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FIRST INSTALMENT OF SDRF RELEASED
Relevant for: Environment | Topic: Disaster and disaster management

The States can use the funds for COVID-related needs. The picture shows patients undergoing
treatment in Jaipur.PTI  

The Centre has released the first instalment of the State Disaster Response Fund (SDRF) to
States, in the wake of the second wave of COVID-19 that has claimed thousands of lives since
April.

The Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA), in a statement, said Rs. 8,873.6 crore had been released,
an annual exercise usually done in June.

“As a special dispensation, the Department of Expenditure, Ministry of Finance, at the
recommendation of the Ministry of Home Affairs, has released in advance of the normal
schedule the first instalment of the Central share of the State Disaster Response Fund (SDRF)
for 2021-22 to all the States,” the MHA said. “Normally, the first instalment is released in June as
per the recommendations of the Finance Commission. However, in relaxation of the normal
procedure, not only has the release of SDRF been advanced, the amount has also been
released without waiting for the utilisation certificate of the amount provided to the States in the
last financial year. Up to 50% of the amount released, i.e., Rs. 4,436.8 crore can be used by the
States for COVID-19 containment measures,” it said.

The MHA said the funds may be used for meeting the cost of oxygen generation and storage
plants in hospitals, ventilators, air purifiers, strengthening ambulance services, COVID-19
hospitals, COVID Care Centres, consumables, thermal scanners, personal protective
equipment, testing laboratories, testing kits and containment zones, among others.

Maharashtra, Karnataka, Kerala and Uttar Pradesh, one of the first COVID-19 hit States, were
allocated Rs. 1,288 crore, Rs. 316.4 crore, Rs. 125.60 crore and Rs. 773.20 crore respectively.

Since Delhi is a Union Territory, the fund is released by the MHA and is included in the Union
Budget. The allocation to each State depends on its population and utilisation of such funds in
the previous financial year.

Immediate relief

The SDRF is the primary fund available with State governments as part of their response to
notified disasters to meet expenditure on providing immediate relief to victims.

The Centre contributes 75% of the allocation for general category States and Union Territories
and 90% for special category States (northeastern, Sikkim, Uttarakhand, Himachal Pradesh and
J&K).
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HERPETOLOGIST DEEPAK VEERAPPAN HAS A SNAKE
NAMED AFTER HIM

Relevant for: Environment | Topic: Biodiversity, Ecology, and Wildlife Related Issues

Sinuous grace: Wood snakes are often found while digging soil.   | Photo Credit: Surya
Narayanan

In the first four months of 2021, the Western Ghats presented new butterflies, frogs, fruit flies,
and even a freshwater crab. Joining the list is a tiny snake of just 20 cm length with iridescent
scales - Xylophis deepaki, first stumbled upon in a coconut plantation in Kanyakumari, is now
reported to be an endemic species of Tamil Nadu and has been sighted in a few locations in the
southern part of the Western Ghats. The species is named in honour of Indian herpetologist
Deepak Veerappan for his contribution in erecting a new subfamily Xylophiinae to accommodate
wood snakes. The team suggests the common name Deepak’s wood snake.

Wood snakes are harmless, sub-fossorial and often found while digging soil in farms and under
the logs in the Western Ghat forests. They feed on earthworms and possibly other invertebrates.
Interestingly, their close relatives are found in northeast India and Southeast Asia and are
known to be arboreal.

“This new species is found in the drier regions and in lower altitudes around Agasthyamalai hills.
The other Xylophis were reported from cold higher altitudes, of 1,700 m and above, in the
Nilgiris and the Anaimalai. Its close relative, Captain’s wood snake, is known from the western
slopes of the Western Ghats in the Kerala,” explains Surya Narayanan, from Ashoka Trust for
Research in Ecology and the Environment, Bengaluru, and first author of the paper recently
published in Vertebrate Zoology.

The snake was previously confused with X. captaini, but detailed morphological studies showed
that the it had a broader off-white collar and more ventral scales. Further, DNA studies indicated
that it was indeed a new species and was a close relative to X. captaini.

The new find increases the total number of currently recognised wood snakes to five species.
The paper adds that very little information is available on the precise distributions of each
species, their natural history, population status, feeding and reproductive ecology, and
conservation status.

“These are burrowing snakes and we have planned to carry out more studies to understand its
geographical distribution,” adds Pratyush P. Mohapatra, Scientist at the Zoological Survey of
India, who is based in Jabalpur. He adds that as the snake was found from rubber, banana, and
coconut farms, it seems to be well adapted to moderate habitat changes, but more studies are
needed to ascertain its status.

Please enter a valid email address.

Tianwen-1's goals include analysing and mapping the Martian surface and geology, looking for
water ice and studying the climate and surface environment.
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INDIAN SCIENTISTS FLAG VIRUS MUTATIONS THAT
COULD 'EVADE IMMUNE RESPONSE'

Relevant for: Environment | Topic: Disaster and disaster management

A forum of scientific advisers set up by the Indian government has told authorities about minor
mutations in some samples of the coronavirus that could "possibly evade immune response"
and require more study, a leader of the forum has told Reuters.

However the advisers said while they were flagging the mutations, there was no reason currently
to believe they were expanding or could be dangerous.

Scientists are studying what led to the current surge in cases in India and particularly whether a
variant first detected in the country, called B.1.617, is to blame. The World Health Organization
has not declared the Indian variant a "variant of concern," as it has done for variants first
detected in Britain, Brazil and South Africa. But the WHO said on April 27 that its early
modelling, based on genome sequencing, suggested that B.1.617 had a higher growth rate than
other variants circulating in India.

The forum of advisers, known as the Indian SARS-CoV-2 Genetics Consortium, or INSACOG,
has now found more mutations in the coronavirus that it thinks need to be tracked closely.

"We are seeing some mutation coming up in some samples that could possibly evade immune
responses," said Shahid Jameel, chair of the scientific advisory group of INSACOG and a top
Indian virologist. He did not say if the mutations have been seen in the Indian variant or any
other strain.

"Unless you culture those viruses and test them in the lab, you can't say for sure. At this point,
there is no reason to believe that they are expanding or if they can be dangerous, but we
flagged it so that we keep our eye on the ball," he said.

INSACOG brings together 10 national research laboratories.

India reported more than 400,000 new COVID-19 cases for the first time on Saturday. The
rampaging infections have collapsed its health system in places including capital New Delhi, with
shortages of medical oxygen and hospital beds.

Click here to read the Mint ePaperMint is now on Telegram. Join Mint channel in your Telegram
and stay updated with the latest business news.

Log in to our website to save your bookmarks. It'll just take a moment.
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100 MILLION-YEAR-OLD BONES OF SAUROPODS
DISCOVERED IN MEGHALAYA

Relevant for: Environment | Topic: Biodiversity, Ecology, and Wildlife Related Issues

Sauropod skeleton. Image for representational purposes only   | Photo Credit: GIRI KVS

Researchers have identified fossil bone fragments of long-necked dinosaurs called sauropods,
dating back to about 100-million-years from an area around West Khasi Hills District in
Meghalaya.

The yet-to-be-published findings were made during a recent field trip by researchers from the
Geological Survey of India's Palaeontology division in North-East.

The GSI researchers noted that this is the first record of sauropods of probable Titanosaurian
origin discovered in the region.

Sauropods had very long necks, long tails, small heads relative to the rest of their body, and four
thick, pillar-like legs. They are notable for the enormous sizes attained by some species, and the
group includes the largest animals to have ever lived on land.

The finding makes Meghalaya the fifth state in India after Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh,
Maharashtra, and Tamil Nadu and the only state in the North-East to report Sauropod bones
having titanosaurian affinity, they said.

Titanosaurs were a diverse group of sauropod dinosaurs, including genera from Africa, Asia,
South America, North America, Europe, Australia and Antarctica.

"Dinosaur bones from Meghalaya were reported by GSI in 2001 but they were too fragmentary
and ill-preserved to understand its taxonomic identification," said Arindam Roy, Senior
Geologist, Palaeontology Division, GSI. "The present find of bones is during fieldwork in 2019-
2020 and 2020-21. The last visit of the team was in February 2021. The fossils are presumably
of Late Cretaceous, about 100 million years ago."

He noted that the best-preserved fossils are limb bones, adding the type of curvature,
development of lateral and proximal margins of the partially preserved bone are indicative of it
being a humerus bone.

He, however, noted that the conclusions are drawn from preliminary studies and detailed work is
going on.

The bone fragments were collected from poorly sorted, purplish to greenish very coarse-grained
arkosic sandstone interlaid with pebbly beds. More than twenty-five disarticulated, mostly
fragmentary bone specimens were recovered, which are of different sizes and occur as isolated
specimens but some of them were found in close proximity to each other, the researchers said.

Taxonomic identification up to genus level is difficult due to poorly preserved, incomplete,
fragmentary nature of the bones and most of the recovered bones are partially petrified and
partially replaced, they said.

Therefore, only three of the best-preserved ones could be studied. The largest one is a partially

https://www.thehindu.com/profile/photographers/GIRI-KVS/
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preserved limb bone of 55 centimetres (cm) long. It is comparable with the average humerus
length of titanosaurids.

Robustness of the bone, the difference in curvature in the lateral margins and the proximal
border being relatively straight, are some of the morphological characters that hint at the
titanosaurid affinity, according to the researchers.

Another incomplete limb bone measuring 45cm in length is also comparable with the limb bones
of titanosauriform clade, they said.

“The abundance of bones recovered during the present work and especially the finding of few
limb bones and vertebrae having taxonomic characters of titanosauriform clade are unique,” Roy
said. “The record of the sauropod assemblage of probable titanosaurian affinity from Meghalaya
extends the distribution and diversity of vertebrates in the Late Cretaceous of India.”

An incomplete chevron of caudal vertebrae and also cervical vertebra have also been
reconstructed from a few recovered bone specimens.

