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Eastern Himalayan 
TMNaturenomics  Forum 2017

Rural Futures through Community 
Conservation & Botany in the 

Eastern Himalayas

– Karishma Ahmed & Saurav Malhotra

he distinctive richness of the 

TEastern Himalayas can be 
attr ibuted to  i ts  co lor ful 

b i o d i v e r s i t y ,  n u m e r o u s  n i c h e 
ecosystems, and vibrant communities. 
U n d e r s t a n d i n g  t h e  d y n a m i c s , 
structure, and functioning of these 
systems adds an enormous complexity 
to not only their conservation and 
restoration, but also in engaging 
stakeholders and nding innovative 
long-term solutions. 

Founded on the principle “Real 
Innovation happens at the edges of 
disciplines”, the Eastern Himalayan 

TMNaturenomics  Forum provides a 
platform to foster multi-disciplinary 
co l l abora t i on  and  innovat i on . 

Launched under the aegis of 'Asian 
Elephants in the Wild Talk' and 'Balipara 
Foundation Awards',  in 2016, it was 
rebranded as the Eastern Himalayan 

TMNaturenomics  Forum, to expand the 
conversations beyond single-species 
conservation. 

This multi-disciplinary group at the 
TMEastern Himalayan Naturenomics  Forum 

2016 discussed a broad swathe of issues 
ranging from focused discussions on the 
plight of Asian Elephants in the wild and in 
captivity leading to the launch of the Asian 
Elephant Secretariat. The Forum served as 
a single platform for all stakeholders to 
engage and collaborate to nd innovative 
long-term solutions leading to the 
outcomes:
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Outcomes from Eastern Himalayan 
TM Naturenomics Forum 2016

Thus far, the forum has seen the 
participation of over 1400 individuals 
from 20+ countries, and representatives 
from 22 Indian States, including 
Scientists, Botanists, Conservationists, 
E c o l o g i s t s ,  A d m i n i s t r a t o r s , 
Governments and Forest Department 
ofcials.

The Clash of Biological Diversity & Human 
Aspirations has been the reason for increased 
inequalities and loss of Bio-cultural diversity.

Since  the  incept ion o f  Bal ipara 
Foundation in 2007, we've challenged 
and questioned the narratives that drive 
conservation efforts the world over. This 
has allowed us to develop & implement 

socially participative conservation 
programmes and propose the concept of 
Rural Futures or RuFu. Traditional 
conservation models look at conservation 
of biodiversity to the exclusion of all other 
drivers of human well being but in an age 
of rapid growth we would like to change 
the narrative and put conservation into 
t h e  l e n s  o f  h o l i s t i c  c o m m u n i t y 
development. We have successfully 
launched a prototype community 
conservation project, which facilitates 
Conserva t i on  Ac t i on  t o  r e s t o re 
Transboundary ecosystems, improve 
wildlife corridor connectivity and green 
cover restoration. This project uses a 
human-centred approach to mitigating 
human-elephant conict and engages 
local communities to build resilience and 
e n h a n c e  c a p a c i t i e s  f o r  a c t i v e 
participation in conservation efforts.

Various verticals of a holistic human-centered 
conservation programme

The conference will serve as a platform to 
explore and enhance our understanding 
of the importance of conservation in the 
world of botany, to understand the role of 
the Guardians of our Natural Heritage 
(The Forest-Fringe Communities) and 
how they could engage in conservation in 
a way that supports their local economies 
and livelihoods to exploring reforms 
required in governance & policy, 
especially ones that can have an impact 
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o n  m a k i n g  c o n s e r v a t i o n  m o r e 
participatory, hence, more effective. 
Rural Futures is our solution towards a 
holistic community conservation plan 
encompassing all human needs and one, 

which allows wildlife to thrive alongside. 
This year we will continue conversations 
on the themes that we've been exploring 
over the past few years and develop 
implementation plans for Rural Futures.

Eastern Himalayan NaturenomicsTM Forum 2017– Conversation Dialogues

Rural Futures- Concepts, Networks & Actions

 

RURAL FUTURES: INTEGRATING CONSERVATION & LIVELIHOODS

 

Carbon Negative Jobs for the Future

 

Objective:

 

Focus on the integration of conservation efforts and employment generation and

 

promoting alternative 

livelihoods

  

 

RURAL FUTURES: FORESTS & PEOPLE

 

Community Forests or Protected Forests?

 

Objective:

 

Focus on forest fringe communities and how social and economic empowerment of these communities 
is imperative to the survival of our forests

 

 

RURAL FUTURES: NATURAL ASSETS & CAPITAL

 

Biodiversity Assets vs. Human Aspirations
 

Objective:
 

Explore the topics of creating a valuation model of our natural assets and alternative ways in which 
we can nance conservation efforts. We will explore alternative business models such as crowdfunding 
& impact investing to build social impact funds 

 
RURAL FUTURES: ECO-  ARCHITECTURE  

Sustainable Design & Construction Materials
 Objective:

 Explore architectural regeneration & the planning of eco-friendly human habitats through 
Sustainable design and the use of local construction materials

 

 
RURAL FUTURES:

 

CONSERVATION & NATURE TOURISM OR CONSERVATION

TOURISM?

 
Using Tourism to fuel conservation efforts and enhance public awareness

 
Objective:

 

The focus

 

will be

 

on how

 

tourism can be used to fuel conservation efforts and leveraging our rich 
natural heritage to generate alternate sources of revenue 

 

 

RURAL FUTURES: EDUCATION

 

The Classroom is Wild

 

Objective:

 

Natural Spaces have signicant benets for everyone. But how do you go about creating one? This 
session will enhance and exchange practical and effective ideas for incorporating nature play and 
knowledge into our programs and curriculum. We will explore innovative models of education for 
sustainability through community-integrated entrepreneurial learning in a natural environment
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RURAL FUTURES: GREEN ENERGY & TECHNOLOGY

From Water to the Sun 

Objective:

This session will focus on renewable ene rgy and discuss remote and off -grid energy solutions and also

 

ways of 

converting waste matter to energy

 

 

RURAL FUTURES: WATER ACCESS

 

The Ground Water Conundrum 

 

Objective:

 

To explore solutions to water -scarcity by harnessing the power of

 

traditional water c hannels and

 

rainfall. In 
addition, this session will discuss water ltration possibilities for remote and off-

 

grid locations

 

 

RURAL FUTURES: HEALTHCARE

 

Affordable & Available Healthcare for all

 

Objective:

 

Focus on making healthcare accessible & affordable for the rural communities & ensuring the availability of 
nutrition for children

 

 

RURAL FUTURES: CLIMATE CHANGE

 

Climate Change in the Eastern Himalayan Biosphere

 

Objective:
 

The objective of the session is to address vulnerabilities of mountain ecosystems to climate change and ways of 

building resilience
 

BACK TO THE FUTURE  

 
TRUMPETING THE WILD  

Elements Essential for Developing and
 

Implementing Keystone Species Conservation Programmes, using the 

Elephant as a Mascot
 

Objective: 
 To collaborate and brainstorm integrated solutions and targeted action plans for the preservation and 

conservation of this most iconic species

 

 
LEGALISM IN SHAPING POLICIES

 
Law & Policy-

 

an

 

Environmental Perspective towards Effective & Inclusive Policies for Ecosystem

 

 
Objective:

 

To explore reforms required

 

to make

 

conservation more participatory, hence, more effective. We will explore how 
we can leverage effective and inclusive policies for ecosystems

 

 

STORYTELLERS ON THE FRONTLINE

 

The Role of Print, Social & Digital Media in Conservation

 

Objective:

 

The session will explore the role of media in shaping environmental awareness, relevance of responsible reporting 
and engaging story-telling to reach out to the masses

 

 

EASTERN HIMALAYAN BIOCULTURAL DIVERSITY PRESERVATION PROGRAMMES

 

Learning from the People of Land 

Objective:
This session will explore Conservation through the world of botany, address issues and evangelize innovative 
ideas for Community- based Conservation in the Eastern Himalayas



Honouring Ecological Champions – 
Case Studies & Citations

TMThe Eastern Himalayan Naturenomics  
thForum 2017 will culminate in the 5  

Balipara Foundation Awards honouring 
individuals & organizations working 
tirelessly to create social, economic and 
environmental impact in protecting 

essential natural resources and restoring 
the pristine beauty of the Eastern 
Himalayas. They will receive a Social 
Impact Recognition Award which comes 
with a Citation and a contribution to the 
organization or individual from our 
Social Impact Recognition Fund.
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Balipara Foundation Awards 2017

The Annual Balipara Foundation Citation: Presented to a government or non-government 

organization, whose contribution to the protection of wild nature has gone beyond the call of duty 

and which has

 

displayed demonstrable success in the arena of nature conservation

 

The Balipara Foundation NaturenomicsTM

 

Citation:

 

Presented to a green entrepreneur whose 

nancial and ecological success has proven to be sustainable in wealth formation through the 

securitization of natural assets such as food, water, energy and environment.

 

The Balipara Foundation Green Journalist Citation

 

Presented to the green journalist for their 
outstanding coverage of community conservation in and around ecologically fragile wilderness

The Balipara Foundation Eastern -

 

Himalayan Conservation Citation:

 

Presented to an individual, 

community or organization that has created signicant impact in protecting the biodiversity in the 

Eastern Himalayas which millions of people depend on for their sustenance. 

 

The Balipara Foundation Green Guru Citation: Presented to

 
a ‘green teacher’ whose purpose in life 

is to inspire young people to respect, learn about and protect nature. The individual should have 

leadership qualities, including missionary zeal, passion and dedication so that others may seek to 

emulate his or her example. 

The Balipara Foundation Young Naturalist Citation: Presented to a young boy / girl (age 15 to 25) 

whose life has been dedicated to the protection of nature. These individuals are agents of change 

and thought leaders of tomorrow.
 

The Balipara Foundation Food for the Future Citation: Presented to a visionary individual, who 

might be a scientist, NGO, villager or entrepreneur who has made a signicant contribution to the 

promotion of organic food, or has demonstrated alternative farming methods that increase yields 

using ecological principles that have brought about replicable change.

 The Balipara Foundation Nature Conservancy Citation:

 

Presented to a community or organization, 

government or non-governmental that has restored a parcel of non-forest land or deforested land to 

biodiversity-rich forest for posterity.

 
The Balipara Foundation Lifetime Service Citation: Presented to an individual whose life has been 

devoted to the ecological welfare of the people of the Eastern Himalayas and whose philosophy and 

purpose have been guided by the need to protect, restore and care of nature. We are in search of a 

true hero; an Indian woman or man who is an inspiration to all.

 

The Balipara Foundation Forest Rangers & Guards Citation: Presented to forest staff of Forest 

Departments for their exemplary service towards the protection of Fauna and Flora in National 

parks and reserve forest of the Eastern Himalayas.
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IN THE FUTURE



Nature is Not 
Human-Centric

– Futurist Thomas Frey

At a recent event I posed the question, 
“Is the intelligence of nature greater 
than the intelligence of humans?”

After pondering this question, the 
audience responded with a mixture of 
“there is no intelligence in nature,” and 
“nature is not an entity with a singular 
intelligence.”

So exactly what is this thing we call nature, 
and why do we hold it in such high regard?

One of my pet peeves with the food industry 
has been the association of “all natural” with 
“good for you.”

Not everything found in nature is good for 
you. Things like poison ivy, hemlock, 
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chrysanthemums, and rhododendrons 
are poisonous. Weather events such as 
tornadoes, hurricanes, and hailstorms 
can also be massively destructive. Even 
viruses and diseases can be considered 
“natural.”

Yes, we all know these things, but there 
remains a pervasive notion that nature 
has it right.

Nature didn't have it right when it came 
to the woolly mammoth, the dodo bird, or 
the saber tooth tiger. Nor did it have it 
right for the Aztecs, Incas, or the 
Anasazi.

Nature is neither our friend nor our 
enemy.

If something is considered part of nature, 
it generally refers to the phenomena of 
the physical world, and also to life in 
general. It ranges in scale from the 
subatomic to the cosmic.

But it's critical to frame our thinking 
around the fact that nature is not 
human-centric. Here's why that's 
important.

Looming Issues Ahead

Over the coming years, technology will 
begin to open one Pandora's Box after 
another. We will nd ourselves face-to-
face with countless dilemmas as our 
ability to extend human inuence and 
control stretches far beyond anything 
possible today.

Here are just a few of the signicant 
challenges that lie ahead:

Ü Colonizing other planets – Can 
the human race possibly survive if all 
humans only live on one planet? At 
the same time, do we know enough to 
recreate “nature” on other planets?

Ü Controlling the weather – If we 
have the ability to put a damper on 
h u r r i c a n e s ,  t o r n a d o e s ,  a n d 
earthquakes, isn't that a positive 
step forward? At the same time, how 

can we possibly understand the 
unintended consequences of large-
scale human intervention?

Ü Articial womb technology – 
Some will argue that eliminating 
human variables from the birthing 
process will result in superior 
offspring, but it may also detract 
from our humanness.

Ü Cross-time communication – Will 
it ever be possible to communicate 
with people across time? More 
important than “can we” is the topic 
of “should we?”

Ü  Creating new forms of life – If we 
can create the perfect sh to add to 
our diet, is that an idea worth 
pursuing? Or perhaps we could 
engineer some friendly little creature 
ideal for cleaning up after people, 
eliminating menial labor tasks 
altogether? Where do we draw the 
line?

Ü Terraforming other planets – 
C r e a t i n g  t h e  o x y g e n  r i c h 
environments necessary for plants 
and animals to thrive on other 
planets seems like an obvious rst 
step to pre-colonizing a planet, but do 
we run the risk of making a fatal 
error and causing an entire planet to 
turn into the equivalent of a toxic 
waste dump?

Ü Cyborgism – As we more closely 
align ourselves with the smart tools 
and devices of the future, at what 
point does the human-side of the 
equation begin to lose out and the 
problems outweigh the benets?

Ü Downloading and preserving 
human brains – Some scientists 
have suggested it will soon be 
possible to download a person's brain 
digitally and thereby preserve them 
in a virtual state indenitely. If it's 
possible, is it desirable, and what are 
the pitfalls?

8   |    THE HIMALAYAN



Ü Bioengineered humans – Will 
people with 3 legs, 6 ngers, and 4 
arms still be considered human?

Ü Human cloning – As we gain the 
ability to preselect human attributes 
and begin producing super babies, free 
from disease with superior physical 
and intellectual characteristics, how 
will these hybrid people t in with the 
rest of society? Are cloned people still 
real people?

Brent Spiner with and without makeup

Rethinking the Ethics of our Future

Early on in the lming of Star Trek Next 
Generation, Brent Spiner, the actor who 
played the sentient android Lieutenant 
Commander Data was growing tired of 
applying his makeup every day. So he 
asked Gene Roddenberry, “Don't you 
think that by this time in history, they 
would've gured out how to make skin 
look like skin?”

Roddenberry replied, “What makes you 
think that what you have isn't better than 
skin?”

Underlying Spiner's question was the 
assumption that humans have already 
achieved the ultimate form.

So should we think about reengineering 
human skin, or designing bodies that 
never age, bio-hearts that never fail, or 
brains that function ten times faster?

Do questions like this begin to raise 
ethical red ags in your head? That's 
precisely the point.

If we continue to use “nature” as our 
moral compass, we will invariably get it 
wrong. Nature doesn't care.

There are no ethics or morality in nature. 
Morality comes from our values and 
nature doesn't concern itself with any 
human-centered tenets or beliefs.

“If we continue to use 'nature' as our 
moral compass, we will invariably 
get it wrong. Nature doesn't care.” 

Final Thoughts

As we begin to deal with the complex 
issues ahead, I nd my role and duty as a 
futurist changing. At times I'm looking at 
the future through the eyes of a 
philosopher, ethicist, and truth seeker 
even though “truth” has become such a 
murky issue in the increasingly squishy 
elds of science and physics.

Much like Schrodinger's cat, truth is 
never there when you need it.

Understanding how the future unfolds 
will require accounting for difcult 
decisions along the way. These decisions 
become key turning points in human 
history. The ethics and morality of ages 
past will have little bearing on many 
issues we face in the future.

That said, I would love to hear your 
thoughts. Unlike most of the topics I 
cover, this has been more of a personal 
rant, so please feel free to help set the 
record straight.

THE HIMALAYAN    |   9



The   Gardener   of   Eden

– Sivaporn   Dardarananda

he   reduction   in   Human-Elephant 

T  HE   conicts   requires   a   deeper   and  
 s u c c i n c t    k n o w l e d g e    a n d 

Understanding  of   elephant   nature. 
  Perhaps   our   forefathers   and   elders   knew 
  the   elephant   better than  we   do   today, 
  misguided   by   fake   news   and   false 
  information.   We   have   become   innocent  
believers  and   admirers   of   elephant   
painting,    music   playing,    elephant   polo 
  and   soccer.    Elephant  dung  paper   and 
  elephant   dung   coffee   tickle   our   fancy.  

We  must   accord   the   elephant   the   proper   
understanding   of   its   role   and   purpose   on 
  this   Earth.  Without  disagreement,    we 
  can   all   accept   that   the   elephant   stands   
next   to   man   among   all   the  living 
 creatures   on   Earth.   The   elephant's   brain 
  is   much   larger   than   man's,   but   the 

  scientists in variably  add   that   the   
elephant's   body   is   much   larger   so   that   by 
  weight   ratio   brain   to   body,   the  human  
brain   is   bigger.   However,    these 
  scientists   never   go   as   far   as   saying   that   a   
300   lb   man   is dumber  than   a   90   lb   man   
even   though   their   brain   is   equal   in   size.  

Analysing  elephant   actions a  s   a   near- 
human c reature m  ay   yield   exacting 
i  nsights i  n   elephant  behaviour,   yet a  lways 
b  lending i  n   the   elephant's   primary   role a  s 
k  eeper o  f   the f  orest. No o ther a  nimal   has 
t  he   range   and   depth o  f   oral   seed   dispersal 
a  s t  he e  lephant.    25   kilometres  is a n e  asy 
o  ne   day r  ange   from   seed i  ngestion   to   
planting   of   a   seedling, t  ogether   with t  he 
b  all   of  fertilizer c alled d  ung.    In T  hailand, 
while a  nimal   “dung”,    such a  s   cattle   dung, 
h  orse   dung,    etc.   is  the s ame   word, e  lephant   
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dung   is a     completely   different   word:    
“moon” -     which i  s c  reation,    value,   worth,   
fact,    etc.   It   seems t  hat   the   early T  hai 
l  anguage c  reators k  new t  hat e  lephants d  id  
something d ifferent. T  hat   elephants   
helped c  reate a  nd m  aintain t  he l  uscious 
t  ropical   forests s  o  that  a   multitude   of   
vegetation   and   creatures   of t  he w  ild   could   
prosper i  n   this   habitat.    Elephants  cleared 
r oads s  o t  hat h  orned   animals c  ould e  asily 
t  raverse t  he   forest.    Trees   and p  lants   of 
various  species w  ere l  aid   down   and   grown.    
Salt   licks o  pened   for a  ll t  o s  hare.    Water   
reservoirs  created f or s  maller   animals   to 
b  enet. S  ometimes   the e  lephant i  s k  nown   
as t  he   ecosystem  engineer a nd   the   super 
k  ey stone   species t  hat k  eeps p  lant   life a  nd   
animal l  ife   in b  alance   in t  he  forest.   
Remove t  he e  lephant a  nd t  he f  orest   
deteriorates.  

Human s have   invaded   this   Eden   to   make   
it   their   own.    Human s  have   hunted   and 
  captured   the  Elephants  to   turn   the m  in 
to   beasts   of   burden.    Carved   the   land   into   
isolated   islands   leaving   the elephants  
limited   range  for   roaming   and   social 
  intercourse. 

And  the   misunderstanding   is   constantly 
  perpetuated:    the   elephants   have   come 
  out   of   the   forest because  there   is   no   food  

 or   water   left   in   the   forest.   First,    they   
didn't   come   out   of   the   forest,   the  humans 
  took   this   forest  from  them.   Secondly,    
there   is   always   food   and   water   in   the 
  forest   for  elephants.   What   are   they  really 
 looking   for   should   be   analysed   rather 
  than   coming   to   simplied   conclusions.  

If  we   could   try   to   think   of   elephants   as 
  being   other   human   beings,   would   it   help   
us   understand them  better?    I   think   the   
answer   is   a   denite    “Yes”. It  must   of 
  course   be   tempered   by   the   fact   that   the 
  elephant   is   a moral   while   man   is   moral.   A 
  man  may  steal   a   banana   but   the   elephant   
does   not   steal,    he   just   takes.  

Imagine   a   time   before   mankind   arrived    
on   Earth,   several   millions   of   years   ago,   
where   elephants lived   and   worked   the 
  land   to   grow   trees   and   plants,   smoothing 
  the   rough   edges   of   the   Earth from  the   
time   of   dinosaurs   to   create   an   Eden   for 
  animals   to   thrive   on   this   Earth.   Now   let 
  us   help leave  these   gentle   giants   some 
  space   to   continue   to   exist   with   mankind 
  in   gratitude   for   the   work they  done   to 
  make   the   world   a   lovely   place   to   live.



MASS DEATH DIES HARD

– Clive James

hen you tell people once too 

Woften that the missing extra 
heat is hiding in the ocean, 

they will switch over to watch Game of 
Thrones, where the dialogue is less 
ridicu-lous and all the threats come true. 
The proponents of man-made climate 
catastrophe asked us for so many leaps of 
faith that they were bound to run out of 
credibility in the end. Now that they 
nally seem to be doing so, it could be a 
good time for those of us who have never 
been convinced by all those urgent 
warnings to start warning each other 
that we might be making a comparably 
senseless tactical error if we ex-pect the 
elastic cause of the catastrophists, and 
all of its exponents, to go away in a hurry.

I speak as one who knows nothing about 
the mathematics involved in modelling 
non-linear systems. But I do know quite a 
lot about the mass media, and far too 
much about the abuse of language. So I 
feel qualied to advise against any 
triumphalist urge to compare the 

apparently imminent disintegration of 
the alarmist cause to the collapse of a 
house of cards. Devotees of that fond idea 
haven't thought hard enough about their 
metaphor. A house of cards collapses only 
with a sigh, and when it has nished 
collapsing all the cards are still there.

Although the alarmists might nally 
have to face that they will not get much 
more of what they want on a policy level, 
they will surely, on the level of their own 
employ-ment, go on wanting their 
salaries and prestige.  To take a 
conspicuous if ludicrous case, the 
Australian climate star Tim Flannery 
will probably not, of his own free will, 
shrink back to the position conferred by 
his original metier, as an expert on the 
ex-tinction of the giant wombat. He is far 
more likely to go on being, and wishing to 
be, one of the mass media's mobile 
oracles about climate. While that 
possibility contin-ues, it will go on being 
dangerous to stand between him and a 
TV camera. If the giant wombat could 
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have moved at that speed, it would still be 
with us.

The mere fact that few of Flannery's 
predictions have ever come even remotely 
true need not be enough to discredit him. 
The same fact, in the case of America's 
Pro - fessor  Ehrl i ch ,  has  le f t  h im 
untouched ever since he predicted that the 
world would soon run out of copper. In 
those days, when our current phase of the 
long discus-sion about man's attack on 
nature was just beginning, he predicted 
mass death by extreme cold. Lately he 
predicts mass death by extreme heat. But 
he has always pre-dicted mass death by 
extreme something, and he is always 
Professor Ehrlich.

Actually, a more illustrative starting 
point for the theme of the permanently 
immi-nent climatic apocalypse might be 
taken as 3 August 1971, when the Sydney 
Morning Herald announced that the 
Great Barrier Reef would be dead in six 
months. After six months the reef had not 
died, but it has been going to die almost as 
soon as that ever since; making it a 
strangely durable emblem for all those 
who have wedded them-selves to the 
notion of climate catastrophe.

The most exalted of all the world's 
predictors of reef death, President 
Obama, has still not seen the reef even 
now but he promises to go there one day 
when it is well again. Assurances that it 
has never really been sick won't be coming 
from his senior science adviser John 
Holdren. In the middle of 2016 some of the 
long-term experts on reef death began 
admitting that they had all been 
overdoing the propaganda.

After almost half a century of reef death 
prediction, this was the rst instance of one 
group of reef death predictors telling 
another group to dial down the alarmism, 
or they would queer the pitch for everybody. 
But an old hand like Holdren knows bet-ter 

than to listen to sudden outbursts of 
moderation. Back in the day, when extreme 
cooling was the fashion, he was an extreme 
coolist. Lately he is an extreme warmist. He 
will surely continue to be an extremist of 
some kind, even if he has to be an ex-treme 
moderate. And after all, his boss was right 
about the ocean. In his acceptance speech at 
the 2008 Democratic convention, Obama 
said – and I truly wish that this were an 
inaccurate paraphrase – that people should 
vote for him if they wanted to stop the ocean 
rising. He got elected, and it didn't rise.

The notion of a count-down or a tipping 
point is very dear to both wings of this deaf 
shouting match, and really is of small use to 
either. On the catastrophist wing, whose 
'narrative', as they might put it, would so 
often seem to be a synthesised lm script 
left over from the era of surround-sound 
disaster movies, there is always a count-
down to the tipping point. When the 
scientists are the main contributors to the 
script, the tipping point will be something 
like the forever forthcoming moment when 
the Gulf Stream turns upside down or the 
Antarctic ice sheet comes off its hinges, or 
any other extreme event which, although it 
persists in not happening, could happen 
s o o n e r  t h a n  w e  t h i n k  ( s c i e n c e 
correspondents who can write a phrase like 
'sooner than we think' seldom realise that 
they might have already lost you with the 
word 'could').

When the politicians join in the writing, 
the dramatic language declines to the 
infantile. There are only 50 days (Gordon 
Brown) or 100 months (Prince Charles 
wear-ing his political hat) left for mankind 
to 'do something' about 'the greatest moral 
chal-lenge . . . of our generation'. (Kevin 
R u d d ,  b e f o r e  h e  a r r i v e d  a t  t h e 
Copenhagen climate shindig in 2009.)

When he left Copenhagen, Rudd scarcely 
mentioned the greatest moral challenge 
again. Perhaps he had deduced, from the 
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confusion prevailing throughout the con-
ference, that the chances of the world 
ever uniting its efforts to 'do something' 
were very small. Whatever his motives 
for backing out of the climate chorus, his 
subse-quent career was an early 
demonstration that to cease being a 
chorister would be no easy retreat, 
because it would be a clear indication 
that everything you had said on the 
subject up to then had been said in either 
bad faith or ignorance. It would not be 
enough merely to fall silent. You would 
have to travel back in time, run for ofce 
in the Czech Republic instead of 
Australia, and call yourself Vaclav 
Klaus.

Australia, unlike Kevin Rudd, has a 
globally popular role in the climate 
movie be-cause it looks the part. 
Common reason might tell you that a 
country whose contri-bution to the 
world's emissions is only 1.4% can do 
very little about the biggest moral 
challenge even if it manages to reduce 
that contribution to zero; but your eyes 
tell you that Australia is burning up. On 
the classic alarmist principle of 'just 
stick your head out of the window and 
look around you', Australia always 
looks like Overwhelming Ev-idence that 
the alarmists must be right. Even now 
that the global warming scare has 
completed its transformation into the 
climate change scare so that any kind of 
event at either end of the scale of 
temperature can qualify as a crisis, 
Australia remains the top area of 
interest, still up there ahead of even the 
melting North Pole, despite the Arctic's 
miraculous capacity to go on producing 
ice in deance of all instructions from Al 
Gore. A 'C'-student to his marrow, and 
thus never quick to pick up any reading 
mat-ter at all, Gore has evidently never 
seen the Life magazine photographs of 
America's nuclear submarine Skate 

surfacing through the North Pole in 
1959. The ice up there is often thin, and 
sometimes vanishes. But it comes back, 
especially when someone sufciently 
illustrious condently predicts that it 
will go away for good.

