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Editorial

Rhino is back in Laokhowa and Burhachapori WLS !

It is great news that two greater one-horned rhinoceros have been sighted in central Assam’s Laokhowa and
Burhachapori Wildlife Sanctuary (L&BWLS) during the past few weeks.

A part of the Greater Kaziranga landscape, the 309.2 sq. km these two wildlife sanctuaries (WLS) in the Nagaon
district of Assam used to be home to at least 45 rhinos until 1983 before large-scale encroachment and poaching
which were on a rampage taking advantage of social unrest in Assam valley during that period, wiped them out
during late 1980s. Although stray rhinos from Orang National across the River Brahmaputra and the Kaziranga

National Park to the east were known the enter the WLS very briefly, including one rhino which stayed in Laokhowa WLS during 2018 for about
a year before it was killed by criminals.

The tough eviction drive carried out last year to root out encroachers from the formerly rhino abode has apparently done wonders with the
rhino showing signs of its return to what once used to be its one of the favourite thriving grounds. Thanks to proactive vision of the present
Chief Minister of Assam for upholding the sanctity of protected areas, specially the Laokhowa and Burhachapori WLS which has the potential
to house over 100 rhinos once re-introduction initiatives under Indian Rhino Vision further progresses.

According to reports two rhinos are believed to have entered through Arimari, where 1,282 hectares of forest land and 817 hectares of un-
surveyed government land were cleared of encroachers from February 13-15, 2023.

“Rhinos have been sighted in Laokhowa-Burachapori, an excellent habitat of freshwater mangroves, since November 2023. The WLS also
has a record of 10 tigers indicating a good prey base of herbivores,” Sonali Ghosh, Field Director of Kaziranga Tiger Reserve reportedly said.

The security and conservation efforts in the WLS have received a shot in the arm following the recent recruitment of 75 frontline forest staff
recently.

Enthused by the hearty development, Aaranyak in collaboration with office of the Nagaon Wildlife Division of Assam Forest Department and
in tune with Rhino Vision 2.0 have initiated a campaign to raise awareness among the population in the fringes of L&BWLS for conservation
of the precious rhino.

Focusing on the women population to elicit their cooperation to rhino conservation efforts Aaranyak recently organised training on water
hyacinth crafts for village women from Laokhowa Burhachapori WLS fringe areas at Borunguri-Bongaon. A five-day workshop on water
hyacinth crafts was conducted with overwhelming participation in December 2023. It was conducted in collaboration with Kaziranga National
Park and Tiger Reserve authority , Nagaon Wildlife Division, Nagaon Girls’ College and Laokhowa Burhachapori Conservation Society (LBCS).

US-based conservation agency, International Rhino Foundation partnered with Aaranyak to support the noble initiative that trained 25 women
so as to provide them with an alternative livelihood opportunity that will reduce their dependence on forest resources thereby bolstering rhino
conservation efforts.

“Empowering communities! @aaranyak, in collaboration with LBCS and Forest Dept, hosts a Water Hyacinth Product Skill Training for EDCs
of Laokhowa Bongaon and Barunguri Bongaon. Building skills, fostering sustainability!”, Posted Kaziranga National Park & Tiger reserve on
microblogging platform X on December 26.

Empowering women with water hyacinth craft skills not only improves their livelihood but also contributes to conservation by transforming an
invasive plant into marketable products. This sustainable approach fosters economic independence while addressing environmental challenges
through creative utilisation of resources.

The Laokhowa and Burhachapori Wildlife Sanctuary is known for its diverse flora and fauna. This protected area encompasses grasslands,
wetlands and the Brahmaputra River, providing a habitat for greater one-horned rhinoceros, Royal Bengal Tiger, and various bird species.

Bijay Sankar Bora

Publicity Secretary, Aaranyak
bijaysankar@aaranyak.org
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Anne Wright, | admire

Anne Wright, a known name in India for her contribution towards wildlife conservation in
India since the 1970s. When | first started Aaranyak, | met her in Kolkata Tollygunj Club in
1989-90. She was a trustee of WWF-India during that time and based in Kolkata. In 1991,
| was selected for a four-week International Training programme at the International
Centre for Conservation Education in Cheltenham, United Kingdom. The course fee
was 2100 Great Britain pounds during that time, which was difficult for me to spend
from my end. | wrote to Anne Wright for help. She asked me to come to Kolkata and
one Sunday morning, she asked me to come to Tollygunj Club in Kolkata which was
run by Anne and her husband. Accordingly, | met her that Sunday at Tolly Club. She
took me to the swimming pool in Tolly Club and introduced me to a British official who was
the first secretary at the British Deputy High Commission at that time in Kolkata.
he name of the British officer was Donald Sloan. Anne briefed Mr. Sloan about
my selection for the training and requested him if his office could help. Mr.
Sloan asked me to visit his office the next day — Monday and | met him
and emphasised how important that training would be for me to initiate
conservation education in Assam. He agreed to support the course fee
which enabled me to attend the international training and my first trip

abroad in my initial days of working for wildlife conservation.

