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When we think of forests, we
think of charismatic animal
species: elephants, tigers, the
hornbill. But we do not always
connect them with people,
though forests provide silent
services – ecosystems services
– that keep the earth running.
Today, people are increasingly
aware of the losses incurred with
every hectare of forest lost every
second, everyday: the earth’s
ability to manage its water,
oxygen and carbon cycles.
But forests also play an
important role in preventing
disease outbreaks.
Over 60% of emerging epidemics are transmitted to humans by
animals, with over two-thirds of
these originating in wildlife.
From the Nipah virus outbreak in
Bangladesh and the Zika virus in
Brazil, shrinking ecosystems
have brought humans into
increasing contact with wild
animals – with serious, if not
lethal, consequences. COVID-19
is currently believed to have
been spread through exotic
animal trade in Wuhan’s wet
markets. With over 200,000
people infected and a projected
cost of $1 trillion to the global
economy, the need for understanding how forests serve
as frontline buffers against the
spread of diseases has never
been more important.

By Ranjit Barthakur, President & Founder, the Balipara Foundation

Himalayan Goral

THE SCIENCE OF HABITATS
& HEALTH
Research from 2015 delves into
this relationship in greater detail
by linking Ebola outbreaks and
deforestation for palm oil plantations. Firstly, shrinking forests
brought disease-bearing fruit
bats into increasing contact with
humans, across broader geography than before. More victims
across more villages provided
more pathways for disease
transmission. Secondly, the
spread of palm oil plantations
transformed the bats’ ordinary
feeding behavior from forest-foraging to feeding and sheltering
in the plantations. In turn, this
increased their contact with
humans,
increasing
overall
human exposure to the Ebola
pathogens carried by these bats.
Thirdly, the shrinking forests
led to a decline in the overall
ecosystem’s complexity and
distancing – its “white noise” –
which meant that infected bats
were more likely to come into
contact with potential carriers
than otherwise. This overall
rise in the speed with which
pathogen carriers came into

contact with potential victims
led to a decline in the disease’s
“burnout” – essentially preventing it from being drowned out
by the overall web of checks
and
balances
that
forest
ecologies provide.
LESSONS FOR INDIA’S
EASTERN HIMALAYAS
The critical factor at play in
the Ebola case study is the role
of industrial agri-business and
food production, which focuses
on high volume/productivity and
market proﬁtable monoculture
plantations. While oil palms had
previously been planted in
Guinea by forest-fringe communities, it was always on a smaller
scale and through controlled,
non-disruptive agroforestry. The
move towards vast, industrialized monocultures eroded the
ﬁnely threaded balance maintained by ecosystems, leading to
the cascading changes in fruit
bat populations, behaviors and
distribution described above.
We see a similar pattern playing
out in the North East today. The
region lost approximately 765 sq
km of forests in 2019.
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orests manage natural
processes, but they are
also frontline buffers
against disease outbreaks. On
International Day of Forests, the
need to rethink how we study
and manage our forests has
never been greater.
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North-East India

WHAT DO WE DO?

RESTORING HEALTHY FORESTS
The key to re-establishing the balance
needed for forests to protect against
pandemics is not just to create more
green cover, but to restore and enhance
the diversity of native forests for
healthy habitats through strategic
rewilding. Forest restoration, therefore,
must be scientiﬁcally managed, by
studying species distribution of existing
forests or remaining seeds and
planting
local,
native
species
accordingly. It must also be geared
towards
ecological
connectivity,
bridging fragmented forest habitats to
restore environmental stochasticity.

The goal for the North East in the
coming years should not just be
net zero deforestation, but a net
increase in scientiﬁcally restored,
regenerative forest ecosystems.
BETTER INTERDISCIPLINARY
RESEARCH: GEOLOGY,
BOTANY, ANTHROPOLOGY
Research must be piloted
regionally and must be systemsoriented and collaborative. Like
the interdisciplinary OneHealth
Initiative, we must understand
disease risks by conducting
intensive research on ecosystems,
biodiversity, their intersection
with human populations, with
deforestation-based
threat
modelling to map potential
outbreak hotspots.
The NaturenomicsTM principle of
interdisciplinary research for
securitizing LEWWAC is important: geology’s landscape focus
offers long-range trends in overall environmental changes (e.g.
among aquifers, land patterns
etc) for health modelling, botany
offers knowledge on plant-based
medicines and restoring balanced
ecologies, anthropology offers
perspectives on forest-fringe
communities’
models
and
understanding of health and its
relationship with forests – which
in turn provides new insights that
might be missed by prescriptive
scientiﬁc research.

DOCUMENTING
TRADITIONAL & LOCAL
KNOWLEDGE
Traditional ecological knowledge and oral histories of
forest-fringe
communities
provide unique insights into the
relationships between people
and ecosystems. Some of this
may yield potential medicines
for treating diseases vis a vis
the use of thuja occidentalis in
treating ﬂu symptoms. But
they also can provide insight
into
historical
disease
outbreaks
and
potential
causes behind these outbreaks that can be used to
model future risks, among
similar vulnerable communities.
Their knowledge is also
essential in restoring forests –
knowing which species to
plant, how much of them and
even which species’ cultivation
can be intensiﬁed for smallscale use.
MONOCULTURES TO
AGROFORESTRY
The North East must look at
a complete transition from
industrialized
monoculture
plantations to agroforestry.
This must be implemented not
just in tea plantations, but in
timber and green cover restoration programmes executed
in partnership with JFMCs as
well. Greater diversity, with
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Prevention is better than cure, and
immediate action in ﬁve key areas
across the North East will enhance
future prevention and mitigation: 1)
restore
healthy
forest
habitats,
particularly dense forests; 2) better,
collaborative science and interdisciplinary research to understand risks and
model potential future pandemic threats
as well as monitor animals and forests
to detect unusual patterns; 3)
documentation of traditional knowledge
and oral histories to identify historical
patterns of outbreaks, their projected
causes as well as potential cures
through ethnobotanic knowledge; 4)
stop monoculture cultivation and
transition completely to agroforestry on
both industrial as well as small scale
plantations; 5) robust yet equitable good
governance mechanisms to incentivize
restorative practices and punish the
destruction of ecosystems.
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In Assam, the rise of small
tea growers alongside the tea
industry’s domination of the
landscape – over 3000 sqkm
of its total area – has led to
an increasing conversion of
forests into tea plantations, as well as in
Arunachal Pradesh and Nagaland.
Small tea growers often practice
agroforestry, but the vast estates are
largely monocultures and as smaller
plantations dig ever deeper into forest
ecosystems, new disruptive effects may
emerge – like Ebola outbreaks in West
Africa – that have not yet been
modelled or studied.