After 4.5 billion years of changing, the 
climate that made outback Australia 
ready for Baz Luhrmann's view-nder 
looked al l  set  to  end the world 
t o m o r r o w .  H i s t o r y  h a s  a l r e a d y 
forgotten that the schedule for one of 
the big drought sequences in his movie 
Australia was wrecked by rain, and 
certainly history will never be reminded 
by the mass media, which loves a 
picture that ts the story. In this way, 
the polar bear balancing on the photo-
shopped shrinking ice-oe will always 
have a future in show business, and the 
cooling towers spilling steam will 
always be up there in the background of 
the TV picture while the panel of 
experts discuss what Julia Gillard still 
calls 'carbon', her word for carbon 
dioxide. Pictures of her house near the 
beach in Adelaide, on the other hand, 
will never be used to illustrate satirical 
articles about a retired prophet of the 
rising ocean who buys a house near the 
beach, because there won't be any such 
articles. The full 97% of all satirists who 
dealt themselves out of the climate 
subject back at the start look like 
staying out of it until the end, even if 
they get satirised in their turn. One 
c o u l d  b l a m e  t h e m  f o r  t h e i r 
pusillanimity, but it would be useless, 
and perhaps unfair. Nobody will be able 
plausibly to call Emma Thomp-son 
dumb for spreading gloom and doom 
about the climate: she's too clever and 
too creative. And anyway, she might be 
right. Cases like Leonardo di Caprio 
and Cate Blanchett are rare enough to 
be  cal led brave.  Otherwise ,  the 
consensus of silence from the wits and 



thespians continues to be impressive. If 
they did wish to speak up for scepticism, 
however, they wouldn't nd it easy 
when the people who run the big TV 
outlets forbid the wrong kind of 
humour. On Saturday Night Live back 
there in 2007, Will Ferrell, brilliantly 
pretending to be George W. Bush, was 
allowed to get every word of the global 
warming message wrong, but he wasn't 
allowed to disbelieve it.

Just as all branches of the modern media 
love a picture of something that might be 
part of the Overwhelming Evidence for 
climate change even if it is really a 
picture of something else, they all love a 
clock ticking down to zero, and if the clock 
never quite gets there then the motif can 
be exploited forever. But the editors and 
pro-ducers must face the drawback of 
such perpetual excitement: it gets 
perpetually less exciting. Numbness sets 
in, and there is time to think after all. 
Some of the customers might even start 
asking where this language of rubber 
numbers has been heard be-fore.

It was heard from Swift. In Gulliver's 
Travels he populated his ying island of 
Laputa with scientists busily using 
rubber numbers to predict dire events. 
He called these scientists 'projectors'. 
At the basis of all the predictions of the 
projectors was the pre-diction that the 
Earth was in danger from a Great 
Comet whose tail was 'ten hundred 
thousand and fourteen' miles long. I 
should concede at this point that a 
sardonic par-ody is not necessarily 
pertinent just because it is funny; and 
that although it might be unlikely that 
the Earth will soon be threatened by 
man-made climate change, it might be 
less unlikely that the Earth will be 
threatened eventually by an asteroid, or 
let it be a Great Comet; after all, the 
Earth has been hit before.

That being said, however, we can note 
that Swift has got the language of 
articial crisis exactly right, to the 
point that we might have trouble 
deciding whether he in-vented it, or 
merely copied it from scientic voices 
surrounding him in his day. James 
Hansen is a Swiftian gure. Blithely 
equating trains full of coal to trains full 
of people on their way to Auschwitz, 
Hansen is utterly unaware that he has 
not only turned the stomachs of the 
informed audience he was out to 
impress, he has lost their atten-tion. 
Professor of Earth Sciences Chris 
Turney, who led a ship full of climate 
change enthusiasts into the Antarctic 
ice to see how the ice was doing under 
the inuence of climate change and 
found it was doing well enough to trap 
the ship, could have been invented by 
Swift. (Turney's subsequent Guardian 
article, in which he explained how this 
embarrassment was due only to a quirk 
of the weather, and had nothing to do 
with a possible mistake about the 
climate, was a Swiftian lampoon in all 
respects.) Compulsorily retired now 
from the climate scene, Dr Rajendra 
Pachauri was a zany straight from 
Swift, by way of a Bollywood remake of 
The Party starring the local im-itator of 
Peter Sellers; if Dr Johnson could have 
thought of Pachauri, Rasselas would be 
much more entertaining than it is. 
Finally, and supremely, Tim Flannery 
could have been invented by Swift after 
ten cups of coffee too many with Stella. 
He wanted to keep her laughing. Swift 
projected the projectors who now 
surround us.

They came out of the grant-hungry 
fringe of semi-science to infect the heart 
of the mass media, where a whole 
generation of commentators taught 
each other to speak and write a 
h y p e r b o l i c  d o o m  l a n g u a g e 
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( ' unprecedented ' ,  ' i r revers ib le ' , 
etcetera),  which you might have 
thought was sure to doom them in their 
turn. After all, nobody with an intact 
pair of ears really listens for long to 
anyone who talks about 'the planet' or 
'carbon' or 'climate denial' or 'the 
science'. But for now – and it could be a 
long now – the advocates of drastic 
action are still armed with a theory that 
no fact doesn't t. The theory has 
always been manifestly unfalsiable, 
but there are few science pun-dits in the 
mass media who could tell Karl Popper 
from Mary Poppins. More startling than 
their ignorance, however, is their 
deance of logic. You can just about see 
how a bunch of grant-dependent climate 
scientists might go on saying that there 
was never a Medieval Warm Period 
even after it has been pointed out to 
them that any old corpse dug up from 
the permafrost could never have been 
buried in it. But how can a bunch of 
supposedly enlightened writers go on 
saying that? Their answer, if pressed, is 
usually to say that the question is too 
elementary to be considered.

Alarmists have always proted from 
their insistence that climate change is 
such a complex issue that no 'science 
denier' can have an opinion about it 
worth hear-ing. For most areas of 
science such an insistence would be 
true. But this particular area has a 
knack of raising questions that get more 
and more complicated in the ab-sence of 
an answer to the elementary ones. One 
of those elementary questions is about 
how man-made carbon dioxide can be a 
driver of climate change if the global 
temperature has not gone up by much 
over the last twenty years but the 
amount of man-made carbon dioxide 
has. If we go on to ask a supplementary 
question – say, how could carbon 
dioxide raise temperature when the 

evidence of the ice cores indicates that 
temperature has always raised carbon 
dioxide – we will be given com-plicated 
answers, but we still haven't had an 
answer to the rst question, except for 
the suggestion that the temperature, 
despite the observations, really has 
gone up, but that the extra heat is 
hiding in the ocean. It is not necessarily 
science denial to propose that this long 
professional habit of postponing an 
answer to the rst and most elementary 
question is bizarre. Richard Feynman 
said that if a fact doesn't t the theory, 
the theory has to go. Feynman was a 
scientist. Einstein realised that the 
Michelson–Morley experiments hinted 
at a possible fact that might not t 
Newton's theory of celestial mechanics. 
Einstein was a scientist too. Those of us 
who are not scientists, but who are 
sceptical about the validity of this whole 
issue – who suspect that the alleged 
problem might be less of a problem than 
is made out – have plenty of great 
sc ient ic  names  to  po int  to  for 
exemplars, and it could even be said 
that we could point to the whole of 
science itself. Being resistant to the 
force of its own inertia is one of the 
things that science does.

When the climatologists upgraded their 
frame of certainty from global warming 
to climate change, the bet-hedging 
manoeuvre was so blatant that some of 
the scep-tics started predicting in their 
turn; the alarmist cause must surely 
now collapse, like a house of cards. A 
tipping point had been reached. 
Unfortunately for the cause of rational 
critical enquiry, the campaign for 
immediate action against climate doom 
reaches a tipping point every few 
minutes, because the observations, if 
not the cal-culations, never cease 
exposing it as a fantasy. I myself, after I 
observed Andrew Neil on BBC TV 



wiping the oor with the then Secretary 
for Energy and Climate Change Ed 
Davey, thought that the British 
government's energy policy could not 
survive, and that the mad work which 
had begun with Ed Miliband's Climate 
Act of 2008 must now surely begin to 
come undone. Neil's well-informed list 
of questions had been a tip-ping point. 
But it changed nothing in the short 
term. It didn't even change the BBC, 
which continued uninterrupted with its 
determination that the alarmist view 
should not be questioned.

How did the upmarket mass media get 
themselves into such a condition of ser-
vility? One is reminded of that ne old 
historian George Grote, when he said 
that he had taken his A History of 
Greece only to the point where the 
Greeks themselves failed to realise they 
were slaves. The BBC's monotonous 
plugging of the climate theme in its 
science documentaries is too obvious to 
need remarking, but it's what the sci-
ence programmes never say that really 
does the damage. Even the news 
programmes get 'smoothed' to ensure 
that nothing interferes with the 
constant business of pro-tecting the 
climate change theme's dogmatic 
status. To take a simple but telling ex-
a m p l e :  w h e n  S i g m a r  G a b r i e l , 
Germany's Vice Chancellor and man in 
charge of the Energiewende, talked 
rings around Greenpeace hecklers with 
nothing on their minds but renouncing 
coal, or told executives of the renewable 
energy companies that they could no 
longer take unlimited subsides for 
granted, these instructive moments 
could be seen on German television but 
were not excerpted and subtitled for 
British televi-sion even briey, despite 
Gabriel's accomplishments as a natural 
TV star, and despite the fact that he 
himself was no sceptic.

Wrong message: easier to leave him out. 
And if the climate scientist Judith Curry 
appears before a US Senate committee 
and manages to defend her anti-alarmist 
p o - s i t i o n  a g a i n s t  c o n c e n t r a t e d 
harassment from a senator whose only 
qualication for the discussion is that he 
can impugn her integrity with a 
rhetorical contempt of which she is too 
polite to be capable? Leave it to YouTube. 
In this way, the BBC has spent ten years 
unplugged from a vital part of the global 
inte l lectual  d iscussion,  with an 
increasing air of provincialism as the 
inevitable result. As the UK now begins 
the long process of exiting the European 
Union, we can reect that the departing 
nation's most important broadcasting 
institution has been behaving, for 
several years, as if its true aim were to 
reproduce the thought control that 
prevailed in the Soviet Union.

As for the print media, it's no mystery 
why the upmarket newspapers do an 
even more thorough job than the 
downmarket newspapers of suppressing 
any dissenting opinion on the climate. In 
Britain, the Telegraph sensibly gives a 
column to the dili-gently sceptical 
Christopher Booker, and Matt Ridley has 
recently been able to get a few rational 
articles into the Times, but a more usual 
arrangement is exemplied by my own 
newspaper, the Guardian ,  which 
entrusts all aspects of the subject to 
George Monbiot, who once informed his 
green readership that there was only one 
reason I could presume to disagree with 
him, and them: I was an old man, soon to 
be dead, and thus with no concern for the 
future of 'the planet'. I would have 
damned his im-pertinence, but it would 
have been like getting annoyed with a 
wheelbarrow full of freshly cut grass.

These byline names are stars committed 
to their opinion, but what's missing from 
the posh press is the non-star name 
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committed to the job of building a fact-le 
and extracting a reasoned article from it. 
Further down the market, when the 
Daily Mail put its no-frills news-hound 
D a v i d  R o s e  o n  t h e  c a s e  a f t e r 
Climategate, his admirable competence 
immediately got him labelled as a 
'climate change denier': one of the rst 
people to be awarded that badge of 
honour. The other tactic used to discredit 
him was the standard one of calling his 
paper a disreputable publication. It 
might be – having been a victim of its 
prurience myself, I have no inclination to 
revere it – but it hasn't forgotten what 
objective reporting is supposed to be. 
Most of the British papers have, and the 
reason is no mystery.

They can't afford to remember. The 
print media are on their way down the 
drain. With almost no personnel left to 
do the writing, the urge at editorial 
level is to give all the science stuff to one 
b loke .  The pr int  edit ion o f  The 
Independent bored its way out of 
business when their resident climate 
nag was allowed to write half the paper. 
In its last year, when the doomwatch 
journalists were threatened by the 
climate in-dustry with a newly revised 
consensus opinion that a mere two-
degree increase in world temperature 
might be not only acceptable but likely, 
the Independent 's chap retaliated by 
writing stories about how the real 
likelihood was an increase of ve de-
grees, and in a kind of frenzied 
crescendo he wrote a whole front page 
saying that the global temperature was 
'on track' for an increase of six degrees. 
Not long after, the Indy 's print edition 
closed down.

At the New York Times, Andrew Revkin, 
star colour-piece writer on the climate 
beat, makes the whole subject no less 
predictable than his prose style: a cruel 
restriction. In Australia, the Fairfax 

papers, which by now have almost as 
few writers as readers, reprint Revkin's 
summaries as if they were the voice of 
authority, and will probably go on doing 
so until the waters close overhead. On 
the ABC, the house science pundit 
Robyn Williams famously predicted 
that the rising of the waters 'could' 
amount to 100 metres in the next 
century. But not even he predicted that 
it could happen next week. At the 
Sydney Morning Herald ,  it could 
happen next week. The only remaining 
journalists could look out of the window, 
and see sh.

Bending their efforts to sensationalise 
the news on a scale previously unknown 
even in their scrappy history, the mass 
media have helped to consolidate a 
pernicious myth. But they could not 
have done this so thoroughly without 
the accident that they are the main 
source of information and opinion for 
people in the academic world and in the 
scientic institutions. Few of those 
people have been reading the sceptical 
blogs: they have no time. If I myself had 
not been so ill during the relevant time-
span, I might not have been reading 
them either, and might have remained 
conned within the misinformation 
s y s t e m  w h e r e  a n y  a s s e r t i o n  o f 
f o r thcoming  d i sas ter  counts  as 
evidence. The effect of this mountainous 
accumulation of sanctied alarmism on 
the academic world is another subject. 
Some of the universities deserve to be 
closed down, but I expect they will 
muddle through, if only because the 
liberal spirit, when it regains its 
strength, is likely to be less vengeful 
than the dogmatists were when they 
ruled. Finding that the power of inertia 
blesses their security as once it blessed 
their inuence, the enthusiasts might 
have the sense to throttle back on their 
certitude, huddle under the blanket 



cover provided by the concept of 'post-
normal science', and wait in comfort to 
be forgotten.

As for the learned societies and 
professional institutions, it was never a 
puzzle that so many of them became 
instruments of obfuscation instead of 
enlightenment. Totalitarianism takes 
over a state at the moment when the 
ruling party is taken over by its 
secretariat; the tipping point is when 
Stalin, with his lists of names, offers to 
stay late after the meeting and take 
c a r e  o f  b u s i n e s s .  T h e  s a m e 
vulnerability applies to any learned 
institution. Rule by bureaucracy 
favours mediocrity, and in no time at all 
you are in a world where Julia Slingo is 
a gure of authority, and Judith Curry 
is ghting to breathe. Under Stalin, 
T r o  m  L y s e n k o  b e c a m e  m o r e 
indispensable the more he reduced all 
the other biologists to the same 
condition as Soviet agriculture, and 
even after Stalin was dead, it took 
A n d r e i  S a k h a r o v  t o  p e r s u a d e 
Khrushchev not to bring Lysenko back 
to ofce. Khrushchev was well aware 
that Lysenko was a charlatan, but he 
looked like an historic force; and who 
argues with one of those?

On a smaller scale of inuential 
prestige, Lord Stern lends the Royal 
Society the honour of his presence. For 
those of us who regard him as a 
vocalised stuffed shirt, it is no use 
s a y i n g  t h a t  h i s  c o n  d e n t 
pronouncements about the future are 
only those of an economist. Vaclav 
Klaus was only an economist when he 
tried to remind us that Malthusian 
clairvoyance is invariably a harbinger 
of totalitarianism. But Klaus was a true 
gure of authority. Alas, true gures of 
authority are in short supply, and tend 
not to have much inuence when they 
get to speak.

All too often, this is because they care 
more about science than about the 
media. As recently as 2015, after a full 
ten years of nightly proof that this 
particular scientic dispute was a 
media event before it was anything, 
Freeman Dyson was persuaded to go on 
television. He was up there just long 
enough to say that the small proportion 
of carbon dioxide that was man-made 
could only add to the world's supply of 
plant food. The world's mass media 
outlets ignored the footage, mainly 
because they didn't know who he was. I 
might not have known either if I hadn't 
spent, in these last few years, enough 
time in hospitals to have it proved to me 
on a personal basis that real science is 
as indispensable for modern medicine 
as cheap power. Among his many 
achievements, to none of which he has 
ever cared about drawing attention, 
Dyson designed the TRIGA reactor. The 
TRIGA ensures that the world 's 
hospitals get a reliable supply of 
isotopes.

Dyson served science. Except for the few 
hold-outs who go on ghting to de-fend 
the objective nature of truth, most of the 
climate scientists who get famous are 
serving themselves. There was a time 
when the journalists could have pointed 
out the difference, but now they have no 
idea. Instead, they are so celebrity-
conscious that they would supply Tim 
Flannery with a new clown-suit if he 
wore out the one he is wearing now. In 
2016, he dived on the Great Barrier Reef 
and reported himself overwhelmed by 
the evidence that it was on the point of 
death, a symptomatology which, he 
said, he had recently learned to 
recognise by watching his father die. 
Nei-ther he nor any of his admirers at 
the Sydney Morning Herald cared to 
note that it has now been almost 50 
years that the reef has been going to die 
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soon. But the moment never came, 
although it will probably go on being 
about to happen for the next 50 years as 
well. The reef death disaster is like 
those millions of climate change 
refugees who were going to ood into the 
West by 2010. They never arrived. But 
when the refugees from the war in Syria 
started to arrive, there was a ready-
made media ap-paratus waiting to 
declare that they were the missing 
climate change refugees really, because 
what else had caused the war but 
climate change? They were the missing 
heat that had been hiding in the ocean.

A bad era for science has been a worse 
one for the mass media, the eld in 
which, despite the usual blunders and 
misjudgements, I was once proud to earn 
my living. But I have spent too much 
time, in these last few years, being 
ashamed of my pro-fession: hence the 
note of anger which, I can now see, has 
crept into this essay even though I was 
determined to keep it out. As my 
retirement changed to illness and then to 
dotage, I would have preferred to sit back 
and write poems than to be known for 
taking a position in what is, despite the 
colossal scale of its foolish waste, a very 
petty quarrel. But when some of the 
climate priesthood, and even the 
Attorney General of the United States, 
started talking about how dissent might 
be suppressed with the force of law – well, 
that was a tipping point. I am a dissenter, 
and not because I deny science, but 
because I afrm it. So it was time to stand 
up and ght, if only because so many of 
the advocates, though they must know by 
now that they are professing a belief they 
no longer hold, will continue to profess it 
anyway.

Back in the day, when I was starting off 
in journalism – on the Sydney Morning 
Herald, as it happens – the one thing we 
all learned early from our veteran 

colleagues was never to improve the 
truth for the sake of the story. If they 
caught us doing so, it was the end of the 
world.

But here we are, and the world hasn't 
e n d e d  a f t e r  a l l .  T h o u g h  s o m e 
governments might not yet have fully 
returned to the principle of evidence-
based policy, most of them have learned 
to be wary of policy-based evidence. 
They have learned to spot it coming, not 
because the real virtues of critical 
enquiry have been well argued by 
scientists, but because the false claims 
of abracadabra have been asserted too 
often by people who, though they might 
have started out as scientists of a kind, 
have found their true purpose in life as 
ideologists. Modern history since World 
War II has shown us that it is unwise to 
predict what will happen to ideologists 
after their citadel of power has been 
brought low. It was feared that the 
remaining Nazis would ght on, as 
Werewolves. Actually, only a few days 
had to pass before there were no Nazis 
to  be found anywhere except in 
Argentina, boring one another to death 
at the world's worst dinner parties.

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, 
on the other hand, when it was thought 
t h a t  n o  a p o l o g i s t s  f o r  M a r x i s t 
collectivism could possibly keep their 
credibility in the universities of the 
West, they not only failed to lose heart, 
they gained strength. Some critics 
would say that the climate change fad 
itself is an offshoot of this lingering rev-
olutionary animus against liberal 
democracy, and that the true purpose of 
the clima-tologists is to bring about a 
world government that will ensure 
what no less a philan-thropist than 
Robert Mugabe calls 'climate justice', in 
which capital ism is  replaced by 
something more altruistic.



I myself prefer to blame mankind's 
i n h e r e n t  c a p a c i t y  f o r  r a i s i n g 
opportunism to a principle: the enabling 
condition for fascism in all its varieties, 
and often an impera-tive mind-set among 
high end frauds. On behalf of the UN, 
Maurice Strong, the rst man to raise big 
money for climate justice, found slightly 
under a million dollars of it sticking to his 
ngers, and hid out in China for the rest 
of his life – a clear sign of his guilty 
knowledge that he had pinched it. Later 
operators lack even the guilt. They just 
collect the money, like the Prime 
Minister of Tuvalu, who has probably 
guessed by now that the sea isn't going to 
rise by so much as an inch; but he still 
wants, for his supposedly threatened 
atoll, a share of the free cash, and 
especially because the question has 
changed. It used to be: how will we cope 
when the disaster comes? The question 
now is: how will we cope if it does not?

There is no need to entertain visions of a 
vast, old-style army of disoccupied ex-
perts retreating through the snow, 
eating rst their horses and nally each 
other. But there could be quite a lot of 
previously well-subsidised people left 
standing around while they vaguely 
wonder why nobody is listening to them 
anymore. Way back there in 2011, one of 
the Climategate scientists, Tommy Wils, 
with an engagingly honest caution rare 
among prophets, speculated in an email 
about what people outside their network 
might do to them if climate change 
turned out to be a bunch of natural vari-
ations: 'Kill us, probably.' But there has 
been too much talk of mass death 
already, and anyway most of the 
alarmists are the kind of people for whom 
it is a sufciently fatal punishment 
simply to be ignored.

Nowadays I write with aching slowness, 
and  by  the  t ime I  had  nished 
assembling the previous paragraph, the 

US had changed presidents. What 
difference this transi-tion will make to 
the speed with which the climate 
change meme collapses is yet to be seen, 
but my own guess is that it was already 
almost gone anyway: a comforting view 
to take if you don't like the idea of a 
posturing zany like Donald Trump 
changing the world.

Personally, I don't even like the idea of 
Trump changing a light bulb, but we 
ought to remember that this dimwitted 
period in the history of the West began 
with exactly that: a change of light 
bulbs. Suddenly, 100 watts were too 
much. For as long as the climate change 
fad lasted, it always depended on 
poppycock; and it would surely be 
unwise to believe that mankind's 
capacity to believe in fashionable 
n o n s e n s e  c a n  b e  c u r e d  b y  t h e 
disproportionately high cost of a 
temporary embarrassment. I'm almost 
sorry that I won't be here for the 
ceremonial unveiling of the next threat. 
Almost cer-tainly the opening feast will 
take place in Paris, with a happy sample 
of all the world's young scientists facing 
the fragrant remains of their rst ever 
plate of foie gras, while vowing that it 
will not be the last.
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Every species on the earth has a set 
pattern of behaviour which is governed 
by the natural forces, its biology and can 
modify according to the changing 
conditions, which we call adaptation. A 
polar bear can only survive in extremely 
cold conditions and his behaviour  is 
modied to suit the ice cold conditions of 
the pole. The snake and the frog gathers 
their food and procreates in the summer 
before going into hibernations during the 
winter. The elephant, one of the oldest 
survivors of the Proboscidae that 
inhabited the earth in the bygone age, is 
a mega herbivore requiring about 250-
300 kg of fodder and 200-300 liters of 
drinking water per day. The species has 
been attracting the interest of people 
that came to the earth much later, and 

the history of human-elephant interface 
is as old as the human existence on the 
earth .  People  have  studied  and 
documented elephant behaviour and 
several valuable treatises are available 
to testify human interest in the 
elephants in India and abroad from the 
ancient times.

In the wild, the elephants have a very 
well organized social system, which 
many expert feel is responsible for their 
survival till date in the hostile earth of 
today. The oldest and naturally the most 
experienced cow; the matriarch, assumes 
the responsibility of leading the herd. By 
virtue of her long years of existence, she 
is the most experienced member of the 
herd and knows the safe passages, 
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INDUCED BEHAVIOUR IN 
WILD ELEPHANTS

– Prof. K. K. Sarma
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locations of foraging areas and that of the 
water bodies, which are so vital for the 
survival of the huge animal. The average 
family size of a herd is 9-10 individuals 
and is composed of the closely related 
individuals. Several such small family 
groups coalesce to form huge herds of 
elephants and this herding is generally 
seen  in  threat  percept i ons  and 
particularly during their annual 
migrations. 

The breeding bulls, contrary to the 
general wisdom are loosely attached to 
the herds and enter a herd in search of 
primed females ready to serve being in 
oestrous. The same dominant bull can 
shuttle between neighboring herds for 
the breeding purpose and would have 
his access to the harem only till he could 
establish dominance over other adult 
bulls living in or around the herds. 
Whenever any other bull challenges his 
dominance, the previous bull will either 
have to defeat him to continue to remain 
the accepted breeding bull or will have 
to leave the status to the challenger. 
This is in a way an excellent breeding 
behaviour seen in the elephants, which 
ensures that only the best genes pass 
down the generations and the weak 
g e n e s  a r e  e l i m i n a t e d  f r o m  t h e 
succeeding generations. The experts 
attribute this natural selection in the 
form of their breeding behaviour to be 
the most important reason for the 
survival of the species against so many 
odds. As human population explode in 
this elephant country; roads, railway 
tracks and channels are built in their 
territory, we see the more courageous 
and stronger breeding bulls leading the 
herds in their movements which we can 
observe as altered behavior.

Natural habitat, which is a most 
important part in the survival of the 
elephants, is reducing day by day due to 

t h e  h u m a n  p o p u l a t i o n  g r o w t h . 
Encroachment of the wild ranges for 
construction of buildings and houses 
made these huge mammals to be 
enclosed in a natural connement where 
even their primary needs are restricted. 
Indirectly the natural drifting behaviour 
of those animals for search of food and 
water are also limited. So the human 
inhabited areas also have become their 
grazing elds in ravenous seasons. The 
delicious food materials such as 
sugarcane,  maize,  paddy,banana 
etc.attracts these huge vegetarians to the 
human dwelling areas. But the villagers 
would not allow them to stay there 
during the day. But there natural 
habitats are almost gone. So where do 
they go for the day shelter?

The only place they can rest in 
reasonable safety during the day are the 
t e a  p l a n t a t i o n s ,  a s   a n y b o d y 
approaching them are easily noticed by 
the herd in a tea garden. Though the 
e l e p h a n t s  i n  t e a  e s t a t e s  a r e 
photographers delight and looks 
gorgeous, tea gardens are not safe 
heavens for the elephants either. All 
monocultures in the gardens do not 
provide them any food for the whole day 
as even the undergrowths are sprayed 
with weedicides! Remember their huge 
food requirement and biological 
peculiarity  that what they eat they 
pass out within six to eight hours! So the 
animals entering a garden in the wee 
hours, forced to spend at least nine to 
ten hours without any food and often 
even water and by late afternoon, the 
hunger becomes unbearable and as they 
come out to raid the paddy elds or 
village orchards, the intense hunger 
makes them unstoppable, like tsunami 
waves overcoming all physical barriers. 
So senseless destruction of their habitat 
and the corridors is the result of this 
kind of aggressive behavior induced by 
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man! They grow so frustrated that some 
of them have even started attacking 
cows or other domestic animals which 
was quite unheard of in the past.

In  not so distant past, we have seen 
villagers driving wild herds with res 
on the elephant paths, now they have 
stopped being scared of re, in fact 
many a times they have douched the re 
with water that they carry in their 
trunks for this purpose! We have 
created power fencing, they have also 
learnt to overcome that. We have seen 
them breaking  sides of trenches put up 
as barriers to cross without difculty. 
So it is not a rocket science not to 

understand why they do all these! 
Hunger is the greatest motivation! They 
have started to cross railway tracks 
which were not their traditional 
corridors, because of total damage or 
encroachments on their habitats and 
train hit cases started happening in 
nontraditional areas. 

So our behavior induces changes in the 
behavior of wild elephants, because they 
are intelligent animals. They will 
innovate ideas to survive. So we must do 
serious introspection to keep wild 
elephants within their behavioral 
domain, otherwise both of us are bound to 
suffer serious losses in coming future.