The prompt support rendered by Anne was so encouraging and
| realised that | needed to contribute more in the field of conservation education in
Assam. Anne used to love wildlife and encourage young people to get engaged in wildlife
conservation. After attending the four-week conservation education training at Cheltenham,
United Kingdom, | started conservation awareness in schools of Assam which generated
much needed awareness at that time leading to some young students joining Aaranyak to

contribute towards conservation.

Anne later on moved to Delhi. | met her at her Delhi residence with her daughter Belinda
Wright. Anne has left for heavenly abode, but her timely support and encouragement shall

always be remembered by me. May her soul rest in peace.

Bibhab Kumar Talukdar, PhD

Secretary General & CEO, Aaranyak
ceo@aaranyak.org
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The hills of the East

Rumana Maheen

Email: maheenrumana2017@gmail.com

Rumana Maheen is currently working towards her PhD and has been a
Researcher at Wildlife Genetics Laboratory, Aaranyak. Forests, wildlife,
especially winged friends hold a special place in her life and hopes to be a

lifelong learner at heart.

A part of the Eastern Himalyas falls in

Arunachal Pradesh with beautiful hills
rising loftily from the plains below. This
together with rivers intersecting these
hills and with the lush vegetation it
supports - it is a sight to behold. | had
the opportunity to visit this region of
India during my Ph.D journey. These
hills have been my constant companion
and its mesmerising fagade never fails
to brings solace to the weary and calm
the senses. A beautiful part of these hills
and mountains is the culture and history
it holds. These mountains are the cradle
where civilizations flourished and the
inhabitants here have maintained their
ancient traditions untouched by the

hands of change. In the folklore and
ancient customs of the Mishmi people,
the major tribe of the Dibang Hills; we
find hints of a bygone era. These hills
and mountains have been the first line of
defense and have seen many a battles.
First with the Britishers at the Anglo-
Abor war of 1911 and later during the
Indo-China war of 1962 at the Nimati
plains near Kibithoo; the esternmost
village of India. At many a places the
rivers here cut deep gorges and its
vegetation support a rich biota of flora
and fauna. With the improvement in
infrastructure and better connectivity
these regions have brought in an
influx of tourist and researchers alike.

Places like Mayodia, a popular tourist
destination 56 kms from Roing, has
tourist flocking in winter to witness its
snow covered peaks. With hot springs in
Walong, national parks in Dibang Valley
and Lohit districts, pilgrimage site of
Parsuramkund bringing in adventurists,
devotees  alike.

enthusiasts  and

The forest types of these hills
range from evergreen to deciduous
to alpine vegetation in the upper
elevations. These forests harbour a
rich diversity of endemic, charismatic
like the
Mishmi Takin, Giant Flying Squirrel,
Mithun,

and endangered species

Paris polyphylla and white-
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winged wood duck to name a few.

Looping around these hills and
mountains are numerous tributaries.
Built precariously across these streams
are hanging bridges that bridge the
distance between the homes built on
these mountains and the towns below.
Sparsely built across the hills are
houses that are built on stilts with fire
place central to the structure around
which conversations and life revolve.
To the average tourist, this seems like
an idyllic way of life but living in these
hills is a battle for survival itself. The
inhabitants of these hills are resilient,
hardworking and kind to a wanderer
who finds oneself in these territories.

However, these hills are the site
of a number of hydro-electricity projects.
A number of large developmental
projects have resulted in looping down
of huge tracts of forests and hills alike.
Often damaging the fragile ecosystem
to irreversible consequences.
Unsurprisingly, landslides are a common
occurrence due to such haphazard
and unplanned

The

developmental

projects. development of
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roads and better amenities are

welcome and a necessity for the

growth of this region but utilization

Photo - Rumana Maheen

of ecological sensitive infrastructure
options will greatly benefit the
ecological balance of these hills.

Photo - Rumana Maheen
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Charting a sustainable future for
the Greater One-horned Rhinoceros:

“The imperative of integrated monitoring”

Deba Kumar Dutta, PhD
Email: debakumerdutta@gmail.com

Dr Deba Kumar Dutta is a conservation scientist working with
the Rhino Research and Conservation Division of Aaranyak

The Greater One-Horned Rhinoceros
(GOH), a majestic megaherbivore also
known as the Indian Rhinoceros (Rhinoc-
eros unicornis Linnaeus, 1758), stands
at a critical juncture in its conservation
journey. As of June 2022, the global wild
population of GOH is 4023, with a signif-
icant 81.3% (3271) finding refuge in the
national parks and wildlife sanctuaries

of India. Among these, Assam emerges
as the custodian of the largest share,
with Kaziranga National Park proudly
harbouring the highest concentration of
these magnificent creatures in the world.
Despite the encouraging shift in status
from Endangered to Vulnerable, the
GOH’s future remains shrouded in un-
certainty, primarily due to its concentrat-

ed presence in a handful of protected
areas within India. Only four protected
areas currently host over a hundred indi-
viduals, posing a potential vulnerability to
the species. Traditional conservation ef-
forts, relying on periodic census or direct
count methods conducted at 3-5 years
intervals, reveal a notable gap in under-
standing the comprehensive demogra-

Classification of Daily Rhino Sighting (Fig.1)

