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‘Our Himalayas’ highlights the
indigenous and conservation
stories from the grassroots

– reﬂecting on the journey of
community members showcasing
solidarity when it comes to
protection of species to case
studies of earth heroes preserving
and protecting the various
species
on
Earth.
From
conserving and restoring forests
and natural resources to being
the indomitable forces behind
biodiversity conservation, their
narratives accentuate that the
power to make a difference lies
within us all. It encapsulates the
sheer range and the amount of
work the forest-fringe community
members manages to cover
throughout the day, not only at
home, but also in the ﬁelds and
forests. One person, no matter
how small, can really change the
world. It also sheds light on the
art and culture of our land - about
conscious
and
successful
propagation of Indian cultural art
forms globally.
Natural capital and the natural
assets are the backbone of
our economy. It is integral to
understand
the
ways
the
grassroots communities are
involved towards preserving
these natural assets and how

natural capital values drives our
economy from end to end. A true
holistic perspective towards a
sustainable future call for
inter-disciplinary depth analysis
of the intersections between
landscapes, ecology and the
communities – the terrestrial
sphere, the biosphere and all
social living.
The pathway towards natural
assets restoration and conservation to build a rural future must
involve indigenous communities
as stakeholders. Their expertise
and experience are vital to both
understanding and protecting
the forests of the Himalayas.
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It’s a cultural haven for
indigenous knowledge, heritage,
lifestyles and livelihoods. The
region emphasizes the interdependence between humans
and their ecosystems by creating
ecologically compliant community
assets. This catalyses social
mobility through sustainable
economic and ecological development and extensive learning
initiatives, by unlocking the
Nature Capital in food, water,
energy, and biodiversity while
giving the communities the
stewardship of these assets.
These local communities are the
guardians of the natural assets
and it is imperative to have the
communities at the centre and
as the starting point for any
livelihood initiative; and, that
there is a need for far greater
collaborations between organisations that work on livelihoods
and those that work on
conservation and ﬁnd that
‘sweet spot’ to work together. It
is important to make connections
that would link ideas emanating
from the lived experiences of
rural communities with venture
capitalists willing to invest in
worthy causes.
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A

harbor
of
amazing
biodiversity - the Himalayas
stands as an elevated
land of diversity, culture,
traditions and the indigenous
communities and their rich
stories. The wide range of
climates here means there’s a
huge variety of life. Its lowlands
and forests are home to diverse
species of wildlife, ﬂora and
fauna and birds.
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But the lesser addressed area
here is – yet despite all the murk
there are some corners of the
globe where things are growing,
nurtured and changing for the
better. There are stories and
examples that highlights that
when communities, grassroots
and the indigenous hands put
their minds to it they can move
environmental mountains. And
what we need is more of the
same, and fast.
Globally and as per National
Geographic,
indigenous
communities
protect
and
safeguard 80 percent of the
planet’s biodiversity and are the
real guardians and frontline
people who lives in harmony with
nature, uphold the biodiversity of
landscapes, restoring habitats
and building their own social
institutions for self-reliance by
allocating and utilizing the natural
resources they have. From
conserving and restoring forests
and natural resources to being the
indomitable
forces
behind
biodiversity conservation, their
narratives accentuate that the
power to make a difference lies
within us all. One person, no
matter how small, can really
change the world.
Each year, Balipara Foundation
Social Recognition Awards come
across an incredibly set of
bravemen and women – who do

not let fear or uncertainty deter
them towards preservation and
protection of our Naturenomics™
Civilization in the Eastern
Himalayas and recognizes and
celebrates
these
steadfast
minds for their determination
towards preserving the Eastern
Himalayan Region.
1. Bilinso Syiemlieh:Kong
Forests are natural resources that
generates as the main source of
livelihoods to the forest-fringe
communities. From food to fuel
wood to medicines, from serving
as net protectors to being the
renewable source of building
materials, forests provide many
essential social and environmental
services - from absorbing and
stocking, to regulating water
cycles, hosting 80 percent of the
world’s terrestrial biodiversity and
are the community wealth assets.
Bilinso Syiemlieh:Kong has been
living in the wild for the last 60
years and has explored the
forests extensively in and around
Jakrem in South West Khasi
Hills, Meghalaya.
Her indomitable vigour has let her
learn about mushrooms while
roaming in the forests. She is now
an expert on wild mushrooms,
vegetables, fruits and ornamental
plants. Her vast knowledge about
the indigenous ﬂora and fauna
has surprised scientists in the past
who have visited the forest of
Jakrem. She has been active in
collecting wild ornamental plants
from the forests and sells door to
door at homes in her village and
experiments with edible and
non-edible poisonous mushrooms
in her own way.
Kong stands as a living example
of forest fringe communities &

Bilinso Syiemlieh:Kong

leaders living interdependently with
the natural world. The natural
assets from the forests are the
resources that has led towards her
economic growth and upliftment of
the forest-fringe communities.
2. Mahan Chandra Borah
According to Assam’s Action Plan
on Climate Change 2015-2020,
Assam is prone to various climate
changes, falls within areas of great
climate sensitivity and traditional
rice varieties withstand extreme
climatic variability such as ﬂoods,
drought, degrading soil health etc.
And many of the newer, high yield
hybrid variety of crops perish
in such conditions which take up
more resources than other
traditional strains.
Rice being the most signiﬁcant crop
cultivated in North East India, its
perseverance and collection needs
utmost priority. However, varieties
of these crops are the cusp of
extinction and are also threatened.
Mahan Chandra Borah’s endeavor
and passion understood these
challenges and the disappearing
scenario of the rice types and has
led him venture into conservation of
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W

hat are the ﬁrst
thoughts that comes to
our mind when we use
the word ‘environment’ today?
Most people would think of our
ongoing crisis - the challenges,
the emergencies, the dangerous
warming
paths,
loss
of
biodiversity, deforestation and
many more.
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Annapurna Seed Library is the only
library in the Northeast India to save the
indigenous rice seeds. His mission is
to collect and promote the cultivation
of heirloom rice in the region because
of the growing climate concern. He
started his library 12 years ago in
Melang in the district of Jorhat, Assam.

Indigenous knowledge can help to
meet the broader objectives of
society, for instance conserving
the environment, development of
sustainable
agriculture
and
ensuring food security, while
ensuring its protection encourages
the perseverance of traditional
practices and culture. With a vision
to restore and conserve these
knowledges through education
and documentation, Ganga has
been tirelessly working with the
team of KTK-BELT and thereby,

contributing towards building a
Rural Future for the generations
to come.
A local solution towards a future
is sustainable and is the right
path to be taken. Any decision
and actions from the grassroots
have the potential and ability to
deliver
positive
outcomes.
Conservation, preservation and
protection of our natural assets
isn't a task with an end date.
It needs long-term initiatives
and activities and needs
people coming together and
joining of hands. Supporting and
shedding light on our Earth
Heroes and their local activities
means solutions can be sustainable and can be implemented
and designed by people who
stay closest tonature – the local
grassroots conservationists.