Why biodiversity loss 
is scarier than 

climate change

– Robin Hicks

Sumatran tigers on the prowl are scaring 
residents in Riau province of Indonesia 
who have ed their homes due to 
spreading forest res. Reports show there 
are only about 400 Sumatran tigers left in 
Indonesia due to rampant deforestation. 
Image: Shutterstock

While the plight of tigers, sharks and 
rhinos may be sad, does it really matter to 
mankind if these species go extinct? 

Should we care if the only way to see these 
beasts is in a zoo or aquarium, or if they go 
the way of the Dodo?

Preserving these species is not only in the 
interests of zoologists and animal lovers, 
it is essential to safeguard the future of 
our own, says Marco Lambertini, director-
general of environmental group World 
Wide Fund for Nature, also known as 
WWF.

Much progress has been made at working out how much climate change will cost 
humanity. Less is known of the value of biodiversity. This is essential to safeguarding the 
environment and mankind, argues the head of WWF.
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WWF director general Marco Lambertini at 
Ecosperity

Talking to Eco-Business on the sidelines 
of Ecosperity, an annual sustainability 
conference held by Singapore investment 
rm Temasek, Lambertini pointed out 
that nature has an intrinsic, intangible 
value that cannot be measured.

A price tag cannot be placed on the 
feeling of wonder on seeing, say, an eagle 
soaring over a hillside, or the sense of 
calm one feels when strolling through a 
forest, although “forest bathing” - the act 
of simply being in a forest - has been a 
recognised healing method in Japan 
since the 1980s.

Calculations can be made about the 
value of individual animals, for example, 
an African elephant might be worth 
around US$2 million a year in tourism 
value, and a whale shark in the 
Philippines a similar amount, estimates 
Lambertini. But it is harder to work out 
how much an ecosystem is worth.

“A forest is not just a piece of greenery,” 
says Lambertini. “It's a network of 
animals and plants all working together 
to make the forest a living system that 
produces oxygen, regulates water and 
retains the soil for us. It's hard to put a 
price on that.”

The cost of loss

Although it is more difcult to work out 
how many species of plants and animals 

there are on Earth than stars in the sky, 
says the World Resources Institute, the 
rate of species loss can be more reliably 
measured.

It is estimated that 150 to 200 species of 
plant, insect, bird and mammal go 
extinct every 24 hours. This, Lambertini 
observes, is almost 1,000 times the 
natural rate of extinction, and the fastest 
rate of species loss since the demise of the 
dinosaurs 65 million years ago.

WWF's Living Planet report from 2016 
showed that of 3,706 wildlife populations 
around the world, 60 per cent have 
disappeared in the last 40 years.

“We need to work out the invisible value 
of nature,” says Lambertini. “We cannot 
have a prosperous society in a depleted 
planet.”

Populations of Sumatran elephants have dropped 
dramatically over the last decade

The numbers behind the impact of this 
decline are stark. According to a report 
from the United Nations-backed 
Business and Sustainable Development 
Commission launched at Ecosperity, 
biodiversity loss in Asia could reduce 
gross domestic product globally by 18 per 
cent by 2050, up from just over 3 per cent 
in 2008.

The reason for the decline is that, for 
most of the two million years that 
humankind has been around, “we've 
taken nature for granted. Fruits were 
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there to be picked, sh to be shed, game 
to be hunted,” says Lambertini.

“Only in the last 50 years, because of the 
demographic and technological boom, 
we've realised that these resources are 
not innite.  Using them up will 
massively affect economic and social 
stability.”

People and companies must go from 
being “grabbers” of natural resources, to 
being stewards and managers of nature. 
“That's a big cultural transition to make, 
but it's not easy,” he says.

Paying for ecosystems  

A study in 2014 by ecologists found that 
the services provided by nature, such as 
trees ltering air and water, plants 
storing carbon, insects pollinating crops 
and the mental health benets of green 
spaces, were worth US$125 trillion to 
US$145 trillion a year. The study also 
found that losses from land use change 
amounted to US$4 to US$20 trillion a 
year.

The services provided by nature are now 
increasingly being valued because they 
are becoming less reliable and less 
avai lable ,  says Lambertini .  The 
de forested  areas  o f  Sumatra  in 
Indonesia, for example, are experiencing 
much less precipitation than they used 
to, because the forest has gone, he notes.

We need to work out the invisible value of 
nature. We cannot have a prosperous 
society in a depleted planet.

Even mining companies are starting to 
invest in conserving forests upstream 
because they are such big users of water.

But the agricultural sector, which uses 
70 per cent of the world's fresh water, is 
far behind, and moving much slower 
towards recognising its own dependence 
on nature, notes Lambertini.

“We need to be able to plan agriculture in a 
way that incentivises high yields instead 
of just using more land,” says Lambertini, 
whose comments came on the same day 
that the chairman of the Indonesia 
Investment Coordinating Board, Thomas 
Lembong, told delegates at Ecosperity 
that years of deforestation and haze had 
been caused by low productivity on the 
part of Indonesia’s agroforestry industry.

“We need to produce more food with less 
of everything; water, land and energy. 
We need to get the right balance of where 
we produce and where we protect,” says 
Lambertini. “The forest provides water 
regulation, poll ination and local 
microclimate and precipitation services.”

The isolated green patch is Singapore's Central 
Catchment nature reserve

Cities depend on the water regulated by 
forests, and Lambertini points to 
Singapore as a country whose water 
supply is reliant on the Central 
Catchment Reserve, a small patch of 
forest surrounding a lake that also holds 
the richest of Singapore's biodiversity.

“The reason there are still trees in the 
middle of the island is because of their 
function to regulate water for the city. 
Municipalities are beginning to preserve 
forest areas because of the services they 
provide,” he says, at a time when 
Singapore's remaining forests - which 
make up just three per cent of the city-
state's land area - face ongoing threats 
from construction and development.
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Reason to be optimistic

Though ecosystems face increasing 
pressure from human development, the 
head of an organisation with 5 million 
followers says he is optimistic.

“It couldn't be a better time. I've never 
seen a stronger response to the ecological 
crisis than now, both from government 
and business,” says Lambertini, who has 
been a conservationist for the last 45 
years, taking the top job at WWF three 
years ago, moving across from BirdLife 
International, where he was chief 
executive.

But there is a long way to go. While 
c l imate  change  has  entered  the 
mainstream of political thinking and is 
now used by corporates to assess business 
risk, biodiversity is treated as largely an 
irrelevance.

Biodiversity loss is even scarier than 
climate change.

“It's extraordinary how climate change 
has in the last 10 years surged to top of 
the political agenda and is used in 
business risk assessment. With the 
[Donald] Trump announcement about 
[the United States pulling out of the] 
Paris [Agreement on climate change], 80 
per cent of big businesses in the USstood 
up and complained,” says Lambertini.

“Climate change is now considered a 
serious issue and a dangerous issue, for 
society, for business, for everything.”

“With climate change we're not there yet, 
but we're on the right track. With 
biodiversity, we're nowhere near,” he 
says.

“The concept [of biodiversity] is too 
remote, too esoteric, too intangible. People 
don't connect. And yet people are sad 

when they hear about extinctions, or the 
decline of animal populations, or 
deforestation - but they're not worried.”

That's the difference with climate change, 
says Lambertini, while acknowledging 
that the two issues are often interlinked, 
for instance climate change leads to coral 
bleaching, which in turns leads to 
biodiversity loss.

“We need to make biodiversity loss and 
nature loss a serious issue, an issue that 
people are afraid of,” he says. “We are 
scared of climate change, but the loss of 
nature is “even more scary,” says 
Lambertini.

“If we lose the oxygen that comes from the 
ocean and the forest, then we really are 
doomed. There's no doubt about that.”

The struggle for environmentalists, says 
Lambertini, is to nd ways to connect 
b i od ivers i ty  -  the  f oundat ion  o f 
ecosystems - to the services people enjoy 
every day.

“That's the challenge. I am optimistic that 
we won't ignore that challenge, and make 
nature as a big an issue as climate 
change.”

........................................................................................................................................................................................
This story was originally published on Eco- Business and reproduced with permission
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Nurturing the bond between 
Elephants & Communities—

Integrating Community 
Livelihoods & Asian Elephant 

Conservation

– Varsha Wadhwani

In conversation with John Roberts, 
Director of the Golden Triangle Asian 
Elephant Foundation, Thailand on his 
journey to pursue a career in an 
Elephant themed Cam. One that fuels 
his passion for wilderness & empowers 
local communities to protect 18,000 ha 
of Elephant Corridor in the lush green 
forests of Cardamom Mountains in 
Cambodia. On driving positive re-
inforcemement training for Mahouts, 
educating the future generation & as 
part of the Asian Captive Elephant 
Working Group, establishing guidelines 
to minimise the traveller's footprints 
while immersing them in nature.

From ghting res and making trails in 
the Guadalupe Mountains National 
Park in the desert of West Texas, how 
did Asian Elephant Conservation in 
Thailand's lush jungles come about?

Via Chitwan National Park, where, through 
Tiger Tops Jungle Lodge, the skills I had 
picked up working and volunteering in 
National Parks could be combined with 
hospitality and showing people the jungle 
as well as helping out with conservation 
research. The progression could probably 
never have been pre-planned but was 
organic, natural and ended up making 
sense.
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What are your current projects & 
initiatives involving Elephants at 
Anantara resorts?

Anantara Golden Triangle remains 
the only property where we have a 
camp with captive elephants and the 
most elephant themed one (though 
Anantara Kalutara is looking to 
s u p p o r t  a  l o c a l  w i l d  e l e p h a n t 
protection project and we're just doing 
due diligence now) other projects I help 
look after for our hotels include coral 
and dugong protection, looking at a 
project to help vultures in Oman, 
marine turtles in Sri Lanka and 
Thailand. Most recently a new Tented 
Camp— unbranded, run by partners— 
on an 18,000ha concession we have 
been protecting adjoining Botum 
S a k o r  &  S o u t h e r n  C a r d a m o m s 
National Parks in Cambodia.

Nurturing the bond between Elephants & Humans

How is the Golden Triangle Asian 
Elephant Foundation contributing 
t o w a r d s  r e v i t a l i z i n g  l o c a l 
communities?

For too long our approach to this was to 
t h r o w  m o n e y  a t  t h e  p r o b l e m , 
particularly with mahout communities, 
they were begging on the streets or 
doing inappropriate work with their 

elephants because they were poor, we 
aimed make them no longer poor! Now 
with the price of elephants sky high and 
tourism on the rise they are no longer 
poor so we concentrate on working with 
their kids and in their home villages, 
providing English teaching, animal 
husbandry lessons — we also help a 
project that provides vets for the 300 
elephants living still at home — and 
conservation based eld trips. Trying to 
help the next generation of mahouts to 
be more elephant friendly and animal 
aware — or have a choice as to whether 
or not to be a mahout, we sincerely hope 
some of them become vets, managers or 
more.

What are the ancient traditions of 
mahout's way of life and how are the 
mahouts being trained to preserve 
these yet evolve to improve their 
relationship with the Elephants?

We have been teaching a positive 
reinforcement technique to mahouts, 
vets, camp managers across South East 
Asia for ve years now which helps 
them use what they already know about 
positive reinforcement more effectively. 
As part of a group called the Asian 
Captive Elephant Working Group — 
made up of mainly elephant specialist 
scientists and vets, a couple of us 
manage elephant camps — we are 
developing guidelines for mahouts and 
camp managers to help improve the 
welfare of the elephants under their 
charge using this  sc ientic  and 
veterinary consensus as to what does 
improve welfare of the elephant (rather 
than, for instance, just produce a 
positive emotional response in the 
watching human) as our underlying 
principles. Several camps are very 
interested and we're in the process of 
rolling them out.
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Feeding the Giant

There have been news reports on 
Elephants being exploited to 
entertain tourists in south-east Asia, 
and kept in harsh conditions, have 
there been any major reforms in 
regulations towards protecting 
captive elephants? If yes, what are 
these?

There is a new elephant law before 
parliament in Thailand which should 
help but there is also a lot of confusion 
around the subject, the recent report by 
World Animal Protection was pretty 
damning (though not as damning as their 
PR made out) but made some sensible 
suggestions as to how to move forward 
even if some of the indicators of welfare 
were pretty subjective. It is worth 
pointing out that they found the welfare, 
on average, worse on the sub-continent 
than in South East Asia, it is the sheer 
number of captives (10,000 ish in 

Thailand and Myanmar alone) coupled 
with the visibility of the poor treatment 
that gives us the leverage to help 
mahouts and owners over here improve.

How should Tourists educate 
themselves on genuine Sanctuaries?

It is quite difcult at the moment as, aside 
from the absolute worst places where 
elephants are kept out of their natural 
habitat and are either working long hours 
or on a short chain almost every camp is a 
mix, there are no actual 'sanctuaries' by 
any accepted denition of the word that 
make money from tourism. All have to 
impact the elephants' choices to a lesser or 
greater extent to ensure elephants are 
where they are needed to be to provide the 
experience — this is as true for the 
'observation only' camps as for those 
providing a 'walking alongside' or 
'bathing' activity as it is with some of the 
'riding on the neck' or even 'trekking in the 
saddle' camps. For instance, some of the 
camps that give the impression of free 
roaming to their guests isolate elephants 
in 4x4m enclosures at night while some 
trekking camps put the elephants on 30m 
chains in the forest in such a way that they 
can communicate with one another (and 
escape one another) for the longest period 
of their 24hrs — which provides better 
welfare? We need science to tell us but the 
important lesson is the activity offered 
isn't the best indicator of how the elephant 
feels about its life! The Asian Captive 
Elephant Working Group are working 
with a group called Travelife who are 
putting together a standard based on that 
scientic and veterinary consensus and 
against which independent auditors can 
mark a camp. Until then use your common 
sense, take everything you are told by the 
camp with a pinch of salt, if given 'facts' 
ask for sources and try to avoid camps that 
buy elephants for any reason as this 
practice is driving uncontrolled and 
unmanaged breeding (often of very young 
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mothers) in some countries and wild 
capture in others.

Engaging the future Generation

How are you involving the youth in 
Asian Elephant Conservation 
p r o g r a m m e s ?  H o w  d o  t h e s e 
programme benet the youth and 
the Elephants?

At this stage mainly through the 
programmes with the mahouts' kids, we 
have — in the past — funded the 
development of a conservation curriculum 
for use in Thai schools through Think 
Elephants International and continue to 
work with them to educate groups of 
foreign & Thai kids who can either visit 
our elephants or Skype into camp. Our 
intern scheme with Srinakharinwiroj 
University in Bangkok helps at a higher 
educational level and we try to have at 
l eas t  two  f o re ign  ve ter inary  or 
conservation students on site at all times 
— they help us by giving new ideas to our 
scientic department and we're pretty 
sure it is the closest they'll get to elephants 
during their studies.

Any signicant learnings from 
research into Elephant behavior 
and how these are associated with 
wild elephant conservation?

At the moment the behavioral research is 
still at the stage of discerning cognitive 
abilities, what sense elephants use 
predominantly — smell, it is turning out, 

which sounds obvious to all who have 
watched elephants' trunks but no-one is 
designing HEC mitigation projects based 
on this, even all the 'intelligence tests' 
people had previously undertaken (& 
often decided eles weren't that bright) had 
undergone were sight based where any 
elephant person will tell you eles don't rely 
on eyesight too much. We're working with 
Think Elephants International to design 
an actual wild HEC study based on their 
ndings into the elephants' sensory 
perception and intelligence, hoping to 
start in early 2018.

T h a i l a n d ' s  c a p t i v e  e l e p h a n t 
population is up to 4000 what 
according to you are the challenges 
of managing the elephants on a day 
to day basis?

The biggest challenge is nding the balance 
between keeping them fed and active and 
keeping them appropriately — I personally 
feel that we also need to be opening the 
debate about bringing the population of 
captives down as I don't feel this to be 
sustainable within the above parameters, 
yes, we can keep more fed but they will have 
to be kept further from their natural habitat 
and appropriate conditions. Reducing the 
number of captive elephants, however, is an 
unpopular opinion where even so-called 
sanctuaries are buying retirement age 
elephants and knowingly creating a market 
for babies and juveniles to go into trekking 
camps.

Sharing a moment
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You spoke about the Asian Captive 
Elephant Working Group at the 
Eastern Himalayan Naturenomics™ 
Forum last year, how has the journey 
evolved in this one year and what 
goals has the Group accomplished? 
What are the Group's future plans?

It has been an interesting year, much of 
the work we have done has been more 
about supporting other efforts than 
replicating them — the TripAdvisor 
educational  pieces,  the Travel i fe 
Elephant Camp Welfare Standards to 
name just a couple of instances where 
outside agencies have recognised the 
power of this scientic and veterinary 
consensus and have called upon us to help. 
At the moment this is probably what the 
world needs more than yet another 
website and voice in an already crowded 
conversation — we are uniquely placed to 
provide an advisory role, with scientic 
citation, to those who already have a 
respected voice and respectable audience. 
We are also debating amongst ourselves 
the ne line between helping those that 
look after elephants look after them better 
and helping them make money. We want 
to do the former, not the latter, but, of 
course we have to acknowledge that a 
driver in persuading the more business 
minded among them to do this will be 
nancial reward for good behaviour!

What do you think is the gap between 
combining efforts towards Asian 
Elephant Conservation in Asia? How 
can these gaps be covered?

I have great faith in the newly re-
invigorated IUCN Species Survival 
Commission's Asian Elephant Specialist 
Group. The re-invigoration process that 
started, of course, alongside EHNF last 
year. At last year's meeting they were 
quite clear on including captive elephants 
into their mandate (it had been a grey 
area up until that point) and, though I'm 

not personally a member, I know they 
have been working hard on exactly this. 
The drivers and the pressures are 
different between South and South East 
Asia but the animals' needs are the same 
so, even though the traditions of keeping 
elephants appear to have grown apart 
there is more than enough common 
ground and great work going on within 
both traditions that we can follow.

Into the Wilderness

There has always been a debate on 
rewildling captive elephants. What 
are your views on it?

I think it is an answer for some of our 
captive elephants, perhaps not totally 
wild but certainly, as practiced by the 
Elephant Reintroduction Foundation 
where a vast area of land was found, 
elephants carefully and systematically 
released but monitored in order to reduce 
Human Elephant Conict risks and 
provide veterinary care (this also gives 
their erstwhile carers a continued 
income). They seem to have remained 
captive, trained elephants but living 
freely in a forest and performing biological 
services. It is a management system that 
is not so very different from the old logging 
days when elephants were commonly 
released but monitored for months at a 
time during the down seasons. Of course 
we need to do a lot more scientic study to 
rene the techniques and, a lot of work 
needs to be done talking to communities 
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who might not be unhappy that they can 
enter forests for NTFP or whatever 
without the risk of bumping into 
elephants. Unfortunately, for South East 
Asia at least, there are too many 
elephants in captivity and not enough 
forest for us to stop looking at better ways 
to keep elephants fed and exercised in 
closer captivity but I believe some form or 
'rewilding' provides a happy answer for 
some elephants AND forests.

How do we connect the corridors 
between Thailand & India to protect 
wild Elephants?

At the risk of stating the obvious? 
Myanmar! It is a grand idea and one I 
think the world would thank us for, not 
only because of elephants but securing a 
vital watershed & carbon sink. To 
achieve it we need to start reconnecting 
smaller regional habitats, learning 
where elephants used to travel and 
building our corridor concepts on 
these�—�not necessarily geographical 
straight lines. Learning from places, 
even African places or China�—�India 
as well, where elephants seem to pass 
large  d is tances  through human 
d o m i n a t e d  l a n d s c a p e s .  M o s t 
importantly, it seems, we need to have 
backing of ministries, lending banks, 
p o l i c y  m a k e r s  i n  c h a r g e  o f 
infrastructure and industry. It is all 
very well  having the backing of 
e n v i r o n m e n t a l  m i n i s t e r s  a n d 
departments but some how we also need 
to stop mines, golf courses, monoculture 
plantations popping up in places that 
have been identied as elephant 
habitats.

What are your expectation from the 
Eastern Himalayan Naturenomics™ 
Forum this year?

As usual a multidisciplinary sharing of 
ideas, this is what makes EHNF unique 
among the similar symposia I visit, the 

sheer breadth of skills and expertise 
talking and listening.

In the lush green jungles of Cardamom Mountains

Could you share some insights on 
the relationship between Elephants 
& Thais? How has it evolved over the 
years? What is the future of Asian 
Elephant Conservation in Thailand?

While I am still not sure on Thailand's 
relationship with her wild elephants 
a n d  w i l d l i f e ,  w e  d o  s t i l l  m e e t 
sympathetic villagers who are victims 
of Human Elephant Conict but on the 
whole I do not see the sympathy for wild 
places and wild life having an intrinsic 
value that I see in South Asia. Captive 
elephants certainly hold a place in the 
Nation's heart — by enabling the teak 
industry I think they had a far greater 
inuence on creating modern Siam and 
then Thailand than the elephants that 
carried Kings (& Queens) into battle, 
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but those are the elephants every Thail 
kid learns about in school and can name 
& by knowing the names of ancient war 
elephants they know if the captive 
elephant's importance in Thai history. 
The future is interesting, new laws 
b e f o r e  p a r l i a m e n t ,  a  2 0  y e a r 
conservation strategy being discussed, 
re - introduct ion  exper iments  a l l 
happening under ofcial auspice. The 
public too, particularly the urban 
public, are beginning to take more of an 
interest in how elephants are kept — I 
think street begging with elephants, 
normal 10 years ago, would not be 
tolerated nowadays, certainly in several 
recent cases a social media storm has 
forced otherwise reluctant authorities 
to take action. 

For me, though, the key is to decide how 
many captive elephants the country can 
sustain and look after well and design 
and enforce a breeding programme to 
get there, the current system where the 
market encourages the owners to breed 
without any controls and authorities 
embrace a 'more is better' attitude is not 
the best path; yes, there were possibly 
10,000 more captive elephants in 
Thailand in 1950 but there was work for 
them to do in the forests and forests for 
them to relax in overnight — this is not 
the same as a short chain on bare earth 
n e x t  t o  t h e  b e a c h  i n  P a t t a y a . 
Unfortunately for wild elephants, 
though the National Parks Department 
and others do great work within the 
boundaries of their powers agro-
industry is still a large driver of rural 
income and so habitat destruction for 
monocultures — even if just one crop 
the soil is destroyed, washed away, in 
one good wet season once the trees are 
gone — seems to be actively encouraged. 
I am not sure these points are being 
seriously addressed in the conservation 
action plan

John Roberts, Director- Golden Triangle Asian 
Elephant Foundation

All photos were shared with us by John. 
If you would like to contribute to our 
publication “The Himalayan” or join us 
in our endeavor to build a knowledge 
resource on Asian Elephants through the 
A s i a n  E l e p h a n t  S e c r e t a r i a t  o n 
www.elephantcountry.org, I would love 
to hear from you at 
varsha.wadhwani@baliparafoundation.com



Community Participation 
in Biodiversity Conservation:
Concepts, Implementation 
& Impact

– Robin Eastment & Saurav Malhotra

Abstract: 

Biodiversity conservation projects have 
largely failed to integrate the interests of 
local communities, thereby alienating the 
largest group of shareholders. This paper 
briey discusses the factors that have 
limited local participation and describes 
why conservation organizations need to 
integrate the concepts of social mobility 
into the conservation narrative. Further, 
we describe our efforts in implementing 
these concepts to create strong rural areas 
which are socially and economically 
mobile.

Introduction:

“The developed nations are where the 
world's wealth is concentrated, but they 
are not the future battlegrounds for 
conservation.”

A study by the University of California, 
published in the journal Proceedings of the 
Royal Society, found that many of the 
regions that face the greatest habitat 
change in relation to the amount of land 
currently protected are in globally 
threatened and endemic species-rich 
developing tropical nations that have the 
fewest resources for conservation. 
Conversely, many of the temperate 
regions of the planet with an already 

expansive network of reserves are in 
countries with the greatest nancial 
resources for conservation efforts, but 
comparatively less biodiversity under 
threat.  “There's a huge discrepancy 
between where the world's conservation 
resources are concentrated and where the 
greatest threats to biodiversity are 
projected to come from future global 
change,” said Walter Jetz, an assistant 
professor of biological sciences at UC San 
Diego, who headed the study. 

Take the Eastern Himalayas, a “Cradle of 
Speciation”, as an example. Although it is 
one of the richest areas in the world for 
biological diversity, it is also one of poorest 
regions in terms of economic development. 
These landscapes, besides being of global 
conservation signicance due to their 
unique and rich diversity, are also home to 
s o m e  o f  t h e  m o s t  i m p o v e r i s h e d 
communities in the world. Such regions are 
particularly vulnerable due to their 
ecological  fragi l i ty  and economic 
marginality. The majority of people living 
in the Eastern Himalayas are dependent on 
the goods and services provided by the 
b io log ica l ly  r i ch  ecosystems and 
landscapes .  The consequences  o f 
biodiversity loss are likely to be the greatest 
for the poor and marginalised people who 
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depend almost exclusively on natural 
resources. Poverty, poor infrastructure 
(roads, electricity, water supply, education 
and health care services, communication, 
and irrigation), reliance on subsistence 
farming and forest products for livelihoods, 
substandard health indicators and other 
indicators of 

underdevelopment make the Eastern 
H i m a l a y a s  m o r e  v u l n e r a b l e  t o 
biodiversity threats as the local capacity 
to adapt is inadequate. 

India (primarily the North Eastern 
states) contributes 52% of the total land 
area of the Eastern Himalayas. India is 
ranked 131 out of 188 countries by 
UNDP's Human Development Index, 
besides also being regions where density 
of population is among the highest 
globally and so are threats to biodiversity. 

“Countries like India, Nepal, Myanmar, 
Bhutan with medium-low HDI and rich 
biodiversity, are the conservation battle 

grounds of the future”

India's Forest Communities 

“Biodiversity havens/hot-spots cannot 
survive as stand-alone islands 

surrounded by unfullled human 
aspirations.”

275 million (World Bank, 2006) to 350-400 
million (MoEF, 2009) people in India live 
around its 76.5 Million Ha of forests. That 
is 21-30% of the total population of 1.3 
Billion.  These communities, besides 
being among the most impoverished and 
marginalized in the country, are also the 
ones that will decide the fate of its bio-
diversity.  

The Socio Economic and Caste Survey of 
Rural India 2011 highlights the following 
points:

Ü 51.14 percent of families have manual 
casual labour as main source of 
income. Agriculture is main source of 

income for 30.10 percent. As much as 
2.5 percent of families have part-time 
or full-time domestic service, 0.23 
percent have rag picking, 1.61 percent 
non-agricultural own enterprise 

Ü Only 9.68 percent have salaried job. 
Only 4.6 percent of the households 
s u r v e y e d  p a i d  i n c o m e  t a x  o r 
professional tax.

Ü A high 74.5 percent of the households 
said the monthly income of their 
highest earning member is less than 
Rs 5,000. 

Ü 35.73 percent were illiterates. 
Percentage of people who had done 
graduation or higher studies stood at 
lowly 3.45 percent.

Ü 56 percent have no land. 40 percent of 
the total rural land is unirrigated.

Ü 80 percent households do not have 
access to piped water delivery

Ü 3 5  p e r c e n t  h o u s e h o l d s  i n c u r 
Catastrophic Health Expenditure 
(CHE - dened as health expenditure 
that threatens a household's capacity 
to maintain a basic standard of living).

The Challenge to conserve biodiversity is 
great, but the greater challenge is to 
empower the people that have the 
opportunity to do so- the Forest Fringe 
communities. 

C o m m u n i t y  P a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n 
Conservation

The traditional conservation practices were 
largely preservationist in nature, which is 
thought to have resulted in deteriorating 
relationships between ofcials and local 
communities (Kothari et al 2000). The 
critique of protectionism that emerged in 
the 1980s has spawned an array of 
conservation strategies that promote, to 
various degrees,  the welfare and 
cooperation of the people living in and 
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around protected areas. Such strategies 
provide a mix of conservation and 
development objectives and employ a range 
of tactics, such as providing appropriate 
development opportunities, emphasizing 
local community involvement, adopting 
shared management, ensuring local 
autonomy, guaranteeing rights to harvest, 
promoting knowledge, awarding cash 
compensation and encouraging tourism. A 
variety of terms have been used to describe 
these efforts to reconcile protected area 
management with local needs and 
aspirations (Mc Shane and Wells 2004). 
Integrated Conservation and Development 
Project or Programme (ICDP) was seen as a 
collective description for site-based 
conservation with social or economic 
development goals, including community-
based conservation, eco-development and 
other approaches.  A main component of 
ICDP is eco-development, which has two 
main thrusts: improvement of Protected 
A r e a  ( P A )  m a n a g e m e n t  a n d  t h e 
involvement of local people in that 
management (World Bank 1996). 