6

This transition and the goal for net
positive forest restoration in the
North East must be encouraged
through good governance. The
destruction of existing forestsmust
be taken seriously – and punished

THE FUTURE IS
INTERDEPENDENT
India’s Eastern Himalayas are
lucky to have almost 65% of its
forests, almost more than any
other region in India. As threats
against these forests rise, however, the next unknown pandemic
is just one more lost tree away
from us. As we celebrate the
International Day of Forests, let
us commit to the NaturenomicsTM
and Rural Futures vision for
interdependency through better
science, forest restoration and
ecosystems protection – not just
for animals, but for people.
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EQUITABLE GOOD
GOVERNANCE

as such, with more weighted
punishments for actors incurring
large-scale destruction. Green
cover restoration programmes
must measure not just numbers,
but also species diversity in
plantations and their integration
with local ecologies. Financial
support may be needed to
help tea plantations, particularly
small tea growers, develop
buffer zones and transition to
agroforestry. Rigorous certiﬁcation schemes will add value to
tea from plantations following
organic and agroforestry-based
cultivation – particularly as the
market for ethical, eco-friendly
products
grows
in
both
India and internationally.

Himalayan red-crested Bulbul
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buffer zones bridging wild
and cultivated spaces will
lower human to animal
disease transmission. While
we cannot entirely divest
from commercial cultivation,
a greater focus on mitigating ecological disruptions through biodiversityrich agroforestry will improve the
resilience of ecosystems.
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NEPAL’S ROAD-BUILDING
SPREE PUSHES INTO THE
HEART OF THE HIMALAYAS
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INDIA, BHUTAN AND NEPAL ARE PLANNING
A TRANS-BORDER CONSERVATION PARK

I

t is of great signiﬁcance in
these times to ensure the
utmost protection of our
natural resources and biodiversity.
We have been privy to different
communities coming together
and joining hands to protect
the environment on several
occasions. And while such
instances of camaraderie and
partnership between communities is indeed uplifting and
inspiring, what is even more
motivating is such solidarity
between different countries.
The earth’s great expanse of
natural resources is hardly
limited to particular countries,
nor are they constrained by the
man-made
boundaries
that
countries have established over
the years. Thus, when several
nations come together on equal
footing, with a common goal to
employ their resources to protect

and nurture the environment
and the planet as a whole, it
is truly an inspiring movement.
One such decision has been
taken that can prove to be
very signiﬁcant in terms of
conservation of biodiversity.

Involving three great countries,
a large scale transborder
conservation of biodiversity will
be witnessed in the coming
months. India, Bhutan and Nepal
have drafted a memorandum,
developed
and
funded

Manas National Park
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similar traditions from time
immemorial, but have been
separated by the political boundary. In this sense, this park will be
a harbinger of peace in the area.”

Says Soumitra Dasgupta, Inspector-General of Forests (Wildlife)
at the Ministry of Environment,
Forest and Climate Change: “This
project will maintain the natural
connectivity of wildlife species
undisturbed by political boundaries.
[It] will also help the local communities through ecotourism [and] maintain the traditional and cultural
continuity of villages that share

The main idea behind the
Memorandum of Understanding
was that animal species, and their
movements and conservation
thereof, is not and should not be
hindered by international lines.
Officials have kept migratory
elephants in mind when formulation the plans for the tripartite
venture. It is inevitably an ulterior
motive to restrict humanelephant conﬂicts. To that end,
there have been constructions of
environmentally friendly biofences and use of elephantrepellents. It has been decided
that unlike other species-oriented
parks, this will be a landscapeoriented one, in that, the entire
park will have conservation
protocols that are based completely on the landscape. Apart
from the Manas National Park of
Bhutan, which is a UNESCO
World Heritage site, Project tiger
reserve and a biosphere reserve,
this extension of the park will be

home to many other endangered
species like the Assam roofed
turtle, the golden Langur, the
hispid hare and the pygmy hog.
It will also house the famous wild
water buffaloes.
Asia and Paciﬁc regional
information officer with UNEP,
Adam Hodge, has expressed
that
the
project
was
a
comprehensive effort to consider
all the stakeholders involved and
how it can contribute to the
achievement of sustainable
development goals and the
biodiversity targets. He says:
“There is a need for connectivity
and international cooperation
because it does not exist in the
region on a larger scale.”

Roopkund, Trishul, Himalayas

Wildlife at the Park

OUR HIMALAYAN

by the UN Environment
Program
(UNEP)
in
collaboration with the
ICIMOD and SAARC
development fund, which
is expected to strengthen
the biodiversity conservation and
ecosystem services through community involvement in the Manas
and Kanchenjunga landscapes.
These lands contain some of the
most precious and rich biodiversity
of global signiﬁcance that is in dire
requirement
of
cross-country
conservation. While there is
already the existence of one
trans-boundary Protected Area in
India
and
Bhutan,
which
constitutes the Manas landscape
of Assam, this new project will be
an extension of the same.
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NEPAL’S ROAD-BUILDING SPREE PUSHES
INTO THE HEART OF THE HIMALAYAS

T

he Manaslu Conservation
Area in the Himalayan
Mountains of north-central Nepal consists of a
642-square-mile protected area
that remains to be connected by
road to the outside world. Trekkers to this area follow a route
that was opened more than two
decades ago. It follows a deep
river gorge, climbs through hardwood and conifer forests, interlaces through adjoining villages,
and
emerges
into
alpine
pasturelands north of Mount
Manaslu.
Mount
Manaslu,
incidentally, at 26,781 feet, is the
world’s eighth-highest peak. The
glacier-ﬂanked pathway then
crosses a 17,000-foot pass
before descending into the
region of the Annapurna ridge,
with peaks climbing to 26,000
feet. This trek provides some of
the most breath-taking views in
Nepal. Local ward chairman and

trekking lodge owner Pema Döndrup says: “The lakes here are
pristine, the wildlife is abundant,
and our ancient culture is alive.
We need to preserve this area.”