Mahan Chandra Borah

A history graduate turned farmer, Mahan’s
subsequent efforts made it possible to
build a library which now include different
varieties of rice like ﬂood-tolerant,
aromatic, black rice, etc. and has been
actively preserving and promoting the
indigenous seeds in the region.
3. Ganga Limbu
As a young child who has been bought up
in rural Nepal, Ganga Limbu is
KTK-BELT’s youngest program officer in
the outdoor education program, has
catalogued hundreds of plant species
using a GIS mapping software and is
teaching and mentoring children in rural
Nepal to become conservation leaders,
guiding them in how to tell their
own stories.

Ganga Limbu
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He has pioneered a unique
library called the Annapurna
Seed Library in the foothills of the Eastern Himalayas to preserve indigenous
rice seeds and has a collection of 250
rice seed variety. With the initiative he
has taken under his prevue, he has
been able to preserve the rare indigenous rice varieties, one grain at a time.

Ganga is also actively training the
youth to document the knowledge
and plant diversity in their
communities. She embarked on a
journey to make 75+ videos,
archiving this knowledge for future
generations in the form of an
‘Indigenous Knowledge Portal’
which now Ganga leads.
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the indigenous variety of rice
seed which also have several
medicinal values.
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THE CONSERVATION STORY OF
ASSAM’S STATE FLOWER KOPOU PHOOL
GANGETIC DOLPHINS'
GRADUAL DISAPPEARANCE
INDIGENOUS COMMUNITIES
AND THE PRESERVATION OF
THE HOOLOCK GIBBONS

Vol 23: Nov 2019-Jan 2020

Koustuv Islam Shreya

OUR HIMALAYAN

BIODIVERSITY

CONTENT COMPILED AND EDITED FROM VARIOUS SOURCES FOR NON-COMMERCIAL RESEARCH AND PRIVATE STUDY. FOR PRIVATE CIRCULATION ONLY

PROFILED AND
PUBLISHED BY

BIODIVERSITY

PROFILED AND
PUBLISHED BY

THE CONSERVATION STORY OF ASSAM’S
STATE FLOWER - KOPOU PHOOL

N

ortheast India consists of
72 percent of total orchids
found in India, with Foxtail
Orchid, locally known as Kopou
Phool and botanically as
Rhynchostylis retusa, being the
most prominent one.
The pinkish-white ﬂower that
blooms in April and resembles a
fox’s tail doesn’t only adorn the
landscape of Assam but is
also broadly linked to its culture.
Every year during Magh Bihu
festival, it is neatly tied to the
head
of
Bihu
dancers,
embellishing and completing
their attire. In Assamese culture,
it’s considered to be a symbol of
fertility, merriment, love and
affection and is also used as an
integral part of bridal decoration.
It’s the wild beauty of orchids
that make them closer to animals
than any other plant. Bestowed

with the title of the state ﬂower
of Assam, foxtail orchids are
rapidly wilting and perishing
primarily due to deforestation,
soil erosion and over grazing
in the region. Also, majority of
orchid trade, which is in part with
China, is illegal.

state ﬂower. If we can protect
the rhino, our state animal, why
can’t we protect the kopou
phool too?” says Mithu Gogi,
a tea planter who is a member
of the group and has about
7,000 kopou phools growing in
his backyard.

In February 2019, The Indian
Express published an article on
how the Assamese are saving
orchids through social media
and cultivation. In 2017, a couple
of orchid lovers connected
through social media in Assam.
They created a social app
called the ‘Orchid Group of
Assam’ which now has over 50
members. They also formed The
Orchid Society of Assam, now a
formally registered society, with
the singular aim of conservation
of orchid species in the
state. “The kopou phool is the

This story of Kopou Phool
conservation
started
with
Khyanjeet Gogoi, and his quest
for these wildﬂowers in the
Himalayan. Since 1994, Gogoi
has been travelling and trekking
only in search of orchids and
has successfully recorded 395
species
in Assam
alone,
discovered 35 new ones, named
three himself and cultivated
several more in his backyard in
the small town of Rupai in
Upper Assam’s Doomdooma,
where he teaches biology at a
local high school. He’s often
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In 2015, Assam inaugurated the
three-hectare Kaziranga National
Orchid and Biodiversity Park
belonging to Akhil Gogoi’s
Krishak Mukti Sangram Samiti.
At present, it boasts of 600
varieties of wild orchids, and is a
spectacular tourist attraction. It is
considered as the largest orchid
park in the Northeast belt of
India. The whole variety of this
beautiful wildﬂower is preserved
in a greenhouse together with
some hybrid varieties where
some of them have been
exclusively collected from local
region of the state.
In a bid to conserve the indigenous orchid species, another
unsung hero from Tipomia
Village in Tinkhong in Upper
Assam’s
Dibrugarh
district,
Biman Prasad Lahan had
embarked the mission around 30
years ago. A postman by profession, Biman collected the orchids
when the people cleared the
forest areas to cultivate tea and
started cultivating the ﬂower in
his own garden. At present, he
proudly grows 25
different
species of orchids in his garden.

Foxtail
Orchids
can
be
conserved by simply growing
them at home as already few
Assamese families grow them
as a much-loved garden plant.
They are cultivated by simulating
nature, creating near identical
conditions artiﬁcially. There are
various ways to grow orchids:
In order to grow ground orchids,
soil is collected from the natural
habitat and for ephiphitic orchids
coconut husks and moss is tied
on logs as a sub-stratum. Rainwater is collected in tubs and is
used for watering. It’s advisable
to avoid direct sunlight - a
thatched roof should be provided
overhead. Different species of
orchids require different altitude
and temperature limits in order
to survive.

Vol 23: Nov 2019-Jan 2020

Later, Khyanjeet became a lifetime
member of Orchid Society of India,
and the founder member of the
Orchid
Society
of
Eastern
Himalayas. In 2015, He met 26year-old dhul player of a local Bihu
band, Ankur Gogoi at a youth
festival. Ankur was passionate about
growing orchids at home. He would
tie them up to the big mango and
betel nut trees in his yard with a
string. Khyanjeet taught Ankur how
to cultivate the ﬂowers, by correctly
propagating them, and how to
make more seedlings. Ankur
learned that Orchids thrive only in
certain climate — they are easy to
cultivate, but they are as easy to kill
too. With an aim to conserve and
grow more foxtail orchids, he then
formed the ‘Orchid Group of Assam,’
with like-minded people coming
from different walks of life, varying
from teachers to businessmen to
students to tea planters.
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referred to as the orchid
expert, the orchid whisperer, the orchid man and is
frequently called by the
government to identify rare
species. In 2010, he published
the “Wild Orchids of Assam,” which
is said to be the only full-length book
in English on Assam orchids.
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GANGETIC DOLPHINS' GRADUAL
DISAPPEARANCE