Under the aegis of ICDP, the World Bank 
funded two eco-development projects -
India Eco-Development Project (IEDP) 
and Conservation of Biodiversity (CoB) in 
India in the 1990s that covered nine PA 
sites in nine different states (World Bank 
1996, Sharma et al. 2004, Annamalai 
2004, World Bank 2007).  The objective of 
this project was to establish committed 
grass root organizations such as Village 
Forest Committees (VFC). The VFCs were 
to involve local people in conservation, 
promote conservation awareness among 
local communities, reduce resource 
dependency on Forests and create 
alternative source of livelihood. Most of 
the objectives of the programmes were to 
be implemented through grass root village 
institutions such as Eco-Development 
Committee (EDC) and Village Forest 
Council (VFC). 

However, an independent objective, 
process-based trend analysis, carried 
out by Gubbi 2006 found that the 
IEDP has made little impact as a 
rural development project and that 
evidence was entirely lacking to 
d e t e r m i n e  i t s  i m p a c t  a s  a 
conservation project. 

While Conservation organizations have 
i m b i b e d  t h e  t e r m  “ c o m m u n i t y 
conservation” into their vocabulary and 
project proposals, actually involving 
communities over the long term has 
proved to be difcult. Our forests are 
much worse off today than they were a few 
years ago, human-animal conict is on the 
rise and many more species are under 
threat. The primary reason for this is that 
while local communities were extended an 
invitation to participate in the “saving” of 
forests & biodiversity, they were not 
“incentivized” to do so. 

Rethinking Community 
Participation in Conservation

Community participation in conservation 
programs cannot be limited to the 
transaction of conservation organizations 
motivating & organizing locals to 
participate in their plans of “conservation 
a t  a l l  c os t s ” .  The  Wor ld  Bank ' s 
interpretation of  the extent of  a 
community's participation, as pointed out 
below, is very limiting and short-sighted. 

1.  A main component of ICDPs is eco-
development which has two main 
thrusts: improvement of Protected 
Area (PA) management and the 
involvement of local people in that 
management (World Bank 1996). 

2.  The objective of ICDP was to 
establish committed grass root 
organizations such as Village Forest 
Committees (VFC). The VFCs were 
t o  i n v o l v e  l o c a l  p e o p l e  i n 
conservation, promote conservation 
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a w a r e n e s s  a m o n g  l o c a l 
communities,  reduce resource 
dependency on Forests and create 
alternative source of livelihood

Communities under socio-economic 
stress, as most forest fringe communities 
are, have neither the time nor the 
inclination to entertain thoughts of 
biodiversity threats.  Theirs is a day-to-
day struggle to manage basic amenities 
such as food & water. Education and 
health are considered luxuries. 

Incentivizing Communities  to 
Participate through Social Mobility

The ideal form of community participation 
would be voluntary in nature, rather than 
being achieved through motivation and 
predictions of the apocalypse. Ensuring 
socio-economic  security  to  forest 
communities will empower and enable 
communities to not just participate, but 
more importantly, contribute towards 
conservation. Conservation Projects 
today categorize local communities as 
“beneciaries”.  It makes sense only over 
the short-term. The long-term objective is 
for these communities to become “owners” 
of conservation projects.  

Therefore, the objectives of conservation 
projects & programs will have to include 
proportionate elements of social mobility 
together with species protection & habitat 
restoration.

Social Mobility 

Social  Mobil ity is  dened as the 
movement of people, families or other 
categories of people between different 
social strata. Inevitably, in the modern 
age, social mobility is intrinsically linked 
to economic mobility, which boils down to 
the basic income of an individual or a 
household.  Various factors have been 
associated with upward social mobility – 
most important of which are access to 
basic amenities (education, water, health) 

u r b a n i z a t i o n ,  m o d e r n i z a t i o n , 
industrialization. All of these aspects are 
directly or indirectly connected with one's 
income. A better education, a key 
component for social mobility, enables the 
population to aspire for better jobs and 
better jobs mean higher incomes. 
Industrialisation of societies was and is 
largely associated with large-scale 
production centre – thereby creating more 
jobs – and therefore, a higher income. 

We propose that the ultimate goal of 
community conservation should be 're-
ruralisation'. What if rural spaces had 
access to education, health-care & more 
spacious housing than in cramped urban 
centres? Would people still want to move to 
polluted and stiing urban hubs? Over the 
following pages, we describe our efforts 
towards conservation and re-ruralisation 
through a pilot-project, which focuses on 
social & economic mobility.

Implementation of a Community 
C o n s e r v a t i o n  P r o j e c t  &  R e -
ruralisation:

The a forement ioned  concepts  on 
community-centric conservation led us to 
initiate a pilot project in the Udalguri 
District of India. The Udalguri District 
borders Bhutan and is part of a larger 
Indo-Bhutan Conservation Landscape. 
This part of the Eastern Himalayas has 
seen massive deforestation over the past 
three decades, as a result of this habitat 
loss - the wildlife population is dwindling. 
Udalguri District is also one of the least 
developed – in terms of education 
institutions, water accessibility, health-
care and other fundamental institutions 
pivotal for both economic and social 
mobility.  This pilot project, called 
Elephant  Country:  The Udalguri 
L a n d s c a p e  M i s s i o n  ( E C : U L M ) 
endeavours to identify and implement 
drivers for conservation & development 
and build projects that have long-lasting 
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ecological, social & economic impacts. 
ULM is an outcome of the realization that 
the real decision makers of biodiversity 
conservation are the people that share 
space with it  – the forest  fr inge 
communities.  Our aim is to work with 
these communities through projects that 
will enhance social and economic mobility 
thereby providing them with the capacity 
and opportunity to take educated & 
voluntary decisions, ultimately leading 
towards conservation of biodiversity and 
sustainable futures.

Figure 1: Major components of the EC:ULM pilot-
project

People & Forests: Community-led 
habitat restoration project

This project brings together 12+ forest 
fringe villages with the objective of creating 
a community asset by reforesting 500 
hectares of prime Asian Elephant habitat. 
This is being carried out using a benet-
sharing model, which will generate 
alternative livelihoods, build skills and 
create an additional source of food and 
revenue. In addition, it will also pave the 
way for restoring an ecosystem in which 
Elephants thrive. To achieve its objective of 
“creating a forest” rather than just “tree 
planting”, plantation plans are designed in 
a way such as to cover the 4 different strata 
of Vegetation, as described below. 
Successful establishment of different plant 
strata will attract and support wildlife by 
providing suitable and natural habitats 
and replicate the “layers” of vegetation 
similar to vegetation structures of rich 
forests that are found in adjoining areas. 
The 4 different strata are described below:

Emergent layer: Emergent Layer, or 
sunlit zone, is the layer where the most 
sunlight reaches and the tallest plants 
and trees reach. Trees at this top layer can 
rise 100 to 250 feet. Bats, snakes, eagle, 
butteries, and various insects are 
common occupants of this layer.

Canopy layer: The Canopy Layer lies 
right beneath the Emergent Layer and 
above both the Understory and Floor 
layer. About 80% of the sunlight is 
absorbed at the Canopy Layer, leaving the 
below layers with very little sunlight.

Under story:  This layer consists of small 
to medium-sized woody plant including 
shrubby vegetation. 

Ground cover: This layer containg 
different seasonal herbs, ferns, mosses etc 
and provide the vegetation cover required 
for soil conservation.

Figure 2: Stratication Layers

In addition, plantation schemes are being 
designed around Model Quardants that 
can be replicated across Plantation Sites. 
These size of these Model Quardants are  
9 meters X 9 meters. Depending on the 
particular size of any Plantation Zone, 
multiples of these Quardants will be 
implemented.
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Some of the calculated and predicted 
impacts of this habitat restoration project 
are described below:

Figure 3: Summary of Impacts of the Community-
led habitat restoration project. 

Strengthening and Mobilising 
Societies: Social assets project

Water, Sanitation, Health and Education 
represent key hurdles to social mobility 
for the 300 odd forest fringe villages in the 
Udalguri District. 

The objective of this project is to build 
sustainable infrastructure like water 
connections and eco-housing to provide 
holistic support to the local communities. 
These hurdles will be overcome by 
monitoring and facilitating the delivery of 
investments made by the government for 
social infrastructure and also increasing 
ownership and therefore longevity 
through Information,  Educat ion, 
Communication (IEC) & Behaviour 
Change Communication (BCC) Programs. 

In addition, use revenue generated to 
create new and useful amenities, which 
would incentivise life in rural areas and 
therefore, reduce the need to move to 
densely populated & heavily strained 
urban centres.

Figure 4: Elements encompassed in the Social 
Assets Project

Impacts

Carbon 
Sequestration

By planting o.99 million trees over 500 hectares of 
non-forest land, the Project will sequester 30240 
MT of Carbon accumulatively over 30 years. 

Habitat 
Enhancement

Reforesting 500 Hectares translates to creating a 
5 km2 forest. The Afforestation site being 
immediately adjacent to the 76 km2 Khalingduar 
Reserve Forest (RF), the Project will increase the 
functional area of the Reserve Forest by 8%.

Species 
Diversity & 
Wildlife 
Habitat

A 5 km2 forest can provide refuge to a wide 
diversity of wildlife, especially birds, butteries, 
insects, and smaller mammals.  The landscape is 
furthermore part of a critical Landscape that 
provides refuge & passage to more than 5000 
Asian Elephants. The creation of a 5 km2 Forest 
adjoining an existing 76 km2 forest will 
undoubtedly benet these Elephant populations 
in their search for food, water and refuge.

Reduced 
Pressure on 
Protected 
Forests

The Project, over time, will decrease the 
dependency of communities living beside the 
Khalingduar RF for Timber & Non-Timber Forest 
Produce (NTFP) by offering alternatives.

Increased 
Canopy Cover

The Project Site currently has a ‘nil” Canopy 
Cover. In 30 years the Project will increase the 
Canopy Cover over 500 Hectaresto 84%.

Soil Erosion

 

Trees and their roots help bind the soil together, 
preventing the process of erosion. The 
afforestation site being located on the banks of the 
Kulsi River, is prone to erosion and the Project 
will safeguard against that.

Ground Water 
Recharging

 

The process of afforestation also often gets used 
as a method for river management,through the 
process of stabilizing river banks, as well as 
acting as an interception of rainwater from going 
straight into the river, thereby aiding ground-
water renewal in a region where ground water 
levels are as low as 400 feet.

Employment 
Generation

 

The Project will create direct income 
opportunities for the 12+ participating villages 
during the 6 year Project Period. 

Timber & 
Bamboo Supply

 

Over a 30 year period the Project, through Timber 
& Bamboo revenues, will yield INR 21.66 million
for the participating communities.  

Non Timber 
Forest Produce

 
The 500 Hectare large Community Asset will 
invariably provide a multitude of NTFP, ranging 
from fruits, tubers, wild foods & local medicine.
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C o n  i c t  M a n a g e m e n t :  A s i a n 
Elephant Insurance Project

The Elephant Country Insurance 
Programme aims to provide instant 
compensation to local communities who face 
the everyday brunt of rising human-
elephant conict. Local community 
members often have to undergo long 
procedural delays before being compensated 
from the government for their losses – 
usually property and crops but sometimes 
also human life. This programme aims to 
speed up this process by testing a pilot 
initiative involving payment of conict 
compensation from corporate seed funds – in 
the form of a loan and recovering the 
compensation claims from government 
agencies. Instant compensation will 
drastically increase tolerance of forest-fringe 
communities towards elephant-related 
damages and therefore, bring about 
harmony and also prosperity. 

Strong 'Green' Economies: Elephant 
Country Products

Through Elephant Country Products, we 
aim to raise awareness for the cause of 
Asian Elephant Conservation, as well as 
generate revenue to ultimately create a 
self-sustaining and scalable model for 
current and future projects. The rst in the 
line of Elephant country products will 
Elephant Country Tea. This Tea will be 
sourced from tea gardens, which provide an 
alternate habitat for Asian Elephants, and 
many of these also lie on Elephant 
migration routes and serve as corridors. 
The difference to traditional modes of 
selling tea  would be the use of small 
targeted channels for marketing and 
distribution and making sure that all 
revenue generated is ploughed back to 
support Conservation projects.  A further 
list of Elephant Country will include both 
wild food as well as other edibles that 
endemically grow in Elephant Country 
with the aim to provide alternative sources 
of revenue generation and therefore, 

livelihood to the many forest-fringe 
communities.

Figure 5: Schematic illustrating how generating 
alternate sources of revenue in rural areas forms 

the basis for economic mobility and therefore, 
social mobility and both of these are key for Re-

Ruralisation.

All the aforementioned aspects strive 
to create strong rural societies & 
economies, which are sustainable and 
allow wildlife and humans to thrive. 
Assets such as schools, hospitals, eco-
housing, improved water-ways will 
ensure that the rural forest fringe 
areas have enough community support 
and infrastructure to allow social 
mobility. At the same time, creating 
a l ternat ive  modes  o f  revenue 
generation for the communities will 
give them unprecedented economic 
power, which is generally only possible 
in urban areas. These aspects put 
together will create rural areas that 
are green, developed and wholesome – 
leading to re-ruralisation and 
reducing stress on overcrowded urban 
centres. 

Figure 6: The initiatives depicted in the graphic 
above will promote and enhance Re-Ruralisation.
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For more information on Balipara 
Foundation' s Efforts in the Udalguri 
District of Assam, India, do visit our 
website- 

http://ulm.elephantcountry.org

Summary:

Ü 350-400 million people in India live 
around forests – the forest-fringe 
communities

Ü Most forest-fringe areas are under-
developed and impoverished

Ü Over 80% of rural household do not 
have access to piped water

Ü Over 40% of rural land is unirrigated

Ü In over 74% rural households, the 
highest earning member earns less 
than INR 5,000 per month

Ü There is a need for projects that 
combine social, ecological & 
economic outputs

Ü Providing alternate 'green' sources 
of revenue & social assets to forest-
fringe communities is key to habitat 
restoration & social mobility

Ü The impacts of community-led 
habitat restoration projects are 
diverse & manifold

Ü Creating sustainable rural spaces 
with strong social infrastructure and 
economic power will foster the path to 
re-ruralisation.

Figure 7: Impact highlights of the Community-led 
habitat restoration project. 
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INTRO: 

This is a tribute to India's green army. Just 
as the soldiers of our defence forces protect 
India's borders, it is this green army which 
is at the frontiers of wildlife protection in 
our country. The story of India's wildlife is 
incomplete, unless its frontline warriors 
are part of the script. They are the rst line 
of defense in protecting India's precious 
natural heritage and safeguard its 
ecosystems.   They are the most important, 
and most unsung, element in India's 
conservation success story. 

I want you to know them, honour them. 

Meet Budh Singh. Cowherd from the 
Ahir community. Fire watcher. Climate 
Warrior.

But rst let's hear how—and where—I 
met him, perched on a imsy platform 
some 50 feet above the ground, on a very 
tall tree in one of India's nest tigers 
reserves, Kanha in Madhya Pradesh.  
This is where he stays 10-hours-a-day, 
seven-days-a-week through the dry, 
scorching days of summer to keep a vigil  
in one of India's  best tiger habitats to 
give park authorities an early warning 
of re. His job is vital. An uncontrolled 
re can reduce Kanha--home of the 
tiger, and other rare species, like the 
endemic hardground barasingha, to 
ashes, and release greenhouse gasses 
into the atmosphere. Forest res 
intensify Climate Change, heating up 
the planet. 
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INDIA'S GREEN ARMY

– Prerna Singh Bindra
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Budh Singh is a 'daily wager. For his 
pains he gets about an average $4-5 (Rs 
200 or so) a day. He does not get a meal 
a l l o w a n c e ,  s u b s i d i s e d  r a t i o n s ,  
transport, pension, retirement or 
medical benets, or leave with pay. 
There is no permanency or security in his 
job. He is a contract labour who may be 
replaced any moment, any day. 

All that he has are a thin sheet to protect 
himself  from the blazing sun,  a 
precarious platform fashioned from 
bamboo to keep him from plummeting to 
the ground, and a simple meal that he 
carries from home, and water.  All that 
he is armed with is a lathi (a thick heavy 
stick, for self-defence), lest he has a not-
very friendly meeting with a bear or some 
such animal on his way to and fro, and a 
fair amount of grit. With this, he 
maintains a lonely vigil to prevent the 
forest from going up in smoke. 

With this he guards the tiger, and its 
home. On him, and scores of others like 
him-India's frontline forest force, rests 
the future of our forests. 

They are India's unsung Green Army, the 
men on the front to whom we owe the 
tiger—and other rare wildlife--the forests 
and the rivers that ow from them.

The Ultimate Sacrice 

They are valiant, the job carries 
extraordinary risks. They walk in forests 

that have tigers, leopard, elephants, 
bears. Wild animals shy away from 
people, don't attack wilfully, unless 
provoked, or in self-defence. Still, these 
are potentially dangerous animals, who 
can sometimes be unpredictable and 
strike when surprised. 

On 18th October, 2013, daily wager 
Rakesh Sharma, was mauled by a tiger 
when on patrol duty atop a remote ridge 
in Corbett Tiger Reserve (Uttarakhand). 
Dev Singh,  another dai ly  wager 
accompanying him, bravely fended off 
the tiger. Maybe he could have been 
saved with timely medical intervention, 
but with washed out muddy paths, and 
limited road connectivity, it took over 12 
hours to reach a profusely bleeding 
Rakesh to the hospital, where he 
succumbed to his injuries. 

I will never forget 'Muhammed Umar 
'Umar miyan' from Palamu. He was a 
'Tiger Reporter'(another name for 
'Tiger Trackers'), also called 'Tiger 
Tracker'.  As his designation implied, 
his task was to monitor the tiger. He 
had been doing this for three odd 
decades, one of the most senior, and 
beloved, trackers of the reserve. He 
scouted for pugmarks, scats, spoors, 
scratches –any signs of the tiger, all of 
which was meticulously noted down. He 
delighted when he sighted them, 
immediately informing his seniors. 
When I met him in 2003, he was 
obsessed with worrying for 'Rani, as the 
lone tigress in  the Betla range of the 
reserve. As we huddled over a re on a 
cold night, he conded that he was 
anxious about Rani...there seemed to be 
no other tiger, a potential mate, around. 
She was six, ordinarily she would have 
had at least one litter by now. Her 
natural instincts were denied, he 
muttered,  how would the forest ourish 
if there were no young tigers? As we 
chatted, he gave every impression of a 
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father anxious for an unmarried 
daughter! That's the endearing thing 
about these trackers and foresters; 
spending a lifetime in the forest, they 
develop an empathy with the animals. 
They respect the wildness in them...yet 
there is an afnity that comes from 
living as neighbours.

The next time I visited Palamu, Umar 
miya was gone. He had been killed by an 
elephant while on patrol in 2007.

Sometimes, they get lucky. The attacks 
are not always fatal. Paan Singh who 
works in Nandhaur Wildlife Sanctuary 
in Uttarakhand was attacked when he 
accidently bumped into a bear ---she 
was with a cub--who ripped the side of 
his face and his head. He survived. A 
forest guard I met (his names escapes 
me) in Assam's Kaziranga National 
Park was attacked by a tigress, who was 
with two cubs, in the middle of a rapidly 
gathering mob in a village in the  park's 
fringes. He was helping 'herd' the 
tigress back when the panicked cat had 
struck, injuring his arm. Another  
braveheart is Daulat Singh, an ofcer at 
Ranthambhore Tiger  Reserve in 
Rajasthan. He lost an eye when a 
terried and confused tiger that was 
being harassed by a mob of over 3,000 
villagers, suddenly turned on him. The 
common thread in all these stories is 
that none of them blame the animal. 
Kaziranga's hero told me “She was a 
mother, and she feared for her cubs, she 
was defending them. Who could blame 
her?  Daulat Singh's rst coherent 
comment when he gained consciousness 
was, “It was not the tiger's fault.”

They are all back on duty, defending the 
tiger, and its turf. 

Animals, however, are the least of the 
worries as far as the frontline staff is 
concerned. Thousands walk the forests 

each day, and such attacks are rare 
incidents. Years of walking in the forest 
also instils in them an understanding of 
the animal's behaviour and they take 
precautions accordingly. 

Man & the Wild

What they apprehend most is dealing 
with an animal in the chaos of a conict 
situation, and the mobs that build up. 
Many a time the villagers turn on the 
forest staff, it is their animal that has 
'strayed' into the village, or killed their 
livestock. 

The most horrifying of such incidents 
took place in Kalagarh part of Corbett 
Tiger Reserve, where villagers set a 
caged leopard aame in March 2011.  
The leopard had entered the Dhamdhar 
village, and on sighting the furtive cat, a 
crowd gathered and began shouting, 
lobbing stones and sticks.  The leopard 
took shelter in a cowshed and in the 
chaos, some three to  four people were 
injured—none very grievously. The 
forest department tranquilised and 
captured the leopard, but the caged 
animal was doused with kerosene and set  
ablaze. Kerosene was also poured on the 
staff to prevent them from rescuing the 
leopard.  When a man was killed by a 
tiger in Madhya Pradesh's Bandhavgarh 
Tiger Reserve in October 2014, enraged 
villagers held the forest staff hostage,  
set forest ofce, staff quarter and 
vehicles on re, attacking both forest and 
police personnel who were called in to 
handle the situation. 

This is the ground reality that our 
foresters grapple with everyday in their 
job.

No 'conict' story astounds me as the 
one I found in the mangrove forests of 
Sundarbans  (West Bengal), where 
tigers entering into surrounding 
villages is a routine affair. Ranjit 
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Mondol is a 'Van Shramik'-forest 
labour, I met during my 2009 visit. 
Mondol was considered an 'expert' at 
handling tigers (and crocodiles) in 
conict situations. When tigers venture 
into villages in the delta, Mondol, along 
with other staff and ofcers, helped 
control the growing crowd, maneuver 
the tigress into a cage, transfer it to a 
boat, and nally…release it into the 
forest. Most times they make do without 
tranquilizing the tiger, as equipment is 
insufcient, and trained personnel too 
far to always make it in time. Mondol 
narrated an incident that highlights the 
risks people like him take in the course 
of their work.

He had been involved in a particularly 
stressful conict situation. He had just 
succeeded in maneuvering a captured 
tiger into the cage, when the door 
slammed shut, and Mondol found 
himself on the wrong side of the 
bars—with the tiger in a tiny cage. It 
was only his presence of mind—and 
courage—(“and Bonobibi”, --the local 
deity worshipped as goddess of the 
forest) that saved him: “I held the tiger 
tight in a hug,” he said, leaving little 
room for the tiger to move-or attack. 
This hug of death barely lasted a minute 
or two, before his companions opened 
the door, and managed to pull him 
away. It's hard to swallow this tale, but 

nothing about these men surprises me, 
certainly not their valour, and Mondol's 
scars tell their own story.

Guards are also felled by poachers, 
timber smugglers, encroachers, mining 
and sand maa.  PD Majhi was 
Arunachal's Pakke Tiger Reserve's 
bravest soldier. He was instrumental in 
catching a number of poachers, seizing 
their guns and metal traps used to poach 
large carnivores. He was shot dead in an 
encounter with poachers in April 2007. 
Ofcials of the reserve have instituted an 
award in his honour for Pakke frontline 
staff.  In December 2013, Deputy Range 
Ofcer Sridhar and Assistant Beat 
Ofcer David Kumar were stoned to 
death near Tirupati (Andhra Pradesh) by 
smugglers of red sanders, a valuable 
wood  from which oriental musical 
instruments are crafted and also used in 
traditional medicine. Red sanders is 
over-exploited, endangered, commands 
huge prices and has taken a heavy toll on 
foresters. Sanctuary Asia reports the 
brutal murder of Budhaji Jadhav, a 
forest guard from the Kalwa division in 
Navi Mumbai (Maharashtra) on 14 July, 
2014.  In the line of duty, Jadhav had 
confronted a man encroaching into the 
forest; who fatally attacked Jadhav, 
pummelling him over the head with a 
heavy object.  In July 2016, a guard was 
killed—axed—near Shivpuri (Madhya 
Pradesh) in the same state when he tried 
to halt tree cutting.

Worldwide, every year, over 100 rangers 
are killed in the line of duty. As per data 
f r o m  t h e  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  R a n g e r 
Federation India loses more forest 
rangers each year than any other country 
in the world.

They protect  forests ,  racked by 
insurgents, forsaken by most.

Conservationist Raza Kazmi lauds the 
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courage of the beleaguered staff of 
Palamu Tiger Reserve, which has been 
under siege of left wing extremism for 
about two decades now. After two 
trackers were lost to land mines in 1998, 
Palamu was abandoned by all but the 
daily wage workers. “As the rst and 
last line of defense for Palamau, the 
trackers remained true to their duty, 
and worked to the best of their abilities, 
saving what they could,” writes he in 
Sanctuary Asia.  They stayed, even as 
the assault got deadlier. In 2003, 
tragedy struck again when two more 
workers--Tapeshwar Singh and Jitan 
Singh “were slaughtered by Naxals who 
slit their throats.” Other men lost their 
lives, staff quarters were burnt, a 
couple of vehicles blown up. 

There are so many such tales of heroism, 
how does one compile and narrate them 
all? And I take their names, each one that 
I know of, for it shocks me that the 
sacrice of staff that lay down their lives 
to safeguard our natural heritage, 
remains unacknowledged.

They paid with their lives, but where are 
they in the martyr's roll of honour? In the 
nations' conscience? Where is the 
outrage? Are we even aware what it 
takes to save a forest?

Many such martyrs would be daily 
wagers, or contract labour; and whose 
families would lack a nancial safety net 
for the bereaved families.   

It is such daily wagers who form the bulk 
of the frontline forest force. They 
supplement permanent staff on the 

frontline—guards and foresters, of which 
there is an acute shortage across the 
country, averaging about 30 percent. In 
some cases the forest is protected by just 
20 per cent of the required force. In few 
instances, vast forests lie unprotected. 
Palamu Tiger Reserve's 1,130  sq km of 
forests suffers from a shocking 97 per 
cent vacancy for guards at the time of  
writing in early 2017. 

Most such daily wagers, who may be 
employed as trackers, watchers, conict 
mitigation squads, tree guards  work on a 
contractual basis for years, sometimes a 
lifetime, largely on the faint hope that 
may be absorbed into the permanent 
force, and gain some job security. They 
earn a paltry wage that often isn't paid on 
time. I have come across cases where 
wages were delayed for six to 11 months, 
even in well-funded tiger reserves. 

Frontline staff are also poorly equipped 
and not empowered in their task. If they 
are armed, these are outdated, and many 
are not properly trained to use them. If 
there are vehicles and boats for 
patrolling, there is paucity of fuel to run 
them. One issue is the meager budgets, 
or delayed funding – I recall visiting the 
National Chambal Wildlife Sanctuary, 
Rajasthan in March 2016. It had not 
received any funds at all for the previous 
 n a n c i a l  y e a r .  H o w ,  t h e n ,  a r e 
sanctuaries supposed to function, protect 
wildlife.  .  Tiger reserves are relatively 
well-funded, but delayed funding is an 
i ssue  here  as  wel l ,  o r  a t  t imes 
inappropriate funding,  of undue 
attention to factors other than protection 

1 a generic term used internationally for those in the frontline of wildlife protection. I use the term 
'guard' and 'foresters' interchangeably, though these represent different levels in the forest 
hierarchy. They are permanent government employees as against the 'daily –wagers', which is 
specied when I refer to them. 
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of wildlife.  

All  this goes to show how much of a 
priority, rather the lack of it, we place on 
wildlife, leaving our forests –unmanned, 
and open for loot. 

