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Conservation is a state of harmony
between men and land

Considering the dreaded carcinogenic effects of gutkha,
the ban on its sale, product and manufacture in Assam

is a welcome step. Due to come into effect from March 8 for
a period of one year, the decision has been taken by the state
commissionerate of food safety under the provisions of the
Food Safety and Standards Act, 2006 in the interests of pub-
lic health. The state government is constitutionally bound,
under Article 47, to take all measures to protect the health
of its citizens. Meanwhile, in the rest of the country, as many
as 16 states, including Sikkim, Mizoram and Nagaland of
the Northeast, and three union territories, have imposed
the ban on its sale and manufacture. It is feared, as expressed
by competent health authorities, that incidence of oral can-
cer in Assam and the rest of the region is on the rise because
of high prevalence of tobacco consumption; 44.1 per cent,
far exceeding the national average of 35 per cent. Accord-
ing to a survey conducted by the global adult tobacco sur-
vey (GATS), 39 per cent of the state’s population use tobac-
co products in some form; 33 per cent use smokeless to-
bacco. The leading cancer hospital of the region, B Barooah
Cancer Institute, Guwahati, also corroborates that in case
of 60 per cent of its male cancer patients, and 30 per cent of
female patients, the deadly disease was caused by con-
sumption of gutkha and other forms of smokeless tobacco.
Gutkha is a preparation of crushed areca nut, tobacco, cat-

echu, paraffin, slaked lime and sweet flavourings, manu-
factured in India and exported too. A mild stimulant, it is
sold across the country and consumed much like chewing
tobacco. It is considered responsible for oral cancer and also
other severe negative health effects. Yet, in India under the
Food Safety Regulation (Prohibition) Act, 2011, the ban is
imposed for one year which is a kind of pseudo-permanent
ban, for it is normally extended. It is estimated that the ban
will cause a loss of ̀ 2,000 crore to the country. Yet, the self-
seeking world of commerce shall have to be agreeable to
absorb this for the sake of the future. Will the government
be able to obviate profit-making personal interests of gutkha
and tobacco manufacturers and traders by legislative mea-
sures alone? It has never happened in any other preserve of
traders. Another world of corrupt black-marketers is sure
to arise parallelly and operate clandestinely. Simultaneous
awareness programmes against the dreadful consequences
of tobacco products have to be launched with the active
participation of civil society groups, youth groups, NGOs
and medical experts to dissuade the younger generation
from its use. At the same time, the government will have to
exert further stringent measures to enforce the concerned
law prohibiting sale and production of the toxic substance,
removing earlier flaws and inherent relaxations.
Assam in particular being an industrially-backward state,

especially in respect of major and big industries, has at one
stage decided to allow as many as 17 plants to be set up in
Guwahati alone to manufacture hazardous gutkha and oth-
er tobacco products. This was in the name of industrialisa-
tion and such units were supported to the hilt with various
subsidies and financial help. They were even given a sort of
monopolistic sway over the domain, particularly to a single
business house. This in no way can be called constructive
planning for the state’s industrialisation. Any governmen-
tal effort has to be free from corruption and it calls for some
modicum of selfless and patriotic contribution on the part
of the state planners  and bureaucracy.

Welcome Move

WHENEVER we
think about a
special wild an-
imal of Assam,

the greater one-horned rhi-
no often comes to the mind
first as the rhino reflects the
epitome of conservation
movement in Assam since
the 19th century. Similarly,
when we talk about an area
of the state’s wilderness, ob-
viously Kaziranga National
Park (KNP) comes to mind
promptly because of its
sheer diversity of wildlife.
What is important is that
wildlife sighting in Kaziran-
ga is probably the best not
only in Assam, but also in
the entire country. Conser-
vation is a shared responsi-
bility of the government and
people, but government has
to take the lead so that peo-
ple could assist.
Conservation efforts often

