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Learning Corner

Learn about how India came to 

be, the beautiful Northeast 

India, invasive plants in your 

backyard, the magical world of 

rice fields, how to be a citizen 

scientist, and how to be a 

better citizen of our planet this 

year!

Tales of Grassroots 

Conservation

Saving storks in Assam, 

working with children and 

leopards in Maharashtra, 

saving Mumbai’s green 

lungs, and bringing a dying 

river back to life in India’s 

driest state

Fun and Games

Take our nature quiz, try 

a word search, print out 

our colouring page, and 

don’t forget to try the 

activities hidden in each 

article in this issue!

Watch this space to find which section you are in!
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A big cat battle, walking 

with the guardians of the 

forest, identifying birds 

in your city, and an 

account of a forest 

adventure by two 

teenagers!

Experiences in the Wild

Editor’s Note

As we enter a new year after facing unprecedented hardship and 

changes in 2020, we must take a moment to rethink our 

relationship with the natural world. The ongoing global pandemic 

is one of many consequences of ignoring the messages that our 

planet is sending us. Whether it be through stronger conservation 

efforts, spreading awareness about climate change and pollution, 

or cleaning up our cities and towns, each of us needs to step up 

our game to prevent future pandemics and create a better quality 

of life for all living things on this planet – including us! But what 

does India really need from us in this coming year and those to 

follow?

Each of you can make a difference in 

your own homes, towns, and cities! 

Encourage people to recycle waste and 

practice a mindful lifestyle. Do you really 

need that plastic bag when you go 

shopping for groceries? Plant native 

trees and house plants to brighten up 

your homes. And most of all, learn about 

our beautiful natural wealth and speak 

up against its destruction.

So why don’t you flip through this issue 

and learn about how the many ways 

people like you can save our wildlife and 

natural places this year? There are lots 

of ways in which you can be a part of 

the change too!
- Priya Ranganathan, Editor
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Many millions of years ago, during 

the time of the dinosaurs, the 

supercontinent of Gondwana was 

stirring. It was a restless land made 

up of plates that rubbed against 

each other and shaped by forces 

much larger than anything you or I 

have ever known. Volcanoes 

erupted, pieces of land broke apart 

and created seas, and dinosaurs 

ruled the earth in those days. 

The name Gondwana comes from 

our India, when a geologist named 

Eduard Suess, who found ancient 

rocks from this supercontinent in 

the forests of the Gond tribe in 

India. Thus came the name “Gond-

wana,” or the forest of the Gonds. 

This large supercontinent included 

most of the continents and 

countries as we know them today, 

including India. 

Nearly 180 million years ago, in the 

Jurassic period, Gondwana began its 

first great divide. The western half of the 

supercontinent, made up of Africa and 

South America, split from the eastern 

half, which had Madagascar, India, 

Australia, and Antarctica. For a while, all 

was calm. But 140 million years ago, a 

hot plume of magma from the depths of 

the earth caused the delicate landmass 

to fracture, splitting once again. India 

and Madagascar split from Australia 

and Antarctica, creating the majestic 

Indian Ocean! 

While all this splitting was happening, 

however, let’s take a look at what early 

India was composed of, even before it 

came to be known as India. The first 

clues to India’s ancient past lie in the 

Aravalli Hills of Rajasthan, Madhya 

Pradesh, and up to Delhi. Here lie rocks 

so old that we can barely think back to 

the time they were deposited, a time 

nearly 2.5 billion years ago, long before 

the dinosaurs ever existed. The Aravalli 

Hills rose out of the earth during this 

ancient time. These are some of the 

first rocks that created the land of India, 

and since then, many more have been 

layered on top of them, stone by stone 

building the land we know today.

During the late Proterozoic period, right 

after the Aravalli rocks were laid down, 

the rocks of the Vindhya Hills and the 

Cudappah formation of modern Andhra 

Pradesh were deposited, where the 

Eastern Ghats stand today. Some say 

the Vindhyas were formed from the 

waste remnants of the Aravallis, nearly 

500 million years ago! 

We return to the time of the dinosaurs, 

when India and Madagascar were 

bobbing alone, newly separated from 

Gondwana and drifting northwards. It 

was the time of the great dinosaurs, 

where giants like the Rajasaurus and 

Tyrannosaurus Rex stomped about and 

gentle giants like the Apatosaurus 

grazed on the treetops. It was a time of 

flowering plants and a hot, humid 

climate with giant dragonflies and 

ancient swamps. And then finally, chaos 

broke loose. 

The floating landmass of India and 

Madagascar drifted right over the
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creating a rift between India and Madagascar. India, now completely isolated 

from other pieces of land, continued its northward journey, travelling far 

faster than any of the other landmasses on the planet due to its very thin 

crust. 

It was around this time that the Western Ghats or Sahyadri mountain range 

lining the western edge of the Indian peninsula were formed, this early range 

appearing as a cliff of nearly 1,000 metres in height. Most of the rock here is 

basalt, a volcanic rock known to be deposited by the Deccan volcano 

eruption. 

The Indian plate continued to journey north until it encountered the larger 

Eurasian plate nearly 40 million years ago. With a mighty push, the Indian 

plate slid beneath the Eurasian plate, sending a powerful jolt through the 

land. As the plates fused over time, they gave birth to the tallest mountain 

range in the world – the Himalayas. Even today, the Himalayas continue to 

grow as the Indian plate slowly slides northward at a rate of 5 cm/year, 

burying itself further under the Eurasian plate, which moves at only 2 cm/yr. 

This phenomenon is the reason why the Himalayas are still growing at a rate 

of more than 1 cm/year and have not yet given up their title as the tallest 

mountains on earth! 

Where the Indian Plate now stands was once a deep ocean. This ocean is 

now the fertile Gangetic Plain, formed by the mighty Ganga and Yamuna 

Rivers and their many tributaries as they pour down from the Himalayas. 

These rivers originate in glaciers – frozen rivers of ice - deep in the snowy 

peaks. Their waters shape the rocks and the land where they flow, all the 

way to the Sundarbans delta in the Bay of Bengal. The rice belt of India and 

some of the country’s most fertile land comes from this region. 

Let’s talk quickly about the Gangotri glacier, shall we? 

Deccan volcanoes, which were a series of hotspots, or underwater 

volcanoes that heated the land above them. When India floated over this 

hotspot, the Deccan volcanoes erupted, creating such a massive 

disturbance around the planet that it sparked the extinction of the dinosaurs. 

Dense plumes of volcanic ash and smoke clogged the air, killing off many 

living creatures and changing the climate. Hot lava flowed over India, 

depositing layers of igneous (volcanic) rocks on the landmass and

Map from 

DeccanPlateau.net
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This river of ice originates in the Garhwal Himalayas, born from the 

extreme cold and giving rise to the Ganga. Glaciers are known to expand 

– or move forward – and retreat over the years.

The Gangotri glacier has been retreating slowly due to climate change, 

the warming temperatures heating up and melting this massive block of 

ice, despite its placement in the high Himalayas. If this glacier should melt 

much further, the mighty Ganga will turn into a tiny stream, and one day, it 

will vanish into the earth. 

Our country is made from ancient rocks and rocked by powerful forces 

that we can barely begin to imagine. It existed far before it received its 

name, and the land that we walk upon holds imprints of dinosaurs and 

strange creatures that lived and died here. Oceans have been sealed by 

floating landmasses and volcanoes have erupted, changing the climate 

and shaping this land into the India we know and love today. 

There are endless stories buried in the earth beneath our feet, stories that 

remain to be explored, one layer at a time!

2

North East India is a dreamland with undulating hills, scenic landscapes,

lavish green fields and serene lakes, beautiful snow- clad mountains, and

exotic flora and fauna. This paradise is in the easternmost region of India

and is known as the Land of Seven Sisters- Assam, Arunachal Pradesh,

Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland, and their brother state Sikkim.

It is connected to mainland India and with the countries

of Nepal and Bangladesh overland by the Siliguri Corridor, also known as

the Chicken's Neck, a narrow stretch of land located in the Indian state

of West Bengal.