The new roads that are being
built to the Manaslu region are all
a part of an ambitious new effort
in Nepal to construct paved,
gravel, or dirt roads that connect

The Annapurna Range
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every town and settlement in the country. As
this
rage
of
road
construction permeates
into even the most
remote valleys of the
Himalayas, subsistence farmers
and traders, who were long
neglected by Nepal’s government,
are hoping the roads will bring jobs,
lower trade and transportation
costs, and improved education and
health care to the country’s mostly
ignored inconspicuous corners.
The road-building economic boom
is being funded by international
development agencies, the Nepalese government, and countries
such as China. With the latter’s
ﬁnancial help, Nepal’s Strategic
Road Network is simultaneously
asserting its presence northward
from the sub-tropical lowlands and
south from the border with the Tibet
Autonomous Region of China.

“We’re saying, ‘yes,’ bring the
roads as far as the lower villages of
those valleys, but not above and
beyond them,” Sherpa says.
“When people along the roadway
below my village found themselves
working as day laborers for wealthy
outside businesspeople, and saw
their houses coated in dust, they

Road construction through the mountains

began to raise questions. I
describe to them the area below
Mount Everest, which is thriving
economically without a road.”
Yet another signiﬁcant environmental concern is that the trade
in endangered species in Nepal
could considerably worsen as
roads are built into these remote
areas. Nepal has long been
recognised as a transit country
for tiger skin, musk deer pods,
and other endangered animal
parts, typically carried from India
on foot over Himalayan passes
to pharmaceutical markets in
China and Vietnam.
Architect and ﬁlmmaker from the
valley of Tsum, located within the
Manaslu Conservation Area,
Sonam Lama, sums up the
entire situation in a few very
hard-hitting questions. “We need

to ask some very basic questions,” he says. “What do we
mean by ‘development’? For
whom? Who is making the
decisions? And on whose terms
are we going to transition into
the future?”

Vol 24: June-August 2020

Underlying the concern about
Nepal’s road construction is the
impact of exposing large, relatively
untouched, virgin regions of the
Himalayan nation to development.
Pasang Sherpa, a former member
of Parliament from far north
eastern Nepal, has pushed a political consensus to delay the road
construction right into the fragile
high valleys of the Mewa River
drainage
area,
in
the
shadows of Mount Kanchenjunga
and Mount Makalu. This biodiverse landscape comprises an
abundance of alpine meadows and
lakes, snow leopard, blue sheep,
and wolves. The area is the source
of rich origin myths for the local
Limbu and Dhokpya Sherpa
ethnic groups.
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Agricultural lands in Bangladesh

BANGLADESH-NIGERIA TO SIGN BILATERAL
AGREEMENT ON AGRICULTURE
Content Courtesy - Sanchari Sengupta

In such light, the Bangladesh High
Commissioner to Nigeria, Mr
Shameen Ahsan, has disclosed
plans that work towards a better
agricultural future for the country.
The announcement has been
that Bangladesh will soon sign an
agreement with Nigeria in the area
of agriculture in order to attempt to
create a better relationship and
foster
commercial
activities
between the two countries.
“We are currently working on
signing an agreement on cooperation, in the ﬁeld of agriculture
and that would provide key
platform to share best practices
between the two countries,” said
Mr Ahsan, at a NigeriaBangladesh Business Forum
held at Lagos. “In addition to this
Memorandum of Understanding
(MoU), we are sharing this even
in ﬂood control.”
He has also reiterated that it is
important to interact with the
members of the civil society of
both countries to create a better
understanding of the situation
and dispel any kind of misconception that might populate in

Banana market

the minds of the common folks.
An agricultural agreement, on
that front, would prove to be a
key platform for sharing some of
the best practices between the
two countries.
According to the President of
Lagos Chamber of Commerce
and Industry, Mr Babatunde
Ruwase, both Bangladesh and
Nigeria have expressed mutual
interest to expand bilateral
relations overtime.
“We therefore urge Bangladeshi
businessmen to invest in
agriculture, ICT, food processing,
garment production and industrial
sectors of the economy,” he said
in his address.
When
referred
to
the
Bangladesh Tariff Commission
of 2014, a feasibility study has
proven the beneﬁts of signing
preferential trade agreements
with African states, with Nigeria
and Mali on the forefront as the
most promising countries for
signing such agreements.

Mr. Ruwase added, “However,
while export-led policies has
helped Bangladesh rank among
the world’s fastest growing
economy with some eight per
cent annual expansion rate,
Nigeria is keen to boost economic
growth which is stuck at some
two per cent by attracting private
capital into the non-oil sector.”
What remains to be seen is how
both countries take advantage of
this huge opportunity that this
association brings, renews not just
the cultural practices but also the
amicable bonds of friendship that
has existed between the two for a
long time.

Bangladeshi
pastoral lands
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n an environment where
agriculture and agricultural practices have
taken forefront in society, it is
incumbent upon countries to
adapt or borrow practices from
different communities in order to
enrich their own practices at
home. When globalization has all
but succeeded in making the
world ﬁguratively ‘one,’ it is of no
surprise when countries team up
to share and discuss matters that
are signiﬁcant for all parties and
might prove to be a game
changer for all.
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UNKNOWN SAVIOURS OF THE ENVIRONMENT:
THIRTY-FIVE MEN CREATE A FOREST FROM
BARREN LAND

The seeds for creating the dense
forest were laid during the late
1980s, when the 35 youths
credited for the man-made forest
were members of All Bodo
Students Union (ABSU), a
student organization formed in
1967 to ﬁght for a separate
territory, meant to be carved out
from Assam state. The Bodos
are an ethnic and linguistic
community centred on the
Udalguri and Kokrajhar districts
of the Indian state of Assam.

