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Forest fires: strict measures, deterrent action needed
By Praveen Bhargav

W

e have just witnessed yet another round of devastating forest
fires in Nagarahole National
Park, followed by media exposes and the
usual efforts by the authorities to underplay the damage. In an attempt to find a
quick scapegoat, the Park director floated
the ridiculous theory that NGOs must have
set fire to the forest! Fortunately, his boss,
the Chief Wildlife Warden, quickly negated this scurrilous accusation in a statement
to the media subsequently.
The Forest Survey of India (FSI) Report
of 2012 has documented that there have
been 1402 incidents of forest fire in Karnataka between 2008 and 2011. Yet, no lessons seem to have been learnt. Questions
about the causative factors or administrative
lapses are quickly washed away and even
the cursory assurances of action against
those responsible are not followed up.
In 2012, massive fires singed the Nagarahole and Metikuppe Ranges, which accounted for the bulk of 2450 hectares
burnt as documented by National Remote

Sensing Agency (NRSA). But apart from
registering a few offence cases, not a single
culprit has yet been punished. Instead, the
two assistant conservators who were in
charge of Nagarahole and Metikuppe subdivisions, and the then Park director, were
rewarded with promotions.
Virtually, all forest fires in tropical
forests are man-made, caused mostly by
encroachers, cattle grazers, minor forest
product collectors, or local disgruntled elements trying to settle scores with the Forest Department. Fires also occur when
forest staff burn fire lines at the wrong
time of the day, in windy conditions, or
with in-sufficient staff or supervision.
Devastating impact
Whatever the reason, the impact of annual
forest fires on wildlife habitats is devastating. Many important under-storey
plants get annihilated and are replaced
with inedible weeds, affecting the availability of nutritious forage for herbivores.
This has an impact all the way up the food
chain. Fires also destroy insects, reptiles
and even the young of deer and tiger.

What really is the problem? A shortage
of resources or money? Not at all. Nagarahole and other tiger reserves have multicrore budgets from the National Tiger
Conservation Authority, and access to
money from a huge compensatory afforestation fund (CAMPA) for fire protection. As for infrastructure and staff, Nagarahole has at-least 10 vehicles, an
effective wireless network and over 300

protection staff. In addition to these, more
than 200 fire-watchers from local settlements are hired on a temporary basis during the fire season.
The main problem evidently is not one
of resources but of ineffective leadership
and misplaced priorities. In the recent instance, key personnel, including the range
officer and an expert fire spotter were reportedly tasked with other low priority
jobs outside the Park instead of completely
focusing on fire protection.
The importance of good leadership in
fire protection was demonstrated effectively in 1999 by the then director of the
Bhadra Tiger Reserve. With far fewer resources than what is currently available
in Nagarahole, he motivated his staff to
perform, and also successfully reached out
to local people and NGOs. As a result of
this, not a single incidence of fire was reported in Bhadra that year.

a similar situation prevailed in Bhadra in
1999. The diligent handling of the situation
by the then Bhadra director and his staff
not only ensured that there were no fires
but also established that dead bamboo, on
its own, is not a fire hazard, if appropriate
fire protection measures are in place.
It also effectively demonstrated that after
bamboo flowers and dies, the seeds scattered around the dead clumps, which begin
to sprout and regenerate, are most effectively protected by the dead bamboo itself.
Acting as an effective cage, the dead bamboo clumps prevent ungulates from grazing
or trampling the regenerating seedlings.
Therefore, the policy of non-removal of
dead bamboo in order to facilitate regeneration is extremely important and the
idea to seek removal by labeling it a fire
hazard needs to be urgently reviewed. The
forest department would do well to draw
upon the wisdom of those officers who
have effectively prevented fires at the Park
Dead bamboo
and range level. A standard operating proWhile the non-removal of dead bamboo cedure can also be developed based on
in Nagarahole-Bandipur is being cited as such practical knowledge and by inviting
a major fire hazard, it is worth noting that outside experts as well.

As seas rise, millions cling to
borrowed time and dying land
Island nations like the Maldives, Kiribati and Fiji may lose much of their land area
By Gardiner Harris