T

he lush beauty and
wilderness
of Assam
boasts of a wide range
of ﬂora and fauna including the
endangered Gangetic Dolphin
also known as ‘Susu’ or ‘Hihu’
in local dialect. Also referred
to as South Asian River
Dolphin, the freshwater subspecies inhabits the GangesBrahmaputra-Meghna
(GBM)
river basin of India, Nepal and
Bangladesh and the disjunct
Karnaphuli-Sangu river basin of
Bangladesh, with 80 percent of
the dolphin’s territory falling
within India’s borders. Over the
years, conservationists and
researchers
have
raised
concerns over poaching and
killing of the dolphins primarily
due to construction of sluice
gates, embankments, disturbances like motor boats, and
aquatic pollution. Their oil and

meet is used as liniment and
aphrodisiac as well as bait for
catﬁsh. Poisoning of the water
supply from industrial and
agricultural
chemicals
also
contributes towards population
decline, as these chemicals are
bio-magniﬁed in the bodies
of dolphins.
The most signiﬁcant issue is
the construction of more than 50
dams along many rivers, causing
the segregation of populations.
The most recent is the proposed
Tipaimukh dam on the Barak
River – an integral part of the
GBM river basin. According
to an article by Mongabay-India,
the dam, if built would be a
contributing factor in decreasing
the dolphin’s population in
the area. “The water ﬂow will
decrease to the point that the
river will not remain habitable for

the dolphin. The dam would
also wipe out other aquatic fauna
like ﬁsh and algae,” said M.K.
Mazumder,
corresponding
author of the study from Centre
for
Environmental
Studies.
Sluice gates alsoreduce water
ﬂow and squeeze dolphin
habitats and foraging grounds.
“The preferred habitats of the
dolphins are also the same for
ﬁshermen, both seeking the
same ﬁsh because most of the
riparian people of the Barak
valley are largely dependent on
the rivers for their livelihood, and
ﬁshing is one of their primary
sources of income,” he said.
The study by MK Mazumder
gives a glimmer of hope as it
suggests that though the
dolphin has been effaced from
the tributaries of the Barak River,
and occurs no longer in any
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The species is also called blind river
dolphin and side-swimming dolphin.
They inhabit in the muddy river water
which affects their eyesight and make
them partially blind. Although they can
detect light and darkness beneath the
water and can move incredibly fast,
they have a strong sense of hearing in
the air and water alike. These species
are unique because they can move to
their sides, swimming at an angle,
trailing a ﬂipper along the riverbed to
extricate potential prey. The mammal
is extremely fascinating and peculiar
in the way it hunts: as it’s mostly blind,
it uses echolocation to spot prey
under water. As these creatures are
immensely shy and have unpredictable quick movements, their sightings
are rare and they usually vanish
beneath the surface of the water
before one can take a proper glimpse
or capture the sightings into a frame.
According to a declaration by India's
Ministry of Environment and Forests
on 20 May 2013, Gangetic dolphins
are forbidden to stay in captivity
for entertainment purposes; keeping
dolphins in captivity must satisfy
certain legal prerequisites as they
do not usually survive in captivity
and hence cannot be trained for the
entertainment of humans like the
marine dolphins because of their
poor eyesight.
In 2016, the endangered subspecies
was chosen as part of the “My Animal,
My Pride” campaign, to raise awareness about its local extinction. It was
voted as Guwahati’s animal mascot –
a ﬁrst for an Indian city. It has also
earned the title of India’s national
aquatic animal and Assam’s state
aquatic animal. All of this has been
done to create awareness about

the aquatic animal and its conservation. NGO Help Earth has also
been working with civic authorities
to streamline conservation efforts
and create awareness programmes about the dolphins and is also
planning to organize urban wildlife

tours for students in the city. The
collaborative efforts of the Government and citizens could help in
reviving and conserving these
beautiful and peculiar endangered
creatures and can bring them back
from the brink of extinction.
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part of the main channel as
well, it still appears in the
downstream
Kushiyara
River, which is a distributary
of the Barak River along
India-Bangladesh
border.
But the study also underlines that
being a migratory species, it might
re-inhabit Barak by migrating from
Kushiyara, getting closer to extinction.
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INDIGENOUS COMMUNITIES AND THE
PRESERVATION OF THE HOOLOCK GIBBONS
Content Courtesy – Sanchari Sengupta

According to the national survey,
the population of western hoolocks have been on the decline

Gibbon Hoolock
Pic Courtesy: Vijay Cavale

for the past 50 years, resulting in
being declared as one of the
most
endangered
primate
species in the world, even
featuring as “Endangered” on the
ICUN Red List of Threatened
Species. In India, the species
has been listed on Schedule 1 of
the Indian (Wildlife) Protection
Act 1972, with the Government of
Assam upgrading the status

of the Hoolongapar Reserve
Forest in the Jorhat District of
Assam to Gibbon Wildlife
Sanctuary in 1997.
Tribal folklore in these areas
have given a signiﬁcant colour to
these gibbons, with stories being
passed from generation to
generation. The Barekuri community in Tinsukia district of Assam

Vol 23: Nov 2019-Jan 2020

As far as their physical structure
go, the Hoolocks are characterized
by
extra-long
arms,
comparatively shorter legs, and
the conspicuous absence of a
tail. The length of their arms, in
fact, are more than double the
size of their legs, which explains
their
preferred
mode
of
transportation: swinging from
branch to branch. The Hoolock
gibbon rarely needs to touch
the ground. This is one of the
major reasons behind their
endangered state; because of
their dependence on close
proximity of trees, any fragmentation in the forest canopy, for
road, railways, or infrastructure,
can prove to be fatal for them.
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A

mong the variety of ﬂora
and fauna abundant in
the Indian biodiversity,
from the Asiatic lions of
western India to the Royal
Bengal tigers of Sundarbans,
almost none are as endangered
and exotic as the Hoolock
leuconedys, or more commonly
known as the Hoolock gibbons.
In all aspects cousins to the
more locally (and frequently)
found monkeys and langurs, the
Hoolock gibbons, of Northeastern forests, are the only tribe
of apes found on the Indian
subcontinent. The two species of
the Hoolock gibbons, Eastern
Hoolock
gibbon
(Hoolock
leuconedys) and Western Hoolock gibbon (Hoolock hoolock),
are found in Assam, low-end
forests of eastern Brahmaputra,
and the forests of Nagaland.

14

In one village of Abango, Idu
Mishimi of Arunachal Pradesh,
subsistence farmers have found
an ingenious way of preserving
the life of the local gibbons. Theyleave one forested patch of their
farm
uncultivated
and

untouched, preserved solely for
the continued sustenance of the
Eastern Hoolock gibbons. With
the indigenous communities
believing gibbons to be their own
ancestors, it is forbidden to kill or
hunt
one
under
any
circumstances. Such an initiative
by the local communities of the
Idu Mishimi regions have
resulted
in
comparative
ﬂourishing of the Hoolock
leuconedys in their natural
habitat of Arunachal Pradesh.

Gibbon Hoolock

Vol 23: Nov 2019-Jan 2020

marked as “Vulnerable” by the
IUCN. Several NGOs have
conducted
community-based
conservation efforts to successfully
preserve the Eastern Hoolock
gibbons around the Mehao
Wildlife Sanctuary.
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has been a milestone in
showcasing solidarity when it
comes to the protection of
the Hoolock gibbons with
almost little to no support
from the government. The
Manipuris regard gibbons as their
totem animal. In the Garo foothills of
Meghalaya, gibbons ﬁnd a safe sanctuary in the sacred groves, and people
regard them as their ancestors. The
Mehao
Wildlife
Sanctuary
in
Arunachal Pradesh houses the Eastern Hoolock gibbons or the Hoolock
leuconedys,
which
has
been
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Rural Life in Eastern Himalayas

REARS FISH IN ROOFTOP POND
AT INDIA’S ASSAM ZOO, DECADES
OF EXPERIENCE LEAD TO RHINOBREEDING SUCCESS
CHANCE RESCUE SAVES ELUSIVE
TORTOISE SPECIES IN INDIA
NEW SPECIES OF GINGER
FOUND IN NORTHEAST
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ASSAM ENVIRONMENTAL SCIENTIST REARS
FISH IN ROOFTOP POND
Content Courtesy – Sanchari Sengupta

