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some of them suggested a feeling of helplessness. In
an area where basic amenities can be hard to come
by, an organised effort to control the dog population
seemed unrealistic to most locals. Patience was
running low, and there were sporadic reports from a
few places in the valley of attempts to cull dogs.
In August 2013, the Divisional Forest Officer of Spiti
convened a meeting in Kaza to initiate a discussion
on this issue. Organising such a meeting was a
suggestion made in the Project Snow Leopard
management plan that had been prepared for
the Upper Spiti Landscape. This meeting was
attended by some key individuals of Kaza: local
representatives of the Tribal Advisory Council,
officers from the Additional District Collector’s office,
the Animal Husbandry Department and the Forest
Department, the Pradhan of Kaza Panchayat and
his deputies. After a rather sceptical start, everyone
warmed up to the fact that action was needed but
were unsure of what that could be. The suggestion
of organising a camp to sterilise dogs was made, but
that threw up more questions: who would operate
on them, where would the medicines come from
and, most important of all, who would go catch the
dogs? Nevertheless, despite these unknowns, by the
end of the meeting, the participants agreed to try
and organise a sterilisation camp in Kaza. Through
follow-up meetings, our team secured support of
the Forest Department, Animal Husbandry and the
District Administration to set things in motion to
organise a sterilisation camp. Unclear of how to
conduct the camp, we reached out to Dharamsala
Animal Rescue, an NGO that works in animal
welfare, who promptly volunteered to send two
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But speaking with some of
them suggested a feeling
of helplessness. In an area
where basic amenities can be
hard to come by, an organised
effort to control the dog
population seemed unrealistic
to most locals. Patience
was running low, and there
were sporadic reports from
a few places in the valley of
attempts to cull dogs.
of their experienced veterinarians. One of these
veterinarians, Dr. Takpa Tenzin, who was also a
Spitian, took great pains in guiding the preparations.
Within a matter of two months, everything was
ready, except for one minor detail: who would and
how would we catch the dogs?
The Pradhan of Kaza Panchayat helped to solve this
problem. An astute leader, who villagers looked up
to, the Pradhan promised he would get the villagers
to help. The following day, we were invited to a
meeting where almost the entire village gathered.
After briefing villagers about the situation, he said:
It’s up to us now. Suggestions started pouring in
from all the people present. It was heartening to see
that people were suggesting measures that would
require their participation. No one was trying to
pass the buck. Eventually, this was the suggestion
that was most popular: each family would catch a
dog, bring it to the sterilisation camp, and take care
of it for four days after the operation, before letting
it back out on the streets. Families who chose not to
participate would have to pay a fine of five hundred
rupees! We left the meeting, that day, unsure if
anyone would turn up with dogs for the camp.
But we needn’t have worried, because as we
reached the venue on the day of the camp, there
were at least 30 dogs waiting patiently with their
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pen-pal Matthew Creasey and Ankila Hiremath

India meets the UK in a new pen-pal
project for Current Conservation
The pen-pal tradition, where two school children living on
different continents share their daily adventures, has become
much less common than it once was.

Traditional methods of
communication, letters and
brown paper parcels, are slow
by comparison. They are rapidly
becoming obsolete. However,
traditional technologies have a
tangible quality which cannot
be replaced by an email.
Although email gives us instant
gratification, letters allow
readers to feel closer. There is
much excitement in receiving a
hand-written letter, or ripping
open, emptying and exploring
the contents of a big parcel.

What if you combined the
two, making the most of
the digital realm’s ability to
connect people instantly, and
sharing physical objects from
friends in far flung places?
This new Current Conservation
project promises much joy for
students by resurrecting the
pen-pal tradition, and taking the
best that old and new postal
methods offer.
11-13 year olds from two
schools, one in Cornwall UK,
and another near Bangalore
India, will establish the first
trial partnership. The students
will explore ‘a year in the life of
a tree’. Working together and
independently, children from
both schools will observe a
particular tree.
They will collect, illustrate
and share stories about the
tree and its many visitors. The
documentation could be
a painting, a collection of
leaves, lists of bird species
seen among the branches
or anything else that has

captivated their imagination.
What species live in the tree?
What do it’s flowers look like?
When does it fruit? What
sound do its fluttering leaves
make when you sit beneath its
branches on a breezy day?
The schools will then exchange
their natural diaries, and
maintain a record of the sights
and sounds they see and hear
from their windows, and their
counterpart’s windows, a
continent away.
Current Conservation will
document this partnership, and
display some of the exchanged
experiences. The pen-pal
project will bridge the gap
between the technological and
natural worlds.
If your school wishes to
participate in the pen-pal
project, please write to us at :
matthew.creasey@gmail.com
(U.K), or hiremath@atree.org
(India). We look forward to
hearing from you!