Shagufta Ahmed

Namarupa Mahayatra

Wikipedia Commons
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North East India is blessed with abundant natural beauty and is an 

unexplored site of paradise. It is well known for its distinct culture and 

traditional lifestyle. This region offers a mixed culture and about 400 ethnic 

groups. Each tribe has its own language, culture, traditions, heritage, way of 

life and dressing, tribal folk dance and food and crafts. The eight states of 

the region have their own unique dresses which reflect their tribal culture, 

with wonderful patterns and vibrant colours.

The lifestyle of the North Eastern people varies dramatically; people in 

these states are divided into tribes and sub-tribes. The tribes of the hills live 

a simple lifestyle as they inhabit in high mountains and live on hunting and 

fishing. Weaving, farming and agriculture are the major occupations of the 

people of this region. Tea farming in Assam is one of the major sources of

income, along with traditional handicrafts.

Many of the tribes in Northeast India worship nature, particularly the sun and

the moon, which leads to a greater respect for their natural surroundings. The

Khasi tribes in Meghalaya are the perfect example. A Khasi village named

Mawlynnong is famous as the “cleanest village in Asia.” Here, all villagers are

required to participate in cleaning and beautifying the village. Smoking and

the use of plastic is banned, and the village has taken up clean practices such

as rainwater harvesting and using waste bins made of bamboo to compost

and make manure to add to the soil in agricultural fields.

One of the most unique and natural things you will find in Northeast India is

the “living root bridge,” found only in Meghalaya and Nagaland. These are

built from aerial roots of rubber trees by the local tribes. These bridges are

centuries old and always growing.

Do you believe in tall tales? Well, legend has it that the biggest cave in the

state of Mizoram, the Pukzing cave, a major tourist attraction here, was

carved by a man called Mualzavata using nothing more than a hairpin.

Another cave, the Kungawrhi Puk Cave, is popularly known as the longest

cave in Mizoram! Tourists from all over India visit to explore its echoing

depths.

The central state Assam is home to Majuli Island, the world’s biggest River

Island and the Umananda Island , world’s smallest inhabited island, nestled

right in the middle of the mighty river Brahmaputra. The Brahmaputra plays a

major role in the ecology and history of Assam; it also floods each year and

creates many small wetlands, known as beels, along its course. These beels

Map by Priya R.
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attract many birds, fish, and animals, including the Siberian crane, which

stops at Deepor Beel in Assam on its migration south from Russia.

People living around the Brahmaputra rely on it for their livelihoods.

Fishing, collecting aquatic medicinal plants, making reed baskets and

furniture, and paddy farming are practiced by people living near this river.

This river also feeds the marshy grasslands of Manas and Kaziranga

National Parks, home to a variety of wild animals including the one-horned

rhinoceros.

Northeast India has also provided a haven for many endangered and

exotic species of plants and animals in India, which cannot be found

elsewhere in the country. These rare species include the red panda, one-

horned rhino, Hoolock gibbons, sangai, clouded leopard, Phayre's leaf

monkey and the golden langur. The clouded leopard is the smallest big

cat found in India and only lives in the trees of Northeast India’s dense

forests. The sangai, known as the Manipuri dancing deer, is only found

Wikipedia Commons

Wikipedia Commons

Wikipedia Commons
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living on the marshy ecosystem of Loktak Lake in Manipur. If this lake is

polluted and destroyed, this deer will likely go extinct, as it is not found

anywhere else in the world. The red panda is the only panda species

found in India and feeds on bamboo, insects, and small animals. Its cute,

furry face has made it one of the best-known wild animals in India today!

Also, the plants in this region are remarkably diverse, with beautiful

orchids and rhododendrons brightening the landscape. Out of about 900

species of orchids in India, around 660 are found in the eastern most part

of Arunachal Pradesh. This state is also home to most of India’s

rhododendron taxa, with 112 taxa (74 species, 21 sub-species, 24

varieties) of this plant. Out of the 132 taxa found in India, 129 can be

found in Northeast India! They are widely used in traditional medicine, for

fragrance and polish, and the petals of a few species of rhododendron are

used in making jams and jellies.

Northeast India is a relatively-untouched paradise, a jewel in India’s crown

that must be preserved. It’s rich culture and great biodiversity make it one of

the most important regions of the world. Yet most of us know so little about the

many tribes, their lives, and the wildlife and nature that they live alongside.

Words to Know!
• Ahom = the rulers of Assam for 6 centuries

• Rainwater harvesting = collecting rain in tanks and using that 

water for daily activities such as bathing, cleaning, and cooking

• Compost = the breakdown of organic waste (i.e. food leftovers) to 

make fertilizer that can be used to grow crops or plants

• Aerial roots = tree roots that poke up out of the ground instead of 

burrowing deep underground

• Migration = when animals or birds travel to different areas 

depending on the weather, i.e. some Arctic birds fly south in the 

cold winter

Nobin R.M.

Wikipedia Commons



Life in a Rice Field
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Rice grains are the seeds of a certain type of grass, grown in gardens called 

‘paddy-fields’ or ‘rice-fields’. These fields have very clayey, mushy soil. Rice 

seedlings are usually grown on seed mats, which people manually pick and 

plant one-by-one in a straight line with perfect spacing. This entire process must 

be done while standing in knee-deep water with the occasional snake slithering 

between the workers’ legs. It takes about three months for a rice plant to grow 

and make seeds, after which the rice is cut, sent to a mill for the removal of its 

husk, packed, and then sent to grocery stores. In the three months that rice 

plants remain in the field, they feed insects, which in turn feed frogs and fish, 

which in turn feed snakes and birds, which in turn feed larger birds, snakes, and 

numerous other animals. Additionally, rice is eaten by rats and small birds like 

sparrows and munias, creating a whole food-web. This crop is grown in nearly 

every state in India! Just travel to the outskirts of your city and take a look at the 

golden fields all around!

I am an Indian herpetologist – I study the many frogs and snakes found in India. 

During my travels, I have found many amphibians and reptiles in rice fields. 

India’s biggest frog, the Indian bullfrog, occurs very commonly in these fields. 

During the monsoon, these bullfrogs turn bright yellow in color and people 

collect them for their legs, which are considered a tasty dish in many parts of 

the world. When you visit a rice field in the peak monsoon in any part of India 

you can hear at least three species of frogs, such as the Indian skittering frog, 

rice-field frog, and ornate narrow-mouthed frog, calling from their hiding spots in 

the tall grass. The longest species of snake in the country, the king cobra, can 

also be found in rice fields. This is one of the four venomous snakes of India. If 

you want to see these hidden residents of rice fields at night, be sure to take a 

torch, wear thick boots (because snakes become more active after dark and 

you don’t want to get bitten), and listen to the frogs with your eyes closed! Rice 

fields hold many secrets, after all!

Keerthikrutha Seetharaman

One day, I decided to search for the endangered ‘rain-pool’ frog in a rice field. 

The rice plants nearly came up to my hip (I am 5ft 4in tall!). I squatted amidst 

them in silence, listening and trying to locate the elusive frog, filtering its call 

from the numerous other frogs that were calling. Its call sounded like a ping 

pong ball at its final stages of stopping after being dropped from a height. 

What a unique sound! After an hour of persistent searching, I located the little 

creature nestled between the clumps of rice plants!

Now, pause and think about where the rice in your home comes from. Did 

you know that rice fields form a unique type of ecosystem and shelter many 

species of animals? 

Illustration by Asmita 

Sapre Ranganathan



Aliens in Our Midst

Learning Corner 10

When we think about plants, we 

imagine green, harmless and 

peaceful living organisms mostly 

bearing beautiful flowers. But do 

you know that plants can be bullies 

too? You see, when a species

arrives in a new area with or without 

human help, it may or may not 

survive. If it can survive without any 

human help and establishes 

populations and quickly spread to 

great distances, these species are 

called invasive alien species (IAS). 

IAS are those species that are non-

native and have spread beyond 

their natural area. These invasive 

alien species can bully native 

species and out-compete them for 

resources like food, light, or space, 

thus threatening native biodiversity. 

They cause biodiversity loss, alter 

native vegetation, affect crop 

production, and can have negative 

impacts on human health, thus causing 

world-wide economic loss of hundreds 

of billions of dollars every year. 

But keep in mind that not all introduced

or alien species become invasive. 

Introduced species that cannot survive 

without the help of humans are referred 

to as casuals. Did you know that potato, 

even though it is a popular vegetable in 

India, is from South America? They 

cannot survive and establish 

populations without human help. Hence, 

they are alien but not invasive. 