Complete Sighting Incomplete Sighting
(Only unrecognisable part seen and rhino ran away)
ID or Identified
‘L (Clearly identified by definite ID’s, tear mark ear notch etc.)
CLEAN

(Not clearly Recognisable)

<
<

CLEAN

(Not Visible distinguishing Features)

Identifiable to Key Observer

(Identifiable by experienced observer very small and

subtle features)
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phy of this threatened species in the wild.
In 2018, a significant stride towards a
more holistic conservation approach
was taken with the adoption of the Na-
tional Conservation Strategy for the In-
dian One-Horned Rhinoceros (NCSIR).
This strategic blueprint provides a clear
roadmap for managing the entire wild
GOH population in India. NCSIR em-
phasizes five key rhino conservation
strategies: strengthening protection,
expanding distribution, research and
monitoring, transboundary engage-
ment, and enhanced enforcement. The
cornerstone of these strategies lies in
the advancement of biological man-
agement practices to promote sustain-
ability, with comprehensive monitor-
ing of all wild populations at its core.

The newly established population in
Manas National Park exemplifies the
effectiveness of intensive monitoring
during the initial reintroduction period,
offering real-time evidence of popula-
tion health. However, interruptions in
this monitoring mechanism over time
highlight the need for sustained efforts.
Similarly, in West Bengal, their monitor-
ing mechanism, rooted in individual rhi-
no sightings, showcases the necessity
for a unified and integrated approach
to ensure the species’ well-being.
In parallel to African rhino range coun-
tries, which have made significant
strides in establishing integrated mon-
itoring mechanisms for their rhino
IUCN Asian Rhino

Specialist Group has advocated for a

populations, the

similar framework for the GOH. This
collaborative effort involving conserva-
tion organizations and governmental
bodies aims to gather essential infor-
mation for the improved management
of wild populations and their habitats.

The comprehensive data collected
through the integrated monitoring pro-
gramme provide estimates crucial for
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managing rhino populations, including
population size, age and sex structures,
calving rates, mortality rates and the
distribution of home ranges. This pro-
gramme seamlessly blends traditional
monitoring processes, distinguishing
between recognizable (‘Clean’) and un-
recognizable rhinos, offering invaluable

insightsforeffective management(Fig.1).

However, the success of such monitor-
ing approaches hinges on maintaining a
delicate balance between the required
data quality and the available resources.
Adequately skilled and motivated front-
line staff, coupled with a robust system
for controlling data quality at both the

observation and recording levels, are
imperative for the success of the mon-
itoring programme. This necessitates
strong support from the overarching con-
servation management structure (Fig).

In conclusion, the imperativeness of
an integrated monitoring mechanism
for the Greater One-Horned Rhinocer-
os cannot be overstated. As we chart
a sustainable future for these iconic
creatures, it is high time to implement
comprehensive and unified monitoring
strategies that transcend boundaries,
ensuring the long-term survival and
well-being of the GOH meta-population.

Outcome of better Rhino Monitoring Methods (Fig.2)

Regular Rhino Monitoring

-

Checking Monitoring Records

-

Saving Monitoring Records

-

Analysing Data

-

Reporting

-

Discussion on rhino population performance

-

Conservation Decision
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Hiren Dutta
Contact: 8638871216

Hiren Dutta is a member of Aaranyak, who hails from Sibasagar.
He is actively involved in bird conservation and has published
many articles on nature and conservation.
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Urban green spaces: A tool for

sustainable urban development and
conservation of biodiversity

Chandramika Nath

Email: chandramikanath4@gmail.com

Chandramika Nath is a biologist working with the Wildlife Genetics

Division of Aaranyak

“Urbanization” is the term that is gaining
traction nowadays. Everything is gradu-
ally becoming “urbanized,” and we are
dealing with issues such as human-wild-
life conflict, disease, climate change,
and many others. Coexistence and sus-
tainable development are concepts we
hear in our daily lives in today’s world.
Humanity is increasingly urbanizing,
and by 2030, more than 60% of the
world’s inhabitants are expected to live
in cities (UN, 1997). But even as society
becomes more urbanized, we remain as
reliant on nature as ever. In this period
of rapid urbanization, understanding
urban ecology has become critical. We
know that ecology is the study of organ-
isms’ distribution, abundance, and be-
haviour, as well as their interactions with
one another and with their environment,
whereas urban ecology is the ecology
of all organisms, including humans, in
urban settings as well as habitats im-
pacted by city development, growth, and
operation, such as forested watersheds
(catchments) that provide drinking water
to urban residents. It involves humans
because people’s presence, population
dynamics, and behaviour, along with
the environmental changes that occur
when they build towns and cities, are
critical to our knowledge of how urban
systems work. Some authors also use
the term urban ecology to designate
an interdisciplinary field that combines
natural sciences, social sciences, and
humanities. Urban ecology is fascinat-