The other fragmentary specimens though partially preserved might probably be parts of limb
bones of a sauropod dinosaur.

Titanosaurian sauropod dinosaurs were the most diverse and abundant large-bodied terrestrial
herbivores in the Southern Hemisphere landmasses during the Cretaceous Period but they were
not endemic to the Gondwanan landmasses, the researchers said.

Gondwana is the southern half of the Pangaean supercontinent that existed some 300 million
years ago and is composed of the major continental blocks of South America, Africa, Arabia,
Madagascar, Sri Lanka, India, Antarctica, and Australia.

In India, the Late Cretaceous sauropod dinosaur generally belong to the titanosaurian clade and
has been reported from the Lameta Formation of Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh and Maharashtra
and Kallamedu Formation of Tamil Nadu, the researchers said.

Please enter a valid email address.

Mr. Collins was part of the three-man Apollo 11 crew that effectively ended the space race
between the United States and Russia
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NEW SPECIES OF SHREW DISCOVERED IN
ANDAMANS’ NARCONDAM ISLAND

Relevant for: Environment | Topic: Biodiversity, Ecology, and Wildlife Related Issues

New species of shrew Crocidura narcondamica discovered from Narcondam island   | Photo
Credit: Special Arrangement

Scientists from the Zoological Survey of India (ZSI) have discovered a new species of
insectivorous mammal, a white-toothed shrew, from Narcondam Island of the Andaman and
Nicobar group of islands.

The species Crocidura narcondamica is a new addition to the list of mammals found in the
country. Shrews are small and mouse-like mammals, and they live in sub-leaf stratum in the
forests. Insects are the primary diet of these animals.

“This is the first discovery of a shrew from this volcanic island (Narcondam Island) and it
increases the number of White-toothed shrew (genus Crocidura) species in India from 11to 12,”
said Chandrakasan Sivaperuman, Scientist and Officer-in-Charge, at ZSI, Andaman & Nicobar
Regional Centre.

The new species is of medium size (head and body lengths) and has a distinct external
morphology with darker grey dense fur with a thick, darker tail compared to other species of the
genus, Dr. Sivaperuman added. He also said craniodental characters of the species such as
braincase was rounded and elevated with weak lambdoidal ridges makes the species distinct in
comparison to other close congeners.

The details of the discovery have been published in journal Scientific Reports, a publication by
the Nature group in an article titled ‘Discovery of new mammal species (Soricidae: Eulipotyphla)
from Narcondam volcanic Island, India’

“With this discovery the number of mammals found in the country have increased from 429 to
430. This discovery is based on both osteological and DNA molecular studies of the specimen,”
Kailash Chandra, former director and one of the authors of the publication, told The Hindu.

The other authors behind the publication who contributed to the discovery are Manokaran
Kamalakannan, from Osteology Section of the ZSI, Chinnadurai Venkatraman, Scientist from the
Mammal and Osteology Section of the ZSI, Shantanu Kundu Centre for DNA Taxonomy, the
ZSI, and Gokulakrishnan, Research Associate at the ZSI.

The Ministry of Environment Forest and Climate Change also took note of the important
taxonomical finding through a series of tweets. “The new white-toothed shrew species is named
after the type locality, Narcondam Island regarded as a volcanic island situated in the Andaman
and Nicobar Archipelago, India: Narcondam Shrew Crocidura norcondamica,” the Ministry
tweeted from its official handle.

The discovery of a new insectivorous mammal comes after 43 years. Prior to this, scientists from
the ZSI had discovered Crocidura jenkinsi on the South Andaman Island in 1978.

The discovery comes from one of most remote and uninhabited islands, Narcondam island, of
the Andaman and Nicobar archipelago. Narcondam Island is located about 130 km east of North

https://www.thehindu.com/profile/photographers/Special-Arrangement/
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-021-88859-4
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-021-88859-4
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Andaman, and about 446 km of the west coast of Myanmar. The isolated island covers an area
of 6.8 km2 and the highest peak (volcanic cone) is 710 m above sea level; however, the base
lies approximately 1,500 m beneath the sea. This thickly vegetated island is bordered by cliffs on
the southern side and crested by three peaks is part of a volcanic arc that continues northward
from Sumatra to Myanmar.

Please enter a valid email address.
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Source : www.pib.gov.in Date : 2021-05-05

BIODEGRADABLE YOGA MAT DEVELOPED BY 6
YOUNG GIRLS FROM ASSAM MAY SAVE LAKES FROM
WATER HYACINTH MENACE

Relevant for: Environment | Topic: Environmental Conservation, Sustainable Development, and EIA

A biodegradable and compostable yoga mat developed from water hyacinth by six young girls
from the fishing community in Assam could turn this water plant from a nuisance to wealth.

The girls belong to the fishing community living in the fringe of the Deepor Beel, a permanent
freshwater lake in south west of Guwahati city, recognised as a Ramsar Site (a wetland of
international importance) and a bird wildlife sanctuary. The lake has been a source of livelihood
for 9 villages of the fishing community who shared this biome for centuries, but over the years
suffered from excessive growth and accumulation of water hyacinth.

The innovation by the girls, whose families are directly dependent on the wetland for survival,
could contribute significantly towards the environmental conservation and sustainability of
Deepor Beel and also ensure local livelihood. The mat called ‘Moorhen Yoga Mat’ will soon be
introduced to the world market as a unique product.

The intervention was triggered through an initiative by North East Centre for Technology
Application and Reach (NECTAR), an autonomous body under Department of Science &
Technology (DST), Govt. of India to involve the entire women community associated with a
collective called ‘Simang’ meaning dream, led by the 6 girls to create wealth from water
hyacinth plants.

Considering all aspects of water hyacinth’s properties and the functional requirements of a
product like a mat, a hand-woven 100% biodegradable and 100 % compostable mat to be used
for doing Yoga was ideated as a means to provide multiple ecological and social benefits. The
mat developed through fiber processing and technological interventions could improve the
aquatic ecosystem of the wetland through removal of water hyacinth, help sustainable
production of utility products with community engagement and generate of livelihood for
indigenous communities to become completely ‘Atamanirbhar’.

As the collection, drying and preparation of the water hyacinth before using it for weaving is the
most important process, small interventions of technology were introduced like using ‘solar
dryer’which reduced the drying time to about 3 days. It could also compensate for the loss in
time due to heavy rains that take place very frequently in this part of the country over a six
month long rainy season (May-October).

The women wove water hyacinth using traditional Assamese loom with the help of different
combinations of techniques, materials and tools to develop a high quality, comfortable and
thoroughly biodegradable and compostable Yoga Mat. It has resulted in engagement of 38
women from 3 fringe villages (Keotpara, Notun Basti and Borbori). Technology intervention
could also increase the production rate.

“7WEAVES”, (a sister concern of the Simang Collectives) team provided expertise on natural
dyeing from locally available natural materials of Loharghat Forest Range, Kamrup District
enabling NECTAR to include naturally dyed cotton yarns from lac, onion skins, iron and jaggery,
in various patterns for the mat. Various equipment of the loom was changed to adapt to the
woven structure of the mat.
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The ‘Moorhen Yoga mat’ named after Kam Sorai (Purple moorhen, a resident bird of Deepor
Beel Wildlife sanctuary), comes in a cotton canvas cloth bag where no zip or metal closures are
used. The bag has adjustable strap and closures effectively designed to be in sync with
biodegradability.

              

               

             

                                    Women engaged in the process of mat making

                   

For more details Prof. (Dr.) ArunK. Sarma, Director General, North East Centre for Technology
Application & Reach (NECTAR) (011 26566778; 7358473508) can be contacted.

****

RP (DST Media Cell)
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A biodegradable and compostable yoga mat developed from water hyacinth by six young girls
from the fishing community in Assam could turn this water plant from a nuisance to wealth.

The girls belong to the fishing community living in the fringe of the Deepor Beel, a permanent
freshwater lake in south west of Guwahati city, recognised as a Ramsar Site (a wetland of
international importance) and a bird wildlife sanctuary. The lake has been a source of livelihood
for 9 villages of the fishing community who shared this biome for centuries, but over the years
suffered from excessive growth and accumulation of water hyacinth.

The innovation by the girls, whose families are directly dependent on the wetland for survival,
could contribute significantly towards the environmental conservation and sustainability of
Deepor Beel and also ensure local livelihood. The mat called ‘Moorhen Yoga Mat’ will soon be
introduced to the world market as a unique product.

The intervention was triggered through an initiative by North East Centre for Technology
Application and Reach (NECTAR), an autonomous body under Department of Science &
Technology (DST), Govt. of India to involve the entire women community associated with a
collective called ‘Simang’ meaning dream, led by the 6 girls to create wealth from water
hyacinth plants.

Considering all aspects of water hyacinth’s properties and the functional requirements of a
product like a mat, a hand-woven 100% biodegradable and 100 % compostable mat to be used
for doing Yoga was ideated as a means to provide multiple ecological and social benefits. The
mat developed through fiber processing and technological interventions could improve the
aquatic ecosystem of the wetland through removal of water hyacinth, help sustainable
production of utility products with community engagement and generate of livelihood for
indigenous communities to become completely ‘Atamanirbhar’.

As the collection, drying and preparation of the water hyacinth before using it for weaving is the
most important process, small interventions of technology were introduced like using ‘solar
dryer’which reduced the drying time to about 3 days. It could also compensate for the loss in
time due to heavy rains that take place very frequently in this part of the country over a six
month long rainy season (May-October).

The women wove water hyacinth using traditional Assamese loom with the help of different
combinations of techniques, materials and tools to develop a high quality, comfortable and
thoroughly biodegradable and compostable Yoga Mat. It has resulted in engagement of 38
women from 3 fringe villages (Keotpara, Notun Basti and Borbori). Technology intervention
could also increase the production rate.