One such person, Assam-based
environmental scientist Dr Amarjyoti Kashyap, has achieved a
rarely heard-of feat. He has
undertaken a commendable
initiative and approach to
promoting aquaculture on his
own rooftop by turning all 1,000
square feet of his terrace into a
natural pond and recreation
centre. What is further admirable
is that Dr Kashyap has been
rearing and cultivating ﬁsh for
almost a year in his rooftop pond
in a bid to promote unconventional methods of recycling
and environment preservation.
A form of aquaculture in limited
space, rooftop ﬁshing can be
useful for urban farmers who
lack the space necessary
forcultivation of ﬁsh both for their

Pic Courtesy: McKay Savage

own
consumption
or
for
commercial purposes. It is a
radically new concept where the
prototype is like a greenhouse
that is designed to organically
grow ﬁsh and, in some cases
vegetables, on top of generic ﬂat
roofs. The idea is based on the
aquaponic farming technique,
created by Italian architect and
designer Antonio
Scarponi,
where the ﬁsh feeds on the
plants and the plants in turn
clean the water for the ﬁsh.
According
to
Scarponi’s
methods, aquaponic farming can
produce approximately 100
kilograms of ﬁsh and 400
kilograms of vegetables.
Dr Kashyap, who was formerly a
professor
of
environmental

sciences at Lalit Chandra Bharali
College and Guwahati University
and later the founder of an
NGO called Environ, conﬁrms
thatrooftop ﬁshing is probably
one of the best examples of
organic farming suitable for
people living in congested urban
cities with absolutely no room for
open spaces. Additionally, with
an initial investment of Rs
50,000, this type of farming has
the
capacity
to
generate
additional income for the farmer
in the long run. In an interview
with The Better India, Dr
Kashyap
says,
“You
can
consume and sell it too. Another
brownie point is the beauty it
adds to the rooftop. I have
utilised 1,000 sqft from my
rooftop to build the natural pond
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W

e, as a community,
have reached a point
when
environmental
degradation, global warming,
widespread
pollution,
and
excessive deforestation is a
mundane matter. To say that
there is an urgent call for the
preservation of the environment
and development of organic and
sustainable means for the
conservation of our dwindling
amounts of natural resources, is
only scratching the surface of
the matter. Growing organic
vegetables and recycling of
waste is our top priority, not only
because of the future of the
planet depends on it, but
because the continuation of our
species depends upon it. At such
times, it is heartening to ﬁnd
many people rising to the
occasion by inventing new and
innovative methods to reverse
the negative impact we have had
on our depleting ecosystem.
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Dr Kashyap’s steps have gone a
long way in ensuring proper
utilisation of available resources
at our disposal to reverse the
negative impact that has already
been had on the environment.
Similar steps from people can
only mean some much-needed
good news for this blue planet
of ours.

Pic Courtesy: McKay Savage

The concept of the waste assimilator
has improved the organic farming
scenario in the country to a great
degree. With its installation, nearly
80% of domestic solid waste
problem can be solved, reducing the
Rooftop Rainwater Harvesting System,
Digha Science Centre, New Digha

Vol 23: Nov 2019-Jan 2020

persistent problems of the
roadside dumps. As Dr Kashyap
explains
it,
through
the
assimilation of microbes and
earthworm, the waste assimilator
can manage all the biodegradable solid waste that is
generated on a daily basis
without the need for additional
Rooftop ﬁshing is not the only apparatus or scientiﬁc technology.
thing that has kept Dr Kashyap
busy; he is also renowned for the
award-winning concept of the waste
assimilator. The inception of the idea
of a waste assimilator comes from
the condition of India’s ruinedsolid
waste management system, where
both plastic or non-biodegradable
waste and biodegradable waste
is mixed. Without proper segregation
between the two, it is impossible
to properly dispose of the waste
products in a way that is not
only harmless for the environment but
also sustainable for the future
generations. To meet this end, Dr
Kashyap
invented
the
Waste
Assimilator, a system to manage all
household generated biodegradable
solid waste within a residential
property. Through the system, there is
also a subsequent creation of
“bio-pest repellent” and “organic
manure” in the form of Micronutrients,
Vermiwash and ﬁnally Vermicompost.
All of it is generated from
biodegradable
waste
produced
daily at the household levels.
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and a recreation centre –
14 feet wide, 28 feet long,
and 4 feet deep. Presently,
it breeds Golden Carp.
I have set up an umbrella,
under which you can relax
and
enjoy
the
view
while
sipping refreshments.”
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AT INDIA’S ASSAM ZOO, DECADES OF EXPERIENCE
LEAD TO RHINO-BREEDING SUCCESS

It was a tough start in life for the
little calf, named Baghekhaiti by
her
rescuers,
the
local
Assamese for “eaten or bitten by
a tiger.” But she survived her
injuries, and would go on to give
birth to the ﬁrst greater
one-horned rhino (Rhinoceros
unicornis) calf born in the Indian
state of Assam as part of an
ambitious
captive-breeding
programme launched by India’s
Central Zoo Authority (CZA)
in 2011.

The greater one-horned rhino has
made a spectacular comeback
once before, thanks to global
conservation efforts in Kaziranga
and in Nepal’s Chitwan National
Park, which together harbour
about 85 percent of the species’
global population of around 3,500
individuals. But the IUCN still
considers the species vulnerable,
primarily due to the constant
threat of poaching — a threat that
underscores the importance of
maintaining a genetically viable
captive population.
The ﬁrst successful birth of a
greater one-horned rhinoceros in
an Indian zoo dates back to April
7, 1960, when Geeta, a female
from Kaziranga taken into captivity
earlier that year, gave birth to
Mohan Jr. The second zoo-born
calf was delivered in 1963.

But these rhinos were born from
mothers already impregnated in
the wild.
The ﬁrst real breakthrough came
in July 1963, when a female calf
was born as a result of mating
between two wild-caught rhinos
at the zoo premises. (This was
just six years after Switzerland’s
Basel Zoo recorded the ﬁrst ever
birth of a captive-bred greater
one-horned rhino in a modern
zoo.) Between 1957 and the
launch of the captive birth initiative
in 2011, India’s National Studbook
of One Horned Rhinoceros
records 13 births (including two
stillbirths) at Assam State Zoo.
While some of these animals still
live at the zoo, others have been
transferred to zoos around the
world. And one female, born in
1978 and known as Geeta or