Priya Kuriyan

Modern technology has offered
wonderful new opportunities
for instant long-distance
communication. In many ways,
it has made distances between
people seem much smaller. It
is now possible, for one sitting
in his bedroom in India, to have
a real-time video chat with a
friend in London, Hong Kong,
Sydney or Shanghai.

species profile Matthew Creasey and Beth Robinson

The African black rhino
(Diceros bicornis)

2000 BC

Rhinos engraved into
rocks in Niger

{Dicero comes from the Greek
words, Di = two and Ceros = horn
and Bicornis from the Latin
words, Bi = two and Cornis = horn}
Also called the hook-lipped rhino,
it’s hook-shaped upper lip helps
grasp and rip plants.
Diceros bicornis bicornis
Diceros bicornis michaeli
Diceros bicornis minor and
Diceros bicornis longipes
are all sub-species of the African
black rhino found in the dry
deserts, wet forests and
Savannah grassland.
Length (head and body)

3.0 - 3.8m
Height (at shoulder)

1.4 - 1.7m
Weight

800 - 1,350kg
Larger front horn

0.5 - 1.3m

1980

1930s

Population falling fast

Early 20th
Century

Increased hunting, land
clearance for
agriculture & conflict
due to crop damage.
With the exclusion of
indigenous people from
many areas, and
increased trophy
hunting, traditional
knowledge and ways of
life are lost. This leads
to poverty and the
search for alternative
livelihoods.

1950s now

Increased use of
rhino horn in
Chinese medicine
(thought to cure
rheumatism, gout,
fever, typhoid and
other conditions.
There is little
evidence for these
medical benefits).
Poaching is
lucrative and a
poacher could make
more money in a
day than he would
otherwise earn in a
year.

Rhinos found in only
two countries, 110 in
Cameroon and
25 in Chad

1997

2006

10 - 18 individuals
remaining

1991

50 in Cameroon
and none in Chad

A look into the future

Extensive survey fails
to find any rhinos

2001

Although facing many of the same
threats which caused extinction of
the Western black rhino, all three of
the other subspecies still survive in
the wild. The numbers are increasing, conservationists are optimistic
that with effort and pressure from
governments and the public, the
remaining black rhinos can be
saved.

D.b.bicornis (South-Western)

1920

D.b.michaeli (Eastern)

There are critical questions that
still need to be answered. Who
owns the rhinos? Should rhinos be
protected, harvested for their horns
or both? How do we balance the
rights of people and rhinos? Is there
a role for ecotourism?

740

D.b.minor (Southern-Central)

2220

up to 55 cm
Herbivorous

Western black
rhino officially
declared extinct

Population size estimate (IUCN, 2010)

Smaller rear horn

Diet

2011

5 confirmed and
3 unconfirmed
sightings

Rohan Chakravarty

story telling Matthew Creasey
story-telling Matthew Creasey and Kalyani Ganapathy
Some of my cousins have freedom to wander,
To graze in green pastures, no shackles, no chains,
One brother I have in the Banni,
Fed on crops grown in sweet summer rains.

How different for those in cities and towns,
More buildings built, more green fields lost,
A cow in town must scavenge on garbage,
The city grows bigger, the cow pays the cost.

BULL,
the B E A R ,
the

and
the

BUMBLEY
BEE!
Words: Matthew Creasey
Illustration: Kalyani Ganapathy

The bull, the bear and the bumbley bee,
Sat in the shade of a Gulmohar tree,
Said one to the two, and two to the three,
What lives do we lead, persecuted or free?

I live in the forest, eat termites and ants,
I sleep in my den through the heat of the day,
But I can be grumpy if woken too early,
Surprised or disturbed and I don’t like to play.

You both talk of freedom, of cities, of forests,
Loved or revered, you both have your place,
I live here too, am I not important?
I’m so very small and take up little space.

The bee, the bull and the snuffly bear,
Were common but now are increasingly rare,
So ask one another would not it be fair,
To live and let live in the country we share?

Should I be chased for not being cheerful?
Don’t you feel the same when woken too soon?
I’m happy to share the forests and grassland,
I’ll come out at night, by the light of the moon.

Without me no honey, no flowers, no blossom,
No food for birds, no flutter-byes bright,
I’m sorry to sting, but when we are threatened,
To defend my sisters I'm willing to fight.