W

hen a powerful storm destroyed her
riverside home in 2009, Jahanara
Khatun lost more than the modest
roof over her head. In the aftermath, her husband died and she became so destitute that
she sold her son and daughter into bonded
servitude. And she may lose yet more.
Khatun now lives in a bamboo shack that
sits below sea level about 50 yards from a sagging berm. She spends her days collecting cow
dung for fuel and struggling to grow vegetables
in soil poisoned by salt water. Climate scientists
predict that this area will be inundated as sea
levels rise and storm surges increase, and a
cyclone or another disaster could easily wipe
away her rebuilt life. But Khatun is trying to
hold out at least for a while - one of millions
living on borrowed time in this vast landscape
of river islands, bamboo huts, heartbreaking
choices and impossible hopes.
As the world’s top scientists meet in Yokohama, Japan, this week, at the top of the agenda
is the prediction that global sea levels could rise
as much as 3 feet by 2100. Higher seas and
warmer weather will cause profound changes.
Climate scientists have concluded that widespread burning of fossil fuels is releasing heattrapping gases that are warming the planet.
While this will produce a host of effects, the
most worrisome may be the melting of much
of the Earth’s ice, which is likely to raise sea
levels and flood coastal regions.
Such a rise will be uneven because of gravitational effects and human intervention, so
predicting its outcome in any one place is difficult. But island nations like the Maldives, Kiribati and Fiji may lose much of their land area,
and millions of Bangladeshis will be displaced.
“There are a lot of places in the world at
risk from rising sea levels, but Bangladesh is
at the top of everybody’s list,” said Rafael
Reuveny, a professor in the School of Public
and Environmental Affairs at Indiana University, Bloomington. “And the world is not ready
to cope with the problems.”
The effects of climate change have led to a
growing sense of outrage in developing nations, many of which have contributed little to
the pollution that is linked to rising temperatures and sea levels but will suffer the most
from the consequences.
At a climate conference in Warsaw, Poland,
in November, there was an emotional outpouring from countries that face existential threats,
among them Bangladesh, which produces just
0.3 per cent of the emissions driving climate
change. Some leaders have demanded that
rich countries compensate poor countries for
polluting the atmosphere. A few have even
said that developed countries should open
their borders to climate migrants.
“It’s a matter of global justice,” said Atiq
Rahman, executive director of the Bangladesh
Centre for Advanced Studies and the nation’s

As part of a comprehensive prevention
strategy, a moratorium on all civil works,
including “urgent” financial year-end
works must be enforced. These not only
distract the attention of officials, but also
eat into precious time and other resources
during the peak fire season. This is a particularly important measure as the forest
department executes most of such “works”
directly and not through contractors. All
tourism zones must be closed for both private and government-run resorts during
the fire season, and tourism vehicles should
be re-deployed for fire protection.
A system must also be put in place to
gather and review human intelligence on
disgruntled elements, who may be waiting to indulge in arson, based on a thorough review of cases booked during the
year and other field assessments from
rangers and frontline staff. Lastly, there
must be strong demonstrable action for
negligence or administrative lapses in
tackling forest fires and prosecution of
offenders. For, without accountability and
deterrent action, our forests will continue
to go up in smoke.

OFF THE RECORD

Sidhu stays
away

Wazwan
politics

Punjab MLA Navjot Kaur,
who is the wife of cricketerturned-MP Navjot Singh Sidhu, is said to have conveyed to
Chief Minister Parkash Singh
Badal that her husband’s
ouster of sorts from Amritsar
is a gift to them. Her comments appear loaded with
sarcasm given the bitterness
that the Sidhu husband-wife
duo now share with the Badal
family, even with their state
BJP unit.
While Sidhu’s MLA wife is
campaigning for the BJP
nominee Arun Jaitley from
Amritsar, the ex-cricketer
has not joined the campaign
in support of his political
mentor. The BJP and Jaitley
may now require Navjot Sidhu’s active support more
than ever before in wake of
the fierce fight that the seat
is witnessing post the entry
of Congress top-notch leader
and former CM Capt
Amarinder Singh.
It now remains to be seen
whether or not Sidhu joins
Jaitley’s campaign in
Amritsar.

Election time is often about
mud-slinging. In Kashmir, the
political parties have stretched
it further: from washing dirty
linen to dinning sheets. This
time, wazwan (a multi-course
meal in Kashmiri cuisine,) is
on the boil while a political
controversy surrounding this
traditional delicacy is selling
like hot cakes.
The other day, this mouthwatering delicacy was served
by the ruling National Conference at its party headquarters
in Srinagar. The cuisine relished by NC cadres somehow
upset opposition Progressive
Democratic Party. They could
not stomach it and burped back
saying that the dishes were ferried in police vehicles, a violation of model code of conduct.
The opposition wants a
thorough probe. But while a
formal complaint has been
filed by the PDP, the NC has
come out with a statement
that the former is habitual of
serving wazwan at party conventions even if the janata
(people) are in trouble.
Hurling kababs and
gushtabas (meatball in yogurt) while the two are
fighting over Wazwan only
to go fatter in election season, the aam aadmi wants
them to be on diet.