Vol 23: Nov 2019-Jan 2020

O

ne August afternoon in
1991, rangers at India’s
Kaziranga National Park
rescued a startled rhino calf. The
young female, believed to be just
a few months old, had just
survived a tiger attack and was
separated from her mother in
the melee.
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Despite this track record,
India, the primary home range of
the greater one-horned rhinoceros,
lacked concerted efforts to develop
a sustainable captive-breeding
program for the species. That
changed in December 2011, when
the CZA announced the launch of
a captive-breeding program for 73
species, the rhino among them.
The CZA named Assam State Zoo
to lead the rhino breeding program,
with Patna Zoo as a coordinating
party. With the onset of the program,
the captive-breeding efforts have
become much more streamlined,
says Tejas Mariswamy, the director
of Assam State Zoo. “We now have
off-display enclosures to keep
the rhinos free of stress from the
contact with visitors, and more staff
attending to them. The record
keeping and maintenance have
improved. We are better equipped
now,” he says.
There are eight rhinos under this
program at the zoo. Of these, two
females and one male are at prime
reproductive age, while the rest are

still juveniles being kept for future
use
in
the
program.
In early 2018, however, the
captive
breeding
program
suffered a setback when a
female calf at the Assam State
Zoo sustained injuries from a
male that later led to her death.
Shanti, a rather small oneand-half-year-old female, shared
an enclosure with two other
rhinos: another young female
named Bagori, and Gaonburha,
a 2-year-old male. All of them
were brought to the zoo in
September 2017 from the Centre
for Wildlife Rehabilitation and

Conservation (CWRC), based
outside Kaziranga National Park.
While local media reported the
incident to be the result of a
mating attempt, Arindam Kishore
Pachoni, a veterinarian at the
zoo, insists that it was an act of
non-breeding playful behavior
and not a mating attempt.
“Mating of rhinos is often a violent
and raucous affair. Male rhinos
do behave violently with females
during mating in the wild. But this
wasn’t a case of mating
aggression,” he says. He adds
that they’ve been far more
careful about putting rhinos
together after this incident.

Wild-born greater one-horned rhino Baghekhaiti and
her zoo-born calf Sanatan inside an enclosure at
the Assam State Zoo. Image by Sumit Das.

Two rhinos at the Assam State Zoo, which has successfully bred
the animals since the 1960s.Image by Manon Verchot/Mongabay
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Laxmi, made history in
1987
by
becoming
Assam’s ﬁrst zoo-born
rhino to give birth.
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Though researchers at zoos
elsewhere in the world have
been
experimenting
with
assisted reproductive technology
(ART) in rhino breeding,
Assam State Zoo hasn’t yet
considered it and instead prefers
natural breeding.

success,” he adds.
“This is why we focus on
developing a strong bond
between the keepers and the
rhinos,” Mariswamy says. “Isn’t it
the best possible way to learn
about the animals?”

“So knowing your animals is,
to alarge extent, the key to

A keeper observes a rhino at the Assam State Zoo. Keepers at the zoo say they
do not undergo formalized training, but benefit from decades of personal and
institutional experience with the animals. Image by Manon Verchot/Mongabay
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The core strength of the
rhino
captive-breeding
program at Assam State
Zoo,
according
to
Mariswamy, is the strong
bond that the keepers
share with the rhinos. This, he says,
evolves from “deep knowledge
derived from keen and consistent
observation of the animals as well
aslong-term association with them.”
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CHANCE RESCUE SAVES ELUSIVE TORTOISE
SPECIES IN INDIA

I

n mid-June, a group of boys
were heading back from
a ﬁshing trip to a forest near
the town of Yazali in Arunachal
Pradesh state in northeast India,
when Tao, a range officer with
the state forest department, noticed
that they had two tortoises with
them. He took the tortoises away
and put them in a small forested
plot near his house until the authorities could take a decision on
the reptiles. The tortoises had
golden-hued shells — a colour
Tao had not seen on tortoises
from the area before. So he sent
photographs of the individuals to
an anti-hunting WhatsApp group
he’s a member of, hoping
someone would help identify the
species. The group members
forwarded the photos to other
experts, and in a few days,
Jayaditya
Purkayastha,
a
herpetologist
based
in
the
neighbouring state of Assam,
came back with an answer. The
rescued tortoises, he said, looked
like the impressed tortoise
(Manouria impressa), an elusive

species that had never been
recorded
in
India
before.
Until recently, the impressed
tortoise has been known from
the high-elevation mountainous
forests of Myanmar, southern
China, Thailand, Laos, Vietnam,
Cambodia and Malaysia. There, the
reptile prefers the moist forest ﬂoor
with lots of leaf litter. Shailendra
Singh of non-proﬁt Turtle Survival

Alliance, who has studied the
impressed tortoise in Myanmar,
said the habitat in Arunachal
Pradesh where the tortoises were
found is quite similar to that in
Myanmar. “So it shouldn’t be a
surprise to ﬁnd more such animals
along the Indo-Myanmar border,”
he said. “What is surprising is that
the tortoises weren’t found before
because so many people would
have visited the forest in the past.”

Researchers examining the rescued impressed tortoises
Image by Jhonson Tao
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The high-elevation habitat in Arunachal Pradesh where the impressed tortoises were collected
from is similar to that in Myanmar where the species is also found. Image courtesy of Shailendra Singh
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With very little known about
impressed tortoises, Singh said
he hopes that a long-term survey will
be launched to ﬁnd more individuals
of the species in India. “Finding
two individuals and identifying them
is ﬁne, but the critical thing to do
is to go look and see if there is an
ecologically
viable
population
residing in that area,” he said. “If that
population is there, then we have
to collect scientiﬁc data on it and
try and protect it.”

Bunty Tao with the tortoises
Image courtesy of Bunty Tao
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As for the two individuals themselves, they have been sent to a
zoo in Itanagar, the state capital.
Singh said the species doesn’t do
very well in captivity, though. “They
need moist environment, a special
diet, and they are very delicate. They
also don’t like too much handling,”
he said.
Tao, on his way to visit the tortoises
at the Itanagar biological park,
said that with the identiﬁcation part of
the story now over, research was
needed. “The IUCN tortoise and
freshwater turtle specialist group
recently sent us a letter of
appreciation, lauding the efforts of
the forest department for ﬁnding the
species,” Tao said. “They even
offered their technical support if the
department wanted to initiate a
conservation effort for the species.”
Tao said he hopes the discovery
of the tortoise in June and the
attention it’s bringing will translate to
conservation efforts on the ground.

The rescued impressed tortoises.
Image courtesy of Shailendra Singh
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Tao, however, said the
tortoise may have always
been in the area, “but
before
this
nobody
probably took the initiative
to identify it,” he said. “It
is like an apple falling from a tree.
I’m a range officer, I’m passionate
about wildlife, and I was curious
to ﬁnd out what it was, so I posted
it for identiﬁcation.”
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NEW SPECIES OF GINGER FOUND
IN NORTHEAST

T

he ecological variations
found in north-eastern
India is vast due to the
fairly different types of climatic
conditions found in the region:
the climate ranges from warm
subtropical in the foothills,
moderate in the middle, and cool
temperate in high hills. This
difference
determines
the
vegetation patterns in the region,
making the northeast suitable for
almost all types of vegetation
from
cultivated
plains
to
grasslands, meadows, marshes,
swamps, scrub-forests, tropical
forests, temperate forests and
alpine vegetation. As a result,
northeast India possesses the
richest reservoir of plant diversity
in India supporting about 50% of
India’s biodiversity. Moreover,
nearly 50% of the total 17500
species of ﬂowering plants of
the country is grown here and

about 40% of them are endemic
to the region. Even then,
scientists from the Botanical
Survey of India (BSI) have
recently discovered two new
species of Zingiber, or more
commonly known as ginger,
from Nagaland and surrounding
areas. Of the two Zingiber
perenense, found at Chingmei
village at Tuensang district
of Nagaland, has leafy shoots
that reach up to 70 cms,
and
Zingiber
dimapurense,
discovered growing in the
Dimapur district of Nagaland is
taller with leafy shoots measuring
90-120 cm high.
The Zingiber dimapurense is
white in colour, with the lip of the
ﬂower (the modiﬁed corolla)
containing dense dark-purplish
red blotches. The pollen of the
ﬂower has a creamy-white hue,

and is ovato-ellipsoidal in
shape. The fruit is an oblong
4.5 cm-5.5 cm long capsule.
Discovered around October
2016, some rhizomes of Zingiber
dimapurense were collected
along with ﬁeld data and planted
in the Botanical Survey of India’s
Eastern Regional Centre garden
in Shillong. They began to ﬂower
in June 2018. The Zingiber
perenense, on the other hand,
as
discovered
about
50
kilometres away from the region
where Zingiber dimapurense
was found. In case of the
Zingiber perenense, the lip of the
ﬂower is white in colour with
purplish-red streaks all over. It
also has an ellipsoidal shaped
pollen. Specimens for Zingiber
perenense were collected in
2017 when botanists were
working on the “State ﬂora of
Nagaland” in the Peren district.