A Day in the Life of a Raptor Ecologist: Baby Birds with a Powerful Bite
George Swan, a PhD student at Exeter University, UK, recounts
his daily climbing adventures with buzzard chicks!
My research involves climbing
up to nests of common
buzzards (Buteo buteo), to
collect data on how often
the parents bring food to
the chicks, and what sort of
prey they prefer. Young birds
with big beaks – they give me
plenty to think about.

This age range is the perfect
period, when chicks are
large enough to control their
temperature, but small enough
to be handled easily.

the other side, I attach my
climbing rope and pull it up
and over. Then I hoist myself
up the rope, climb to the
nest, install the camera and
assemble a recording box
at the base of the tree. I try
and climb three nests before
lunch, and then another two or
three in the afternoon.

new masters. We learnt that people had caught the
dogs by setting out food, petting them and winning
their trust and eventually getting them on leashes.
The more elusive dogs were caught by the village
youth, by baiting them and then catching them,
using dog-catching nets. As more and more people
showed up at the camp in quick succession, things
started to get a little chaotic. But, here again, the
Spitian youth, led by the Kaza Pradhan, stepped
up to quickly get things in order. They made a list
of people who had come in with dogs, regulated
the flow of dogs into the operation room and also
handed them back safely to their owners. There
were no para-veterinarians to help, so Dr. Tenzin
gathered a few young volunteers and trained them
with some basic instructions to handle dogs. Having
handled livestock all their lives meant that most
of them found it easy to handle dogs as well. Over
the next week the camp saw a continuous flow
of animals. The team of four doctors managed to
operate close to a hundred dogs. Pups less than
seven months and pregnant females, which could
not be operated upon, were given shots for rabies
and released. This effort, which started in one
village, later spread to cover 6 villages. In all, over
275 dogs were sterilised in 6 villages, in a span of
three years. That accounts for roughly a third of the
valley’s dog population, based on an assessment
made in 2012.

Rohan Chakravarty

How did we fare in this exercise? When we started
our efforts, setting up a sterilisation camp seemed
like an unrealistic target to meet. Therefore, that
we have managed to set up a sterilisation camp

I start my day by going
through my calendar and
making a list of all the nests I
need to visit. I visit nests when
the chicks are 18-25 days old
and install tiny cameras that
film the parents every time
they bring food to the chicks.

I avoid visiting nests in bad
weather as I don’t want to
disturb the chicks when they
are already cold. This means
that on sunny days in late
spring, I have to be super
organised! With my target
nests selected, I load the
truck with all my climbing and
camera gear and head out.
Once I’ve reached a nest, it
usually takes 45 minutes to
complete everything I need
to do. I start by firing a weight
attached to some string over
a strong branch high up in the
tree using a huge catapult.
When the weight drops down

Such work can be physically
demanding, it is a struggle to
climb more than six nests in a
day. By dark, I am back at the
storeroom where I clean all
the gear, check the weather
for the next day and get ready
to start all over again.

Nature Conservation Foundation
and Snow Leopard Trust

column George Swan

in an area as remote as Spiti, is very encouraging.
More impressive was the fact that the people from
the area shouldered a lot of the responsibilities. In
addition to catching dogs, villagers helped in every
way possible —from helping set up the camp, to
feeding the camp staff and volunteers, to managing
the efficient running of the camp. The veterinarians
also deserve a lot of credit. They toiled hard at each
of the camps and ensured that, even with limited
resources, the camps were managed professionally.
They set important ground rules - no sterilising
of pregnant females and ensuring adequate postoperative care - and these were followed strictly.
We also learnt several lessons along the way. A
key one was that we needed to focus on improving
post-operative care of the dogs. We initially relied
completely on the community to manage postoperative care, which we realised, was a stiff task.
We are now moving towards looking at more
proficient ways to manage post-operative care.
Has the work brought any real success? That would
depend on what scale one used to measure success.
One indirect positive spinoff has been that organising
sterilisation camps and initiating the effort for animal
birth control has helped Spitians believe that it isn’t
beyond them to work towards solving their own
problems. But in terms of directly meeting our aims,
we haven’t been very successful. Studies suggest
that one would need to sterilise more than 70% of
the breeding population, and that the proportion
of breeding females may have to be less than 20%,
to see a stabilisation of numbers over an extended
period. On that count, this effort clearly falls short of
ensuring any reduction in the dog population. With
no reduction in dog numbers, people have started
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