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The Sanctuary Wildlife Awards 2021
Honouring Earth’s Defenders

Sponsored by DSP Investment Managers Pvt. Ltd, Co-sponsored by Godrej Industries and Morningstar India,
Supported by IndusInd Bank, CarbonCopy and Wildlife Conservation Trust

The Sanctuary Wildlife Service Awards honour our nation’s true 
heroes, whose lives are dedicated to the protection of the biosphere. 
Sanctuary selected 12 exemplars from among hundreds of potential 

awardees, from varying geographies and backgrounds. These 
women and men whose journeys you read about on these pages, 

live to protect our wilds. Nation-builders fuelled by hope, they 
provide India with a chance to escape the dark ecological future their 

elders seem unable to visualise.
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Lifetime Service Award
Protectors of wild habitats who have been in action 
for decades, inspiring millions, sparking movements, 
unearthing natural history knowledge, building 
conservation strategies, shaping communities…

Dr. Anwaruddin Choudhury
Retired civil servant, wildlife researcher and 
protector, artist and author

Born in Shillong, Meghalaya in 1959, 
Anwaruddin Choudhury has spent close to four 
decades documenting and protecting Northeast 
India’s Eastern Himalaya and other tracts. An 
ornithologist, mammologist, artist, civil servant, 
photographer and author, he graduated with 
honours in Geography in 1978 and then got an 
M.A., Ph.D. and D.Sc. He joined the Assam Civil 
Service in June 1983 and was inducted into the 
Indian Administrative Service (IAS) with effect from 
January 1999. 

Over the years, he has held several government 
positions that were key to the protection and 
conservation of vital habitats in the biodiverse 
Northeast. At least 13 wildlife sanctuaries and two 
elephant reserves exist today because of his tireless 
protective efforts. He worked on upgrading Dibru-
Saikhowa in Assam into a national park, and helped 
declare the White-winged Wood Duck as the state 
bird of Assam. He was also key in rediscovering 
the Manipur Bush Quail in the state. Beyond 
birding, his four-decade study of mammals in the 
Northeast led to the discovery of three new species 
of flying squirrels, a new primate species Macaca 
munzala (described by others), and a subspecies 
of the hoolock gibbon Hoolock hoolock mishmiensis. 
His expertise has given him a well-deserved spot 
as a member of as many as nine IUCN/SSC/BLI 
Specialist Groups and IUCN/SSC Primate Specialist 
Group’s South Asian Network. 

His experiences have been documented in the 
28 books he has penned, including some of the 
region’s earliest birding books, many embellished by 
his art and illustrations. He has also published more 
than 900 articles and scientific papers in journals, 
magazines, and newspapers across the world.

A never-say-die multi-tasker, he is an inspiration 
to young naturalists and conservationists. (Read 
more on page 34). 

FACING PAGE Dr. Anwaruddin Choudhury has spent 
close to four decades documenting and working to protect 
Northeast India’s biodiversity and wilderness areas. 

RIGHT TOP In 1986, he began a long-term primate study 
in Barail range in Assam. 

RIGHT MIDDLE Dr. Choudhury during his early 
birding years in the mid 1980s.

RIGHT Dr. Choudhury in the rainforests of upper Assam, 
while on a survey for the White-winged Wood Duck. His 
efforts helped declare the species as the state bird of Assam.
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Wildlife Legend 
Award
A living legend in wildlife conservation, whose work has 
brought humanity’s understanding of wildlife to new 
levels and has redefined global conservation practices. 
Their life story, their legacy and words continue to pave 
the way for aspiring protectors of the wild. 

Dr. Jane Goodall, DBE
Legendary scientist, ethologist, conservationist 
and Messenger of Peace

Jane began her life’s work of studying 
chimpanzee behaviour in July 1960, when she 
was in her early 20s. Following a childhood dream 
to watch wild animals in their habitat and learn 
about them through close and careful observation, 
she went to Gombe in western Tanzania to study 
chimpanzee behaviour under the guidance of world-
renowned paleo-anthropolologist, Louis Leakey. 

In the forests of Gombe, Jane encountered 
many hardships and challenges, but eventually, 
as the chimpanzees got used to her presence, she 
was able to observe some of their most fascinating 
behaviours never known before. Among the many 
things she discovered was the fact that they made 
tools for extracting termites from their mounds. 

One of very few people to be admitted into 
a Ph.D. programme at Cambridge University 
without a university degree, Jane received her 
doctorate in ethology in 1965. Her next goal was 
to defend a then-unpopular idea: that chimpanzees 
have emotions, minds and personalities of their 
own. That same year, National Geographic funded 
the Gombe Stream Research Centre.