Gautam Dheer in Chandigarh

RGV vs Owaisi!

an associate director of the Rutgers Energy
Institute at Rutgers University, said that data
from nearby Calcutta, India, suggested that
seas in the region could rise 5 to 6 feet by 2100.
“There is no doubt that preparations within
Bangladesh have been utterly inadequate, but
any such preparations are bound to fail because the problem is far too big for any single
government,” said Tariq A Karim,
Bangladesh’s ambassador to India. “We need
a regional and, better yet, a global solution.
And if we don’t get one soon, the Bangladeshi
people will soon become the world’s problem,
because we will not be able to keep them.”
Karim estimated that as many as 50 million
Bangladeshis would flee the country by 2050
if sea levels rose as expected.
The poverty of people like Khatun makes
them particularly vulnerable to storms. When
Cyclone Aila hit, Khatun was home with her
husband, parents and four children. A nearby
berm collapsed, and their mud and bamboo hut
washed away in minutes. Unable to save her belongings, Khatun put her youngest child on her
back and, with her husband, fought through
surging waters to a high road. Her parents were
swept away. In the village of Choto Jaliakhali,
where Khatun lives, dozens of people said they
could see that the river was rising. Several said
they had been impoverished by erosion, which
has cost many villagers their land.

It is indeed surprising to
know how the rumour mills
work but there is gossip going around that the maverick
producer director Ramgopal
Varma (RGV) will be contesting on Shiv Sena or BJP ticket this upcoming election.
While there is still no
clarity if RGV really likes or
supports the BJP, the
speculation is that he will be
pitted against none other
than the Majlis chief
Asaduddin Owaisi at his
home ground of Hyderabad.
It is said that the rumour
has stemmed from the
political satires and gyan
that Varma is spreading
through Twitter account.
Varma had met Modi during his visit to Hyderabad last
August and also was among
the first to tweet that Tollywood actor Pawan Kalyan was
slated to meet Modi in
Ahmedabad last week.
Most authentic news channels and web portals
published this news and
here comes the clarification
from the horse’s mouth.
The director clarified it as
false. RGV tweeted:
“Reports suggesting that I
am contesting against
Asaduddin Owaisi
are false.”

International New York Times

JBS Umanadh in Hyderabad

DIRE CONSEQUENCES: Bangladesh, with its low elevation and severe tropical storms, is among the countries most vulnerable to the effects
of climate change, though it has contributed little to the emissions that are driving it. NYT

leading climate scientist. “These migrants
should have the right to move to the countries
from which all these greenhouse gases are
coming. Millions should be able to go to the
United States.”
River deltas around the globe are particularly vulnerable to the effects of rising seas,
and wealthier cities like London, Venice and
New Orleans also face uncertain futures. But
it is the poorest countries with the biggest populations that will be hit hardest, and none more
so than Bangladesh, one of the most densely
populated nations in the world. In this delta,
made up of 230 major rivers and streams, 160
million people live in a place slightly bigger
than the state of New York and as flat as chapati, the bread served at almost every meal.
A perilous position
Though Bangladesh has contributed little to
industrial air pollution, other kinds of environmental degradation have left it especially
vulnerable. Bangladesh relies almost entirely
on groundwater for drinking supplies because
the rivers are so polluted. The resultant pumping causes the land to settle. So as sea levels
are rising, Bangladesh’s cities are sinking, increasing the risks of flooding. Poorly constructed sea walls compound the problem.
The country’s climate scientists and politicians have come to agree that by 2050, rising
sea levels will inundate some 17 per cent of

the land and displace about 18 million people,
Rahman said.
Making matters worse, much of what the
Bangladeshi government is doing to stave off
the coming deluge - raising levees, dredging
canals, pumping water - deepens the threat of
inundation in the long term, said John Pethick,
a former professor of coastal science at Newcastle University in England who has spent
much of his retirement studying Bangladesh’s
predicament. Rich nations are not the only
ones to blame, he said.
In an analysis of decades of tidal records
published in October, Pethick found that high
tides in Bangladesh were rising 10 times faster
than the global average. He predicted that
seas in Bangladesh could rise as much as 13
feet by 2100, four times the global average. In
an area where land is often a thin brown line
between sky and river - nearly a quarter of
Bangladesh is less than 7 feet above sea level such an increase would have dire consequences, Pethick said.
“The reaction among Bangladeshi government officials has been to tell me that I must
be wrong,” he said. “That’s completely understandable, but it also means they have no hope
of preparing themselves.”
Rahman said he did not disagree with
Pethick’s findings, but no estimate was definitive. Other scientists have predicted more
modest rises. For example, Robert E Kopp,
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Losing sheen
The Aam Aadmi Party (AAP)
offices in Central Delhi and
Kaushambi are comparatively
less busier now. During the
Delhi Assembly election,
there used to be flurry of activity at these two party offices.
The major announcements
from the party now come from
Kejriwal's residence at Tilak
Lane. Some insiders complain
about the onset of 'high command' culture in the party. All
the important decisions are
taken by the 'big four' - Arvind
Kejriwal, Yogendra Yadav,
Manish Sisodia and Sanjay
Singh, said a party member.
Others argue that due to
the Lok Sabha elections, the
party has spread out. The
AAP nominees have their separate party offices in their respective constituencies. The
fear of frequent protests is another reason pointed out by
some party workers. With
growing dissent within the
party, especially during the
ticket distribution, the AAP
saw several protests by disgruntled members outside
party offices.
Pratik Kumar in New Delhi

