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RESTORING THE GANGA FOR

ITS FAUNA AND FISHERIES
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Blind Dolphins and Murky Waters

Acms@ the Gangctlc floodplains in North India, local people are
Gamiliar with the folklore of the mysterious ‘Soons’, a dark creature

that m;a_l_mes from the murky river and disappears instantly,
Evervone knows it 1s not a fish, but very few know that it is a Hver

dolphin, a mammal. This animal is the oldest cetacean species alive

Il nme, _reppesenting an ancient lineage of dolphin-
| in the Tethys Sea, later uplifted during the
dimalayan mountain range, Two species of ‘true

TIveL- doipit ay toun: “only in the Amazon and the Indus-

m EyStﬁmﬂ, are umque freshwater mammals
EﬁWA@nmerhabmmfor their survival. Of these, the
T'ﬁ_ :l latanista gangetice—including 1ts subspecies,
Indus rive mw]gmdmﬁ is found in India, Nepal, Pakistan

nglade Owing to millions of years of evolutionary

n the w nent-loaded Indo-Gangetic river

O G Liver dolphins are almost totally blind, having 105t
, SEGES UGS e. With only rudimentary slits for eyes, completely

22 - in the turbid waters with the

e 1 _ : :
versity and werime ;gjggsystem Services arc

rivers that the endangered Ganges et
to be among the most severely humat’
e el Co.nsewatjoﬂ of

" Sy - . i : -

Restoring the Ganga for its Fauna and Fisheries
59

Jenge N the face of declining resources. water divere
’ x¢essiv¢ pollution and over-exploitation, | o

Despite this, the Gangetic basin feeds over 500 million
even today. The Ganga was declared India’s national river rf(.:i)P];
in 2008 and the Ganges river dolphin made India’s national J;tl:at v
e mal.* Such concern about conduct with living crmﬁurm in nt:L
new even if this patticular kind of conservation c.r;m::mu‘cnlw.s. :i
2 phenomenon of the modern era. Imperial protection for ”thc‘:
anjmals of the Ganges river (including some fish species) was an
important aspect of Emperor Asoka’s wider policy of Dhamina
(r_hj'rﬂ century BCE), which made an attempt to define sensitive
conduct even towards common species that would not be eaten or
used otherwise, as revealed 1n Pillar EdictV.” The significance of this
regulation 15 undeniable, as it extended from total prohibinon of
hunting or slaughter to imposing temporal bans on the exploitaton
and sacrifice of several common species. Asoka's policy remains
esoundingly relevant, especially as we assess the current state of the
angetic basin and its wildlife.
The river dolphin has become a prime candidate for

nique riverine species is thus an urgent need and also 5 maj
a major

conservation efforts in recent times.® First, it has the enigma and
charisma associated with dolphins in general. Second, it 18 locally
common and identified easily by many inhabitants of the riverbanks.
but is perceived as a threat by almost nobody. Third and perhaps
most important, the river dolphin’s ecology and future is strongly
connected with that of the people of the Ganges in many ways.
Dolphins cannot be seen in isolation from their rive_rm::
landscape, the complex texture of which is knit together from
different social, political, economic, geological, hydrological.
Thistorical and ethical strands. Be it inside the river or on che banks.
the world of the endangered Ganges rver dolphin 1s a complex,
diverse aggregation of social and ecological colli.ﬁiom. and cnnm‘ctaﬁ.
The species is thus more than a symbol of the river: Ifs presence ni
healthy populations could be considered an index of the ecologica

integrity of the river system as d whole. More mmediately,

| ealing 3, _ e ach to
the species could also be a rallying symbol for ar JF}'“E;:-illu;l
conse: 'm that goes beY{Jnd the m :
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animals to a more holistic set of arrangements that e
human use (or rather abuse) does not endanger the
the riverine system and freshwater ecology. How does

conic endangered species and agquatic emblem in such an

" - _ d IE._'{_}I
river? Here, there 1s a bitter irony. The Ganga is perhaps },.. ” i
B iy

in the world, and sadly, the most abuseg
"- -

Wlres ¢
: I
II}[U%{T]H. 1

- )

intensively used river
well. Conservationists often argue for the ideal of ‘coexisten . -

wildlife and human needs that depend extensively on biodivers,,
and ecosystem services.” But how can we rise to the challeng, Hi
reconciling the diverse needs of millions of people with socially ]m;
conservation in a fractured society? These are the larger questq,,
we hope to unpack. For now, it is best to start with the river it

