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Editorial

Wings for conservation

Presence of birds in abundance is considered a sign of a healthy ecosystem given that bird species
play an important role for preservation and replenishment of biodiversity. Birds pollinate plants fertilizing
blooms and allowing them to create a new seed. They eat seeds and excrete them out, allowing plants

¥

Assam being a land of rivers and associated wetlands in large numbers, has been an abode of a large number of bird species

to spread to new regions. They can also operate as scavengers, recycling nutrients back into the
ground. Hence disappearance of bird species from any ecosystem for various reasons especially under
pressure of unplanned development and urbanisation, often spells doom for the state of biodiversity.

as well as migratory birds that flock from faraway places to numerous wetlands in the state during winter months. Presence of
such a healthy population of birds of numerous hues has enriched the biodiversity of the state in a great way. Some of the tiny
paradises of birds in and around various wetlands in the State have been a major attraction for wildlife buffs, researchers, bird
watchers and tourists. The state is still in want of a proper policy to conserve the sites that have been abode for bird species.

Dikhowmukh area of Sibsagar district in the state of Assam has been such a wonderful abode of bird species as has been
mentioned in the article authored by conservation champion Hiren Dutta in this issue. He has very aptly highlighted the richness
imparted to the natural environment of the area by the presence of these winged species who once used to be patronised
by the local population of the area. It has been described in the article how this paradise of birds is being gradually lost as
the population in the area, who have been smitten by the pace of urbanisation and associated concretisation, has become
increasingly indifferent to the in-situ population of bird species in the area. This is a classic example, which is manifestation in
many other parts of the state, how we have been losing so many winged species over the years.

It is the people of the state who have to be extremely aware about the importance of our bird species and sincerely inclined
towards their conservation despite all odds. Development in this era of green technology can, of course, take place without
causing much harm to such abodes of birds. The people’s collective and sustained efforts for conservation of sites that are
attractive for birds, is the call of the hour. Universally accepted — it is always a very pleasant experience for human beings to
coexist with birds.

Bijay Sankar Bora

Publicity Secretary, Aaranyak
bijaysankar@aaranyak.org
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Dipankar Lahkar, PhD
Email: dipankar.lahkar@gmail.com

Dipankar Lahkar is a biologist working with the Tiger Research and

Conservation Division, Aaranyak.
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Theory of Island Biogeography
and the Case of Amchang Wildlife

Sanctuary, Assam

Avishek Sarkar
Email: avishek199018@gmail.com

Avishek Sarkar is a GIS Analyst with Aaranyak. In addition to being an
avid wildlife and travel enthusiast, he also has a flair for poetry.

In terms of ecology, an island ecosystem

refers to the area of land which is iso-
lated by natural or artificial means from
the surrounding land, where a natural
micro-habitat exists amidst a larger dif-
fering ecosystem. Such ecosystems are
very unique in terms of its biodiversity,
physical environment and threat by var-
ious natural and anthropogenic factors.
Islands have played a major role in re-
search studies pertaining to ecology and
evolution, including Darwin’s theory of
evolution. Many studies since then have
focused on the ecosystem functions of
such geographies and motivated po-
litical action to conserve these fragile
and highly valued island settings. One
such study conducted by Robert McAr-
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thur and Edward O. Wilson is a seminal
piece in island biogeography, published
in the year 1967 as a book “The Theory
of Island Biogeography”. They predict-
ed that in an island ecosystem, species
richness is a function of island size and
distance from the mainland. This theory
holds good beyond the stretches of land
locked by water spread area, an island
according to the general understanding.
With the exponential increase in human
population, such ecosystems serve as
virgin stretches of land for habitation
as well as high potential as tourist lo-
cations due to the isolated and serene
landscapes. The fragile condition of
biodiversity in island ecosystems due

to these pressures across the globe is a

matter of concern.

