Group 
recommended upgrading th e s tatus o f the 
DNP, esrablished in 1980. as rhe Thar D esert 
Biosphere Reserve. 

D espite strong recommendation of this 

\X'o rking G roup, not much action has taken 

place to upgrade the DNP into a Biosphere 
Reserve. ~loreover, even the exact south

wcst bo undary o f this impo rtant Park had 

no t been properly defined, and nOt much has 

been do ne to inventorise and compile data 
on biodiversity, land use, human and lives tock 

populations, future develo pment needs etc. 

Realising rhe importance of d,e biogeography 
o f the area, a resea rch pro ject e ntitl ed 

"Development of D esert Natio nal Park as a 
Biosphere Reserve" was undertaken during 

2004 by us in collaboration wirh rhe Wildlife 
1 nsrirute of 1 ndia, and fu nds provided by the 

MoEF. 
nus pro ject gave m e another o pporrunity 

to v isit th e D P and mee t villagers. We 

appo inted a young researcher J\llo hit Kalra, 
whom I nr5t met in Dudw3 1 ational Park 

where he was working o n the Rhinos with 
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A snooty look at the rally!! 

my friend Dr. S.P. Sinha. As a Director of 
BN HS, my aim is to bring good researchers 
in B HS, so whenever J meet a p o ten cial 
ca ndidate, T e ncourage him / her to jo in 
B HS.l am happy to write that in most cases 
my judgement was right, and Mohit was a 
good example. He not o nly turned out to be 
good field worker. but also a good scien tist. 
During my visits to Mohangarh in 1999, I 
had mct a callow lad, arayan D an studying 
in 121h standard. H e had showed me busrarcls 
in his farm, since then I had kept in touch 
with him. He would also write to me regularly 

about bustard sightings. Narayan 'was o ne 
of the more enthusiastic volunteers in OUf 

Codawan Bachao AbhiJan. When the D P 
Biosphere Projccr was sr3ncd in 2004, we 
employed Narayan, now a young active man. 
He and Nlo hit became good friends a nd 

spent anoth er s ix months mapping the 
boundary of D P, and vis iting each village 
and hamlet, called dhollis in the Thar, to take 

their GPS location, studying [he vegetation 
and "vildlife in general. Mohh was crazy about 
remote sensing and spatia l data, which greatly 
helped the p roject. He clid a 9-month course 
in the Indian Ins titute of Remote Sensing, 
D ehradun, and like all good researchers, we 
could not keep him in B HS and by 2007. 
h e got a prest ig io u s Europea n Union 
Scho larship to work in di fferent universities 
of Europ e . B H S lost a good budding 

sc ientist but not be fo re h e produced an 
excellent report titled D'Ilt/opHlenl of Ih, Desert 
Noh'ollol Pork as 0 Biosphere Reserve. 

Godawan rally in Jaisalmer 

All these sciendfic repons and public 

campaigns are fin e but do they result in to 
ground action to protect species. Yes, in some 

cases, no, in most case~. As pressure on land 
increases, problems for Codolllon will increase 

due ro roads, canals, over-grazing, irrigation, 
military expa nsio n , tou ri sm. a nu climate 
change. Presently, between 400-500 bu:-;t3rus 

survive in 1 ndia, making them one of the 
most endangered species of busrards in the 
whole world. 

Need for Project Bustard 

Project Tiger and Project E lephant have 
shown mat by identifying an indicator species 
and focusing attention on it and irs habitat, a 
substantial part of our natural ecosysrem that 
benefits an array o f threatened species can 
be protected. Busrards and flo ricans can be 
conside red as indicators of the g rass land 
ecosystems and by conserving them and their 
habitats, a very large number of species of 
the Indian grasslands will also be pro teC[cd. 

Protectio n and proper management of these 
g rass lands wou ld a lso benefit the loca l 

communiti es. The g rassland s th at ate the 
preferred habitats of the busrard / florican are 
unde r-rcpresented in rhe protected area 
netwo rk in I ndia . Some of the bustard 
sanctuaries have been destroyed by misguided 
manage m e nt practices. There IS n o 
coordination betwee n sta te s a nd am o ng 
managers within srates. \'VIe have nearly 20%, 
of the world's livestock, but no attention is 

given to protect gras-s lands o n which this 
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Present situation in Bustard Sanctuaries 

Name of the Sanctuary/Area No. of No. of 
.,..,...~?a Bustards Bustard 

• In 1985 now x • ~ 
" r 1. Karera Bustard Sanctuary. M. P. 25·30 Ex!Jnct 
0 • 
.~ 2. Ghatigaon Bustard Sanctuary. M.P. 15-18 2-3 

~ ~. 
3. Rannibennur Blackbuck Sanctuary. 5· 10 Extinct 

" /'-. 
Kamataka J' If 

(."f \ " 
4. Nannaj Area, Maharashtra 15-25 25-30 

"...'... ' 5. Sorsan. Rajasthan 10-15 Extinct 
~ 

(\ 6. Sonkhahya. Rajasthan 80+ 5-10 

7. Desert National Park, Rajasthan 200-400 50-60 

8. Rollapadu, Andhra Pradesh 60 5-10 

Beside, the G rear Indian Bustard is still 

found in m any parts o f the T har desert, 

especially in Jaisallncr. Jodhpur. Barmcr 
and Bikaner district bur in m ost areas, it 

is d eclining du e 10 va rious reaso n s. 

Perhaps the rota l bustard numbers in the 

T hor desert is less than 300. J r is likely 
th a i som e unkn ow n populati o n s a re 

surviving in the vas t D t.:ccan plains, like 

the two populatio ns 'discovered ' in 1998 

in Nashik. 

li ves tock fee d s. T h e re is n o long- ter m _ 

resea rch o n b us tards anti at p resen t we do 

no t know even the b as ic bio logy o f rh cse 
highly eJld a nger~tI and declining sp ecies. I _ 

urge the Gove rnm e n t o f I ndi a to s ta rt 

' Pro ject Bustard ' o n the line o f Pro ject T iger, 
with the fo llowing ob jectives: _ 
_ To co n se r ve all th e fo ur sp ecies of 

busmrds in India. 

Lesser Florican Sypheotides indica 

To establish with the cooperadon of the 
stan:: go\"c rnmenr and local people m o re 

busta rd conser vatio n areas. 

To supe rv1 se a nd coord in ate 

m anageme nt of bus tard con ser va tio n 

areas. 
To coo rdin a te lo ng - te rm s tudies o n 

bustards and their habitats in different 

states. 
To pro d uce e-duca ti o na l m a teria l for 

publici ty for d ecisio ns m akers. stake 
ho lders, and snldenrs. 

- To con se rve th e habitat typ es of th e _ To integrate bustard habitat conservation 

Indi an bus tards a nd th ei r assoc ia ted \\1;0, national grazing po licy and over-all 

species. land usc pattern . ~ 
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Race to save Vultures 
Text: Asad R . Rahmani 

About the Project 
The Vulrure Conservation Programme of the B HS aims to restore the wild vulrure population through 

a two pronged approach-Conservation breeding of critically endangered Gyps species of vulrures and 
removal of killer drug Diclofenac. 

Vultures 
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The decline of the Gyps 
species of vultures is the 

fastest decline of any known 
species in the world 

UAbb lob gidb bbee kill" 110 robe btli,," , an 
i nnocuoll ~ sta temen t by m y fo rmer animal 

keeper Ram Gopal alened me and perhaps 
res ulted in th e biggest bird species rescue 

pro ject in India. It was at the c.:: nd o f 1996 
w he n I was working as C h airman o f the 

Centre o f \Vildlife (no w D e parnne nr of 
Wildlife Sc ie n ces) a l Aliga rh l\lu s lim 

Un iversiry, Alig arh , J hearu Gopa l talking 

with hi s o ffice co ll eag ues ab o ut vulture 

population uedines. 1 at o nce called Gopal 
and asked him w here h ave you heard that 

vultures arc declining? H e showed me a small 

news item in a Hincti newspaper All/or Vja/a, 
published from Agra. The news was fro m 

i\lcerur. a fas t-growing town in western Unar 
Prauesh, abo ut 150 km from Aligarh. After 

reading the news. T kept wo ndering why it 
was publi s h e d , a nd if true , w hat w as 

happening to vulrures, still very commo n in 
Aliga rh and o th e r areas? Neve r th e less, I 

s tarted keeping a watch on vultures which 

stiLI fi lled the skies over Aligarh . 
Since joining Aliga rh in la te 199 1, 1 used 

to take ~ n.Jdcnts to Parna jbul. an excellent 

wetland in J alesar Icbsil o f E rah district. O n 
the way, there was a railway crossing a fter 

Sikandrarao. a crowded and d usty town of 

n a r Prad esh . O n th e o th e r sid e of th e 

railway crossing there was a carcass dumping 
gro und where we used [ 0 sec hundred s of 
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vulrures, mainly O riental While-backed Gyps 
IJe l1galensis. L o ng-bill ed Gyps iudiclls, and 
Egyptian Neopbron perClloplerlls. T h ey we re 
there all [he tiJTIe and very commo n, thanks 

to the cons tant supply o f cattle carcasses , 

jostling with stray dogs, sitting o n o ld trees 

afte r a h eavy m ea l, or fl ying a round. A 

cursory glance was aU they expected fro m us 
at that tiJTIe. After seeing the news in AlJlar 

