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India is losing its wilderness areas to large projects like dams, canals, power plants, 

roads etc. Some of these diversions are forced on the MoEF (Ministry of Environment 

and Forests) by other cabinet ministers and PMO, some diversions due to populist 

pressures, there are also many cases where clearances are given to industries and 

projects based on faulty EIA (Environmental Impact Assessment).  

I have been privy to some EIA reports and have been aghast by the manner in which 

documentation of the flora and fauna is done. Most of these reports conclude that they 

didnôt find any evidence of wildlife in the place. Despite protests, the agencies conducting 

the EIA stick to their guns and say that they didnôt have any direct sighting of any 

wildlife.  

It is a well known fact that wildlife with their keen sense of hearing, smell and sight can 

detect our presence much before we do and due to the poaching and anthropogenic 

pressures wildlife often donôt want to advertise their presence infront of people.                            

Soundscape Ecology in Conservation:   
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Even in reserve forests and National Parks where there is lot of disturbance from people, 

the animals become nocturnal in their habits. Hence the team undertaking the EIA donôt 

get direct sighting of wildlife. In hard ground it is difficult to see the pug marks, hoof 

marks or other such imprints and it becomes easy for the team to declare that the place is 

devoid of any wildlife.  

Even though wildlife may not be directly seen by us, there is a way of detecting their 

presence in a particular habitat. Animals, birds and insects are prone to vocalisations for 

various reasons. They vocalise or make sound to communicate within their own species 

as well with members of other species. Birds singing, mating calls of various species, 

vocalisations to inform others about food, mother calling child, alarm calls, warning calls 

to other species during conflicts and many others happen routinely during the day and 

night. Some calls also vary during seasons in terms of duration as well as in frequency. 

There are also calls and animal sounds in response to human intrusions into their 

habitat and also in response to anthrophony (ie.sounds created by man, tools, machines, 

airplanes etc). So the biophony (sounds of living organisms) signature varies in response 

to anthrophony.  

At certain seasons, due to migrations of animals and birds, there are more and varied 

sounds simply due to the presence of the migrating species which were not present in the 

previous season. For example a grassland appearing naked to an untrained eye can 

suddenly with the change in season vibrate with the melodious calls of birds, sharp calls 

of raptors chasing them as well as lesser carnivores trying to predate on them. In less 

than a few months the soundscape of the place would be completely changed.  

Similarly during the breeding time of various amphibians and insects the landscape 

resonates with their sounds. There are even cicadas which emerge periodically once in 

every few years and their sounds resonate in the landscape. In North America one 

species of cicada comes out every 17 years. Needless to say that there are many species 

residing in a landscape beyond the few mega fauna like elephants and tigers. 

At times permissions are given for selective logging under the argument that only a few 

old hard growth trees are removed and the main forest remains or only if one portion of 

the forest is diverted the main forest is not impacted. If one records the biophony of the 

place after diversion of the forest land for projects, the impact of the loss of micro 

habitats for various species of insects, amphibians, birds and mammals will be 

noticeable. 

We should realise that there is a complex web of interactions and inter-dependencies 

among various organisms big and small in this world. We cannot play God and remove a 

few species or few wild lands to satisfy our greed for a modern lifestyle. To rise above the 

biased arguments and people who are not willing to believe our impact on nature and 

other species, it would be important to commission studies to examine the soundscape of 

the place before arriving at any decision. So it would be important to make it mandatory 

to examine the soundscape or bioacoustics of the landscape to decide the richness of the 

biodiversity of the place. 
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Identification of species based on sounds:  

The soundscape of the place needs to be examined by competent experts who can identify 

the vocalisations of animals, birds, insects etc. With the advent of digital technology it is 

easier for each expert to mark the species in the relevant portion of the spectrogram. 

These days there have been efforts to undertake real-time bioacoustics monitoring and 

species identification through the use of software. (Aide et al. (2013) Real-time 

bioacoustics monitoring and automated species identification.  PeerJ 1:e103) . With the 

passage of time these automated species identification softwares are going to be become 

robust. Till that time, we can depend on individual identification of species. Voluntary 

contribution of many experts can also be taken by uploading the recordings in the 

websites. 