Based on Preston’s species-area for-
mula (later described in the form of spe-
cies-area curve), described in the year
1962, McArthur and Wilson proposed an
equilibrium hypothesis to describe the
relationship between area of island and
number of species found in the island.
They proposed that in such ecosystems,
an equilibrium exists between the num-
ber of species colonizing and those get-
ting extinct. This equilibrium will contin-
ue to exist until the factors affecting the
species increment and diminution are
unchanged. But, the increasing anthro-
pogenic pressure in such ecosystems
act as a major factor in altering these

rates. McArthur and Wilson’s hypoth-
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esis holds well in micro-ecosystems or
patches of natural habitats surrounded
by uninhabitable or hostile human envi-
ronment. Amchang Wildlife Sanctuary,
stretched across an area of 78.64 km?,
is one such island ecosystem, bounded
towards the north, west and south by
Guwahati city and towards the east by
agricultural fields, sparse settlements,
tea and rubber plantations. Moreover,
the sanctuary is not a continuous eco-
system, but is divided into two parts,
separated by defence land and tea plan-
tation. It boasts a population of approx-
imately 50-60 Asian elephants, which is
a keystone species of this landscape.

The Asian elephants are megafauna
with requirement of large areas, ap-
proximately 100-300 km?, as their home
range. Understandably, they have been
straying off to adjacent areas outside
this protected area, to home gardens,
wetlands and agriculture fields. With in-
crease in settlement across the periph-
ery of the sanctuary, which previously
was agriculture or open area and for-
ests, the habitat quality has deteriorat-
ed. The periphery is prone to an ecolog-
ical phenomenon known as edge effect,

which refers to development of sudden

b | | -

Amchang Wildiife Sanctuary, Assam _ * .
(Fapraasnlabon utng ESRTS Giabad LULC of 2021) |

- ]

artificial edges of forest fragments. The biodiversity along these edges will be the first to face the repercussion of this effect. The

instances of edge effect will be less across the northern part of this sanctuary due to a more circular geometry of this habitat

stretch as compared to the southern part, which has more corners. The best way, thus, to minimize the possible edge effects

will be to target such edges for conservation and management as well as mitigate the infrastructure development across these

areas. Extensive impact assessment studies also must be undertaken before authorizing further infrastructure development (if

any) in these areas.
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Anjan Barauh
Email: anjanbar@gmail.com

Anjan Baruah is a Program Coordinator for Aaranyak and is dedicated to

conserving Asian elephants.
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Environmental impacts of

unplanned tourism

Bijoyinee Sarma
Email: bijoyineesarma@gmail.com

Hails from Assam and currently an active social worker, a writer and a

professional artist. Through her writings, she mostly highlights the environmental
issues focusing on the societal problems that need urgent solutions. She is also a

member of WINN India (Women in Nature Network).

Tourism is an important aspect of every
country that promotes the culture and
heritage of the place among the people
visiting from various parts of the world.
It also creates investments into various
components of ecotourism like National
Parks etc from which the environment
may benefit. The chances of the environ-
ment being benefited from ecotourism

can be increased through proper plan-

ning and responsible consciousness or
preservation of the natural environment
through strict regulatory measures. In
addition, funds of most National parks or
Wildlife Sanctuaries come through tour-
ist bookings which only happen while
tourism has also brought people closer
to nature and made them realise the im-
portance of a healthy environment and a

planet for our very existence.

Apart from all the positive aspects of
the field of tourism, there are also neg-
ative aspects that are equally present
and must be taken seriously. The re-
lation between these aspects and with
the environment is complex and can
even get worse with the things being
left unplanned. The unsustainable prac-
tices led by tourism can also result in

deforestation, habitat loss or put neg-
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ative impacts on our water bodies &
their creatures. In our efforts of provid-
ing remarkable facilities to the tourists,
we are somehow contributing towards
the depletion or increased pressure on
natural resources like minerals, soils,
fossil fuels, forests & wildlife. Transpor-
tation due to tourism or related factors
has increased adversely which has led
to increased air pollution. The proper
planning to accommodate tourists is an
urgent need for a better environment;
otherwise, it can create an imbalance
in the availability of water, food or other
essential items/ resources among the
local people. Also, improper develop-
ment of infrastructures or the creation of
enormous resorts, hotels must be done
or approved through proper planning &
process. People or organisations direct-
ly involved in tourism must adopt and
implement accurate measures to curb
the possible negative effects of tour-
ism and its destructive environmental
impacts. Due to lack of planning, most
of the development projects affect the
scenery and nature of the habitats liv-
ing there, thereby destroying the natural
quality that makes those places a tourist
attraction in the first place.