Ujala, after a few days when 1 went to Parna 

jllttl, I sropped a t Sikandrarao carcass dump 
to count rhe vultures. They certainly w c;t:c; 

now in lowe r numbers. After a few mo nths, 
I drove to D ehrad un, enrOute sto pping at 

the Meerut carcass dump. I asked the people 
th e re , a nd th e)' a ll sa id th a t gidbs h ave 
d ec rea sed in numbe r. O n e in c redu lo u s 

villager said, "Sahib, Americans have taken 

them away'" I tho ught th at we ca n blame 
Am e rican s for a numb e r of t hings, but 

ce rta inl y n o t fo r th e di sa ppea ra n ce o f 
vulrures. O n m y v-isir to WWF-India o ffice 

a t Lo dhi Roa d , ew D el hi J was told b y 
Pa rik shit Gouta m , a fo rme r s tud e nt o f 

A M U and now H ea d o f th e We tl a nd s 

Stray dogs seem to be replacing vultures at 
carcass dumps 

Divisio n o f \V\XlF-India, that vulrures, o nce 

common, have ~ topped breeding on the tall 

avenue N eelTI trees and le$s and less are seen 

in the Lo dhi G arden . A visit to Bharatpur 

further confirmed my fea r by Vibhu Prakash. 
By tb e end o f J 996, h e b ad 15 years 

ex pe rience in Bha ratpur and he knew his 
rap rors like no o ne elsc. 

Vib hu's Ph .D. thesis was o n t1"1 e GelJeral 

Ecology of RoPIOrs ill Keoladeo aliollal PMk, so 
he had excellent census data o n all species 
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Funded by 
Ministry of Environment and F • Government of I 

lion of Birds 

L-R: Dr. R.L. Singh, Chief Wildlife Warden of Uttar Pradesh, Mr. S.K. Mukhe~ee , Director, Wildlife Inst~ute of India, Mr. S.C. Sharma, 
Additionall.G.F., Ministry of Environment and Forests and Ms Debbie Pain of Royal Societyfor the Protection of Birds during Vulture 

Seminar in September, 2000 

of raptors, including vultures. A quick 
comparison o f data of 1983-86 \';th 1997-
98 s ho wed a shocking decline o f rhe 
populatio n o f vulrurcs. There was something 
reaU), going wro ng. By 1o.Iay 1997_ I joined 

B HS as Director and asked Vibhu to look 
into this pro blem mo re se rio usly. \Vas the 

problem restricted ' 0 Bh.ratpur-A liga rh 
t\1cerut - the so-ca lled cow-belr, or more 
widespread? In 1993-94 , I had done four 
extensive surveys in the Thaf deser~ each 
consisting of not less thaD 3 weeks, mainly 
looking for StoUczka's Whinchar now named 
White-browed Bushehat (Oriental Bird Club 

funded) and ge ne ral wildlife ( funded by 
W\XlF-lndia). In the ThaT desen , we noted 
encounte r rate!' of important birds and 
mammal s in a (Oral distance: of mo re than 
5,000 km. The vu.ltures we re ~ tiJl so commo n 
that I never bo thered ro rake detailed no tes 
about their numbe rs. These four su rveys 
funded by the Oriental Bird Club and \'(/\'(IF
India resulted in a book Il'/ildlift ill Ibe Thor. 

published by \'(/\'(IF- India. RC/.,,,, rding ,,,Irures, 

in 1996 1 wro tc a sho rt notc SllIlIIS of ,,"II"rtS 
if/lhe Thllr DUfrl of Illdio in a newsletter I 'IIlfurf 

I'·JeJvs. rubli shcd from South Africa. At rhar 

time, there ,"vas no inkling that something was 
wro ng o n th e 'vulture front' at leas t in 
India. a lthough igcl Co ll a r of BirdLife 
Internatio nal had suggested to bring them in 

the threa tcned li~ t. mainly due to their decline 
in south-east Asia. TIle problem was rhat Gyps 

species o f vulrures, particularly Wh.ite-backed 
and Long-billed. we re so abundant in no rth 
India that even if 500

0 disappear, wc would 
still sec thousands of them. Secondly, no o ne 
was monitoring (hcm s),stcmiltica lly in India 
to no tice the declining I rend. 

Here the role of B HS studies ga ined 
imp o nance . Vibhu had the d:ll a for 
comparison. Afrer completing his Ph .D. and 
man y projecrs on raptors, Vibhu uid an 

extensive srudy of caprors all over the country 
under the project' Ecology alld Beblll'iollr of 
Residtnl R aplors wilh Special ReftrtllU 10 

E"daltgerrd Specie! from 1990-93, funded by 
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. When his 
final repo n was published in t 995, I 
remember a respected zoologist relling me 
derisively "\Vhar is dus? Driving and counting 
rap lOr.- fro m the road. 1s this science?" Vibhu's 
simple roadside encounter rare data became a 
kt:)' benciunark to compare the vulrure IllUllbcr.

berween 1990-93 and 2000-03, and became 
our biggest 1O01 10 prove to the g:overnmenr 
that vulrurcs have declined all O\'t:r India. and 

no r only in some selected places. 
Still nor knowing whar was ca using the 

vulrurc po pulatio n decLinc . I o rgan.ised a small 
meeting in 1998 with the lim.ited fllnus rhat 
al,ho ug h igd Col la r of BirdLife 
Internarional had ~ lIggestcd to bring them in 
the threatened list. mainly due (Q their decline 
in south-easr Asia. The problem was that q,pJ 
species of vulrures. particularly \Vhire-backed 
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a nd Long- b ill ed . we re so comments werc illogica l and unscientific , 

Gyps species of Vultures at 
the Vuluture Breeding 

Centre of the BNHS and 
RSPB 

abundant in no rth India rhat 
eve n i f 50° '0 di sa ppea r, w e 
wo uld s till sec tho usa nds o f 

rhem. Secondly, no o ne was 

m o nito rin g them 
sys te mati call y in India to 

no tice the declining trend. 

H e re rhe ro le o f BN H S 
studies g ained importance. 
Vibhu had rh e data fo r 
comparison. A frcr completing 
his Ph.D. and many pro jec ts 
o n ca pr o t s, Vibhu did a n 

extensive sruel)' o f caprots aU over the country 
uncler th e peo jcer • Ecology aJ/d Bebal'l"ollr of 
Residen/ Rap /ors ,vil /) Sperial R efere fl Cf 10 

E ndangerrd Specie! from 1990-93. funded by 
rhe U.S. Fish and WildUfe Service. When h.is 
fmal report was publjshcd in 1995, I rt:.mcmber 
a respected zoologlsr telling me derisively «\Vhar 
is dus? Driving and counting captors from the 
road. Is dus science?" Vibhu's simpl t: roadsic..le 

encounter rate data became ~I key benchJnark 

to compare che vulrure numbers bctween 1990-

93 and 2000-03. and became our biggest tool 
ro pro ve ro the government that vulrures have 
declined aU over j ndia, and no t only in some 

selectod places. 
S tiH nOt knowing what was causing the 

vulrure po pulatio n decUne, j o rganised a small 
meering in 1998 with [he Umi[ed funds rhat 
BN HS had. Various theories were given fo r 

their decline, and conce rns expressed. At the 
end o f the day, we all agreed that we need 

mo rc scien tific d ata (0 find o ut wh at was 
killing vulrures. i\leanwhile I wro te a sho rt 

articl e in rh e Ne ulsleller for B irtilJllllc/urs, 

published fro m Bangalo re. pe rhaps the first 
article. albei t in a newslettcr, abo ur che decline 
o f \~ulrurcs in India. By this time, inte rne t 

revo lutio n had started in India. I remember. 

Biltu Saghal, Edito r of SallClltary magazine 
an c..l a good friend. showed me the usc o f 
inrernet in ea rly 1998 al Ius house. O m: o f 
m y flIst em ails was abo ut vulrures , ca lled 
' Vu lrure Alert'. T his em ai l resultcd in a n 

interesting discussio n fo r many years.. Some 
theories g iven for vulnlre decline in the email 

discussio n were downright absurd and some 
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questio ning o ur cumpe lencc, but I will leave 
dlose derails fo r a book that I am planning 
to write o n the vulruIe saga. 