get a shot in the arm when
partnership among govern-
ment, non-government or-
ganisations (NGOs), local in-
stitutions working in the field
of conservation and local
communities are established
to mutually assist each oth-
er to achieve better conser-
vation outputs. If the gov-
ernment can appreciate the
voice and wishes of the peo-
ple in terms of better con-
servation efforts, and the civ-
il society, people in general,
could realise some of the lim-
itations of the government’s
systems, it will help facilitate
conducive partnership
among government agen-
cies, civil societies and local
communities which could
further make conservation
efforts more meaningful and
beneficial for wildlife 
and forests.
In order to strengthen con-

servation of wildlife in As-
sam, Aaranyak, the NGO that
I founded with some of my
colleagues in the year 1989,
has tried to complement the
efforts of the government of
Assam by generating finan-
cial resources to sponsor
wireless communication
equipment for Kaziranga, in
association with the UK-
based, David Shepherd
Wildlife Foundation, since
2003, and so far sponsored
over 250 wireless handsets,
about 50 wireless base sta-
tions, 45 solar panels and 650

raincoats for frontline staff.
Further, to strengthen pa-

trol and vigil in river
Brahmaputra in northern
part of Kaziranga, Aaranyak
and David Shepherd
Wildlife Foundation spon-
sored two anti-poaching
floating boat camps. It may
also be mentioned that the
Rhino Foundation for North
East India and WWF-India
also have provided few
boats to Kaziranga in the
past few years to enhance
vigil along the Park’s river
front. It is imperative that
these boats, sponsored by
various partners, are fully
utilised and run by KNP au-
thorities so as to effectively
cover vigil along the
Brahmaputra river front to
the park’s north. Organisa-
tions like ATREE have also
extended support towards
infrastructure development
in the two World Heritage
Sites of Assam, KNP and
Manas National Park.
There are many other civ-

il society organisations in
Assam carrying out grass-
roots conservation aware-
ness in many parts of the

state, which in turn has in-
creased the level of conser-
vation awareness to a great
extent leading to increased
alertness among general
public with regard to con-
servation of wildlife and its
habitat. Building good com-
munity relationship by gov-
ernment agencies engaged
in conservation of wildlife is
crucial and helpful towards
successful conservation ef-
forts. In order to achieve
such organising, frequent
get-togethers among part-
ners is essential to discuss
issues of common interest
and garner much needed
community support in the
field of conservation.
As challenges posed by rhi-

no poachers in Assam have
become alarming since last
year, with as many as 12 rhi-
nos bring poached in the state
in first two months of 2013,
government agencies should
really re-think on the strate-
gy to further strengthen local
community engagement in
conservation to craft the sec-
ond line of defence around
national parks and wildlife
sanctuaries supportive to

conservation efforts of the
government agencies.
Assam government should

start recruiting forest staffs
working as frontline staffs in
national parks, wildlife sanc-
tuaries and other forests ar-
eas and thereby optimise field
staff density, rather than just
increasing higher officers’
density in the capital city.
Maintaining good staff rela-
tionship by the concerned
government agency is crucial
to win the support and active
engagement of the frontline
staffs. Moreover, ensuring
that the frontline staffs get
their salaries and other sup-
port on time is even more
critical. What is needed is to
ensure intensive vigil by every
forest official, including the
frontline staffs working in
protected areas on ground,
as many times as possible to
unearth illegal activities with-
in and outside the protected
areas to check further assault
on rhinos and other species
of wildlife.
If government agencies en-

gaged in protection and con-
servation of wildlife in and
around protected areas of

the state could check further
killing of wildlife and nab as
many poachers involved in
wildlife crime, arrest and put
them behind bars, commu-
nity support and faith in gov-
ernment agencies could be
restored which is very much
needed to rebuild and re-
strengthen government-
public relationship. To win
the support of people in gen-
eral, government should also
fix responsibilities and hold
government officials ac-
countable whenever the re-
sults are negative and detri-
mental to overall wildlife
conservation ethos. A cul-
ture of accountability must
be developed at all levels as
priority to strengthen over-
all administration.
It is essential to conduct se-