ing for a variety of reasons including
that urban environments are vast and
expanding, their ecology is inherent-
ly intriguing, they are ideal for testing
and developing ecological theory and
the nature of urban environments af-
fects the health and well-being of hu-
man inhabitants and they are import-
ant for conserving biological diversity.
With the quickening pace of urbaniza-
tion forest cover or green space has
been reducing. Habitat destruction and
fragmentation have resulted in decline
of wildlife species. Only the generalist
species which can adapt in urban areas
are thriving whereas specialist species
are fast diminishing. However, urban
settings can also be home to many
species, opportunistic species that may
survive if given the right habitat, and
urban green space plays an important
role in this. Urban ecosystems comprise
mosaics of habitats including forests,
grasslands, formal parks and gardens,
churchyards, incidental greenspace,
private gardens, and wetlands, as well
as numerous ecological processes
that determine their functioning. Urban
green space is an umbrella term for all
the many natural and man-made urban
habitats and their ecological processes.
Although humanity is becoming more
urban, it nonetheless relies on nature
for survival. Street trees, lawns/parks,
urban forests, cultivated areas, wet-
lands, and streams, among other things,
provide a variety of ecosystem services.

Ecosystem services are described as
“the benefits that human populations
derive from ecosystem functions, either
directly or indirectly.” There are vari-
ous ecosystem services provided by
urban green space, a few having ma-
jor importance such as air filtering, mi-
cro-climate regulation, noise reduction,
rainwater drainage, sewage treatment,
and recreational or cultural values etc.
Air pollution from vehicles and building
heating, among other things, is a major
environmental and public health issue
in cities. Vegetation helps to reduce air
pollution, but the location and structure
of the vegetation are critical for its ef-
fectiveness in filtering the air. Accord-
ing to Bernatzky (1983), up to 85% of
air pollution can be filtered out in a park
and up to 70% in a street with trees.
The city has an impact on the local cli-
mate and weather. For example, the ur-
ban heat island effect, which is created
by the enormous area of heat-absorbing
surfaces in cities combined with high en-
ergy use. However, the temperature in
the surrounding countryside is still lower.
We can experience the heat island effect
to some extent in Guwahati city, where
the air temperature is higher inside the
city but lower in the city outskirts. As a
city inhabitant, you may notice individu-
als traveling outside of the city more of-
ten during summer for vacations, nature
walks, and so on. All natural ecosys-
tems in urban areas will help to lessen
these inequalities. Water areas in the
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city will help to level out temperature
variations in both summer and winter.
Vegetation is also significant. A single
tree may transpire 450 | of water every
day. In addition, by shading dwellings in
the summer and reducing wind speed in
the winter, vegetation can also signifi-
cantly reduce energy demand for heat-
ing and air conditioning in metropolitan
areas. They also help to minimize noise
to some extent. People in cities suffer
from health concerns caused by noise
from traffic and other sources. Anoth-
er big concern in metropolitan areas is
stormwater drainage. Our city frequently
floods during the rainy season. Vegeta-
tion and water bodies help to solve this
problem in a variety of ways. Water can
seep through the soft earth of vegetated
areas, and plants absorb water and re-
lease it into the air through evapotrans-
piration, while water bodies store the
water. The Brahmaputra and Deepor
Beel are important in the case of Guwa-
hati. Deepor beel serves as a reservoir.
Wetlands also assist in the treatment of
sewage water. Wetland plants and ani-
mals can absorb enormous amounts of
nutrients while also slowing the flow of
sewage water and allowing particles to
settle to the bottom. Wetlands are also
home to a diverse range of wildlife for
example Deepor Beel has a rich avian
diversity. Aside from all of these ser-
vices, the recreational components of all
urban ecosystems, with opportunities to
play and rest, are likely the most highly
appreciated ecosystem service in cities,
as a city is a stressful environment for its
residents. Green landscapes are also
psychologically significant.
cular disease and mental health issues

Cardiovas-

are two of the most serious public health
issues confronting metropolitan popu-
lations in the twenty-first century. Ap-
proaches to dealing with these issues
in public health may be ‘downstream,’
focusing on treating symptoms of illness
through the acute healthcare system,
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or ‘upstream,” focusing on creating the
social, economic, and environmental
conditions that promote health and pre-
vent illness and disease. The impact of
urban ecosystems on ‘upstream activi-
ties’ in public health can be significant.
Urban ecosystems are intrinsically tied
to the provision and maintenance of
the wide environmental conditions that
are essential to cities’ viability. Urban
green space provides opportunities for
urban residents to be in contact with the
natural environment and contact with
urban greenspace can also help to al-
leviate stress, restore attention capacity,
and provide opportunities for people to
self-regulate their emotions. People who
are in passive contact with, or physically
engaged in, urban surroundings that ar-
en’t perceived as threatening can ben-
efit from both physical and psychologi-
cal health benefits. Contact with urban
greenspace may improve life expec-
tancy and self-reported health regard-
less of people’s socioeconomic status.
A Research study on hospital patient
recovery found that patients in rooms
facing a park recovered 10% faster
and used 50% less powerful pain-relief
medicine than patients in rooms facing
a building wall (Ulrich, 1984). The ur-
ban ecosystem can also serve as an
indicator of the state of the urban en-
vironment. Lichens, for example, can-
not grow in contaminated air and can
thus be used as indicators of air quality.
In addition, urban green spaces play a
crucial role in promoting biodiversity and
supporting human welfare. Urban green
spaces are vital for preserving remnant
natural habitats and providing a natural
habitat for plants, animals, fungi, and
microorganisms in urban areas, making
them essential for urban biodiversity.
For example, Assam State Zoo cum Bo-
tanical Garden campus, a tiny patch of
wilderness is a veritable treasure trove
of biodiversity, housing a fabulous ar-
ray of flora and fauna ((Manoj V. Nair,