“7WEAVES”, (a sister concern of the Simang Collectives) team provided expertise on natural
dyeing from locally available natural materials of Loharghat Forest Range, Kamrup District
enabling NECTAR to include naturally dyed cotton yarns from lac, onion skins, iron and jaggery,
in various patterns for the mat. Various equipment of the loom was changed to adapt to the
woven structure of the mat.

The ‘Moorhen Yoga mat’ named after Kam Sorai (Purple moorhen, a resident bird of Deepor
Beel Wildlife sanctuary), comes in a cotton canvas cloth bag where no zip or metal closures are
used. The bag has adjustable strap and closures effectively designed to be in sync with
biodegradability.
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                                    Women engaged in the process of mat making

                   

For more details Prof. (Dr.) ArunK. Sarma, Director General, North East Centre for Technology
Application & Reach (NECTAR) (011 26566778; 7358473508) can be contacted.

****

RP (DST Media Cell)
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Source : www.thehindu.com Date : 2021-05-09

WILDLIFE FORENSICS HELPS CAUSE OF PANGOLINS
Relevant for: Environment | Topic: Biodiversity, Ecology, and Wildlife Related Issues

Developing protocols: Indian and Chinese pangolins are both endangered, therefore, it is
important to identify species and the number poached.   | Photo Credit: Forensic Science
International

Pangolins, despite being listed in Schedule I of Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972 continue to be the
world’s most trafficked mammal. The primary demand for its scales in the making of traditional
East Asian medicines has led to an estimated illegal trade worth $2.5 billion every year. To
enforce the appropriate national and international laws and to track the decline of the species,
researchers of Zoological Survey of India (ZSI), Kolkata, have now developed tools to tell apart
the scales of Indian pangolin (Manis crassicaudata) and Chinese pangolin (Manis pentadactyla).

They characterised the morphological features and investigated genetic variations between the
two species by sequencing 624 scales of pangolins and comparing the sequences with all eight
pangolin species. Based on the size, shape, weight and ridge counts on the scales, the team
was able to categorise the two species.

“These simple morphological characters can be easily measured by the use of a simple Vernier
caliper. These metric characters will be of immense utility for the law enforcement agencies for
taking spot decision during larger seizures,” says Mukesh Thakur, lead author and the
Coordinator of Wildlife Forensic Facilities at ZSI. The results were recently published in Forensic
Science International.

He explains that when scales are confiscated, the wildlife officers just weigh and estimate how
many pangolins might have been killed. “This needs revision as the dry weight of the scales
from one single mature Chinese pangolin is roughly about 500 to 700 grams. However, in the
case of Indian pangolin it goes up to 1.5 kg to 1.8 kg,” explains Dr. Thakur.

“Studies have shown that between 2000 and 2019, an estimate of about 8,95,000 pangolins was
trafficked globally, which mainly involved Asian and African pangolins. This has led to a drastic
decline of the species. According to the International Union for Conservation of Nature, Indian
pangolins are endangered and the Chinese pangolins are critically endangered. Therefore, it is
important to develop protocols that can readily identify species and the number of individuals
poached in seizures,” explains first author Prajnashree Priyambada, a PhD scholar at the
University of Calcutta.

“Though the Chinese pangolin is distributed mostly in Vietnam, Thailand, Cambodia, the
northeastern part of our country is also its home. The population is already limited as it has a
limited geographical range, low fecundity with just one offspring a year. It is also facing pressure
due to habitat degradation and is prone to local extinction,” adds Dr. Thakur.

“We have been conducting training and skill-building workshops for the law enforcement
agencies like various officials of forest department, police, revenue department and wildlife
crime control bureau and this method of identifying scales will also be demonstrated soon.
Forest guards, customs officials or the airport authority when they undertake search and seizure
don't have much of a clue about identification. This study has laid out the methods to take a spot
decision, which is crucial to prosecuting the case in the court of law,” adds Dr. Thakur.

Please enter a valid email address.
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Some genes inherited from Neanderthals help defy the virus, others carry a risk of getting
critically ill
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Source : www.thehindu.com Date : 2021-05-10

GREEN PANEL ALLOWS GREAT NICOBAR PLAN TO
ADVANCE

Relevant for: Environment | Topic: Environmental Conservation, Sustainable Development, and EIA

A Leatherback turtle at the Galathea Bay nesting beach, Great Nicobar Island.File photo  

The Environment Appraisal Committee (EAC) - Infrastructure I of the Ministry of Environment,
Forest and Climate Change (MoEFCC) has flagged serious concerns about NITI Aayog’s
ambitious project for Great Nicobar Island (‘NITI Aayog vision for Great Nicobar ignores tribal,
ecological concerns’, The Hindu , March 21, 2021). The committee has, however, removed the
first hurdle faced by the project. It has “recommended” it “for grant of terms of reference (TOR)”
for Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) studies, which in the first instance will include
baseline studies over three months.

Documents uploaded recently on the MoEFCC’s Parivesh portal show that the 15-member
committee headed by marine biologist and former director, Bombay Natural History Society
(BNHS), Deepak Apte, made the decision following two meetings held on March 17 and 18 and
April 5 and 6. The EAC was responding to the 126 page ‘pre-feasibility’ report, ‘Holistic
Development of Great Nicobar Island at Andaman and Nicobar Islands’, prepared for the NITI
Aayog by the Gurugram-based consulting agency Aecom India Private Limited. The proposal
includes an international container transshipment terminal, a greenfield international airport, a
power plant and a township complex spread over 166 sq. km. (mainly pristine coastal systems
and tropical forests), and is estimated to cost Rs. 75,000 crore.

Concerns on site

The committee’s concerns were both procedural and substantive. A discussion on the proposal
in the March meeting was deferred because of delayed and incomplete submission of
documents. The missing information included the minutes of the meeting note, details of the
township to be developed over 149 sq. km., a note on seismic and tsunami hazards, freshwater
requirement details (6.5 lakh people are envisaged to finally inhabit the island when the present
population is only 8,500; the current total population of the entire island chain is less than 4.5
lakh), and details of the impact on the Giant Leatherback turtle.

The committee also noted that there were no details of the trees to be felled — a number that
could run into millions since 130 sq. km. of the project area has some of the finest tropical
forests in India. A point-wise response to concerns was submitted by the project proponent, the
Andaman and Nicobar Island Integrated Development Corporation (ANIIDCO), on April 5, the
very day the committee convened for its next meeting. Yet, the proposal was taken up for
consideration and even recommended for grant of ToR to go ahead.

This, despite the fact that the committee raised a number of additional issues, including about
Galathea Bay, the site of the port and the centrepiece of the NITI Aayog proposal. Galathea Bay
is an iconic nesting site in India of the enigmatic Giant Leatherback, the world’s largest marine
turtle — borne out by surveys done over three decades by the island’s Forest Department and
research agencies like the Andaman and Nicobar Environment Team, Dakshin Foundation and
the Indian Institute of Science (IISc) (‘Leatherback nesting sites could be overrun by Andamans
projects’, The Hindu , February 15, 2021).

The committee noted that the site selection for the port had been done mainly on technical and
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financial criteria, ignoring the environmental aspects. It has now asked for “an independent
study/ evaluation for the suitability of the proposed port site with specific focus on Leatherback
Turtle, Nicobar Magapod (sic) and Dugong”.

Action points

This, in fact, is only one of over a 100 specific points of action listed out by the committee. They
include, among others, the need for an independent assessment of terrestrial and marine
biodiversity, a study on the impact of dredging, reclamation and port operations, including oil
spills (to be carried out by nationally recognised institutions such as the Wildlife Institute of India,
IISc or the Salim Ali Centre for Ornithology and Natural History), the need for studies of
alternative sites for the port with a focus on environmental and ecological impact, especially on
turtles, analysis of risk-handling capabilities, a seismic and tsunami hazard map, a disaster
management plan, details of labour, labour camps and their requirements, an assessment of the
cumulative impact, and a hydro-geological study to assess impact on round and surface water
regimes.

Corporate policy

The committee has also asked for details of the corporate environment policy of the
implementing agency — whether the company has an environment policy, a prescribed standard
operating procedure to deal with environmental and forest violations, and a compliance
management system.

ANIIDCO, the Port Blair project proponent, is a government undertaking involved in activities
such as tourism, trading (iron and steel, milk, petroleum products, and liquor) and infrastructure
development for tourism and fisheries. Its annual turnover for 2018-19 was Rs. 379 crore, and
handling a mega infrastructure project estimated to cost Rs. 75,000 crore appears way beyond
its capacity.

AECOM’s pre-feasibility report has proposed 2022-23 for the commencement of work on the
site. “How is that possible,” asks an island expert, requesting anonymity. “One year is simply not
enough if the government and project proponents follow the EAC’s recommendations in letter
and spirit. And how can extensive baseline studies be carried out in just three months?”

Ecological surveys in the last few years have reported a number of new species, many restricted
to just the Galathea region. These include the critically endangered Nicobar shrew, the Great
Nicobar crake, the Nicobar frog, the Nicobar cat snake, a new skink (Lipinia sp), a new lizard
(Dibamus sp,) and a snake of the Lycodon sp that is yet to be described.

“None of these are even mentioned in AECOM’s pre-feasibility report or the EAC’s
observations,” he notes. “We don’t even fully know what exists here, leave alone understanding
the many fragile inter-linkages of the Great Nicobar’s complex systems.”

Pankaj Sekhsaria has been researching issues of the Andaman and Nicobar Islands for over
two decades. He is also the author of five books on the islands
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BABY BONGO: CRITICALLY ENDANGERED ANTELOPE
MAKES DEBUT AT POLISH ZOO

Relevant for: Environment | Topic: Biodiversity, Ecology, and Wildlife Related Issues

A newborn mountain bongo, the largest of African forest antelopes, is seen in the Warsaw Zoo,
Poland May 6, 2021.   | Photo Credit: REUTERS

(Subscribe to Science For All, our weekly newsletter, where we aim to take the jargon out of
science and put the fun in. Click here.)