Based o n his 15 years excellcfH srudies at 
BhararplIr, Vibhll wrore a sc ie ntific p ap e r 

51al" s of nt/lures ill Keoladrol\Taliollal Park, 

Bbaratpllr, India, lvilb special reftnlJCt 10 populatiol1 

crash ill Gyps spetitS. This pape r was pubUshed 
o n prio rity in JI3N H f in 1999. I[ was rh e 
fiIs t scie ntific pape r which clea rly sho wed 
massive declines o f vulrUIc:o; du_ring d lt: las t 

10 years o r so. Vario us theories fo r the cause 
of decline we re discussed in tlus paper, but 
we needed m rc resea rch fO find Out tile real 

cause(s) . 
In Augus t 1999. we o rganised a Vulture 

Con se rva tio n St ra tegy P la nning ~leeti ng, 

attended by 28 pe pic. mainly from B H ·. 
but also from [h e Wildlife Insti tute of India. 
\V\'V F- India. ~loEF. Biodiversity Initiative 

Trus t. Centre of WildLife and O rnitho logy, 
Sanc w a ry, Bo mbay E nviro nmental Actio n 
G roup and Birdwatchers' Socie ty o f Andh.ra 

Pradesh. Based o n dle ctiscussio n, three issues 
we re p rio ri tized fo r de tailed in vestiga tio n : 

outbreak of disease, chemical contaminatio n, 
a nd p o isoning. B y thi s tim e , we w e re 

discussing lo ng-term collabo ratio n fo r bird 
conserva tio n with BirdLife Internatio nal and 

rhe Royal Society fo r [he Pr tee rio n o f Birds 
(RSPB) . a UK -b ased o rga ni satio n and 
BirdLife Pa rtner. The RSPB sent a young 
vet to work with Vibhu but she, like us, could 

no t fath om the p roblem. Vibhu had seen sick 
vulrures, sitting with head down, so we knew 

that something w'as killing them slowly. P OS t 

mo rtem investigatio n in the Hisar Veterinary 

College showed the vulrure suffering fro m 
\;sceral gout. \X'e wcre told that visceral gOut 

could be due to some virus, so we contac ted 

the N atio nal Instinltc o f Viro logy, Pune but 

chere was no respo nse fro m them fo r a long 

time. La rer, I had [Q go there personally and 
found tllat they work only o n viruses infecting 

huma n s. As th e situa tio n was becoming 
d t:sperate, BN HS o rganised ano ther meering 

in Fe brua ry 2000. w he n RS PB sent Dr. 
Andre w C unning h a m , a ve ry res pected 

vete rinary p a tho logis t o f th e ln sritute of 
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Zoology, London. Dr. J.M. Deshpande, 
Director. Enuovirus Research Centre of [he 

Indian Coun c il of ~ledical Re searc h , 

~lumbai. sugg es ted that we contact the 

Pouiuy and Diag nostic Resea rch Ce ntre 
(PORe) of Vcnkarareshwar Poultry in Pune. 
Thus, starred collaboration with PORe which 

lasted for five years tiU the real culprit was 

discovered in 2004. Andrcw and Vibhu visited 

PORC, and man)' other labs, conducted post 
mortems of vultures, conduC(ed field studies 
and came to rhe.prelirnina,[y conclusion that 
Gyps species of vulture s are dying due to 
some virus, bur this needs to be confirmed 

by sending the samples to some good virus 
lab. Andrcw suggested sending the samples 
to Dr. Alex D. Hyan, Director of Australian 

Animal Health Laboratory for identificatio n 
of dle virUs. J nclian law doc!'> not allow sending 

'generic material' outside rhe country! So, this 

was anomer hun.llc to tackle. 1£ took us twO 
years [Q get permission to send the samples, 
but unfortunately, the Australian lab had a major 

fire accident so it was closed for many mondls. 
By 1999-2000, we had started writing to 

the i\linisuy of Environment and Forests 

(lIIoEF) , Government of [ndia that 

some dUng should be done qwckly to arrest 
d,e decline of vultures. Thanks to rhe wide 
publkity by B HS in the media, b y 2000 

the vulture problem was known to everyone. 

However, the rvloEF rightly wanted hard 
scientific data. Comparative population data 

of Keoladeo National Park o f mid 1980. 
and 1990s was not sufficient to convince the 

~loEF that this problem is widespread. and 
nOt limited to Bharatpur. Fortunately. Vibhu's 
nationwide surveys in many parts of India 

between 1990 and 1993 came to our rescue. 
The survey was repeated in 2000 in the same 

areas. The results were shocking. Vibhu and 

his team found more than 90% decline of 

--... --
OlE Conference on 

, inAn:a Veterinary Medical ~~ 
h h rmonlsatlon and --" 

11 Towards tea , . nd quaiYPJI'" 
f registration a 

improvement 0 , 11 25. 27 MfdI 
nakar l Senega I 

Carcass dumps had very few or no resident 

Gyps vultures. Delhi where in rhe early 19805, 
there used to be..: nearly o ne hundred thousand 

Gyps vuiture..:s W~lS left widl a few hundred by 

1998- 1999 and almost no ne by 2000-200 I. 
\X'e hav e..: inten sive data from K eo ladeo 

1 a tiona l Park from 19805 and exte n sive 

comparative data of numbers from 1990-
93 to 2000-2003. A ll , howing rhe same 

results - vultures wcre dying at a fast rate. 
But what was killing them? 

I n September 2000 , we organised an 

lnternarional Conferen ce, funded b y th e 
MoEF and RSPB. This Conference was a 

turning point of the vulntre saga. The 3-day 
Conference was attended by experrs from 
over 10 countries, officials of NioEF, and 

scientists o f Indian Veterinary Research 

Institute (l VRI), Wildlife Institute o f India 
(WII) , WWF-India, Salim A li Ce ntre fo r 
Ornirhology and Naruml I-listory (SACO ), 

US Fish and Wildlife Service, BNHS, RS PB, 

The Peregrine Fund, BirdLife , Cambridge 
University, A~'1U, and many odlers. 

Meanwhile, in 2001-03, we kept gathering 

m o re and more ev idence s that v ulture 
G.)'/Js vultures all over the counuy. Further populations_were declining all over India, 
surveys in 2002 and 2003 showed that Nepal and Pakistan . TIle prevailing view at 
between 2000 and 2003 alo ne , the \Xlhitc- that time was that they are dying due to some 

backed vulnlre has declined by 48/% and dle infectious disease, mOst likely a virus, which 

Long-bil.led vulture by 22% . What more any was spreading from east to west. that is why, 
government wants to know [Q act? We have Pakistani scientists repo rted the decline from 

widespread news and anecdotal accounts o f 2000 onwards. The fear ,vas that if rhe virus 

vulture d ecl in e fro m Gujarat to A ssa m . spreads through the t\1iddle Easr to Africa, it 

Chris Bowden, International 
Species Recovery Officer 

and Vu~ure Programme 
Director and Nita Shah, 

Advocacy Officer at the OlE 
Conference of 2008. Along 

with Dr. Vibhu Prakash, they 
are the pillars of Vulture 

Conservation Programme in 
India 
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Delegates of Vulture 
Seminar in September, 

2000 

wou ld also devastate African vu ltures 

poplilations~ the way it was doing in Asia. In 
2000, The Peregrine Fund (PI') initiared irs 
Asian Vulture Crisis Pro ject w ith the 

Ornithologica l Society of P akis tan (aSP), 
and in c pal with rh e h e lp of Bird 

Conservatio n Nepal (BCN). 
J\ lunir Virani, a Kenyan -bo rn of Indi an 

o rigin, working with The Peregrine Fund, and 

Martin G ilbert wen: the ream leaders o f the 

fie ld work, an d J. Lind say Oak o f rhe 
D eparrment of Veterinary i\ licrobiology and 

Pathology. \X/a shingron State University did 
the diagno~tic invcMigarions. While we were 

s till awaiting p e rmi ss ion from rhe 

Government of India to send rhe samples 

to the Au stralian lab. s.cie nri srs of The 

P e regri n e Fund rook the sa mple s fro m 
Pakistan ru the USA and found no virus o r 

any other pathogen that could have cau~ed 
vul rure morta li ties. I f this was nOt killing 
them, then who wa~ rh e culprit? T h e 

Peregrine Fund and ()SP conducted a survey 

in over 37 vi. lIage~. The aim was [Q look at 

what was getting into the lin :s tock carcasses. 
Basically. they were looking for some thing 

that wa s relatively new in the marke t. a 

something rhat causes visce ral gout in birds. 

so mething thar was e ffec ti ve and ye t 
inexpensive - d iclofc nac sodium p e rfec tly 
fitrt:d thar profile . 1 t was a new pa_in-k.ille r 

introduced rccen Ll y in Pakis tan . A quick 
googlc-search indica ted that diclo fenac is lethal 
to some species. Scientists of The Peregrine 

Fund delivered a paper in !\Lay 2003, during 

the \Xlo rld Conference on Birds of Prey, in 
Budapest where they clearly demonstrated 
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that the painkj)Jer diclofenac sodium wa s 

causing visceral go ut in vultures thar 
consumed livestock carcases contaminated 

with the drug. Bob Riseborough. an American 
expert sent an email to me (and others) in 

[vlay 2003. As soon as I read the email, J 
literally jumped fro m rhe chair and phoned 

Vibhu rhat probably we now kn ow the culprit 
for mass uC~lth s of vulrures. However. it was 

prem arure [0 di ~close thi s to the society at 

large without more comp rehe nsive dam to 
satisfy the scientific community incluuing 
skeptic s. particu larly t hose w h o wcre 

advocating the viTu!' theory all those years. 
There were also genuine questions as how 
diclofenac was reaching vulrures to such an 
extent thal it has killed over 90% vultures in 

about a decade. Good science grows with 

questioning and constructive criticism. The 
scientists of The Peregrine Fund, \Xlashing to n 

State University and Ornithological Society 
of Pakistan went back. did so m e more 

experime nts and re-analyzed the data. and 

published a paper in the prestigious journal 

NO/lire in J anuary 2004. I would say that this 
paper was the second rurning point in o ur 
struggle to save the vulrures. The beauty o f 

this p aper was that it was very simple, with 

bas ic sta ti s tic s (w hi ch eve n ] could 

understand!), and clear results. TI'lis paper with 

13 audlors belonging to six instirurions. "vith 
Lindsay Oaks as the lead autho r, showed 1 00 

per cent correlation between the prese nce 
of diclofenac in ,,·ultures and their kidney 
failu res. After this paper, Vibhu and his team 

also analyzed the vulnlre carcasses, which we 

had meticulously kept in deep freezers. \Xle 
also found direct correlatio n bet\veen visceral 

gout and presence of diclofenac in vulture 

bodies. The evidence was all ove r the place -

in research papers. in labs. in \videspread dead 

birds, and in diclofenac ampoules in vet shops. 
Someone has [Q just knir them -!ogether. 