WHAT’S THE BUZZ

Overweight teens don’t
reap longevity gains
A new study has found that
people who were overweight as teenagers are
not experiencing the same
gains of today’s increased
life expectancy rate like
their slim counterparts.
One of the study’s authors, Amir Tirosh, of the Division of Endocrinology at the Brigham and Women’s Hospital in
Boston, said that in studying the rate of death
among adults younger than age 50, they found
that there was no improvement among men who
were overweight or obese as teenagers. In fact, the
mortality rate among overweight and obese
teenagers in the years 2000 to 2010 was as high as
the rate observed in the 1960s and 1970s, he said.
The nationwide longitudinal cohort study in
the US analysed records for more than 2.1 million

teenagers who were evaluated for compulsory
military service in Israel.
Researchers calculated the teenagers’ body
mass index at the time of the evaluation. The
study also combed death records to determine
mortality rates among the study population.
They found mortality rates were 41 per cent
lower among normal weight teenagers who were
born in the 1980s than teens of a similar weight
who were born thirty years earlier. But among
those who were overweight or obese as teenagers,
there was no significant improvement in the survival rate over the course of four decades.
In addition, the study found overweight and
obese teenagers had a higher risk of death before
the age of 50. Among boys, even those with weights
at the upper end of the normal range faced a
greater risk of dying relatively early in adulthood.

Erectile dysfunction could be
reversed sans medicines
Researchers have said that by focusing on

lifestyle factors and not just relying on medication, men suffering from sexual dysfunction can
be successful at reversing their problem
The University of Adelaide researchers highlight the incidence of erectile dysfunction and
lack of sexual desire among Australian men aged
35-80 years. Over a five-year period, 31 per cent
of the 810 men involved in the study developed
some form of erectile dysfunction.
Professor Gary Wittert, Head of the Discipline
of Medicine at the University of Adelaide and Director of the University’s Freemasons Foundation
Centre for Men’s Health, said that their study also
found that a large proportion of men were naturally overcoming erectile dysfunction issues.
He said that the remission rate of those with
erectile dysfunction was 29 per cent, which is very
high. This shows that many of these factors affecting men are modifiable, offering them an opportunity to do something about their condition.
The lead author of the paper, Dr Sean Martin
said, “Even when medication to help with erectile
function is required, it is likely to be considerably
more effective if lifestyle factors are also addressed.

Women burn more calories
exercising after taking protein
A new study has suggested that women should
follow a high-protein meal with half an hour of
moderate exercise as it burns more calories as
compared to exercising on an empty stomach.
Ashley Binns, a doctoral student in kinesiology
and exercise science who led the study at the University of Arkansas, said the goal was to determine the interaction between the thermic effect
of food and exercise on the body’s total energy expenditure, as measured in calories.
Thermic effect is the amount of energy that it
takes to digest, store and utilize the food we eat.
Binns said that her team looked at the effects of
protein consumption alone on total energy expenditure and protein consumption combined
with exercise, and found that with exercise, there
is a trend for a continued increase in caloric expenditure with higher protein consumption.
Additionally, the consumption of the high- or
low-protein meals resulted in greater energy ex-

penditure than the fasted state, she said. “That
means that eating prior to exercise does provide
fuel to burn, making us more like an energyburning machine,” she asserted.
Ten “recreationally active” college-age women
of normal body weight participated in the study.
For their testing sessions,
they were given a high-protein meal, low-protein meal,
or no food at all, before walking on a treadmill.
Binns said that previous
studies involving high- and
low-protein diets have typically examined the athletic populations and morbidly obese individuals,
but she wanted to see what the thermic effect of
food was like for a normal individual, who didn’t
have any metabolic disorders or medications that
would affect their metabolism.
Exercise was key to the study, Binns said, because
high-protein diets without exercise can lead to muscle loss. With just a high-protein diet and no exercise, the body heats up to break down the protein
but what also happens is it breaks down muscle.