2006). There are other examples as well
such as the Garbhanga Reserve Forest,
Amsang Reserve Fores, etc., which are
home to a diverse range of flora and
fauna. Even a single tree can harbour a
lot of species, right from small insects to
birds, etc. For example, the old trees of
the Dighalipukhuri area provide shelter
to a lot of birds. The major roosting site
of fruit bats, black kites, common crows,
egrets, etc. | find it so peaceful just to
look at them going back to their nests and
bats going out foraging and | hope many
people do.
more biodiversity close to Guwahati City.

The fringe areas harbour

Furthermore, urban green spaces can
be intentionally designed to increase
biodiversity, improve human interaction
with nature and provide ecosystem ser-
vices, contributing to sustainable urban
development and human well-being.
The application of ecological knowledge
is central to maintaining the structure,
complexity, and composition of urban
habitats that are necessary to meet
both human aesthetics and nature con-
servation. In this era of climate change
and global warming, we should know
the importance of conserving our envi-
ronment and biodiversity, and how they
are helping us. Even in this developing
phase, | think it is possible to increase
biodiversity, improve human-nature
interaction, and contribute to sustain-
able urban development by intention-
ally designing and maintaining these
spaces. And it is important to protect
hills and natural wetlands and regulate
forest covers, especially in the case
of Guwahati as these are vital in bal-
ancing the ecology of the landscape.
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Understanding conservation a little better

Interviewed by Alolika Sinha, PhD and Anushka Saikia

0. As a young entrepreneur work-
ing with local communities, how do
you think an entrepreneurial idea

contribute to actual conservation?

Rupankar Bhattacharjee

-“In all these years, | understood well
the fact that the things we are con-
serving now are things we destroyed
ourselves. The time when man started
cutting down trees, or may be invented
plastics, nobody had the slightest idea
of its future impact. So now when we
know how our actions have such neg-
ative repercussions on the ecosystem,
it is high time that we stop complaining
about the problems, and start working
for solutions. So Kumbhi Kagaz was
developed as one such small solution
towards embracing a sustainable life-
style. Kumbhi Kagaz makes papers that
is chemical free, does not require cutting
down trees and mostly uses 1/10th less
water compared to the other papers we
see in the market. Apart from that, Kum-
bhi Kagaz also helps in restoration of a
dying wetland in Assam. Deepor Beel,
which is the only Ramsar site and an im-
portant wetland in the city of Guwahati,
is posed by a number of anthropogenic
threats that have deteriorated the once
pristine waters of the beel, also affect-
ing the fish population and other aquatic
organisms. Most of the parts of the beel

gradually got covered with the inva-
sive Water Hyacinth plants. However,
our initiative uses this invasive plant to
prepare the papers. This has led to the
successful removal of 50 tones of wa-
ter hyacinth in the last two years from
Keotpara, an adjacent village of Deepor
Beel. As a result, there has been signif-
icant growth of Makhana (Prickly water
lily) in the water bodies, which is of high
commercial value. Our next target re-
mains to make the paper more afford-
able, so that we can earn, create more
employment for the wetland-dependent
communities of Deepor beel and finally
also invest in other such conservation
initiatives. Kumbhi Kagaz is sustainable
and above all has the prospects of an
alternative livelihood for the community.
For me, | stopped complaining and start-
ed working on a solution that will protect
the environment and also help me and
a community earn”, says Rupankar
Bhattacharya, Director of Kumbhi Kag-
az Pvt Ltd, Rani, Guwahati, Assam.

u. You have been instrumental in de-
veloping capacities of young fellows
through your Green Hub project. How
successful a journey it has been in
creating environmental sensibility and
climate sustainability among the youth
through the medium of filmmaking?

Rita Banerjee

-“For me making films has been the big-
gest teacher. Going into the field, spend-
ing time and understanding various is-
sues related to environment and wildlife,
spending hours observing and filming
the incredible wildlife that we have, in-
teracting with incredible people on the
ground, working to get water to a village,
or saving a habitat or finding solutions to
protect our wildlife — it has been a fasci-
nating journey. Over the years despite
witnessing so much loss of our natural
world, knowing that there are so many
on the ground working towards saving
it, keeps you going. That is what pushed
me to think in this direction of whether
we could use video as a tool to engage
youth in conservation action and social
change. Video documentation is an ex-
periential form of learning, you have to be
in the field, and you have to learn about
what you are filming. While there is a lot
one can learn from being mentored and
taught, video has a large component of
self learning. It is a process that over-
time may help towards immersing in it
in a deeper way. That is the beginning
of Green Hub. Green Hub is a video
fellowship for youth across the north-
east India that empowers them towards
conservation action and social change
through the use of the visual medium.
Every year 20 fellows get selected from
across the northeast region, mostly from
remote areas and marginalized commu-
nities. They are with us for one year
where there is intensive training in video
documentation, editing and story-telling
related to environment and wildlife. In
this period we partner with several orga-
nizations for fellows to shoot and create
stories. Now we have a network of 108
fellows across all the 8 states, many of
who are working directly with the com-
munity on conservation and livelihood.
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There are others who have become es-
tablished names as filmmakers in their
states. The main thing is that they form a
fantastic web of youth with an inclination
towards conservation and sustainable
futures”, says Rita Banerjee, Project Di-
rector of Green Hub Project and Found-
ing Director of Dusty Foot Productions.

