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Behind every proposal is a dream to protect a species, restore an ecosystem, strengthen a community, or 
solve a challenge that has long remained overlooked. Their passion reminds us that the future of 
conservation does not belong to institutions alone; it belongs to every young mind willing to ask difficult 
questions, innovate fearlessly, and dedicate themselves to the natural world. We are honoured to walk 
beside them as their ideas begin to take root.

Conservation is not only about protecting forests and wildlife—it is also about ensuring that people can 
prosper alongside nature. This month, WNE proudly connected farmers in Uttar Pradesh with an export 
company in Kolkata, enabling the successful sale of 50 kilograms of dried Chamomile and 150 kilograms 
of dried Hibiscus petals. At the same time, our growing network has expanded market opportunities for 
sustainably sourced Amla, Haritaki, and Bahera, creating stronger livelihoods while encouraging the 
responsible use of natural resources. Every successful sale is more than a business transaction—it is a 
step towards making conservation economically meaningful for rural communities.

Innovation continues to shape our vision for the future. Our Technology Division is steadily developing a 
Digital Carbon Footprint Calculator, an application that will empower individuals and institutions to 
better understand the environmental impact of their daily choices. We believe that technology, when 
guided by purpose, can become a powerful catalyst for climate action.

We are equally committed to investing in the next generation. Construction of a new classroom at 
Tarakeshwar Girls' High School and the renovation of the girls' sanitation facilities at Ghoshpara 
Nischintapur Girls' High School, Bally, reflect our conviction that education, dignity, and opportunity are 
inseparable from sustainable development. Additional infrastructure projects are currently under 
assessment as we continue building spaces where young minds can learn, grow, and dream without 
barriers.

Perhaps most importantly, we are strengthening our roots. Across Madhya Pradesh and Tamil Nadu, we 
are building dedicated grassroots teams who understand the landscapes, cultures, and communities they 
serve. Real conservation begins with local leadership, local knowledge, and local ownership. By 
empowering people on the ground, we are laying the foundation for solutions that are resilient, inclusive, 
and lasting.

As we look ahead, we are reminded that lasting change is never created by one project, one organisation, 
or one individual. It is built through thousands of acts of commitment, compassion, and collaboration. 
Every sapling planted, every young researcher encouraged, every farmer empowered, every classroom 
built, and every partnership formed becomes part of a much larger story—a story of hope.

Thank you for believing in this shared vision. Together, we are creating a future where people and nature 
flourish side by side, and where conservation is not merely an aspiration but a way of life.

Growing Hope, Empowering Change

Shwetadri Bhandari3

FOUNDER & PRESIDENT
SARISHA WILDLIFE AND ECOLOGY SOCIETY 

(WNE-INDIA)

Every meaningful journey begins with a single belief—that when 
people are empowered, nature thrives.
This month, that belief came alive in one of the most inspiring ways 
possible. We concluded the selection process for the WNE Start Up 
Grant 2026–27, welcoming nine exceptional conservation projects from 
across India. From the snow-clad mountains of Jammu & Kashmir to 
the coastal and forest landscapes of Tamil Nadu, from the dry 
ecosystems of Gujarat to the biodiversity-rich hills of Mizoram, these 
young conservation leaders represent the incredible diversity of our 
nation—and the limitless potential of its youth.



Field research often unfolds in ways that cannot be predicted, reminding us that science in the wild demands 

both patience and resilience. During the ongoing seasonal sampling of fruit-feeding butterflies at one of the 

study sites in Odisha, India, the research team encountered an unexpected setback while monitoring the 

previously established transects and inspecting the baited traps used for data collection.

Out of the 30 traps installed across the site, 12 were found damaged and torn. Careful field observations, 

coupled with interactions with local villagers, suggested that a group of macaques was likely responsible for the 

damage. Attracted by the scent of the bait placed inside the traps to lure butterflies, the curious primates may 

have attempted to investigate or taste the contents. The conspicuous presence of the traps within the forest may 

have further piqued their interest, inadvertently leading to the destruction of several sampling units.

While such unforeseen challenges are an inherent part of working in natural landscapes, they also serve as a 

reminder that conservation science is deeply intertwined with the complex behaviours of wildlife. Rather than 

allowing the setback to hinder progress, the team promptly initiated repairs to the damaged traps and continued 

with the sampling process without interruption.

The perseverance behind these efforts reflects a larger commitment to generating robust scientific knowledge. 

This project seeks to understand how fruit-feeding butterfly communities adapt to a range of natural and 

anthropogenic stressors, thereby contributing valuable insights into biodiversity conservation in a rapidly 

changing world.

Every observation recorded and every challenge overcome adds another piece to the puzzle of ecological 

understanding. In the pursuit of meaningful science, setbacks are not roadblocks but stepping stones—

testaments to the dedication required to contribute to the scientific community and safeguard the intricate stories 

hidden within nature.