Introduced species that can reproduce 

and sustain their populations without 

human assistance, but do not 

necessarily invade new areas, are 

called naturalized species. Tamarind, 

coconut, and Bougainvillea are great 

examples of commonly observed 

naturalized species in India. 

Vegetables, ornamental plants with 

attractive flowers that are imported from 

other countries can be useful and add 

value. However, some imported/alien 

species can become invasive. 

When invasive alien plants invade their 

new territories, the native species often 

are not suited to compete or defend 

themselves from these newly arrived 

invaders. These invader species do not 

have their old natural enemies present, 

which prevented them from growing 

uncontrollably in their native land. Some 

of them might also possess new 

chemical compounds, which when 

released in the soil do not allow other 

plants to grow. Most invasive plants 

grow very rapidly and produce lots of 

seeds. They grow easily and some of 

them have beautiful flowers as well, 

which makes them desirable to 

humans. In India, many alien plant 

species that are currently invading new 

areas were intentionally introduced by 

humans. This was done mostly to 

beautify the landscape.  Lantana 

camara, featured in the IUCN list of 100 

of the world’s worst invasive alien 

species, was introduced in India for its 

beautiful flowers.

4
Text and Images by Kesang Choden Bhutia

Lantana camara (Invasive)
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You may have seen Lantana in your localities growing along roadsides, 

vacant lands, or even in your gardens. Lantana camara, commonly known 

as wild sage is native to tropical America. The flowers are aromatic, 

colourful and each flower head can have up to 40 flowers (see previous 

page). Even though it attracts lots of butterflies, bees, and other insects, 

Lantana releases chemicals into the surrounding soil which prevents 

growth of other plant species. It grows vigorously and surpasses other 

species, threatens agriculture and pastures, is toxic to livestock, and 

increases the risk of forest fires. It produces a copious number of seeds 

and can reproduce and disperse vegetatively as well. Studies have 

shown that Lantana has already invaded forests of Southern Western 

Ghats, Central India and Shivalik hills.

Lantana is just one of many invasive plants in India. Parthenium 

hysterophorus (Carrot Grass) is another invasive species that was 

‘accidentally’ introduced in India. Alternanthera philoxeroides (Alligator 

Weed), Bidens pilosa (Cobblers Pegs), Chromolaena odorata (Siam 

Weed), Euphorbia hyssopifolia (Hyssop Spurge), Asclepias curassavica 

(Tropical milkweed), Ipomoea hederifolia (Scarlet Morning Glory), 

Sphagneticola trilobata (creeping-oxeye), and Ipomoea obscura (small 

white morning glory) are a few other IAS found in our country. Additionally, 

you can also find invasive animals such as the silver carp (fish), warbling 

white-eye (bird), African giant snail, and mealybug. 

Unfortunately, climate change is set to help IAS wreak more damage in 

India in future years. The different effects of climate change could include 

the establishment of new invasive species, or changes to the distribution of 

current ones. Many studies have shown that a global increase in 

temperature can favour the growth and abundance of IAS. Invasive 

species that were introduced by humans but were unable to spread in the 

past may now find it easier to succeed due to climate change.  

Alternanthera sessilis (invasive) Asclepias curassavica 

(invasive)

Bidens pilosa (invasive) Chromolaena odorata 

(invasive)
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1. Preventing introductions of species 

that are invasive in other countries.

2. Preventing introductions of 

potentially invasive species by 

conducting tests to find out how 

risky they are of becoming an 

invasive species in the area of 

introductions. This test is called 

Weed Risk Assessment (WRA) and 

it involves answering questions 

related to the species that is being 

imported

3. Screening imported plants and 

animals for hitchhiker species to 

prevent accidental introductions.

4. Stop bringing or taking any seeds, 

fruits, saplings, or animals during 

your travel.

5. Not buying or planting any known 

invasive species in your garden.

6. Removing known invasive plants 

from your garden or your localities 

and discarding them properly (don’t 

forget to pull out the roots too, not 

just the stem!). 

7. Taking care not to release exotic 

pets (e.g., aquarium fishes), into 

natural areas (e.g., water bodies).  

8. Planting native plants in your 

garden.

9. Telling others about invasive alien 

species.

What can we do to deal with the problem of invasive species and prevent 

further invasion? It is well known that prevention is better than a cure, 

something that we have seen in the case of COVID-19 as well! Here are 

some of my suggestions based on my experience working in this field (see 

box on the right)

Bougainvillea spectabilis 

(naturalized) 

Euphorbia heterophylla (invasive) Ipomoea indica (native to India)

Words to Know!
• Species = a group of individuals that can interbreed and produce 

fertile offspring

• Population = a group of organisms of the same species living in the 

same area

• Non-native species = species that are not originally from the place 

they invade, also called “aliens”

• Aromatic = sweet-smelling

• Vegetative dispersal = a new plant grows from the stem or roots of 

the parent plant
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Activity Time!

Step outside your house and photograph at least 5 invasive 

species from your region of India. Use the photographs in this 

article as a starting point for your search. Email your findings to 

invasive species researcher Kesang at kesa0805@gmail.com

to confirm that the species you found are invasive. Three lucky 

participants will be selected at random and will win handmade 

pressed-flower bookmarks and greeting cards from Kesang! 

Pull out your phones and head outdoors, kiddos! Happy 

hunting!

Cardiospermum halicacabum 

(invasive)
Senna hirsuta (invasive) Sphagneticola trilobata 

(invasive)

Ipomoea obscura (invasive) Malvastrum coromandelianum 

(invasive)

Parthenium hysterophorus

(invasive)

mailto:kesa0805@gmail.com
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You don’t need a smartphone to 
journal about nature…a simple 

pencil and paper will do the trick!

Do you have a habit of journaling i.e., writing down daily events?

Well, there is another type of journaling that you may not yet have

tried – nature journaling. Nature journaling is a practice of noting

down what you see in nature. The description could be in words, in

drawing (you need not be a great artist for this, and your drawings

need not be perfect) or recording on devices like a smartphone. You

can record a single observation of a bird, animal, or insect, or even

an event like a bee visiting a flower. If you meticulously maintain this

habit, you will notice tiny details that you never thought of before and

start identifying different species and where and how they live. Over

time, you will begin to understand the small changes happening in

the world around you too!

Dincy Mariyam

Here are some tips to keep in mind before you start:

1) Keep a separate book for nature journaling. This will help you to keep

track your observations easily.

2) You can journal throughout the day or keep specific times during the day

when you can journal. However, don’t forget to note down interesting

observations even if they occur outside your observation period. If you

don’t have access to your journal at that moment, make it a point to write

down your observation later.

3) Paint your observation in words using as much detail as possible. When

you note down the details, remember to add the place name, date, and

time (or at least what time of the day it is like morning or evening).

Illustration by Ishika Ramakrishna



Learning Corner 15

If it is a bird, write down the name

if you know it or describe the

colour, its size with respect to

another bird you know, whether it

was flying or sitting on the ground

or in a tree, was it alone or in a

group (count how many!), and was

it trying to hunt an insect or was it

drinking nectar.

4) You should also write down

questions if something made you

curious. Try to keep your journal

fun and interesting.

You can also submit your

observations to citizen science

online platforms. There are

general platforms for uploading all

nature related observations such

as iNaturalist (www.inaturalist.org).

There are also specific platforms

for certain taxonomic groups. For

example, if you are making

observations about birds, then you

can submit them to the eBird

(www.ebird.org). There are

scientists sitting in many parts of

the world looking for this kind of

information from other parts of the

world. But due to lack of access to

locations and resources, they are

unable to collect data. Your local

observations, no matter how small

they seem, could help these

platforms grow their databases

and provide nature enthusiasts

around the world with more

information about the species that

they love!

But there is a catch. Some of

these platforms have age

restrictions. For example, children

under the age of 13 will require

parental approval to be on the

iNaturalist platform. If you don’t

have access to a smartphone or

tablet, ask your parents or older

siblings to help you out. But

nothing is stopping you from

making your observations using

paper and pen, right?

So why don’t you keep your device

aside and start nature journaling

right away?

Priya 

Ranganathan

Priya 

Ranganathan

Facing Page: Illustration 

by Ishika Ramakrishna
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Two of the biggest issues surrounding conservation in our lives today 

are water use and building a daily routine that focuses on reducing, 

reusing, and recycling. Let’s see what YOU can do to make changes 

right at home! 

