
M A Y A N K  B H U S A N  P A N I  @ Sambalpur

H
ABITAT management can 
make or break flagship 
species in a critical wild-
life landscape. Debrigarh 
Wildlife Sanctuary, one of  
Odisha’s prime protected 

areas, has presented a shining 
example of  how scientific land-
scape-level experiment in grass-
land restoration can reshape 
habitat conditions for Indian 
Gaur, its flagship species.

Over the last five years, De-
brigarh has systematically ex-
panded, restored and managed 
its open habitats, developing 
around 2,500 hectares of  mead-
ow and grassland across the 
sanctuary. 

The intervention has focused 
on increasing native forage, re-
moving invasive vegetation and 
reclaiming nearly 500 hectare of  

erstwhile village landscapes af-
ter relocation, effectively adding 
more productive feeding space 
to a sanctuary otherwise domi-
nated by forests.

The numbers speak. De-
brigarh’s gaur population has 
risen from 659 in 2024 to 778 in 
2025 and 848 in 2026. 

Alongside habitat restoration, 
greater availability of  inviolate 
wildlife space and efforts to re-
duce human disturbance have 
aided the impressive population 
growth, although such trends 
are influenced by multiple eco-
logical  and demog raphic 
factors. 

About 7-9 per cent per cent of  
the sanctuary comprises mead-
ow and grassland habitats where 
an inventory has recorded 107 
grass species. 

Heteropogon, Dichanthium, 
Chloris, Cynodon, Panicum and 

other native grasses form part 
of  the  fora g e  base  for 
herbivores. 

The grassland management 
at Debrigarh is a sustained, 
year-round exercise aimed at 
ensuring adequate forage for 
herbivores. Every monsoon, 
more than 10,000 kg of  grass 
seeds are broadcast across 
managed areas to strengthen 
native grass regeneration. 

Two two-hectare relief  en-
closures have also been estab-
lished as part of  the long-term 
g r a s s l a n d  m a n a g e m e n t 
programme.

At the same time, invasive 
and undesirable vegetation 
such as Hyptis, Ageratum, 
Eupatorium, Lantana, Sida 
and Urena is selectively re-
moved to allow native grasses 
and herbs to regenerate. 

The approach follows spe-

cies-specific habitat manage-
ment, recognising that herbiv-
ores use the same landscape 
differently, says Anshu Pragyan 
Das, divisional forest officer 
(DFO) of  Hirakud Wildlife Divi-
sion. While spotted deer are pre-
dominantly grazers, gaur and 
sambar combine grazing and 
browsing depending on seasonal 
availability. 

Meadows and grasslands pro-
vide grazing grounds, while 
woodland edges and low-lying 
forests provide browse, shelter 
and refuge. 

This habitat mosaic has ex-
panded significantly following 
the relocation of  villages from 
inside the sanctuary. Around 
400 families from four villages 
were resettled between 2022-23 
and April 2026, leaving no hu-
man set t lements  within 
Debrigarh.

How 
grassland 

revival
fuelled Indian gaur 

population in 
Debrigarh sanctuary

S  V  K R I S H N A  C H A I T A N Y A  @ Chennai

N
EPAL Prime Minister Balendra 
Shah has used his maiden address 
to the United Nations General As-
sembly to demand a stronger inter-
national response to climate-in-
duced disasters, arguing that 
countries with low historical emis-

sions should not be left to bear the financial 
burden of  a crisis they contributed little to 
creating.

Speaking against the backdrop of  the dev-
astating August 26 Bhotekoshi-Trishuli 
floods, Shah called for the principles of  com-
mon but differentiated responsibilities and 
respective capabilities (CBDR-RC) to be trans-
lated into concrete financial and institutional 
support.

“Climate justice cannot remain a beautiful 
phrase in a United Nations document,” Shah 
said, stressing that vulnerable countries need 
resources to rebuild rather than repeatedly 
borrow to recover from disasters.

The floods and associated cascading haz-
ards have killed more than 1,400 people, while 
thousands remain missing, according to fig-
ures cited by the Nepalese government. Ne-
pal has estimated that physical recovery 
could require resources equivalent to about 
10% of  its GDP.

Shah described the disaster as a “mountain 
tsunami” and warned that the consequences 
extended beyond Nepal. He said the disaster 
demonstrated how climate risks in the Hima-
layas transcend national boundaries, with the 
impacts spreading across the Nepal-China 
border and downstream into India.

“Climate change does not recognise bor-
ders. Glaciers and floods do not travel with 
stamps and passports,” he said.

Nepal contributes less than 0.1% of  global 
greenhouse gas emissions, Shah pointed out, 
yet faces retreating glaciers, unstable moun-
tain slopes, unpredictable rivers and increas-
ingly destructive disasters. 

He said climate disasters were no longer 
simply humanitarian emergencies but devel-
opment crises that destroy infrastructure 
and erase years of  eco-
nomic progress.