In her decades-long career, Jane has written 
several books based on her research, been part of 
television documentaries and spoken to thousands 
of people around the world. In 1991, Jane and 16 
Tanzanian students founded Jane Goodall’s Roots 
& Shoots, a global environmental and humanitarian 
education programme for young people.

In 2002, Jane was appointed to be a United 
Nations Messenger of Peace. She was also made 
a Dame of the British Empire in 2004. In 2006, 
Dr. Goodall received the French Legion of Honor 
as well as the UNESCO Gold Medal Award. Her 
mission to take stories about the fascinating lives of 
chimpanzees to the public has taken her around the 
world, changing the way we look at wild animals. 

Compassionate, courageous and undeterred, 
Jane Goodall is a living legend whose life story and 
legacy has become synonymous with hope.

Read more on page 38

ABOVE Dr. Jane Goodall beside 
a waterfall in the Gombe National 
Park in Tanzania.

Sanctuary Asia, December 2021
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Wildlife Service 
Awards
Inspired wildlifers, forest employees, researchers, 
villagers… anyone involved with nature conservation and 
the battle to protect our biosphere. Sanctuary searched for 
true heroes who display extraordinary courage and set 
high personal standards for others to follow.

Dr. Ravikant Khobragade & 
Prajakta HUshangabadkar
A joint wildlife service award goes out to the 
former, a veterinary officer and the latter, a 
wildlife biologist at the Tadoba-Andhari Tiger 
Reserve, Maharashtra

Dr. Ravikant and Prajakta’s quiet and dedicated 
work with the wildlife of tigerland is little known, but 
truly inspirational. Dr. Ravikant Khobragade exemplifies 
the very best in veterinary medicine, showcasing not just 
technical skills but also compassion and dedication. From 
bringing rescues home in his childhood, to risking his life 
to protect the lives of both wild animals and people, he is 
imbued with a deep desire to reduce friction and prevent 
traumatic human-animal interactions. In the process he 
has often placed himself at personal risk by attempting 
to tranquillise animals in an effort to save both animal 
and human lives. Within the last year, for instance, 
he managed to subdue a department elephant after it 
caused the tragic death of a local. On another occasion, 

he was in the process of tranquillising an injured and sick 
tiger, which charged and managed to grab his foot in 
its jaws. Fortunately, his colleagues’ presence forced the 
tiger to loosen its grip, allowing Ravikant to be pulled 
to safety. Injured, even before a full recovery, plaster cast 
in place, he was back at work for the forest he has sworn 
to protect.

Prajakta is a stellar biologist and her work with 
the Forest Department, involving wildlife surveys and 
supporting communities is making a real difference to 
India’s wilds. Having worked with credible conservation 
organisations and universities on research projects, 
she has been published in journals of national and 
international repute. In her decade-long career, she 
has studied tigers, otters, vultures and wild dogs. 
This year, she will lead her 3rd All India Wildlife 

Estimation Exercise at the Tadoba-Andhari Tiger 
Reserve. For Prajakta, community outreach, conflict 
management and improved communications with 
village communities through consultations on their 
terms has been one of the most rewarding aspects of her 
work. With head and heart in sync, she describes her 
work as both challenging and fulfilling. Her knowledge 
of hardcore conservation issues, a result of years of 
study and close observation of animals in the wild, have 
enabled her to bring rational science and social realities 
to the notice of policy makers and communities. She 
says she lives to save our last remaining wildernesses.

For their quiet, vital service to the wildlife of 
Maharashtra, we honour them both.

  Dr. Ravikant and Prajakta’s quiet and dedicated work with the
 wildlife of tigerland is little known, but truly inspirational. 

LEFT Dr. Khobragade exemplifies 
the very best in veterinary medicine, 
showcasing not just technical expertise 
but also compassion and dedication.

RIGHT In her decade-long career 
as a biologist, Prajakta has studied 
tigers, otters, vultures and wild dogs. 
She says community outreach, conflict 
management and dialogue with people 
directly in contact with the forest 
have been the most challenging yet 
rewarding parts of her job.

Sanctuary Asia, December 2021
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LEFT The Fakim APS has made an 
enormous impact on conservation efforts 
in the Kiphire district, Nagaland. 
This hardworking squad  has been 
involved in wildlife rescue-and-release 
operations, has actively prevented 
and deterred hunting and poaching 
activities and has successfully 
apprehended people involved in illegal 
activities in the sanctuary.

RIGHT For a quarter century, 
Arun Singh’s consistent reportage 
has highlighted environmental issues 
in Madhya Pradesh and uncovered 
hidden realities.