For the National Parks or protected

areas, the tourist’s visit must be strict-

ly monitored or controlled to keep the
habitat safe and for the protection of the
surrounding ecosystem and natural re-
sources, the accessibility must be made
limited to authorised persons.

Mass tourism can lead to intensive in-
dustrialisation and pollution which could
result in displacement of the local peo-
ple can disturb the area extensively and
might result in a loss in quality of the
place and attraction for visiting. Another
problem that can arise from unplanned
tourism is littering which needs serious
attention. In most other states in India
or be it in foreign countries, littering is
a serious thing and considered a crime,
making their beautiful destinations plas-
tic or litter-free. Plastic and its products
are one of the common things that is
used worldwide and which contribute
highly to spilling litter.

According to a study, it is found that the
world is producing more than 400 mil-
lion tons of plastic and half of it is sin-
gle-use, only 15 % of which are recycled
worldwide and a shocking 8 million tons
of plastic waste ends up in the oceans
through various ways every year. If this
continues like this, by the year 2050,
there will be plastic wastes as much as
there are fish in the oceans leading to

massive pollution and loss of the crea-

tures therein.

The tourism industry is one of the sig-
nificant contributors to the problem of
plastic use or litter in a way, is also an
industry to suffer from the same. In tour-
ist places, the most commonly used or
found items loitering around are straws,
bottles, spoons etc. Plastic wastes loi-
tering in the places are a two-way prob-
lem, where tourists are responsible for
the generation of wastes, whereas, at
the same time, tourists are repulsed
by the quality of that very destination’s
environment. In order to make people
aware of the tourists and make them
self conscious to stop littering the des-
tinations, local authorities, private busi-
nesses or NGO’s must act together and
introduce strict regulators, ambitious ob-
jectives and coherent policies or strate-
gies. People including locals or tourists
must become or aware others of the val-
ue of maintaining and preserving the en-
vironment with utmost priority leading to
the conservation, protection and caring
of endangered or fragile flora and fauna
in the ecosystem. Awareness creation,
sensitisation, effective ways or options
of sustainable living and tourism will cer-
tainly help the environment to stay the

same, living worthy and beautiful for all.
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Bridging between Classic studies on
Animal Behaviour And
Community Outreach

Prastuti Bhattacharyya
Email: bhattaprastutis@gmail.com

Prastuti is a postgraduate from Cotton University’s Department of
Environmental Biology and Wildlife Sciences. She is also a general

member of Aaranyak.

Let’'s imagine that we are given a task to
influence a group of people with a par-
ticular perception or theory that is hardly
related to their day to day life or direct in-
terest. We suppose that the theory has
enough support of scientific literature,
media and also as a cherry on the cake,
some extent of publicity. Now, even if we
go with the famous Feynman technique
of approaching the people with the eas-
iest vocabularies, eye-catchy media,
exciting explanations; either we face
partial/complete negligence or denial, or
maybe at most we can expect is a short
time excitement or approval among
the people. Driving the people towards
a long term acceptance or agreement
with our perception completely accept-
ed is one of the toughest jobs, as | heard
from people working with communities.
Especially in developing countries, log-
ically enough, a citizen ravaged with a
poor socio-economic and psychological
condition, would be driven towards a
rally or an announcement that promis-
es free food or jobs, rather than to an
awareness program on conservation of
say, Snakes! Nevertheless, in the same
developing country, we don’'t have to
contemplate much on whether there are
scopes for studying subjects that do not
directly ensure basic ‘human needs’, as