curity risk and vulnerability
assessment in rhino-bearing
areas of Assam at least once
every quarter. Garnering sup-
port of local communities to
identify suspected poachers
hiding in nearby villages is
important and again, a good
partnership among govern-
ment agencies, civil society
organisations and local com-

munities could be the answer.
Vulnerable areas within and
outside protected areas which
are often targeted by poach-
ers, need to be identified. Vul-
nerabilities can be easily iden-
tified and resolved given the
commitment and resources
and taking the local commu-
nities into confidence.
It is good to note that the

state government has de-
cided to deploy over 300 As-
sam Forest Protection Force
staff to Kaziranga to
strengthen protection and
vigil to check further rhino
poaching with newly pro-
cured SLR guns. These new-
ly posted scouts of the As-
sam Forest Protection Force
need to maintain higher
standard of alertness and re-
action to combat armed in-
cursion and should show
their efficacy to check fur-
ther attempts of poachers to
kill rhinos.
If this so-called elite for-

est battalion can’t assist and
lead the existing forest
guards and foresters, work-
ing as frontline staffs in rhi-
no-bearing areas, to check
further poaching, and if
poachers continue to have
their way, it would put the
future of the precious rhi-
nos at stake not only in Kazi-
ranga, but also in other rhi-
no-bearing areas. It is en-
couraging to hear that two
poachers were shot dead in
eastern range of KNP few
days back in an encounter
which could act as a further
deterrent in checking rhino
poaching. While govern-
ment is only trying to
strengthen protection
regime in Kaziranga with an
aim to reduce poaching, it
could make groups of
poachers and wildlife smug-
glers to shift their eye to oth-
er rhino bearing areas in As-
sam. As such, government
should equally give empha-
sis to strengthen protection
shield in other wildlife ar-
eas of the state with a short-
term crisis management
plan, followed by a long-
term vision.

The writer is a conserva-
tion biologist working in

the field of wildlife 
conservation since 1989. 

He can be contacted at 
bibhab@aaranyak.org

Partnership key to wildlife
conservation efforts in Assam

A file photo of an anti-poaching boat patrolling the riverine areas along Kaziranga National Park.
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SEVEN SISTERS POST

WHILENarendra Modi’s di-
atribes at a Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) meeting — he
compared the Congress with
termites — reflected the cus-
tomary crudeness of his cy-
ber supporters, Prime Min-
ister Manmohan Singh’s ri-
poste in parliament was rem-
iniscent of his combative
comments on the eve of the
2009 general election.
At that time, he had coun-

tered LK Advani’s charge of
being weak by recalling how
the BJP leader moped in a
corner while his riotous fol-
lowers demolished an an-
cient mosque. This time, too,
Manmohan Singh taunted
the BJP by predicting that the
failure of the party’s “lauh
purush” (iron man) to dis-
lodge the Congress will be
repeated in 2014.
The prime minister’s oth-

er jibe directed at Advani in
2009 was to change his as-
trologers. Now, with just
about a year to go before the
next big electoral test be-
tween the two major parties,
those who peer into the fu-
ture will be hard put to find
out which of the two have 
an advantage.
Only one thing is clear.

While the Congress has
squandered the lead provid-
ed by the 200-plus seats it
won in the last election, the
BJP hasn’t been able to step
into the breach. One reason
for its failure is that it hasn’t
yet been able to fill the vac-
uum created by Atal Behari
Vajpayee’s retirement.
Shortly after the 2009 de-

feat, Advani’s willingness to
be leader of the opposition
alerted the BJP to his desire
to be a prime ministerial can-
didate again. To abort this
possibility, the party kicked
him upstairs by making him
chairman of the party par-
liamentary board and ap-
pointing Sushma Swaraj as
leader of the opposition in
the Lok Sabha.
The belief at the time that