Fakim Anti-Poaching Squad
Forest guardians, community conservationists 
and team players

Sometimes, to be able to give, you need to know 
what it feels like to have taken…

The Fakim Anti-Poaching Squad (APS) 
comprises former hunters-turned-forest- 
protectors who began their fight to protect their 
precious home in 2018, in the Fakim Wildlife 
Sanctuary, Kiphire district, Nagaland. The squad, 
comprising Alemba Yimchunger, Lathrong 
Yimchunger, Shuven Yimchunger, Yansemong 
Yimchunger, Phukumew Yimchunger, and 
Tutsumew Yimchunger, is led by Alemba, who 
convinced his people to transition from traditional 
hunting to protection.

A fearless reporter, Arun Singh is fast-becoming one of the most credible 
voices speaking for this emerald-forest belt.

C
o

u
r

te
sy

: F
a

k
im

 t
ea

m

C
o

u
r

te
sy

: A
r

u
n

 S
in

g
h

Sanctuary Asia, December 2021

The Fakim Squad also helps conduct wildlife 
surveys in the company of field conservation 
researchers. Their patrols help with information 
gathering on the status of flora and fauna and their 
documentation and to curb illegal activities.

Guided by Suman W.M. Sivachar, IFS, the then 
Wildlife Warden of the Kiphire Wildlife Division, 
the Fakim APS has had very positive results. Their 
dedication is clear from the fact that apart from the 
team leader, none of the other members are permanent 
department staff. The squad serves as a shining example 
of how people can change, and how local communities 
could become the best protectors if they understand 
that their heritage and culture is threatened.

Arun Singh
Journalist, nature lover and conservationist

A fearless environmental reporter, he 
persistently highlights conservation issues in his 
home state of Madhya Pradesh and is expanding 
the reach of conservation education to the proud 
people of this Central Indian state. 

A champion of the most marginalised sections 
of society, he brings to life the stories of peoples’ 
sufferings, triggered by resource depredation, 
malnutrition and potential tragedy of the 
impending internal migration of climate refugees. 
He writes in Hindi, the language of his people, and 
is fast-becoming one of the most credible voices 
speaking for this emerald-forest belt.

For a quarter century, he has consistently 
exposed hidden realities and questioned lobbies 
that work to profit from India’s survival assets. His 
persistent truth-telling on the ecological mayhem 
and the financial disaster that will follow on the tail 
of the proposed Ken-Betwa River Linking Project 
has resulted in threats. Equally, he has lauded the 
government on its successful repopulation of tigers 
in Panna. 

Singh’s is a relentless battle. He refuses to allow 
the edge of his words to be blunted. He writes 
for the voiceless and oppressed, human and non-
human. His ink is far from dry.



29

More at www.sanctuarynaturefoundation.org | Cover Story

LEFT Hundreds of Goa’s citizens 
gathered for a midnight candlelight 
protest at Chandor village, Goa, in 
November 2020, as part of the Amche 
Mollem campaign against  
three infrastructure projects through 
their forests.

RIGHT Usha Lachungpa with 
conservation veteran M.K.Ranjitsinh. 
Her work has taken her to all parts 
of Sikkim explored and unexplored 
by scientists, to the remotest corners, 
especially the cold desert and wetlands in 
the trans-Himalaya.
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Young Goa has risen as one to attend public hearings, rallies and flash mobs  
and creative solidarity has emerged from hundreds of strangers.

Amche Mollem Campaign
A dream, a voice and a people’s movement

Shortly after the world went into lockdown on 
account of the COVID-19 pandemic, Goa’s citizens 
were dismayed to learn of hasty virtual clearances 
accorded to three linear infrastructure projects – a 
railway line, a transmission line and a highway – all 
cutting through the forests of the Mollem National 
Park, which, along with the Bhagwan Mahavir 
Wildlife Sanctuary, are key to the water security 
and cultural origins of the life-loving people of Goa. 

Ordinary Goans got together to resist the 
destruction – students, doctors, veterinarians, 
lawyers, fisherfolks, architects, hoteliers, small 
business owners, teachers, farmers, artists and 
scientists. Petitions and online talks highlighting 

the value of Mollem continue to be organised. 
Young Goa has risen as one to attend public 
hearings, rallies and flash mobs. Movingly, creative 
solidarity has emerged from strangers. Films, songs, 
stories and art amplify the movement.

Popular support for Amche Mollem keeps 
growing. The Supreme Court appointed Central 
Empowered Committee ordered a re-examination 
of all three projects, suggesting revoking one and 
modifying two. The Amche Mollem campaign is an 
example of the power of the collective that requires 
continued support. It teaches us that the best 
environmental defense strategies are home-brewed 
and imbued with joy, love and dogged resilience. 

