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HE RECENT announcement that a tiger re-

serve status has been accepted for the Biligiri

Rangaswamy TempleSanctuary(BRTS)inKar-

nataka shows that there has been no change in
India’sshort-sighted, conflict-ridden strategy for wildlife
conservation.

The BRTS is home tosignificant wildlife that must, in-
deed, beconserved. Butitisalsohometo15,000Saoligaadi-
vasis, who have carefully tended the landscape around
themwithancientand evolvingknowledge thatwould be
the envy of any ecologist. If BRTS goes the way of other
tiger reserves, these Soligas may be displaced and dis-
possessed. A letterfromtheadivasistoenvironmentmin-
isterJairam Rameshsays: “The governmentshouldfirst
give poison to Soligas, and only then notify BRT asatiger
reserve.” Ironically, displacementof the Soligascouldal-
solead toaworseningof theecologicalstatusof thearea.
Alreadyaccordingtoresearchgroup ATREE, variousre-
strictions on the Soligas' use of fire formanagementhas
led toseriousspreadof the weed Lantana, smotheringna-
tive vegetation and reducing wildlife habitat.

BRTS issymptomaticof India's skewed conservation
policies, basedon the Western conceptof separatingpeo-
ple from nature and a colonial governance model cen-
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nored generations of dependence and knowledge that
characterise ecosystem-based communities.
Between one lakh and six lakh people have been up-
rooted from protected areas (PAs), most of them offered
noor very poor rehabilitation. Many millions more have
been rendered ‘illegal’ occupants, simply because of
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younger generations) want to continue staying insids
forests. However, this cannot be an excuse to deny the
recognitionand vestingof rightsand theextensionof ba
sicwelfare measurestothem.

Conservation canonlybeachieved through dialogue
recognition of rights, ecological assessments, encour
agement to relevant traditional practices, changes ir
practices that are destructive, and provision of ecologi
callysensitive livelihood alternatives. Thousandsof in
tiativesinIndia, ledbyorwith communities, areshowin
theway. The government itself acknowledges such Com
munity Conserved Areas(CCAs), butneedstomovetore
spectiully recognising and supporting them, and trans
ferring their lessons for protected areas. It also needs t«
facilitate the transformation of landscapes around PA:
and CCAs, into areas of ecological sustainability ang
Tivelihood security forthey cannot survivelongif thesur
roundingsaredestroyved. Suchactionsarealsopartof In
dia's commitments under the Convention on Biologica
Diversity. As it moves towards hosting the 12th Confer
enceof Partiesof this Conventionin 2012, the world wil
belooking to seeif itremains fruetoits words.

The writer isa founder-member of Kalpauvriksk, a
environmental research and action grou,