A key proposal in his 
speech was the crea-
tion of  a Himalaya Cli-
mate Resilience Mech-
anism, led by Nepal, 
India and China. 

The proposed mech-
anism would facilitate 
the sharing of  satellite 
data and technical expertise, monitoring of  
dangerous glacial lakes, joint early-warning 
systems and coordinated disaster response.

“The Himalayas are not peripheral to the 
planet; they are part of  the planet’s life sup-
port system,” Shah said, highlighting the im-
portance of  the Hindu Kush Himalaya region 
to nearly two billion people.
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For families unwilling to stay in holding centers, a 
monthly allowance for accommodation and livelihood 
will be provided until alternative housing is arranged, at 
a rate of NPR 15,000 per family (for up to four members)15,000

‘CLIMATE JUSTICE CANNOT 
REMAIN A BEAUTIFUL PHRASE’

SATURDAY26�09�2026

He also urged international institutions to 
provide grant-based finance rather than add-
ing to the debt burden of  vulnerable 
countries. 

Nepal has sought $20 million from the UN-
backed Fund for Responding to Loss and 
Damage, while its estimated reconstruction 
and economic losses run into billions of  dol-

lars. An analysis by Carbon Brief  put the $20-
million request at about 0.7% of  Nepal’s esti-
mated $2.7-billion physical damage and 
economic losses.

“When the house is burning, we do not ask 
a family to complete 50 forms. We act,” Shah 
said, calling for climate finance mechanisms 
that can respond more rapidly to disasters.
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NEPAL’S PLEA @ UNGA

Foreign Nationals 636

Nuwakot 657 855

Rasuwa 1674 1840

Foreign nationals

Missing local residents

People from others 
districts who are missing

FORGOTTEN KNOWLEDGE

J I T E N D R A  C H O U B E Y  @ New Delhi

A 
NEW research paper sheds light on 
India’s specialised knowledge of  
Asian elephants over thousands of  
years in the current context of  rising 
human-elephant conflict (HEC). It 
highlights that valuable traditions 

and archival information about human-el-
ephant coexistence are often overlooked.

India’s ancient knowledge system related 
to elephants’ behaviour, health, training 
and management therefore deserves to be 
studied, analysed and carefully adopted in 
modern elephant conservation systems.

Approximately 700 humans and over 100 
elephants lose their lives each year due to 
HEC, shaping public perception of  these 
majestic creatures. Such incidents fre-
quently frame the discourse around ele-
phants in terms of  conservation, captivity, 
and animal welfare, creating a complex nar-
rative. The paper, published in the Journal 
of  Wildlife Science, titled ‘Gaja-sastra: In-
dia’s Forgotten Elephant Science,’ ad-
vocates for a re-evaluation of  India’s 
historical relationship with ele-
phants in light of  these conflicts.

Authored by Ramesh Kumar Pan-
dey, who has dedicated years to ob-
serving and documenting the lives 
of  elephants, the research emphasizes 
that ancient wisdom should not be blindly 
resurrected or romanticized. Instead, it 
should be critically examined alongside 
modern scientific approaches.

“Ancient knowledge should not be blindly 
revived or romanticised, but critically stud-
ied alongside modern science. 

Doing so could help us understand how 
human–elephant relationships have 
changed and whether some historically ac-
cumulated knowledge can contribute to the 
difficult task of  conserving elephants in a 
rapidly developing India,” asserts Pandey.

What does it entail?
The research analyses classic elephant-re-
lated texts such as Gajashastra, Hastyay-

urveda, Matanglila, Manasollasa and 
Hastividyarava. 

These foundational works demonstrate 
that elephants were central to societal 
structures rather than marginalized 
entities. 

They held crucial roles in warfare, state-
craft, forestry, transportation, and royal 
power. The presence of  trained elephants 
could dramatically influence the outcomes 
of  battles and wars, while their attributes 
served as a symbol of  royal authority.

Caring for these elephants required im-
mense resources and diligent oversight. 
Losing an elephant to illness or poor han-
dling was not merely an individual loss; it 
was a considerable political setback. 

Elephants were regarded as royal as-
sets, often utilized in diplomacy and 
as a manifestation of  sovereignty, 
enhancing the prestige of  the 
king.

Kautilya’s Arthasastra, composed 
in the 3rd century BC, emphasizes 

the importance of  elephants as vital 
components of  state power, blending mili-
tary, economic, and administrative 
significance. 

Another significant text, Brihat Samhita 
by Varahamihira, is an encyclopaedic vol-
ume highlighting elephants within an as-
trological and omenological framework. It 
categorizes elephants based on auspicious 
and inauspicious traits, classifying them 
into four morphological types - prosperous, 
slow, wild, and hybrid - based on physical 
characteristics. 

This classification aids caregivers in se-
lecting suitable elephants for purposes of  
royalty, forestry, or warfare, and provides 
insight into their behaviours and meanings 
for veterinary science.

Ancient wisdom  
can shine light on  
elephant conservation
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