Sanctuary for the Gangal

This journey can begin with a boat ride on the Ganga. Ochre-buf
agricultural Aoodplains with remnants of tamarisk scrub, industrial
belts and brick kilns stretch as far as the eye can see. Boats overloaded
with people, bales of hay. cattle, motorbikes and metal trunks nosih
dash across the river. The grey waters glare and gradually fall silent
again. I_)o]phjns sense the boats through the opaque grey curtains
m:d sWim away, turning and surfacing again. They are effectively
blind and must rely on sound to evade an array of fine-meshed gill
nets -sqccessfuﬂy. Untreated sewage flows into the river from the
ghats Suddenly there are gunshots in the distance, and fisher folk.
staging a protest march, run helter skelter.

The scene described here was and is an adequate sketch of any

river stretch in the Gangetic ﬂDOdpla]_ns and depicts the daily 1 fe of

an imper mhap
_EefﬁCd freshwater cetacean Species, and the precarious human
condition around it.

A good place to find answers to the riddle of coexistence is the

ikramshila Gﬂnﬁﬂ.‘lc _Dﬂlphm Sanctuary (VGDS) in Bhag.ﬂpt”'-

thar, the only existing sanctuary specially designated to protec

tht : = . ! .
Ganges river dolphin. Named after an ancient Buddbst

URIVEESity, it was MUﬁedm 1991 due to the hjgh abul]d.‘uh‘f 0l

e dOIphlmm a 60-67 km |Gng stretch of the Ganga betwecel

he towns of ' ‘
the towns of Sultanganj and Kahalgaon * The sanctuary riverscaPs
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hﬂS a d],\?t_l'ﬁlnf of rﬁtt] A hdl itats such db Hltz.nldf.:lh, Countercurrent
Pnolﬁ sandbars and imposing granite outcrops in deep channels, In
sy = . 218 J

any rcaﬂhﬂﬁ. the river course Lh.lﬂgt_"\ ycar to year, often shifting

m
ﬂﬂl‘thWﬂfd over liargt: chistances. a consequence of sediment loads
from the Himalayas. This region 15 unique in having an almost intact

ssemblage of India’s riverine vertebrate megafauna, including

dolphil‘lﬁr. SlﬂDOth-—L‘Udtt‘Ll Otters., [Lﬂ'ﬂr:%'. the occasional _‘;_'_]i-_:l"l-'i.] OT

mugeer, Gsh and numerous resident and migratory bird species
This makes it a unique agquatic equivalent of well known reserves

of surviving rerrestrial megafauna, no less important than Kaziranga
in Assam OT Bandipur in Karnataka. That it is not as well known 1s
vidence of the marginality of aquatic ecology and wildlife among
public, policy-makers and even ecologists. Terrestrial

the general
systems, even Now;, get t
The Vikramshila sanctuary has largely been without monitoring or

T _.]-...o

l-“!.- CUI]CC"I’HE’d g'-._}\":rilil‘it'n[ \,il'? ATTINCIES

he lion’s share of conservationists attention

management interventions
After the dolphin became the national aquatic animal and the state
snimal of Bihar, awareness ‘ncreased, but this has not transiated into

much significant on-ground action.

Shifting Boundaries
' ~rarted Area. but ¢
Vikramshila may well be designated a Protected Ared, DH

here, there seems no respite for the dolphin. A fundamental need
of conservation planning is the presence ol a fixed spatia
temporal domain within which inte W
of cooperation, may be expected to take place. L‘-l'“»‘;_“
exploitation can be realistic only
boundaries, ownership and tenures. 1&8
protected lakes have definite boundaries that -t
and maintenance for effective conservation. In k-‘F*_” fres
and h.lg]’l_l'y dynamic 5‘}‘St€111'."- SLlih 1§ TIVETS, ¢ L'vthf""“'ll""‘
to be achieved through cultural oOf behaviout 1 defined physi
conduct and regulated yse—rather than guns, Wet R
boundaries and fences.’ _ . brorected Areas
And therein lies the problem, for riverine ki
cannot be fenced by boundaries.'’ 1t 15 nOt th