the number of prime minis-
terial aspirants had been
brought down to two —
Sushma Swaraj and Arun
Jaitley — was however negat-
ed by Modi’s decision to
throw his hat into the ring.
Even if none of this is for-

mally articulated by the BJP,
the suggestions of its part-

ners in the National Demo-
cratic Alliance (NDA) pro-
vide enough indications
about the prospects of the
frontrunners.
For instance, while Bihar

chief minister Nitish Kumar
has expressed his reserva-
tions about Modi obviously
because the latter’s nomi-
nation will scare away large
sections of the minorities -
Muslims and Christians - the
Shiv Sena has voiced its pref-
erence for Sushma Swaraj
presumably because, as a
party of Maharashtrians, it
will not like a Gujarati, viz.
Modi, to be prime minister.
It may be recalled that in

the presidential election of
2007, the Shiv Sena had vot-
ed for the Congress’ Pratib-

ha Patil, who is a Maharash-
trian, instead of the BJP’s
Bhairon Singh Shekhawat.
This time, too, the Sena —
and the Janata Dal-United
(JD-U) — opted for the Con-
gress’ Pranab Mukherjee. Ev-
idently, when it comes to
making a major choice, the
BJP’s friends prefer to go
their own way on commu-
nal, personal (in the case of
Mukherjee) and provincial
considerations.
For all the cheers that Modi

receives, therefore, at the
BJP’s conclaves, the chances
of the party finally choosing
him are not too high since it
will create unmanageable
cracks in the NDA. The Con-
gress’ none-too-subtle over-
tures to Nitish Kumar with

assurances of considering his
demand for a special eco-
nomic status for Bihar are
not without significance in
this context.
But, it isn’t only the BJP

which is unable to decide on
a prime ministerial nominee.
Although Rahul Gandhi’s el-
evation to the post of Con-
gress vice president seem-
ingly confirmed the belief
that he will be the candidate,
the heir-apparent himself
has been hesitant.
His latest ruminations in

parliament’s central hall
echo what he said at the Con-
gress’ last Jaipur conclave
about the party functioning
without rules and decisions
being taken behind closed
doors. While emphasising his

bottom-up idea of empow-
erment, although he himself
has parachuted down from
above, Rahul has however
clarified that since he is “not
in politics for the sake of
power”, becoming prime
minister “is not a priority”
for him.
It is not clear whether he is

serious. Or whether there is
a game plan behind his re-
nunciation like his mother’s
in 2004 when she chose
Manmohan Singh for the
post after refusing to accept
it herself.
There is little doubt, of

course, that the Congress will
follow whatever path is laid
down for it by the dynasty. It
is possible that Manmohan
Singh will be named again
on the eve of the polls. Or the
matter will be kept open for
the newly elected MPs. Or
Rahul himself will decide to
take the plunge.
For the Congress, much will

depend on how the econo-
my fares. An upturn will
probably see Manmohan
Singh for another two years.
A downturn may induce the
party to play the Rahul card.
For the BJP, there are two

worse case scenarios. One is
that Modi’s selection will make
the NDA fall apart, and the
other is that Modi’s rejection
will turn the Gujarat strong
man into a dangerous rebel.
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Race for next prime minister still wide open

IT IS a very happy moment to say that a new
anti-tobacco campaign has recently started in
Northeastern states. The campaign aims to
increase awareness about the menaces of tobacco
consumption and its impact on health. It is a very
big challenge for the government to tackle
tobacco consumers because some people are very
badly addicted. But the point is it’s very important
to highlight that tobacco is injurious. Recently,
Assam health and education minister said last

that tobacco users among departmental
officials will lose their job and threatened to
initiate VRS for violators. Sometimes, it is right to
threaten people for their own good but in this
case, how far will it be successful? People’s
contribution is very important in this regard; 
so I would like to urge them to give up this
injurious habit 