we have an astonishing example right in

front of us, our own country. We do have
a significant amount of literature and de-
velopment based on aspects that do not
‘talk’ about basic human needs, or those
needs that are always on trend in the
market. For example, studies on space
science! Likewise, something that would
sound more interesting for us to take an
example is studies on ‘animal behaviour’
As a graduate student, while designing
a study, | might suppose that | am not
obliged to explain to all the people why
| would be watching how monkeys for-
age, or how they react when they get
aggressive; for the entire two years of
my master’s degree. If that happens to
be a demanding subject of interest in
that field and my work goes well, there
is high chance that | shall get my degree
on time, then going for a doctorate de-
gree, | shall eventually publish papers.
This is, indeed, ‘a dream come true’
scenario for most of us in academics.
And | sense nothing wrong in it. Though,
| have some thoughts to add on. When
we talk about conserving a species that
is, scientifically, in the ‘need’ of conser-
vation, most cases require participation
of the community. Journals get enriched
with classic studies day by day with
new observations and analyses, while
conservation plans; though fueled up

by scientific studies; get slowed down

due to struggles faced in community
outreach. Stretching my thoughts on
why it becomes a challenge to influence
communities for conservation of certain
species; | see the lack of the bridge be-
tween classic studies that plan conser-
vation needs/strategies and community
outreach. | believe this is one among
the many reasons of this difficulty. There
is one common scenario depicting this
need. | often hear people in the broadest
age group expressing that when they
feed the monkey out of religious belief or
pity, empathy; the monkeys ‘love’ that,
and in return, they ‘smile’ at them. Us-
ing of these words; ‘love’, ‘smile’ while
describing a behavioural pattern in an-
imals attributing our own interpretations
is known as ‘anthropomorphizing’, and
we people who study them, we strictly
avoid this. Well, these jargons aside,
why there is an avoidance of contrib-
uting such attributes, and why there is
a strong possibility that the monkey is
not ‘smiling’ out of ‘happiness’ or simi-
lar psycho-physiological reactions, and
why it might rather be stressed or threat-
ened, | think we need to address these
questions and aspects to people in the
simplest explanations possible. A basic
human nature we cannot simply argue
on and deny is the tendency of keep

finding ‘purpose’ behind actions. There-
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fore, while organizing a campaign or an
awareness drive on ‘human-macaque
interaction’ for example; we should be
aiming at scientifically explaining peo-
ple why we put do’s and don’ts; why we

want them to understand and probably

wish an influence of our thoughts. Sim-
plifying scientific aspects and explaining
them to common people is not a piece
of cake, but we can always try and make
our efforts on community outreach more

efficient. If people can be made to feel

the ‘purpose’, | believe at least a quarter
part of our aim will be accomplished to
strengthen a possibility of stable coexis-

tence or a conservation plan.
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Hiren Dutta

Hiren Dutta is the coordinator of Aaranyak’s Eastern Assam Zone, who
hails from Sibasagar. He is actively involved in bird conservation and has
published many articles on nature and conservation.
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Together we can build a better future

Niranjan Nayak

A general member of Aaranyak pursuing graduation from Digboi College,
Tinsukia. He is a promising talent in the field of art works.

Hey, can you list up the things that we
get from nature? Yes we all can, right?
But can you list up the things that you
give back to nature? It's difficult, isn’t it?
Nature has given us everything from our
basic needs to ornamentation of cre-
ative ideas and inspiration to the minds
of humans. One can think how much
nature is important for us. Over decades
we humans have been exploiting it in
such a way that we have reached in a
crucial point where conserving it sus-
tainably had become very much import-
ant not only for our survival but also for
the security of the upcoming generation.
The main issue of the problem is due
to lack of education and awareness
amongst the people.

Someone said “we can give a desirable
shape only to a seedling not to a ma-
tured tree”

Same is also applicable for us, if we ed-
ucate the children about the importance
of ecosystem from their primary learning
stage it will possibly shape them to have
a sustainable life.

Every time we talk about issues, we
only point others or just give sugges-
tions. Yes it is definitely a good behavior
to give suggestions, but to put blame
on others will not always work. When it
comes to environment we always see

blames on government and the society
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, but we should understand that we are
the one behind forming of the govern-
ment and we are the society. And at
same time the earth belongs to us, so
we must take the pleasure to pick the re-
sponsibility until it gets too late to blame
anymore. Being a young resource of the
country it is our responsibility to look af-
ter the other resources. We took a step
ahead to make changes, as Gandhi Ji
said, “Be the change you wish to see in
the world”.