When Curiosity Meets Conservation: Overcoming Unexpected 
Challenges in Butterfly Research
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Education is not only about classrooms, books, and teachers—it is also about creating a safe, healthy, and dignified 
environment where every child can learn with confidence. One of the most overlooked yet essential components of a 
child-friendly school is access to clean and functional sanitation facilities. For the students of Ghoshpara Nischinda 
Balika Vidyapith in Bally, Howrah, this basic necessity had long been missing.
With an enrolment of over 1,000 girl students, the school has served generations of young learners. However, the 
deteriorated condition of its girls' toilet facilities had become a growing concern. Years of wear and inadequate 
maintenance had left the washrooms damaged, unhygienic, and difficult to use. What should have been a simple daily 
necessity gradually became a source of discomfort and anxiety for hundreds of students.
Poor sanitation in schools has far-reaching consequences. Beyond health risks, inadequate toilet facilities can 
significantly impact attendance, concentration, self-confidence, and the overall educational experience of adolescent 
girls. Ensuring access to safe sanitation is therefore not merely an infrastructure requirement—it is an investment in 
education, gender equality, and human dignity.
Responding to this pressing need, Wildlife & Ecology (WNE India) has initiated the renovation of the girls' toilet facilities 
at the school under the EDM Initiative. The project marks the beginning of an important transformation that will provide 
students with clean, safe, hygienic, and accessible sanitation facilities designed to support their daily needs.
The renovation work includes structural repairs, replacement of damaged fixtures, improved plumbing and drainage, 
installation of hygienic fittings, better ventilation, enhanced water supply, and overall restoration of the sanitation 
block. Every aspect of the renovation is being undertaken with the objective of creating facilities that are durable, 
functional, and conducive to maintaining proper hygiene standards.
For more than 1,000 girls, this project represents much more than the renovation of a building. It is a commitment to 
ensuring that every student can attend school without compromising her health, comfort, or dignity. Clean sanitation 
facilities contribute directly to improved attendance, better hygiene practices, increased confidence among students, 
and a more positive learning environment where girls can focus on their education without unnecessary barriers.
This initiative reflects WNE India's broader commitment to sustainable community development through meaningful 
infrastructure interventions. While the organization is widely recognized for its work in wildlife conservation and 
environmental sustainability, it equally believes that empowering communities begins with addressing fundamental 
human needs. Quality education and environmental stewardship go hand in hand, and schools that provide safe and 
inclusive facilities help nurture healthier, more responsible future citizens.
The Toilet Renovation Project also highlights the importance of partnerships in creating lasting social impact. Through 
the support of the EDM Initiative, this intervention demonstrates how collaborative efforts can address critical 
community needs and improve the lives of thousands of beneficiaries.
As the renovation progresses, anticipation grows among students, teachers, and parents alike. Upon completion, the 
renewed sanitation facilities will stand as a symbol of care, dignity, and opportunity—serving not only the present 
generation of students but many more to come.
At WNE India, we believe that meaningful change often begins with the smallest interventions. A clean toilet may appear 
to be a simple piece of infrastructure, but for a young girl, it can mean improved health, uninterrupted education, 
greater confidence, and the assurance that her dignity matters.
Because every girl deserves to learn in a school where she feels safe, respected, and empowered.

A Step Towards Dignity: Renovating School Sanitation for 
1,000+ Girls
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From Forests to Black Markets: The Story of India's Monitor Lizards

Director - Field Conservation ,Centre for Wildlife Studies (CWS) 

P M Muthanna

He  further  explained  that  after  he  brought  this  information  to  the  attention  of  Tamil  Nadu  authorities,  the  then  

District  Collector  and  Divisional  Forest  Officer  took  swift  action . Awareness  programs  were  organized  in the  

village,  and  soft  loans  were  arranged  to  help  residents  transition  to  alternative,  sustainable  livelihoods .

With  these  inputs,  my  colleagues  from  Tamil  Nadu  attempted  to  verify  the  current  situation  and  discovered  

that,  even  today,  the  illegal  trade  continues  to  thrive  in what  locals  grimly  refer  to  as  the  Shikari  Medu  Republic . 

Agents  stationed  along  the  National  Highway  lure  customers  into  the  village,  offering  them  the  option  to  

choose  monitor  lizards  of  their  preference .

The  illegal  trade  in monitor  lizards  in Shikari  Medu  or  elsewhere  is  marked  by  extreme  cruelty  and  deceptive  

practices . In many  cases,  live  lizards  are  captured,  their  limbs  broken,  and  they  are  tied  to  sticks  with  ropes . 

The  animals  are  later  cooked  as  per  the  customers’  requests . To  make  their  business  more  appealing,  these  

agents  even  promote  various  so -called  “benefits”  – such  as  drinking  monitor  lizard  blood  or  using  its  oil  for  

massages .

Disturbingly,  this  practice  has  now  become  a weekend  indulgence  for  a  section  of  the  IT  crowd  from  

Bengaluru  and  Hosur,  turning  a  serious  wildlife  crime  into  a  form  of  recreation .

Back  in 2008 , I recall  examining  confiscated  monitor  lizard  parts  at  the  request  of  a  CID  Forest  Cell  Officer . 

The  so -called  “monitor  lizard  oil”  emitted  an  unbearable  stench,  which  was  nauseating . I have  never  been  able  

to  understand  what  kind  of  satisfaction  or  fascination  the  educated  elite  of  Bengaluru  derive  from  such  cruel  

and  senseless  practices .

This  is  not  an  isolated  incident . Many  people  continue  to  believe  that  monitor  lizard  meat  has  medicinal  or  

aphrodisiac  properties,  claiming  it can  cure  skin  ailments,  relieve  rheumatic  pain,  and  enhance  vitality . An  

organized  trade  continues  to  flourish  on  the  strength  of  these  unfounded  beliefs .

