Kartik Shanker and Soumya Prasad

bout eight years ago, a special

issue in a magazine in India

recounted the contributions
of one of its premier wildlife research
institutions. While singing paeans
about its faculty, rescarchers and
students, it had one glaring omission
- no mention of the legions of loyal
field staff who had made this research
possible, through years and years of
dedicated service to not undemanding
jobs. This unfortunately reflects how
the ruling class views this community,
perhaps not individually, but certainly
institutionally. Many researchers do
have fine and lasting relationships
with their field assistants, but most are
employed as daily wage labour, whose
services can be terminated at any time.
Not nearly enough credit has been
given to them for their willingness to
work in trying conditions, their local
knowledge, humour, and as often
as not, their fraternal or paternal
relationship with the researchers.

Rauf Ali

t is impossible to know where to
begin in situations like these; it feels
as if I almost knew Ravi Sankaran all
my life. It must have been after the mid-
80s that we met. An incident comes to
mind immediately. There was a seminar
at Topslip, in the Indira Gandhi National

Park. It wasn’t very inspiring. People

Few wildlife or ecology studies could
have been carried out without these
dedicated field assistants. In many
parts of India, these are traditional
forest dwellers whose knowledge of
the land, of the forests, habitats, flora
and fauna become invaluable to the
research. As a colleague commented a
decade and a half ago “I have a GPS
unit; his name is Shivaji>. In other
cases, they were locals whose skill
and aptitude for field research may
have provided an opportunity, but
what clinched the deal was a tolerance
of rough weather, rogue elephants,
ticks, leeches, and other joys of field
work. This issue is dedicated to the
field assistants who have worked in
numerous field projects with little or
no public acknowledgement of their
contribution.

No doubt the task of documentingand
acknowledging these contributions
deserves greater detail and deeper

were waiting for the clock to strike 5; a
ride round the park had been promised.
I hunted down Ravi to check whether he
was coming. “Of course not! I do this for
a living, why should I do it when I'm on
vacation”? Now why haven’t the rest of
us realised this?

Ravistarted work with the Lesser Florican
-abird of open grasslands. This continued
almost to the present, with Ravi having
to grow a large moustache before going
to Rajasthan and Gujarat every year.
This research led to major initiatives

Thukwaa = Karen word for ‘cousin’, implying he indulges in disreputable activities such as poaching

exploration than is offered here.
However, over the eight years since
we first mooted the idea and received
widespread and enthusiastic response
from wildlife biologists accross the
country, the difficulty of transforming
oral histories into scholarly essays
has proved too great a collective
hurdle. We therefore serve this up
as an appetiser and hope that more
detailed contributions will follow in
due course.

We begin the issue with a tribute to
a man who appreciated this perhaps
more than any one else. Every field site
that he worked at, he established an
astonishingrapportwith hisassistants,
their families and the community.
Inevitably, he became a part of them.
That itself was the biggest tribute of
all to their role in this arena of wildlife
biology and conservation.
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of Science,

in conserving this heavily hunted
species, involving active partnerships
with villagers and Forest Departments.
Ravi always insisted on spending a lot
of time with local residents explaining
sustainable use to them, and this was the
first such effort, and possibly the first
time village communities had been made
active partners in a bird conservation
programme. This was followed by a
major study on the Nicobar Megapode
and then the edible nest swiftlet, which
is still ongoing. We used to say that he
started with the ‘birds people ate), went
on to the ‘birds whose eggs people ate
and then on to the ‘birds whose nests
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Ravi Sankaran at the Chalisek boat landing

people ate’! Then he was involved in
an ornithological survey of the Nanda
Devi National Park. He did a short stint
on the Narcondam Hornbill, where his
major recommendation was that goats
on the island be eradicated, and which
was immediately acted upon by the
Department of Environment and Forests
of the Andaman & Nicobar Islands. Due
to the rapport he had developed with
the Forest Department, the traditional
suspicion of researchers had disappeared
by the time the rest of us began working
in the Andamans, and it is difficult to
think of another area where researchers
and the Forest Department work in
such close collaboration. Finally, there
was the Nagaland initiative, which I am
unfortunately not familiar with.

Our Andaman association started
formally in December 2000, when we
met in Mayabunder. Ravi and I often
remembered the New Year’s Eve in 2000
which consisted of eight men goingon a
boat to Aves Island with an equal number

of whisky bottles. This was followed
by some fairly intense snorkelling at
dawn. On return to the Karen village
where we were staying, the mood there
scemed much lighter. The Karens had
believed that the world was supposed to
have ended the previous night, and were
rather agitated at their padre that this
had not happened.

The swiftlet project, casily the best
‘conservation for development’ project
of its kind in the country until it fell
afoul of well-meaning but ignorant
environmentalists, had just started. The
logistics of it, however, were a nightmare.
If the cave was unattended even for 15
minutes over a weeks' period, people
would rush in, grab nests and run out.
The value of each nest made it lucrative
for people to watch the guards (in hiding)
for long periods of time, just waiting
for the break in concentration from the
protection squad. It was obvious that the
only way it could work was if the people
looking after the caves had a longterm
economic stake in the birds.