Vol 23: Nov 2019-Jan 2020

A bridge wildflowers nature Himalayas Yumthang Valley Sikkim, India
Image courtesy of Pradeep Kumbhashi
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While most species of ginger
possess medicinal values, more
studies are to be undertaken to
ascertain the speciﬁc medicinal
properties of Zingiber perenense
and Zingiber dimapurense.

Ginger
Image courtesy of Zannahsm

Zingiber cernuum at Kadavoor
Image courtesy of Jeevan Jose
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Dr Dilip Kumar Roy, BSI
scientist who has penned
both publications about
the two different species,
says the genus Zingiber
has 141 species that are
distributed all over Asia, Australia
and the South Paciﬁc, with the
centre of diversity in Southeast
Asia. More than 20 of the 141
species have been found in
north-eastern India alone, with
more than half a dozen discovered
from different states of only
the north-eastern India. Not too
long ago, other species of the
Zingiber were discovered in the
Tuensang district of Nagaland
(Hedychium chingmeianum) and
in the Ukhrul district in Manipur
(Caulokaempferia dinabandhuensis).
Dr Nripemo Odyou, another BSI
scientist
involved
with
the
most recent discovery of the
Zingiber species, has pointed out
that the high diversity of ginger
species in northeast India is an
indication of the climate which is
favourable for the growth and
massive diversity of the genus.
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THE ROOPKUND
LAKE MYSTERY
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Roopkund Lake
Image courtesy of Schwiki
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THE ROOPKUND LAKE MYSTERY

S

omewhere deep in the
eastern Himalayas near
the Chamoli district of
Uttarakhand, nestled between
the highest mountains at 5,029m
above sea level, is a small body
of water called the Roopkund
Lake, or more commonly known
as the Skeleton Lake of the
Himalayas. Inexplicably, Roopkund Lake is ﬁlled with hundreds
upon hundreds of human
skeletons, which is what lends it
the unique nickname. The area
is seldom visited by humans,
due to being frequently affected
by rockslides. Local pilgrims and
hikers who have managed to
explore are suspected to have
manipulated the skeletons or
removed parts of the artefacts,
which is one of the major
reasons behind the mystery
surrounding the bizarre origins of
the otherwise serene and
peaceful surroundings of the lake.

Like in the case of any natural
phenomena,
local
folklore
abound around the inception of
the Skeleton Lake. There are
descriptions of a pilgrimage to
the near by shrine of the

mountain goddess, Nanda Devi,
which was undertaken by a king
and a queen along with their
many attendants, who, on account
of theirin appropriate behaviour,
where struck down bythe goddess

Roopkund Trishul, Himalayas
Image courtesy of Ashokyadav739
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Roopkund - The Mystery Lake
Image courtesy Shubhamrathod15
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As many as 28 scientists from
Indian, European and American
institutes, led by Reich and Niraj
Rai of the Birbal Sahni Institute

of Palaeosciences in Lucknow,
have used isotopes extracted
from the bones, advanced
genetic analysis and carbon
dating techniques to ﬁnally
pinpoint the origin of the inexplicable skeletons. However, the
fact that the skeletons originate
from regions far away from
where they have been found, is
interestingly not the most
bewildering of ﬁndings.
It was proven through radiocarbon dating that the speciﬁc
bones from the Indian indigenous specimens had arrived
between the 7th and 10th
centuries CE. The Mediterranean
and Southeast Asian groups,
however, did not arrive until
sometime between the late 17th
and 20thcenturies CE. With a
combination of different lines of
evidence, the data that scientists
have collectedsuggest towards a
group of unrelated men and
women who were born in

Vol 23: Nov 2019-Jan 2020

Recently, however, scientists have
undertaken great measures to test
the skeletons in order to discover
their origins. Results from the DNA
testing of 38 such skeletons have
done much to disprove all of the
pre-suppositions regarding the
mysterious lake. As it turns out, the
skeletons came from as far away
as Southeast Asia, some from what
is now modern-day Greece, as well
as the island of Crete. Some were,
of course, found to be indigenous
to the area. The ones identiﬁed as
ﬁrst-generation
Greeks
were
conspicuously tall, able-bodied
males and females, but not
soldiers. “Individuals belonging to
the Indian-related group had highly

variable diets, showing reliance
on C3 and C4 derived food
sources. These ﬁndings are
consistent with the genetic
evidence that they belonged to
a variety of socioeconomic
groups in South Asia," says
archaeologist Ayushi Nayak of
the Max Planck Institute for the
Science of Human History. It has
also been discovered that all of
them did not arrive together, but
intermittently over a period of
1,000 years. Geneticist David
Reich of Harvard Medical School
says, “Through the use of
biomolecular analyses, such as
ancient DNA, stable isotope
dietary
reconstruction,
and
radiocarbon
dating,
we
discovered that the history of
Roopkund Lake is more complex
than we ever anticipated.”

Roopkund, Trishul, Himalayas
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herself. Of course, more
believable explanations
include remains of an
army or a group of
merchants who were
caught in a storm,
or
victims
of
some
undocumented epidemic.
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The results of the studies undergone at the Roopkund Lake not
only have produced meaningful
insights about an enigmatic
ancient site that attracted
hundreds of individuals from
different parts of the world, but it

also highlights the power of
biomolecular analyses to obtain
rich information about the human
story behind archaeological
deposits, especially when they
are so highly disturbed and
weathered
that
traditional
archaeological methods are not
as fruitful.
“It is still not clear what brought
these individuals to Roopkund
Lake or how they died,” says
Niraj Rai. “We hope that this
study represents the ﬁrst of
many
analyses
of
this
mysterious site.”
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"We were extremely surprised
by the genetics of the Roopkund

skeletons,” says evolutionary
biologist Éadaoin Harney of
Harvard University. “The presence of individuals with ancestries typically associated with the
eastern Mediterranean suggests
that Roopkund Lake was not
just a site of local interest, but
instead drew visitors from across
the globe.”
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the eastern Mediterranean during the period
of
Ottoman
political
control. Studying their
predominantly terrestrial,
rather than marine-based
diet, it is concluded that they may
have lived in an inland location,
eventually travelling to and dying
in the Himalayas. Whether they
were part of a pilgrimage or were
drawn to Roopkund Lake for
different reasons is still part of the
mystery scientists are trying
to uncover.
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MYANMAR NATIVE BIRD
SPECIES FACE EXTINCTION
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MYANMAR NATIVE BIRD SPECIES
FACE EXTINCTION