My  colleague  working  in Mysuru  District,  Karnataka  shared  details  of  two  such  incidents  involving  monitor  

lizards . In August  2024 , the  Forest  Mobile  Squad  (Vigilance  Wing)  of  the  Karnataka  Forest  Department  rescued  

a  live  monitor  lizard  from  a roadside  eco -shop  in Hunsur . A  local  shopkeeper  had  kept  the  animal  for  sale,  

expecting  to  make  a  significant  profit . Later,  in December  2024 , the  Special  Tiger  Protection  Force  of  

Nagarahole  Tiger  Reserve  arrested  a  man  from  Amravati  District,  Maharashtra,  for  possessing  the  hemipenes  

of  a  monitor  lizard,  locally  known  as  ‘hattha  jodi’ . "Hatha  Jodi"  is  the  dried  reproductive  organs  (hemipenis)  of  

monitor  lizards  falsely  sold  as  good -luck  charms  and  having  aphrodisiac  properties . Enforcement  authorities  

often  dismiss  it as  a  trivial  offense  or  believe  most  items  are  fake . In reality,  fake  and  genuine  parts  are  cleverly  

mixed,  with  genuine  wildlife -derived  products  commanding  a  high  premium  price,  sustaining  a  cruel  and  

lucrative  underground  market .  

One  of  the  residents  of  Kali  Tiger  Reserve,  in Uttar  Kannada  District  of  Karnataka  works  with  CWS . Usually,  the  

residents  of  Protected  Areas  who  face  restrictions  imposed  by  law  and  face  increasing  conflict  with  wildlife  

bring  a  different  perspective  to  conservation  discussions . Having  grown  up  in the  region,  he  had  often  seen  

people  collecting  monitor  lizard  eggs . These  reptiles  typically  lay  their  eggs  in burrows,  termite  mounds,  or  

hollow  tree  stumps,  and,  being  creatures  of  habit,  they  tend  to  return  to  the  same  nesting  sites  year  after  year,  

even  after  their  eggs  are  removed . This  predictable  behaviour  makes  it easy  for  egg  collectors  to  exploit  them .

He  recalled  that  he  has  frequently  observed  people  roaming  the  forests  during  November  and  December,  

searching  for  these  eggs . 

Continued from the Previous 
Issue...
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In December  2023 , he  raised  a  serious  concern : the  traditional  practice  of  egg  collection  had  evolved  into  a  

commercial  trade . Contractors,  Small -Time  Traders,  and  some  Government  employees  working  in different  

Departments  in Joida  Taluk,  after  developing  a  taste  for  the  eggs,  began  purchasing  them  in large  quantities . 

What  was  once  opportunistic  hunting  had  now  become  a steady  source  of  income  for  small -time  hunters .

He  expressed  deep  worry  that  the  expanding  market  for  monitor  lizard  eggs  beyond  local  consumption  could  

pose  a  severe  threat  to  the  species’  survival . Collecting  these  eggs  requires  no  sophisticated  equipment ; 

experienced  collectors  can  easily  identify  active  burrows  by  spotting  freshly  disturbed  soil  and  open  them  with  

simple  sticks .

At  the  end  of  2024 , we  approached  a  Senior  Forest  Officer  in the  Canara  Circle  and  shared  these  observations . 

Acting  on  this  information,  the  Forest  Department  intensified  patrolling  around  known  nesting  sites .

By  the  summer  of  2025 , my  colleague  called  me  with  great  excitement  to  share  the  news  that  most  of  the  

burrows  remained  intact,  with  no  signs  of  human  interference . Thanks  to  the  efforts  of  and  the  Senior  Forest  

Officer,  based  on  timely  alert  hundreds  of  monitor  lizard  eggs  hatched  safely  in that  season . I can  easily  

imagine  the  immense  sense  of  accomplishment  my  colleague  must  have  felt,  because  for  a  conservationist,  

such  a  moment  feels  like  winning  the  World  Cup .

However,  the  2025  breeding  season  also  brought  new  challenges . Soon  we  realized  that  one  successful  

intervention  was  not  enough . Conservation  is  not  a  hundred -meter  sprint ; it is  a  marathon  that  demands  

persistence  and  continued  effort . This  year,  too,  we  face  the  same  mission : ensuring  the  safe  hatching  of  

monitor  lizard  eggs . To  achieve  this,  we  once  again  must  collaborate  closely  with  Forest  Department  officials  

and  convince  them  to  sustain  protection  efforts  persistently  through  the  season . Now  my  colleague  eagerly  

waiting  for  the  update  on  the  fate  of  hundreds  of  monitor  lizard  eggs . 

The  CWS  team,  working  in the  Eastern  Ghats,  discovered  that  even  religious  centers  are  being  exploited  by  

illegal  trade  syndicates . During  a  routine  visit,  they  found  ‘hattha  jodi’  (monitor  lizard  hemipenes),  being  openly  

sold  in makeshift  shops  in one  of  the  famous  temple  towns  of  Andhra  Pradesh . The  very  idea  of  aphrodisiac  

materials  being  traded  in a  sacred  temple  town  is  beyond  imagination,  yet  trade  networks  have  found  a  way  to  

use  this  holy  place  as  a  cover  for  their  murky,  illegal  business .

Until  recently,  detailed  videos  demonstrating  how  to  trap,  kill,  skin,  and  cook  monitor  lizards  were  readily  

available  on  YouTube . Many  of  these  videos  had  thousands  of  views  and  comments,  openly  promoting  illegal  

hunting  and  consumption . Thanks  to  the  efforts  of  the  Wildlife  Crime  Control  Bureau  (WCCB)  and  several  

conservation  organizations,  these  videos  were  eventually  brought  to  light  and  taken  down .

It is  deeply  concerning  that  the  monitor  lizard,  a  Schedule - I species  under  the  Wildlife  (Protection)  Act,  1972 , 

enjoys  the  same  level  of  legal  protection  as  the  tiger,  our  national  animal,  yet  is  not  taken  seriously . This  

disregard  reflects  a  larger  gap  in public  awareness  and  enforcement  concerning  the  protection  of  lesser -

known  but  equally  important  species .