The Many faces of Valour 

As they quietly do their task - saving our 
forests from their lonely outposts, India 
forgot these men. Their chowkis lack 
even rudimentary  fac i l i t ies—no 
electricity, no network, no easy access to 
clean drinking water, or medical care.  
They work in harsh terrains—dense 
forests, parched, scorching deserts, 
bitterly cold snowy mountains, slushy 
mangroves' in the remotest region of the 
country. In certain forests, the 'roads' are 
washed away, streams swell, leaving the 
remote forest chowkis cut off for months 
together. 

There are no lean periods in their jobs, a 
forest has to be protected 24x7, 365 days 
an year. If they go to buy ration, or to pick 
up their wages, or on leave-there is no 
back-up. Their beat, or patch of forest 
simply remains unguarded.  I know of 
guards who haven't gone to leave for 
months, uneasy to leave their turf, 
unattended. 

It is not just about physical hardship, it 
takes a certain amount of endurance to 
live a bulk of your life in lonely stations, 
without the benet of society. They are 
separated from their families, most 
chowkis have just about three or four 
p e o p l e ,  a n d  l i t t l e  b y  w a y  o f 
communication. It takes a toll, and some 
get so attuned to the rhythm of life in the 

forest, they become mists in the urban 
jungle, or even villages and town, which 
they must return to when they retire. 
Over shared meals and long walks in the 
forest they conde of their discomfort in 
civilisation. 

They also must work a ne balance. Most 
of the forest staff are from the villages 
and towns around the park, and are part 
of close-knit communities, whom they 
police as part of their job. A forester's job 
is regulatory-in parks and sanctuaries 
they restrict grazing of cattle, lopping 
trees etc. How do they take action against 
a person whose marriage they might 
have attended the week before? Its' 
challenging and at times have put them 
at odds with their own people. 

During my years of traversing remote 
forests, I have spent many precious hours 
with our soldiers of the forest. I admire 
their courage, am impressed by their 
wealth of knowledge—they have been my 
best teachers—but what humbles me is 
their love of the forest, and its wildlife. 
Their job is tough, fraught with risks-and 
while economic compulsion is certainly a 
driver, I also nd many grow to love the 
forests they serve, and the wildlife in 

2 Outposts or forest stations,  where the frontline force stays and  also serve as anti-
poaching camps
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their trust. 

They inspire me.

I learnt to love the beautiful Dachigaam 
National Park in Kashmir from Nazir 
Malik, forester but how can I just call him 
that? He rst walked the park as a child 
and has never stopped; his commitment 
to Dachigam is stoic; even refusing 
promotions, because they would mean 
being transferred elsewhere. He is a 
bard, narrating the story of Dachigam, 
whom he knows as intimately as a 
lover…and every time he walks the 
forest, it is as though he has begun the 
affair anew, his voice brimming with 
excitement as he lures you into his forest. 
His voice swells with pride as he speaks 
of hangul, Dachigam is the only place in 
the world to offer sanctuary to this rare, 
exquisite red deer; It softens when he 
recalls a meeting with his favourite 
animal, the Himalayan black bear; It 
dips when he worries about the threats 
that loom over the park. Nazir is a fount 
of information, knows all birds in the 
park, and is equally well-versed in the 
ora. Nazir freely shares his knowledge, 
his childlike wonder is addictive. He 
inspires, makes you fall in love, and you 
leave, only to come back again- a warrior 
for Dachigam.  

They humble me. 

I was in Manas Tiger Reserve in Assam 
an year or two ago, and visited one of the 
forest chowkis, in the interiors. The 
grassy patch outside was slushy, dented 
with moon-like footprints, and littered 
with dung of elephants.  The chowkis 
here stand on platforms, and all 
activity, and sleeping quarters are on 
the rst oor. The monsoons ood the 
lower oor which is any way too 
vulnerable to curious elephants, and 
other wildlife. 

T h e  c h o w k i  w a s  i n  s o m e w h a t 

dilapidated conditions, the stairs 
r i cke ty .  There  was  no  ne twork 
connectivity, electricity; solar powered 
torches provided the glow to cook a meal 
which we shared. I asked them what one 
could do to help them, what they 
needed. The answer stays with me: they 
said they wanted salt. Salt? The men 
explained it was for the elephants. Salt 
is essential to an elephants diet, it is 
said that an adult requires upto 100 
gms a day. They may get it from the 
masses of vegetation they eat, and dig 
up the soil for earth and special 
minerals, but it is not always enough to 
meet their craving. Elephants had been 
coming there for years,  a 'salt lick' had 
been provided for  by  the  forest 
department. It had been discontinued 
for sometime now, and yet the staff still 
rustles up some from their rations for 
the elephants. But it was not enough, 
not to meet the needs of herds of 
elephants, they hated it when the 
animals left 'disappointed'….so could 
we  “please pass the salt”?

I will only say here that we need to 
harness such commitment, grit and 
passion for protecting India's wildlife. 

Many of us visit parks, but are unaware 
of what it takes to help wildlife to survive 
in a nation starved of political will to save 
our natural heritage. 

Many NGOs have stepped in to train the 
frontline forest force, supplement 
provisions and other facilities. Some 
states  have also done an exceptional job 
in their welfare and providing good 
working conditions for the staff, but 
these must be emulated all across, and 
institutionalised. As a nation that we 
must recognise these unsung heroes and 
honour their sacrice.

If we are to protect our wildlife, 
safeguard our ecosystems, we must 
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ensure that their guardians are enabled, 
equipped, motivated and backed by the 
country they serve.  

This tireless Green Army puts their lives 
on the line to defend our planet, but they 
battle is not just theirs, they ght on 
behalf of us all.  It is imperative that we 
stand with them,  instill a sense of pride 
in their task, give them the support and 
recognition they deserve. 

But I would say, the rst step here is that 
we take pride in our natural assets-
recognise that forests, wetlands, 
mounta ins ,  r i vers  are  the  very 
foundation on which our ecological and 
economic security and development 

rests. 

Though a city-dweller, Prerna is at home 
in the forests. She is a writer and wildlife 
conservationist mainly focusing on 
protecting habitats and conservation 
communication. She is committed to  
empowering and rising the prole of the 
foot soldiers of the forest. Her book The 
Vanishing: India's Wildlife Crisis 
was released in June, close on the heels of 
her book for children, 'When I grow up, I 
want to be a tiger.'



Nature inspired education 
and Green classrooms

– Varsha Wadhwani

Imagine a younger you, around 10 -12 
years old, studying in a classroom 
surrounded by lush green forests, 
solving calculus with the background 
score of birds chirping, answering 
nature's call in a composting toilet, or 
just strolling over a bamboo bridge over 
a free traveling river to go to your next 
class. Growing a forest and marveling 
at the different creatures that you 
discover because you have given these 

species a home. Designing and selling 
your organic recipe book at a farmer's 
market and making decisions on which 
charity to effectively contribute the 
fund towards. Planting organic rice, 
nurturing it, harvesting and then 
cooking it or mud wrestling as your 
sports activity. Building green houses, 
creating an alternative energy and 
being able to curate your own eco-
friendly future.
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Green Classrooms – where possibilities are limitless



Welcome to Green classrooms and Green 

schools ,  where chi ldren embark on an 

educational journey based on nature. The one 

that allows them to live in the abundance of 

nature, engage with nature, learn from nature 

and nurture nature. In our current world of 

consumerism;  c l imate change,  wi ldl i fe 

extinction and threats to forests and our 

ecosystem are battles of our everyday life. We 

are constantly making choices that harm our 

environment and super advanced technology 

continues to disconnect and distance us from 

nature. Environmental effects from these 

choices are causing droughts and producing 

heat waves causing an ecosystem imbalance. 

We are struggling with the possibility of a fate 

that our future generations may not see an 

Elephant, a Tiger or a Snow Leopard few 

decades from now. Battleelds and intolerance 

towards communities is causing the world to 

shrink and our hearts to grow apart.

Amidst all the destruction and urban chaos, 

schools like the Green School, Vertical 

U n i v e r s i t y ,  S E C M O L ,  S a r a n g  a n d 

Naturenomics™ School bring with them a ray of 

hope. These alternate schools play an important 

role in countering today's environmental issues 

and paving the path for a sustainable future, 

connecting students to their environment, 

giving them practical knowledge of the real-

world issues such as climate change and rapid 

destruction of our natural resources, teaching 

them to plant trees, building renewable energy, 

organic agriculture, gardening, preserving 

indigenous knowledge, instilling a sense of 

community and pioneering diverse and 

emergent thinking. Creative activities include 

connecting to local culture, art and heritage of 

one's own land and the manifold communities, 

cultures and countries that students come to 

these schools from bringing local and global 

together to an open learning ground.

Composting toilet at the Green School, Bali

Free owing water body on the 
campus grounds
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Keeping up with my fascination, during 
one of my holidays in Bali, I took the time 
out to visit one such school, the Green 
School, Bali. I woke up as early as 7am on 
a holiday, ready to go to school and a 30-
minute bike ride later, found myself 
registering to take a walk through the 
landscape of Green School. The Green 
School Bali, founded by John and 
Cynthia Hardy is giving its students a 
natural, holistic and student-centered 
education in one of the most amazing 
environments on the planet. As I walked 

through the nature campus on an 
education trai l  o f  exploring the 
architectural excellence of wall-less 
classrooms, mud pits and waterfall, 
listening to the sound of music on bamboo 
drums and learning about the benets of 
community learning and evolving; I am 
convinced that nature teaches one to be 
c o m p a s s i o n a t e ,  a w a r e  o f  o n e ' s 
ecosystems, to respect and understand 
our interdependencies and adequately 
prepare our children for the future that 
they will inherit.

What's interesting to note is that each of these schools have their campus on large pieces 

of barren land that have turned into a lush green forest through the love and labour of 

the students in these schools. Students in turn benet from natural and community 

learning to go on to becoming Green Leaders of our future. Working with an 

organization that works towards sustainability in the Eastern Himalayas and has 

education, engagement with nature and community learning as core principles to grow 

and for the Foundation to be successful in its endeavors, I am fascinated by the concept 

of educating the young minds through nature in order to create passionate global 

environmental stewards for tomorrow.

Environmental stewards of the future learning on ground
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At these schools, learning is student-directed 
and discussion based, sustainable solutions are 
d r i v e n  t h r o u g h  p a r t n e r s h i p s  a n d 
co l laborat ions  in  the  real  wor ld  that 
contributes to a green economy. Students are 
empathetic and care for their land and nurture 
it, they grow a lot of what they eat and produce 
no food waste. They survey the land and gure 
out ways by which they can enrich the soil. 
They inherit secret knowledge of the land from 
the local communities along with the value of 
living in harmony with nature. They run wild 
and free- touching, feeling and breathing 
nature at all times. When we put nature at the 
heart of the education system, we nourish 
children and we allow them to love the Earth, 
give back locally and lead the future.

My passion for this kind of enterprising nature-
based and community inclusive education 
comes from the fact that in my formative years, 
I grew up in an environment where formal 
education was limited to the four corners of a 
classroom with pre-dened academics and 
where cultural differences weren't encouraged. 
Exposure to a world of limitless possibilities 
through move to different cities that are a 
me l t ing  po t  o f  cu l tures ,  work ing  f o r 
organizations that are innovative and 
futuristic in their vision and through engaging 
with people with diverse thinking has 
redened the education system for me. That 
thinking calls for a reformed education system 
modelled on bio-mimicry, ever-adapting and 
evolving to trends and patterns in nature, 
fostering interdependent relationships 
between cultures and communities, adopting 
21st century skills like collaboration and 
problem-solving and being deeply rooted to the 
environment around us.

If I had to unschool to educate and unlearn to 
learn, I would get hands on with the natural 
world rather than read about our ecosystem. I 
would plant a tree to understand the cycle of 
life and the language of the Earth. I would 
follow the ight of the birds and the trails of the 
animals to understand their movement and 

Growing organic food for 
campus consumptions and for 

the farmer's market
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how they use the environment in their 
natural habitat. I would focus on honing 
my skills rather than assessing my 
grades. I would celebrate diversity and 
new thinking rather than limit myself 
to my perceptions and way of life. I 
would recreate a part of my childhood to 

include itchy legs, muddy pants, excited 
shrills of discovering new forms of life 
and build my own future to craft my 
version of a sustainable world through 
enrolling myself in one of these nature 
inspired schools — where possibilities 
are limitless!

Experiencing the joy of nature & community learning

For enquiries on nature inspired education and Green classrooms, 
please write to me at varsha.wadhwani@baliparafoundation.com
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Living with Elephants
Herds of the Karbi Foothills

– Rituraj Phukan

“In the case of elephant and man we 
have one of the best examples known of 
two supercially dissimilar animals 
sharing common biological needs, and 
therefore  competing vigorously 
whenever they contact each other.” – 
Alistair Graham

Introduction

The Karbi foothills along the Nagaon- 
Karbi Anglong border are contiguous 
to the Kaziranga- Karbi Anglong 

Elephant Reserve. The elephant reserve 
extends from the banks of the red river to the 
verdant blue hills that ank the southern 
banks of the Brahmaputra valley. Around 
200 to 300 elephants inhabit this HEC zone 
permanently and these numbers are 
multiplied during winter due to migration 
from Kaziranga National Park. According to 
the census of 2002, 1940 elephants inhabit 
the Kaziranga- Karbi Anglong Elephant 
Reserve. Some of these elephants regularly 
intrude into human settlements in these 
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areas in search of food or while passing 
through traditional dondies, making it 
one of the major HEC affected zones in 
Assam.  

Encroachment of forest areas has 
fragmented and degraded the wildlife 
habitat in much of the Karbi foothills and 
hindered the propensity of wild animals 
to move around the terrain. The Karbi 
foothills has seen continued expansion of 
human settlements, agriculture and 
plantations and for decades, government 
and civil society have collaborated to 
provide effective HEC mitigation 
measures. Encroachment on traditional 
elephant corridors and temporary 
shelters brings the passing elephant 
herds into conict in the newly developed 
tea gardens and rubber plantations.

Historically, men and beast have 
eternally coexisted in these parts. 
Elephants were revered and villagers 
paid obeisance to the passing herds. 
Even now, pieces of bones from dead 

elephants are placed for worship in the 
courtyard of households to ward off evil 
spirits. There is also a tradition of 
ganeshbhog or hastipuja, which is the 
ritual offering of a part of the harvest at 
the edge of the forest as appeasement to 
the wild pachyderms. It is believed that 
the herds do not enter the crop elds of 
the farmer performing ganeshbhog and 
he can enjoy his full harvest.

However a section of poor villagers have 
b e e n  s e r i o u s l y  a f f e c t e d  b y  t h e 
increasing cases of elephant intrusion 
and they have taken to using lethal 
weapons to retaliate against the 
elephant raiders. Elephants have been 
targeted by poisoned arrows and killed 
from gunshot injuries. Some have been 
speared and others have had burning 
bitumen sacks thrown on to their backs. 
An injured elephant is prone to go 
berserk, resulting in increased human 
casualties.
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The poor indigenous inhabitants living in 
the vicinity of these newly developed 
plantations face the brunt of elephant 
depredation as intruding herds ransack 
homes, granaries and kitchen gardens in 
search of food.  Some hill tribes of have 
also taken to killing elephants for their 
meat .  Poachers  who  targe t  the 
pachyderms for their ivory are also active 
in the Karbi landscape, often offering the 
meat to tribesmen in exchange for help in 
locating the pachyderm. The degradation 
of the elephant habitat up in the hills of 
Karbi Anglong have contributed to the 
increasing instances of  elephant 
intrusion into human settlements in the 
Karbi foothills.

HEC mitigation in the Karbi 
foothills

Since the year 2004, Green Guard 
Nature Organization has worked with 
fringe forest communities of the Karbi 
foothills to develop some tools to mitigate 
HEC along the Nagaon- Karbi Anglong 
b o r d e r .  T h e s e  t e c h n i q u e s  w e r e 
extensively deployed and tested during 
the 2008-10 project entitled 'Mitigation 
of Human- Elephant Conict at the 
fringe of the Burhapahar Hill Range', 
which was funded by the U.S. Fish & 
Wildlife Service and implemented by 
Green Guard Nature Organization in 
collaboration with Wildlife Trust of India 
and the Assam forest department.

Some of these tools are derived from 
similar initiatives in elephant range 
countries, and modied for the landscape 
us ing  l oca l ly  procured  l ow-cos t 
materials. Following the success of these 
indigenous methods in reducing crop 
damage and casualties, Green Guard 
Nature Organization was invited to 
replicate them in the HEC affected areas 
of North Bengal for several years.

Early Warning System (EWS). 

This is a type of trip-wire alarm system. 
It has been observed that once the 
elephants enter a crop eld or a village, it 
is difcult to chase them away without 
substantial damage to the standing crops 
or immovable properties. The idea 
behind the EWS is to warn villagers of 
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approaching elephants and provide 
ample time to organize a chase before 
damage to crops and property. 

A sturdy string laid out at the edge of the 
forest or around the crop elds is 
connected to electronic bells through a 
trigger switch that warns crop guards to 
the incidence and direction of intrusion. 
They can attempt to drive away the 
intruders and also warn villagers in 
nearby settlements. Sometimes the 
elephants go back after the EWS bells 
ring and at other times crop guards chase 
them out using ash lights, re crackers 
and noise producing implements. 

Crop Barrier Fencing (CBF) 

Kata ber or Crop Barrier Fencing (CBF) 
is the use of citrus plantation in and 
a r o u n d  h u m a n  h a b i t a t i o n  a s  a 
permanent barrier that will also 
provide signicant supplementary 
income to the beneciaries. The Kazi 
Nemu plants were planted at a uniform 

distance in two rows around the 
selected house with the premise that 
upon maturity, the plants will form an 
impenetrable thorny thicket providing 
protection from elephants as well as 
other animals. 

The concept of CBF was to erect a natural 
thorny barrier and at the same time, 
provide some economic benets to the 
villagers. It was estimated that the 
earnings of the beneciaries could be 
supplemented for 25 to 30 years from the 
lemon produce. It was implemented on a 
trial basis and expected that more people 
will come forward to adopt the method on 
their own for the long-term management 
of HEC in the area.

Chili Based Repellent 

Members of Green Guard Nature 
Organization focused on the trial and 
a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  a n  i n d i g e n o u s l y 
developed Chili Based Repellent (CBR) 
to ward off elephants in selected crop 
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elds located very close to the forests. 
Two potent species, Garo ringi & Mizo 
ringi, were planted, harvested, dried 
and powdered. The chili powder was 
mixed with rice husk in a certain 
proportion and the mixture was placed 
in a tin container on a elephant 
incursion route.  The mixture is 
designed to burn slowly using a piece of 
ignited charcoal placed on the top.

Community Fodder Plantation

Since 2013, a Community Elephant 
F o d d e r  P l a n t a t i o n  i s  b e i n g 
implemented under which over 30000 
elephant fodder trees have been planted 
in over 50 plantation drives. These 
include stumps and saplings of bhim 
kol, a giant banana species relished by 
elephants, and seeds and saplings of 
elephant apple, jackfruit, etc. Man, 
women  and  ch i ldren  f rom HEC 
impacted villages from the Karbi 
foothills have been motivated to 
participate in these plantation drives 
and it has been extended to include 
more areas that have been left barren 
due to the practice of jhum cultivation.

Other initiatives

Every year, the Green Guard Nature 
Organization provides ashlights, 
recrackers and fuel oil to the villagers so 
that the crop guards are well equipped 
while chasing intruding elephants and 
do not revert to the use of lethal weapons. 
Awareness and sensitization programs 
are aimed at mobilizing the entire 
community and initiatives like the 
distribution of notebooks, children's 
clothing, blankets, sports goods, etc., 
help create a goodwill which contributes 
to the success of the HEC mitigation 
tools.
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Conclusion

Living with elephants is a constant 
challenge for the fringe forest dwellers of 
the Karbi foothills but there is hope that 
better management will enable peaceful 
coexistence of men and beasts. The 
change in land use pattern in the Karbi 
foothills and conversion of forest lands 
has compromised the age-old bond that 
has existed between humans and 
elephants. Interventions by the Assam 
forest department and civil society to 
improve the elephant habitat and involve 
the local communities in conict 
mitigation can ensure the security of 
both humans and the herds of the Karbi 
foothills. 

This year, Elephant Family support for 
Binod 'Dulu' Borah of Green Guard 
Nature Organization has helped extend 
these community based initiatives to 
newer areas of conict along the Nagaon- 
Karbi Anglong border. It is an endeavor 
to ensure the end of violent retaliation 
against intruding herds in the Karbi 
foothills and peaceful coexistence of man 
and beast. In partnership with Nature 
and Wildlife Association, the 'Lights For 
Life Food To Live' project is attempting to 
empower villagers, while working with 
them to improve the elephant habitat.

The author is Secretary General of Green 
Guard Nature Organization, a grassroots 
nature conservation NGO based out of 
Nagaon. He is also the Chief Operating 
Ofcer of the Hyderabad based Walk For 
Water group and Associate Editor of 
Igniting Minds.
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Sci Fi, Imagination & the Future 
of Conservation: Storytelling

– Mansi Parikh

Let's go to the year 2047.

In world news 13,000 researchers and 
assistants boarded helicopters today 
for the beginning of operation round 
up. The project is a collaboration bet 
the UN & the International union for 
Conservation of Nature. It is aimed at 
gathering up endangered species to 
prevent extinction.

“Operation Roundup” is the 4th 
phase of the larger “Project Ark”, a 
worldwide push to save endangered 
species, by housing them in zoos 
worldwide. For the past 10 years, 
over 180 countries have constructed 
zoos to house their region's wildlife. 
Maya Win the chief scientist for 
“Project Round” up says that she 

expects the gathering process to take 
at least 3 years.

This is the radio drama style opening of 
Caged, an episode of Flash Forward by 
Rose Eveleth, a podcast on speculative 
futures that I recently began following. 
The episode beginning with this short 
radio drama segues into a discussion 
with experts examining the meaning of 
conservat ion of  species  and our 
motivations for doing it.

In listening to this episode, my two 
worlds, conservation and design collided. 
In this collision, we may nd a possible 
solution to a problem conservationists 
struggle with, inspiring consistent 
conservation action. Right now, we rely 
on either the Scientic Narrative, which 

Image 1. Artistic rendering of “The Stacks” from Ernest Cline's Ready Player One

Executive Naturenomics™ – Strategy & Partnerships, Balipara Foundation
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generally leads to glazed eyes and 
boredom or the Doomsday Narrative, 
which usually leads to complete 
paralysis due to fear or pessimism.

One of the biggest challenges in getting 
people to take biodiversity loss and 
conservation more seriously is that its 
effects cannot be “felt” equally. But, if we 
can create an empathy for the rich 
biodiversity, among a wider population, 
we can create a shift in the way people 
understand its importance.

I propose we build this empathy by using 
the immersive storytelling techniques 
successfully adopted by fantasy authors, 
science ction and animated lms. 
Authors like J. K. Rowling and lmmakers 
at Disney and Pixar have masterfully 
wielded their ability to tell compelling 
stories and made us laugh out loud or shed 
real tears with hippogriffs, house elves, 
toys, and monsters. All seemingly absurd, 
yet accomplished masterfully through the 
narrative prowess. Their secret weapon, 
making us feel!

A recent Harvard Business Review 
article recommends that business 
leaders read Science Fiction to make 
better long-term decisions. This sounds 
i n s a n e ,  d o e s n ' t  i t ? !  O n  c l o s e r 
examination though, it doesn't seem 
quite as crazy when we begin to realize 
just how much of the technology and built 
world would have seemed like science 
ction just a decade ago.

The creativity with which decades of Sci 
Fi lmmakers and writers have made us 
long for, or fear worlds that seemed quite 
familiar yet alien inspired us to create 
entirely new ones in reality. Why not use 
these same techniques to re-frame the 
problem of environmental challenges to 
make it more approachable not just for 
conservationists and scientists but for 
the world at large?

What these master storytellers all have 
in common is the ability to build these 
future worlds so real, that they make us 
feel invested in their ctional events and 
inhabitants. Isn't it ironic then, that we 
aren't able to use these same principles to 
make people invested in the future of the 
real world? How might we inspire the 
same emotions for the real ecosystems 
a n d  t h e i r  i n h a b i t a n t s  a s  t h e y 
experienced in their journey through The 
Jungle Book or as they romped through 
the Savannah with Simba and his 
friends?

Let's use popular culture and ction to 
provoke conversations about our future in 
a language familiar to us conservationists 
and our audience. Let's use the Fossil Fuel 
wastelands in Ernest Cline's Ready Player 
One or  the incredible  dystopian 
landscapes in Paolo Bacigalupi's award 
winning dystopian climate ction Windup 
Girl, Water Knife and Ship Breaker.

Sounds a bit contrarian, doesn't it? I just 
mentioned that Doomsday Narratives 
induce inaction and now I am saying let's 
use Dystopian Climate Fiction to solve 
the problem? There's a major difference 
between the two,  the Doomsday 
Narrative speaks in absolutes, it shows 
you dying baby seals and tells you how 
you are going to be living under water in 
a decade or so.

Dystopian Climate Fiction on the other 
hand provides the safety net of ction. 
This automatically removes the fear-
induced paralysis .  Here,  we are 
simultaneously creating a safe vantage 
point while sparking the imagination. 
The reader/viewer can now navigate this 
world keeping her/his faculties engaged 
and imagine their own solutions to the 
problems the protagonists face.

To paraphrase Bacigalupi, he wants his 
readers to feel a sense of anxiety, yet nd 
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pleasure in navigating these odd new 
worlds in his stories. He wants them to 
then come back into the world and view it 
from a new perspective, affected by the 
experience of the story, so that when the 
reader comes across the extreme issues 
they have seen in the books like water 
rights, etc. in the real world, they can 
relate them to what they've read and 
begin to grasp the gravity of the 
situation. 

On the other hand, you have Ernest 
Cline's Ready Player One or Pixar's Wall-
E describe the perils of future worlds 
rendered wastelands due to over-
consumption, rogue capitalism and fossil 
fuels dependency, so much so that its 
inhabitants escape it by “living” in 
virtual reality. Both these scenarios help 
us understand the future of unchecked 
consumption and introspect course 
correct appropriately. More importantly 
it paints a picture, in language and 
imagery the reader/viewer can relate to, 
with protagonists willing to take action 
to change their reality.

The more we can engage our audiences in 
these optimistic approaches, inspiring 
discussions and imaginations the more 
likely we are to be able to harness these 
imaginations into creative solutions. 
Even educational institutions, like 
Arizona State University are adapting 
these imaginative approaches to inspire 
a new generation of conservationists.

The way to effectively counteract denial 
of environmental degradation is not 
through raw data and statistics, but by 
putting these numbers into a different 
context which people can understand 
and engage with we might be able to 
create a shift in attitudes.

I personally live in a realm between the 
past, future, real and imagined. So, if you 
have an idea that agrees or contradicts 
my views, or would like to work on create 
these new ctions that spark the 
imaginations and discussions, I'd love to 
hear from you at
mansi.parikh@baliparafoundation.com

First published in The Himalayan 
(www.medium.com/the-himalayan)
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NWA on Human Elephant 
Conict mitigation in Asia
Do we need to 
refocus our efforts?
We at Nature & Wildlife 
Association believe so!

– Andy Merk

As habitats keep shrinking and wild 
elephant populations are stabilizing or 
growing, HEC is on the increase.

To understand the situation, let's go 
through the current efforts:

1. semi-permanent fences, electric 
fences, walls, alarm fences, bee-hive 
fences, bio-fences and moats; these 
are  va l id  methods  to  pro tec t 
agricultural communities, but unless 
we fence in the whole protected areas, 
will only move the intrusions to the 
next village.

2. deterrents to drive away elephants 
from “human Habitat” and farmland; 
all methods alone or in combinations 
work only for a time, as elephants will 
nd a way to deal with them. 

Elephants tend to get more aggressive 
as a direct result to people using re-
crackers, light, noise, cars, re and 
other similar methods. Both human 
and elephant casualties will increase 
as a result. For the time being, there 
are no alternatives, but new methods 
need to be developed and tested.