Dense forest where there used to be barren land

poultry inside Bhairabkunda
reserve forest. “It was a small
area in which we decided to do
farming and other activities. We
had already formed a cooperative and took permission
from forest department in this
regard. We started with farming,
ﬁshing, and also poultry. But it
hardly brought any proﬁts
because we didn’t have much
experience and connection with
the local market,” said Alfred
Daimari, 54, another member.
As they were pondering over
their future, a forest ranger came
to their rescue in 2004. He

offered
them
a
livelihood
opportunity of planting saplings
on the barren land inside the
forest for the next ﬁve years.
Alfred points to another major
problem faced by them during
the plantation: “We also created
our own nursery for plantation.
But the villagers became envious
of us. They thought that we were
trying to grab the land by growing
the forest while others thought
that it was a ploy to gobble
the funds.”
Their hard work ﬁnally paid off.
The more than 1.4 million saplings

“We were waging a non-violent
movement for the separate land
but quit the struggle after the
accord was signed. We decided
to return to our homes and earn
livelihood for our families,” said
Bilup Daimari, 53, who was also
part of the movement.
In 2003, the group of men then
earmarked land for farming and

Treehouse for the tourists
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P

rinson Daimari is overwhelmed with pride
every time he visits the
lush green forest with
birds’ nests perched on the
treetops inside the Bhairabkunda
reserve forest in Udalguri district
of Assam in North East India.
The 52-year-old stands under a
canopy of trees and recalls
those days when he, along with
his 34 colleagues, spent countless hours shovelling the boulders and stones from beneath
the earth to make the barren,
sandy land fertile. For a ﬁrst-time
visitor, it is hard to believe that
the same stretch of land now
boasts of a dense forest spread
across 750 hectares, rich in
biodiversity,
with
elephants
frequenting the area even during
the day.

Content Courtesy: Gurvinder Singh, Mongabay
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“Earlier, we hardly used to see
elephants in this region but now
jumbos
crossover
from
the
Arunachal Pradesh and Bhutan
borders located at a distance of a
few kilometres and roam in this part
of the forest that was once a barren
sandy land,” said Anshu Daimari,
59, a local.

The team

“We have virtually spent our
prime years in converting a
barren and uneven land ﬁlled
with rocks and stones into
a picturesque forest inhabited
by venomous reptiles and wild
animals,” Prinson said with
a smile on his face as the
sun’s rays try to peek through

the tall bamboo trees. “We
have not only created a forest
but have also set a successful
example
of
environmental
conservation
through
our
hard work.”

Vol 24: June-August 2020

The members are now mostly
involved in farming and other jobs,
but they still have strong emotional
connections with the forest. They
unanimously
urge
the
state
government to promote tourism.
“We have spent our lives in growing
the forest but have got nothing in
return. We do not have the same
energy left and do odd jobs for
survival. We urge the government
to promote tourism so that the
money earned can be utilized for its
maintenance. Our work can never
be compensated in terms of
materialistic awards. The only
remuneration is its preservation
when we are gone.”

The conservationists

OUR HIMALAYAN

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

they’ve planted since 2005
have now turned into a
dense green forest inhabited
by snakes, deer, wild boars,
and birds. The area is also
frequented by elephants
from the neighbouring state of
Arunachal Pradesh and neighbouring country Bhutan. The group has
also built a treehouse for tourists.
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ASSAM AIMS TO HAVE 3,000 RHINOS BY NEXT
YEAR, MANAS NATIONAL PARK LEADS THE WAY

O

n the evening of January
13, 2013, Deba Kumar
Datta was on his way to
a remote camp inside Manas
National Park, a 500- squarekilometer protected area in the
north eastern Indian state of
Assam. As a senior project
officer with WWF India, he had
spent the last ﬁve years tracking
the movements of greater onehorned rhinoceros (Rhinoceros
unicornis) that had only recently
been reintroduced to the park.
Datta had barely driven 100
meters when a villager called
him to say that a rhino had been
killed a few kilometres away.
Datta’s team rushed towards the
location of poaching with the
forest department staff. There, in
front of them, was Iragdao — an
adult male rhino, lying dead on
his side.
For conservationists, Iragdao’s
death was tragic. He was one of

the last adult breeding males in
the park at the time of his death.
He had also been one of the ﬁrst
two Indian rhinos to be
reintroduced to Manas as part of
a
high-proﬁle
translocation
project. Thereafter, an ambitious
project, called the Indian Rhino
Vision 2020, was launched in
response to the declining
population of rhinos in Assam.
With the distribution of rhinos
limited to a handful of protected
areas, the species was at
heightened
risk
of
being
decimated by threats like
diseases, natural disasters or
poaching. The IRV 2020 strategy
called for expanding the species’
range from three protected areas
within the state to seven. This
would involve translocating wild
rhinos from Kaziranga and
Pobitora to parks that no longer
harboured these animals: Manas
National Park, Burachapori and

Laokhowa Wildlife Sanctuaries
and Dibru-Saikhowa National
Park. To achieve this, IRV 2020
would continue to boost the
protection of existing rhino
populations in the state and
better manage their habitats.
After a series of preliminary
checks, it was decided that
Manas National Park would be
the ﬁrst protected area to be
restocked with rhinos and
Datta’s team would monitor
the animals.
While strategies were being
ﬁgured out, another organization
was moving rhino babies to
the
park.
These
calves,
orphaned during ﬂoods or by
poachers, had been hand-raised
at the Centre for Wildlife
Rehabilitation and Conservation
(CWRC) located near Kaziranga
National Park. Amit Sharma,
WWF India’s senior coordinator
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Between
2013
and
2016,
Burachapori Wildlife Sanctuary was
prepped for the arrival of rhinos.
Steps were taken to make its habitat
rhino-friendly, and security was
intensiﬁed. On 29 March 2016, a
female rhino and her calf were
captured in Kaziranga National Park
and released in Burachapori the
next morning. Two months later, the
35-year-old mother died. Its horn
was found to be intact, and the rhino
was suspected to have died of
“natural causes.” The monitoring
team continued to follow the calf,
named Ramani, and found that she
“displayed extreme resilience in
settling in her surroundings.”
Unfortunately, Ramani’s health
began deteriorating in the latter part
of September. Despite roundthe-clock veterinary care, she
died on October 26.
IRV 2020 started out with a goal of
increasing rhino numbers to 3,000,
with the animals distributed across
Assam’s seven protected areas. The
program began smoothly, but the
ride has been bumpy ever since.

Manas National Park

Despite
these
setbacks,
conservationists believe that
achieving a population of 3,000
rhinos by 2020 is still possible.
The
Bodoland
Territorial
Council (BTC) that governs the
area claimed that tourists have
once again started ﬂocking
the area.

Partha Pratim Das, the Tourism
Advisor of BTC, said: “The
momentum is on what we need
from the world is more travellers
should come and see this
place, build responsible tourism
model around it and in a way to
also help the livelihood of
the locals.”