Thi~ is exac dy wh:H D r. Rhys. G ree n, a 

brilliant field biologist, o f th e Cambridge 
Un ivers ity did . Returning to B N H S after 
attending the Workshop at Parwanoo o n the 

Vulture Recove ry Plan in Feb ruary 2004, 
Rh ys asked som e fu ndamental ques tions: 

wha t is the Li ves tock population in I ndia, how 



many live~tock d t:ath s take places every year. 

what is rhe life span of a vultu re CG.)'/JS 
species), how much food they cat and how 
ofren, how much lo ng diclofenac remains in 
a live animal, and what happens when an 

animal die!' which was injected with diclofenac 
sodium? - After kltitring all this information 

and u~ing some intricate statistics, Rhys came 

up with a paper in }o"I"IIoll!{ Appli,d F.eology, 
which showed through simulation modeling 
that even if less than 1 per cent of rhe 
bvc.srock carcasses available to vulrures have:: 

diclofenac residues lethal [0 vulrures, they 

will die in the same way they have been dying. 
Later. through carcass sampling studies we 
found that nea rly 10 per cent of the ca ttle 

carcasses have diclofenac residue. 0 wonder 
the vultures had disappeared so quickly, 

leaving our ~kies empty. 

On 5-6 February 2004, The Pc regine 
Fund organized a 'Summjl j\lceting on Ih e 

veterinary usc of the drug diclufenac' , in 

Kathmandu, Nepal , arrenucd by nearly 50 
experts. veterinary scientists, field biolobri:-;tS 

and deci s ion makers from India , Nepal, 

Pakisr.'1I1, UK and SA. After few days, from 
12 to 16 February, B HS, RS PB, ZSL, 
MoEF and Government o f Harya na 

organized an international workshop to 
discuss a Vulnlre Conservatio n Action Plan 

(For details visit: \V'<.vw:bnhs.org). S oth dlcse 

meetings suggcsted twO major recon1Jnenda

tions 10 save vultures: to starr a vulture 
conservation breeding programme in lndia, 

epal and Pakistan. and to immediately ban 

veterinary use of diclofenac. Time had come 
for action, but it is more easily said dlan done. 

S HS. in col1aboration with other insdTLHes 
can give recommendaTions on the basis of 

good science. but implementation of th e 

recommendations is the job of government 
agencit.:s. 

With the financial support of the RSPB, 

BN H S appointed a Vulture Advocacy 
Officer, Dr. 1 ita Shah . to work \\·;th ",,,ried 

Government agencies both at the Central and 

State le,"els. Regular mcetings took place with 
the Drug Contro ll er Ge n era l of Indi a. 
officials of i\linistry of Environmenl & 

Forests. 1\linistry of Health. Agriculture 

CIOLEBI?.;. 
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lini stry, Animal Husbandry 
Deparrment. i\linistry of Chemical 

We would like to acknowledge the 
help of the following agencies 

& Fertilizer, lI.linistry of . Roya/ Society for Protection of Birds 
~ Forest Department ComJnercc, Veterinary Council of 

T ndia . Vete rinar y Co lleges, 
C h e mists Associations. 

pharmaceutical companies. Indian 
farmers associations to ban the usc 
and manufacture of vete rinary 

diclofenac. In this interesting story. 

the pharmaceutical companies were 
dle most po:-;itiv~. Tn April 2004, a 

meeting was o rga nized with the 

pharmace utical co mpanies, 
expecting resistance from thcm as 

rhcy will lose [h e market, bur 
suange ly, they said that if the 
Government bans diclofcnac we 

wi ll stop manufacturing it for 

veterinary use. This is o ne of the 
fastest uecisions taken in a county 

Like India. Interestingly, it rook a 

• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 

• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 

West Bengal Forest Department 
Assam Forest Department 
Slate Forest Department 
Ministry of EnvIronment and Forests 
BlrdIIe IntematIonaJ 
Zoological Society of London 
Darwin Initiative for the survival of 
species 
IncIan HV1 Co'lll h s" > i in UK 
The Peoagr:.18 Fl.IId 
National BIrds of Prey Trust 
Indian Institute of Veterinary ScIences 
0rienIaI BinI Club 
Bodyshop Foundation 
Rufford Foundation 

• Boehringer Inge\heim 
• G\obaI Env\roo 11T1814 Facility 

of British High Commission, DeIhl 
• Asia Bird Fund, BirdLife International 

while for the Government 10 comprehend 

the graviry of rhe vulture decline and its 
implications. \Xlhcn therc are ministries nOI 

dealing with forests. species a nd 

environmental issues. the going gOt tougher. 
nevertheless, ira pursued wid1 a constalll 

inter- mini stral dialogue , organizing and 

conducting meetings comprisi ng of tOP 
decision makers and were thus ab le ('0 get 

dle right policies and amcndmelll!' in the Dmg 
and Cosmetics Act. The biggc!'t task being 

addressed by ira in thc vulture advocacy 
program is to get rhe policies implemented 
right to the ground. Time was nll1ning out, 

we were bartling against time as the vulture 
populadons conl' inue to cras h . Press 
cu n ference, lener- wr itin g campaign s. 

meetings and discussio ns were organized. As 

a last resort, the Drug Conrro ller came up 
with the plea {hat unless we h;lve an ahcrnative, 

we cannot ban diclofenac. as if our livestock 

was not surviving before dlis killer-drug was 
rdeased in India in 1992-93, in Nepal in 1996, 
ami in Pakistan in 1998. BN HS, RSPB, rv RJ 

and orner organ.izations have to do research 

to come up \\·;th an alternati,"e (Q diclofenac. 
Dr. Swarup of the Indian Veterinary Research 

Ins titute, BarieH),. came to our rc:-;cue and 
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Feeding of White-backed 
vulture nestlings at the 
Vulture breeding centre 

helped in conducring rc!'carch in his lnsorutc. 
ita was abl e to Act Ihi s iss ue ii s lcd fo r 

dialogue on the agenda list fo r lilt: 1 auonal 

Board for Wild li fe BW1.) in March 2005. 

Only through the intervention o f the Prime 

l\linjstu, the C hairman o f N BWL, the first 
circular banning this drug came nUl in 1\ la)' 

2006. 
l\[y main argument was that when we have 

banned hundreds of drugs o nce rhey were 
found [0 have side effects, why can't we 

quickly ban a drug which has killed morc 
than 90% o f vuirures, and which is still killing 
the remaining vulturc::s at the ratc o f 40-50% 

every year. \Xfhy are we so selfish and uncaring 

- selfish when it comes 10 us human being, 
and uncaring when it comes ro o ther species. 

Arc we really a ' thinking animal' (J-JOIIJO sapims) 
which we claim to be? 

1 ita is a muhi-mlclHt.:d lady. Besides being a 
good field workt: r (she worked o n the \Vild 

t\s~ fo r her PhD), ~hc is (w'as) a Bharatnaryam 
dancer, swimmcr, skater, and creao,'e arost. 

Shc \vorked with i\likt: Pandey. the celebrated 

wildlife film maker, ro product: a documcnrary 
Tbf I ~lJi1bilJg l 'II/flirts. N im gO! it translatt:d imo 

8 Indian languages. During the last four rea~ 

wc have used thi s d ocum e nt a ry ,'ery 

e ffe ctively fo r publi ci ty. Besi d e~ the 

documentary. sh e also de~igned posters, 
pamplc[s, stickers and ,'Ulmre badges. A vulmIc 

slOrY)(lssijos1l1s our RolIgttll ~III1JO using muppcts 
was also produced in collaboraoon \\~th Ranjana 
Pandey. Nira was also inslrumemal in using 

rhe dying a n of communica tio n i.e. string 

puppt::ITy. in conservation. She trained a tcam 
of Raja~thani puppett::t'rs and built a vulrure 

story line. TIlis ha~ been most popular amongst 

154 HORNBILL / OcT - Dec, 2008 

the urban and rurnl fo lks. ita has been able 

to engage various large r g ro ups across the 
country for mobilizing the lluic k actions in 
vulrurc conservation. 

In thi s vulwrc conse rvatio n saga, tWO 

names stand OUt for their yeoman support: 

Dr R. D. J"kati an d RSPB - Dr. Jakari for 
his mural and in-kind suppOrt (free land) and 

RSPB for tt::.chnical and financial support. 

O ur reJarionshjp wilh Dr Jakari started in 
1998 with an innocuo us enquiry from the 
Haryana Fun:!S l D cparuncllt tu B HS to cume 

and suggest a remedy fo r an injured Cincreous 

Vulture whid, the Department had caught. I 

sem Dr Vibhu Prakash. who was at that rime 
still working at Bhararpur, [Q go to Haryana. 