Saving water, one drop at a time! 

There are many ways in which you and your family can conserve water. 

Without water, there would be no life on our planet. Unfortunately, water is 

becoming a scarce resource – it is becoming harder and harder for people to 

find enough water to do their daily tasks, even something as small as brushing 

your teeth. So how can you help save water? 

1. Shut the tap while brushing your teeth! 

Do you keep the tap on when you brush your teeth, or when you are 

putting toothpaste on the brush? If so, turn it off. If you brush your teeth 

twice a day, you’ll be saving 12 litres of water each day, enough to help 

reduce water shortages in the less-fortunate parts of your city! 

2. Wash your dishes wisely.

There is no need to keep the water running at full blast while washing your 

plates after eating a meal. Even a small stream of water will do a good job 

of rinsing your plates, provided you do the hard work of scraping off 

pieces of food and soaping the dishes too! Don’t use too much soap 

either; it takes more water to wash off lots of soap, and even a little soap 

does a great job of removing bacteria and pieces of leftover food. I 

suggest rinsing the plates, then shutting the tap and soaping, and finally 

turning on a thin stream of water for that final rinse. Ta-da! Your plates will 

be sparkling clean! 

3. Watch what you pour down the drain! 

When we pour harmful chemicals and expired medicines down the 

drain, these chemicals enter our public water supply, like your local 

well or river, and can affect your health. If you pour toxic medications 

down the drain, it can affect the health of local rivers and lakes, 

which in turn will affect the clean water supply that comes to our 

homes and the animals that drink from those rivers and lakes. 

Remember, every action has a consequence! 

4. How long do you spend taking a bath each day? 

There is simply no reason to spend hours taking a bath each day. I 

try to use one to two buckets of water, just as a challenge, and

Illustration by 

Asmita Sapre 

Ranganathan
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it’s surprisingly easy! If you prefer a shower, that’s wonderful too; just 

remember to switch off the shower or tap while soaping or applying 

shampoo. Then turn it on again, rinse off, and you can go about the 

rest of your day! 

5. Fix those leaky taps.

We lose a lot of water just by letting leaky faucets drip! These tiny 

drops add up and can lead to serious water shortages if left to their 

own devices. If you notice a dripping tap in your house, tell your 

parents and try to fix it. If not, call in a plumber or someone from 

maintenance. The environment will thank you! 

Helping Your Local Environment:

There are also many other things you can do at home to help our natural

world. You may be surprised at the impact of your actions, 

1. Encourage your family and neighbours to recycle. 

We have plenty of options for recycling and many people do not bother 

separating their waste into recyclables and organic waste. Make sure to 

keep separate bins around the house and tell your friends to do so too!

2.     Shut the lights and unplug your devices. 

When you leave a room, remember to turn off the lights and fans. Don’t 

forget to unplug your charging cords and even the TV when your family 

turns in for the night. Something as simple as leaving devices plugged in 

(even if they are switched off) can leach energy and increases your 

electricity bill. Another thing – make sure you aren’t leaving your water 

heater on for too long! Not only is this wasteful, but it is also a hazard if it 

overheats! 

Illustration by 

Asmita Sapre 

Ranganathan
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even urinating. Keep your waste inside your house and dispose of it 

properly. If everyone keeps their surroundings clean, we can make a huge 

difference in our country!

3.    Speak out against tree-cutting in and around your neighbourhood. 

Trees provide us with oxygen and filter pollutants from the air, helping 

us to live longer, healthier lives. Unfortunately, cities are losing tree 

cover as development chops down trees to make new buildings, 

offices, and malls. Breaking down older buildings and building newer, 

better structures in their place are a far more eco-friendly option than 

destroying more trees. Uprooting and re-planting trees doesn’t solve 

the issue either. Most trees do not survive being re-planted in different 

places. Just like you wouldn’t be happy if you were taken from your 

home and made to live in a stranger’s house far away from your city, a 

tree cannot survive well far away from its original soil. 

4.     Eat local and seasonal food!

Support local farmers and check out the fresh fruits and vegetables in 

your bazaar. Remember, it takes a lot of energy to transport exotic 

foods from other parts of the world and country to your dinner table. 

Buying local and seasonal produce also helps our farmers and local 

economy, helping to build stronger, healthier communities! 

5.     Fill your house and garden with native plants!

Plants are arguably one of the best ways of cleaning the air both 

inside and outside your home. If you have enough space (or even if 

you live in a tiny one-bedroom flat), place a few potted plants here and 

there to brighten up your house. Please make sure your plants are 

native species. Introducing non-native plants and trees to your area is 

never a good idea because plants play a big role in sustaining animals 

and birds. When the wrong species grow, they can affect the food 

chain and even outcompete and kill other native plants! 

6.     Don’t litter! 

Dropping candy wrappers, plastic bottles, and other bits of waste 

causes huge damage to the environment. One, it looks ugly – no one 

wants to see your trash on the road! Two, there are health hazards for 

animals that roam the streets and are looking for food. What if an 

animal thinks your candy wrapper is a tasty piece of food, swallows it, 

and chokes? Third, lots of illnesses spread because of litter and 

human waste on the ground. This extends to spitting on the road or

Activity Time!

Talk to your mother and father about what your family can do to lesson 

your footprint on our planet. Then try explaining this to another family 

member or a friend! The more the merrier!

Illustration by Asmita Sapre Ranganathan



Deepu Documents Tigers!

Deepu was given the task of documenting tigers living in the forests of South India. He had to place cameras at various 
locations in the forest to achieve this goal…

Conservation Clips 19

Based on the real experience of Harsha Lakshminarayana in the forests of South India

Illustrations by Asmita Sapre Ranganathan

7



Conservation Clips 20

Did you know? 
The government takes tiger counting very seriously! Each year, the National Tiger Conservation Authority (NTCA) holds a country-wide 

census to count how many tigers are found in every forest in every state! Check out their website to learn more about the national tiger 

census! 



Becoming a 
Botanist
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Some of us think of botany as one

of few potential subjects to take up

in B.Sc., a little dull, but relatively

easy to pass. Well, a botany

degree armed Shagufta Ahmed, a

PhD student with ATREE,

Bangalore, with the knowledge

and confidence to take up a PhD

in this field, working to conserve

rare plants in India’s Northeast.

Let’s find out what made her take

up this unique career path!

Priya: What were your options to study

in Bachelor’s? What made you take up

Botany?

Shagufta: During my Bachelor’s,

Chemistry, Physics, Mathematics,

Statistics, Botany and Zoology were

options to be studied as honours. I

chose Botany at the first because there

were not many people in my area who

talked about plants and their

importance. Secondly, most people

were unaware of the vast diversity of

plants and its significance. I always

wanted to be a someone who would

take part in conservation and knowing

about the various fields of Botany such

as plant breeding, ecology, taxonomy

and medicine encouraged me to

explore it.

Priya: What do you find most

fascinating about Botany?

Shagufta: The amazing systems of

pollination and fertilization in plants

which make the plants perform

different activities, from producing

colourful flowers to mimicking its

pollinator to attract it, is what I find the

most fascinating.

Priya: Describe what you can do with

a Botany degree (and in your case,

with a B.Sc. and M.Sc. in the subject!).

Shagufta: With a B.Sc in Botany, one

can pursue Masters in Botany,

Bioinformatics, Biotechnology, Ecology

and Environmental Science. One can

also become a nursery manager or a

plant explorer with B.Sc in Botany.

With M.Sc in Botany one can go for

further studies on the subject of their

specialization and train to be a Plant

Taxonomist, Molecular Biologist,

Ecologist, Plant Physiologist,

Ethnobotanist, Agricultural researcher,

etc. One can also pursue career in

teaching.

8

In conversation with Shagufta Ahmed
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A Clash of Two 
Giants
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During my ten-year career in wildlife conservation, I have made many park

visits. I will remember for a long time a park safari at Ranthambhore Tiger

Reserve. Ranthambhore Tiger Reserve is divided into ten zones. Each zone

has different entry points and terrain. More than fifteen tigers have established

their individual territories within these zones. We entered Zone 2, home of

Tigress 39 (T39) and Tigress 60 (T60), each having three cubs. T39’s

photographs with her cubs have been shared widely on social networking

sites: the majestic mother with three beautiful cubs playing on land and in the

water.