Wildlife conservation

Vol 24: June-August 2020

Some of these translocated and
rehabilitated female rhinos went on
to give birth to calves. A few rhinos
became mothers twice. By 2015, 14
calves were born, increasing
Manas’s rhino population to 32, up
from zero in 2005. Despite this baby
boom, conservationists were not
celebrating. Between 2011 and
2016, poachers had struck Manas
repeatedly, killing 10 rhinos. Iragdao
was one of their victims. In 2013,
IRV 2020 decided to stop further
rhino translocations to Manas. They
would ﬁrst focus on improving the
security of the park, they said.
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for rhino conservation,
said: “Community support
is extremely important,
especially at the release
site because people there
have not seen rhinos for a
long time. We also need the
communities to help us protect the
rhinos, so that they can stand up as
a strong guard against poachers.”
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HOW THE YAK REARING SYSTEM IN NORTH
SIKKIM IS COPING WITH CLIMATE CHANGE

T

he pastoral yak rearing
system in Sikkim in the
eastern Himalayas is
changing to cope with climatic
changes that have led to snowfall
getting thinner in the last 15 years,
researchers have said. In an
explorative study, researchers
say knowledge of indigenous
communities on yak husbandry
integrated into policy and scientiﬁc
decision-making may shield the
yak herders and yak (Bos
grunniens) from forthcoming
climatic changes.
From the trekking and tour
companies named after it to the
string cheese and tee-shirts, the
yak, a cultural icon, is ubiquitous
as one trundles through Sikkim in
India, grocery shops in Bhutan, or
even the ‘hippie quarters’ of
Thamel in Kathmandu, Nepal.

The yak provides milk, meat,
transportation, dung for fuel, and
hides for housing which are highly
essential for nomadic pastoralists
in high altitudes. The warmth and
comfort of yak wool, that shelters
Himalayan nomads from the
frosty winters, has inspired
outdoor apparel brands abroad.
Yak milk chewies for puppies are
another spin-off.
But the ‘ship of the highland’ is
now at risk of losing steam to
climate change in the Himalayas
in addition to other challenges.
Yak herders of Lachen and
Lachung in north Sikkim and
scientists working on yaks spoke
of changes in seasonal migration
patterns, impacting the animals’
milk productivity and reproduction
in the study. This, in turn, they

said, is leading to drudgery,
disease infestation, and mortality
of yaks. In Lachen and Lachung,
the Dzumsa, the local body that
governs
the
indigenous
communities (Lachenpas and
Lachungpas) decides the migration track and time to conserve
pastures at high altitudes through
a rotation policy. The Dzumsa
ﬁxes the date of movement for all
herders according to the Tibetan
lunar calendar and manages the
rangeland resources by rotational
grazing practices.
The study records that the
majority of the households in
Lachen and Lachung owned
yaks and about 68 percent of
them reared yak for commercial
purposes. On average, a respondent herder had 30–40 yaks.
Their seasonal migration sees
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Herd of yak at Yumthang valley
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the herders and the
animals
traverse
an
elevation of 2000 metres
to 5000 metres.

With the advent of autumn during
mid-September-October, yaks start
their downward journey. This time,
the animals graze on temperate
pasture at lower to mid-elevation
(3000-3600 m) and they still remain
productive. During DecemberFebruary, they return to the
relatively warmer pockets closer to
the villages near Lachen and
Lachung at altitudes of 2750
metres - 3000 metres.
“The downward migration is
restricted to mid-elevation (27503000 m) now due to an increase
in temperature which was earlier
about 2000 metres, whereas
the upward migration has gone
up farther about 500 metres,”
says
study
author
Sheikh
Mohammad
Feroze
of

Villages of Lachung and Lachen

Central Agricultural University,
Imphal, Manipur.
The authors suggest consulting
and engaging the Dzumsa
(and the community) and
integrating the local knowledge
base into science-based policy
decisions and implementation
process. For example, ﬁnancial
resources for activities such
as the construction of sheds
for the yaks and provisioning
of feed supplement activities
can be drawn, as one-time
support, from the developmental schemes run by the
local administration.

According to animal physiologist, Vijay Paul, who works
extensively on yaks, one of the
biggest challenges is to keep
the
younger
generation
engaged in yak husbandry
because of the hardships
encountered in rearing them.
“So we advise the communities
in Arunachal Pradesh, Sikkim,
and Ladakh to keep the animals
at different altitudes in good
quality pastures and to avoid
continuous migration so that
yak rearing can be linked to
ecotourism,” Vijay Paul, Principal
Scientist (Animal Physiology),
ICAR-National Research Centre
on Yak, says.

Yaks near Lake Gurudongmar
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As spring sets in (mid of FebruaryApril), the herders in Lachen and
Lachung valleys start their sojourn
upwards towards cooler pastures
along with their yaks. The yaks
graze at sub-alpine pastures at
altitudes of 3000 to 4000 metres
in Zeema, Samdong, Yathang,
Yaksee, Seemba, and Yumthang
which
improves
their
body
condition. This is the period when
calving and milking starts. It peaks
from May to September in the
summer season. In this season,
the herders along with their
yaks move further up (4000-5000
m) due to a shortage of pasture
lands in lower altitudes and
because the yaks can’t endure
high temperatures.
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Thupden
Lachungpa,
secretary of the land committee of
Lachung Dzumsa says: “The yaks
were supposed to be at an altitude
of 2133 metres but right now they
are still at an altitude of 5300
metres because the lower altitudes
are still very hot for this time of
the year.”
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ARUNACHAL: EAGLENEST BIRD FESTIVAL,
A BID TO BOOST ECOTOURISM IN STATE

T

he land of the rising sun,
Arunachal Pradesh, has
turned into a nest of singing birds. The abode of numerous
colourful big and small tribes
wakes up as soon as these
musical birds start chirping in the
sky that covers the hills and
valleys. This helps the state of
blue hills pull more and more
tourists from the country and
abroad, thus providing bread
and butter to thousands of youths
in this beautiful north eastern
state. To facilitate and take
advantage of such biodiversity,
Arunachal Pradesh has prepared
to host a bird festival, atop the
blue hills to promote tourism by
giving a signiﬁcant push to
wildlife conservation.

dedicated to promoting wildlife
conservation, will hold the festival
at the Eaglenest Wildlife Sanctuary in West Kameng district. The
sanctuary, whose lowest point is
500 metres and the highest over
3,500 meters, has a mindboggling variety of birds and the
festival aims to showcase this
diversity. It was here, at Eaglenest
in the Eastern Himalayas, that a
new species of bird, Bugun
liocichla, was discovered in 2006.
Only seven pairs of the species
were found in the sanctuary to
date. Bugun liocichla is a close
relative of another rare Liocichla
species, whose habitat is situated
in a few mountains of central
China. Liocichla are members of
the bird family, babblers.