Dr Jakari had heard about the yt.lrure decline 

so he suggested to Vibhu to stan a vulture 

breeding centre. The rest as they say is history. 

T o c ut the s Lu r y s h Oe[ , Vulture 
Conservatio n Brceding Cencre at Pinjo re in 
Haryana is o ne of the finest vulture breeding 

centres in the wo rld. thank to the visionary 

SUppO rl o f Dr Jakati anti his team. and also 
to rhe financial and technical suppo rt of 

RSPB. ZSL, 1\ loEF and Darwin Injtiative fo r 

the Survival of Species and som e o thers. 1 t 
was started in 200 1 as a small vulture rescue 

centre where sick and d yi ng vultures were 

kept, but now it is a fully-developed centre 

with nearly 150 vultures. 1 rs success can be 

judged by the fact that now every state 'wants a 
similar cenrre. \X/e ha\'c established t\vo smaller 

centres - o ne at Buxa in Wes t Bengal, and 
a not he r at Ra ni Forest Ra nge in Assam. 

According to the Vulrurc onscrvation Action 

Plan, four centres should be established in lndia, 

o ne in Nepal and tWO in Pakistan, with 25 pairs 
of each species (\XIhite-backed, Long-billed and 

Slender-billed ytdrures) in each centre. \XIe are 

srill far sho rr of this m.rget due to absence o f 
\'Ulrun:s and some Slates no t allowing ' their' 
,wrures to be taken outside the states to the 

breeding centres. J t is another maner rhar 
such states arc no t do ing anything to totally 
ban the killer drug and punish the culprits 

who are se lling them. Diclo fe na c is s till 

unfortunately casily available . But wh en ir 

co m es [ 0 g ive the remaining v ultures, 

parricularly young o nes, sta te's xeno phobia 
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comes in to play. 
Vibhu, and his [Canl, and eh ris Bowden 

o f RSPB are tireless ly wo rking to see that 
these centres starr producing vulrurcs which 
can be_released o ne day when the killer-dn,g 

van.ishcs fro m the veterinary m~lrkec. Despite 
skeptics' vicw that B HS does no t have the 
experrise to breed vultures, in 2007-08 season, 

twO chicks o f vulrures fledged successfully. 11,e 
fi.rst time ever these species have been bred in 
captivity. We also benefit from the regular expert 
inpur o f J emima PaLry-j ones from UK who 
has successfully bred over 60 species of captors. 
In tlus season (2008-09) we .. ,<]>Cct more clucks 

as methodology develo ps and mo re birds 
marure. ] n anodler 3-4 years. when rJ1C juveniles 

which were brought in capriviry as nesdings 
marure, we c..xpecr more successes. 

The Vulrure Conservatio n Programme has 
also shown the importance o f collaboratio n 
and capacity building. B HS philosophy is 
( 0 wo rk wi th gove rnment while re taining 
independence. O ur collabo ratio n with the 
governments of Haryana, \X/est Bengal and 
Assam, and also the 10EF p roves that if 
N G Os and governnlent come together, we 
can achieve some level o f success. Tn its lo ng 
history o f 125 years, particularly afte r 
lndependence, B HS ha s wo rked with 
internati na l agencies sllch as IUC , TCBP 
(no w BirdLife J nternational), US Fish and 
\X/ildlife Service, Snlithsonian Instirution, Yale 

nive rs ity, \X/orld Ph easa nt Associatio n, 
\VWF, Wetlands lnternaco nal, International 
Crane Foundatio n and many more. O ur 
collabo ration with BirdLife, RSPB and ZSL 
furtl, er cements this relationship. 

Th e B H , b e ing th e la rgest no n 
governmental and membership conservation 

rganisario n in India was the narural aUy o f 
BirdLife Internatio nal. Within a year of I 
joining as Directo r in Nlay 1997, we started 
discussing B HS beco ming BirdLife Parmer. 
By tI,e end o f 1998, B HS was selected as 
BirdLi fe Partner-designare (now it is full 
Parmer). -nus rdationship resulted in financial 
and tecbrUcal support o f RSPB, the largest and 
mos t success ful partne r o f BirdLife 
In te rn atio nal, to B HS. The vu lture 
conservation programme in India and NepaJ 

is o ne o f dle biggest overseas programnlcs o f 
RSpB. Besides acrually funding the three 
breeding centres, and suppo rting the advocacy 
progralnme, J think the biggest concributio n 
of RSpB is through their tech.ucal support in 
the form o f experts like hri!'O Bowden, Debbie 
Pain , Rhys G ree n, Richard Cuthbert, and 
bringing in o ther expcn s such as Andrew 
Cunningham, Andrew Routh and J ick Lindsay 

o f ZSL and Jemima Parry-Jo nes. l\lo reover, 
RSpB and BirdLife have also helped the 
vulture programme through raising funds, and 
overall raising ti,e pro file o f this ex tremely 
important progranune o f B [-IS. 1 n tI,e long 
history of 125 years, ti,e vuinlCe conservation 
progranune is perhaps the largest lo ng-term 
programme o f B HS. I t also shows how 
various co nservatio n bo dies have to come 
together and work wirh governments to save 
species. 

H o w e ve r, rh e success of rhi s mu lri 
instirutio n p rogramme will be judged when 
o ur skies will be again fill ed up by these 
majestic masters o f the sky. Perhaps papers 
like Un/or Uj% will o ne day write that vulrures 
have come back. I am sure no thing will make 
j akari, Vibhu. ita. Chris. Rh ys. Ri chard, 
Andrew, Risebo ro ugh, J\iunir and hos t o f 
other vulturo phils happier than seeing these 
grand birds majestically mastering the sky as 
they had do ne fo r millions of years. T he brief 
inrerregnwn due to this killer MIg ,,·i II o nly 
remain a bad memory. ~ 

Slender-billed Vu~ure 
at the Vulture breeding 

Centre 
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"M ad am, aha swarga jaanu p ardainaa." 
Yes we rt:all y nccc..l not go to heaven. IV!y 
driver Ramesh Tamang's comment after we 
watched speechless ly an unnaturall y 
gargantuan moon rise over the Changri ridge. 
just said it all. Imagine;: Ladakh miniarurised. 

a piece of aU the grandeur, beauty and ethos 
o f India's slice of the Roof-of- the-World 
condensed into a tin y ho tspo t o f biodiversity, 
the trans-Himalayas and alpine grasslands o f 
north Sikkim. 

It was a late winter evening when we 
rcached the Tso Lhamo Cold Desert, Sikkim's 

piece o f Tibetan Plateau and my srudy area 
for the BN HS Alpine Grassland Ecology 
Projec t (G EP) in 2000. We parked our trusty 
18-year o ld M&M jeep outside the Dokpas 
or Tibetan no mads shelter at Lukrep situated 
at an altitude of c. 5,000 m. Ramesh had the 
un e nviable ta sk o f draining o ff all the 
radiator water (along with his euphoria), and 

lugging the batteries indoo rs to the centre o f 
the little s[Qne cabin to the small fire , which 

w.s JUSt a tin full o f smo ky yak dung that 
gave him a violent headache and utter nausea. 
After putting a blanket of sacks o n rhe jeep's 
bo nnet to keep it warm C!) we remed for the 
n.ight in our sleeping bags on some wooden 
planks kindly "ac.ted by our hosts. 

We were in the lap of Iu.'{ury wha t widl 
our host being the o ldest and most respected 

nomad o n the plateau, 'Dongkung' Ylma 
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or yima from D o ngkung (, Dong-Kung' 

meaning Wild Yak Corner). Sleeping fitfully 
that first night, we awoke early next morn.ing 
to sec our hos t boiling water in another tin, 
some for tea and the rest for o ur radia[Qr. 
Ye s, w~ actuall y put bo iling water in the 
radiator, and by the time the batteries were 
refitted and a hurried breakfast packed in 
o ur bellies the radiator began cooling off. 
Ramesh's internal radiator also let him down 
and soon we found o urselves pushing the 

cold heavy jeep around in the snow getting 
more miserable by the minute. O ne o f the 
nomads came rushing up with a few sacks 

(from the bo nnet last night) wruch we soaked 
with some kerosene and after a while we had 
a small fire roaring under the jeep's chest. 
G lad as I was dut my mother was no t there 

to see this, I got distracted by a rush of wings 
in the air. A flock of over 500 Brandt's 
ivlountain Finches had landed in the nearby 
clearing fearlessly. After considerable effort 
we wcre off to survey the plateau and its 
glories. 

Along the way we stopped to look at a 
Tibetan Wo lf. and the radiator water just 
froze up. After some pathetic attempts [Q 
restart, I gOt off alo ng with a no mad guide 
and walked up to the nearest army camp a 
few kilometers away. You can imagine their 
surprise and horror after learning that we 

had possibly walked through a minefield as 

The majestic Mount 
Chimiomo in all its 
grandeur 
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The stark beauty of Gyam 
Tsona speaks volumes about 

the beautiful landscape of 
the North 

the barbed wire was lying all broken and awry 

under some ~ no\V. That day we had [ 0 be 

rowed into their ca mp, de frosted and put 
away fo r the night in Staehell sleeping bags, 

which were rwo bags in one, the inner down

fill ed. 
AU mo rnings arc no t so b'1<..I. Awa kening 

in the co ld dc:-;c rt and cOining Ollt o f the 

dokpa shelter will always remain exceptio nal, 

especially in July which is spring season he re. 