Limitations:  

Like all shoddy EIA reports, there is also a loophole ie limitation with the use of 

soundscapes as one needs to follow a fixed protocol. One should also use the microphone 

and recording equipment, so that geophony (sound of wind) doesnôt mute every other 

sound. Careful positioning of equipment is also required to properly record the 

soundscape. 

I hope we can use scientific tools like soundscape ecology to correctly document the places 

and save them from being destroyed.  
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In a study finding which has far reaching consequences for use in conservation, a research team from Nottingham Trent 

University in UK have managed to create a software which can analyse the individual vocal signatures of wolves.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A species like wolves tend to vocalize a lot. They also readily howl when other members of the group are howling in chorus. 

The wolf howl can be heard from a long distance and helps one member of the group to call others incase of finding a 

carcass, presence of prey or of competitors and as well as just to inform its position and reconnect with the group. 

The researchers of Nottingham Trent University have used the frequency and amplitude of the wolf vocalisations to 

improve the accuracy. They have claimed to be able to now predict with 100% accuracy about the identity if a single wolf is 

howling and with 97% accuracy when the pack is howling. The researchers used a total of 67 recordings of 10 individual 

Eastern Gray Wolf (Canis lupus lycaon) and 112 chorus howls of 109 individual wolves. 

In an interesting research paper (Stephanie L. King et al) published in PNAS (Proceedings of the National Academy of 

Sciences of the United States of America) the authors have said that Bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus ) can use 

learned vocal labels to address each other. 

The researchers have said that the bottlenose dolphins develop their own signature whistle. When the researchers played 

the whistle only the individual dolphin whose signature whistle is being played back responded to it by whistling back. 

Other dolphins didnôt respond to the whistle. 

This signature tune of dolphins may help them in communicating with each other and understanding each otherôs location, 

Software Programme to identify individual wolf from howl: 

Wolf in Velavadar Blackbuck Sanctuary, India     

Dolphins addressing each other by names: 
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especially since visibility inside water is limited. This appears to be a promising area for future research. 

 

A story in Deccan Herald caught my eye. It had the title ñZoo to breed wild dogs in captivityò. Just below the headlines one 

could see the photo of the two forelegs of a German Shephard dog without showing its head or other parts of its body. Parts 

of a collar is seen in the image. Clearly the image was clicked in someoneôs house.  

For a moment I was surprised as Dholes (Cuon alpinus) are also referred to as wild dogs. Reading the story a bit more 

revealed that the news was about breeding of dholes and not about feral dogs or domestic dog species like German 

Shephards. One can see the article in question at this link: 

http://www.deccanchronicle.com/130721/news -current -affairs/article/zoo -breed -wild -dogs -captivity  

Earlier, there were many instances of vernacular media posting images of Wart Hogs in the place of wild boar (sus scrofa) in 

the news about wild boars destroying crops - http://indiawilds.com/forums/showthread.php?t=1729 . 

Similarly there have been usage of African elephant photo in advertisement campaigns in India. 

 

Current Affairs: Indian Media and Conservation: 

Bottlenose Dolphins       

http://www.deccanchronicle.com/130721/news-current-affairs/article/zoo-breed-wild-dogs-captivity
http://indiawilds.com/forums/showthread.php?t=1729
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In an age when the regular print media is getting converted into multimedia with more images and videos to supplement the 

story, our mainstream media is finding it difficult. Reputed newspapers abroad, with circulation figures that are much lower 

than our newspapers, still respect copyright and they donôt just copy images from the net and use it without seeking 

permissions and giving credits as our newspapers do. Paying for an image is unthinkable for most of our mainstream media. 