Courtesy of the Arunachal
Pradesh Art & Culture EcoTourism Society, this organization,

Divisional forest officer, Shergaon
forest division, Rupa, Millo
Tasser says, “We are expecting

a large number of tourists, including foreigners, during the festival.”
Eaglenest, which covers an area
of 217 square kilometres, derives
its name from the Red Eagle
Division of the army, which
was posted in the range in the
1950s. The sanctuary is home to
at least 450 species of birds
including babblers, herons, black
storks, ducks, hawks, eagles,
kites, vultures, falcons, pheasants,
jungle fowl, quails, woodpeckers,
warblers and cormorants. The
sanctuary has the distinction of
having three tragopan species.
It is also home to at least 165
species of butterﬂies and 15
species of mammals, including the
endangered red panda, Royal
Bengal tiger, Asiatic black bear
and capped langur.
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Yuhina flavicolis, Eaglenest Wildlife Sanctuary
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Nordmann's Greenshank and
Spoon- billed Sandpiper are
some of the birds that could be
the attraction of the festival.
Khrimey added, “We have
already got conﬁrmation of participation from experts in the ﬁeld
of nature conservation from the

country and abroad, including
Anuj Jain of Bird Life Asia
(Singapore), Paul Insua-Cao of
Royal Society for Protection of
Birds, UK and director of Bombay
Natural History Society (BNHS)
Deepak Apte.”

"Since the new bird species was
discovered, many ornithologists and
experts have been visiting the
sanctuary for research purpose as
the spectacular bird is found here
only. Our purpose is to conserve and
promote eco-tourism through this
festival. We must provide alternative
livelihoods for those living close
to the sanctuary and others,"
organising secretary of the festival,
Kesang Khrimey said.
Myzornis pyrrhoura, Eaglenest Wildlife Sanctuary
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The endangered black neck cranes,
critically
endangered
greater
adjutant stork, White- Bellied Heron,

Francesco veronesi, Eaglenest Wildlife Sanctuary
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tourists visit Eaglenest
every year, the sanctuary
has not yet received the
required attention. We
hope the festival will help
showcase its diversity of
birds at the international forum,”
Tasser said. According to him, the
main aim of the festival was to raise
awareness about Eaglenest.
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CAN THE BENGAL FLORICAN MAKE
ITS CASE AT THE CONVENTION FOR
MIGRATORY SPECIES CoP?
NEW SPECIES OF PIT VIPER
DISCOVERED IN INDIA
MOVING RHINOS AND BLACK
PANTHER SPOTTING AT
WEST BENGAL
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New Salazar pit viper
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CAN THE BENGAL FLORICAN MAKE ITS CASE AT
THE CONVENTION FOR MIGRATORY SPECIES CoP?

S

tarting the week of the
15th of February, government officials, scientists
and conservationists from 130
countries gathered at Gandhinagar, Gujarat for the 13th
Conference of Parties (CoP) for
the Convention for Migratory
Species (CMS). The CoP
reviews the state of migratory
birds and animals around the
world and decides which birds
and animals will need enhanced
protection and collaboration
between countries to ensure that
they can move freely as they
migrate
between
breeding
grounds and wintering grounds.
Among the proposals that were
reviewed is one for the protection
of an unusual species: the
Bengal ﬂorican. Bengal ﬂoricans
are a type of bustard that lives in
dry riverine grasslands in India

and Nepal in South Asia and
Cambodia and Vietnam in
Southeast Asia. The way conservationists see it, bustards in
India could be ﬂagship species
making the case for the protection of our grassland ecosystems. “Bengal Florican is a
representative or an indicator
species of dry grasslands in the
Brahmaputra, as well as Ganga,”
said Girish Jathar, a scientist and
assistant director at Bombay
Natural History Society (BNHS).
The presence of the species,
according to Jathar, indicates
a good healthy grassland
ecosystem. Tragically, the grasslands that these birds depend on
are disappearing, pushing them
closer to extinction. Yet, the
Bengal ﬂorican has received
very little attention compared to
other bustards like the Great

Indian Bustard, in part because
very little is known about
this species.
Bengal ﬂoricans are large terrestrial birds (about 55 centimetres
in height) that spend most of
their time on the ground in dense
grasslands, feeding on insects
like grasshoppers and beetles,
seeds, shoots of grass and frogs
for food. In India, the species’
habitat lies in the ﬂoodplains of
the country’s two largest rivers,
the Ganga and the Brahmaputra.
In the Ganga ﬂoodplains, Bengal
ﬂoricans are only known from the
state of Uttar Pradesh, and in
places like the Dudhwa and
Pilibhit Tiger Reserve. In the
Brahmaputra delta, the species
is known from Jaldapara
National Park in West Bengal,
Kaziranga and Manas National
Parks in Assam and the D’Ering
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A male Bengal Florican
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Wildlife
Sanctuary
Arunachal Pradesh.

in

Many of these sites, including the
two islands in Lohit River are outside
protected areas, creating several
problems.
Both
Ganga
and
Brahmaputra delta are extremely
fertile regions. Grasslands here are
often converted into agricultural
ﬁelds. While ﬂoricans can tolerate
some level of cultivation, intensive
farming, with heavy pesticide use
can decimate insect populations the
species depends on.
Jathar, who primarily works in
Assam and Arunachal Pradesh, also
points out other threats like hunting
add to the problem.
“Those birds that go outside the
D’Ering Wildlife Sanctuary, they are
likely to get hunted by the local
people,” he said. “And if you go

