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EDITORIAL

The Western Ghats in focus

The Western Ghats are, without doubt, one of the richest eco-regional systems in the entire subcontinent. Straddling six states from Gujarat in the North to Kerala and Tamil Nadu in the south, the 1600 odd kms long mountain range is home to a wide diversity of life just as it supports innumerable human communities and cultures. The beauty of the landscapes here is unmatched, endemism in the forests is high and many rivers that nourish large parts of peninsular India originate here. Not surprisingly a large number of protected areas dot the entire length of the ghats. 


It is only to expected then that the Western Ghats have appeared regularly in the pages of the Protected Area Update over the years; something of interest and importance is always happening here. Nothing however matches the presence they have in this particular issue – it is almost like it’s become a Western Ghats special. 


There has been a lot of very localized activity along the length of the mountain range that you will see reports of: children in schools in the vicinity of the Bhimashankar Wildlife Sanctuary in Maharashtra demanding that plastic be banned from within sanctuary limits, the creation of 12 new Important Bird Areas in Kerala or the ongoing controversy over the ban on night traffic on national highways inside the Bandipur National Park. 


A lot is also happening that has an appeal and relevance cutting across state and political boundaries. A large conservation research and action initiative has been going on under the aegis of the Critical Ecosystem Partnership Fund (CEPF), the well known Save Western Ghats movement is on the way to being revived, a new Nilgiri Natural History Society has been formed and the Ministry of Environment and Forests has also set up an ‘Expert panel on the Western Ghats’ to ‘assist in the preservation, conservation and rejuvenation of this environmentally sensitive and ecologically significant region.’

In another commendable development the Minister of Environment and Forests, Mr Jairam Ramesh, recently organized a special meeting of 43 Members of Parliament from the 51 districts which have the Western Ghats running through them. It is one of those rare political initiatives where politics is not bound by political boundaries. 


It has been argued often that if political constituencies had been carved out on ecological or eco-regional criteria, politics would have been different. Ecological systems, be they mountain ranges, river systems or the coast often get looked at in a piecemeal manner. The integrity of what is a single unit is completely overtaken by other considerations and the consequences have only been adverse. The Minister’s initiative could well be the starting point of some kind of a more holistic approach and other eco-regional systems too might try and pick up from what is being attempted here.


The Western Ghats have also been lucky in that there have always been vibrant local communities, NGOs, researchers and officials who have continued to engage with the complexities and work with the challenges of this unique mountain range. To say, however, that things will now be different in the Western Ghats would be putting the cart much ahead of the horse. We have to wait and watch to see how the present initiatives unfold. There is no denying that they look very promising and one hopes that some of the promise will indeed be realized in the future.

TAMIL NADU

Nilgiri Natural History Society launched

The Nilgiri Natural History Society (NNHS) was officially launched on the 18th of February 2010 by the Minister for Environment and Forests, Mr Jairam Ramesh at Keystone Foundation in Kotagiri. He also announced a grant that would be given towards the start up of the society. Those present during the launch of the society include the District Collector of the Nilgiris, Mr Anandrao Patil; Conservator of forests – Coimbatore, Mr R. Kannan and Field Director – Mudumalai Tiger Reserve, Mr Rajiv Srivastava. The launch of the society was part of the Save Western Ghats meeting which was held in Kotagiri. 

The Society aims to: 

- promote ecological awareness among people through campaigns and programs

- design and implement projects aimed at promoting ecologically sound and socially responsible value systems

- undertake research activities towards furthering the knowledge base on the natural history of the region

- network and exchange information with other organisations, groups and individuals

- disseminate information among the public on ecological issues, natural history etc.

- promote and support research by other individuals, institutions, groups on areas of interest to the Society


The NNHS is the initiative of the Keystone Foundation and a group of individuals who have been working in the region of the Nilgiri Biosphere Reserve for more than 15 years. The society is in the process of being registered and will soon be formally open for membership. It will function from the Bee Museum in Ooty. More information on the society, its goals and objectives can be found at www.nnhs.in
NATIONAL NEWS FROM INDIA

Expert Panel on Western Ghats constituted

The Ministry of Environment and Forests (MoEF) recently announced the constitution of a ‘Western Ghats Ecology Expert Panel’ to recommend measures and to assist the government in the preservation, conservation and rejuvenation of this environmentally sensitive and ecologically significant region.


The 14 member panel will be chaired by Prof. Madhav Gadgil. Dr G V Subrahmanyam, Adviser in the MoEF will be Member-Secretary of this panel.  The other members of the panel are Mr BJ Krishnan, Senior Advocate; Dr Nandkumar Kamat, Goa University; Dr KN Ganeshaiah, ATREE; Dr VS Vijayan, Kerala Biodiversity Board; Prof Renee Borges, IISc; Prof R Sukumar, IISc; Dr Ligia Noronha, TERI; Ms Vidya Nayak, Nagrik Seva Trust; Dr. DK Subramaniam; Dr PL Gautam, National Biodiversity Authority; Prof SP Gautam, CPCB; and Dr. RR Navalgund, Space Applications Centre.


The first task of the panel will be to assess the current status of the ecology of the Western Ghats region and to demarcate areas within the region which should be earmarked for notification as ecologically sensitive zones under the Environment (Protection) Act, 1986. The panel will furnish its report to the MoEF within six months. A comprehensive consultation process involving people and Governments of all the concerned states will take place after that.


The Minster of Environment and Forests, Mr Jairam Ramesh also met 43 Members of Parliament representing the 51 districts in six states that are part of the Western Ghats: Kerala, Tamil Nadu, Karnataka, Goa, Maharashtra and Gujarat. It was decided that this Parliamentary group of Western Ghats MPs shall meet regularly to take stock of issues concerning the ecology and the suitable development of the region.

Source: Expert Panel on Western Ghats constituted, PIB Press Release http://www.pib. nic.in/release/release.asp?relid=58899 04/03/10

Save Western Ghats Meet 2010

The Save Western Ghats Meet 2010 was held from February 18 to 20 at the campus of the Keystone Foundation in Kotagiri. The purpose of the meet was to highlight the issues and challenges being faced by Western Ghats over the decades in the light of its importance as an ecologically sensitive and biodiversity hotspot area. The meeting was also attended by the Union Minister for Environment and Forests, Mr. Jairam Ramesh.


 A large number of issues were discussed during the meeting. These included among others the efforts needed to protect the Nilgiri Biosphere Reserve, large dams and thermal power plants, issues of indigenous people, human-wildlife conflict, GM and organic farming and mining.


It was further decided that there will be a number of regional meetings in 2011 followed by a bigger meeting in Pune in 2010 to commemorate the 25th anniversary of the first save Western Ghats meet.

Contact: Samita Vasudevan, Email: samita@keystone-foundation.org
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