Globally,  enforcement  and  research  efforts  have  exposed  the  large -scale  international  smuggling  of  pangolin  

scales,  ivory,  and  live  animals,  leading  to  increased  funding  and  stricter  enforcement  in source  countries . 

Unfortunately,  these  in-depth  studies  on  supply  chains  also  created  an  easy  alibi  to  shift  blame  towards  

consumer  countries  of  Southeast  Asian  nations  for  most  wildlife  trade -related  massacres .

In contrast,  when  it comes  to  the  monitor  lizard  in India,  there  is  no  such  alibi . I have  seen  people  with  a  cunning  

smile  justify  the  killing  of  wild  pigs,  saying  that  they  cause  a  lot  of  crop  damage ; some  have  even  gone  further  

when  they  try  to  justify  the  poisoning  of  carnivores,  indicating  the  livestock  predation . When  it comes  to  the  

monitor  lizard,  there  is  no  such  justification  available . It does  not  attack  livestock,  damage  crops,  nor  even  a  

threat  to  humans . The  uncomfortable  truth  is  that  we  must  hold  ourselves  accountable  for  allowing  this  illegal  

trade  to  flourish  right  under  our  noses,  where  our  own  people  hunt,  smuggle,  and  consume .

After  twenty -five  years  in this  field,  experience  has  made  me  realistic : no  miracle  will  suddenly  save  this  

species,  nor  will  the  idealistic  notion  that  hunters  will  one  day  become  responsible  and  harvest  only  surplus  

populations  ever  materialize .

One  of  the  difficult  tasks  for  us  is  to  expose  the  ongoing  threat  that  the  monitor  lizard  species  is  facing,  which  

requires  immediate  action . If we  succeed,  I am  sure  that  committed  Forest  Department  officials  and  dedicated  

conservationists,  with  their  perseverance  and  passion,  will  not  give  up  easily  in this  long  and  difficult  fight  to  

protect  these  innocent  species . 



Every  successful  conservation  initiative  begins  with  an  opportunity . Through  the  WNE  StartUp  Grant,  

independent  researcher  Sipu  Kumar  undertook  a  six -month  conservation  project  (January –June  2026 ) to  

generate  the  first  scientific  baseline  for  the  Endangered  Pallas's  Fish  Eagle  at  Asan  Conservation  Reserve,  

Uttarakhand .

The  project  combined  systematic  field  surveys,  habitat  assessments,  GPS  mapping  of  potential  nesting  

trees,  bird  diversity  monitoring,  and  community  engagement  to  understand  the  species'  ecology  and  

conservation  needs . While  no  active  nest  was  confirmed,  repeated  sightings  established  Asan  as  a  vital  

foraging  and  roosting  habitat,  and  seven  priority  perch  sites  were  identified  for  long -term  monitoring .

Beyond  the  focal  species,  the  study  documented  over  180  bird  species,  including  numerous  globally  

Threatened  and  Near  Threatened  birds,  highlighting  the  exceptional  ecological  value  of  this  Ramsar  

wetland . The  project  also  identified  key  threats  such  as  habitat  degradation,  tourism  pressure,  and  the  loss  

of  mature  riverside  trees  essential  for  large  raptors .

Equally  important  was  the  project's  emphasis  on  community  participation . Awareness  programmes  and  

stakeholder  engagement  with  local  communities,  students,  birdwatchers,  and  the  Forest  Department  

fostered  local  stewardship  for  long -term  habitat  protection .

This  is  exactly  what  the  WNE  StartUp  Grant  was  created  to  achieve — empowering  early -stage  

conservation  ideas  to  produce  meaningful,  science -based  impact . WNE -India  now  seeks  partners  and  

funders  to  scale  this  initiative  into  a  long -term  conservation  programme  while  supporting  many  more  

promising  researchers  through  the  WNE  StartUp  Grant . Your  support  can  help  transform  innovative  ideas  

into  lasting  conservation  success . 
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Small Grants, Lasting Impact: Protecting the 

Endangered Pallas's Fish Eagle Through Community -

Led Conservation
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Exploring India's Marine Future: A Successful Webinar on 

Marine Biodiversity and Conservation

To mark World Oceans Day (8 June 2026), WNE India successfully organized an insightful 
webinar titled "Marine Biodiversity and Conservation with Implications to Shark and Ray 
Conservation in India." The session was led by renowned marine biologist Sourav 
Chattopadhyay and brought together 40+ participants, including researchers, 
conservation practitioners, students, and marine enthusiasts from across India.
The webinar explored the incredible diversity of India's marine ecosystems, emphasizing 
the ecological importance of sharks and rays, the threats they face from overfishing, 
bycatch, habitat degradation, and illegal trade, and the urgent need for science-based 
conservation strategies. The interactive discussions reflected the participants' strong 
commitment to advancing marine conservation through research, awareness, and 
collective action.
A particularly encouraging outcome of the session was the enthusiastic response from the 
research community. Many participants expressed a keen interest in collaborating with 
WNE India on future research projects, conservation initiatives, field studies, and 
knowledge-sharing activities. These emerging connections demonstrate the growing value 
of creating platforms where researchers and conservationists can engage, exchange ideas, 
and build meaningful partnerships.
WNE India extends its heartfelt gratitude to Sourav Chattopadhyay for delivering an 
inspiring and informative session, and to every participant whose active involvement 
made the event a resounding success.
As we continue to strengthen our commitment to biodiversity conservation, WNE India 
remains dedicated to fostering scientific collaboration, capacity building, and public 
engagement. Together, we look forward to building a stronger network of researchers and 
conservation professionals working towards the protection of India's marine ecosystems 
and the remarkable species that call them home.
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Vypin Island, Kerala, is widely celebrated for its scenic backwaters and rich mangrove ecosystems that 
support an extraordinary diversity of life. Among its most fascinating yet overlooked inhabitants are otters—
key indicator species of healthy aquatic ecosystems. However, rapid coastal development, habitat 
fragmentation, and increasing human pressure are pushing this delicate balance to a breaking point.