‘Art for Nature’ is a small step towards
hope, a change for a better nation,
and a responsible duty towards mother
earth. As a student we came forward
and formed this group “Art for Nature”
basically concentrating on restoration of
the nature using various form of art as
medium. We also aim to engage the stu-
dent in different task which will develop
their skill as well as also create aware-
ness among themselves.

Being student volunteer of NSS Unit
,Digboi College as well as a general
member of Aaranyak we got many op-
portunity to engaged ourself in different
activities like awareness program, wall
paintings, cleanness drive, plantation
drive, trekking , workshops etc which
inspired us to create this group .

We have been doing wall paintings be-

fore the formation of this group. It was

started with the summer internship pro-
grams and special camp (Saraipung
forest village of Dehing Patkai Nation-
al Park) of NSS Digboi College where
in order to create awareness about
cleanness and environment issues we
have painted the walls of many primary
schools located in remote areas. Then
we got the opportunity to work with WTI
in Green Corridor campaign Project and
also as a general volunteer of Aaranyak
we got an opportunity to work on the
conservation of our state bird, White
Winged duck and did many activities like
wall paintings, awareness programs,
drawing competition, best out of waste
etc. In the next project we were allot-
ted to do some paintings on the walls
of Digboi Forest Division Office as ap-
proached by DFO of Digboi forest divi-
sion and with WTI and Evergreen Foun-
dation. It was a wonderful experience
of wall painting. It took about a month
to complete the paintings. The paint-
ings were based on the floras & faunas
found in Dehing Patkai National Park
and Rainforest. The motive of the wall
painting was to aware the locals about
the rich resources of their native place
and also to aware the visitors and tour-
ists, which will build a curiosity among
them to know about these resources

closely. The paintings caught attention

of huge audiences, locals used to ask
questions and appreciate the initiatives
and the paintings. It even caught the
attention of the passer by people from
different nearby towns and districts. Also
through social media and print media it
got several praises. While the apprecia-
tions were coming, we got several stu-
dents who contacted us for working with
us voluntarily. Also several organization
and institutions contacted us for paint-
ing works. These sorts of appreciations
boosted us morally to work further in the
field of wall paintings. As we thought
of taking the contacts from the various
organizations, we worked with the idea
of forming a volunteer group which will
help us to work in an organized manner.
The idea could not only help us but it
also would include the volunteers who
were willing to join us. And along with it
we tend to keep the groups motto as “a
positive change towards nature”.

The objective of the group is to make
contributions towards nature through
any form of art, like paintings, best out of

waste, drama, poems, posters, dance,

song etc. These forms of art could actu-
ally be helpful to heal the nature. And it
will also help people know them closely
and in a creative way so that they build
a interest within them.

We also build its objective in such a way
that it touches the students of grass root
level. Usually in great initiatives the rural
children gets left out, so we make every
possible way to work with these rural
grass root level students.

Our objective is also to act as a mediator
between social life of the new genera-
tion and the nature today. We would try
our best to make things simpler for them
to understand.

Our purpose is also to engage the stu-
dents as volunteers in a better way,
which can help them creatively with new
ideas and innovations.

We already are aware how nature is in
real danger and this is a serious note
for us to get concerned about the na-
ture. So being the future generation, we
aim to conserve the nature through our
contributions. Everyone have their own

way to act and we thought of choosing

Art as a tool for action. As art itself has
the creative appeal to shape and idea
for better understanding. Conservation
and awareness would probably create a
difference in the mindset of the people.
Our tasks are designed in such a way
that will enhance our perceptions to-
wards nature, toward creativity and to-
wards change. We not only are aiming
at our skill development but also are
aiming to help in developing the skills of
other children and students who are lag-
ging behind for not getting proper plat-
forms. Therefore we are coming forward
to provide a micro platform to those who
want to dream and create something
better. These would also help nature,
when people would be friendlier to na-
ture.

