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PrimeMinister of Indiamadea strongpitch on climatechangeat the GlobalEconomicForumin Davoson 23rd January
Tuesday,callingit the "first challenge"facingcivilization. "Glaciersare melting, Arctic ice capsare retreating,Davosis
getting the worst snowfallsince20years", he said.

This is time we as a nation collectivelyexecuteour fundamentalduty of protecting our forests,wildlife and natural
heritageand slowlycreaptowardsa more greenerworld. Economicprosperityand power cannotbe attained until we
securea healthylife for our next generationswho will continueour legacy. Naturaleco-balanceand harmonycanonly
be the catalyststo sucha society.

JungleRhythmsWinter Issuecontinuesto provide wildlife conservationawarenessfree to the civiliansby bringingin
the key results of field researcherswho working hard out in the wild and help people feel inspired,motivated and
encouragemorehandsto get involved,contributeandactcollaborativelywhereresultscanhelp the wild.

Nirmalya Chakraborty
Editor- Jungle Rhythms
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One of the first thing that strikes our mind when we talk of Similipalƛǎ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ΨmelanisticǘƛƎŜǊǎΩΦ 
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Between2011-2015, I had the privilegeof working for
the forest department on preparationof the avifauna
checklist for Similipal, the famed tigerland of Odisha
which epitomizes its rich flora and fauna. The field
experiencewas once in a lifetime opportunity for me
and acted as a great learninglaboratory. I was simply
awedby the beautyof this placewhich is a hugepatch
of 2750 sq km of Sal forest in the north- eastern
Odisha. Dotted with mist filled valleyslike Nawana&
Dhudruchampa, cloud laden hills of Meghasani &
Khairiburu, gigantic waterfalls like Barheipani &
Joranda, Similipalhaslongbeenthe symboliccapitalof
hŘƛǎƘŀΩǎwilderness. With vastmeadowslikeDevasthali
& Barhakamudacrisscrossedwith numerouslife giving
perennial rivers like Budhabalanga, Deo, Palpala &
Salandi, this tiger reserveitself hasa micro climate of
its own.

Similipalwasthe erstwhilehuntinggroundsof kingsof
Mayurbhanjasit harboredgoodnumberof herbivores
population. Since there was ample prey, there was
plentiful numberof predatorsalso. In the earlypart of
20th century, forests were leased out to the timber
loggingfirms which earned huge bounty in return of
supplyingsleepersto railwaysin IndiaandEngland.This
massdevastationof the Salforests continued till mid
70s andthen controlleddestructioncontinuedtill early
90s in form of state owned forest development
corporation. Thankfullyloggingdaysareovernow.



Resurrectionof Similipal started in 1973 with the
declarationof Project Tiger. Similipalwas one of the
first nine tiger reservesto havebeen declaredas part
of ProjectTiger,thanksto the visionarieswho rightfully
felt that its habitat wasan apt breedinggroundfor the
tigers. And to {ƛƳƭƛǇŀƭΩǎfortunes, Shri Saroj Raj
Choudhurywasappointedasits first FieldDirector. This
tiger reserve owes a lot of its legacy to Saroj Raj
Choudhury,fondly known as Choudhurybabu. Roads,
culverts, section offices, range offices, conservation
action plansand much more were conceptualizedand
constructedduringhistenure.

Of course, biggest gift to Similipal from Choudhury
babuwasKhairi, the handrearedwild tigresswhichthe
FieldDirectorhelpedsurvivein captivity. Khairibrought
in a lot of focus to this place and was constantly in
news. Photographers,writers, reporters,documentary
filmmakersand hordes of tourists often paid visit to
Jashipur(a small sleepy town on northern boundary
where Khairi was housed) to have a glimpse of the
famed daughter of Simlipal. Scientific management
clubbedwith right conservationmeasureshelpedtiger
numbersslowlygrowin the reserve.

Choudhury babu helped build beat houses in key
locationswhichmesmerizesstaff today,acknowledging
the fact that a visionary leader with the detailed
knowledgeof geographycould have only thought of
thosestrategiclocations.
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Some of the beat houses like Kusumbani, Bhatunia, Kulipal etc were built in obscure, unthinkable coordinates
overseeingthe valleysand traditional hunting footpaths, thus cutting down chancesof poachingto large extent. No
doubt that it still remainsa challengefor any subsequentFieldDirectorof Simlipalto surpassthe legendarySarojRaj
Choudhuryboth in termsof thoughtsanddeeds.