Since Ranthambhore is a dry deciduous forest in an arid zone, most of the

wildlife gathers at available water source points in the summer. These serve

as good hunting areas for tigers, and therefore good spots for tiger sighting.

After driving more than four kilometres, we found some vehicles parked in a

queue. We were told that T39 was spotted the previous evening in that spot

with her cubs. Tourist vehicles usually visit spots where tigers were last seen.

Just before we reached the spot, we saw a black-tailed mongoose, believed to

be a good omen in local folklore for catching a glimpse of the big cat.

According to our local guide Sharad, T39 was sleeping under the butea

(palash or chheula) tree, around sixty metres away from us. Through

binoculars, we saw the tigress sleeping. After about ten minutes, we decided

to move on. Groups of tourists in their safari jeeps had also gathered by then.

Sunny Shah

Priya: Take us through a day in your life as a PhD student studying plants 

in Northeast India. What are the cool things you get to see and do? What 

skills are the most useful to you? What do you enjoy most about your work? 

Shagufta: I did my masters in Angiosperm Taxonomy and my work is

based on the taxonomy and molecular studies of a plant group from North

East India. I spend most of my research time in various Reserve forests,

Wildlife Sanctuaries and National Parks of North East India documenting

the flora of my study group. We travel to these places based on the

information of their flowering time. Me and my field mates start early

morning, walking on the trails of different forests, carefully observing each

and every plant we come across. We carry field lenses, GPS device and

cameras with us. We try to identify them, take pictures of those plants,

noting down all the observables features from its flowers to the branches.

We also crush the leaves and smell and make a note about that too. We

collect few twigs for documenting them in the herbarium. We had come

across different birds and animals during our field work too. The coolest

thing about my research is we get to interact with the different people of

different communities of North East. Not only learning from different

sources but we get to experience and learn their lifestyle in person. They

also share their ethnobotanical ideas with us and how the Bio-resources are

important to them. We also get to learn the names of the plants in their

native language.

Once the collection and identification is done, we get back to our field

stations and start curating our collected samples for making herbarium. We

bring some samples to our lab to extract its DNA and do the molecular

studies. But travelling to different places, learning and exploring the endless

beauty of the biodiversity of the region is what I love the most about my

work.
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Just when we were about to leave, we heard alarm calls by spotted deer. The 

driver of a vehicle behind us waved his hand. A person in that car was already 

photographing something at a distance. Merely ten metres away from us, an 

adult male leopard was making its way down the hill silently. It crossed the road 

into a dry stream cautiously. 

The leopard was taking careful steps towards the sleeping tigress. After walking a 

few metres, it stopped and was on alert. Seconds later, the leopard turned and 

sprinted towards the road with the tigress right behind him. Since leopards are 

not that heavy and muscular, it quickly managed to climb up a Boswellia tree that 

stood fifteen metres tall. The tigress suddenly stopped the chase and settled 

down under the tree. Both cats were a few metres from us, easily visible to us –

one had climbed up the tree in a desperate attempt to escape from the other, the 

largest predator of the jungle. 

After a few minutes, the leopard growled to assess the tigress’s interest but did 

not attract the tigress’s attention. Minutes later, the tigress walked past some 

waiting vehicles and settled down at a spot opposite the tree. She soon returned 

to the tree with the leopard, who immediately became alert. The tigress took a big 

jump and attempted to climb nearly ten feet up the tree. The leopard moved to an 

even higher branch. Being heavy and muscular, the tigress could not climb the 

tree easily. But getting the leopard down from the tree wasn’t the ultimate interest 

of the tigress at that point. We assumed that she just wanted to scare the leopard 

to protect her cubs. The tigress didn’t try to climb again and walked away. 

The leopard looked more relaxed and climbed further down the branch, slowly 

making its way to the bottom of the tree. It quietly walked away. The tigress 

walked away towards the stream. That day we witnessed a strong mother who 

did not tolerate the presence of other cats in her territory and protected her cubs, 

and a vigilant leopard that survived on its skills, agility, and presence of mind, 

avoiding a fight with the bigger predator. 

Illustration by Asmita 

Sapre Ranganathan
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Can You Find These 
Birds in Your City?

Experiences in the Wild 24

10

Take a look outside your window at 
the feathered residents of your city!

An Illustrated Quick Guide by 
Pratiksha Sail

Blue Rock Pigeon

House Sparrow
Black 

Kite
Some 

common 

visitors…
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Red-vented 

Bulbul

White-throated 

Kingfisher

Coppersmith 

Barbet

Activity Time!

Look outside your window 

or balcony and note down 

10 birds that you see. Use 

the tips from our Nature 

Journaling article and this 

illustrated guide to help 

you start your bird list!

And some 

that are 

harder to 

spot …



Walking with the 
Caretakers of the 
Forest
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Walking in a dense Indian forest

is nearly impossible without the

trusty guidance of nature’s most

stalwart protectors – the forest

guards of the Indian Forest

Service.

It was a hot summer’s day in

western India, and we had

parked our jeep near a patch of

Prosopis juliflora, an invasive

shrub that grows throughout the

reserve. The air was still, and I

could see heat waves rising off

the rocky soil. Behind me, our

stalwart guide, Mahesh Sahib,

was locking his rifle, which he

carried slung across his body

just in case. The reason? Why,

we were in the midst of one of

India’s most densely populated

tiger reserves, where people and

big cats lived side-by-side! An

encounter with a tiger or leopard

was as common here as sighting

a Maruti Suzuki in the roads of

Mumbai.

Mahesh Sahib was the most

dependable person I had ever

met. He carried himself with a

solemn air that set him apart

from the easy attitudes of the

younger staff members we came

across during safaris and while

in the nearby towns. This was a

man born to wear his uniform.

He began his day at four thirty,

well before the sun began to

rise, and was out on patrol, his

well-worn boots creating

impressions in the soil right

behind those of the big cats he

guarded with his life.

When I learnt that Mahesh Sahib

would be accompanying us on our

initial field surveys, I was thrilled.

The man was a treasure trove of

information, and I couldn’t wait to

learn about Ranthambhore from

him. He and our beloved driver

Jignesh shared a morbid sense of

humour and often sat joking in the

cab of the Gypsy while I hung on in

the back and listened. Both hailed

from the same village and were

lifelong friends. When Jignesh

stopped our jeep near a transect,

Mahesh Sahib was the first one out

of the vehicle, his sharp eyes

scanning the surroundings for any

sign of movement. Once he had

deemed it safe for me, “the little

memsahib” as he affectionately

called me, to step down, I would hop

off the back seat and we would start

walking the transect.

While walking transects, Mahesh

Babu was full of stories. He told me

the tale of a one-eyed tigress that

used to roam the ruins of Khandar

Fort, one of our transect sites. He

had encountered the tigress multiple

times, but neither man nor cat

harmed one another. “We learn to

respect all living things, here in the

desert,” the man told me, pointing

out brightly coloured birds even as

he spoke. “We are people of the

land, and the wildlife have equal

rights to live in peace.”

His entire attitude towards wildlife

and the jungle was one of respect

and humility. Once, he held out an

arm, preventing me from stepping

forward, as a herd of spotted deer

crossed the goat path that we were

on. We stood silently as the deer

trotted by, barely spooked by our

presence. Such was the man’s

intuition that he blended perfectly

into his surroundings, teaching me

to do the same. This remains one of

the most valuable lessons I have

learnt from my time in the forest.
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Sadly, few people give forest

guards the due credit they deserve.

Their lives are certainly not easy; it

is a daily job that is often

unforgiving. They walk their rounds

in the forest day after day, rain or

shine, heat or cold. Sometimes,

they must place their lives on the

line while trying to protect humans

or wildlife from one another, and

often times, their passing goes

unnoticed by the very people who

are able to live their lives peacefully

thanks to these guardians of the

forest.

The next time you go on a safari or

visit a national park, take a few

minutes out of your exciting visit to

salute our forest guards. You can

spot them in their army green jeeps

patrolling the parks, accompanying

your tour bus driver on a safari, or

at the forest outposts that you pass

along the way. Smile, salute them,

and thank them if you can. These

brave men and women are the

reason our wildlife can live safely

within the protected parks that have

been set aside for them. We owe

them our thanks and respect.