A baby mountain bongo, born two weeks ago at Warsaw Zoo in Poland, was enjoying one of its
first walks outside with her mother on Thursday after a cold spell kept her indoors until now.

Mountain bongos, the largest among African forest antelopes, are a critically endangered
species with only about 70-80 adults left in the wild, according to the IUCN's Red List of
Threatened Species.

The animals are nocturnal and have a striking appearance due to their long horns and their
reddish brown coat offset with white or yellow markings in the form of thin vertical lines.

"They are difficult to breed (...) because of their character. We are the only zoo in Europe that
keeps them in a pavilion open to visitors, and that's because those antelopes are extremely
timid," said Sylwia Grodkowska, head of the ungulates section at the Warsaw zoo.

She said the baby was born during the night to a first time mother and that zoo employees had
found the pair when they came to work in the morning.

Due to cold weather the baby had to stay inside for the first few days.

"It's an antelope, a small one. It only has two tasks: to eat and to sleep," Grodkowska said.

Please enter a valid email address.
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NEARLY A FIFTH OF EARTH'S SURFACE
TRANSFORMED SINCE 1960

Relevant for: Environment | Topic: Environmental Conservation, Sustainable Development, and EIA

This file photo dated Sunday Aug. 24, 2008 shows the rainforest in Kakum National Park,
Ghana.   | Photo Credit: AP

Whether it's turning forests into cropland or savannah into pastures, humanity has repurposed
land over the last 60 years equivalent in area to Africa and Europe combined, researchers said
Tuesday.

If you count all such transitions since 1960, it adds up to about 43 million square kilometres
(16.5 square miles), four times more than previous estimates, according to a study in Nature
Communications.

"Since land use plays a central role for climate mitigation, biodiversity and food production,
understanding its full dynamics is essential for sustainable land use strategies," lead author
Karina Winkler, a physical geographer at Wageningen University & Research in the
Netherlands, told AFP.

Plants and soil — especially in tropical forests — soak up about 30% of manmade carbon
pollution, so large-scale landscape changes could spell success or failure in meeting Paris
Agreement temperature targets.

The 2015 climate treaty enjoins nations to stop global heating at "well below" two degrees
Celsius, and 1.5 if possible. The planet has already warmed 1.2 above the preindustrial
benchmark, enough to unleash a crescendo of deadly storms, sea level rise and other impacts.

Since 1960, Earth's total forest cover has shrunk by nearly a million km2, while areas covered
by cropland and pastures have each increased by roughly the same extent, the study found.

But the global figures obscure important regions differences.

Forest areas in the Global North — Europe, Russia, East Asia and North America — have
increased in the last 60 years, while forest loss in developing countries of the Global South has
been staggeringly high, the study showed.

Conversely, croplands have declined in the north and expanded in the global South, especially
to satisfy rich country appetites.

"Tropical deforestation has occurred for the production of beef, sugar cane and soybean in the
Brazilian Amazon, oil palm in Southeast Asia, and cocoa in Nigeria and Cameroon," Winkler
noted.

High oil prices — peaking at around $145 per barrel of crude in 2008 — also fuelled conversion
of forests to bioenergy crops.

The study revealed rapid land use change — driven first by the Green revolution in the 1960-
70s, and then by the expansion of globalised markets — up to 2005.

https://www.thehindu.com/profile/photographers/AP/
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-021-22702-2
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-021-22702-2
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But after a period of fluctuation in global markets, the pace at which land was repurposed
slowed.

"With the economic boom coming to an end during the Great Recession (of 2008), the global
demand for commodities dropped," the study noted.

Earlier calculations of land use change since the mid-20th century have fallen short for a number
of reasons, Winkler explained.

Datasets were fragmented both in space and time, and based as much on assumptions as
concrete measurements. The resolution of satellite data was coarse, and usually only
distinguished between two or three categories of land.

The new study drew from long-term land use statistics compiled by the Food and Agriculture
Organization (FAO), identifying urban areas, croplands, forests, grasslands, pastures and
regions with sparse or no vegetation, such as deserts.

It also used a higher resolution of satellite images — one kilometre squared.

About 17% of Earth's land surface has switched categories at least once since 1960, the study
showed.

But sometimes the same piece of real estate changed more than once. If all such transitions are
taken into account, the total land surface affected was equivalent to 32%.

Earth's skin is stretched across 510 million km2. Some 70% of that — 361 million km2 -- is
water, mostly oceans.

Of the remaining 149 million km2, about 15 million km2 is permanently covered by ice, leaving
134 million km2 of ice-free land.

Please enter a valid email address.
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U.S. SLIDER TURTLES POSE A THREAT IN
NORTHEAST

Relevant for: Environment | Topic: Biodiversity, Ecology, and Wildlife Related Issues

Growing concerns:The red-eared sliders grow fast and leave nothing for the native species to
eat.special arrangement  

A ‘cute’ American turtle popular as a pet is threatening to invade the natural water bodies across
the Northeast, home to 21 of the 29 vulnerable native Indian species of freshwater turtles and
tortoises.

Between August 2018 and June 2019, a team of herpetologists from NGO Help Earth found red-
eared sliders in the Deepor Beel Wildlife Sanctuary and the Ugratara temple pond – both in
Guwahati. They published the “grim” finding in ‘Reptiles & Amphibians’, journal of the U.S.-
based International Reptile Conservation Foundation in August 2020.

But the alarm was raised after H.T. Lalremsanga and eight others from Mizoram University’s
Department of Zoology published another report in the same journal in April this year. Their
report said a red-eared slider was collected from an unnamed stream, connected to the Tlawng
River, on a farm near Mizoram capital Aizawl.

The red-eared slider ( Trachemys scripta elegans ) derives its name from red stripes around the
part where its ears would be and from its ability to slide quickly off any surface into the water.

“Native to the U.S. and northern Mexico, this turtle is an extremely popular pet due to its small
size, easy maintenance, and relatively low cost. But on the flip side, they grow fast and virtually
leave nothing for the native species to eat,” Mr. Lalremsanga told The Hindu. on Friday.

“Much like the Burmese python that went to the U.S. as a pet to damage the South Florida
Everglades ecosystem, the red-eared slider has already affected States such as Karnataka and
Gujarat, where it has been found in 33 natural water bodies,” said Jayaditya Purkayastha of the
Guwahati-based Help Earth.

“But more than elsewhere in India, preventing this invasive species from overtaking the
Brahmaputra and other river ecosystems in the Northeast is crucial because the Northeast is
home to more than 72% of the turtle and tortoise species in the country, all of them very rare,”
he said.

Mr. Purkayastha said the red-eared slider presents a Catch-22 situation. People who keep it as
pets become sensitive about turtle conservation but endanger the local ecosystem, probably
unknowingly, by releasing them in natural water bodies after they outgrow an aquarium, tank or
pool at home.

“Although the red-eared slider is traded legally, the time has come for the government to come
up with regulations against keeping invasive as pets,” he said.
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A NEW SPECIES OF SNAKE FROM TAMIL NADU AND
AN OLD NAMING CONFUSION FROM LONDON

Relevant for: Environment | Topic: Biodiversity, Ecology, and Wildlife Related Issues

Platyceps josephi Credit: Surya Narayanan  

An international team of researchers has discovered a new species of racer snake from
Tuticorin in Tamil Nadu and also solved a naming confusion that existed for nearly two
centuries.

The new species named Platyceps josephi (after late herpetologist Naveen Joseph), has distinct
white bands on its body and irregular white spots on its head. Less than a metre in length, it is a
non-venomous terrestrial snake, so far only known from Tamil Nadu. Its diet chiefly consists of
geckos, lizards and small rodents.

“The species faces a number of threats across its distributional range, including habitat
destruction, because the grasslands in southern Tamil Nadu are being actively converted into
plantations, farmlands and urbanisation...The species’ ability to adapt and its reproductive
success is not known,” notes the paper published in Vertebrate Zoology.

The team writes that Platyceps josephi should be considered a species in the Vulnerable
category according to the IUCN criteria.

New species of vine snakes discovered

“While writing about this find, we noticed that another snake species named Banded racer had
an unstable taxonomic history. The specimens were named based on drawings done in the
1700s by Patrick Russell - who is considered the Father of Indian Ophiology. So, we had to
trace back and study several old sketches kept in the Zoological Library of the Natural History
Museum, London and the Bodlein library, Oxford in order to understand how they got the
naming wrong,” explains Surya Narayanan, one of the authors of the paper. He is a researcher
at the Ashoka Trust for Research in Ecology and the Environment, Bangalore.

Detailed investigation of unpublished manuscripts, paintings and even CT scanning old
specimens showed that the Banded racer and Anamalai wolf snake were misidentified because
of a single mistake that got carried forward.

“English zoologist George Kearsley Shaw first described the species in 1802. The confusion
started when another herpetologist Albert Günther made a misidentification in 1858. Günther
referred to another painting of Russell and wrongly attributed it to a different species.
Subsequently, other authors referred to this work and the wrong name stuck and got carried for
so many years” says Pratyush P. Mohapatra, scientist at the Jabalpur based Zoological Survey
of India and one of the authors of the paper.

The team has now helped give the correct scientific names to both the snakes. The banded
racer has now been named Platyceps plinii and the wolf snake as Lycodon fasciolatus.

“I initially thought it would be a simple comparison of specimens at the natural history museum
and the new species from Tamil Nadu. However, from my previous studies I am aware that
many things are not straightforward in taxonomy,” says first author Deepak Veerappan in an

https://vertebrate-zoology.arphahub.com/article/64345/
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email to The Hindu. He is a postdoctoral researcher at the Senckenberg Museum of Zoology,
Dresden, Germany.

Herpetologist Deepak Veerappan has a snake named after him

“These old paintings and dry skin collection we checked are invaluable special collections
maintained in controlled temperature and humidity. Studying them was almost like time travel,”
adds Dr. Veerappan.