Otters in India, particularly the Smooth-coated Otter (Lutrogale perspicillata), are currently listed as 
Vulnerable by the IUCN, with populations declining due to habitat loss, pollution, depletion of fish resources, 
and escalating human–wildlife conflict. In Kerala’s backwater systems, including Vypin Island, otters still 
persist but face mounting threats as mangrove buffers shrink and aquaculture farms expand into their 
foraging territories.

In Vypin, otters have increasingly been reported preying opportunistically on fish stocked in aquaculture 
ponds located near mangrove fringes. While this behavior is natural from an ecological standpoint, it has led 
to growing resentment among local fish farmers, intensifying conflict and threatening the coexistence of 
humans and wildlife. Without intervention, such conflicts risk triggering retaliatory actions that could 
further endanger already vulnerable otter populations.

To address this, WNE in collaboration with Nisarg Setu proposes an urgent baseline conservation project 
aimed at building a scientific foundation for long-term coexistence. The project will include species 
identification, population estimation, habitat and niche mapping, assessment of movement corridors, and 
evaluation of resource availability within mangrove ecosystems. It will also document the scale and drivers of 
human–otter conflict to develop targeted mitigation strategies.

This baseline study is critical and time-sensitive. Without immediate data-driven intervention, the fragile 
otter populations of Vypin may face irreversible decline.

We seek ₹1,00,000 in initial funding to launch this vital project. Your support will directly contribute to 
conserving a keystone species and restoring ecological harmony in Kerala’s backwaters—before it is too late.

SAFEGUARDING OTTERS OF VYPIN ISLAND: A CALL FOR 

URGENT CONSERVATION ACTION



The roots of restoration are already beginning to grow.
Since the launch of this initiative to conserve Ezhikkara's sacred groves and mangrove 
ecosystems, people from across the country have stepped forward with encouragement and 
support. Thanks to these early contributors, ₹30,000 of the ₹1,50,000 seed fund has already been 
entrusted to Sarisha Wildlife and Ecology Society.
While this is only the beginning, it represents something far greater than a financial contribution. 
It is a vote of confidence in a shared vision—one where biodiversity, cultural heritage, and 
community livelihoods are protected together. Every contribution tells us that the story of 
Ezhikkara's sacred groves is worth preserving.
Yet, ₹1,20,000 still stands between intention and action.
These remaining funds will enable Sarisha Wildlife and Ecology Society to begin ecological 
surveys before the next planting season, engage local fishing communities and traditional 
knowledge holders, procure indigenous mangrove and native tree saplings, and initiate 
restoration activities across priority sites. The project also aims to lay the foundation for a 
community-led eco-tourism model, creating sustainable livelihood opportunities while 
encouraging long-term stewardship of these remarkable ecosystems.
Ezhikkara's sacred groves are more than patches of forest. They are living landscapes that shelter 
biodiversity, protect coastlines, preserve traditional knowledge, and sustain local communities. 
Restoring them means strengthening natural resilience while ensuring that future generations 
inherit healthy ecosystems and a rich cultural legacy.
Time, however, is critical. Every season lost to habitat degradation, pollution, and increasing 
developmental pressures makes restoration more challenging. But every contribution brings us 
one step closer to thriving mangrove forests, healthier coastlines, richer biodiversity, and 
communities empowered to protect the landscapes they call home.
Imagine children learning about native trees beneath restored forest canopies, fishermen 
navigating healthier waterways, and visitors experiencing Ezhikkara through responsible 
community-led eco-tourism. This future is within reach—but only if we act together.
The first chapter of this journey has already been written by those who believed in the vision and 
chose to support it. Now, the next chapter depends on all of us.
Be the reason these roots hold.
The remaining ₹1,20,000 is more than a fundraising goal—it is the final step toward turning hope 
into action. Together, we can restore Ezhikkara's sacred groves, strengthen coastal resilience, and 
leave behind a lasting legacy for nature and the communities that depend upon it.
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To Live and To Survive
Those who lived in the 19th century near the estuaries and deltas of West Bengal & Odisha would be blessed to observe 
hundreds of female Batagur baska, laying eggs and sun-basking in December to March each year. But not for long- 
colonial governments removed limits on egg harvesting, facilitating large-scale commercial sale. Populations declined 
rapidly, and in 1995 there were no confi rmed wild sightings in India.
The meat of the Batagur Baska is considered a delicacy and believed to contain (scientifi cally unsupported) medicinal 
and aphrodisiac values by various local communities, resulting in uncontrolled illegal poaching and traffi cking. The 
distinction between subsistence use and overextraction matters. For centuries, local communities had harvested 
terrapin eggs and meat on a small scale, and populations remained stable. Additionally, its nature to lay eggs on sand 
banks makes the species particularly vulnerable to anthropogenic sand mining and hunting by wild boars and dogs. 
These turtles have frequently been reported as fi shing bycatch due to use of nets that trap its head and legs. Mangrove 
roots stabilize the sandbanks on which females lay their eggs. They control the infl ow of saltwater, regulating salinity 
levels. Increasing mangrove clearance and salinity levels in the Sundarbans pose further harm to the terrapin. The 
construction of the Farakka barrage on the Ganga hampers the fl ow of freshwater into the estuary. Though these 
chelonians move to brackish water during breeding season, they cannot tolerate more than 6 ppt salinity. Their 
degradation leads to sand erosion and vulnerability of nests.
Climate Change acts as an intensifi er of existing threats. Intrusion of saltwater as a result of cyclonic activity, ocean 
acidifi cation, shifting mudfl ats (coastal wetlands) and shorelines directly affect the nesting and breeding patterns of 
the terrapin. Like most turtles, the Batagur baska has temperature-dependent sex determination of eggs- lower 
temperatures generally result in male hatchlings and vice versa for females. As nesting beaches grow warmer, clutches 
produce a disproportionate number of females, effectively reducing mating opportunities down the generations.