A male Bengal florican being tagged with a tracking device

to another place like Amarpur
[a seasonal island in Assam]
which is not a PA, a good
population is there, but there
it’s grazing and burning of
grass and that is the issue.”
Namita Brahma, a scientist
formerly with the conservation
NGO Aranyak, studied Bengal
ﬂoricans in the Koklabari agricultural farms adjacent to the
Manas Tiger Reserve for her
doctoral work. “This landscape
is very important from the
Bengal ﬂorican conservation
point of view as it holds 8
Bengal ﬂorican territories and
around 16 individuals in total,”
she explained.
“The scientiﬁc study that I had
carried out in Koklabari reveals
that vegetation height is the
prime importance for the
species,” Brahma added. Like
other bustards, Bengal Floricans prefer living in short grass
where they can forage and nest
easily, but need some tall grass
surrounding their territory for
cover and protection.
Another factor protecting the
species is a greater awareness of wildlife thanks to the
presence of local conservation
organisations and a niche but
growing bird tourism industry.
As tourists started trickling

into
the
region,
Rustom
Basumatary, founder of the
Manas Maozigendri Ecotourism
Society, took an interest in
birdwatching and trained as a
bird guide. The Maozigendri
Society began to offer accommodation and services of bird
guides to tourists. Today the
area is a popular destination for
bird tourists from around
the world.
Jathar believes that Koklabari’s
tourism economy has lessons to
offer to other ﬂorican landscapes such as D’Ering in
Arunachal. “We’re trying to
identify communities that are
living close to the Bengal Florican habitat in Arunachal,” he
said. “We are trying to see how
we can facilitate the community
to protect the Bengal Florican
and how they can get revenue
out of it.”

Rustom Basumathary (centre)
leads eco-tourism activities
around Bengal Florican habitat
in Manas National Park
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Ornithologists like Asad Rahmani
and the late Ravi Sankaran from
BNHS studied Bengal ﬂoricans on
and off for nearly 30 years starting
in 1991, describing their behaviour,
particularly breeding behaviour,
habitats and threats. Field surveys
in Assam, Uttar Pradesh and adjoining Nepal in both protected and
non- protected areas, revealed that
Bengal ﬂoricans were essentially
surviving in pockets of grasslands
surrounded by agriculture, human
habitation and tree plantations.
Using satellite data, the researchers
also identiﬁed several potential
habitats where Bengal ﬂoricans
could be present, particularly in
small riverine islands and grasslands outside protected areas in the
Brahmaputra delta.
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These ﬂoricans also occur
in several unprotected landscapes, such as islands in
the Brahmaputra river and agricultural ﬁelds adjacent to protected
grasslands both in Northeast India
and UP. New research suggests that
more populations, so far undetected,
may exist in these landscapes.
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NEW SPECIES OF PIT VIPER
DISCOVERED IN INDIA

D

uring a herpetological
expedition, a team of
scientists visited Arunachal
Pradesh between 25 June 2019
and 5 August 2019. Belonging
to the Himalayan biodiversity
hotspot, Arunachal Pradesh
shows a high degree of
heterogeneity in its landscape
with elevation ranging from
100 to 7000 metres and distinct
climatic regimes that harbour
diverse ﬂora and fauna. Most
of the state is part of the
undulating terrain of the Himalayas, intersected by numerous
rivers, which ﬂow from the Himalayas and form a longitudinal
network of parallel ﬂowing water
bodies, which ultimately meet
the Brahmaputra. The lowland
area bordering Assam mostly
shares a similar biotope to that
of northern Assam.

During the expedition, near
Pakke Tiger Reserve, the team
collected two specimens of a
green pit viper, which resembled
Trimeresurus
septentrionalis
and Trimeresurus albolabris
species of snakes in the number
of dorsal scale rows and colouration. However, these specimens
differed in the colouration of the
lateral stripe on the head and the
body in males. Comparison of
the specimens from near Pakke
Tiger Reserve with Trimeresurus
septentrionalis and Trimeresurus
albolabris revealed that the new
specimens that were found near
Pakke Tiger Reserve represent
a new species of snake.
The new green pit viper species
discovered in the Himalayan
biodiversity hotspot has been
named Trimeresurus salazar, or

the Salazar’s pit viper, after
Salazar Slytherin, a character
from J.K. Rowling’s epic Harry
Potter series.
The snake, which is nocturnal
and has a unique reddish-toorange stripe present on the
head and body of males, was
discovered during a herpetological expedition in India during the
summer of 2019. The discovery
is published in the openaccess journal Zoosystematics
and Evolution. Apart from the
Salazar’s pit viper, Arunachal
Pradesh has been home to
many new discoveries of plants
and animals in recent decades.
“This is already the second
species discovered within the
course of the expedition to
Arunachal
Pradesh,
which
reﬂects the poor nature of bio-
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Pit vipers are named for their
heat-sensing pit organ, located
between the nostril and the eye on
both sides of the head. The pit organ
is what allows them to sense the
infrared thermal radiation emitted by
their prey in the dark. The genus
Trimeresurus are venomous, charismatic, and have a wide distribution
across east and southeast Asia with
at least 48 known species. However,
they are hard to tell apart in the ﬁeld,
so scientists believe their real
diversity could be underestimated.
Naming the newfound species
after a well-known children’s
book character is, although
fun, a very smart move. Scientists believe that such popular
names will encourage positive
attention, something that the
Arunachal hotspot needs
badly. Mirza says, “Future

dedicated surveys conducted
across north eastern India will
help document biodiversity,
which is under threat from
numerous development activities that include road widening,
agriculture,
and
hydroelectric projects.”

Vol 24: June-August 2020

“Green pit viper conforming to the
speciﬁcations of the one named
after a Harry Potter character have
been found in urban areas too. Its
identiﬁcation as a distinct species
has added to the herpetofaunal
wealth of the region,” Guwahatibased
herpetologist
Jayadita
Purkayastha said.

New species

Team Salazar
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diversity
documentation
across north-eastern India,”
said
lead
researcher
Zeeshan A. Mirza from
National
Centre
for
Biological
Science
in
Bengaluru, India.

28

BIODIVERSITY

PROFILED AND
PUBLISHED BY

MOVING RHINOS AND BLACK PANTHER
SPOTTING AT WEST BENGAL

T

he greater one-horned
rhinoceros (Rhinoceros
unicornis) in India is set to
get two new homes in the state
of West Bengal.
All the 250 rhinos in West
Bengal are located in just two
parks — Jaldapara and Gorumara
national parks — in the northern
part of the state. Jaldapara is
home to nearly 200 of these
threatened animals and has the
second-highest population of
rhinos in India. Gorumara,
located about 60 miles away
from Jaldapara, hosts some 50
rhinos. Forest officials claim that
rhino numbers in the two parks
have increased beyond the
capacity of the parks and is thus
proving to be a disadvantage for
proper caregiving. Some individuals need to be shifted to newer
areas to ease the pressure.