He notes that few other common snake species in India have complex taxonomic history
because of poor descriptions and/or multiple descriptions of the same species collected in
different parts of India (e.g. common bronze back tree snake- Dendrelaphis tristis).

“We have just scratched the surface, these investigations will lead to many more new species
descriptions,” says Dr. Veerappan.

(Subscribe to Science For All, our weekly newsletter, where we aim to take the jargon out of
science and put the fun in. Click here.)
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NEW SPECIES OF SKINK FOUND FROM WESTERN
GHATS

Relevant for: Environment | Topic: Biodiversity, Ecology, and Wildlife Related Issues

Slinky find: Named Subdoluseps nilgiriensis , the reptile has a slender body of just about 7 cm
and is sandy brown in colour.  

In September 2019, a group of herpetologists gathered at Anaikatti hills in Coimbatore for the
South Asian Reptile Red List Assessment organised by the International Union for Conservation
of Nature (IUCN). When Achyuthan Srikanthan, one of the members, from the Indian Institute of
Science, Bengaluru, suggested an impromptu night visit to a nearby private farm, little did they
know they would stumble upon a new species new: a new Asian gracile skink.

Named Subdoluseps nilgiriensis, after the Nilgiris, the reptile has a slender body of just about 7
cm and is sandy brown in colour. Based on genetic studies, the team writes the new species is
closely related to Subdoluseps pruthi that is found in parts of the Eastern Ghats.

“The new species was found in a dry deciduous area, showing that even the dry zones of our
country are home to unrealised skink diversity which needs to be further explored. There is an
urgent need to change the notion that high biodiversity can be found only in the wet and
evergreen forests,” says Aniruddha Datta Roy, corresponding author of the paper recently
published in Zootaxa.

He adds that most of the studies in Tamil Nadu are carried out only in the protected areas and
focus only on megafauna such as tigers, elephants and other such charismatic species “We also
need to study the little-known animal groups inside our forests. They are fundamental and
indispensable components of our biodiversity,” adds Prof. Roy from the National Institute of
Science Education & Research (NISER), Bhubaneswar.

Most skinks are diurnal and are usually secretive in their habits. Because of their elusiveness,
not much is known about their natural and evolutionary history. Most of the species are placed
under the data-deficient category. “This species is only the third skink species discovered from
mainland India in the last millennium. Such discoveries give us an understanding of how
underestimated our reptile species diversity truly is,” adds Prof. Roy.

Though skinks are non-venomous, they resemble snakes because of the often-inconspicuous
limbs and the way they move on land. Such resemblance has led to confusion often resulting in
humans killing this lowly harmless creature. “We are yet to study the breeding and feeding
habits of this new species. Other skinks are known to feed insects such as termites, crickets and
small spiders, and we assume our new species has a similar diet,” adds Avrajjal Ghosh, one of
the authors of the paper.

Subdoluseps nilgiriensis is currently considered a vulnerable species as there are potential
threats from seasonal forest fires, housing constructions and brick kiln industries in the area.
Rapid urbanisation, which has increased the road networks in the area, has also threatened the
small geographical range of the species.

Please enter a valid email address.
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NEW DINOSAUR FOUND IN MEXICO WAS 'VERY
COMMUNICATIVE': STUDY

Relevant for: Environment | Topic: Biodiversity, Ecology, and Wildlife Related Issues

An illustration of the Mexico's National Institute of Anthropology and History (INAH) represents a
new species of a dinosaur named Tlatolophus galorum after palaeontologists found its 72
million-year-old fossilised remains almost a decade ago, in General Cepeda, Coahuila, Mexico
in this undated illustration obtained by Reuters on May 13, 2021.   | Photo Credit: REUTERS

 

A new species of dinosaur identified by Mexican paleontologists is believed to have been "very
communicative" and used low-frequency sounds like elephants to talk to each other, a
researcher said Friday.

The specimen, which has been named Tlatolophus galorum, is thought to have died around 72
million years ago in what is now Mexico's northern state of Coahuila.

After initially discovering the tail, paleontologists said they later found most of its skull, a 1.32-
meter (4.3-foot) bony hollow crest through which it communicated, as well as bones such as its
femur and shoulder.

"We are calculating the size, which could be between eight meters and 12 meters long because
just the tail is around six meters," said paleobiologist Angel Alejandro Ramirez. "We believe that
these dinosaurs were very communicative. They even produced and perceived low-frequency
sounds like those made by elephants, which travel several kilometers and are imperceptible to
humans."

These "peaceful, but talkative" dinosaurs could also have had the ability to emit loud sounds to
scare off predators, the National Institute of Anthropology and History (INAH) said on Thursday
when it announced the discovery.

Mexican researchers think Tlatolophus galorum's crest may have been red.

"We believe that these dinosaurs, like modern birds, saw in colour and so these structures like
the crest were possibly brightly colored. They could have been completely red, or multi-colored,
with spots," Ramirez said.

The discovery is still under investigation, but research about the ancient reptile has already been
published in the scientific journal Cretaceous Research, according to the INAH.

"It is an exceptional case in Mexican paleontology," it said. "Highly favorable events had to occur
millions of years ago, when Coahuila was a tropical region, for it to be conserved in the
conditions it was found in."

The name Tlatolophus is derived from tlahtolli — which means word in the indigenous Nahuatl
language — and lophus, meaning crest in Greek, the researchers said.

Please enter a valid email address.

https://www.thehindu.com/profile/photographers/REUTERS/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0195667121001312
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0195667121001312


Page 28

cr
ac

kIA
S.co

m

The Voyager 1 spacecraft, launched in September 1977, is currently located about 22.7 billion
km from Earth
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MAMMALS CAN BREATHE THROUGH ANUS IN
EMERGENCIES: STUDY

Relevant for: Environment | Topic: Biodiversity, Ecology, and Wildlife Related Issues

Image for representational purposes only   | Photo Credit: SUSHIL KUMAR VERMA

A team of Japanese scientists has shown it is possible for mammals to absorb oxygen via the
anus.

Intrigued by how certain sea creatures breathe through their intestines in emergencies,
researchers at Tokyo Medical and Dental University were able to prove the same was true under
experimental circumstances for mice, rats and pigs, publishing their findings in the journal Med
on Friday.

They say the finding might also apply to humans who are in respiratory distress when ventilators
are not available or inadequate.

For higher order animals, respiration involves breathing in oxygen and excreting carbon dioxide
using lungs or gills. Some species however have evolved alternate ventilatory mechanisms.
Loaches, catfish, sea cucumbers and orb-weaving spiders can also use their hindgut to
oxygenate to survive in emergencies.

This is called enteral ventilation via anus, or EVA.

"The rectum has a mesh of fine blood vessels just beneath the surface of its lining, which means
that drugs administered through the anus are readily absorbed into the bloodstream," lead
author Ryo Okabe said.

This made the team wonder whether oxygen could be delivered into the bloodstream in the
same way.

To answer the question, they decided to carry out experiments on oxygen-deprived mice, pigs
and rats using two methods: delivering the oxygen into the rectum in gas form, and infusing an
oxygen-rich enema via the same route.

The researchers prepared the lining of the rectum by rubbing it to cause inflammation and
increase blood flow, which improved the effectiveness of oxygen delivery.

However, since such a preparation would likely be unacceptable for humans, they also tried
using oxygenated perfluorodecalin, a liquid that has already been shown to be safe and is in
selective clinical use.

Delivery of oxygen both as gas and in liquid form increased oxygenation, normalised the
animals' behavior and prolonged their survival.

The team also confirmed the improvement in oxygenation at the cellular level, by a technique
called immunochemical staining.

They added that the small amount of liquid that was absorbed along with the oxygen caused no
harm and did not disrupt the gut bacteria, indicating the method was safe.

https://www.thehindu.com/profile/photographers/SUSHIL-KUMAR-VERMA/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2666634021001537
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2666634021001537
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"Patients in respiratory distress can have their oxygen supply supported by this method to
reduce the negative effects of oxygen deprivation while the underlying condition is being
treated," added co-author Takanori Takebe.

Eventually the team hopes to establish the technique's effectiveness in humans in a clinical
setting.

Writing an accompanying commentary, Caleb Kelly of the Yale School of Medicine, said EVA
should be taken seriously. "This is a provocative idea and those first encountering it will express
astonishment. Yet, as the potential clinical role is considered and the data presented by Okabe
et al is examined, EVA emerges as a promising therapy deserving of scientific and medical
interest," he said.

The technique could play a role when there is a shortage of ventilators, as seen in the current
coronavirus pandemic, he added.

Please enter a valid email address.

Skinks are non-venomous, their inconspicuous limbs make them resemble snakes
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FROM BEEF TO CHOCOLATE, ILLEGAL
DEFORESTATION FOUND BEHIND MANY EVERYDAY
FOODS

Relevant for: Environment | Topic: Environmental Degradation - GHGs, Ozone Depletion and Climate Change

In this file photo taken on August 07, 2020, aerial picture of a deforested area close to Sinop,
Mato Grosso State, Brazil.   | Photo Credit: AFP

Nearly 70% of tropical forests cleared for cattle ranching and crops such as soybeans and palm
oil were deforested illegally between 2013 and 2019, a study showed on Tuesday, warning of
the impact on global efforts to fight climate change.

Illegal logging was behind the loss of 4.5 million hectares of forest — an area the size of
Denmark — on average each year in Latin America, Southeast Asia and Africa, said the report
by U.S.-based nonprofit Forest Trends.

“If we don’t urgently stop this unlawful deforestation, we don’t have a chance to beat the three
crises facing humanity – climate change, biodiversity loss and emerging pandemics,” said Arthur
Blundell, report lead co-author and an advisor to Forest Trends, which works on economic tools
to protect ecosystems.

Palm oil cultivation in Indonesia, and soy and beef farming in Brazil — home to roughly 60% of
the Amazon rainforest — were key drivers of illegal deforestation, the report said.