We are just a small group of volunteers
taking few initiatives in micro level to
build a better future for the new gener-
ation as well as to keep the nature alive
in real and within us. Our nature needs a
better future too. So instead of blaming
others our one step towards change can

make a change.
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Dhrubajyoti Kalita

Dhrubajyoti Kalita is a life member of Aaranyak and works with the
Government of Assam. He is actively involved with many organisations

and is a conservation educator.
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Mishmi hills haven for frogs

Dr. Jayanta Kr Roy
Email: royjayanta@aaranyak.org

Jayanta Roy is the Manager & Senior researcher in the Herpetofauna
Research and Conservation Division (HRCD), Aaranyak.

The River basin which is popularly
known as Mishmi Hill, is situated in the
northernmost part of Northeast India
in the foothills of Eastern Himalayas in
Arunachal Pradesh. It is a mountainous
tract and its altitude ranges from 150 m
at Assam-Arunachal border to 5000 m
at Indo-Tibetan border. It comprises two
districts of Arunachal Pradesh: Dibang
Valley and Lower Dibang Valley. The
total geographic area (two districts) is
13029 km? with forest cover of 9423

km?, which is 72.32 % of its total geo-
graphic area.

The Dibang River originates from a
place called ‘Athu-Popu’ in the south-
ern flank of the Himalayas close to Tibet
border at an altitude of more than 5000
m asl; it then flows down south through
the Dibang Valley & Lower Dibang Val-
ley and finally meets the river Lohit and
Siang before merging into the Brahma-
putra. There are two protected areas:

1) Mehao Wildlife Sanctuary in Lower

Dibang Valley, and 2) Dibang Wildlife
Sanctuary in Upper Dibang Valley. High
steep terrain, tropical to temperate forest
vegetation and high rainfall characterize
the area with numerous rocky headwa-
ter streams that provide a suitable hab-
itat for many rare and range restricted
flora and fauna. The Mishmi hills is a
home for many endemic flora and fauna
viz., Mishmi Wren-Babbler, Mishmi tita,

Mishmi takin endemic to Mishmi hills.

Wide landscape view from Anini at altitude 1600 m asl, Dibang Valley, Arunachal Pradesh.

BIOLINK | JUNE 2023 | 25

Photo by Jayanta Roy



As the world’s largest altitudinal differ-
ence, the area has created various wa-
ter environments with extremely steep
topography and landscapes, which is
rarely seen worldwide and strongly af-
fect the species distribution and diver-
sity. The eastern end of the Himalayas
— the reason why the floral and faunal
exploration is inadequate although it is
biogeographically quite attractive.
During extensive field survey from 2011
to 2018, a total 43 amphibian species
has been recorded in the Dibang River
Basin, Arunachal Pradesh. It represent-
ed 74% of total amphibian species re-
corded from Arunachal Pradesh (n = 58
amphibian species) and 27.7% in north-
east India (n = 155 amphibian species).
Two new species distribution records:
Oreolalax sp and Bufo gargarizans were
reported for the first time from India. It
also includes new distribution records of
five amphibian species from Arunachal
Pradesh. The rare report on Theloder-
ma moloch from Lower Dibang Valley
after 102 year from India represented
unique species diversity of the river ba-
sin. The presence of amphibian species
at altitude 3500 m asl in Dibang Valley
represented the second highest altitude
record of amphibian present in India fol-
lowed by Sikkim.

According to an Idu Mishmi tale, the
supreme spirit lives in high mountains
‘Golo’ in the form of a frog/toad. Hence
the Idu fear and respect Golo, harming
the frog/toads is a strict taboo. The Idu
Mishmi do not touch, kill or consume the
frog/toad. This indicates respect of Idu
Mishmi towards amphibian species con-

servation in the Dibang River Basin.
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Oreolalax sp (New distribution record from India) , Photo by- Jayanta Roy

Theloderma moloch (Rare report after 102 years) , Photo by- Jayanta Roy

DOODLES FOR RHINO CONSERVATION OUTREACH

Samrat Kalita
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