Experiences in the Wild 27
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A Jungle 
Adventure!
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We went on an unforgettable trip to Mysore last summer, and although it

was only a two-day trip, we experienced South India’s vast wildlife through

a safari in Nagarahole and by visiting the famous Mysore Zoo. It was a

four-hour journey by car from Bangalore with our cousin, brother and

father. We ended up blasting music the whole while, so it was a pleasant,

not-too-boring car trip. Once we reached the city, we made our way to the

Mysore Zoo, where we spent about two hours admiring various species of

animals. Starting at the bird’s enclosure where we saw the spoonbill,

pelican, and painted storks. We also saw white and blue peacocks,

hornbills, emus and ostriches, brightly coloured flamingos, love birds,

various types of geese, ducks, and more common birds like parrots,

vultures, and eagles. As we went

further into the zoo, we came across

the reptile section where we were

fascinated by the sight of the king

cobra, pythons and star-studded

turtles. We were stunned by the variety

of animals that we came across. We

saw many rare species of animals like

the gaur, nilgai, spotted deer, black

bucks, bears, barking deer, all kinds of

elephants and the favourites- tigers

and lions. Before leaving the zoo, we

treated ourselves to some ice cream!

Then we all jumped back into the car

to drive to our next destination - HD

Kote, which is a small town on the way

to the forest. From there we went to

Handpost, a village on the edge of

Nagarahole. We drove around

Nagarahole, enjoying the greenery,

and were surprised when we caught

sight of a few elephants with a calf in

the herd! They didn’t seem too scared

and we managed to take a few

pictures. It was around four in the

evening when we set off to a field

station where we would spend the

night. It was quite secluded, with only a

few local restaurants. At this point, it

was time for our brother and father to

return home to Bangalore because

they had to work the next day. We

stayed behind with our cousin however

and relaxed in the room at the field

station for some time. The room was

Ahana and Ananya Ramji

12

Priya Ranganathan

Priya Ranganathan



“

“

Experiences in the Wild 29

a small, cozy, little place. It had a common area with sofas and two

bedrooms, each with two beds covered in mosquito nets. This was helpful

for the night, when it seemed like all the mosquitoes in the world decided

to attack us! We had a light supper in the field station that consisted of

some staple South Indian delicacies and went to bed soon after.

The next day, we woke up bright and early at 4 a.m. to head to the Forest

Department safari post near the Antharasanthe gate of the tiger reserve.

The queue to get tickets for the safari was quite long. After waiting for a

while, we finally got our tickets and hopped into one of the buses. We

were quite lucky as we secured a seat by the window. Cameras and

phones in hand, ready to click pictures, we waited in anticipation as the

bus started on the two-hour long journey through the wild. Luck was with

us, as barely five minutes after the journey began, we spotted a tiger. We

had never seen a tiger in such close proximity before, and we stared at

the beautiful animal in admiration.

As the bus moved along, we saw many deer, elephants, monkeys and

birds enjoying themselves in their natural habitats, in contrast to what we

saw in the zoo. Our cousin, who is quite skilled at photography, took some

amazing pictures of the animals that we saw in the safari. We spent a

glorious two-hours on the bus, not feeling bored even for a second. We’re

such animal lovers, so it was indeed an amazing experience for us to be

surrounded by animals for a whole two hours! The furthest point that the

bus reached was a crystal-clear lake, with a whole lot of deer on the other

side. There were around fifty deer, peacefully minding their business on

the other side of the lake, along with their fawns. It was an amazing sight,

and we got some great pictures of that as well. Finally, it was time for the

bus to turn around and go back.

Once the safari was over, we took a final trip to the field station and packed up 

all our belongings. We ate a quick breakfast at a local restaurant and then took 

a bus to Mysore. Once we reached Mysore, we visited the Mysore palace and 

then took a train back to Bangalore. It was a memorable trip, one that we will 

never forget, and we can’t wait to go on more exciting trips like this with our 

cousin again!

Illustration by Asmita Sapre Ranganathan

Photographs by Priya Ranganathan



The Stork Sister
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Dr. Purnima Devi Barman has a dream – a dream of humans and storks 

living side-by-side in harmony. 

But why storks, you might ask? 

Let us travel to the state of Assam, a fertile land nestled in Northeast 

India, bordered by West Bengal, Meghalaya, Arunachal Pradesh, 

Nagaland, and Bangladesh. This beautiful land is home to some 

incredible wildlife, including one of the last populations of the Greater 

Adjutant Stork, known in Assamese as the hargila. The Greater Adjutant 

Stork is a large bird standing five feet tall with an eight-foot wingspan. 

Unfortunately, it is also an extremely ugly bird and has very few 

supporters. This wetland bird, which nests in tall trees at the edges of 

forests and hunts for fish and insects in waterbodies, used to be found 

from Assam all throughout Southeast Asia. However, only 1,200 adult 

storks remain today, and they only live in small pockets of land in Assam, 

with a few breeding populations spotted in parts of Bihar. Another small 

population lives in Cambodia. Unfortunately, in Assam, their nesting trees 

are found on private property. 

So how did Dr. Barman go about the Herculean task of saving this 

endangered stork? 

First, she decided to tackle the bad image that the storks had gathered in 

the villages because of their messy habits. She went from door to door 

talking to the women and pointing out the similarities between children 

and the storks. “My daughters make messes at home sometimes, but that 

doesn’t mean I suddenly start to hate them. They are my daughters. I am

Let’s take a quick trip to four areas in India where people are working 

tirelessly to improve the fate of nature right in their backyards! Our 

first stop – Assam, a verdant paradise in Northeast India…

Priya RanganathanKamrup, Assam

Tales of Grassroots Conservation!
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My daughters make messes at 
home sometimes, but that 

doesn’t mean I suddenly start 
to hate them. They are my 

daughters. I am their 
guardian; I look after them no 

matter what.

am their guardian; I look after them no matter what.” She then told the 

village women that they were the guardians of the storks, and if they did 

not care for the ugly birds, nobody would, and the species would go 

extinct. 

She also decided to win over the women in other ways. Dr. Barman 

organized local cooking competitions for the women and at the end of 

these fun events, she would talk about the stork and how important it was 

that they save it. Many women were amazed to hear that the rare bird 

chose to nest in their villages. They felt special and proud! 

The children of these women also played a role in praising the stork. At 

school, they would learn about the bird, and then go home and tell their 

parents about how important it was to conserve it. They would even sing 

songs at their school day programmes about the stork, with Dr. Barman 

watching proudly. Slowly but surely, she was beginning to make a 

difference! 

Soon, the women of the villages began to call Dr. Barman the “hargila

baideu,” which means “stork sister” in Assamese. People began to call her 

when baby storks fell from their nests and were injured, and even helped 

to transport them to the Assam State Zoo where the veterinarian could 

nurse them back to health. Since 2010, people have not cut down a single 

tree on their private lands, choosing to let the storks nest in peace. 

Amazingly, the women have also begun to include the stork in their 

religious chanting, asking the gods to protect the bird and preserve its 

population. 

Dr. Barman has raised an army of women who are willing to go to extreme 

lengths to protect their stork – the Hargila Army. She empowers these 

women, most of whom have stork nesting trees on their property, by



When Children & 
Spots Share Space
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employing them as weavers of Assamese gamochas (cotton towels) and 

other silk and cotton textiles. The women weave the picture of the stork 

into the items that they create, thus increasing their income while 

spreading the message of stork conservation across India. The 

government provides high-quality looms and thread to these women and 

business is going strong even today! 

The inspiring story of Dr. Barman and her beloved storks is a message to 

everyone that each of us can make a difference. Dr. Barman took an 

unloved, common bird and made it into a national symbol of wildlife 

conservation and women power. Perhaps one of you will be the next Dr. 

Barman, fighting to save an animal, bird, or plant that lives in your corner 

of India! But for now, let’s travel to Maharashtra and see what 

conservation is happening there! 

14

I grew up watching wildlife channels on television with my father featuring 

all my favorite wild animals in the dense forests. I used to like watching 

big cats and how they hunted their prey. I had never been to forests in my 

childhood, though. The only information I was getting about wildlife was 

from television. I always pictured in mind that all wild animals live in 

forests only and nowhere else.  But, when I grew up, I realized that reality 

is actually slightly different. 