In this case, posting an image of a pet dog and trying to pass it off as a wild dog (dhole) is purposefully creating a wrong 

image in the minds of people. As such, our people have a lot of misconception about wildlife. Some time back in a class I had 

asked a bunch of students to tell me the word that first comes to their mind when they hear tiger. Blood curdling, beast, 

wild, angry, killer etc were the words that instantaneously came to the minds of the students, which in marketing terms are 

referred to as ñtop of mind recallò. These words certainly doesnôt show the tiger in good light. You canôt protect something 

which you fear. No amount of Save the Tiger campaigns can succeed when there is so much misconception about our tigers 

and wildlife.  

Our media should take lot of responsibility. Without media there cannot be efficient awareness campaigns. May be some of 

our large NGOs can conduct awareness workshops among the journalists. However, who will convince the media barons? 

 

 

 

 

German Shephard  
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India is bestowed with rich flora and fauna and is considered among the 12 Mega Bio-Diversity countries of the world. Out 

of the 25 bio-diversity hotspots in the world, India has two, namely - Western ghats and Eastern Himalayas . The Northeast 

region of India comprising of seven states viz. Assam (78,438sq.km), Arunachal Pradesh (83,743sq.km), Meghalaya 

(22,429sq.km), Mizoram (21,081sq.km), Tripura (10,491.69sq.km), Nagaland (16,579sq.km) and Manipur 

(22,327sq.km) has got two hotspots: The Himalayas and the Indo -Myanmar , comprising of a tri -juncture called  Indo -

Malayan, Indo -Chinese and Indo-Burmese sub regions. It is the gateway to Indiaôs rich Bio-Geographical Diversity. 

Primates constitute one of the important components of the faunal 

diversity of the Northeast region. The region presents the highest 

primate diversity in the country. 11 out of a total of 15 (now 17 with the 

discovery of the species Macaca munzula  and Hoolock leuconedys from 

Arunachal Pradesh) species are found in the Northeastern states. Of 

these 11 species, the Slow Loris, Nycticebus bengalensis; 5 macaque 

species (the Rhesus, Assamese, Stump-tailed and Pigtailed apart from 

the new Arunachal macaque); 3 Langur species (Golden, Capped and 

Phayriôs leaf monkey) and two Gibbons (Western Hoolock gibbon and 

Eastern Hoolock gibbon), the Golden Langurs , Trachypithecus geei, 

are the most revered. Not only a religious symbol that enchants the 

visitors to the Northeast with anecdotes, beliefs and folk tales, it is also a 

species categorized as ñEndangeredò in the IUCN Red Data 

Book which is endemic to India and Bhutan. The distribution is confined 

to the forest belt in western Assam between the Manas river in the east, 

Sankosh in the west and the Brahmaputra in the south along the Indo-

Bhutan border. Its distribution in Bhutan is limited to the foothills of the 

Black Mountains. The total range of this species in both India and 

Bhutan is less than 30,000sq.km.  

Discovered by the British Naturalist Edward Pritchard Gee  in the 

1950s, the Golden Langur is a primate species.  

As a tea planter, Gee was part of a highly influential 

group of British landowners very close to the highest 

levels of provincial power. Soon after Indiaôs 

Independence, Gee was one of the first to assess the 

threats to endangered species and 

outline  conservation measures to protect them. 

The Golden Langur has a black face, long tail (can be 

50cm in length) and the most appealing coat of rich 

golden creamish hair that covers its body. They 

appear more tawny in shade, but when sunlight 

catches its coat, it does indeed shine a brilliant 

golden. The long tail of the Golden Langur helps it in 

balancing itself while leaping across the branches of 

trees. 

Golden Heritage on the Thin Red Line! - Biswajit De 

British Naturalist Edward Pritchard Gee    

Golden Langur                                  
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The temple of Umananda (Siva) is located on the Peacock Island, hence the name Umananda Island. The temple was built 

in  1694 A.D. by the Bar Phukan Garhganya Handique  by the order of His Majesty Swargadeo Gadadhar Singh (1681- 

1696), one of the ablest and strongest rulers of the Tai Ahom  dynasty. Mythological stories associated with the islands 

however say that the Island had appeared from the heart of the Brahmaputra River upon the request from Lord Shiva. Every 

day, Country boats and Launches operated by the Central  Inland Waterways  Corporation and  Directorate  of Inland 

Waterways,  Assam ply from the  Kachari Ghat, Kuruwa Ferry Ghat and the Fancy Bazaar Ghat  in Guwahati to take 

countless visitors, tourists and worshipers to the island.  