The Illusion of Protection

The Sundarban Tiger Reserve launched a Conservation Breeding Program for the Northern River Terrapin in 2012. 
Presently, institutes such as the Madras Crocodile Bank Trust and The Vienna Zoo also have successful captive breeding 
programs. However, there is no offi cial number of the Batagur baska in the wild.
Government sources say that conservation programs have a funding shortage. On the condition of anonymity, an 
individual reported that in 2023, instead of receiving the total budget of ₹2.5 crores from IDWH (Integrated Development 
of Wildlife Habitats), they only received ₹40 lakhs. Current ecological surveying tools such as eDNA and boat-based 
visual surveys have technical challenges. Satellite transmitters can record individual data for only 2 years, and the ones 
that can record for longer are too heavy for the terrapin's body. It is important to consider that population size in 
captivity is no guarantee for well-being of the species, because the mechanisms behind its decline still persist. Even so, 
the conservation efforts of zoological facilities are instrumental in assisting and supporting the revival process.

An Ancient Life, Quietly Vanishing 

The Northern River Terrapin (belonging to the family Geoemydidae) evolved millions of years ago. They persisted 
through gradual environmental changes over time.
The existence of such species is proof of evolutionary processes, resilience and adaptation. The highly specialized role of 
the Batagur baska in freshwater and brackish ecosystems is irreplaceable. These turtles depend on the rivers and 
predictable seasons, and even the smallest disruptions can have lasting consequences. Beyond utilitarian defi nitions, 
this opens discussion on our assumed authority and top-down view on fellow living creatures. It calls for modifi cation 
in our existing governing models on ecology and the integration of recognizing a species' intrinsic value as the driver of 
conservation.

When Rivers Forget an Old Inhabitant

The Terrapin Tale | Trapping, Traffi  cking  and Trading

Anupama Mallick
Student at Azim Premji University, Bangalore

Of Rivers and Mangroves
The Northern River Terrapin or the Batagur baska is a 
fascinating terrapin species found almost exclusively in 
the mangroves and rivers of West Bengal and Odisha, and 
adjacent areas of Bangladesh. Being one of the largest 
river turtles in Asia, it is believed to be functionally extinct 
in the wild and is listed as 'critically endangered' by the 
IUCN.
Surviving individuals are held in captivity, largely in the 
Sundarban Tiger Reserve.
Aptly termed 'The Water Vulture', it scavenges on dead 
animals and rotting vegetation. It also plays a role in plant 
seed dispersal. Its wide dietary range (from clams to water 
hyacinth) regulates aquatic populations, clears organic 
accumulation and cycles nutrients. With its characteristic 
upturned nose and vibrant hues of red, orange and yellow 
during the breeding season, this remarkable terrapin gets 
a lot of attention- dangerously so.
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For centuries, medicinal plants have served as humanity's natural pharmacy, providing remedies for countless 
ailments and inspiring the development of modern medicines. Yet today, many of these invaluable species are 
disappearing from their natural habitats at an alarming rate. Their conservation has become a global 
priority—not only to protect biodiversity but also to secure future healthcare, traditional knowledge, and 
sustainable livelihoods.
India, recognized as one of the world's mega-diverse countries, harbours nearly 8,000 species of medicinal 
plants, many of which are used in Ayurveda, Siddha, Unani, and other traditional systems of medicine. 
However, scientific assessments reveal a worrying trend. More than 90% of medicinal plants in India are 
collected from the wild, and excessive harvesting, habitat degradation, forest fragmentation, and climate 
change have placed many species under severe threat. A comprehensive review estimates that nearly 1,000 
medicinal plant species in India may be at risk, while a consolidated national assessment has identified 84 
medicinal plant species requiring urgent conservation attention.
Several iconic medicinal plants now face conservation challenges. Species such as Himalayan yew (Taxus 
wallichiana), the source of the anticancer compound paclitaxel; Kutki (Picrorhiza kurroa), valued for liver 
disorders; Jatamansi (Nardostachys jatamansi), prized for its aromatic oil; Chirayita (Swertia chirayita); and 
Guggul (Commiphora wightii) have experienced significant declines because of unsustainable harvesting and 
growing commercial demand. These species are now the focus of conservation and cultivation programmes 
across the country.
Conservation efforts increasingly combine in situ and ex situ approaches. Protecting species within their 
natural habitats through Medicinal Plant Conservation Areas (MPCAs) helps preserve genetic diversity and 
ecological interactions, while botanical gardens, seed banks, tissue culture, and field gene banks provide 
safeguards against extinction. The National Medicinal Plants Board (NMPB) has supported the establishment 
of 66 Medicinal Plant Conservation Areas and 368 herbal gardens across India, creating important 
repositories for threatened medicinal flora.
Modern science is also strengthening conservation strategies. Researchers are employing DNA barcoding to 
authenticate medicinal species, genomics to identify superior germplasm, and micropropagation to multiply 
rare plants rapidly. Institutions such as CSIR–Central Institute of Medicinal and Aromatic Plants (CIMAP) 
are developing improved varieties of endangered medicinal species suitable for cultivation, thereby reducing 
pressure on wild populations. Recent examples include improved cultivars of Prishniparni (Uraria picta), an 
important Ayurvedic herb threatened in its natural habitat.
Conserving endangered medicinal plants is more than protecting individual species—it is about preserving 
centuries of traditional knowledge, ensuring a sustainable supply of life-saving natural products, and 
maintaining the ecological balance upon which human health ultimately depends. As emphasized by the 
WHO and the IUCN, effective conservation requires the integration of scientific research, sustainable 
cultivation, habitat protection, and community participation to safeguard nature's pharmacy for future 
generations.