u. You have been actively watch-
ing and photographing wildlife, most-
ly birds for years now. Do you think
such practices can help in conserva-
tion? Also do you see visual materials
as a more ‘coming-of-age’ medium to

conservation

exchange dialogues?

b
N
Anuj Saikia

“Bird watching and photographing inter-
estingly started in the backyard of my
house. We have a wrong notion that
wildlife is seen only in forests. One will be

surprised to see the variety of birds that
can be observed in the regular spaces,
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so was | initially. Identifying these birds
and keeping a record was almost like
playing a real life Pokemon game. Later
| learned about citizen science initiatives
like the ebird application of Cornell Lab
of Ornithology, United States. E-bird is
a very user friendly and convenient tool
for keeping records of birds observed,
which later helps as a database of birds
across different geography, consequent-
ly allows any commoners to contribute
to a cause. | am at current voluntarily
associated with Assam Bird Monitoring
Network and Bird Count India. We have
also recently launched a pocket guide
book “Birds of Assam Plains” which in-
cludes photographs and descriptions
of many birds found in Assam with their
vernacular names. These are small ini-
tiatives, however, | am hopeful it proves
as a good material for spreading con-
servation awareness among Yyouths.
Conservation awareness through pho-
tographs helps people see what they're
protecting. This sense of connectivity is
what makes photographs directed for
conservation so unique and effective
compared to articles of the same kind.
In this busy world, with people having
less time and fleeting concentration,
photographs are quick medium of in-
formation and joy in the same pill”, says
Anuj Saikia, Birder and Photographer.
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How a traditional knowledge and

indigenous people can safeguard & enrich

wildlife conservation and biodiversity

Rashmi Rani Boro
Email: rashmiboro500@gmail.com

Rashmi Rani Boro is a researcher working with the Wildlife Genetics
Division of Aaranyak.

When it comes to protecting and safe-
guarding wildlife, traditional knowledge
can be quite important. Indigenous peo-
ple have an extraordinary understanding
of the topography and topology of the
area. Such information is extremely im-
portant for assisting with research proj-
ects and campaigns pertaining to the
preservation of wildlife. Indigenous peo-
ple also have a knowledge of a specific
place that’s discovered by those who
adapted to it over thousands of years.
This includes knowledge of the relation-
ships between all the living organisms,
natural phenomena and the landscape,
giving indigenous people a more holistic
view of the ecosystems they live in. Tra-
ditional beliefs always play an important
role in protecting wild animals and their
habitat. If we look around we can ob-
serve how the biodiversity is declining
rapidly throughout the world, however
the decline is generally lower in the in-
digenous lands. Traditional ecological
knowledge and practices have been
successful in promoting sustainable
land management and providing envi-
ronmental data to support the climate
adaption strategies. Indigenous people
have a significant role in the governance
of biodiversity at all scales, from the lo-
cal to the global, and they often have
a variety of knowledge and information
about local biodiversity and environ-
mental change. Indigenous groups have
been able to live sustainably because of
their proximity to the land, and their cus-
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toms are a part of human history. The
indigenous people are also involved
in the conservation programs that aim
to protect wildlife and their habitats.
Such practices if we see, is not a new
thing when it comes to North East In-
dia, which is a region of rich biodiversi-
ty comprising of eight states of Assam,
Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Naga-
land, Arunachal Pradesh, Tripura, and
Sikkim. In addition to having a high
bio-cultural diversity, the area sustains
a rich biodiversity that ranges from
tropical rain forests to alpine shrubs.
The religion and culture of the native
people of North-East India are closely
linked to the forest. In North-East India,
community-based conservation has a
long history, with the local community
taking part in the overall preservation
of natural resources. The harsh ter-
rain and massive amounts of rainfall
in Northeast India contribute to the re-
gion’s amazing ecological diversity. In
Northeast India, local forest reserves
and sacred woods or groves designated
by religious doctrine are prime exam-
ples of community-based conservation.
Here is a list of few studies on how tra-
ditional knowledge has led to sustain
the habitat or restore the ecosystem. In
Dering-Dibru Saikhowa Elephant Corri-
dors’ degraded habitat patches, with the
help of the traditional usage knowledge
the pioneer species were identified and
around 95,582 saplings were planted
which will serve as a future reference
site for landscape rehabilitation. Out of
total saplings planted, 56% of the spe-
cies were linked to native communities
through ethnobotanical uses, as well as
providing connectivity and habitat for
elephant movement (Haq et al., 2023).
Another well-known example where
traditional knowledge was used to pro-
tect Bugun Liocichla, which is consid-
ered to be critically endangered and is
found only in Arunachal Pradesh. “The
forest patch where it was discovered