F

or a birdwatcher in Myanmar, stumbling upon the
season’s ﬁrst water bird,
Baer’s Pochard, during a stroll
alongside the lake, indicated the
arrival of winter. As fewer and
fewer birds appeared with each
season, questions arose. The need
to understand the cause of decline,
even though Myanmar is another
country with a good wintering
population of Baer’s Pochard, was
born. Along with answers came
awareness and led to the formation
of communities as well as groups
who would work towards the
conservation of birds and wildlife for
decades to come.
Out of 28,000 endangered species
found on a global basis, Myanmar is
a dwelling of 46 of the world’s
threatened bird species. Eight of
them are classiﬁed as critically
endangered by the International

Union for Conservation of Nature
(IUCN) while 12 are endangered,
and 26 are labelled as vulnerable.
The list of endangered species
has been around since 1998 and
have only grown with time, counting
till eight on the verge of extinction,
making one hope that would be
it. But further adding to the list,
Thet Zaw Naing, from Myanmar
Birds and Nature Society says,
"It has now become nine species.
The recently added breed is the
Brown Prinia."
According
to
the
Wildlife
Conservation Society (WCS) and
based on an international research
on the Brown Prinia species,
the Burmese Prinia is classiﬁed as
a separate sub-category and is
tagged under the endemic
category of birds, making it an
exclusive type of species found in
Myanmar. The Burmese Prinia

(Prina cooki) belongs to a species
of bird in the Cisticolidae family
and is monotypic in nature. In
appearance, they have short
wings and long tapering tails while
being brown or grey above and
whitish below.
Meanwhile, a contrast to the
Burmese Prina, Baer’s Pochard
(Aythya baeri) has been around a
long time but is witnessing a decline
in winter migration in recent years,
with no deﬁnitive information
available since 2004. With time, the
global population of Baer’s Pochard
came down to less than 1,000
individuals. This nosedive marked
its presence in the current IUCN
Red List status, a record of critically
endangered species.
Research shows that it is never one
speciﬁc cause of endangerment;
in fact, one is led to another
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Tawny-flanked prinia (Prinia subflava bechuanae)
Image courtesy of Charles J Sharp
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Association
(SKNCA)
has
formed, which focuses on immediate measures to be taken for
conservation in central Myanmar. The community is working
towards enhancing the knowledge and capacity of SKNCA
and also focusing on making
villagers and students of Pyu
Village well-informed about
biodiversity conservation and
sustainable resource utilization.
While law-enforcement and environmental laws are still in place
for the preservation of nature, it
comes down to each person
doing their bit towards the betterment of the environment. A
quote by Margaret Mead sums it
up beautifully, “Never doubt that
a
small
group
of thoughtful, committed citizens
can change the world; indeed, it
is the only thing that ever has.”

Playing their part in preserving
nature, a local community-based
organisation named Shwe Kan
Thayar Nature Conservation
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Taking matters into their own
hands, Burmese non-governmental organisation, Biodiversity and
Nature Conservation Association
(BANCA), has conducted surveys
since January 2016 and collected
information on the population and
distribution of Baer’s Pochard,
alongside other migratorywater bird
species, to understand and
assess the threat they face.

Alongside surveys, they have
also begun awareness raising
about the conservation of Baer’s
Pochard with the local government, Mandalay University, local
villagers and school children.
The aid came with local bird photographers and bird surveyors as
well as 85 participants from
Township Forest Department,
Irrigation Department, General
Administration Department of
Tadar-Oo Township, Mandalay
University, and local villagers.
Adding to the development, U
Hla Win, Assistant Director of
General Administration Department of Tada-Oo Township,
says,
“Community
Based
Tourism (CBT) should be
developed based on sustainable
natural resource management
as this would also beneﬁt the
conservation
of
globally
threatened and rare species in
central Myanmar”.

Baers Pochard
Image courtesy of Dick Daniels
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and all play a rigorous
part in leading a species
to
extinction.
While
endangerment by natural
causes are a legitimate
concern, often, it is a
man-made action which becomes
a preceding factor. Pollution and
de-forestation are two of the major
man-made concerns, which are
followed by wildlife trade, urban
settlements, and overgrazing.
Additionally, other possible threats
for bird endangerment are hunting
with poisonous baits or nets,
electric-shock ﬁshing, hunting
water birds with poisoned seeds as
well as land encroachment by
paddy ﬁelds.

PROFILED AND
PUBLISHED BY

32

PROFILED AND
PUBLISHED BY

Yakshaganads

OUR HIMALAYAN

MALAYSIAN FILM FESTIVAL
SCREENS INDIAN ETHNIC FILMS

Vol 23: Nov 2019-Jan 2020

ICELAND GLIMPSES ASSAM’S
FOLK DANCES

ART &
CULTURE

PROFILED AND
PUBLISHED BY

ICELAND GLIMPSES ASSAM’S FOLK DANCES

I

t is often believed that
the culture and tradition
of any place can be best
manifested through the different
demonstrations of its folk music,
dances, and tales. More often
than not, folk tales are best
passed on through the ages
woven into music or enacted
through dance rituals that can
be revisited over and over again.
In Assam, the various ethnic
dance forms that have been
prevalent are a true testament
to the statement. Being home
to a vast number of indigenous
tribes and races, Assam is
a manifestation of innumerous
dance forms, mainly categorized
as
classical
and
folkdance forms.
Even as the popularity and reach
of Assamese folk dances spread
unequivocally throughout the

country, it is a matter of pride
when such folk-art forms get
their due share of recognition
and
acknowledgement
at
international festivals. Such was
the case at Iceland’s Reykjavik
Culture Night in August of this
year. Quintessential folk dances
of Assam – Bihu, Karbi, Mishing,
Tiwa, and Bodo – were
introduced and performed at
tremendous admiration from the
crowds. A cultural troupe from
Assam mesmerized the audience
at the national capital of Iceland
with their dance performances,
an act that was praised
enthusiastically by the Indian
Embassy at Iceland on Twitter.
“Indian Folk Dances from Assam
introduced in Iceland” – the
tweet read, along with many
colourful images of the performances that had the Icelandic
audience enthralled.