Conservation of Endangered Medicinal Plants: Protecting 
Nature's Pharmacy
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WNE India is delighted to announce the nine shortlisted projects for the WNE India Start-Up Grant 2026–27, a 
flagship initiative dedicated to fostering innovative, research-driven, and community-based solutions for 
biodiversity conservation and sustainable development across India.
This year, the programme received applications from passionate researchers, students, conservationists, and social 
innovators representing diverse regions and ecosystems of the country. Following a comprehensive evaluation 
based on innovation, scientific merit, feasibility, conservation impact, scalability, and community engagement, the 
following nine projects have been shortlisted.
Shortlisted Projects
• Comparative Assessment of Microplastic Pollution in Anthropogenic and Non-Anthropogenic Coastal Waters, 

Parangipettai
       Applicant: Dhanush Gorre (Tamil Nadu)
• Satellite-Edge Integrated Forest Fire Early Detection and Risk Mapping System for Uttarakhand Pine Forests

       Applicant: Sai Kishen P. V. (Uttarakhand)
• Establishment of a Fruit Waste Management and Bioenzyme Production System at APMC Market, Navi Mumbai

       Applicant: Kshitij Suhas Gangurde (Maharashtra)
• Assessment of Pollination Efficiency of Apis mellifera and Their Conservation in Apple-Based Agro-Ecosystems 

of Kashmir
       Applicant: Nadiya Jan (Jammu & Kashmir)
• Community-Led Movement on Landscape Conservation of Sarus Crane (Antigone antigone) at Thol Bird 

Sanctuary
       Applicant: Rushi Pathak (Gujarat)
• Fungal Richness as a Bioindicator of Forest Degradation in West Karbi Anglong

       Applicant: Hunmily Hansepi (Assam)
• Alif, The Beginning – Environmental Education for Children in Mujpathri Seasonal Schools

       Applicant: Abiza Maqbool (Jammu & Kashmir)
• Home-Scale Butterfly Attraction Using Native Nectar Plants in Urban West Bengal

       Applicant: Manisha Bera (West Bengal)
• Reducing Human–Wildlife Conflict through Community Awareness and Local Documentation in Rural Uttar 

Pradesh
       Applicant: Rahat Sahu (Uttar Pradesh)
These shortlisted projects collectively address a broad spectrum of environmental challenges, including marine 
pollution, forest fire management, circular economy, pollinator conservation, wetland conservation, forest ecology, 
environmental education, urban biodiversity, and human–wildlife coexistence. Together, they reflect the creativity, 
scientific excellence, and dedication of emerging conservation leaders working to develop practical solutions for 
nature and society.
WNE India extends its heartfelt congratulations to all the shortlisted applicants and sincerely thanks every 
participant for contributing their innovative ideas. We look forward to engaging with these inspiring projects as 
they continue to advance conservation, sustainability, and community-led environmental action across the 
country.
Stay tuned! In the coming editions of Nature Beats and across WNE India's social media platforms, we will introduce 
each shortlisted project and the passionate individuals driving these impactful initiatives.