3. c a p t u r e  f o r  r e l o c a t i o n  a n d 
domestication; this is done in a 
number of countries with very limited 
success, it is also an outdated method, 
as the number of elephant casualties 
is very high. corridors; an important 
measure to guarantee genetic 
diversity and to avoid inbreeding, but 
as done in India is more like doing the 
second step before the rst.
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4. education; a very important tool to 
create better understanding and 
coexistence

5. habitat improvement; neglected in 
many places, but in our opinion the 
key for sustainable HEC mitigation. 
Much more focus on this is needed, 
there are examples like Kui Buri 
National Park in Thailand where 
Human Elephant Conict was 
r e v e r s e d  b y  p r o p e r  h a b i t a t 
improvement. For successful habitat 
improvement 3 main criteria have to 
be met: food(grasslands as Asian 
elephants eat mainly grass, not trees), 
water and security. 

What is needed for successful future 
HEC mitigation:

1. urgent scientic research into habitat 
design.

2. proper population data.

3. scientic studies to estimate carrying 
capacities.

4. studies on birth-control measures 
/contraceptives.

What Nature & Wildlife Association 
is doing:

1. we are helping communities to set up 
alarm fences

2. testing and implementing alternative 
tools: 3. Elephant Quick ID training to identify 

individual elephants and their 
reaction to deterrents, to be able to 
use the best method.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z
K35L1JOsWA&t=28s

4 .deve lop ing  and  implement ing 
Elephant Photo id software base 
identication of all elephants, to 
create a database and reliable 
population data.



Lessons from Nature

– Saurav Malhotra

As one drives through the lush tea 
gardens and enters the unassuming gates 
of the Eastern Himalayan Botanic 
Gardens, a few things become evident. To 
begin with, there is an instant nip in the 
air and this relief from the heat is 
accompanied by the welcome calls of the 
Common Myna. Further into the Botanic 
Gardens, the growth becomes dense with 
giant bamboo plants, and the quiet is 
occasionally interrupted by the revelry of 
monkeys. The Botanic Gardens' team has 
exemplied the power of nature in a 
simple experiment that speaks volumes- 
the team turned a dusty parking lot in 
Balipara, Assam, into a dense wild 
habitat by allowing nature to ourish.

What makes the Eastern Himalayan 
Botanic Gardens distinctive, and the 
rst of its kind in the Eastern Himalaya, 
is its focus on preserving the local 
habitat – not just endemic plants but 
also cultures and traditions of the 
neighbouring region.

Essential to the process of preserving an 
ecosystem is achieving an understanding 
of the same. To this end, the Botanic 
Gardens team is studying the composition 
of forests in some of the major National 

Parks of Assam. The knowledge thus 
acquired helps maintain an endemic-
species nursery comprising high-quality 
s a p l i n g s  t h a t  a r e  t h e n  u s e d  i n 
afforestation projects. This ensures that 
the newly afforested region is similar to 
the forests endemic to the very region. 
One such project has been undertaken at 
the Khalingduar Reserve Forest on the 
Indo-Bhutan border.

Focusing on local ecosystems, the Botanic 
Gardens team is also carrying out an 
ethnobotanic survey of some of Assam's 
indigenous communities to record the 
wealth of multi-generational, cultural 
knowledge with a special focus on edible 
and medic inal  p lants .  I  had the 
opportunity of joining the team on one 
such trip and interacting with a woman 
who grew up in the midst of nature. This 
blind woman, no less than 80 years old, 
harbours no sign of Weltschmerz (A 
German word that means sadness over 
the evils of the world). She told us tales of 
how the innumerable leaves in her 
backyard have been used to cure ailments 
for centuries. All this information was 
recorded and catalogued lest it be lost to 
future generations.
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One can encounter the physical 
manifestation of these surveys upon the 
Botanic Garden trail. The healthy 
medicinal plants garden, embodies the 
k n o w l e d g e  g a i n e d  t h r o u g h  t h e 
ethnobotanic surveys. The specimens 
are catalogued in the herbarium and 
seeds are stored in the seed-bank. Both 
will play a vital preservation role in this 
age of rapid extinction. On one instance, 
as I walked through a dense patch of 
multi-layered forest – the result of the 
Botanic Gardens' team's efforts in 
growing various species of bamboo 
important in local crafts, construction 
and having multiple socio-economic 
benets – I came across a ock of 
Oriental White-eye perched on a 
majestic cus.

I then crossed over a pond on a small 
bridge made of bamboo only to encounter 
a shy resident of the garden pond, a 
Common Kingsher. The pond is home to 
a variety of aquatic plants and also, a 
bold Indian Pond Heron.

Nestled in the green haven of the Botanic 
Gardens  i s  the  newly  launched 
NaturenomicsTM School, which serves 
as a centre for disseminating the 
collective knowledge of the various 
branches of Botanic Gardens, experts 
and local communities. The school is 
building a unique curriculum of both 
broad-focus courses on the environment 
and pertinent issues, as well as more 
niche courses on birds, butteries, 
medicinal plants and the like. Such 
centres of learning are becoming 
increasingly important in this day and 
age of rapid environmental destruction. 
Their role in creating awareness and 
educating the masses on ways of 
protecting habitats is critical.

TMThe trail ends at the Naturenomics  
Store. Housed in a Chang Ghor (A typical 
Assamese house on stilts, commonly 

built by the Hajong tribe), it is run by 
WUYA and pro-motes locally woven and 
naturally dyed fabrics and produce – 
another essential venture in promoting 
the eco-friendly cultural heritage of local 
artisans. Mass tourism and its exploits 
need to be replaced by such mindful 
tourism, and the Eastern Himalayan 
Botanic Gardens set a great example of 
how that can be achieved successfully 
and sustainably.

One can also head over to sample the 
e t h n i c  c u i s i n e  a t  B h e l a g h o r  a 
restaurant operated by Saneki, a local 
NGO and run by people from nearby 
communities.

Experiencing the Eastern Himalayan 
Botanic Gardens, with its dense foliage 
and sightings of shrikes, Spangled 
D r o n g o s ,  b a r b e t s ,  i n n u m e r a b l e 
butteries and even an Indian rock 
python, can help one realise the vital 
need for establishing safe green havens.

The Eastern Himalayan Botanical 
Gardens clearly stand testament to the 
fact that nature, when left to its own 
device has an incredible ability to heal 
not only itself but also those who play a 
role in its regeneration.
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Documenting socio-cultural 
features impacting threatened 
turtle populations in Sonitpur 
district along Brahmaputra

– Debangini Ray

ABSTRACT:

The project “Documenting Socio-cultural 
features impacting threatened turtle 
populations in Sonitpur district along 
Brahmaputra” was conducted along two 
eld sites of Biswanath Ghat and 
N a g s h a n k a r  o f  N o r t h e r n  B a n k 
Landscape (NBL) in pre-monsoon (May- 
July) of 2017. Biswanath Ghat is a 
s t r a t e g i c  t u r t l e  c o n s e r v a t i o n 
(exploitation) location and one of the 
most recent additions to the Kaziranga 
National Park, where the ancient 
Kaivarta Community resides since 
hundreds of years, their lives completely 
dependent on shing. Nagshankar 
Temple is one of the oldest temples in 

Northeast, housing a large number of 
turtles especially the Black Softshell 
turtle (Nilssonia nigricans), which is 
listed as Extinct in the Wild (EW) in the 
Red List by IUCN.
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The objectives of this study are- to 
understand the attitude of the key 
communities especially after stricter 
e n f o r c e m e n t  o f  l a w s  b e s i d e s 
understanding the education and 
awareness needs to protect the local/ 
r i v e r i n e  w i l d l i f e  i n  t h e  a r e a , 
understanding the community prole and 
perception for development of effective 
education tools, understanding and 
documenting the various relationships/ 
interactions between the turtles and local 
communities in two locations (wild and 
captive settings). This study had certain 
limitations and can be treated as a 
beginning to integrate communities 
towards conservation of riverine wildlife 
and Brahmaputra landscape in general. 

INTRODUCTION:

Turtle exploitation has been going on in 
almost every part of India since a long 
time. If we search for literature online or in 
print media on turtle exploitation, we will 
nd hundreds of studies, journals, 
newspaper reports on how turtles were 
killed for meat, calipee and exploited for 
pet trade till as late as 2010. Even now we 
nd news about people getting nabbed by 
Forest Department and organisations for 
involvement in illegal turtle trade. This is 
alarming because turtles are considered to 
be of particular conservation concern and 
their demand does not seem to be 
decreasing at all.

A thriving trade for India's freshwater 
turtles exists in the north-eastern and 
central regions of India. Soft shell turtles 
are among the most threatened groups of 
freshwater animals due to their low bone-
to-body ratio and larger proportions of 
cartilage and gelatinous skin. Despite 
being listed at the highest level in the 
Indian Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972, 
very little law enforcement takes place 
and turtles are exploited and traded 
regularly, to meet the demand from local 

restaurants and toddy shops. In many 
parts of India turtle blood is believed to be 
a cure for piles and stulas. The perceived 
medicinal property of turtle meat as a 
remedy for gout, rectal disorders, and 
arthritis is known among people of all 
regions in the country (Krishnakumar, K., 
Raghavan, R. and Pereira, B. 2009)

According to a study carried out in North-
eastern states of India by Ahmed, M.F and 
Das, A (2010), even if there are no open 
markets now, it is sold without notice of 
the police and Forest Department making 
it increasingly difcult to monitor if the 
turtles are still sold in large numbers. The 
turtles were reported to be mainly hunted 
during dry season when water recedes and 
the turtles take refuge under silt/sand. 
(Ahmed, M.F and Das, A. 2010). Young 
turtles that weigh less than 200g fetch a 
high price in the market of Assam, India. 
The price of turtle meat/Kg in Assam is 
around US $7.5. (Krishnakumar, K., 
Raghavan, R. and Pereira, B. 2009). The 
turtles are well preserved in mainland 
Kaziranga, but they are highly exploited 
in Brahmaputra River (Sixth addition 
area) especially in Biswanath Ghat where 
turtles are caught as shery by-catch and 
exposed to the poachers. Turtles caught 
from Brahmaputra and Difolu (Mora) are 
sold in various markets in Bokakhat and 
Biswanath Ghat (Praschag & Gemel, 
2002; Ahmed and Das, 2009; Frazier and 
Das, 1994).

Chitra indica or Baghiya kaso as it is 
locally known, used to be seen commonly 
in local markets in 2004 and was 
extensively exploited for local turtle 
meat trade. The Flapshell which is 
commonly found in saporis, waterlogged 
areas, canals, and paddy elds was 
exploited for meat and has been thought 
to have presumably declined due to 
overexploitation as it was reported as the 
most common turtle species in the 
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markets of Silchar, Assam (Das and 
Gupta, 2004).

As of 2010, the then Critically Endangered 
Nilssonia nigricans (now being Extinct in 
the Wild), had not even been listed in the 
Indian Wildlife (Protection) Act 1972. It 
was extensively exploited for local turtle 
meat trade wherein the local shermen 
themselves reported a decline (catch per 
effort) in population. (Ahmed, M.F and 
Das, A. 2010).

It must be mentioned here, that even in as 
late as 2010, there was no legal protection 
in India for the Indian Tent turtle and lot 
of other turtles, and these turtles were 
occasionally seen in pet trade which is still 
prevalent in many parts of Assam along 
with rest of India. Basumatary, R and 
Sarma, R (n.d) had mentioned in their 
report that setting up of a Chelonian 
Research and Rescue facil ity,  in 
Biswanath Ghat might reduce the turtle 
mortality due to by-catch. (Basumatary, R 
and Sarma, R, n.d). In all probability, we 
will see if the upcoming Nature Discovery 
Centre and Turtle Research Institute can 
help towards much needed turtle 
conservation in the Biswanath Ghat area.

INTRODUCTION TO FIELD SITES:

Biswanath Ghat:

Google Earth view of Biswanath Ghat, 
Coordinates: 26.6593° N, 93.1735° E

Nagshankar Mandir:

Google Earth view of Nagshankar temple, 
Coordinates: 26°43'29"N   92°59'40"E

METHODOLOGY:

Participatory Rural Appraisal 
(PRA):

I have used PRA tools to gather 
information for my study as well as to 
understand the scenario of turtle 
exploitation from the people's perspective 
in Nagshankar as well as in two villages 
around Biswanath Ghat- Puroni Gaon 
and Notun Gaon.

Questionnaire survey:

Questionnaire Surveys were conducted in 
the Ghat, temples, Puroni Gaon, Notun 
Gaon, Panchayat ofce and also in people's 
homes and shops. All information was 
cross-checked by rephrasing the same 
question at different stages during the 
survey and by asking the same question to 
people from different occupation 
backgrounds. Questions were asked in 
Assamese, the local language.

Non participant observation:

This method was used to understand the 
phenomenon and scenario in the Ghat 
and Nagshankar by observing the 
community and the social system, while 
staying separate from the activities.

Focus Group Discussion:

Focus group discussions were conducted 
with the shermen, womenfolk and 



THE HIMALAYAN    |   73

youth of the villages together, at the end 
of the questionnaire survey period.

Resource mapping:

Resource mapping was used at Nagshankar 
to understand the changes which have 
taken place in the temple premises since the 
last fifty years to present day.

Field Journal/Field notes:

A field journal was maintained throughout 
the entire field work and any point which 
struck as interesting or important, was 
recorded and noted down so that it could be 
applied later whenever required.

Video/Photo documentation:

Canon 1100D with Canon lenses 18-55mm 
and 55-250mm were used to click 
photographs of the different species of 
turtles, the field sites, important elements 
present in the field sites. 

Key Informant Interviews:

Telephonic as well as face-to-face 
interviews were conducted in Assamese as 
well as English, with a semi- formal 
structure.

OBJECTIVES AND FINDINGS:

OBJECTIVE 1- To study the human-
turtle interaction in and around 
Biswanath Ghat among the Kaivarta 
community residing there, on grounds of 
economy, religion, traditional knowledge, 
subsistence hunting and tourism.

FINDINGS:

A survey was conducted among the 
shermen of the Kaivarta community 
between the ages of 25-50 years. The 
survey was conducted around three 
locations in the eld site of Biswanath 
Ghat- one in the Ghat itself, the rest in the 
two main villages of the Ghat named 
Puroni Gaon and Notun Gaon. All the 

families have been living there since 
decades and have learnt shing right from 
their childhood. However, since times 
have changed and shing does not fetch 
them enough money, many have resorted 
to other kinds of work other than shing, 
like contract work (cementing, painting, 
etc), boat service, or shop keeping.

The rst observation at the eld site was 
that the villagers though united in public, 
have revealed serious differences and 
insecurities when tackled one by one. They 
do not trust anyone, have serious clash 
with the Panchayat, are really good to the 
Forest Department face to face, but fear 
and dislike the Department inwardly. The 
women have very little to zero knowledge 
about turtles and are more concerned 
regarding their housework and the land. 
Gadapani Das, the President of the 
regional shermen committee says “If in 
conict, a man shoots people with rie, 
innocents die rst, therefore it is the same 
with shing- in order to kill sh, and many 
other creatures get caught and die in nets- 
maximum number being that of turtles”

Strangely the people here do not have 
much of religious beliefs regarding 
turtles as compared to most places in 
Assam. It is however, considered a good 
sign to donate turtles to Nagshankar, 
and especially if someone is not getting 
married or has some bad fortune, 
donation of turtles to the pond is believed 
to bring good luck. “Fish and turtle meat 
to Hindus is what doomba and cow is for 
Muslims”, said one respondent.

There is a certain body of traditional 
knowledge which the people commonly 
have regarding turtles, having been 
passed on to them from their forefathers. 
It is believed that turtle meat is an 
extremely good cure for all stomach 
problems,  especial ly  for  chronic 
dysentery. The meat should be cooked 
without any spices as stew, with a herb 
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called Sengeri Tenga (Oxalis corniculata 
Linn) or the Sleeping Beauty as it is 
commonly called. Also, the “pit” or the 
“naari-petu” of the turtles, that is, the 
intestines, must be cooked and eaten at 
least once a year to prevent “Aai bemaar” 
or Smallpox. However, there are many 
people who have said to develop a kind of 
allergy on consuming turtle meat. In 
s o m e  c a s e s ,  t o  p r e v e n t  “ f u l a 
bemaar”(Haemorrhagic septicaemia), 
which is a disease caused by infection 
leading to swelling up of the neck of the 
animals, the cattle are made to smell the 
smoke of shell after it is burnt, or after it 
is converted to powder.  In some 
occasions, the shell used to be hung at the 
entrance of the cowshed to ward off evil 
spirits. Another superstitious belief is 
that a turtle with 19 nails is considered 
auspicious.

Turtle eggs, if  found are always 
consumed by the people and sometimes 
eaten raw. Some people believe that 
consuming turtle eggs can cure “Hefoni” 
or dry cough. The eggs are said to be 
found mostly between November to June. 
Fishermen are well aware of the nature 
of breeding by the turtles. Some said that 
they know the techniques required to 
catch turtles in the river, since it is not 
everyone's cup of tea to catch turtles, one 
has to be “well-equipped”.

Oxalis corniculata Linn © Debangini Ray

An old sherman with his catch in the Ghat 
© Debangini Ray

Fish catch by an old sherman one afternoon © 
Debangini Ray

There were many surprising nds- a good 
number of respondents had in-depth 
knowledge about the biology and 
behaviour of turtles. “Never once, will she 
return to the eggs or care for her 
hatchlings physically. After 4 months, the 
eggs supposedly hatch, if the mother 
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turtle gets umoni (warmth) in water, the 
embryo inside the eggs will also get it on 
land. New-borns have an inborn instinct 
which guides them to their mother in 
water straight after their birth. As the egg 
size increases, space becomes less inside 
the hollow and the sand get scattered.” 

Another aged respondent said, “It is a sin 
if a man kills the turtle while she is laying 
eggs because along with her, 200 to-be 
turtles will die.” Moreover, now, certain 
shing nets like “Faasi Jaal” and 
“Bhasal Jaal” have been banned by the 
Forest Department. Earlier, turtles used 
to be caught accidentally as well as 
deliberately in these nets by the 
shermen and consumed in their 
household openly as well sold to buyers 
who demanded turtle meat and good pay. 
Sometimes they were also kept in the 
houses to be later donated to the 
Nagshankar temple. At present, there is 
a new found fear due to installation of 
two satellites by the Forest Dept. in the 
ghat which monitor the movements of 
the shermen and their activities. All the 
men, women as well as youth are well 
aware of the laws and know that catching 
turtles or even being seen with one can 
land them in jail for 3 months-5 years 
along with a ne of 5000 rupees.

Trying to nd out the both the positive and 
negative changes which have taken place 
in the area since the last 25-50 years from 
the perception of the Kaivarta community, 
the most recurring response was that the 
laws have changed a lot in the last 5-10 
years, it has changed the way the villagers 
saw turtles before as a thing to be eaten to 
a thing which needs to be protected due to 
reasons which they now understand. Laws 
have also instilled a fear among the people 
and now make them think a hundred 
times before thinking to keep a turtle for 
whatever purpose. 

When asked about the future and the 

changes they think are most likely to 
take place, many in the age group 40-50 
years emotionally stated there won't be 
any Kaivarta community, the existence 
along with the l ivel ihood of  the 
community is in the brink of extinction. 
One sherman asked me, “Are the sh, 
the turtles more important than us, the 
original guardians of the land?” Others 
feel that conservation and awareness 
will reach a new high and the youth of the 
village will denitely bring good change. 
“Turtle population will increase for 
certainty”- was their take on the future.

OBJECTIVE 2- To document attitudes 
and perceptions of different stakeholders 
towards turtle hunting in Biswanath 
Ghat- Researchers/ Conservationists, 
Forest Department and local people (non-
shermen).

FOREST DEPARTMENT:

It was after an interview was conducted 
with the Forest Department, that the 
news of two jawans caught carrying two 
Ganges Soft shells was conveyed by the 
Range Ofcer. The Forest Department 
arrested the jawans and released the 
turtles in the river from the Ghat.

One of the rescued N.gangetica being released 
© Md Badshah Ali
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The Forest Department plays a key role 
in forming perceptions among the people 
and enforcing laws which help in the 
conservation of a biologically diverse and 
rich region like Biswanath Ghat. The 
Kaziranga protected area northern 
range being on the other side of the river, 
the patrol and surveillance is especially 
strong in the area. The Range Ofce at 
Panibhoral is only a few kilometres away 
from the Ghat and there is a beat ofce 
right next to the Ghat. Two key 
informant interviews were conducted in 
the Forest Department- one with the 
Range Ofcer himself and another with 
two experienced. Forest guards together. 
T h e  i n t e r v i e w  w a s  h e l p f u l  i n 
understanding the role and journey of 
t h e  F o r e s t  D e p a r t m e n t  i n  t h e 
conservation of threatened species like 
turtles as well as about the belonging 
attitudes of the people towards turtles. 
There are motorboats to the Forest 
Department which are used to ply 
upstream and downstream that is, to and 
fro Kaziranga National Park Protected 
Area Camp to the beat ofce in the Ghat.

LOCAL PEOPLE (Non-shermen):

A questionnaire survey was conducted 
for the section who are not shermen 
and have never practised shing, yet 
live in the Ghat. The occupations they 
belong to range from shop keeping, 
running hotels, farming, service sector, 
teaching, priesthood to veterinary 
science. These are the people who are 
least aware of what goes on in the nets 
and houses of the shermen and they 
prefer to live their lives minding their 
own business. There are some non-
sher folk who vehemently state that 
there are no traces left of turtle by-catch 
these days and they have not seen 
turtles in the village since they were 
kids. The shopkeepers are busy minding 
their shops and attending to visitors 

and the same goes for the rest of the 
non-shing folk. The priests believe 
deeply in turtles being incarnations of 
Vishnu and therefore, very sacred. They 
believe that shermen might have 
caught turtles for meat before when 
they were less educated around ten 
years back but that was a folly for which 
the whole village is suffering now. It is 
also noticeable that the non-shing folk 
live in slightly better conditions that 
the sher folk in the same villages and 
all of them barring a handful, have a 
wider perspective regarding the 
biodiversity and laws of the place. This 
might be due to the fact that they do not 
f a c e  a n y  r e s t r i c t i o n s  i n  t h e i r 
occupations like the shermen do now.

However on third day, a turtle was 
incidentally found being kept by a local 
p e r s o n  ( n o n -  s h e r m a n ) ,  w h i l e 
conducting the survey at his house. He 
supposedly brought it from a sherman 
for his grandchild to play with. It was a 
female Pangshura tentoria (SCL- 6.2cm 
and SCW-4.1cm). He showed it himself, 
ignorantly stating that he keeps turtle 
hatchlings when he nds them, as pets. 
Through informants, it was found that 
not even one turtle he kept previously, 
had survived, been donated or released 
into any water body, though one had 
reportedly escaped. All have died due to 
s t a r v a t i o n  o r  m i s h a n d l i n g . 
F o r t u n a t e l y ,  t h e  m a n  c o u l d  b e 
persuaded to release the turtle in the 
river after a few days, and the turtle 
was released safely. Therefore, it is lack 
of basic awareness about the life cycle 
and critical conservation status of the 
turtles because of which most of the 
people in the Ghat are still exploiting 
turtles (without realizing that they are 
exploiting them) and disobeying the 
laws. Fear alone cannot help in 
conservation.
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P. tentoria found in one of the houses 
© Debangini Ray

RESEARCHERS/CONSERVATIONI
STS:

Apart from the sher folk and the non-
sher folk in the Ghat, there are few 
conservationists as well as organisations 
who have their own personal experiences 
regarding turtle exploitation and have 
conducted studies as well as rescue 
operations in Biswanath Ghat and 
surrounding areas in Sonitpur District. 
Key informant interviews were conducted 
with Mr Neelam Dutta (entrepreneur and 
passionate conservationist), Dr Jahan 
Ahmed (veterinary doctor who previously 
worked in Wildlife Trust of India), Dr M 
Firoz Ahmed (Head of Herpetofauna 

Research and Conservation Division, 
Aaranyak), Mr Amit Dhattarai and Mr 
Parixit Kaey (conservationists working 
with Nature's Bonyopran, an NGO from 
Sonitpur District working for wildlife and 
biodiversity conservation since 1997).

Mr Neelam Dutta, an entrepreneur, who 
owns a huge farm called Pabhoi Greens 
where he practices pisciculture and 
organic farming is one such passionate 
conservationist. He is known to have 
rescued over 1000 turtles in his lifetime, 
most of the times, even buying the turtles 
from the sellers in order to safely release 
them back to the natural habitat. He says 
“If you get something free with a 
commodity you buy in the market, will you 
refuse it? It is the same with turtles caught 
in shing nets by shermen venturing out 
to catch sh in Biswanath Ghat.”

Dr Jahan Ahmed is a veterinary doctor 
who has worked with Wildlife Trust of 
India in the Kaziranga National Park 
and surrounding regions and has rescued 
Assam roofed turtles and Peacock 
Softshells from Biswanath Ghat; 
additionally conscated turtles by Forest 
Department were often handed over to 
him for health check-ups and subsequent 
treatments if necessary before being 
released into the wild. 

Dr M Firoz Ahmed, Head of Herpetofauna 
Research and Conservation Division, 
Aaranyak, had conducted few studies in 
Biswanath Ghat and had some stories to 
share too. He stated that the shermen 
used to keep the turtles in their houses 
whenever they were caught, to be sold as 
pets later or to people who wanted to 
donate in Nagshankar. 

Amit Dhattarai, who works in an NGO 
called Nature's Bonyopran in Sonitpur 
District, including areas in and around 
Biswanath Ghat and surrounding 
reserve forests like Gohpur and Behali, 
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has been carrying out many turtle rescue 
operations since the last 10-12 years. He 
says that most of the times, the turtles 
are caught as by-catch and the shermen 
refuse to release them easily. It has 
taken a lot of awareness programmes, 
focusing on the youth and kids specially, 
to bring a wave of positive change in quite 
a few parts of around the reserve forests 
and villages. 

Mr Parixit Kaey, also from Nature's 
Bonyopran has shared interesting 
stories regarding how the shermen used 
various equipment and nets to catch 
turtles in the river and he says that some 
shermen  are  s t i l l  us ing  those 
equipment even after they have been 
banned by the Forest Department. Using 
a series of hooks lined with bait under 
their boats to lure turtles out from their 
habitat as well as using harpoon like 
devices to prod Softshell turtles and kill 
them was very common even till 4-5 
years back, especially in the Borgang and 
Burhoi tributaries of the Brahmaputra. 
Not only the shermen, there are also 
women who go into the water to catch sh 
with containers, and often catch turtle 
hatchlings swimming in the river. 

OBJECTIVE 3- To observe human-turtle 
interaction and beliefs in Nagshankar 
temple from last 50 years in the place and 
among the people

FINDINGS:

Nagshankar temple is surrounded by 
villages and farmlands on all sides which 
gives it a signicant advantage because it 
houses many different species of turtles, 
and these turtles mostly prefer these 
farmlands to roam around and lay eggs. 
There is a newly made pond adjacent to the 
original pond which was funded by an MLA 
for the benet of the growing population of 
turtles in the original pond. Nagshankar 
arguably houses the maximum number of 

Black Softshells which as of now, is still 
Extinct in the Wild (IUCN) and exists only 
in temple ponds of Assam and Bangladesh. 
Turtles in Nagshankar are considered to be 
avatars of Vishnu, and thus, sacred. They 
have existed in the pond since its creation 
and till date, people donate turtles in the 
pond because of two reasons- one, religious 
belief which says that donating a turtle will 
rid them of their problems and second, 
when accidentally caught in the Ghat or in 
the farmlands near Nagshankar, they are 
released in the pond. A third reason is 
turtles themselves come into the pond 
during heavy oods in the monsoon.  
According to the temple committee, it is 
strongly believed by everyone there that 
whenever a turtle is killed or captured, the 
Nagshankar deity visits the perpetrator in 
his dream and curses him. Soon after, the 
person undergoes some medical illness and 
dies. In a land of God fearing people, this 
belief has probably instilled a fear among 
people which ensures turtles are not killed 
for consumption.

Turtles are, undoubtedly, a very big 
source of revenue for the temple people. 
We have come across a cluster of eggs 
(Nilssonia nigricans), though the mother 
could not be spotted, she was very 
interestingly described as “roaming 
around near the eggs sometimes, to 
ensure that they are protected” by the 
residents of the house, which goes 
against recorded turtle behaviour.