In October, West Bengal forest
minister, Binay Krishna Barman,
announced that the state forest
department has identiﬁed two new
areas for the “excess” rhinos in
northern West Bengal: Buxa Tiger
Reserve and a small reserve in
Patlakhawa in Cooch Behar.
“We have more than 255 rhinos
in Jaldapara and Gorumara,”
forest minister Barman said. “The
number is more than the carrying
capacity of both parks. Hence,
we are planning to relocate a
few rhinos.”
Once widespread, the greater
one-horned
rhinoceros
has
disappeared from much of its
array, largely due to poaching for
its horns and destruction of its
habitat. About 3,500 greater
one-horned rhinos are estimated
to remain in India and Nepal

today, with India hosting around
2,500 of these animals. But
the rhino populations are
concentrated in just a few
protected areas.
In India, the rhinos are currently
found in three states: Assam,
West Bengal and Uttar Pradesh.
Their numbers seem to be
growing, but their distribution
remains
highly
restricted,
conservationists say. More than
90% of the rhinos occur in a
single park — Kaziranga national
park in Assam — making this
population especially vulnerable
to catastrophes such as ﬂoods or
disease outbreaks.
Rhino numbers in West Bengal
have been rising. A survey in
2015 found that the state’s rhino
population increased from 20
individuals in 1990 to 250
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Patlakhawa, Cooch Behar
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animals in 2015. Poaching, however, is still a
constant threat in the
area. Thus, as a transfer
measure, three rhinos
(one male and two
female) will be relocated from
Jaldapara
National
Park
to
Patlakhawa Forest in Coochbehar
Forest Division. Watchtowers,
treatment centre and staff quarters
required for a rhino grazing centre
are already in place. Grasses like
Dhadda and Chepti which rhinos
like to eat have been planted on 70
hectares of land in the forest.

Park,
Neora
Valley
Mahananda Sanctuary.

and

In cases of extreme cold
climate, black panthers often
migrate downhill in search of
prey. These multiple, although

sparse, sightings of black
panthers is a testimony to the
rich wildlife diversity of the
Buxa Tiger Reserve.

Vol 24: June-August 2020

As a sign of increasing biodiversity in the West Bengal region,
a pair of the black panthers were
captured in-camera by guide Lekhu
Mahato in the Buxa Tiger Reserve
of northern West Bengal. Other
forests and national parks of North
Bengal where black panthers have
been spotted are Gorumara
National Park, Jaldapara National

One-horned rhino at Gorumara National park

Black Panther at Buxa Tiger Reserve
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AFTER NAGALAND, NOW
TRIPURA TO HOLD
''HORNBILL FESTIVAL''

OUR HIMALAYAN

ART AND CULTURE

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

PROFILED AND
PUBLISHED BY

31

ART &
CULTURE

PROFILED AND
PUBLISHED BY

AFTER NAGALAND, NOW TRIPURA TO
HOLD ''HORNBILL FESTIVAL''

W

ith its inception in 2000,
many tourists say that
Nagaland is converted
into a fairyland or wonderland
during the 10 days of the Hornbill
Festival celebrated in December
of every year. Known as the
‘festival of festivals’, this event
marks the coming together of 16
Naga tribes (officially recognised
by the state) to compete,
showcase and celebrate their
culture in more ways than one.
And taking cue from this globally
recognised Nagaland festival,
the Tripura government has for
the ﬁrst time has planned to hold
a two-day long Hornbill Festival.
The goal of this is twofold:
conservation of the hornbill bird
and a boost in the tourism
industry of the state. The festival
is held at the Barmura hill, in
western Tripura, which is one of
the biggest mountain ranges of
the state.

Tripura's
Principal
Chief
Conservator of Forests Dvijendra
Kumar Sharma said that Tripura
is on the forefront of the
eco-tourism
in
the
north

eastern region. “The decline in
oriental pied hornbill population
has been reported mainly due to
felling of old and big trees, which
decreases the availability of

Baramura Eco Park, Tripura
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Hornbill Festival, Nagaland
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The hornbill family includes about
55 living species, out of which India
houses nine, of which two are
endemic. The nine species of the
hornbill bird found in India include
Great Hornbill, Malabar Pied
Hornbill, Indian Grey Hornbill,
Malabar Grey Hornbill, Oriental
Pied Hornbill, Rufous Necked
Hornbill,
Wreathed
Hornbill,
Austen’s Brown Hornbill, and
Narcondam Hornbill. The north
eastern region has the highest
diversity having ﬁve hornbill
species. Among them, Oriental
Pied Hornbill has a wide range of
distribution throughout northeast
India, which has vast forests and
a wide range of wild-life resources.
“Hornbills are unique birds, having
the horn-like projection called a
'casque' on top of their beak. They
are larger than other forest birds
and are ﬂashy with their over-

sized beaks, bright skin around
their eyes and long eyelashes,”
said Sharma, who is also
a renowned author of many
important books on biodiversity,
forests and wildlife. “Most have
a brilliantly coloured pouch of
loose skin at their throat in
which they carry fruits, their
favourite food. The family is
omnivorous, feeding on fruit and
small animals.”

the eco-tourism part. These
include the opportunities that
would open up in the hospitality
sector, especially nature interpretation and nature guide,
boarding and lodging, and transport facility can prove to create a
win-win situation for both the
tourists, for whom it would be a
life-changing experience, and
the local communities, who
get livelihood opportunities.

Apart from being famous pets
in many parts of the world, the
hornbill is also poached for the
casques, which are sold as
souvenirs, and their body fat,
which is used in many
traditional medicines.
The Hornbill festival is expected
to promote eco-tourism in a big
way besides creating awareness
towards hornbill birds, promoting
local culture and strengthening
local communities. There is a
greater opportunity for an
enlarged scope of livelihood
support to local communities
through enhanced directions in
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suitable nesting and fruit
trees. Conservation efforts
such as captive breeding
and reintroduction are
currently in practice,”
said Sharma.

Hornbill Festivities
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