BIOLINK | DECEMBER 2023 | 16

was under the control of the Bugun tribe
of the Singchung village. This forest
patch was right outside the Eaglenest
Sanctuary. Thus community conserva-
tion which includes traditional knowl-
edge is important to protect a particular
species and its habitat (Ghosh 2021).
In a nutshell indigenous populations
participate in wildlife conservation
activities through a variety of chan-
nels, such as community-led con-
tribal

programme,

servation programme, wildlife

management scientific
research and traditional knowledge,

conservation initiatives, and tradition-

al ecological

knowledge. Their par-

ticipation is important for conserving
wildlife and its habitats as well as pro-
ducing better conservation outcomes.
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and is a conservation educator.
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Reclaiming the soft corner
through nature education

Wasima Begum
Email: wasima@aaranyak.org

Wasima Begum is an environment educator with the Environment
Education and Capacity Building Division of Aaranyak.

‘Let nature be your teacher’-

Willam Wordsworth
Everybody loves to spend time with

nature, we learn a lot of things

from nature. Talking about na-
ture is like talking about our family.
The poets, the lyricists, the essayist,
the story-tellers have derived inspira-
tion from nature. But when it comes to
defining nature, we all struggle. | am
no exception ; | have been wearing this
thinking cap for a long time to gather my
definition of nature. People who live in
rural areas have grown up beyond the
four walls. They have grown up like the
plants, basking in the sun, nourished
by the soil, nurture by the rivers and
streams and indulged by the wind. Ac-
cessing the bounties of nature is nothing
unthinkable in the rural areas or coun-
try side. Time to time there have been
difference of opinion on formal out-
door education due to growing urban-
ization and the emergence of “Nature
Deficit Disorder”. This phrase was first
coined by author Richard Louv based
on his observation that children of cit-
ies and towns are increasingly discon-
nected from natural environment and
spend more and more time indoors.
Speaking of nature brought me back
to the memories of my childhood days.
My father used to call me whenever he
would spot any bird sitting on our win-
dow sill, hedges, front porch or bound-
ary fence. | loved watching the birds and

listening to their chirping and singing.

Even today, the soaring, gliding and hov-
ering of the birds amuse me. The race of
life has taken off so fast that people do
not have the time to spare to look and
cherish these litle moments of delight.
It is very much called for to take children
to the forest, streams, wetlands, crop
fields in order to witness all of that na-
ture holds. Spending time with nature is
vital for children as well as adults as it is
a form of self-learning. Nature education
is not merely about knowing the names
of species. | believe nature education
is to feel, cherish, revive and being one
with nature. Nature education provides
children and adults the opportunity to

break the monotony spending time out-

doors. Outdoor learning fosters creativ-
ity and curiosity in children, increasing
their observation skills. Also, people gain
understanding of the local environmen-
tal challenges surrounding them and
kindle the thought to resolve the issues.
Ever talked to the trees? Just come out
of the concrete boundaries and spend
time with trees, listening to the birds, it
is the best therapy, nature therapy. As
the old wisdom goes, trees possess a
profound and enigmatic spirit. Spending
time under trees reduce symptoms of
anxiety and sadness, improves emotion
well-being and wellness of the body.
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Anushka Saikia
Email: anushka@aaranyak.org

Anushka Saikia is a wildlife biologist working with the Elephant Research
and Conservation Division of Aaranyak.
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Remembering wildlife conservationist, Anne Wright

The daughter of an ICS officer, Anne
Wright's childhood was spent in the
jungles of Madhya Pradesh developing
a keen love for wildlife. Awarded the
“Member of the Order of the British Em-
pire” in the early 1980s, the greater part
of Wright's life had been spent in envi-
ronmental conservation projects and
activism. She was a founding member
and trustee of the World Wide Fund for
Nature India and was instrumental in
the passing of the Wild Life (Protection)
Act of 1972. A member of the Tiger Task
Force that sought to strengthen tiger
conservation, she also created Kipling
Camp in the Kanha National Park. She
was a beloved member of the Tolly-
gunge Club and has to her credit much
of the verdure and the reverence for an-
imal life that is characteristic of the club
today. Survived by her daughter Belinda
Wright, she passed away at the Kipling
Camp on October 4, 2023.

My Kolkata spoke with environmental
activist Bonani Kakkar who had worked
with Wright at WWF India on several
important projects. Kakkar reminisced
about her decades-long friendship with
Anne Wright as she gave us a glimpse
into the person and activist that Wright
had been.

Redefining education

Kakkar's earliest memory of Anne
Wright goes back to when she joined the
WWEF-India in 1982 and Anne headed
the Eastern Region. “My role involved
education and project work, though the
latter was loosely defined. The materi-
als provided by the organisation had a

Western orientation since their head-
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quarters were in Geneva. While these
materials were suited for those in urban
areas, they proved challenging for rural
and remote areas with national parks.
Anne gave me the creative freedom to
continue to collaborate with the Mid-
napore Patua to utilise their scroll paint-
ings to convey messages about various
environmental issues, including defor-
estation, the Sunderbans, and the caus-
es of floods,” explained Kakkar.