Through resource mapping of the temple 
50 years ago and of the temple now by the 
respondents, we come to know that there 
have been signicant changes in the 
temple in terms of architectural 
development. Also there was only one 
pond which did not have steps. There used 
to be hundreds of deer and peacocks 
around Nagshankar which pulled visitors 
too. But with the years, they have all 
disappeared for reasons we can all guess.
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Also, turtles used to bask anywhere 
around the pond which is not possible 
now by the rapid array of visitors 
thronging the steps and around most 
part of the pond. The species seen 
basking most in the pond is the Nilssonia 
gangetica (Ganges Softshell). As soon as 
one nears the pond, one can see at least 
20-30 Peacock Softshells and Black Soft 
shells swimming to ght their way to the 
visitors in the hope of getting fed. There 
is no particular food for the turtles as 
there should be. People feed them whole 
biscuits the way dogs are fed. The temple 
people give them bhog at one time in the 
day. There has never been a specic diet 
for the turtles in the pond which might be 
a reason that many go out of the pond in 
search of food, in the agricultural 
farmlands.  Assam roofed turtles can 
also be spotted basking atop logs but 
other species are rarely seen.

After interacting with few people, it was 
clear that due to lack of awareness, people 
believe that turtles eat up all the fish in the 
ponds which is why they get annoyed if 
turtles enter their ponds and try and get rid 
of eggs so that they don't hatch. There is a 
serious lack of basic awareness on turtle 
behavior which is dangerous because what 
people believe might lead them to take 
actions which may prove detrimental for 
the survival or breeding of turtles.

N.nigricans eggs at a house near Nagshankar 
© Ajay Rajbonshi

Turtles being fed biscuits © Debangini Ray

N.nigricans at Nagshankar © Debangini Ray

N.hurum at Nagshankar © Debangini Ray
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OBJECTIVE 4- To discuss mitigation 
measures/conservation initiatives for 
turtles and the biodiversity of the area 
i n v o l v i n g  t h e  l o c a l  p e o p l e  f o r 
implementation through the Nature 
Discovery Centre and Turtle Institute in 
the Ghat

FINDINGS: (Focus Group Discussion 
summary)

After consultation with team seniors 
and some village elders, it was decided 
that the Focus Group Discussion 
would be held at the upcoming Nature 

thDiscovery Centre on 29  of May, 2017 
which was a Monday. However, it was 
a day of Naam when all the women of 
the village had to be in the Naamghar 
to offer prayers. The FGD had to be 
quickly over so as to not annoy the 
sher folk.  Surprisingly a large 
number of people gathered from both 
the villages- there were approximately 
a hundred people.  However,  the 
v i l lagers  turned out  to  be  very 
impatient and got easily irritated if 
tur t l e s  were  ment i oned  in  any 
sentence. Therefore the focus of the 
discussion had to be entirely on their 
problems and issues  they faced 
regarding their livelihoods and how 
they could be solved. While trying to 
engage the women, it was surprising to 
note the hesitation and fear with 
which they kept glancing at the male 
members. The only thing which the 
men in the focus group had to say were 
t h e  t r o u b l e s  t h e y  f a c e d  i n  t h e 
livelihoods. The problems as told to me 
are-

Ü Restrictions on the timings for 
shing, which includes ban on shing 
at night. Earlier there had been no 
restrictions which enabled them to 
pack food and equipment in their 
boats and go shing for a week or 
more. This had allowed them to catch 

ample amount of sh for their own 
stomach, their families' and to sell in 
the market as well. This is not 
possible now as the quantity of sh 
caught now is enough to ll their own 
stomachs.

Ü Ban on shing during the sh-
breeding season. While many said 
that it was understandable, yet 
others argued that it affected their 
economic conditions badly.

Ü Demand for alternative livelihood. 

Ü There was some grumbling about 
turtles being banned from being 
caught. Some stated that it had been 
a source of food for them which, after 
being protected by the Forest 
Department, was another big barrier 
for them in earning their bread and 
butter.

Ü There is no electricity most of the 
time in the villages and it is a 
problem for the youth and children 
after dark, as it prevents them from 
studying properly.

Ü There is a lot of emphasis on 
education in the area but no promise 
of work.

When asked about what could be done 
through the Nature Discovery Centre 
to lessen their troubles as well as 
involving them in conservation, 
majority of them said that they wanted 
games and carnivals to take place 
through which some message could be 
sent to children. A very interesting 
idea conveyed by one senior sherman 
was- Live rescue operations; he was of 
the opinion that if the kids and youth 
could be made to see as well as 
participate in rescuing and releasing 
turtles back to the water, there is no 
way they can learn about turtle 
conservation better.
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The Nature Discovery Centre is in a strategic position just opposite the Panchayat ofce and at the centre of 
the two villages- Puroni Gaon and Notun Gaon. At the backside of the Centre one can see the Ghat and the 

mighty Brahmaputra. © Debangini Ray

RECOMMENDATIONS:

One of the objectives of the study was to 
document the communities' perception 
toward conservation so as to facilitate a 
long term participatory conservation 
program for aquatic wildlife through 
setting up a nature interpretation 
center near Ghat so as to engage people. 
Through the surveys, interaction and 
observations- many things have come to 
l ight.  First  of  al l ,  the Kaivarta 
community are strongly attached to 
their origins and believe in entirety that 
they are the legitimate and true owners 
of the resources available in the land- 
the river, the resources found in the 
river, the forests are all their property 
which the government has wrongly 
snatched. 

There is a high level of enthusiasm and 
less stubbornness in the youth- being 
the future of the community, they are a 
section we should focus upon. Also, 
there are many children in the village 
who can be trained and made aware on 
the importance of turtles and other 

wildlife and their natural habitats 
through using audio-visual aids on how 
turtles are rescued by kids and villagers 
elsewhere. Impactful messages through 
videos of turtles can be 24used to 
change the perception and attitude 
toward general wildlife of the area. 
Activity books, coloring books as well 
drawing competitions should be held 
from time to time in the schools along 
with the river to further send message 
within communities. Local names along 
with pictures  and identication 
features with marking should be drawn 
clearly in a large size and put up in the 
walls of the Centre. The importance of 
basking and breeding habits of the 
turtles should also be shown in a 
cartoon images to make kids learn 
faster. 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION:

For any conservation work to be done, 
one needs the support as well as equal 
participation from the community. The 
resources in Biswanath Ghat like the 
river and all the aquatic species in the 
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river, have been used since time 
i m m e m o r i a l  b y  t h e  K a i v a r t a 
community and they have come to 
believe that they have a divine right 
over them, which is why they see any 
intrusion as unwelcome and a threat to 
their subsistence. 

The Forest Department is persistently 
doing it duty, executing regulations on 
ground remarkably well by ensuring 
conservation of wildlife and stringent 
action against those who are not 
abiding the law, by taking actions 
against those who catch turtles or try 
and sell them. However, in trying to 
save wildlife, if we end up reducing an 
ancient community and its livelihood to 
extinction, the odds will not be in our 
favour. Having said that, keeping 
turtles as pets, or any other activity 
which can cause injury to the turtle 
m u s t  b e  s t o p p e d .  T h e  b i g g e s t 
limitation/drawback of the whole 
system is that there is no way of 
knowing whether there is a turtle kept 
in a house unless the person says so 
himself or there is a surprise inspection. 
To bring a change in the perspectives of 
villagers who have been living in an 
area for hundreds of years is not an easy 
task and sometimes, can also take more 
than one generation. 

A community-based monitoring and 
conservation program needs to be 
implemented with the support of local 
shermen after the baseline studies are 
completed. Continuous monitoring of 
the turtles in the area must be carried 
out  and there  should  be  publ i c 
awareness campaigns directed at 
shermen, non-shermen, children and 
even temple committees to sensitize 
them to the need for conserving turtles. 
A cluster of turtle breeding and farming 
units should be developed to diminish 
the pressure on wild stocks as well as 

provide a livelihood opportunity for 
local communities. There is a lot which 
can be done and must be done by young 
conservationists as turtle conservation 
is really the need of the hour for our 
state which is fast losing its testudines 
population.
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What do we know 
about the tropical forests 
of Assam

– Gitamani Dutta

Description of Forest

Forests are areas of natural habitat, 
productivity, all uncultivated or non-
domesticated lands covers with trees of 
varying density and compositions. 
Forests are considerably diverse 
systems and represent some of the 
biodiversity rich areas on earth e.g. 
tropical forest. In ecology forest is 
dened  as  a  p lant  community 
predominantly of trees and other 
woody vegetation, usually with a 
closed canopy1. The characteristics, 
structure and composition of forest are 
mostly determined by the altitude, 
temperature, humidity and rainfall. A 
mature forest can be stratied 
vertically into four layer like overstory 
or canopy layer, sub canopy layer, 
shrub and herb layer.

Therefore, the amounts of light received by 
the different vertical layers of forest are 
different. The major functions of forest 
ecosystem like energy ow, maintenance of 
food chain and nutrient cycling are also 
different at different strata. Over half of the 
global annual net primary production was 
estimated to occur in the tropics, with most of 
the production attributed to tropical 

2evergreen forest . Trees, shrubs, herbs, 
understory species are the primary 
component of tropical forest ecosystem (Fig. 
1.), whereas primary concern is given on the 
distribution and abundance of tree species 
for the planning and implementation of 
biodiversity conservation.

Tropical forest services

Tropical forests play a major role in 
determining the current atmospheric 

Fig. 1. Different layer of stratication in naturally growing forests
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concentration of CO2 as a source 
following deforestation and sinks 
resulting from CO2 stimulation of 
forest photosynthesis3. On a global 
basis, 52% of the total forests are 
tropical forests having rich species 
diversity4 -7 and constitute the most 
diverse plant communities on earth8. 
The high temperature and high 
h u m i d i t y  a l o n g  w i t h  h e a v y 
precipitation and receiving more solar 
energy over the course of a year provide 
favourable conditions for many species. 
Thus, tropical forests are rich in species 
and genetic diversity and have high 
productivity resulting as a great source 
of resources. Moreover, tropical forests 
also provide service to human welfare 
with their unique medicinally and 
economically important plants. In 
general, forest provides a diverse range 
of resources which may be of direct or 
indirect use to human life.

Tropical forest statistics in 
Northeast India

Northeast region of India is considered as 
one of the richest biodiversity centers of 
the Indian sub-continent having rich 
species density and diversity. The state 
of Assam falls in the tropical climate belt 
in the northeastern region of India and 
encompasses a recorded forest area of 
3.07 million ha, which constitutes 
39.15% of the total geographical area of 
the state9.

Present threats to Tropical forests 
of Assam

Forest biodiversity and services provided 
by forests are increasingly threatened 
due to various anthropogenic and certain 
natural phenomenon's and thus affects 
the structural component, natural 
regeneration and functional role. Flood, 
re, storm, invasive species (Fig 2.) are 
some natural causes which threatened 
several aspects of forest ecosystem. 

Fig. 2. Flowering of invasive species (a) Lantana 
camara L. and (b) Mimosa pudica L. in different 

forest site

Fig. 3. (a) and (b) Cut stump in different forests

(a)

(b)

(a)

(b)
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Fig. 4. (a) and (b) Grazing by domestic cattle in 
Reserve Forest.

While illegal falling (Fig.3 a & b), domestic 
grazing (Fig. 4. a & b), over exploitation of 
f orest  resource  (F ig .  5 .  a  & b ) , 
encroachment, developmental activity 
(Fig 6) are some man induced causes that 
affect the species diversity, population 
structure and natural regeneration of a 
forest ecosystem.

Fig. 5. (a) and (b) Firewood collections by local 
people in Reserve Forest.

Fig.  6. (a) Lumding  Reserve  Forest 
fragmentation  due  to  NH-54E

(a)

(b)

(a)

(b)

(c)

(a)

(b)
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Fig. 6 (b) and (c) Tree cutting for road expansion, 
(d) and (e) Expansion of road for the up gradation 
of NH-54E into four-lane highway passed through 

the Lumding Reserve Forest.

Historically, most tropical forests have 
experienced varying levels of human 
activity and tropical forest today are being 
increasingly affected by expanding human 
populations, exploitation, fragmentation 

10and climate change . Over-exploitation is 
considered as one of the most serious 
environmental and economic problems all 
over the world because it causes rapid loss 

11-13of biodiversity in tropical forest . In 
India ,  habitat  destruct ion,  over 
exploitation, environmental pollution and 
anthropogenic pressure are the major 

14disturbances to forest ecosystems . The 
conservation of biodiversity and human 
use of tropical forest resources in 
developing countries are in conict with 

15one another  and degradation of tropical 
forests and destruction of habitat due to 

anthropogenic activities are the major 
16causes of decline in global biodiversity .

Under increasing anthropogenic pressure, 
tropical forests are disappearing at 
alarming rates worldwide, reducing 

17,18annually by 1-4% of their current area . 
In view of growing threat to biodiversity, it 
is  important to see how natural 
communities and their structural 
attributes are affected by anthropogenic 

16disturbances . Degradation of forest land 
is often difcult to quantify and monitor 
directly; it is often assessed indirectly 
through its consequences within the 
ecosystem such as change in oristic 
composition, species diversity, soil fertility 

12,19and forest regeneration characteristics . 

Recommendations

F o r  p r o p e r  c o n s e r v a t i o n  a n d 
management of forests of Assam in 
general, the following recommendations 
may be undertaken:

1. Reduce  dependency  on  forest 
resources in terms of rewood 
collection by providing alternative 
sources of energy.

2. Afforestation programs mainly in 
waste land/degraded area  and 
plantation in forests.

3. S t r i c t  v i g i l a n c e  a n d  p r o p e r 
monitoring of human accessibility 
will be helpful to avoid illegal felling of 
trees, and extraction of forest 
resources.

4. Proper grazing management and 
control over the spread of harmful 
invasive species like Parthenium 
hysterophorus and Mimosa pudica, 
Lantana camara etc.

5. Sensitization and motivation of local 
people will  be helpful  for the 
conservat ion  and susta inable 
utilization of forests and forest 
products.

(d)

(e)
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Asian Elephant Secretariat: 
A Digital Haven for 

Conservation

– Mansi Parikh
– Saurav Malhotra

– Varsha Wadhwani

A.  Introduction & Historical 
Context

We are currently in the age of accelerated 
extinction of species. It is often the case 
that this problem is most evident in rural 
and/or developing areas. The loss of 
species is disrupting natural ecosystems 
and the communities and industries that 
depend on natural resources. Key 
contributing factors to the loss of species 
are unsustainable human exploitation of 
the environment and the black-market 
economy based on poaching and trade in 
illegal animal products. These illegal 

activities thrive as a result of multiple 
economic, cultural, and geopolitical 
issues, including:

Ü Growing demand for illegal 
animal products, particularly in 
Asia;

Ü High unemployment rates;

Ü Lack of adequate law 
enforcement;

Ü Remote and difcult to access 
areas; and

Ü Regional military conicts.

An entrepreneur with a passion for innovation and human centered design Mansi is a 
reverse superhero. By day, she leads Strategic planning, Partnerships and Fundraising for 
Balipara Foundation, a conservation non-prot working to conserve and preserve the 
Eastern Himalayas through NaturenomicsTM. By night, inspired by her work with the 
Balipara Foundation, she works on initiatives like Future Tense Inc. that use design 
thinking and design ction to create sustainable innovation.
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The illegal wildlife trade is often 
accompanied by violent crime, drugs and 
arms trafcking, corruption, fraud, and 
even militancy and terrorism. As such, 
signicant national security and 
economic issues can trace their source to 
these illegal operations. Compounding 
the problem, and arising from many 
shared geographic and economic factors, 
are the presence of illegal timber and 
mining trades. If these activities are 
allowed to continue along their current 
t r a j e c t o r i e s ,  n o t  o n l y  w i l l  t h e 
environment suffer from a loss of 
biodiversity,  but the people and 
governments of the affected areas will 
continue to be plagued by criminal 
activity.

With an ever-increasing quantity of easy 
to reach information available through 
the internet there is also a danger of not 
be ing  ab le  t o  eas i l y  fa c t  check 
contradictory information. Although 
there are many concerned parties 
working to protect these valuable assets, 
there is no unifying platform to 
aggregate the data that is collected 
through research on animal migration, 
population size, poaching, diminished 
habitat and loss of natural resources, and 
to help these groups work together to 
advance their joint causes. This causes 
information to be fragmented and 
difcult to access, leading to a an 
information asymmetry among the 
stakeholders. It can also lead to 
duplication of efforts by researchers and 
conservationists who end up working on 
the same or similar projects and can 
cause an inefcient use of resources both 
human and nancial. 

B. Asian Elephants a Keystone 
Species

One of the key species that is facing the 
threat of extinction is the Elephus 
maximus commonly known as the Asian 

Elephant. With an estimate of only 
30,000-55,000 Asian Elephants still 
living, these pachyderms are distributed 
over 13 ranges over Asia. These ranges 
include, Bangladesh, Bhutan, Cambodia, 
China, India, Indonesia, Lao, Malaysia, 
Myanmar, Nepal,  Sri Lanka and 
Thailand. 

Asian Elephants are considered a 
keystone species. A keystone species is a 
plant or animal that plays a critical a 
unique and crucial role in the way an 
ecosystem functions. Without keystone 
spec ies ,  the  ecosystem would be 
dramatically different or cease to exist 
altogether. 

Asian Elephants are considered keystone 
species because they help to “open up” 
forest clearings and distribute seeds of 
trees and shrubs. These large mammals 
have a profound impact on their 
ecosystems. They can clear forests to 
create grasslands and since they move 
long distances in search of food and water 
they are important seed dispersers. They 
also provide water for other species 
during the dry months by digging water 
holes and in dry river beds and also 
create natural re lines by clearing tracts 
of trees in the forest. 

All these reasons, apart from the 
majestic bearing of this species, make it 
important to conserve Asian Elephants 
t o  mainta in  the  ba lance  o f  the 
ecosystems they inhabit. Being the 
largest mammals in these ecosystems 
their extinction can have a serious 
cascading effect on the other species of 
ora and fauna in these regions.

C. Current Situation

Asian Elephants are facing the impact of 
human development acutely. The loss of 
habitats compounded by illegal trade, 
capture and captivity and fragmentation 
of migration corridors all need to be 
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e x a m i n e d  f o r  a  m o r e  a c c u r a t e 
assessment of the situation Asian 
Elephant populations.

a. Illegal Trade

 This is the most common threat to 
Asian elephant populations. Apart 
from being poached for their valuable 
ivory tusks there is also a heavy 
illegal trade of l ive elephants 
captured and transported across 
international borders for tourism as 
well as commercial purposes such as 
l ogg ing  (main ly  preva lent  in 
countries like Myanmar)

b. Lack of Adequate data about 
populations, illegal trade & 
ecosystems

 B y  t h e i r  o w n  a d m i s s i o n 
conservationists agree that there is no 
accurate measure of the population of 
Asian Elephants. While the broadly 
agreed upon estimate is 30,000 – 
50,000 the lack of accurate measure 
makes it nearly impossible to tell the 
impact of illegal trade or the health of 

2the ecosystems in which they reside .  

c. Fragmented efforts, Multiple 
organizations, Duplication of 
Efforts

 Human development has left Asian 
Elephant ecosystems and migration 
corridors degraded and fragmented. 
Asian elephants aren't conned by 
geopolitical boundaries. This means 
that migrating elephant herds often 
cross state and even international 
borders. With the varying levels of law 
enforcement across states and 
countries means that poachers and 
illegal traders can exploit these 
inconsistencies in law enforcement. 
Conservationists on the other hand 
nd themselves bound by these very 
inconsistencies that poachers exploit. 

The lack of information on global 
efforts on Asian elephant conservation 
also leads to a duplication of efforts and 
inefciencies in the use of funds and 
human resources. 

There are many groups actively 
attempting to curb and eliminate 
biodiversity loss including:

Ü C o n s e r v a t i o n - f o c u s e d  n o n -
governmental organizations;

Ü Local and national governments in 
both the areas where poaching occurs 
and the areas where those products 
are sold;

Ü Law enforcement agencies;

Ü International organizations (e.g., 
Convention on International Trade 
in Endangered Species of Wild Flora 
and Fauna);

Ü Private industries whose operations 
are hindered by the presence of 
illegal activity; and

Ü Local community groups in affected 
areas

D. Technology: The Missing Link

Technology is not as ubiquitous in 
conservation as it should be. It is not 
difcult to understand how much the 
new data capabilities and collaboration 
opportunities that modern platforms 
have to offer to further conservation 
efforts globally. 

Through our work in the eld and our 
conversations over the years with 
conservationists working in the eld of 
Asian Elephant conservation we have 
come to realize that our goals cannot be 
accomplished without the following:

Ü Unication of the many stakeholders 
actively working to eliminate 
poaching and to conserve species
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Ü Ability to leverage shared data sets 
for mutual gain

Ü Access to real-time data

Ü Access to veriable information

Ü Traceability of  i l legal animal 
products and live animals through 
collaboration

Data has the ability to eliminate 
information asymmetry and the access to 
analytics tools combined with veried 
information can allow conservationists to 
extract greater value by using their 
limited resources more efciently.

E. Vision Statement

To complement verdant, functioning 
ecosystems with robust technological 
links to promote collaboration for the 
conservation of Asian Elephants and 
their habitats.

F. Mission & Purpose

To build a unied platform where various 
stakeholders  in  Asian Elephant 
Conservation can share and access data 
and collaborate and educate and to 
advance their parallel agendas to save 
and protect Asian Elephants and their 
natural ecosystems. 

G. Elephant Country: Asian 
Elephant Secretariat

a. Elephant Country

Elephant Country is a unifying brand 
which seeks to become the rallying cry of 
all those concerned with the well-being of 
Asian Elephants and their ecosystems. 
By creating a unied brand it seeks to 
amplify the efforts of all those working in 
o r  s u p p o r t i n g  A s i a n  E l e p h a n t 
conservation to raise greater awareness 
of the plight of these pachyderms and 
their habitats along with the situation of 
the human communities residing within 
these habitats.

Elephant Country is dened as all 
countries which comprise of natural 
Asian Elephant ranges and others which 
work towards conservation of Asian 
Elephants and their habitats.

Asian Elephants natural ranges include 
the following countries:

The countries that make up Elephant 
Country fall into one of two categories:

I. Project Countries: These are 
countries in the Asian Elephant 
ranges which carry out on ground 
projects to conserve and regenerate 
the Asian Elephant populations and 
their habitats.
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 The Project Countries include: 
Bangladesh, Bhutan, Cambodia, 
China, India, Indonesia, Lao, 
Malaysia, Myanmar, Nepal, Sri 
Lanka, Thailand, Vietnam

II. Resources Countries: These are 
countries which support conservation 
of Asian Elephants and their 
Ecosystems through contribution of 
Financial & Human Resources.

Resource Countries include: United 
States of America, United Kingdom, 
Germany, Australia, Canada, Singapore, 
etc.

b. The Proposed Solution

Although a lot of data is being collected 
daily in the area of biodiversity 
conservation, a lot of information 
asymmetry exists and it continues to be 
fragmented. We are trying to solve this 
problem by providing a platform where 
all of this information can co-exist, and 
veried users are allowed to access the 
pieces of information they need through a 
subscription model charging users only 
for accessing the data they wish to use. 
This will allow us to make it accessible to 
a wider audience and maximize revenue 
generation.

As we can see from Figure 1, the multi-
sided platform model will allow the users 
to input their own data and use it in 
conjunction with the data already 
available on the website. The users can 

access this data in its raw form or apply 
the built-in analytics tools to analyze the 
data and generate reports directly from 
the platform's user interface.

We plan to partner with the preeminent 
conservation organizations, businesses 
and journal and industry report 
publishers to make research and reports 
available for viewing or purchase within 
the system itself, allowing users to collect 
all their data conveniently in one place. 

Data will also be crowdsourced through 
various means ranging from eld notes to 
SMS, to data from sophisticated 
collection equipment. The platform will 
give users the opportunity to share their 
data with their peers if they wish to thus 
allowing them to generate additional 
revenues. This will also allow for creation 
of internal expert peer networks thus 
creating greater value for all users.

Different researchers, scientists, and 
ecologists have been leveraging various 
technologies to collect specic types of 
data. We will source this data and provide 
it to users in a user-friendly format. 

Some such data sources we have 
identied are:

Ü Meteorological data - Weather 
information, trends, patterns day to 
day information in different parts of 
the world

Ü Crowdsourced data - Collecting data 
from users via SMS, and other means 
from people “on the ground”

Ü User generated data - Data collected 
by users can be shared over the 
platform with peers

Ü Industry journals, reports and white 
papers

Ü Real-time research data from the 
various member organizations on the 
platform
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Ü 3-D spectral and laser imaging 
technology

Ü Conservation Drones - uses drones to 
collect aerial images, data from radio 
collars on animals via Bluetooth and 
Wi Fi, etc.

Ü F l o c k  1  S a t e l l i t e s  -  l a r g e s t 
constellation of earth imaging 
satellites, it provides a whole-earth 
dataset which can be used to detect 
changes in landscapes, forest cover, 
etc. 

The system will also require a degree of 
verication of users to ensure that the 
data does not fall into the hands of 
poachers and other people conducting 
illegal activities.

C. Current Status 

The project is already well under way 
and is currently being hosted at 
www.elephantcountry.org with the basic 
technology being managed by Kalpesh 
Popat at Saras Ennovations.

The project already has a library and an 
interactive module for experts and peers 
to  interact  with each other and 
collaborate. There is also a live helpline 
number 1-800-300-00949. What we have 
realized is that for the platform to 
achieve its potential we need to co-design 
it with the key users of the platform who 
include:

i. Global Conservation Organizations 
w o r k i n g  o n  A s i a n  E l e p h a n t 
Conservation

ii. Large Technology Companies

iii. Businesses concerned with Asian 
Elephant Conservation or relying on 
Asian Elephant habitats for their 
supply chain

iv. Academic and research 
organizations

With this basic architecture we are now 
approaching our partners to become 
members of the platform and give us 
feedback through usage allowing us to 
improve the user experience. Based on 
the feedback collected on usage both from 
them and the website analytics we can 
prioritize the creation of new features as 
well as rearrange the information 
architecture for best results. 

Members will also begin to share their 
data on the platform thereby building the 
database of the platform. 

d. Platform Management

Currently administered by the Balipara 
Foundation with technology expertise 
by Saras Ennovations, the platform is 
seeking to build a robust online and 
ofine management structure by 
partnering with technology companies 
and a network conservation experts. In 
the long-term it will be structured so 
that the community manages the 
quality of the interactions and data 
through extensive community-led 
moderation.

e. Partners

In order to build a robust platform which 
can deliver on its promise we are seeking 
t o  b u i l d  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  k i n d  o f 
partnerships

I. Technology Partners: To help 
b u i l d  r o b u s t  t e c h n o l o g y 
infrastructure which can deliver on 
the potential of the platform. 
Potential technology partners 
include:

Ø Google, TCS (India), Amazon, 
Microsoft, etc. – To help with the 
cloud technology, information 
architecture, user interface design 
and data handling ad security 
capabilities
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Ø Vodafone, Airtel, etc. – To help 
build up a system which can 
provide real time updates, support 
and data through a global toll-free 
helpline and SMS

ii. Investment Partners: To help 
with the seed nancing, business 
model design, operations, branding 
and marketing for the platform

Ø Social Venture Capital Funds, 
Banks, etc. – To help with seed 
nancing through venture capital 
or interest free loans for nancing 
t h e  i n i t i a l  b u i l d i n g ,  a n d 
management of the platform and 
data analytics. 

Ø CSR Funding – To help nance 
the platform and memberships for 
those organizations who cannot 
afford the membership fees for the 
platform

Ø Corporates & Consultancy 
Services – To support the initial 
nancing through sponsorships, 
helping to  design a robust 
business model, and in-kind 
through services such as nance & 
o p e r a t i o n s  m a n a g e m e n t , 
marketing and branding 

Ø Merchandise Partners – To 
design a range of engaging 
merchandise which reects the 
values of the Elephant Country 
brand

iii. Knowledge Partners: To support 
t h e  p l a t f o r m  t h r o u g h 
administration, knowledge and 
sharing and interactions on the 
platform.

Ø Academic Institutions and 
Researchers – Sharing data and 
moderating the veracity and 
quality of information on the 
platform.