I-lumc's Gro undp ecke rs h o pping in th e 

d oo rway too close to eve n ph o tograp h , 

picking rice crumbs fro m last night's washing 

with thei_t strange bills. a pair o f Yellow-billed 
Cho ughs scavenging in the ga rbage nearby, 
H orned Larks and lo ts o f Plain and Brande's 

l'v[oullrain Finches, the marshy meadow with 

va.riou ~ species o f alpine herbs, g rasses and 

sedges, the whistling o f Hi.malayan ~ larmots, 

J\louse- Hare peeping out o f rocky areas, a 
Tibetan Fox loping away when I Cafl1C around 

looking for a convenient corner. All the while 

the soothing tinkling of yak bells. with frisky 

yak calves under a brilliant bluc sky. 

Each fo ray into the study arca is fo llowed 
a pattern. After info rming the Indian Army 

head'luarters and provisio ning o urselves full y 
at Gangto k. the biggest to wnship, Ramesh 

and I lc fr with full tank and up to six 20 

litres. jerrycans o f petro l. Our fLrst halt was 
Tsungthang, at the junctio n o f the Tista 'with 

the Lachung Chu. Here we would call up the 
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Brigade Commander at Charen so he could 
inform the fo rward areas to expcct us and 

not ho ld us up. After a counesy call , which 

'\vas a very use ful sensitiza tion oppo rntnity, 
we proceeded through L1chen (c. 3,000 m), 

mee ting th e village headman or 'Pipo n', if 
he was in , and haired fo r acclimatisatio n ar 

Tha ng u Dak Bunga low at c. 4 ,000 m. 

So me times p eopl e fall prey [ 0 pulmo nary 

edema and blinding headach es here itsel f, but 

thanks to a weU e'luipped army establishment, 
there is no r much to fear. Thangu was our 

base fro m where we couJd go no nh to survey 
the plateau fo r a few days alo ng with the 

no mads, then renlrn to survey Lashar Valley 

to the eas t, re rurn to base and set o ff fo r 
Lho nak valley to the west. H aving covered 

all three sires, we wOLi ld go bac k down to 

Tsungth ang and into Lachung Valley, stay ar 

rh e v ill age a nd s urvey Yum th a ng

Yum esamdo ng areas ar almos t th e sa me 

alcirudes as Thangu and above. A ro und trip 

o f 15-20 d ays in th e field saw LI S b ack in 
Gan g tok :-; ati s fyin g ly tired , our cl o th es 

pcrn'lcated with the smell o f the desert fo r 

days together. Since J was workihg with the 
Fo rest D epartment, our staff would eagerly 
look fo rwa rd to the strings sown with hard 

dri ed ya k cheese pieces call ed Cbllrpi 

( e palese) , m o rc valued than Cadbury 

chocolates! These, however. g rimy or fungoid 

in the heat o f low altitude G angtok were so 



highly prized that I learnt o f a new co ncept 
"clean dirt"! 

Our first destinatio n after crossing the 
Giagong Checkpost beyo nd Thangu was 
usually the Lake G yam Tsona area, where it 
was almost mandatory to meet the nuUtary 
o fficial in charge and survey this 'Ocean Lake' 
fo r wa terfowl. This is pe rhaps the o nly 
brackish water lake in the Eastern Himalayas, 
kept alive o ver millennia by a spring from 
?-.Lirdo abo ve it. The place gets its name from 
the flintstOnes ('1\1i-Do h ' - Tibetan) lying 
arowld. TIle presence o f this spring, the o nly 
source o f freshwater in the area is vital for 
the survival o f the guardians of our border. 
To day however, thi s Ocean Lake, whkh 
hosted the largest co ncentration of waterfowl 
in Sikkim is dying, what ,vitb the Mirdo Spring 
dh.-erred over a decade ago towards the camp. 

The n earby C hulung Vall ey ho ld s 
asto unding numbe rs o f th e g lo b a ll y 
threatened wild sheep called Tibetan Argali 
O,is 0"""011 bodgsofli o r 'Nj'ul (Tibetan), which 
use this li ttle shehcrcd area fo r grazing and 
rest. And the wonder o f it all, they do no t 
fl ee even when approached as close as 100 
m. Yo u can in fact see them from inside the 
camp. O ver various visits we have counted 
over 300 individuals spread o ver this little 
valley on the international border of Sikkim. 
During a 2003 conference by B HS at 
Mumbai, Dr. Geo rge Schaller co mmented 
that even he had no r seen so many Argall in 
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o ne loca tio n, whkh was perhaps the la st 
surviving populatio n o f its size in the world. 

The nex t StOP w as th e famo us 
Gurudo ngmar Tso, revered by Sikkimese as 
the footprint o f th eir patro n saint G uru 
Rimpochc. He re we find th e occas ional 
Ruddy Shclduck pair o r a couple o f scaguUs 
and some pochards. but not much else. The 
milky waters o f this lake are ho me to the 
Sikkim Snow Toad SClifigtr bOIl/tllge,;, which 
are perhaps th e world 's hig he st altitud e 
amphibians. ~lost years these o ,"er-winter as 
tadpo les, metamo rphosing into aduhs o nly 
when the weather is warm eno ugh. A fte r 
sighing at the sight o f garbage le ft by touriStS 
and pilgrims, unsightly to ilets, o ther struCtures 

Snare laid to trap Himalayan 
Marmots at Giagong 

Tibetan gazelle beyond Gyam Tsona 
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The scenic view of 
GurudongmarTso 

and the unnecessarily excava ted seldom used 
tcrraced parking lo ts, we attempt a hurried 
clean-up and head back over some chfficu)r 
icy patches at G urudo ngmar's outlet for Tso 
Lhamo. Very few civilian vehicles survive this 
trip unscadled. An aquamarine lake at d,C northern 
base of the Dongkea Ut (Pass), T50 U,aJno (or 
the Utdy of d,e Utke) is a very pristine area with 
tadpoles, snails and runphipod-likc creatures along 
its shallow edges and among the flowers on its 
banks, a wild onion. 

We forge further ahead to [he Khangchung 
Tso, a lake ar the mouth of d,e TisL1 Khangtse 
Glacier at the no rth-easten1 corncr o f Sikkim. 
Tlus is the source o f Sikkiro's lifeline. The River 
Tista meanders through the desert, coUecting 
watcrs from Tso Lhamo, Gurudongmar and 
Gyam Tsona, bringing life in irs wake to the 
entire area. We re turn to Lukrep having 
toured the three grea t lakes which for m a 
major part of the water bank on Sikkim's 
roof-top and a significant stopover for a host 
of mig ratory waterfowl. We had also come 
across a small fl ock o f Mo ngolian Plove ts 
Chorodrills lIIo ngollls breeding at Bam Tso, 
which has since dried up. 
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A no ther s tud y sitt: was th e spectacu lar 
Lashat Valley with irs achingly beautiful Lasha 
Chu, meandering ox-bow lakes, smooth ski
slopes, and another small no madic dokpo 
community which migrates Out of dle valley 
o nro the plateau in winter and shares grazing 
space with the resident dokpoJ in winter. This 
valley which links up with the Yumesamdong 
area at the head of Lachung Valley to the 
east is perhaps the las t ho me o utside o ur 
natio nal park fo r Snow Leopard , ano ther 
globally dueatened species in Sikkim as so 
far rhere is no jeepable road into the valley. 
Plenty o f Blue Sheep sighrings is typical for 

this area. 
The third study site was the Lhonak Valley 

an international migrato ry fl yway accessed 
over the fo rmidable Lungnak La, in no rth
west Sikkim. T he route, around 14 km is 
difficult, dangerous an~ long. Hardy people 
can walk in this high altitude region with some 
difficulty, but many prefer to go on horse o r 
yak back. The steep ascent and descent and 
tiring journey is not fo r all. O ther than the 
local dokpos, who need to traverse dlis rOute 
fo r supplies and the Indo-Tibe tan Border 



Police (ITBP), the o nly oth ers are occasional 

mo untainee rs seeking a downhill ro ute to 
Zemu glacier / Green lake and a handful of 

annual pilg rims for the Dmlepo Tseshi festival 

with. its added hyp e of the Yak-Race. Our 

'Headquarters" mere was at luguthang from 
where we accessed lakes at me foot of o rth 
and South Lhonak glaciers o n the Sikkim-

epal boundary, where we saw four Avocets, 
the C h o rte n yima La and the aku La. 

TIle las t was interesting when we hopscotched 
over boulders in the ground raking care nOt 

to step o n loose soil (do n't ask why) to reach 
closer to the lake to count Ruddy Shelduck 

and saw 3ncmprs to 'push back' Tibetan 
graziers who had strayed in with their yaks. 
At presem dolepos are like unpaid chowkidars 

foc rhe fo rest deparrment as rhey roam the 

entire valley with their yaks and can see what 
is going 0 11. Even the military and po lice 
depend on them {Q some ex terH and one of 

them has a commendatio n o f ho nour fo r 
his services during rhe 1965 skirmish with 
the Chinese. Th ey arc pe rhaps rhe leas t 
kn ow n p eo ple of Sikkim d es pite their 
ex trao rdinary way of Life in a biodiversity 
rich ecosystem. Thepley Tso marshes in the 

Lho nak valley are perhaps the only place in 

eastern Himalayas where the Black-necked 
Crane Gna nigricol/iJ has attempted albeit, 
unsuccessfully, [ 0 breed. 