Rachan Daimary,
Tezpur University

IN A land where heinous crimes like Sati and
witch-hunting are still prevalent, the construct of
Women’s Day appears to be rather superficial. We
talk of women who work-horsed their way to the
top and evolved themselves into leaders,
showcasing commendable skills and strengths.
We talk of liberalisation and empowerment, but
the fact remains that in doing so, we often forget
the plight of rural woman. Many women do not
have the right to participate and access the same

opportunities as men. Childbirth complications kill
thousands of women and teachers have to
continually confront parents planning to marry
their daughters off. Such ‘days’ have turned into
commercial occasions. We should scrutinise
ourselves for perpetuating commercial gain and
work towards development of women from the
grassroots if we are to eradicate their problems.

Samin Syeda Sultana,
Golaghat
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The BJP top brass shares a lighter moment during the party’s recent national council meeting in New Delhi. 
PTI

Given his past record, it is hardly surprising that Uttar
Pradesh legislator Raghuraj Pratap Singh, alias Raja

Bhaiya, has landed in trouble once again. The five-time MLA,
who has been booked by the CBI in the recent murder of a
police officer, has over four dozen criminal cases against
him. The CBI is already investigating two such cases, re-
ferred to it by the state government. However, the delay in
the arrest of Raja Bhaiya in the DSP murder case has raised
many eyebrows. There are speculations that his arrest will
be a big blow to the Samajwadi Party as Raja Bhaiya played
a major role in securing its victory in the 2012 UP assembly
elections. This is, perhaps, a reason why the state police
could not arrest him despite lodging a case of criminal con-
spiracy against him, leading to the CBI’s intervention. A
known criminal, Raja Bhaiya is an influential figure in UP
politics, switching allegiance between various parties as the
situation demanded. His is a classic example of how crim-
inals continue to call the shots in Indian politics in the ab-
sence of any concrete legal deterrence.
Needless to say that criminalisation of politics has spread

its roots from state legislatures to Parliament. According to
reports, around 20 per cent of the members of the current
Lok Sabha have criminal cases pending against them, with
charges varying from kidnapping, murder and robbery to
rape. Moreover, among all states, UP has the dubious dis-
tinction of having the maximum number of MLAs facing
charges of crimes against women, according to a study by
the Association of Democratic Reforms (ADR), which works
for transparency in politics. There is no denying the fact that
every political party in UP is equally responsible for allow-
ing criminals to enter the state politics. Former chief min-
ister Mayawati had 63 MLAs with tainted background, in-
cluding two gangsters. It is widely believed that the Con-
gress had started this trend in the state in the early 1980s,
which later took alarming proportions. And of course, there
are larger socio-economic factors behind this since politics,
to some extent, is a reflection of society. Political analysts
are of the opinion that in areas with distinct social divisions,
criminals want to gain political power to safeguard the in-
terests of their own people — they can easily settle land dis-
putes or influence the distribution of benefits of welfare
schemes. And naturally, such candidates can be assets for
political parties especially in north India, where elections
are fought along the lines of castes and communities. Be-
sides, money seems to be biggest factor since elections in
India have become increasingly expensive. Who will believe
that political parties would deny tickets to those who want
to bear their poll expenses, running into crores of rupees,
no matter what background he/she has? 
The need of the hour is to usher in electoral reforms so

that no criminals can enter into politics. Unfortunately, the
response from mainstream political parties is far from sat-
isfactory. There is also a legal lacuna because as per the Rep-
resentation of People’s Act, only those convicted of heinous
crimes are barred from contesting elections, but whose cas-
es are pending in courts can’t be disqualified. The problem
gets further complicated because of the annoyingly slow
justice delivery mechanism. In such a scenario, the civil so-
ciety should play an important role in creating awareness
among voters to shun candidates with criminal records.
Pressure groups like the one led by Anna Hazare should
launch a nation-wide campaign on the issue of criminali-
sation of politics since this is as dangerous as corruption
and misgovernance. Most importantly, all political parties
should reach a consensus soon about shutting the door on
rapists, kidnappers and murderers.
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