ractions, W hether of <

a5 'p:.'?' th:." "..Ii:nr
"I'crrram.a‘l Protected

|
w ) 1 --!lik-r_‘_L||.\|
==y ‘el

1 i 1
1] [ences d

‘it ‘-‘l‘..‘l-l'\-- L.-‘ \{‘-‘ -!:“;"h
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ahvd identity cards fo,
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jously, disregarded (he
mnmde hunting bay,
any fishers regularly hunted
blubber. ‘commonly used as bait to
| ",:_"'ff':;_ ‘i@emnt of each otherk
' nelther managing
16 1 a difficult law and
'. 11» gangs patrolling
| fi,ver and its tributaries)
s through fights to
W running illegal
twhile zamindars), the

:f_-i:j%-i,"' "ﬁw river’s open, fluid,
’.-_'_’;Li”"*"" - the river stretch
1;“1-'11 unters to book. It 1s.

ts initial years, the

vas compounded by
he 19905 seem to have
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it of Banka. The problems were com

 dequacy of the forest department, which was more familiar w.

.., plantations than with rivers and their CCosyst 1ar w ruh
1

kjt sllvu:ulturt', pug mark counts, ﬁl'{? control an ns. The

pounded by the
d{.utung

ition Efforts

m e several fisher families in this region, living in extremely
W@ﬁmccanomc conditions and all heavily dependent on the

mﬂﬂmugh fishing was technically illegal in the sanctuary, it
m the main, and often the only, hvelihood for thousands of
ised fisher folk. In 1999, a significant civil society imtiatve

1@ v Professor Sunil Choudhary through a small team called
j]mmshlla Biodiversity Research and Educanon Centre
iC) launched a mass awareness campaign for fishers in the
Wehevmg that protecting river dolphins while also sustaining
ﬁﬁ"ﬁﬁm’s livelihood needs was crucial to obtaiming support of
m'ﬁsﬂmﬁ for river conservation, the team worked hard to put
a stop to the intentional killing of river dolphins in the sanctuary
area ;ﬁfﬁ@@l the Patna high court directed both the Umon and
Jihar state governments to allocate funds to support river dolphin
_=_':.-;f{;=“ jon in the state.!" This intervention helped, and the
am’s continued presence and persistent monitoring of threats o
olvhins and other wildlife, socioeconomic surveys and awareness
Campaigns ,resulted in a considerable reduction in the killing of

, in Vikramshila. The team developed a network with

S 1O get reports of accidental entanglement of dolphins
area. They also chose local

the fishers,

_‘_.‘__

i€ : al activities in the sanctuary
sons for dolphin conservation from among
‘rﬁﬁmmumry s respect for their traditional knowledize

"1' , an open attitude to integrated research, the team lw
sfully a@llabmated with local fisher folk, river dolphin

nists, sociologists, wildlife scientists, cetacean eXperts,
d fisheries biologists across the world to enhance the

1on i. ~us on this riverscape.
' DI
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<jula EJI'lt'ﬂ!ﬂl"ﬁ' today has the hlgh{:ﬂr known dey

11- ) ' # : - 12 Ml”
heir distribution range. A« *I‘-rlp'!“_

: yes
dolphins 4CTrOss £ e i :
egligible here: the place Offers ‘m_muilt“{. Platforn,
hunting 1 1 3 oy n:se;ll":h to estimate effects of Ot
- - .‘I“'?

dance and distribution. Together wit},

heen conducting l’.‘fﬂ]tf!git‘;ll resSear li .
i on

mpling methods and asseg;,

dolphin abun
VBREC team, We 'luwmu]mnn ¢
o m;;mPg:;Ei Pot!»river dolphins 1n the sanctuary wit]
10"8""’::‘ 1:1?::; theme of river dolphin-ﬁthrwu Interactio, .=_
the backgre aJes, We have been trymg o identify in detai] H]rl-.
anisms L0 help estimate the exie,,
competition between dolphins aiué