Mrunal Ghosalkar

MediaWorld, Varsha Pingale

Illustration by Saloni 

Basrur

Nashik, Maharashtra



Tales of Grassroots Conservation 33

When I was a child, my grandparents used to tell me about big cats. They 

would tell me that all the big and wild cats are like our house cat itself. 

Their behaviors are mostly the same, since they belong to the cat (felid) 

family. Domestic cats are considered to be the aunts of wild tigers and 

leopards, as people say in Marathi - म ांजर ही व घ ची म वशी असते (Manjar hi 

bagachi maushi aste). This is all that I knew as I had never seen them as 

a child. 

So, here’s my question for you: what do you know about leopards?

Where do they live and what do they do each day? Come, let’s learn

about this beautiful spotted cat!

Leopards are nocturnal animals and extremely territorial. They are

adaptive to their surroundings, which mean they can adjust their behavior

to survive wherever they are. We are taught in schools that all wild

animals live in forests, but leopards also live in sugarcane fields, in

agriculture (farm) landscapes, tea estates and dry areas! But how can

these predators live in farm fields as well as forests? Aren’t these

completely different landscapes?  Well, an agriculture landscape provides shelter 

and food in the form of sheep, goats, dogs, calves, and chickens. Wild prey like 

civets and mongoose as well as water are also available in plenty. Leopards are 

very well adapted to agriculture landscapes and have made their home across 

many parts of India. In many places, this spotted feline often lives awfully close to 

human settlements. These landscapes also support other beautiful wild animals 

like jungle cats, hyenas, jackals, civets and rusty spotted cats.  

People don’t know much about this secretive spotted cat or the reasons for their 

presence in human-dominated areas. Mostly, they are afraid of this feline. There 

are also bad interactions between people and the leopards, like attacks on 

people’s pets and farm animals and, very rarely, attacks on humans by leopards. 

People think removing the leopards from the landscape and releasing them back 

into the forests is the solution to these problems. However, the leopards always 

come back to their original territory, even if they are taken away. They have very 

strong home instincts, just like our house cats. Leopards know their territory very

Maharashtra Forest 

Department

MediaWorld, Varsha Pingale
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During this program, I got the opportunity to interact with students from a small

village called Konambe in Sinnar taluka, Nashik, Maharashtra. The village was

situated at the base of a small hill and was surrounded by sugarcane and other

crop fields. The hill was a grazing place for livestock to villagers of the same

village. I was accompanied by the Sarpanch (village leader) and two frontline

Forest Department staff members – the Forest Round officer and the Forest Beat

Guard. The activity was conducted in the Primary Zila Parishad school, Konambe.

The primary school teachers were also a part of the activity. Students from 

Standard 1-4 were present. I asked the students, “Have you seen a leopard in 

your village?” One tiny shy boy raised his hand. He grabbed my attention. All the 

other kids were looking at him. Excited and curious, I asked him to tell us about his 

sighting – “where, how, when?” He started narrating the experience in a quiet 

voice. He said he had seen a leopard once about a month and a half ago. It was 

sleeping on a fallen tree.  Along with his elder brother, he took their goats to the 

top of the hill to graze (pointing at the hill which can be seen from the school). 

well as in they know where they will get food and water, and they know 

the timings of human activities. If we remove a resident leopard from a 

particular area, then the same territory will eventually take up by one or 

two other leopards. The territory will not be vacant for long. People’s fear 

and misconceptions towards this big cat are what creates human-wildlife 

interactions a challenge. 

Working together with researchers, artists, the Forest Department, 

educational institutes and educators, a team of scientists including myself 

came together to share important information about this elusive spotted 

cat with students in rural landscapes. The outreach program is known as -

Janata Waghoba - The Wise Big Cat).  The information was based on 

leopard biology and behavior and included precautionary measures to 

avoid negative interactions between humans and leopards. The program 

hoped to minimize the fear towards and increase general understanding 

of human-leopard interactions. 

Mrunal Ghosalkar

Julius Gomes
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“That is our usual spot to graze our animals.” he said, now visibly excited

and more confident. “We were trudging along our usual path, eating

berries. When we reached the top of the hill, we stopped in our tracks

upon noticing the leopard. “Wagh, wagh, wagh!” we hissed in

astonishment” ‘Wagh’ means ‘tiger’ in Marathi. In rural areas, both tigers

and leopards are called ‘wagh’. Leopards are also sometimes called

’bibtya’.

“Suddenly, the leopard noticed us,” the boy continued. “After watching us 

for a few minutes, it ran away, disappearing into the trees. Once it 

vanished, we also ran down the hill.” 

After he had finished narrating this fascinating story, I asked him if the 

leopard attacked them at all. (“त्य ने तुम्ह ल क ही इज ककां व त्र स दिल क ?”)

He laughed and said no, in fact, the leopard had got spooked by them and 

ran away even faster. (आम्ह ल बघून तोच इतक घ बरल की जोर त पळूनच
गेल ).  

The students all burst into laughter at the incident. Hearing the tale, one of 

the senior teachers from the school said that there were frequent cases of 

attacks on livestock but until now, leopards have not attacked human 

beings. There have been many incidents in which leopards are seen on 

farms; in fact, villagers told us that a leopard had even visited the school 

premises late one evening. 

I was surprised and amazed to see such acceptance from villagers young 

and old towards this big cat. This experience left me with much to think 

about! 

Such stories and experiences from the ground should be highlighted. We 

humans tend to only pay attention to negative human-wildlife

Doodle Factory, Aditi Deo



Reviving a River
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interactions. This boy’s story is just one of many where people and 

leopards share spaces without harming each other. Youngsters across 

such landscapes are more well-versed with the reality of such encounters 

with animals than we are.  We always think wild animals are dangerous, 

but in reality, they are quite scared of humans. Humans are their biggest 

predators. It is necessary to understand both animals as well as people. 

Leopards and many wild animals have adapted to the situation of living in 

places with human influences. It is now our turn to make our surroundings 

better to live in – for them as well as for us! 

15

In Alwar, one of the driest parts of Rajasthan, villagers struggled to get 

enough water for their daily needs. This district is one of the poorest in the 

state and many villagers left the area in search of better livelihoods in 

larger towns and cities. But in the 1700s, one of the rivers of this region, 

the Arvari River, was a powerful waterbody providing ample water to over 

70 villages along its banks. But in the 1940s, widespread cutting of forests 

dried up this powerful river. It ceased to exist, flowing occasionally during 

a heavy monsoon season but otherwise a dry shell of its previous self. 

Priya Ranganathan

Illustration by Deep 

Shubra Biswas

Chetan Misher

Alwar, Rajasthan

Words to Know!
• Nocturnal = animals that are awake at night and sleep 

during the day

• Territorial = animals that guard their home fiercely 

against other animals
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As the river dried up and left behind a virtual desert, the people living 

along its banks began to migrate away from the region. When Rajendra 

Singh arrived at one of the villages in 1985, he noticed only a few 

residents remained. 

But who is Rajendra Singh? Well, some call him the Waterman of India. 

Best know for reviving the dying Arvari River, Rajendra Singh arrived in 

Alwar district and immediately realized that the reason for the poverty of 

the people was the river that flowed no more. He had arrived to serve as 

an Ayurvedic doctor and build a small clinic to help the local people. 

However, he realized he could be of more immediate help by helping to 

bring water back to the villages in the district. 

Using his knowledge of geology, ecology, and hydrology, he began to 

build tiny dams, called johads, on each of the small streams that flowed to 

the Arvari River. Some of these streams were underground, while others 

still flowed on the surface of the earth. The people of the region used to 

build johads in the past to keep the river flowing, but the practice was long 

forgotten, just like the river itself. Rajendra Singh simply tapped into this 

ancient practice by asking the village elders for their advice.

Rajendra Singh and his small band of assistants began building their first 

johad at the village of Gopalpura. When the monsoon arrived, the small 

pond behind the dam began to fill with water. Soon, there was enough 

water collected to seep into the parched soil and renew the groundwater. 

This filled a well that was dug right by the riverbed, and the villagers 

rejoiced. The men continued to build more johads along the Arvari River, 

slowly recharging the underground wells and forcing the river to flow on 

the surface once more. 