The production of other agricultural commodities, such as cocoa used to make chocolate in
Honduras and West Africa, and corn in Argentina, was also behind illegal forest clearance.

In Indonesia, at least 81% of forested land cleared to produce palm oil is estimated to be illegal,
the report said.

In soy-producing countries, such as Brazil, about 93% of land converted to grow the crop used
in cooking and for animal feed was illegal, while 93% of forest clearance for cocoa plantations
was illegal and 81% for beef, the report said.

The report defined illegal deforestation as forest clearance that broke national laws, such as
loggers and companies failing to obtain permits from landowners or conduct environmental
impact assessments, as well as cases involving tax evasion.

Environmentalists and some lawmakers in the United States, EU and Britain are calling for
legislation that would stop goods grown on illegally cleared lands from ending up on
supermarket shelves.

In the United States, Democratic Senator Brian Schatz of Hawaii and congressman Earl
Blumenauer of Oregon have announced plans for a bill that would ban U.S. imports of
agricultural commodities produced on illegally deforested land.

“I think most U.S. consumers would strongly agree that it’s immoral, outdated, and preposterous
that products sold on supermarket shelves can be traced back to illegally deforested land,”
Blumenauer said in a statement.

https://www.thehindu.com/profile/photographers/AFP/
https://www.forest-trends.org/pressroom/new-report-tropical-forests-the-size-of-denmark-illegally-cleared-every-year-for-commercial-crops-consumed-worldwide/
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The approach is modeled on the Lacey Act of 2008 passed in the United States that banned the
import of illegally trafficked wildlife, plants and timber, which he said had brought progress.

Britain is planning to introduce similar legislation.

Cutting down forests has major implications for global goals to curb climate change, as trees
absorb about a third of the planet-warming carbon emissions produced worldwide.

Carbon emitted from illegal forest clearing for agriculture accounted for at least 41% of all
emissions from tropical deforestation from 2013 and 2019, the report said.

Efforts should also be stepped up to work with soy farmers and cattle ranchers to adopt a
moratorium on forest clearing.

"Illegal deforestation is a key driver of forest loss and creates significant risk for supply chain
companies and financial institutions that may unwittingly supply or finance illegally sourced
commodities," said Justin Adams, executive director of the Tropical Forest Alliance, which works
to rid supply chains of deforestation links.

Please enter a valid email address.

Space Shuttle Endeavour was the fifth and final operational shuttle built as part of NASA’s
Space Shuttle programme. During its nearly two decades of active duty from May 1992 to May
2011, Endeavour embarked on 25 successful missions. A.S.Ganesh takes a look at some of the
highlights from Endeavour’s voyages...
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Source : www.thehindu.com Date : 2021-05-21

WORLD’S LARGEST ICEBERG BREAKS OFF FROM
ANTARCTICA, SAYS ESA

Relevant for: Environment | Topic: Environmental Degradation - GHGs, Ozone Depletion and Climate Change

A huge ice block has broken off from western Antarctica into the Weddell Sea, becoming the
largest iceberg in the world and earning the name A-76.

It is the latest in a series of large ice blocks to dislodge in a region acutely vulnerable to climate
change, although scientists said in this case it appeared to be part of a natural polar cycle.

Slightly larger than the Spanish island of Majorca, A-76 had been monitored by scientists since
May 13 when it began to separate from the Ronne Ice Shelf, according to the U.S. National Ice
Center.

The iceberg, measuring around 170 km long and 25 km wide, with an area of 4,320 sq km is
now floating in the Weddell Sea.

It joins previous world’s largest title holder A-23A — approximately 3,880 sq. km. in size —
which has remained in the same area since 1986.

A-76 was originally spotted by the British Antarctic Survey and the calving — the term used
when an iceberg breaks off — was confirmed using images from the Copernicus satellite, the
European Space Agency said.

Icebergs form when hunks of ice break off from ice shelves or glaciers and begin to float in open
water.
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INVASIVE SPECIES COSTING AFRICA $3.66 TRILLION
A YEAR: STUDY

Relevant for: Environment | Topic: Environmental Degradation - GHGs, Ozone Depletion and Climate Change

An undated handout picture released by CABI (Centre for Agriculture and Biosciences
International) in London on February 6, 2017, shows an armyworm caterpillar eating the kernels
of a cob of corn.   | Photo Credit: AFP

Invasive species introduced by human activity are costing African agriculture some $3.66 trillion
every year — around 1.5 times the combined gross domestic product of all African countries —
new research showed Thursday.

Non-native species of weed, insect or worm can have catastrophic effects on farming, with just a
single bug capable of reducing yields of staple crops across the continent.

Now researchers based in Ghana, Kenya, Britain and Switzerland have sought to estimate the
annual economic hit caused by invasive species to African agriculture.

The team studied open source and peer-reviewed literature on species that were not native to
the continent but had caused crop losses to assess the economic impact on yield, management
and the cost of research.

Next, they surveyed more than 1,000 stakeholders — including farmers, researchers and
government officials — about the financial implications of invasive species.

Participants were asked to estimate crop losses caused by invasive alien species as well as the
costs incurred.

Native Indian turtles face U.S. slider threat across Northeast

Thee team found that the average cost of invasive alien species to the agricultural sector in
Africa's 54 countries was $74.3 billion each year.

But there was substantial variation among countries. The worst affected nations were found to
be Nigeria — which loses around $1 trillion annually due to invasive species — and the
Democratic Republic of the Congo, which loses $317 billion each year.

In all, economic losses by invasive alien species were found to exceed the GDP of 27 out of 49
countries included in the study, which was published in the journal CABI Agriculture and
Bioscience.

The overwhelming majority (99.2%, or $3.63 trillion) of estimated total costs inflicted by alien
species came from removing invasive weeds from crops.

Weeding cereal crops accounted for 72% ($2.61 trillion) of this, the authors found, while
weeding maize and root crops accounts for 14% ($508 billion) and weeding vegetables accounts
for 3.3% ($120 billion).

Invasive species cause billions in damages each year: study

https://www.thehindu.com/profile/photographers/AFP/
https://cabiagbio.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s43170-021-00038-7
https://cabiagbio.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s43170-021-00038-7
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Rene Eschen, corresponding study author from Switzerland's CABI research institute, said the
research highlighted the hidden economic and social costs of having to weed crops across the
continent.

"The removal of invasive alien weeds is largely unpaid work and is primarily carried out by
women and children, reducing the amount of time they are able to spend on income-generating
and community activities or education," he said.

The species found to cause the most crop losses was a moth known as Phthorimaea absoluta,
which affects tomato plants, at an estimated cost of $11.4 billion annually.

Other insects were estimated to inflict more than $21.5 billion worth of crop losses each year to
maize, cassava and mango and citrus crops.

The authors cautioned that their findings may in fact underestimate the true economic cost of
invasive species to Africa's agriculture sector, as they didn't include costs related to chemical
herbicides used to control pests and disease.

Kat Kramer, climate change lead at Christian Aid, said Thursday’s research showed an
additional "often overlooked" challenge for Africa that should feed in to G7 discussions next
month.

"One of the drivers of invasive species is a changing climate as new plants threaten the
established crops which people rely on for both food and income," she told AFP. "This report
should be a wake up call to leaders preparing to meet for the G7."

Mohamed Adow, director of the Nairobi-based think tank Power Shift Africa, said the research
showed "the huge battle that Africa faces to bring prosperity to its people".

"This is yet further evidence for the need for greater support from richer nations to help Africans,
be that through strengthening aid budgets, cancelling unpayable debts and delivering on climate
finance to help people adapt to these challenges," he told AFP.

Please enter a valid email address.
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INDIA’S DEEP SEAS ARE HOME TO 4,371 SPECIES OF
FAUNA: ZSI

Relevant for: Environment | Topic: Biodiversity, Ecology, and Wildlife Related Issues

A dendrophylliid coral found in the deep seas of India.Special Arrangement  

India is home to 4,371 species of deep-sea fauna, including 1,032 species under kingdom
Protista and 3,339 species under kingdom Animalia, a recent publication by the Zoological
Survey of India (ZSI) has revealed.

The deep-sea ecosystem is considered to be below a depth of 200 metres, where solar energy
cannot support primary productivity through photosynthesis. This publication is the first detailed
work on deep-sea organisms of the country.

Published by Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change, the book ‘Deep Sea Faunal
Diversity in India’ is the work of five authors and several contributors. India is surrounded by the
Arabian Sea, the Bay of Bengal, the Andaman Sea and the Laccadive Sea. Of the 4,371
species, the maximum of 2,766 species has been reported from deep sea areas of the Arabian
Sea, followed by 1,964 species from the Bay of Bengal, 1,396 species from the Andaman Sea,
and only 253 species from the Laccadive Sea.

RIMS ship investigator

The authors behind the book point out that India is one of the countries that made a pioneering
exploration in the deep Indian Ocean region in 1874 by commissioning a RIMS (Royal Indian
Marine Survey) ship investigator, which conducted enormous studies in seas around India. “This
RIMS investigator continued to work till 1926. After that, several other vessels, including vessels
of the Indian Navy and scientists from the ZSI and other institutions, conducted deep sea
explorations, gathering information about the fauna. This publication is a result of the work put
together by several scientists across three centuries,” C. Raghunathan, ZSI Acting Director, one
of the authors of the publication, said.

The marine biologist said deep sea fauna had a vast diversity, starting from unicellular
eukaryotes, sponges, corals, echinoderms and fishes, and also mammals.