A recent survey and interviews were conducted by the author with student naturalists from the schools of Guwahati, as a 

part of a programme entitled  ñNature as our Classroomò, resulting in new observations and documentation of untold 

stories. It is said that a group of 15 Golden Langurs were introduced into the Umananda Island some 50 years back. Veteran 

worshipers at the temple speak of a certain King of Nepal (name unknown) who had taken the Golden Langurs to the Island 

to sacrifice them to the God. Upon protests from worshipers and some local people, the King was forced to keep the 

primates on the island and return. Thus as an Introduced species, nurtured and cradled by nature, the Golden Langurs had 

been on that island ever since. Their numbers had increased to 17 some 25 years back, the veteran worshipers further 

observed. Now only 6 of them are alive on the Island, struggling to exist. 

The Golden Langur is herbivorous and its diet mainly consists of ripe and unripe fruits, mature and young leaves, seeds, 

buds and flowers. With the advent of mixed religious beliefs and the need for the construction of multiple temples and the 

resultant increase in stalls to cater to the pilgrim and tourist traffic the daily fuel requirements has increased over the p ast 

15 years. The stall-holders do not hesitate to indulge in illegal logging, wood-cutting and illegal encroachment on the island. 

Habitat destruction due to cutting of the vegetation on the island has put the status of the Golden Langurs on a knife 

edge.  Lack of their natural diet has forced the Langurs to answer the calls of the people visiting the Island and accept 

offerings of Fruits, Berries, Nuts, even low-grade sponge cakes, potato chips and other Junk Food. Now, the Golden Langurs 

need to co-exist with the stall -holders on the island. The shops seem to be their only source of fresh water to drink. Their 

daily natural diet has been replaced by the cheap sponge cakes and óLaddoosô. The shopkeepers sell the cakes and junk food 

to the visitors on the island and encourage them to feed those to the Golden Langurs. 

Google Map showing the Umananda temple on Peacock Island in Guwahati  
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People often come close to the Golden Langurs to pose photographs and feed them with the cakes. The Golden Langurs 

gently reach out for the cakes and then retreat to a safe distance into the trees to eat. Visitors would often be chided by the 

shopkeepers for breaking the cakes and laddoos into what seemed like 

sensible, smaller pieces, as (according to them) the Golden Langurs prefer 

to have one whole cake. A Boat operator runs a part time business on the 

Umananda Island as a resident ñChai-walaò, who sells cakes and laddos at 

Rs. 10 a throw. A rusted board put up by the Forest department of Assam 

that reads ñPlease do not Feed the Golden Langursò fails to make the 

people aware that one should not feed junk food to the animals. But there 

is something irresistible about the way the Golden Langurs come swinging 

down when the Chai-wala calls them shouting filmy names, 

ñGovindaaaaaaaé.Sreedeviiiiiiiié.Hemmmmaaaaaaaéééò.  

Two of them had been reported to have died of Food Poisoning in the year 

1999. Over the past few years the local NGOs have observed that there is a 

decline in the number of mature individuals. They state that they have 

witnessed a serious population decline, estimated to be more than 50% 

over the past years on the Umananda Island. Those actively involved in 

wildlife conservation in the state of Assam further attribute habitat loss 

and feeding of junk food to be the two main reasons for the dwindling 

population of the species. 

Translocation was proposed and requested by many organizations to the 

Forest Department of Assam. On February 14th, 2011, a female golden 

langur was successfully translocated from Umananda, to the State Zoo in Guwahati as part of the Central Zoo Authorityôs 

(CZA) conservation breeding programme for the endangered species. The officials had reported that the langur had been 

quarantined. They wanted to ascertain that the animal is free from diseases before putting it with other males in the zoo. But 

Golden Langur                                                                                    