The fou rth anti last study s ite was 
Yurnesamdong, jusl south o f the plateau and 
accessed from the Lachung Va lley. H o t

springs in the area together with limited space 
for grazing, defence exigencies and to urism 
has left the sparse mamma lian wildli fe like 
Blue Sh eep and Himalayan ~larmots very 

shy, bur there are plenry o f birds of this biome 

including the specmcular Grandalas Gronda/o 

rodie%r. i\1ountain and Snowfinches, Red

billed C houghs, accentors, pipits, wagtails and 

rose finches breed here among the dwarf 
rhododendro n and juniper shrubbery. 

The Alpine GEP was in collabo ratio n with 
the Sikkim Forest D epa rtm e nt of th e 
Government of Sikkim of which I am an 
employee. \Y/e sought ro document the unique 
wild biodiversity, Hudy biru communities, 
census livestock. identify key habitars for 
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e ndange red fauna anti impo rtance of the 
lakes ( 0 mig rarory waterfowl; we s tudi ed 
various conservation concerns in these Little 
srudied alpine anu lrans-Himalayan grasslands 
and could th en devise and suggest a 
conservation strategy, which wo uld involve 
all the stakeholders. These included the yak 

and sh eep herding nomadic Ookpas, rhe 

Bhutia tribals o f the twO villages o f Lachen 

and L'lchung o n the soud1ern bo rder of the 
plateau, the military and para-military units, 
and me road maintenance force in addition 
to Ihe civil administration. The entire area is 

a sacred landscape and classified as Reserve 
Forest with only a nominal presence of the 
fo rest, animal husband.ry and ecclesiastical 
departments. 

Based on the study we found the entire 
Tso Lhamo Plateau, the alpine grasslands o f 
Lashac, Yumesamdong and Muguthang to be 

breeding g round s fo r ho le -nes ting and 
burrowing birds (larks, mountain finches , 

snowfinches and Hume's Groundpecker). as 
well as a whole range of cold de sert 
mammals. many o f which are trans-border 

migrants breeding in the area. O ur visits 
highligh ted the dominant pressu re o n the 
habitat by domestic tivesrock. feral dogs and 
possibl y seasonal harvesti ng of medicinal 
plants. Obse rv ario ns showed rotational 

gtazing of c. 3,000 head. o f livestOck, being 
practiced by 27 dokptl families in an area of 

c. I,OOO'q km. on the plateau. This area forms 
parr o f rhe ho me range o f Schedule-I species 

Dokpasof Lhonak Valley 
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The expanse of Tista 
Khangtse and 

Khangchung Tso has a 
charm of its own 

such as Kiang EqllllS kiang, Naya n Ollis 
ammon, T ibetan Gazelle Procapra pietica/ulola, 

Black-n ecked Cra ne Crus lIigr;co//is, large 

numbers of ground nesting finches, larks and 

breeding grounds for Mongolian Plove r 

Chomdrius lIJongo/lls, Common Red sh ank 
TnOlJga IO/alms, Tibetan Snowcock TetrtlOgti//lIs 

tibeloJ/lls. \'Vildlife of these areas is vulnerable 
to various biotic pressures, an imponanr one 

of which is a population of at Icast 150-200 

stray a nd fera l d ogs liv ing off defence 

establishments. The peak breeding season for 

b o th fl ora and faun a is July-Septe mbe r. 

During this period , most of th e no madic 

dokpas move around o n the plateau, some 
come from Lashar. Around seven famil.ies 

restrict their lives rock migratio n out from 

Lh o nak vall ey. The movements of ca mp s 

have a distinct pattern widl restricted g razing 

areas and imposition of fin es by the Pipon 
fo r irregular g raz ing. Majo r medicinal and 

aromatic plants harvcs ted wcre Nardos/ad!js 

gra"diflora, Picrorbiza k"rroa, J""ipems pros/a/a, 
Podopl!J//1I1II bexu"dmlll, Rhododendron se/oslllll, R 
"iva/e. Overall. th c major concerns wt:re low 
wildlife sightings. seasonal pressure o flivcstOck 

grazing, large scale road consuuction activities. 

feral dogs, wildlife casualties in landminc fidds, 

unsustainable collcction o f medicina.l plants. 

and plants with religious significance. However, 
che most immediate concern was thc drying 

up o f Lake Gyam Tsona. 
\Y/e id en tified three maj o r land scapt:s. 

namely sheltcred rivcr vallt:ys (I....ashar), exp osed 

ri ver va lleys (T h e pley Tso, Muguth a ng; 

Yumesamdong) anu high elevation plateau ( LSD 

Lhamo). Lake Gyam Tsona (Ocean Lake) was 
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one of dle thrce main lakes on the Tso Lhamo 
plateau . It was th t: best lake in Sikkilll for 

lnig ra tory waterfowl until the ~fudo spring 

feeding it was diverted towards the nearby 

settlement due to lack of awareness of its 

importance. Besides it is perhaps the only 

brackish water lake on rhe lndian side i.n dle 

eastern Himalayas. Over the last decade, rhe 
continual diversion to dle camp on its banks 

caused dle lake to shrink from over 50 hectares 
to just a few hectares. The shallow watt:rs also 

encouraged feral dogs breeding around the 

esta bli shme nt there to hunt 

th e reside nt Ruddy Shelduck. They were 

even spotted swimming a fte r the ducklings. 
Today h ard ly a n y water birds vis it the 

dying lake and one can even drive on cl,e dry 

bed! 
Jr was around thi ~ time that the Natio nal 

Biodivers ity Straregy a nd Actio n Pl an 

process bega n. and we linked it with th e 

Alpine GEl' in north Sikkim. Keeping all 
objectives. observations and threa ts / issues 

in mind . a comp re he n sive co nse rvation 

strategy was dra fted with the involvement 
of th e local community and all stakeho lders 

in the study area, including the Indian Arm y 
and various s tate and ce ntral govern me nt 

departments. A who le hearted effort, [his was 

the n inco rpo rated into th e Sikkim Sta te 

Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan. 

Saine achicvenlents 

• Sikkim State Biodiversity Strategy and 

Action Plan published and released during 

rhe \Y/orld E nvironmenr D ay-200S by th t: 

State's Chief l\{inister. 



A Conservation Strategy as diverse as 
the Biodiversity 

Main stakeholders 
1. Indigenous nomadic community 

Developing local capacity 
• Inside Protected Area: Institution 

building of nomads, livelihood 
improvement and alternative energy 
Issues. culture conservation, 
protection of sacred landscapes. 
rehabilitation of Tibetan Mastiff 
(Uokhyi·) 

• OutsldeProtectedArea: Strengthening 
of 'Dzumsa' or the traditional system of 
local administration practiced In Lachen 
and Lachung villages. non
governmental organisations network 
(Lachung and Lachen Conservation 
Committees). trans-Himalayan JOint 

Fores! Management Commrttee (JFMC) 

formation 

2. Indian Army 
• Sensltisation through biodiversity 

training booklet 

• Sikkim Eco Task Force 
3. State Forest Department 

• JOint monitoring with Army 
• Medicinal Plant Conservation Network 
• Declaration of Cold Desert 

Conservation Reserve 
• High altitude Research Station. tie-ups 

with Institutions 

• Three Imponanc Bird Areas covering 
the e ntire st ud y area d ocum ented and 
incorporated in national documenr o f B HS. 
AI\ 11 (eleven) IBAs of Sikk im recognised 
by the Sikkim Stare Guvernmenl. 

• Proposal fo r declaratio n of India'!, ftrst 
Co nse rvati o n Re se r ve. namel y th e Tso 
Lhamo Cold D esert conse rvatio n reserve 
([L CD C R) encompassing the entire srud y 

area prepared and presen ted to th e state 
government after stakt·huklers consuhations. 

• Publica tio n of co lo ur pos ter o n th e 
end a ngered fauna of the pro p osed 
TLCD CR, which was released during the 
World E nvironment Day-200S by the State's 
Chicf i\ l.inister. 

• Formal dialogue opened with the military 
at state level regarding issues like drying up 
of Lake Gyam T sona, fencing of mine fields. 
removal of seray and feral dogs and removal 
of non-biodegradable garbage which was used 
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ro snare wildlife; joint paerolling and regular 

• b y fore s t and militar y 
recommcndeu. 

• Local interest generated in revival of 
cultiva tio n o f rare high altitude edible beans 
Pbaseo/lls coccintlls, and reintro duc tio n a nd 
rehabi.litation o f lives tock gua.rdian Tibetan 

masti ff fo r local i.ncome generation. 

• lnitiatives taken fo r fo rmation of at 
leas t [wo local NGOs the Lachen and 
Lachung Conservatio n Committees and a 
Trans-f limalayan J o int Fo rest t,,[anagemenr 
Comlrurree has also been proposed. 

• At least three new altirude records for 
Sikkim, namely E urasian Lynx, Sikkim Snow 
Toads, Long-eared Bar. 

• Local publiciry together with offi cial 
dialogue regarding the plight o f Gya m Tsona 
Sikkim 's o n ly brack is h wate r lak e wa!' 

respo nsible for military actio n to re-divert 
water from feeder spring at ~{!rl.io back into 

the o riginal natural channel. 