This led Kakkar to work closely with a
patua artist called Ranijit on the Sunder-
bans and the tigers. It proved to be a
success and years later Ranjit was able
to present his scroll to Prince Philip at
a WWEF anniversary dinner in Mumbai.
Wright was also supportive of Kakkar’s
decision to organise nature camps for
children. “I proposed that children from
schools in Kolkata and Bihar should visit
forests to better understand their signif-
icance. At that time, WWF lacked the
funds for such initiatives, but Anne en-
couraged me to pursue it. She believed
in my mission and recognised that one

couldn’t grasp the essence of wildlife

Photo - Twitter, Tollygunge club

through television alone. We organised
a camp in Jaldapara during the ear-
ly monsoon season. Some committee
members expressed concerns about the
rain, suggesting we cancel the camp but
| insisted on it. In Jaldapara, we crossed
a small stream into the central area,
where the children discovered the drop-
pings of a rare hare known as the His-
pid Hare. It made them feel like wildlife
researchers. However, soon it started
raining and the stream transformed into
a raging river, preventing us from cross-
ing. Luckily, a group of Sainik School
students from Bihar, who also happened
to be scouts, swam across the river and
secured ropes for the children to use as
makeshift lifelines. This was an experi-
ence that the children remembered for
years to come all because Anne gave
her approval to pursue what | believed
was right,” recounted Kakkar.

‘Anne’s ability to take quick action
without hesitation set her apart’
“Anne’s ability to take quick action with-
out hesitation set her apart. Once, a

mountaineer expressed concern about



the Neora Valley, where the army
planned to build a dam that threatened
the river and biodiversity. | accompa-
nied him to the Zoological Survey of
India, where we garnered support from
the deputy director. Eventually, the gov-
ernor of West Bengal visited the area,
acknowledged its beauty, and submit-
ted a positive report. Anne and | then
approached Fort William, securing a
meeting with the general who oversaw
operational matters. While the army ini-
tially defended the dam construction, we
successfully persuaded them to aban-
don the project. As a result, Neora Val-
ley now stands on the cusp of becoming
a UNESCO World Heritage Site.

Anne also played a crucial role in per-
suading Prime Minister Indira Gandhi
to support the conservation of Siberian
Cranes and the issuance of Siberian
Crane stamps. She showed how deter-
mination and questioning the status quo

can achieve results,” noted Kakkar.

‘Anne Wright’s impact often goes un-
noticed’

“My friendship with Anne spanned 42
years, and | was privileged to be with
her on her 90th birthday. Belinda, her
daughter, extended a last-minute invi-
tation, leading to our heartfelt reminis-
cences. We acknowledged that while

many recognise the contributions of

figures like Indira Gandhi, Anne Wright's
impact often goes unnoticed. Anne was
persistent and proactive.

“I remember a trip to a beach in Odisha
with two other researchers to observe
Olive Ridley sea turtles laying eggs. The
Odisha government had planted nu-
merous trees on the beach as a buffer
against storms, obstructing the turtles’
nesting. Thousands of turtles arrived,
but due to limited space, they laid eggs
haphazardly, leading to nest destruc-
tion by others. | immediately contacted
Anne, and she swiftly engaged a secre-
tary in Delhi, arranged a helicopter flight
to survey the situation, and subsequent-
ly convinced the Odisha government to
remove the trees,” said Kakkar.

An integral part of the Tolly
community

Anne Wright and her husband Robert
Hamilton Wright — far better known
as Bob Wright — had been long-time
members of the Tollygunge Club and he
had also been the managing member of
the club for 25 years. Even though she
wasn’t as active as her husband regard-
ing the club’s affairs, her reverence for
wildlife and nature has left a mark on all
the members. Being in the heart of the
city, the club is home to jackals — a fact
that has amused visitors and members
alike.’

“Every evening, an iron bucket filled with

raw meat and bones was left out for the
jackals, a practice Anne diligently main-
tained. Anne also introduced various in-
triguing plant species to Tollygunge. The
club was home to several snakes, all of
which were spared thanks to Anne’s in-
fluence,” remarked the Kakkar.

A brilliant legacy

During the COVID-19 pandemic, Wright
suffered a stroke, and her daughter, Be-
linda, didn’t bring her to Delhi but instead
transported her to a hospital in Nagpur.
There, Belinda learnt how to care for her
mother before returning her to Kipling
Camp, where Wright peacefully passed
away. “Two months ago, Belinda asked
me to share stories with Anne, whether
about Neora or the turtles. Sometimes,
we would notice a flicker, a sparkle in
her eye, or a faint smile. Anne adored
her dogs, and when she passed away
at Kipling Camp, she was surrounded
by her loyal canine companions. From
Anne, | learned that advocating for your
cause doesn’t necessitate shouting or
screaming; you just need to ask “why”.
Her legacy survives with her brilliant

daughter Belinda,” concluded Kakkar.

Courtesy:Telegraph India and Bonani
Kakkar
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