Kailash Chandra, former ZSI director, said that the deep sea ecosystem was the most
unexplored ecosystem across the world. It included hydrothermal vents, submarine canyons,
deep sea trenches, sea mounts, cold seeps, and mud volcanoes.
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THE MANY BENEFITS OF AN ECO TAX
Relevant for: Environment | Topic: Environmental Conservation, Sustainable Development, and EIA

The Indian government announced a pandemic-related stimulus package in FY 2020-21 though
there was large decline in tax revenue. The fiscal deficit for FY 2020-21 (revised estimates) is
projected to be 9.5% of the GDP; for 2021-22, it is pegged at 6.8%. The focus is on maintaining
fiscal discipline. In this peculiar scenario, sustained health financing in India remains a
challenge.

The World Health Organization (WHO) provides data on the percentage of the total population
where the household expenditure on health was greater than 10% and 25% of the total
household expenditure or income in India in 2011. This provides a clear picture of the status of
spending on health by the rural and urban populations. As far as health expenditure above 10%
is concerned, 17.33% of the population in India made out-of-pocket payments on health. The
percentage was higher in rural areas compared to urban areas. Globally, the average was
12.67%, which means that 12.67% of the population spent more than 10% of their income (out
of their pocket) on health. In Southeast Asia, 16% spent more than 10% of their household
income on health. The Western Pacific region came second in the list of regions that saw a rate
higher than the global average. Similarly, 3.9% of the population in India made more than 25%
of out-of-pocket payments on health, with 4.34% in the rural areas.

The Hindu Explains | What does ‘green tax’ mean for vehicle owners?

The Economic Survey of India 2019-20 has outlined the fact that an increase in public spending
from 1% to 2.5-3% of GDP, as envisaged in the National Health Policy of 2017, can decrease
out-of-pocket expenditure from 65% to 30% of overall healthcare expenses. This is where the
importance of alternate sources of health financing in India needs to be stressed. The COVID-19
pandemic has also forced countries all over the world to rethink climate change and the need for
preservation of the environment. Fiscal reforms for managing the environment are important,
and India has great potential for revenue generation in this aspect.

Environment regulation, in turn, may take several forms: command and control; economic
planning/urban planning; environmental tax (eco tax)/subsidies; and cap and trade. India
currently focuses majorly on the command-and-control approach in tackling pollution. The
success of an eco tax in India would depend on its architecture, that is, how well it is planned
and designed. It should be credible, transparent and predictable. Ideally, the eco tax rate ought
to be equal to the marginal social cost arising from the negative externalities associated with the
production, consumption or disposal of goods and services. This requires an evaluation of the
damage to the environment based on scientific assessments. This would include the adverse
impacts on the health of people, climate change, etc. The eco tax rate may, thus, be fixed
commensurate to the marginal social cost so evaluated. The Madras School of Economics had
already undertaken extensive studies in this regard.

Environmental tax reforms generally involve three complementary activities: (a) eliminating
existing subsidies and taxes that have a harmful impact on the environment; (b) restructuring
existing taxes in an environmentally supportive manner; and (c) initiating new environmental
taxes. Taxes can be designed either as revenue neutral or revenue augmenting. In case of
revenue augmenting, the additional revenue can either be targeted towards the provision of
environmental public goods or directed towards the overall revenue pool. In developing
countries like India, the revenue can be used to a greater extent for the provision of
environmental public goods and addressing environmental health issues.
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Over 4 crore old vehicles on Indian roads, Karnataka tops list at 70 lakh

In India, eco taxes can target three main areas: one, differential taxation on vehicles in the
transport sector purely oriented towards fuel efficiency and GPS-based congestion charges; two,
in the energy sector by taxing fuels which feed into energy generation; and three, waste
generation and use of natural resources. Tax revenues can be generated through eco taxes.
There is also a need to integrate environmental taxes in the Goods and Service Tax framework
as highlighted by the Madras School of Economics in its studies.

The implementation of an environmental tax in India will have three broad benefits: fiscal,
environmental and poverty reduction. Environmental tax reforms can mobilise revenues to
finance basic public services when raising revenue through other sources proves to be difficult
or burdensome. Revenue from environmental tax reforms can also be used to reduce other
distorting taxes such as fiscal dividend. Environmental tax reforms help internalise the
externalities, and the said revenue can finance research and the development of new
technologies.

Environmental regulations may have significant costs on the private sector in the form of slow
productivity growth and high cost of compliance, resulting in the possible increase in the prices
of goods and services. However, the European experience shows that most of the taxes also
generate substantial revenue and there is no evidence on green taxes with sustainable
development goals leading to a ‘no growth’ economy. Most countries’ experiences suggest
negligible impact on the GDP, though such revenues have not necessarily been used for
environmental considerations. Thus, the negligible impact on the GDP may be a temporary
phenomenon.

Hence, this is the right time for India to adopt environmental fiscal reforms as they will reduce
environmental pollution and also generate resources for financing the health sector.

Eduardo Araral is Associate Professor at the Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy and Surjith
Karthikeyan is an Indian Economic Service officer. Views are personal
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To reassure Indian Muslims, the PM needs to state that the govt. will not conduct an exercise
like NRC
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DELHI RECORDS 8 MORE SPECIES OF SNAKES
Relevant for: Environment | Topic: Biodiversity, Ecology, and Wildlife Related Issues

A wild cobra | File   | Photo Credit: BISWARANJAN ROUT

Eight more species have been added to the national capital's list of snakes after an extensive
five-year study conducted by researchers from the Delhi University.

This has taken the number of snake species recorded in the capital to 23, updating the 1997 list
mentioned in the book 'Fauna of Delhi' that is widely used to track Delhi's native species,
according to Gaurav Barhadiya, a researcher from the Department of Environmental Studies,
Delhi University, who conducted the study.

The study recorded a total of 329 snakes in 23 species and nine families. The new additions are
—common bronzeback tree snake, common trinket snake, common cat snake, barred wolf
snake, common kukri, streaked kukri, common sandboa and saw-scaled viper.

The research, published in Reptiles and Amphibians, covered all eleven districts of Delhi,
between January 2016 and October 2020, through 376 field surveys in various urban forests,
parks, private gardens, farms, vacant plots, lakes, and water bodies.

The findings were revealed last month. Data collection techniques included pitfall traps,
opportunistic encounters, nocturnal road cruising, and road kills encounters. Secondary
information on snake rescue has also been taken from NGOs like the Wildlife Trust of India and
Fauna Foundation of India.

Professor Chirashree Ghosh from the Department of Environmental Studies, who supervised the
research, said documentation of urban biodiversity is an urgent requirement as latest statistics
and generated data on urban floral and faunal biodiversity has not been compiled and
documented properly.

“Rapid urbanization is heavily impacting the animal and reptilian population, including snakes.
The future planning should be inclusive of preservation of its green spaces and wildlife,” she
said.

Delhi is an important site for conservation, as it comprises the last spurs of ancient Aravalli
mountains in the form of a ridge, which is now in fragments either in the form of urban forests or
urban parks and experiences regular snake occurrences in and around houses, gardens, and
industrial areas, Ghosh said.

This means it still holds good potential and provides an opportunity to conserve the native flora,
fauna, and biodiversity amidst a densely populated urban area, she said.

Unfortunately, snakes in Delhi have never received priority as compared to the other groups like
mammals and avian diversity. Therefore, no significant studies have been published on the
occurrence of snakes in the capital, Barhadiya said.

“Most snakes we encountered were non-venomous and are harmless and thus, people should
not be afraid and kill them on the spot. Persecution of snakes, road mortality, lack of knowledge,
habitat modification, and habitat fragmentation are the major threats to snake species in urban
Delhi," he said.

https://www.thehindu.com/profile/photographers/BISWARANJAN-ROUT/
https://journals.ku.edu/reptilesandamphibians/article/view/15269
https://journals.ku.edu/reptilesandamphibians/article/view/15269
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NEW SPECIES OF AFRICAN VIOLETS FOUND IN
MIZORAM

Relevant for: Environment | Topic: Biodiversity, Ecology, and Wildlife Related Issues

The newly-described species Didymocarpus vickifunkiae (Gesneriaceae)   | Photo Credit:
Special Arrangement

(Subscribe to Science For All, our weekly newsletter, where we aim to take the jargon out of
science and put the fun in. Click here.)

An ‘African’ flowering plant has been recorded scientifically for the first time in India.

Scientists from the Indian Institute of Science Education and Research (IISER) Bhopal found the
variant of the African violets in Mizoram.

The newly-described species, Didymocarpus vickifunkiae is currently known from only three
locations near the north-eastern State’s border with Myanmar and is considered an endangered
species. It is an epiphyte — a plant that grows on trees — and produces light pink flowers during
the monsoons.

The species has been named after Vicki Ann Funk, a noted botanist who worked at the
Smithsonian Institute in the U.S.

Also read: New Assam plant species may aid anti-cancer battle

The finding has been published in Systematic Botany, a peer reviewed journal published by
American Society for Plant Taxonomists, in a paper co-authored by research scholar Prasanna
N.S. and Vinita Gowda, Associate Professor of Biological Sciences at IISER Bhopal.

“Commonly known as African violets, Didymocarpus is a genus belonging to the plant family
Gesneriaceae whose members are distributed in Asia from Western Himalayas to Sumatra,” Dr.
Gowda said.

“Most of these species are narrow endemics and require specialised habitats to survive, thus
acting as an indicator of pristine habitats. There are 106 currently known species of this genus,
of which 26 are in the northeast,” she told The Hindu.

Botanists spot new bryophyte species in Kerala

African violets, native to Tanzania and Kenya have been popular in the horticultural world, often
used indoors in European countries.

“The Mizoram plant is new to science which could be restricted to those areas because of
reasons to be studied or it could be more widespread in areas where they remain to be spotted.
But its discovery has underscored the floral diversity of the northeast that has a unique
biogeographic placement as a part of two biodiversity hotspots — the Indo-Burma and the
Eastern Himalayas,” Dr. Gowda said.