• Interes ting aspec ts of the s. rudy were 
highlighted for local awareness and publicity 
by publicatio ns in mel.iia. 

Las t o f the Dokhy ; o r PhYII-Khi th e 
Tibetan M astiff 

Over a gradual period o f [hree decades 
o r so, Sikkim los t its Tibeta n ~1 astiff, a 

magnificent pure breed o f lives tock guardian 
dog belonging to the nomadic Dokpm in trans
Himalayan Sikkim. Lo nely army personnel 
diluted the breed with mo ngrels brought up 
to the cold desert as pet pups fro m lower 
alrinldes. O n fin.ishing their stint in this difficult 
region. usually over a year or two, they left 
leaving illeir dogs bt hind . TI,ese fed off the 

kirchen and mess wasres and multiplied over 
the years. They have now taken to roaming 
in packs o n the plateau in Tso Lhamo, Lho nak 

and Lashar, hanbring a.rounu army camps and 
the village o f Thangu, preying upo n wildlife. 
Dr. Rahmani was with us when a pack was 
hunting a HimalaY;lI1 l\[armot. Of late, they 

hav e tak e n to pre ying up o n d o m estic 
li vestock. We d o n o r find them at 
Yumesa md o ng w he re there are no army 

camps. In 2000, rhe pure breed was reduced 
to o ne very old male ar Thangu l\[o nastery • 
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Cushionoid vegetation are 
seen on slopes above 

GyamTsona 

wh o wa s late r ea te n b y rh e Naga / Kllki 

regiment of the Assam Rifles. 

The Dokpa Tragedy 
To day [he las I 24 Dokpn families remam 

m os t o f who a rc o ld and falle n b ac k [ 0 

Lac hen , [heir c hilJrc n in Gangrok , even 

Delhi , in sc hool s and co ll t:gc~ and n o r 

expccn:d ro rcturn. Few ha,'c Nepali assistants 

( 0 shcphcnl their lives tock. Fo r ove r 200-

300 yea rs rhe Dokpos spent rhe winters in 

Tibet. Summers wcre spent in Sikkjm. Since 

the \%Os, d)cy <ray here permanendy. They 

are perhaps the least known people o f Sikkim 

despite their extnlOrdinary way o f life in a 
biodiversiry rich ecosystem. Lho nak vaUey is 

the o nly place in Sikkim and perhaps the u nly 
place in eastern Himalayas wht: rc the Black

n ec ke d C ra n e ha s anempte d, a lb e it 

un success full y, t o breed . Trans-Himalaya n 
Sikkim, in rh e: wurld 's }roungest m o untain 

range, i ~ hu me to rhe~c most marg inalised 

and virtua lly forgotten DokptlS practicing trans

human ce, with g ra z in g a~ th e ir m a in 

li velihood . Their unique lifes tyle o f cu
existence wid1 wild biodiversity ullder harshest 

weathe r conditio n s is b cing imp acted b y 
Bhuti a Iriba ls li v ing in lower tempe rate 

regiuns, who explo it the cold deserr as well 

as tempe ra le habitats. Hemmed in by the 

ilHL:rnational burder with Tibet Auw nom ous 

Regio n (T r\ R) o f C hin a and rh e Lach e n 
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vill age, Dokpas ha ve accepte d man y 

adjustments in the interest o f national security 
a s well as the live lihood securi ty o f the 

Lachenpas. Their survival s trategies are in 
dange r o f b e ing p e rman e nrl y lo s t to 

humarury because of issues like feral dogs, 

land - min ed area s a nd o th e r bio ti c 
interferences at a rime when global warming 

issues put focus on conservation of the water 

banks o f the roof the world. 

Need for a Cold Dese rt Conservation 
Reserve in Sikkim 

Sikkim is in th e highes t and younges t 
mountain range in the wo rld, in the wettes t 

region in the I-limalaya. suppo rting perhaps 

the larges t bird dive rsity in the wo rld in 

just 7,096 sq. km ranging fIom aboU[ 300 m 

to 8598 m , th e h e ight o f MOllnl 

Khangchendzo llbP.l, the wodd's third highest 

mountain. Among o ur o ther superlatives are 
the co untry's highest altitude national park 

and biosphere reserve, Khangchendzonga 

again! And the best protected area netwo rk 
in the country. To think we have almost 700 
butterflies, probably thrice as many mo ths, 

beetles and other invertebrates. A t our feet 

lie the Sal-Teak forests contiguo us with West 
Beng al . and to o ur no rth , o ur ve ry o wn 

fragm ent o f Ladakh! o w he re is an area 

thar needs to be both publicised, as well as 

hidden away from predatory arrenrio l1 . Tn the 

famous place that Sikkim has now become. 

most o f us are still relatively igno rant o f the 

fragile namral heritage wc have 10 our no rth . 

This is the Reserve Fo rest land o f the Cold 

D esert. 

The area is ecologically very fragile and 
vulnerable. I t is also the only Cold Desert in 

the e ntire eaS te rn Him a laya. Sik kim is 

internationally fa mo us because of so many 

globally threatened and cndangered species Like 

Snow Leopard, Tibetan Arga li o r Nayan and 
Black-necked Cmne. How many of us know 

thar t11esc arc all culd dcs-e rr species- un.i<.Jue to 

thi~ region? As rhe area is entirely along the 

intcmarional bo rder (TB) it is also w1der defence 

deployment. Consequently. defence priori ties, 
including those of road constnaction. o ft en 

o\'crshadow irs enormous biodiversity \'a luc~ 



c,tlE8R-
:p "9"" ___________________ ~ I '2tL " ~ 

Ilaruly any information was a\-ailablt: on 

this hiv,h cold area since Sir Jose:ph Dalton 
I looker was chased back from Dongkia La by 

1ibctaJl~ over ISO years ago. \X'e arc truly blessed 

to be crowneu by such a fantastic wonderland 

where Kiang or Tibetan Wild Asses gallop freely 
and Tibetan Gazelles fly across stark landscapes 

pursued by a loping Wolf Or furtive Lynx. 

where Gem SilvC:!rspor butterflies po llinate 

medicinal plants like gentians, snow (oad s 

shelter under mossy Stones of Tso Ulamo and 
se.gulls srop ro catch their bre.th. The few 

loe," people practicing nomadic grazing of yak, 

sheep and Pashmina goalS are largely dependent 
on this forest land for their survival and arc a 

part .nd parcel of this exceptional ecosystem. 
TItis is indeed the true and I.st home for the 

yaks in Sikkim. 

It is for all these reasons (hat the area 

needs constant monitoring. ' arional security 

will always be paramount, but OUf precious 

wildlife and domestic livestock Like ayan 

and yaks need to be safegua rded from tlying 
in mine fields or being killed by stray/ fcral 

dogs or poached by humans. lmponant lakes 

like d,e brackish water Gyam Tsono, which 

~'re also dring duc to lack of awarenes~. need 

to be saved. Negative impacts of unregulated 
tourism already visible in the garbage 

accumulating at Thangu, Gurudongma.r and 

Yume<amdong need to be addressed. 0 far 

rhe :oot3te go\·ernment has found it difficult 

10 handle these \;t31 issues due to the area's 
wfficuh access and remoteness, as well a~ 

lack of awareness and manpower. 
Ir is now imperative that this unilluC area 

be formally recognised and accorded due 

protcClion by jOitH cooperatio n berwecn rhe 

lntlian Army. Stare Forest Department and 

the rribals inhabiting rhe area. A detailed 

proposal is ready documenting notable 

features like peaks, passes, g lacie rs , lakes. 
thermally active areas including hot-springs. 
rivers. wetland/ marshes, as well as importanr 

wild animals. bi rds and plants. not forgetting 

the obvious biotic o r human - induced 
interferences. After the area 

would get forma,1 recognition and "viII nor be 
JUSt policed by the forest depamnent, but 

managed by a comminee of [he people 

residing in and around rhe reservc . They 
would advise lhe c\VLW o n how to conserve. 

manage and maintain [he re se rve, and 

s.fegur.d their traditional and cultural values. 

We would need to formally invo lve and 

harness manpower resources available with 

rhe BRO/ GREF and military personnel in 

wildlife conservation. Issues ukc the drying 

up of brackish water relict lakes, impacts of 

garbage accumul.tion, control of fcrnl / stray 
dog menace, poaching of wild animals. 

maintenance of fencing of mine fields and 

use of fuelwood alternatives all need to be 

addressed. Free and frank discussions 

between rhe various s take ho lders nn ()n~ 

platform would increase awareness of the 

lo ng- pending bio diversity issues of thi s 
part of Sikkim. I r would be th e m ost 

importanr prelude [Q declaration of the Tso 

Lhamo Cold Desen Conservation Reserve. 
which in turn would fulfill the objectives 

menuoned abo\·c. This way everyone using 

the area would be in charge of 115 

conservation while using the area sustainably 

and responsibly. r\ \\;n-\.\;n siruati n all the 

wa),! ....... 

Usha Lachungpa, ex-employee of the 
BNHS, studied the Bengal Florican 
and is presently Senior Research 
Officer Wildlife in the Sikkim forest 
department 

A 
Dokpa Chingya expressing 

trauma of yaks in 
mineflelds 
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