(The Reykjavik Culture Night
remains one of the most
popular festivals in Reykjavik,
held on August 18, the day of
the birth of the city in 1786.
Celebrations are held throughout
the city all day long, and people
are encouraged to attend
the festival by the city
administration for which the
entire downtown remains closed
to motorized traffic.
But Iceland isn’t the only country
introduced to Assamese culture
in recent times. There has been
a conscious and successful
propagation of Indian cultural art
forms globally in the last year or
so, and studies have shown that
the world at large has accepted
and admired the showcase
of India’s culture with open arms.
In November, Assam’s Bhaona
form of dance will be showcased
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Bodo Dance
Image courtesy of Bodoland Territorial Council
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The dance form Bhaona is an
applied form of the “Ankiya Naat” or
plays that are scripted in Brajawali.
Traditionally, the dance was
performed at the precincts of a
“Namghar” or a prayer house and
people from every social strata
would gather to watch colourful and
moving performances that were
enacted through narration, songs,
music and dance. Performers don
huge masks, usually to depict
demons and animals, and wear
sparkling costumes to enact
mythological stories from the

Ramayana, Mahabharata
Bhagavat Purana.

or

This particular performance has
been conceptualised, scripted
in English and directed by Arup
Saikia, a resident of Jamugurihat
in Assam’s Sonitpur district and
will be performed by a troupe
of 40 artistes, including local
singers and instrumentalists.
“Very few people outside Assam
know about Saint Sankardeva.
So, this idea came to my mind to
translate and perform his unique
creation – ‘Bhaona’ in English
other than Brajawali – to
popularise it among the new
generation across the globe.
No renowned intellectual asset
can be kept in the narrow
periphery
of
a
particular
language,” Saikia says, adding
that his translation of the age-old
play has been true to the original
work, and he is proud to involve
people from all communities in
keeping
with
Sankardeva’s
vision of universality.

depiction of the art form.
“I am facing resistance from a
section of conservative people
with traditional values and ideas,
some so-called custodians of
Sankadeva’s legacy opposed to
change or innovation. Everything
is always changing, we only
have to keep the roots of the tree
intact, but branches can be
shaped accordingly. Our next
generations can imbibe the
dramatic
and
philosophical
notion
of
Bhaona
when
performed in English,” Saikia
says, stating that there are also
ﬁnancial constraints involved in
the project too.
One can only hope that such
initiatives of representing the
vast treasure trove that is India’s
culture and tradition will be
carried on in future endeavours.
It is only the pride we carry in our
heritage that can fuel the desire
to showcase our customs at the
global stage.

However, there is a section of
people who are opposing
against this deviation from
traditionality of language and
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in Dubai for the ﬁrst time
in English language.
“Ravan Badha Bhaona”,
which is a 500-year-old
traditional Assamese art
form that was propagated
by Vaishnavite saint and reformer
Srimanta Sankardeva, a depiction
of the Ramayana is set to be
performed in English as an initiative of the Prajanma Unmesh, an
Assamese socio-cultural organisation that endeavours to propagate
and popularise the Vaishnava
theatrical performance, especially
for global art connoisseurs and, in
a way, familiarise them with
Assamese culture and traditions.

Mask of Rass at Majuli
Image courtesy of P Phukan
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T

he
oft-repeated
and
almost cliched claim that
“history is written by the
victors” is possibly true for
history ﬁlms and for historical
records. Any historical ﬁlm, to be
fair, is created by – and for – the
victors who for most of the part
are a representation of the
dominant culture. Any mention
or inclusion of indigenous people
in such ﬁlms are at the most a
complementary addition to the
victor’s point of view, and at the
least an overlooked bystander.
Too often, indigenous people are
perceived as existing only in the
past, their voices merely an echo
drifting in through the passing
generations. More recently,
there has been a renaissance of
sorts of the nature of ﬁlms that is
both about and, more often than
not, made for/by indigenous
people. Film and other visual

media are better able to
illustrate or represent the types of
indigenous
knowledge
or
indigenous epistemologies that
are often excluded from the historical canon – in particular, views
on the relationship between
humanity and the environment.
Keeping with that regard, the
Rainforest Fringe International
Indigenous Film Festival of 2019
at Malaysia welcomed a number
of global ﬁlm centred around
aboriginals and their environment, and where the indigenous
communities stand on the entire
global
strata.
India,
too,
participated in the Film Festival
with four ﬁlms on the indigenous
Indian communities. Revolving
on various issues involving these
communities – from State and
corporate oppression to environmental degradation, and from

gender to lifestyle and culture –
these four ﬁlms are an attempt at
giving indigenous people a voice
to raise their concerns and
create awareness in the world
about themselves and the society from their point of view.
One of these ﬁlms is Niranjan
Kujur’s Dibi Durga, a unique
short ﬁlm (only six minutes of
duration) that is a translation of a
day in the life of an indigenous
woman, encapsulating the sheer
range and the amount of work
the Santhal tribe woman from
the Purulia district of West
Bengal manages to cover
throughout the day, not only at
home, but also in the ﬁelds and
forests. Mr Kujur, who is a graduate of the Satyajit Ray Film and
Television Institute and born in
Jharkhand’s Lohardaga district,
says, “It’s true of any society,
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Two ﬁlms from Nagaland, Strength
in Diversity by Chentei Khiamniungan and Shot Awake by Anungla
Zoe, have also found a place in the
ﬁnal four for the Film Festival. The
former is about an indigenous
variety of millet that is foundin
Nagaland, a form of stress resistant crop that is capable of withstanding extreme drought and
heavy rains. Shot in Langnok
Village of Khiamniungan tribe
under Noklak district, the ﬁlm
points out the necessity of preservation and cultivation of indigenous
food in villages in its 14 minutes
and 34 seconds of duration. Filmmaker Chentei says, “Our age-old
traditional practices should have a
far-reaching message on its impact
to our people and outside.” Shot
Awake, on the other hand, is a
documentary onthe traditional
log-drum and an account on how
the Konyak village of Changlangshu created a new log-drum for
themselves. Running for 25
minutes, the ﬁlm uses live footage
of the process of making a
log-drum, interviews of key
persons and photographs to document the story of a Naga tradition
long forgotten and abandoned,

Image courtesy of Khandaker Sumon

only to come back to life through
the sheer faith and hard work
of the people who believed they
could make it. “Most of the
people in the audience had not
heard about Nagaland before,
let alone thatour people had this
tradition of log-drum making,
so it was interesting to ﬁeld their
many questions about our
people and culture,” says
ﬁlmmaker Anungla Zoe. “I see
so many commonalities between
the indigenous communities
gathered here at the festival
and us Nagas, starting from how
we look, to our traditional
textiles, our similar traditional
beliefs, our tattoo art and so on.
This indigenous ﬁlm festival is
ameeting of a family and a
sharing of our diverse stories,
through love as well as
our tears.”
The fourth ﬁlm, Niyamgiri – The
Mountain of Law by Surya
Shankar Dash is a focus on the
ﬁght of the Dongria Kondh
community in order to save the
environment and their sacred
lands from being taken over by
bauxite
mining
companies.
Mr Dash, who is also the founder
of the International Indigenous
FilmFestival of Bhubaneswar,
says, “The ﬁlms are on a gamut
of issues and subjects.” He also
hopes that the Bhubaneswar
festival will now become a
centre of attraction for global
indigenous ﬁlm festivals to
source Indian ﬁlms for their

programming, since all four ﬁlms
addressed to the Malaysian Film
Festival were screened at the 1st
International Indigenous Film
Festival of Bhubaneswar.
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anywhere in the world
but we remain blind to
women’s labour.” The
ﬁlm, which uses only
non-professional actors
from within the community,
has no dialogues. It functions only
through vocals and the musical
instrument kartaal, knitting itself
around and contextualising in a folk
song about the conﬂict between the
Aryans and the Santhals. The song
is known to be played during the
Sohrai festival of the Santhals, a
harvest and cattle worship festival
celebrated shortly after Diwali. It
describes the abduction of two girls
by the Aryans and two other girls
who go in search of them. “It’s in
the memory of the missing girls,
expecting them to return any time
soon. It gave context to my ﬁlm —
how women get stuck in the circle
of work,” says Mr Kujur.
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