Unfortunately there was a second school
of thought. Put the species on the
protected list and all will be taken care of.
However, in this case the nests are being
harvested, akin to honey being taken
from a hive (in this case, rejected honey
would be a more appropriate analogy).
As soon as the species is put on the
protected list, its products also become
protected. End of conservation program,
and it is shocking that even eight years
later the Ministry of Environment and
Forests is loath to reverse its decision.
Meanwhile, the status quo has somehow
been maintained, largely because of
Ravi’s refusal to give up, and the interest
and funding provided by the Forest
Department.

The first camp for Ravi’s swiftlet project
was on Interview Island. As luck would
have it, Dr. Alok Saxena, the Chief
Wildlife Warden, had asked me to do a

statusreporton theelephantsofInterview
Island. We found that this ‘uninhabited’
island had a population of about 10
primary school dropouts and 2 Ph.D.s
in 2001. For the elephant study, we had
buile an elaborate network of machans
all over Interview Island. Unfortunately
the elephants would only come there at
night, and we didn’t have the equipment
to photograph them. Like all good plans,
this was tossed out of the window, and
we took the help of Karen trackers who
learned to identify individual elephants
during the survey.

Ravi was a regular visitor at ANET,
where I was based for the next few years.
His visits were always a mix of very
intense science and very intense alcohol
consumption. J.C. Daniel, in one of his
monthly newsletters as the Secretary of
the BNHS, called us the “two mavericks
of Indian wildlife biology”, or some such
thing. We argued one evening about
who was getting complimented and who
insulted.

Ravi Sankaran, with field assistant,

returning from Chalisek
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We worked together after the 2004
tsunami when he came to spend a few
weeks in Pondicherry to prepare the
maps for his tsunami report. We decided
that we had to do a project together
there. We came up with a project on
the preparation of and marketing virgin
coconut oil, that was traditionally used
by the Nicobaris. In May 2007, we spent
a week in the Nicobars working on a
prototype. It took another year to get
funding, and then T had problems getting
a tribal pass. The reason for this is still
not clear. On January 15 this year I called
Ravi to tell him that I was returning the
funds to the Department of Science and
Technology, since I didn’t see the tribal
pass happening. He told me to fight it
out.Iam nowsittingat the ANET dining

table in Wandoor, where we have spent
many great, and many totally forgettable
evenings together, waiting for my flight
to the Nicobars tomorrow.

My organisation, FERAL, had organised
a seminar on coastal management after
the tsunami, in August last year. By this
time, Ravi had been induced to come
onto our Research Advisory Board, and
we had decided that he would handle the
tough job of chairing the final discussion.
How do you run a seminar where half of
them are from the Forest Department
and the other half researchers, and still
stop the fur flying? As it turned out it
was one of the best seminars I have ever
attended, with a lot of serious science
being spoken and taken note of.

Soumya Prasad and Ambika Aiyadurai

ver the past 30 years of
scientific  enquiries,  field
biology in India has relied

upon a variety of people from various
backgrounds, cultures, and regions. A
good team of field assistants is a core part
of every field biology research project.
Not only would it have been impossible
to work in these remote regions without
the active participation of local field
assistants, but it also would have meant
losing out on the unique insights into our
research subjects that are gained through
field assistants on several occasions.
Even a brief glance at the mountain of
ecological literature would bring home
this point through the glowing tributes
to field assistants which make up the
bulk of acknowledgement sections of
theses, reports and papers alike.

Occasionally, some contributions by
field assistants are reflected in products
of these research projects. The British
naturalist, Edgar Layard, named a new
flycatcher Muscicapa muttui, after his
tamil cook, Muttu (Beolens and Watkins
2003). Aparajita Datta, who works on
hornbills, and conservation issues in
north-eastern India, included her field
assistant, Japang Pansa, as a co-author
in a paper that reported the discovery of
the leaf deer in India (Datta ez a/. 2003).
Similarly, Manish Chandji, a researcher
based in the Andaman and Nicobar
islands, has included his assistants as
co-authors in project reports. Yet, like
Chandi, many field biologists feel that
they want to give back something more to
their assistants and to their communities
than just salaries and acknowledgements.

How does one end the culogy of a
friend - one of the most challenging,
exasperating, fun, provocative and
plainly stark raving mad persons I've
had the privilege to know? Rewind to
the one minute silence in his homage at
the BNHS 125% anniversary conference
in Bangalore a few wecks ago. The
projection booth operator, on seeing
everyone stand up, hit the button for the
national anthem. Through most of that
minute we were treated to the antics of
the organisers trying to get him to switch
it off. Ravi was laughing the hardest, I'm
sure.
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This sentiment has been echoed across
the board by researchers working with
various institutions and communities,
in every part of this sub-continent. Most
researchers would admit that there is a
big gap between what researchers gain
from their field assistants and what they
are able to give back to them. Still, after
over three decades of active field research
by Indian nationals within India, we
haven’t formalised ways in which to
acknowledge such contributions.
Two ‘Betta Kurumba’ tribals from
Mudumalai — Bomma and Krishna —
have been assisting field biologists for
nearly four decades; these two men
have probably had the longest careers
as field assistants in India. They started
off working with the Bombay Natural