All Photographs ©SatyeshNaik



Oneof the first thing that strikesour mind whenwe talk of Similipalis obviouslyΨmelanisticǘƛƎŜǊǎΩ. Theseforestsare a
bio diversityhotspot andaremuchbeyondthe melanistictigers. Similarto IƻǊŀΩǎtheory,botanistPanigrahiwasof the
view,Similipalactedasa linkagebetweenflora of North EastIndiaandMahendragirihills in southOdisha.
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Similarto IƻǊŀΩǎtheory, botanist Panigrahiwasof the
view, Similipal acted as a linkage between flora of
North East India and Mahendragiri hills in south
Odisha. Arguablytoday Similipal is the best place in
India if one has to get up-close with Pale-capped
Pigeons. Onecanseeflocksof Pale-cappedPigeonsin
the Chahalasaltlickduringsummers. If one is lucky,the
Thick-billed Green Pigeonswill also greet you over
there. Someof the other raritieslike CollaredFalconets
and Asianfairy Bluebird alsofigure in the checklistof
birds for theseforests. Thelist is long. Perhapsthat is
the reason,Similipalwasone of the five placespicked
up by Dr. SalimAli and S D Ripleyfor doing detailed
field observationswhen the magnum opus Ψ.ƛǊŘǎof
LƴŘƛŀΩwasbeingprepared.
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In the late summers,as one drives through the forest
roads,sightof wide arrayof Orchidsadorningthe trees
greet you. Similipal is one of the few places in
peninsular India which is an abode to a spectacular
inventory of almost 100 speciesof Orchidsincluding
the endemiconeslike Eriameghasaniensisand Tainia
hookeriana. Another classicexampleis a type of palm
civet, Paradoxus jorandensis (named after Joranda
waterfall) which is confinedto theseforests. Thereare
many suchexamplesrelated to other flora and fauna
that are only found in Similipal, reinforcing the
importanceof this forest.
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Million-dollar question that incites a lot of heated debatesbetween conservationists& forestersand createscenter & state
conflictsis the numbersof tigersthat Simlipalboastsof. Thishaslot to do with someerraticnumberthat wasformulatedby the
department aided with inputs of senior researchersin past basedon pugmarkcounting. The magicalnumber was 101 for
Simlipalwhich is beyondƻƴŜΩǎcomprehension. Thatnumberfor me neverexistedand lookingat the current stateof affairsand
the existinghabitat, that number will never be a reality in future also. ¢ƘŀǘΩǎjust unthinkableand we need to thwart that
unwantedbaggage. A lot of so calledwell-wishersof this reserveeverynow and then comparethe current tiger numberswith
that pseudonumber of 101 and hencetry to nullify whateverefforts Simlipalstaff haveput in recent yearswhen it comesto
conservation.
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Therewasa time starting late 90s till 2010when real efforts were not put in on groundwhen it cameto conservation,blameit
to multiple reasonsstarting from weakleadershipto lackof visioningto lackof govt support& focus. It dipped into a new low
during the Maoistsattacksof 2009which just broke the backboneof Similipal. Rangeofficesblown, bridgesburnt, log houses
razedto ground,staff and tourists beatenand the sagaof devastationwasendless. It wasa completesystemfailure. Maoists
with the help of localvillagershadcompletelyseizedthe tiger reserve. Thefear grappledeveryonedespiteefforts by the district
authorities. Someof the staff gained courageand joined back duty in the core after 6-8 months of the Maoist mayhem.
Restorationstartedslowly.Thankfullythingshaverevivedstartingrelocationof Jenabilvillagein 2010.
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A lot of effort wasput in to thwart the menaceof AkhandShikaar, a uniqueannualpoachingritual where in hundredsof tribals
(villagersfrom neighboringvillages)would enter tiger reserveandhunt whateverwould cometheir way. I ŎŀƴΩǘthink of anytiger
reservein India which facesthis sort of peril. Due to rigorouspatrolling by the staff addedwith lot of arreststhat were made
between 2012-15, poachingand illegal timber felling hasslowly faded. TodayAkhandShikaaris a thing of past, though stray
poachingincidentskeepon happeningowing to hundredsof kilometersof porousboundaryand the ever hungry,bushmeat
loving,thousandsof tribal populationslivingboth insideandadjoiningthe tiger reserve. OverallSimlipalis well on its wayto the
stageof completerecovery.
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Recenttiger numberasper the OdishaforestǿƛƴƎΩǎcensusis 26. Thisis contradictoryto the lessernumbershownby
NTCAfor Similipaland hasbeen a bone of contention. I would tentatively agreeto the stateƎƻǾǘΩǎcensusnumbers.
Somepartsof the forestswerenot coveredduringthe censuscarriedout by NTCAandthe report waspreparedhastily.
Havingsaidthat, I would be verycautiousover herenot to over endorseandnot get overboardhappywith the ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ
figures.



Thereare many reasonsfor this senseof caution.
Firstly, Similipal has a potential to support a
greatertiger numberbeyond26. Thedaythe count
reaches somewhere around 50, we should
celebrate. Secondly,the current big cat population
is confinedto southernhalf of Similipal, i.e. ranges
of Barhakamudaand Jenabil, which is dangerously
indicating that northern half is not securedtight
and the historical problem of human disturbance
in those ranges like Chahala, Pithabata and
Nawanacontinues. ¢ƘŀǘΩǎa priority region for the
administration which must be taken up on an
urgent basis. Thirdly, the buffer Divisions like
Karanjiaand Rairangpurare reporting almost nil
number of tiger. ¢ƘŀǘΩǎa sorry state. Historically
abundant tiger kills were reported from these
places. Only when we seetigers reviving in these
areas,wildliferswill havesomereasonto cheer.
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