Knowing the River Dolphin Better

ore has been mtense and increasing competitior
pace and for fish prey, aggravated both by local
dscape-level factors, such as Aow reduction
i tributaries from upstream diversion of water for 1rrigation.’ As
4 result, by May 2008, the seasonal flow significantly reduced with
the progress of the dry season, much of it attributable not to natural
fow dynamics but clearly to impacts via human agency. Due to
reduction in flows, the dolphins tend to concentrate in the main
channel of the river in the peak of summer. The depleted flow leads
to congregation of both fishers and dolphins in the main channel,
causing intense competition over the concentrated fish resources
at specific locations. The high spatial and temporal overlap has led
o increased fatal risk of accidental entanglement of dolphins
i gillnets.™ It is easy to wrongly interpret the observed spatial
and ttmporal overlap of dolphins and humans as ‘harmonious
coexistence’, It 18 actually the outcome of a shared resource v

Over the years th

for use of foraging s
fishing practices and lan

cco_logu:al function that attracts both wild species and humans.

drawing - - :
both m:i:lm;: Into severe competition and negatively affecils
ntities. Further, loss of fish prey from preferred areas cansed

by excessive fishin ,
might ﬁ)rcedti]ph' ; .p WUIe 1n more productive river reaches
ins to forage in suboptimal habitats. Based on 0"
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- cation of rh.'t:rlap and an.u‘t of t_la'mnu O 1y i)
. VET Coin
olphins, it

' '*ﬁ "'li inn_kFicl
and to maintain both dolphins and fish pPhin-tishey
. ! |_-'T'.\_I

es. Our prolonged observations in the

. _ Kle to clearly identify reference
may be P'C“’“‘“hl ' y reference sites for d
Dﬂxjgtﬁ‘l'lff

able stat
_term persistence of Ganges river
g 1’ 1111.:_“..\ 'I’i.,rh] i'i{"ll[,"ll]]]l

in ]'I'E'I_]Tl:_{“--

»dANCH larv 'r.l

roler |
d% 1

ft'\rcnled long-te | populati
: ‘6ic areas or hotspots. The pe ; alation
n !\Pfflflt | = 1 ’{.I t\p‘ *‘IL I"lr_ rL“"‘I"-_HI_I,I,'I__' {',t - '!\i 1

iid !'|'|' at

at Cfﬂﬂi

Jespite €h LT
' “cno-fishing zones’ at these sites, with buff 1
creation of ¢ se sites, with buffer areas where

fishers ¢t pe A.Hm\-'::ﬁ to fish i comphance with some reculations

cluding dolphin-fnendh- use of fishing gear, thereby causing u |

disturbance Of danger to local dolphin P‘-"I‘Ul;m:-m_"" B 10N
With respect to robust scientific research. manv areas in river

. —-= 1T NICEQ O

dolphin ecology need to be investigated in detail. Unfortunatel

in Most river
a0 peyond the initial documentation of threats and routine, crude

count-based surv

1bundance, such
be improved and made suit
d uncertainty, using statistical sampling and modeling
dolphins due to their diving )

_-il."“._""Ll‘. [lI‘I:." [I‘t."li‘."l':'-.'_ 1

dolphin projects in India, research actuvity does not

. 1B : : 4
eys.'® Modern techniques of estimating dolphi

as indrﬁ'pfndent double-observer surveys, need to
able for having robust estmates with

-
L)

associate
avoid andercounting of
There are many interesting questions

behavioural ecology of dolphins that could be tied strongh
onservation. These include, in particular, research on dolphi
| point of view, dolphin mating

iy

their €
acoustics from an ecologica
site fidelity and distributional dynamics 1n relation toO
productivity patterns, dolphins’ trophic position 11 river food webs,
and strategies of foraging and feeding.'” Many nev
lored in the Vikramshila
by the VBREC

SVETETTIA

Ay TEATI Y e
[IVEL 1

LA

prey selection
interfaces of such research are beimng €xp
sanctuary through diverse cientific collaboranions

w b W T

These ongoing research studies show a lot of promise toT enriching
understanding of the elusive Ganges Tiver dolphin in the coOmiIng
years. | -

Despite these contributions, the full rmhx.u}{m of \ mr.-_il*...u..t._n..
a5 a meaningful sanctuary 1s «till far off in the future. T‘h: Ganges
. rv both continte

folk of the sanctud
Going deeper,
b\.' d‘.t‘w'ri'ﬂk

one finds

river dolphins and the fisher
10,,_',41 Jﬂti

to be victims of much larger problems.
that conflicting relationships have been shape d
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highly destructive nets set off longstanding confl
41 fishermen and the fishing mafia. C nsu:'; -
als
. often spar with each other over the issue of uwn:r ll:d
rshi
for confluence channels (kol) and floodpl: M};