Ø G l o b a l  C o n s e r v a t i o n 
Organizations – Sharing data 
and moderating quality of shared 
data, sharing expertise and 
administrating the platform. 
Heading up regional ofces and 
providing real time solutions 
through the help line

Ø Technology Companies – 
Managing the data ad running 
analytics on shared data to provide 
useful results and analyses.

Ø Governments & Governmental 
Agencies – To provide data and 
expertise and enforcement of local 
laws and on ground security to 
complement the platform

d. Suggested Partners

i. Asian Nature Conservation 
Foundation (ANCF)

ii. Bhutan Foundation, Bhutan

iii. Bodoland Territorial Council, 
Assam, India

iv. Cambridge University, UK

v. Elephant  Reintroduct ion 
Foundation, Thailand

vi. G o l d e n  T r i a n g l e  A s i a n 
E l e p h a n t  F o u n d a t i o n 
(GTAEF), Thailand

vii. G r e e n  G u a r d  N a t u r e 
Organization, Assam, India

viii. I n t e r n a t i o n a l  U n i o n  f o r 
C o n s e r v a t i o n  o f  N a t u r e 
(IUCN), Switzerland

ix. KTK-BELT, Nepal

x. Kunming Institute of Botany, 
China
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xi. M a h i l a  S h a k t i  K e n d r a 
(MASK), Assam, India

xii. N o r t h  C a r o l i n a  S t a t e 
University, USA

xiii. Oxford University, UK

xiv. Sanctuary Asia, Mumbai, India

xv. S a v e  t h e  E l e p h a n t s 
Foundation, Thailand

xvi. Shefeld University, UK

xvii. Smithsonian Institution, USA

xviii. Wildlife Conservation Society 
(WCS), Mumbai, India

xix. Wildlife Conservation Trust 
(WCT), Mumbai, India

xx. Wildlife Trust of India (WTI), 
Mumbai, India

xxi. World Wildlife Fund, USA

xxii. Zoological Society of London, 
UK

H. Goals & Objectives of  the 
Platform

Success of the platform will be measured 
both in the short term and long term. 

The short-term goal is to test the viability 
of the product and the user experience for 
the various peer segments. The focus will 
be on growing the network and reaching 
a certain critical mass that will then 
create network effects within the target 
peer communities. 

The milestone metrics that should be 
considered for this period are:

Ü Number of subscribers (Individual & 
organizations)

Ü A m o u n t  a n d  t y p e s  o f  d a t a 
collected/uploaded

Ü Number of organizations uploading 
useful data

Ü Data collection standards are 
developed

In the long term the goal is to create a 
measurable impact on the conservation 
of biodiversity. To this effect the 
measurement metrics will be:

Ü Improved efciency in funding and 
execut ion  o f  As ian  Elephant 
conservation projects 

Ü Reduction in poaching

Ü Reduction in illegal mining and 
logging

Ü Increase  in  e fc iency  o f  law 
enforcement and reduced response 
rates leading to more criminal 
convictions of poachers, illegal 
loggers and miners

Ü Increase in species health and 
r e b o u n d i n g   o r a  &  f a u n a 
populations (this could be attributed 
to a complex variety of variables)

Ü Improvement in employment, 
h e a l t h c a r e  a n d  n u t r i t i o n  i n 
developing regions

I. Key Stakeholders

The key stakeholders (owners), in this 
case Balipara Foundation will provide 
the impetus and the unique on-ground 
and partnership building expertise that 
will add value to the platform in different 
ways. Balipara Foundation team will be 
responsible for implementing the 
business plan and overseeing third 
parties to ensure the quality of the 
product and customer experience. 
Balipara Foundation will seek to partner 
with large technology companies like 
TCS, Google, etc. to build the technology 
to support the platform and enable 
services and also the funding. Global 
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organizations working in Asian Elephant 
Conservation such as World Wildlife 
Fund (WWF), Golden Triangle Asian 
Elephant Foundation (GTAEF), IUCN, 
etc. and leading academic research 
institutions will provide valuable 
support in an effort to advance the 
p l a t f o r m ' s  m i s s i o n  a l o n g  w i t h 

contributing promotional resources as 
well their access to a larger network of 
partnerships. We will partner with 
leading research academics to provide 
governance and strategic oversight to 
maximize value for our customers and 
stakeholders.

Key 
Stakeholders

Job Pain Gain
Pain 

Reliever
Gain 

Creator
Value 

Proposition
Critical 

Attributes

Balipara 
Foundation

Connect 
independent 
stakeholders & 
provide 
impetus for 
creation of 
platform

 
Technological 
& Funding 
Challenges

 

Shared access 
to aggregate 
data for 
conducting 
projects

 

Collecting 
fragmented 
stakeholder 
data

 

Platform 
connecting 
fragmented 
stakeholders

 

Multi-
stakeholder 
platform for 
centralized 
data and 
collaboration

 User friendly 
interface, high 
quality data, 
low cost of 
entry, equal 
access

Large 
Technology 
Companies (eg. 
Google, etc.)

Build & provide 
tech 
infrastructure

 

Compatibility 
of data

 

Access to 
niche user 
groups

 

Technological 
expertise

 
Services to 
support the 
platform & its 
users

 
Building a 
Scalable 
platform

 
Ability to build 
infrastructure 
and secure 
data

Conservation 
Organizations 
(eg. IUCN, 
etc.)

Protect Asian 
Elephants

 
Reduction in 
population of 
Asian 
Elephants
 

Innovative 
platform for 
collaboration 
& data

 

Solution 
awareness 
among 
stakeholders

 

Resources to 
influence 
other 
stakeholders, 
Governance

 

Conserving 
Asian 
Elephant 
populations 
and 
Ecosystems

 

Strong 
Network 
credibility and 
access to data

Academic 
Research 
Organizations 
(eg. 
Universities, 
etc.)

Advance 
research of 
Asian 
Elephants

 

Lack of 
centralized 
data for 
research

 

Access to 
technology, 
collaborators 
and data

 

Research 
expertise to 
qualify and 
validate data

 

Governance, 
credibility

 

Positioned to 
lead 
innovative 
research

 

Strong 
Network 
Credibility

Local 
Communities

Agriculture & 
small local 
enterprises

 

Human 
Elephant 
conflict, lack 
of knowledge 
of support 
agencies

 

Access to real 
time localized 
information

 

Real time data 
and support 
systems for 
emergent 
situations

 

Access to 
wide local 
community 
networks and 
local 
information

 

Valuable data 
on local 
conditions on 
weather and 
animal 
movements

 

Ability to tap 
into large, 
informal 
community 
networks 

Foundations 
and For Profit 
Businesses

Advance use of 
technology in 
conservation 
through 
funding

Lack of 
credibility and 
transparency 
of project 
partners

Credibility as 
global 
supporters of 
sustainability

Access to 
transparent 
information 
and multiple 
globally 
accredited 
organizations

Directly 
investing in 
projects for 
protecting 
Asian 
Elephants & 
their habitats

Access to 
funding and 
mainstream 
markets

Strong 
financial 
resources and 
business 
acumen

J. Community (Peer segments)

The Community (Peer Segments) are all negatively impacted by illegal activities and lack 
of access to larger amounts of credible data in the natural resource sector. Research 
scientists and conservation agencies lack the technological expertise to establish a 
centralized, real-time database to enhance their capabilities. Private and public 
organizations bear the undue costs and business risks resulting from illegal activities. 
Each of these community members will operate more efciently and effectively with access 
to centralized, real-time surveillance and monitoring data.
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K. Value Proposition

Ü Eliminating information asymmetry

Ü Dening research standards for data 
collection

Ü Real-time access to data

Ü Sharing economy

Ü Expanding networking of fellow 
advocates

Ü Tapping into the informal community 
networks and capturing data

T h e  v a l u e  p r o p o s i t i o n  f o r  a l l 
stakeholders and community members is 
to provide a scalable platform database 
that will centralize valuable but 
previously fragmented data. This 
centralized data can be used to support 
policy and investment decisions, as well 
as conservation, research and law 
enforcement efforts.

L. Key Transactions

Members will pay a subscription fee for 
access to the database and have the 
ab i l i ty  to  upload  and download 

Key 
Stakeholders

Job Pain Gain
Pain 

Reliever
Gain 

Creator
Value 

Proposition
Critical 

Attributes

Researchers and 
conservationists

Asian Elephant 
research and 
conservation

 

Access to 
data

Centralized, 
real-time 
data

 

Multi-
stakeholder 
collaborative 
platform

 

Platform 
for multi-
stakeholder 
data

 

Access to 
centralized 
and real-time 
data

 

Incentive to 
contribute 
and 
collaborate

Governments and 
wildlife protection 
agencies

Asian Elephant 
Protection 
Conservation 

 

Lack of 
technological 
expertise

 
Centralized 
data from 
remote 
locations 
for 
monitoring

 

Database for 
real-time 
information 
and access to 
all agencies 
working in 
the field

 
Platform 
for 
centralized 
data

 

More 
effective law 
enforcement

 
Sufficient 
resources for 
law 
enforcement 
at a larger 
scale

Local Communities
 Providing real 

time, on ground 
information
 

Conflict 
situtations 
with animals 
and lack of 
real time 
data on 
weather, 
animal 
movements, 
mitigations 
techniques

 

Real time 
data 
updates on 
low tech, 
low 
involvement 
devices 

Real time 
updates such 
as weather, 
animal 
movement 
data and 
outreach to 
appropriate 
governmental 
and non-
governmental 
agencies for 
support

 

Localized 
data and 
real-time 
updates  

Real time On 
ground data 

 

Access to 
localized 
information 
and action 
on ground

Private industry

 

Profitable and 
ecologically 
compliant assets 
& operations

 

Illegal 
activities 
increase 
business and 
security 
risks. 
Degraded 
raw 
materials 
reduce 
quality

 

Better 
information 
to reduce 
risks

 

More 
effective law 
enforcement

 

Access to 
data

 

Improved 
safety and 
higher 
quality raw 
materials

 

Building 
community 
relationships

Local/National 
Governments

Promote 
economic 
development

Illegal 
activities, 
degradation 
of natural 
resources 
and assets

Increased 
revenue and 
economic 
growth

Better 
intelligence 
to combat 
illegal 
activities

Improved 
surveillance
of remote 
areas

More 
effective law 
enforcement 
and access to 
data

Sufficient 
resources for 
law 
enforcement
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information. The platform will be a 
“sharing economy” in which users that 
contribute data will share in the value 
creation. Members will receive credits to 
their account based on usage of their 
contributed data, not to exceed their 
subscription fee, which will incentivize 
platform growth.

M. Key Channels

Members can access the database from 
remote desktop and mobile devices 
through a secure online portal. The 
por ta l  w i l l  enab le  peer - t o -peer 
networking, short message service 
(SMS), as well as uploading and 
downloading of various data types to 
facilitate the exchange of information.  
GIS location data will also be available.

N. Key Components

Ü There will be a formal application 
process to identify qualied users

Ü The database will be built on a 
standard operating system, allowing 
for  the secure use of various 
a p p l i c a t i o n s  f o r  c o l l e c t i n g , 
transmitting, sharing and reporting 
data.

Ü The platform will have peer-to-peer 
c o n n e c t i o n s  t o  f a c i l i t a t e 
collaboration

Ü Administration (primari ly  IT 
support ,  and some sales  and 
marketing) will be implemented by 
qualied third parties

Ü The key stakeholders will oversee 
key strategic decisions

O. Key Services

Ü D a t a  s t o r a g e  a n d  p l a t f o r m 
maintenance

Ü Real-time, remote access to multiple 
applications

Ü Data analytics and reporting

Ü Peer-to-peer networks

Ü Meteorological data and forecasting

Ü A c c e s s  t o  o n l i n e  r e s e a r c h 
publications (through partnerships)

P. Proposed Economics

The platform will seek to generate 
revenue through multiple sources to 
diversify income streams which ca be 
used to support and grow the platform.

Seed capital will be contributed by key 
stakeholders in the form of investments, 
non-dilutive grant monies and “in kind” 
through expertise. 

R e v e n u e s  w i l l  b e  g e n e r a t e d  b y 
subscription fees, with tiered pricing 
based on levels of access and rebates 
available for data contribution.  Primary 
expenses will include initial technology 
development, data collection, storage 
servers, administrative fees, salaries and 
marketing. 

The business model is highly scalable 
without commensurate increases in 
overhead costs.

The platform can also host an online 
store which can generate revenue 
through the sale of merchandise which 
can be plowed back into growing the 
platform and also supporting the projects 
on the platform.

Once successfully built to a certain scale 
the technology can also be sold as a white 
label  solution for  other species, 
conservation and human development 
issues.

Q. Proposed Implementation

The best way to implement this platform 
will be through a phased rollout. 

The rst step will be to build a working 

THE HIMALAYAN    |   99



prototype of the platform and test it out 
in certain markets. This will help us ag 
the major issues that could arise, such as 
incompatibility of data, and give us 
clarity on the value proposition for 
different stakeholders. 

Once  we  have  gured  out  what 
technologies work, we can expand the data 
collection to different geographies while 
marketing and selling subscriptions to 
larger organizations (eg. universities, 
research institutions, etc.), Private 
industry (eg. logging, mining, tourism), 
Agriculture (eg. Farmers), etc. We may 
need to tie up with certain inuencers who 
can become “Brand Ambassadors” in order 
to encourage adoption of the platform in 
the various peer segments. 

In order to drive absorption of the data 
standards we develop we may need to 
give away some formats to users for lower 
costs / free in order to  encourage 
institutions adopt the new standards. 
This will create an effect similar to 
Adobe's strategy to drive adoption of pdf 
standard.

As more people come on board and begin 
to use the system, we start developing 
standardized formats for data input and 
usage allowing us to create an industry 
standard for data collection. 

As the subscriptions increase we can 
begin to understand the impact of the 
data and services we provide and expand 
o u r  o f f e r i n g s  t o  i n c l u d e  m o r e 
technological inputs and functionality. 
Continued improvement of data quality 
and user experience will be key to 
retaining users and adding more users. 

Once we have reached a critical mass we 
hope that users will also begin to input 
data into the system and this can lead to 
development of peer networks, thus 
increasing the value proposition for all 
users. 

As we receive continued feedback from 
users, we will continue to improve the 
quality of the platform and the services it 
offers. As more data comes in to the 
platform we may be able to realize 
opportunities for leveraging this data for 
other purposes as well. 

R. Critical Challenges & Risks

Since this is an extremely complex 
problem, we foresee a lot of challenges 
and some risk that could create obstacles 
in the implementation and functioning of 
the platform. 

Challenges:

1. Achieving a critical mass where 
network effects can be leveraged

2. Dispute over the needs of 
stakeholders and the required 
solutions

3. Surviving start-up period until 
revenue is being generated 
reliably from subscriptions

4. Online platform security and 
administration (speed, quality, 
accuracy)

5. Monitoring access - This will be 
critical to ensure that the data is 
not misused 

6. Managing the user experience 
for different communities

7. Aligning user incentives for 
different peer communities

8. Correct pricing for different peer 
segments and data access to 
maximize revenues

Risk:

1. The data could end up in the 
hands of poachers and others 
who may use it for illegal 
activities
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2. The platform might not survive 
the early startup stage

3. There could be major disputes 
among the stakeholders on the 
v iabi l i ty  o f  so lut ions  and 
implementation

4. We may not be able to provide 
high quality useable data to peer 
communities

5. Conicting data could create 
confusion

6. The platform may not be user 
friendly

7. The technologies we use may 
conict with each other

8. We may overreach in  our 
marketing plans and not identify 
the market correctly

9. Government regulations may 
hinder data collection and 
progress

10. The subscriptions could be 
wrongly priced hence leaving out 
certain segments

S. Open / Unresolved Questions

Something of this magnitude has never 
been implemented in this eld. This 
leaves us with a lot of open/unresolved 
questions. Some of these issues may be:

a. What is the actual size of the target 
market?

b. Will the currently available 
technology meet the needs of our 
peer communities?

c. Will this platform help to protect 
endangered species and reduce 
poaching and reckless use of 
natural resources? 

d. Can we accurately measure the 
direct impact of our platform on 
the issues we are trying to tackle?

e. A r e  t h e r e  a n y  r e g u l a t i o n s 
surrounding the technologies we 
are proposing?

f. How do we measure the user 
friendliness of the data?

g. Can this platform have defense 
implications?

h. What is the full implication of this 
data? Can this have different 
business implications in the 
future?

i. Is this data applicable to any other 
market?

J. Way Forward

The Elephant Country: Asian Elephant 
Secretariat has the potential to be a game 
changer in how data is generated, 
leveraged and managed in not just the 
conservation of Asian Elephants but also 
in any other elds of conservation. 
Combining the information generated 
through this platform, analyzing the 
available data and making it available to 
a larger audience will be invaluable if 
combined with robust community based 
action and conservation models. This 
platform will be made even more 
successful if it can tap into the informal 
community networks and be able to 
leverage this data which is not available 
anywhere else.

The rst step will be nding the right 
technology, knowledge and investment 
partners who share our vision and 
objective for the platform and can see the 
long-term benets of pioneering such a 
unique use of technology. 

If you are such an organization who can 
see the potential and broad applications 
of this platform please reach out to us at: 
Email:
mansi.parikh@baliparafoundation.com 
or  team.ec@baliparafoundation.com 
Mobile: +91 98205 16877
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Inspired by

“A Global Platform for Collaboration to Combat the Illegal Wildlife Trade and 
Biodiversity Loss” 

by Mansi Parikh, Jason Flattery, Elizabeth Montgomery & Wesley Swackhamer

Implemented by Balipara Foundation & Technology by Kalpesh Popat, Saras 
Ennovations
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2 Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora 
(CITES), “Illegal Trade in Live Asian Elephants: a review of current legislative, 
regulatory, enforcement, and other measures across range States”

3 Keystone species denition, “National Geographic” 
https://www.nationalgeographic.org/encyclopedia/keystone-species/
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Wildlife corridors, the solution 
to human elephant conict?

– Andy Merk & Nani Fouad

Corridors serve many purposes and we 
had a look at them:

Ü Repopulating “empty” habitat; this is 
very interesting and successful, 
wildlife is actually using the 
corridors to repopulate habitats.

Ü preserving genetic diversity within 
species  is  probably  the  most 
important aspect in the long term. 
Today's fragmented habitats with 
small isolated populations will lead 
to inbreeding in the medium and long 
term.

Ü Aiding seasonal wildlife migration. 
absolutely necessary, but the “new” 
h a b i t a t  n e e d s  t o  b e  a b l e  t o 
accommodate the additional wildlife.

Ü Human Elephant Conict mitigation: 
following India's example, other Asian 
governments and some NGO's believe 
that corridors are helping in HEC 
mitigation. In reality this is not 
always correct. Human Elephant 
Conict is created by low quality 
habitat, usually it lacks one or more 
criteria:  

The concept of creating wildlife corridors is becoming popular in many Asian countries, 
not only India.
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FOOD, WATER, SECURITY.

Connecting a “bad” habitat with a “good” 
habitat will reduce HEC in the short term, 
but will likely result in the deterioration of 
the “good” habitat and ultimately 
increased Human Elephant Conict 
Connecting a “bad ” habitat with another 
“bad” habitat will denitely increase HEC 
in both short and long term.

What to do?

Before starting corridors, all habitats 
need to be assessed properly:

1. Habitat quality according to the 
c r i t e r i a  F O O D ,  W A T E R , 
SECURITY.

2. Elephant population size in all areas 
to be connected.

3. Carrying capacities in all areas to be 
connected.

4.If habitat quality is insufcient or 
combined populations are higher than 
c a r r y i n g  c a p a c i t y  h a b i t a t 
improvement has to be carried out 
rst. Over-population will lead to 
habitat destruction!
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SIKKIM'S GREEN RUN

– Amit Patro

A pro-active government has ensured 
Sikkim's fragile environment is well-
protected.

In 2009,  after  fteen years of 
relentless environmental protection 
measures of the small Himalayan 
State of Sikkim received a resounding 
endorsement from the Centre with 
t h e  U n i o n  T o u r i s m  M i n i s t r y 
declaring Sikkim as an 'Eco-friendly 
Tourism State'.

“The Green Mission campaign of 
Sikkim Government to preserve the 
environment and forest cover is highly 
commendable and we are very happy to 

declare Sikkim as an Eco-friendly Tourism 
State,” the ministry had said.

This was close to the heels of the Centre for 
Development Finance (CDF), a non-prot 
research organisation, giving Sikkim the 
second position among all the 28 States in its 
Environmental Sustainability Index (ESI) 
2008 report.

Similarly, the forest cover of the Himalayan 
State increased by four per cent in 2010 due 
to the pro-environment policies of the Pawan 
Chamling-led government since 1994.

These were the rst major achievements of 
Sikkim towards becoming the “Greenest 
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state” in India. A feat that is today well-
appreciated and well-emulated across 
the country.

From the time the Sikkim Democratic 
Front (SDF) party led by chief minister 
Pawan Chamling came to power in 
1994,  i t  undertook pol ic ies  and 
measures to protect environment and 
the forests of Sikkim in a scale never 
seen before and as a result the forest 
cover of Sikkim has increased by four 
per cent. The forest cover of Sikkim in 
1995-96 was 43.95 per cent and 
according to the report of Ministry of 
Forest of 2009, now it is 47.59 per cent. 
Today, Sikkim has 5,841 sq km total 
recorded forest area out of total 
geographical area of 7,096 sq km which 
is 82.31 per cent compared to 23.41 per 
cent recorded forest area at the national 
level. The recorded forest area in 
Sikkim is highest among all states.

In terms of the density of forest canopy, 
the state has 500 sq km area under very 
dense forests, 2,161 sq km area under 
moderately dense, and 698 sq km under 
open forests. The forest cover of the 
Himalayan state, which was 43.95 per 
cent of the total area in 1993, has now 
increased to 47.34 per cent.

The state has achieved the distinction of 
being the greenest state in the country, 
mainly due to various protection and 
conservation measures like Sikkim 
Green Mission, Ten Minutes to Earth 
and Smriti Vans, launched by Chief 
Minister Pawan Chamling.

These efforts have also helped in 
increasing the number of wild animals 
and in the regeneration of endangered 
species of ora. The state government 
has spent around Rs.10 crore on the 
green mission, under which around 45 
lakh indigenous trees, shrubs, herbs, 
climbers, creepers, conifers and green 

foliages, including fruits and medicinal 
plants, have been planted.

Some of the environment and forest 
conservation policies such as ban on 
grazing in forests and removal of cow 
sheds from the forests were difcult 
decisions. The State Government faced a 
lot of criticism for such policies but it 
went ahead with its mission to conserve 
Sikkim's rich biodiversity for future 
generations.

The Government of Sikkim launched 
the unique and innovative programme 
called “State Green Mission” with the 
view to raising avenue plantation and 
beautication of all vacant and waste 
lands to further reinforce wide spread 
recognition of Sikkim being a Green 
State.

Describing the State Green Mission as 
the main policy of the State Government 
to conserve environment, the Chief 
Minister's appeal to the Sikkimese 
people to participate in the mission 
whole-heartedly has been well-received 
and has seen great results.

The state has another distinction of 
minimum diversion of 800 hectare forest 
land for non-forestry purposes in the last 
2 0  y e a r s .  I t  h a s  a l s o  b r o u g h t 
approximately 2,000 hectare land under 
forest cover, as part of compensatory 
afforestation, in the same period.

The state has brought 38 percent of the 
geographical area under protected area 
cover network of national parks, 
sanctuaries and biosphere reserve 
created for the conservation of bio 
diversity - this gure is also the highest 
in the country.

Sikkim covering just 0.2 % of the 
geographical area of the country has 
26% of the country's total biodiversity 
and has been identied as one of the 
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biodiversity hotspots in the Eastern 
Himalayas. Sikkim has more than 400 
species  of  orchid,  600 species  of 
butteries and 550 species of birds found 
at various altitude.

The state is home to the snow leopard, the 
red panda, Himalayan black bear, musk 
deer and ying squirrel, among other 
endangered species. In terms of percent of 
geographical area, maximum 76.13 per 
cent area of south Sikkim is under forest 
cover, while 73.27 per cent area of east 
Sikkim is under forest cover.

Sikkim is home to the world's third 
highest peak, Khangchendzonga. The 
Khangchendzonga National Park was 
inscribed as a UNESCO World Heritage 
Site in 2016.

The State is endowed with rich oral and 
faunal diversity. Species wise, the State 
harbours over 5500 owering plants, 557 
Orchids, 38 Rhododendrons, 16 Conifers, 
28 Bamboos, 362 Ferns and its allies, 9 
Tree Ferns, 30 Primulas, 11 Oaks, 1681 
Medicinal plants, 144+ mammals, 568 
B i r d s ,  4 8  F i s h e s ,  a n d  o v e r  6 8 9 
Butteries and 7000 species of Moths. 
While these gures are still not absolute, 
it may be kept in mind that this is only 
t h e  m e g a - f a u n a  a n d   o r a .  T h e 
tremendous diversity of insects like 
beetles and moths as well as a host of 
other life forms is yet to be enumerated. 
Most of the high altitude medicinal 
plants are rare and endangered species. 
Sikkim also has 28 Mountains/Peaks, 
more than 80 Glaciers, 534 high altitude 
lakes/wetlands and over 104 rivers and 
streams.

Nature has been particularly generous 
in her gift of sylvan treasures to the state 
of Sikkim. Luxuriant forest, abound in 
all part of state and variety of medicinal 
plants, herbs, shrubs, bamboos and trees 
growing in state is truly rich. In the 

forest, there are number of plants whose 
medicinal  values have been well 
recognized by local people as well as by 
different pharmaceutical, insecticidal 
and perfumery sectors. Medicinal plants 
ought to be given the status of a 
“National Resources” because their 
sustained availability is essential to 
sustain one of the world's oldest 
medicinal traditions, a priceless legacy 
o f  t h e  I n d i a n  p e o p l e .  T h e  l o c a l 
inhabitants for treatment of various 
ailments use numerous herbal remedies. 
Further more, modern medicines owes to 
the ora of these mountains. Many 
inhabitants for treatment of various 
ailments use numerous herbal remedies. 
Many species of Himalayan origin have 
revolutionized the allopathic systems of 
medicine.

Similarly, Sikkim was the rst State in 
the country to ban plastic carry bags in the 
country. Sikkim banned plastic carry bags 
in 2002 and sale and use of re-crackers in 
2014. 

In 2016, Sikkim restricted the use of two 
non-biodegradable products in the State. 
While one government notication 
banned the sale and use of disposable 
Styrofoam or Thermocol products, the 
other said that packaged drinking water 
will not be used at government meetings 
or functions henceforth. Instead, the 
notication recommended as alternatives 
the use of ltered water in large reusable 
water dispensers or reusable water 
bottles. Though it isn't the rst Indian 
state to ban the use of Styrofoam 
disposable food ware, it is the rst to 
regulate and restrict the use of packaged, 
bottled water.

In 2015, the Sikkim government also 
prohibited the burning of agricultural 
waste, leaves, litter, paper wastes and 
garbage within the State of Sikkim with 
immediate effect.



108   |    THE HIMALAYAN

One of the biggest achievements of 
Sikkim is its organic mission, which has 
further reinforced Sikkim's environment 
conservation commitments. 

Sikkim became India's rst fully organic 
state by implementing organic practices 
on around 75,000 hectares of agricultural 
land. Prime Minister Narendra Modi 
formally announced this at a sustainable 
agriculture conference in Gangtok on 
January 18, 2016.

Around 75,000 hectares of agricultural 
land was gradually converted to certied 
organic land by implementing organic 
practices and principles as per guidelines 
laid down in National Programme for 
Organic Production.

It was 12 years ago in 2003 when chief 
minister Pawan Chamling decided to 
make Sikkim an organic farming state 
through a declaration in the legislative 
assembly. Later the entry of chemical 
inputs for farmland was restricted and 
their sale banned. Farmers therefore had 
no option but to go organic.

Sikkim has proved that through 
pers i s t en t  e f f o r t s  by  the  S ta te 
government anything is possible. Sikkim 
is a shining example how environmental 
conservation can in fact increase 
productivity and prosperity.

 (The writer is the Editor of English Daily 
SIKKIM EXPRESS)
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