Today, the Arvari flows like any other monsoonal river in India. During the 

Asmita Sapre Ranganathan

rains, it brims over its banks, spilling onto the fields surrounding it. During 

the dry season, the johad system keeps the wells filled, even though the 

surface water levels decrease. But the river lives on, its heart beating 

firmly as it weaves a blue trail across the browns and golds of Alwar’s 

parched soil. 



Mumbai Saves Its 
Green Lungs
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Picture a city with towering skyscrapers, sooty factories, blue-tarped 

slums, muddy-brown rivers, and piles of garbage lining the maze of roads. 

And now imagine if, amidst this concrete chaos, lay a green paradise, a 

wild space in a massive, ever-growing city, with fluttering birds, prowling 

leopards, wetlands and marshes, and tall trees. 

If this were your city, wouldn’t you want to save that green paradise too? 

Welcome to Aarey Forest, one of two 

large forest patches in India’s 

commercial capital – Mumbai. Spread 

over 1,291 hectares, this forest is a part 

of the eco-sensitive zone of Sanjay 

Gandhi National Park, the world’s 

largest city park! Aarey is home to at 

least 290 species of wildlife including 

leopards, spotted deer, sambhar, rusty-

spotted cats, and over 20 bird species. 

Two rare birds found here are the 

Alexandrine Parakeet and the Red-

wattled Lapwing. The leopards are the 

largest residents of this forest, but they 

mostly keep to themselves, feeding on 

stray dogs, deer, and wild pigs. 

My grandparents live in Goregaon East, 

a stone’s throw away from this 

gorgeous forest. The air is cooler here, 

thanks to the dense tree cover, which 

lowers the smoggy heat present 

everywhere else in the city. Goregaon 

was once fully forested, but over time, 

the trees have made way for concrete 

slabs and tarred roads. Watching this 

destruction, much like many of 

Mumbai’s citizens, I was dismayed and 

wondered why development had to 

occur at the expense of the forest.

Why couldn’t we have both? 

The same thought was running through 

the minds of many Mumbaikars, and  

five years ago, the Save Aarey 

Campaign was born. Various 

environmental activists and concerned 

citizens of all ages came together to 

protest the unrestricted chopping of 

trees in the forest to make way for 

different developmental projects. 

Development was already eating into 

Aarey Forest; the final straw was the 

proposed building of a metro car shed 

for the new Goregaon-Mulund elevated 

metro line in the forested area. 

Environmentalists were not having any 

of it. There were far better places to 

build a metro shed than Aarey, they 

argued. In December 2014, citizens 

filed a petition with the Honourable High 

Court of Mumbai to stop the cutting of 

2298 trees in Aarey. The High Court 

responded by asking the development 

body to make the Environmental Impact

Priya Ranganathan Mumbai, Maharashtra
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Assessment publicly available to concerned citizens. Citizens began to 

spread awareness by protesting peacefully in public areas and talking 

about the benefits of conserving Aarey forest to people. They even made 

a human chain of protesters who wanted to save their beloved forest from 

destruction. 

In 2015, two environmental organizations in Mumbai – Vanashakti and

Aarey Conservation Group – filed a petition with the National Green 

Tribunal Pune to declare Aarey as an official forest and Eco-Sensitive 

Zone, which would prevent it from being cut down. In August that year, the 

National Green Tribunal passed an order that no construction work would 

take place in Aarey Colony. 

But the MMRCL (the municipal body in charge of the metro construction) 

refused to give up their plan of building the metro shed in Aarey. Citizen 

protests grew, and the people of Mumbai vocally spoke out against the

cutting of a large part of the Aarey 

forest. 

The protests grew larger as more

scams were brought to light. People

found out that sections of Aarey had

been excluded from protection and

were being leased for commercial use. 

One such project was the proposed 

extension of the Byculla Zoo in Aarey 

Milk Colony. 

“We don’t want a zoo!” people 

exclaimed. “We want a safe zone for 

our native wildlife to thrive on the edge

of the city. Is that too much to ask?”

In June 2017, concerned citizens were 

in for a rude shock. The Honourable

High Court lifted the ban on 

development in Aarey, effectively 

allowing the MMRCL to move forward 

with the metro project. Citizens who 

protested against this were told that the 

chopped trees would be replanted 

elsewhere. 

But replanting trees rarely has the same

effect as conserving a thriving,

productive forest. When transported to 

new soil, trees often die from stress, as 

they are unable to get adequate 

nutrients and establish deep root 

systems in a new location. Think of how 

you would feel if you were told that you 

had to go and live with a new family in a 

different city. You would be fed, clothed, 

and given all the luxuries of life, but 

would you feel happy and thrive? 

Probably not, right? Well, trees have 

similar needs too, and many 

transplanted trees cannot survive the 

move. 

Despite the bad news, Mumbaikars 

were determined to fight for their forest. 

The Save Aarey Campaign became the 

most innovative multimedia campaign in 

the world; it reached across all social 

media platforms and engaged 

environmentalists and citizens living in 

all parts of the world. Children made 

posters and songs about saving the 

forest and hugged trees in the forest to 

prevent them being chopped down. The 

city came together to stand by its green
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“We were never against the metro. We were against 

building a metro car shed in our beloved forest. The

Mumbai metro system is a wonderful achievement, and 

we are excited for it to be completed. But for a car 

shed to be built in a productive forest is wasteful. 

There are other, better locations, and that is all we 

asked for – that the authorities look for alternatives. 

That much, as concerned citizens, is our right, is it 

not?” – Anonymous Citizen of Mumbai

lungs in a movement unlike anything seen in India since the Chipko 

Movement in Uttarakhand and the Silent Valley movement in Kerala. Even 

when the court case against the metro construction seemed to be failing, 

citizens rallied and stood firm. “We are not speaking up against development,” 

one protester said. “We are speaking up against development at the cost of 

nature. There is always another way. It is up to us to find it.” 

And finally, in 2020, the year of global change, the citizens of Mumbai were 

offered a respite. The Honourable High Court of Bombay declared Aarey to be 

a forest, protected by official laws against development. Citizens cheered and 

cried tears of joy. A protest of massive proportion, the first of its kind in many 

years, had finally succeeded, and their beloved forest was saved.  

Chinmay Bapat
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Young Environmentalist Quiz! 

Look for the answers to these questions in this 

issue of Youth for Nature! 

(Answers on Page 44)

Q1: Which of the following is not an invasive alien 

plant species found in India? 

A1. Ipomoea hederifolia 

A2. Lantana camara

A3. Ipomoea indica 

A4. Senna hirsuta 

Q2. How fast are the Himalayas growing each year? 

A1. >1 cm/year

A2. >2 cm/year

A3. >5 cm/year

A4. >7 cm/year

Q3. True or False: the Sahyadris (Western Ghats) are 

younger than the Himalayas

A1. True

A2. False

Q4. Which of the following is not a habitat where 

leopards are found in India?

A1. Sugarcane fields 

A2. Tea gardens

A3. Major cities

A4. Forests

A5. All of the above are leopard habitats in India

Q5. What is the Assamese word for “stork?”

A1. baideu 

A2. gamocha

A3. hargila

A4. sangai

Q6. Which of the following states is not found in 

Northeast India?

A1. Nagaland

A2. West Bengal

A3. Tripura

A4. Meghalaya
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Q7. In which state is the “cleanest village in Asia” 

located?

A1. Meghalaya

A2. Sikkim

A3. Arunachal Pradesh

A4. Assam

Q8. What kinds of signs do tigers leave behind that make 

it easy to track them?

A1. scrape marks

A2. poop

A3. pugmarks or pawprints

A4. Two of the above

A5. All of the above

Q9. What do you call the outer shell of a rice grain?

A1. husk

A2. hulk

A3. hask

A4. hunk

Q10. Which of these tiger reserves is found in

Karnataka?

A1. Tadoba-Andhari Tiger Reserve

A2. Ranthambhore Tiger Reserve 

A3. Nagarahole Tiger Reserve

A4. Nagarjunsagar Srisailam Tiger Reserve

Find the National Park!
(Answers on Page 44)
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Young Environmentalist

Quiz – Answer Key

Q1 – A3

Q2 – A1

Q3 – A2

Q4 – A5

Q5 – A3

Q6 – A2

Q7 – A1

Q8 – A5

Q9 – A1

Q10 – A3

Answer Keys
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