The new species is an outcome of Mr. Prasanna’s evolutionary study on the Didymocarpus
group of plants found across India and the neighbouring countries, including China. The

https://www.thehindu.com/profile/photographers/Special-Arrangement/
https://www.thehindu.com/static/content/edm/science/index.html
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/new-assam-plant-species-may-aid-anti-cancer-battle/article34103961.ece
https://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/aspt/sb/2021/00000046/00000001/art00024
https://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/aspt/sb/2021/00000046/00000001/art00024
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concentration of this genus is in the northeast.
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WEATHERING STORMS: THE HINDU EDITORIAL ON
DISASTER RESPONSE

Relevant for: Environment | Topic: Disaster and disaster management

India’s capacity to withstand multiple, near-simultaneous shocks is being tested, with a Very
Severe Cyclonic Storm, Yaas, striking Odisha, just a week after an even stronger Cyclone
Tauktae wreaked havoc along the west coast. Yaas, which put up an unnerving display of
tornadoes and rain, smothered the north Odisha coast as it made landfall, but the preparatory
mass evacuation from habitations appears to have limited the loss of life. Yet, thousands have
lost houses and property. West Bengal and Jharkhand also bore the brunt of the weather
system’s force, as it punched its way inland from May 26, weakening into a deep depression. All
coastal States facing the Bay of Bengal have always been in the path of severe cyclones, the
majority following the withdrawal of the monsoon, but their vulnerability may be growing as pre-
monsoon and post-monsoon storms increase in frequency and strength. Moreover, for the
second year running, States have been hobbled by the COVID-19 pandemic. The 2021 season
comes as another reminder that India will have to improve its resilience to cyclones.
Governments are, no doubt, more sensitive to loss of life today and are raising the capacity of
the disaster response forces, but much work needs to be done when it comes to protecting
assets and creating fiscal instruments to help people rebuild their lives.

While the full extent of displacement and losses from Cyclone Yaas is yet unknown, past
experience points to a growing threat to overall well-being from such catastrophes. The World
Meteorological Organization in its State of the Global Climate 2020 report described Cyclone
Amphan that hit Bengal in May last year as the costliest cyclone on record for the North Indian
Ocean, with economic losses to India of the order of $14 billion. In human terms the extreme
event displaced 2.4 million people. What stood out in its aftermath was corruption in the
distribution of relief, putting West Bengal Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee in a spot. The
Amphan experience should convince Chief Ministers that they must insure people against losses
from catastrophes using a system of documentation that makes relief and rehabilitation funds
non-discretionary. Half a century of economic wisdom postulates that governments are best
placed to compensate people, since they can spread the cost of the risk of disasters across the
population. But the challenge is to address the risk of cyclones and other extreme weather
events using specific funds, making citizens members in a social insurance model. Moreover,
considering the negative climate change impact on tropical cyclones, rebuilding should use a
green, build back better approach. Cyclones will otherwise take the shine off economic progress.

Our code of editorial values
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From the abrogation of the special status of Jammu and Kashmir, to the landmark Ayodhya
verdict, 2019 proved to be an eventful year.
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WHICH FISH WILL SURVIVE CLIMATE CHANGE?
Relevant for: Environment | Topic: Biodiversity, Ecology, and Wildlife Related Issues

Threespine stickleback fish Credit: Rowan Barrett  

With climate change accelerating species degradation, animals race for survival. As the planet
grows grimmer, species that adapt to climate change have a higher chance of survival.
Researchers from McGill University, Canada, have observed that the threespine stickleback fish
(Gasterosteus aculeatus) can adapt to climatic changes fast. Their study is likely to help
scientists predict which animals are likely to survive climate change.

“The modern version of Darwin's idea of evolution by natural selection posits that organisms with
genes that favour survival and reproduction will tend to leave more offspring than their peers,
causing the genes to increase in frequency over generations. As a result, populations become
adapted or better-suited to their environments over time,” says lead author Alan Garcia-Elfring in
a release. He is a PhD scholar at the Canada Research Chair of Biodiversity Science at McGill
University. The results were published recently in Molecular Ecology.

Climate change shrinks marine life richness near equator: study

The stickleback fish can survive under a wide range of temperatures and are found in both fresh
and marine water in the temperate region of the Northern Hemisphere. Using genome
sequencing, the researchers examined six populations of threespine stickleback to study the
natural selection of the species.

“We sequenced 'pools', which means that instead of sequencing DNA of individuals, we
combine the DNA from individuals from a population and then sequence,” says Garcia-Elfring in
an email to The Hindu.

Apart from adapting to seasonal changes the stickleback fish's ability to dwell in both sea and
freshwater results in genetic changes of the species which helps them to cope with climate
change. These genetic changes occurred in independent populations over a single season,
highlighting just how quickly the effects of natural selection can be detected, he adds.

Warming oceans may cause sharks to be born smaller, exhausted and undernourished

The findings are important because they suggest that we may be able to use the genetic
differences that evolved in the past as a way to predict how populations may adapt to
environmental stressors like climate change in the future, he added.

When asked about the chances of any other animal surviving climate change, Garcia-Elfring
says that many other species will survive the climate change but having a large spatial
distribution likely helps.
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KAZAKHSTAN SEES RARE ANTELOPE REBOUND
AFTER MASS DIE OFF

Relevant for: Environment | Topic: Biodiversity, Ecology, and Wildlife Related Issues

In this undated photograph a Saiga calf antelopes walks on a prairie outside Almaty.   | Photo
Credit: AFP

The population of the critically endangered Saiga antelope has more than doubled since 2019,
Kazakhstan said Friday, giving conservationists fresh hope for the steppe-dwelling animal's
long-term survival.

News that the Central Asian country's Saiga population rose from 334,000 to 842,000 since the
last time an aerial survey was carried out suggests it is continuing to rebound after a massive
die-off in 2015.

Kazakhstan's ecology ministry said in a statement the boom was "an indicator of the
effectiveness of measures to conserve saiga populations and counteract poaching".

The former Soviet country's vast steppe is home to a majority of the world's Saiga with Russia's
Kalmykia region and Mongolia hosting smaller numbers.

In 2015, around 200,000 of the antelopes — well over half the total global population at the time
— were wiped out by what scientists later determined was a nasal bacterium that spread in
unusually warm and humid conditions.

The International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), whose "Red List" is the scientific
reference for threatened wildlife, deems the Saiga to be among five critically endangered
antelope species.

Kazakhstan did not complete an aerial survey in 2020 due to the coronavirus.

Poaching is a persistent threat to the Saiga, known for its distinctive bulbous nose, and is fuelled
by demand for their horn in traditional Chinese medicine.

Kazakhstan's leaders pledged to intensify their crackdown on poaching after two state rangers
were killed by poachers in 2019. The murders triggered a national outcry.

One of the pair, Yerlan Nurgaliyev, is honoured with a mural on an apartment building in the
largest city Almaty, which depicts him cradling one of the animals that are seen as national
symbols.

But recent police busts point to the scale of the threat facing the species.

In April, the interior ministry said it had detained two men responsible for poaching more than
800 saiga horns, which the ministry said were worth millions of dollars.

The detainees had "cut off the horns of the dead Saigas and stored them for sale" since autumn
of last year, the release said.

During a trip this month to steppe land in central Kazakhstan where the calving season was
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underway, analysts told AFP they believe the government's drive to enforce anti-poaching laws
was yielding fruit.

Albert Salemgareev, an expert with the Kazakhstan-based Altyn Dala Conservation Initiative that
works closely with the government and international partners to preserve Saiga, said the
project's visits to the region had showed a "positive dynamic".

"Not only are the numbers of Saiga increasing, but the number of males relative to the number
of females is also growing," said Salemgareev, whose group drove and hiked between saiga
populations this month, weighing and marking newborns.

If five years ago demand for the male horn had brought the male to female ratio as low as one to
18, recent visits to one Saiga region in the northwest of Kazakhstan suggested a ratio closer to
"one to seven, or one to eight", Salemgareev estimated.

Climate change and the expansion of human activity through farming and infrastructure projects
are other threats to the Saiga.

Earlier this month the ecological ministry estimated that around 350 female saiga antelopes had
been killed by lightning amid storms in the west of the country.
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BACK FROM THE BRINK: IBERIAN LYNX POPULATION
RISES TO OVER 1,000

Relevant for: Environment | Topic: Biodiversity, Ecology, and Wildlife Related Issues

An Iberian lynx runs after being released in Villafranca de Cordoba, southern Spain December
14, 2009.   | Photo Credit: REUTERS

The Iberian lynx population in Portugal and Spain rose above 1,000 last year after 414 cubs
were born under a joint breeding programme, in a major leap towards conserving the
endangered species, Spain’s Environment Ministry said on Friday.

The initiative was launched in 2002 when the number of Iberian lynx, a wild cat native to the
Iberian Peninsula, plunged to just 94 in Spain and none in Portugal, due to farming, poaching
and road accidents.

By the end of last year there were 1,111 Iberian lynx living in the wild in the region, including 239
breeding females, the ministry said in a statement. The number was a record high since
monitoring of the species began, it said.

“With a 30% increase from 2019, this demographic curve allows us to be optimistic and to draw
scenarios that distance the big Iberian feline from critical risk of extinction,” the ministry said.

In 2015, the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) downgraded the threat level
for the Iberian lynx, a spotted nocturnal wild cat distinguished by its beard and ear tufts, to
‘Endangered’ from ‘Critically Endangered’, which the ministry said was thanks to the ongoing
conservation efforts.

The World Wildlife Fund, a partner in the programme, said the data was encouraging.

“This is a great success for conservation in Spain and the world. Few species are able to escape
from such a critical situation as the Iberian lynx has been in,” said WWF Spain’s chief Juan
Carlos del Olmo.

In order to be classified as non-endangered, the Iberian lynx population would need to be above
at least 3,000, including 750 breeding females, the WWF said.

Del Olmo said this could be achieved by 2040, but that much still needed to be done to
eradicate threats to the Iberian lynx, such as road accidents and hunting, and to improve
prosecution rates for killing lynx.
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