Nine Innovative Projects Shortlisted for the 
WNE India Start -Up Grant 2026 –27



15

The recent seizure of a melanistic (black) tiger skin in Odisha has once again brought wildlife crime into 
the spotlight, highlighting the persistent threats faced by one of India's most unique tiger populations. 
While the successful operation reflects the dedication and vigilance of forest officials, it also serves as a 
stark reminder that illegal wildlife trafficking continues to threaten biodiversity, particularly in the 
buffer and fringe areas surrounding protected forests.
On 21 May 2026, a targeted operation near the Basipitha–Bhupat fringe of Similipal Tiger Reserve 
resulted in the arrest of Gangadhar Murmu (62), Ramdas Hembram (40), and Bhima Baskey (40), all 
residents of Mayurbhanj district, Odisha. Acting on credible intelligence inputs, forest officials 
intercepted the suspects during what is believed to have been a wildlife trade transaction. During the 
operation, authorities seized a melanistic tiger skin, three motorcycles, and two mobile phones. 
Investigations are currently underway to determine the extent of the trafficking network, identify other 
individuals involved, and establish possible links with organized wildlife crime operating in the region.
Although forensic confirmation is still awaited, preliminary assessments suggest that the recovered skin 
may belong to a sub-adult black tiger believed to have been poached earlier this year. If confirmed, this 
would represent another significant loss for the globally renowned black tiger population of Similipal. 
These rare tigers, distinguished by their unique melanistic coat pattern resulting from a genetic 
mutation, have become a symbol of Similipal's rich biodiversity and are of immense conservation 
importance.
Looking Beyond Enforcement
While strict law enforcement remains the first line of defence against wildlife crime, lasting 
conservation success depends equally on strengthening community participation. Many villages located 
along forest fringes continue to face limited livelihood opportunities, making them vulnerable to illegal 
wildlife trade networks that exploit economic hardship and social challenges.
Conservation efforts must therefore extend beyond protected area boundaries by strengthening 
grassroots intelligence, promoting sustainable livelihood opportunities, and building lasting trust 
between local communities and the Forest Department. When local people become active partners in 
conservation rather than passive observers, they become the strongest defenders of forests and wildlife.
Initiatives such as Bana Bandhu, led by Wildlife & Ecology (WNE India), demonstrate how conservation 
and community development can work hand in hand. By promoting conservation-linked livelihoods, 
environmental awareness, capacity building, and community stewardship of natural resources, such 
programmes help reduce dependence on unsustainable forest exploitation while encouraging local 
ownership of conservation efforts. Strong community networks also improve information sharing, 
enabling authorities to respond more effectively to wildlife crime and emerging conservation 
challenges.
The loss of even a single black tiger is far more than the loss of an individual animal—it represents the 
loss of a rare genetic legacy and a reminder of the continuing pressures on India's wildlife. Protecting 
species such as the black tiger requires more than effective enforcement; it demands collaboration 
among government agencies, conservation organisations, researchers, and local communities. By 
combining scientific management, strong law enforcement, and community-led conservation, we can 
work towards securing a safer future for Similipal's extraordinary wildlife and preserving this 
irreplaceable natural heritage for generations to come.

Black Tiger Lost: A Wake -Up Call from Similipal  National 
Park
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Leopard-related cases: 33.3%
Rhino horn-related cases: 25%
Ivory-related cases: 25%
Clouded leopard-related cases: 8.3%
Tokay gecko-related cases: 8.3%

These records include seizures involving leopard skins, clouded leopard skins, rhino horns, elephant ivory, 
Tokay geckos, and other wildlife contraband documented between 2006 and 2026. The diversity of species 
involved demonstrates the corridor's importance not only for regional wildlife movement but also for illegal 
trafficking networks operating across international borders.
The May 2026 ivory seizure near the Indo–Bhutan border once again reinforced the continuing challenge of 
wildlife trafficking in this landscape. While successful seizures represent important achievements for 
enforcement agencies, they reveal only a fraction of the illegal trade. Every intercepted consignment 
represents a crime detected; however, the larger concern lies in the unknown number of trafficking attempts 
that remain undetected. This highlights the need for stronger intelligence networks, improved monitoring, 
enhanced cross-border cooperation, and sustained conservation interventions.
Strengthening Conservation Beyond Enforcement

Addressing wildlife crime requires far more than enforcement alone. Long-term success depends on 
understanding trafficking patterns, identifying vulnerable areas, engaging local communities, and creating 
sustainable livelihood opportunities that reduce dependence on illegal activities.
Through the Stop Illegal Trade (SIT) Initiative, WNE India continues to document wildlife crime trends, 
support research and policy discussions, raise public awareness about illegal wildlife trade, and contribute to 
conservation planning through scientific data. The initiative also emphasizes the importance of community 
participation, recognizing that informed and empowered local communities play a crucial role in preventing 
wildlife crime.
Complementing these efforts, WNE India promotes community-based conservation and alternative livelihood 
programmes that encourage local stewardship of biodiversity. As part of its field-based conservation work in 
South Odisha, supported by the Centre for Wildlife Studies (CWS) Wild Incubator Program, WNE India has 
helped establish community-led anti-poaching groups while supporting livelihood initiatives that strengthen 
local participation in wildlife protection. Such programmes foster trust between communities and 
conservation agencies, creating a collaborative approach to safeguarding biodiversity.
The Alipurduar–Jaigaon–Phuentsholing corridor remains a landscape of immense ecological importance. 
Protecting it requires continued scientific monitoring, strong law enforcement, cross-border collaboration, 
and meaningful community engagement. By combining research, conservation action, and local 
participation, initiatives such as WNE India's SIT programme are helping build a stronger foundation for 
combating wildlife trafficking and securing the future of the region's remarkable biodiversity.
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Alipurduar –Jaigaon –Phuentsholing Corridor: A Persistent 
Wildlife Trafficking Hotspot

Recognizing the importance of this landscape, 
Wildlife & Ecology (WNE India), through its Stop 
Illegal Trade (SIT) Initiative, has been 
systematically compiling and analysing documented 
wildlife crime records from this corridor since last 
year. The initiative has developed a comprehensive 
database covering documented incidents from 2006 
onwards, enabling researchers to identify long-term 
trafficking trends, understand species targeted by 
illegal trade, and support evidence-based 
conservation planning.

Analysis of the documented records reveals that 
wildlife trafficking in this corridor involves multiple 
high-value species and wildlife products. Among the 
recorded cases:

The Alipurduar–Jaigaon–Phuentsholing corridor, situated along the India–Bhutan border, has repeatedly 
emerged as one of eastern India's most significant wildlife trafficking routes. Its strategic location, extensive 
forest connectivity, and cross-border movement have made it a recurring hotspot in wildlife crime 
investigations over the past two decades. While the region is internationally recognized for its rich 
biodiversity, it has also become vulnerable to organized illegal wildlife trade networks targeting endangered 
species and their derivatives.
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