1. These.

rights

nd fishing
mﬁ (ﬁhab) The problem stems from ambiguous definition 1
Act: the dhab is cut off from the main river in the dirlil

m T md the ko

| ‘may or may not’ get cut off. The dhab may

rivate contractors, but not the kol if it 15 wider
On the ground, such a definition
e have been shootouts, murders

iced Massacres of fishers over fishing territories and
¢. Furthermore, multiple traditionally non-
ed into the free- _for-all fishing, from
rs such as Bhumihars and Rajputs to
Gangotas Or Mushims. In a state W here

in determining almost any ac tion, free

as thus led to serious caste based conflicts. Interestingly.
¢ surveys show that fishing villages' ‘outside’ the sanctuary
. of the river at Sultanganj) are mentioning that they

qlmu ﬁ&hmsldc the Protected Area, for criminal acuvity is higher
mhaﬂ outside. This alidates impacts of

historically
15 OVET ill defined rules and rights, which 1s a fatlure of fisheres
1% l"'-i- IHl'

: i m&ﬁﬂence habitats are highly preferre
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‘of the fisher folk movement agains
2. and also the sanctuary. Therr

mﬂlﬂl gangs and mafia 1
n use of resources also needs

ikri Andolan, a fisher community-

mﬁmuon of the sanctuary,
of traditional fishers to the
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2im for fishing rights in the name of tradinon®
thg negative ecological impacts of exasung fi ;:n
SN

n the relatively n non-destructive techmques, ar
e very

im*-J“St on dolphins but on the fishery itself. The And
is that fishers have always lived in harmﬂmulan ;
wit

Pedsmt Clmm
and other wildlife, blaming all illegal killing and
oo O Crumna]s But the evidence paints a different pi;nm

: 50"“ ‘g,halgaon fishers continue to kill turtles in a clandestine
hion. 50 gmes hunt dolphins for oil. kil the occasional gharial
e on

”ﬁ Fﬂﬁd‘ wﬂd birds. The fisheries department rules speafy
ﬁshiﬂ with gl]lnets less than 40 mm in diameter is illegal
« in the Ganga’s

he main channel, even outside the sanctuary.
g}tnﬂst eighty per cent of the exasting fishing in the sancmaﬁf
W md destructive O river dolphins and fish populations, be

a or traditional fishermen. Irrespective of who fishes,

itb?lhf
;¢ levels of ﬁshmg activity can seriously aggravate resource
is a qualitatively new situation and may not

have Past ptecedem: <o harking back to ‘traditional’ pracuces,
' al. does not have an ecologically sound basis.

W Jaudable a g0
I_p&a shadow of Farakka
“j; o that these fishers are 2 highly marginalised people,
nat just by degraded <ocioeconomic condinons but also by
mwl destruction. But the sanctuary 1s clearly not the sole or
mnjar reason for their marmmhsanon In fact, the Protected
rng their interests. It

while venture for secu

M been a worth
s part of a relatively more prodm.twe segment than many other
Sgll, the mesh sizes of fishers have

civer stretches in the Ganga.

shrinks after year, with many Jiready much below

limit. But overfishing, pollunon, local factors,
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glement and death of dolphins in small iy
xample of the far reaching, negative \mdam“
cape-
barrages mn many ways the LEt)lf}LIL.ﬂ E:nd
ces of such projects intensify fisher-dolphir
!

-dental entan
ﬂf‘:n U ];15 an ¢
ﬂm of large

ina and Mindless River Development

vers does not show any deeper appreciation of
tht nﬁmcdlatev painful lessons to learn from other Asian nation
Chma the Yangtze River dolphin or baip was declared

sﬁ'ﬂﬁﬁ
ctin 2006. 1t was deemed the first human- caused extinction of
2 The spe-::tes was not actively targeted or hunted

ndm,Ch

 record on riv

= be ‘1‘1 mﬁh.ls region, playmg hardly an
e | ‘“.h‘ petion. Studies have estimated n]er‘ ;eﬁu‘: SPcc:.esd 4.
reducnons 10 dﬁhb;hty of hilsa upriver, since ) Gﬂt.-b“twas ‘accidentally’ K17 by destructve fishing techniques
< built L ’;" eline i shocking example of the (mﬂii‘lg ks) and extensive degradation of its habitat. The story
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