Usha Lachungpa
Naturalist, researcher and conservationist

Usha Lachungpa’s life is a testament to the 
wondrous ways in which the Himalaya can move 
human hearts. 

Starting out with the Bombay Natural History 
Society as a student member, she was groomed as a 
field biologist by the likes of Sálim Ali, J.C. Daniel 
and Asad Rahmani. In 1989-90, she topped the 
post graduate diploma course in Advanced Wildlife 
Management and Research with the Wildlife 
Institute of India, blazing a trail for others by being 
the first woman and first non-forester to complete 
the rigorous course. Her research findings have 
been published in scientific journals, social and 
electronic media. 

A naturalist in every sense of the word, she 
spent the last three decades working with and 
for the Sikkim Forest, Environment and Wildlife 
Management Department. Her research has helped 
add more species to those included in Sálim Ali’s, 
Birds of Sikkim. Now retired, she is currently a State 
Coordinator for the Indian Bird Conservation Network 
(IBCN), the co-author of the Important Bird Areas of 
Sikkim and a founder member of two NGOs. 

 Over the last four decades, through her 
rich years of service, she has woven strong and 
lasting links between the state government and 
NGO networks to the advantage of biodiversity 
protection of the Sikkim Himalaya. 

https://sanctuarynaturefoundation.org/article/salim-ali%3A-an-appreciation-by-bittu-sahgal
https://sanctuarynaturefoundation.org/article/meet-j.c.-daniel
https://sanctuarynaturefoundation.org/article/indian-ornithology%3A-a-40-year-legacy
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The Sanctuary Interview

Meet Anwaruddin Choudhury

In conservation circles, Anwaruddin Choudhury is a well-known name, with a resume that includes 
Divisional Commissioner of Barak valley, Development Commissioner for Hill Areas, Deputy 

Commissioner of Baksa and Lakhimpur districts in Assam and Commissioner and Secretary to 
the Government of Assam. Ornithologist, mammalogist, wildlife photographer, artist and author, 
his efforts saw the establishment of 13 sanctuaries and two elephant reserves in the Northeast, 

the notification of Dibru-Saikhowa as a national park, and the addition of Laokhowa and 
Burhachapori Sanctuaries to the Kaziranga Tiger Reserve. He also pushed to get the White-

winged Wood Duck declared as a state bird of Assam. This guardian of India’s Northeast is now 
working on protecting two roosting sites of the Amur Falcon in Assam. Bittu Sahgal, uncovers the 

many layers of this year’s Sanctuary Lifetime Service Award 2021 winner.

Sanctuary Asia, December 2021
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Anwar, many of us know of your incredible, lifelong work 
but very few really know about your childhood! No one 

has actually asked me this before Bittu! I was born and brought up in 
Shillong, then the capital of Assam, now of Meghalaya. My parents 
(Alauddin Choudhury and Hena Mazumder) were not naturalists or 
environmentalists, but they were extremely supportive of whatever I 

did during their lifetime. Back in those days shikar was as normal as 
going out on a jungle drive today is for many. My grandfathers and 
an uncle whose daughter was later to be my wife, were all fond of 
hunting and I once accompanied my uncle on his jungle jaunts way 
back in 1967. My maternal grandfather was Abdul Matlib Mazumdar, 
a Gandhian and freedom fighter. He was also a cabinet minister in 
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undivided Assam between 1946 and 1970 and hence, he too was a 
hunter whose favourite haunts were what are now the buffer forests of 
Manas, and the Garo Hills and the wildlife-rich Barak valley.     

So, who influenced your passion to protect wildlife? I had 
no specific influencers as regard my passion and commitment 

to wildlife protection. Since my childhood, the forest and its denizens 
were my greatest influencers. But, yes, my parents and grandparents 
shaped me into the human being I am. My wife (Bilkis Begum 
Mazumder) and children (Zebian Farhin and Farhan Anwar) influenced 
me too. They supported my passion and allowed me the luxury of time 
away from them to be with, study and protect wild nature.    

And the transition from a childhood love to one of India’s 
finest, green-hearted scientists and administrators… My 

childhood metamorphosed into scientific observations while I was still 
in school! At first it was the Children’s Encyclopedia of Knowledge: Book 
of Wild Life by Collins. And later E.P. Gee’s iconic book, The Wild Life 
of India, Das and Mookerji’s Textbook of Biology, and, of course, Sálim 
Ali and Laeeq Futehally’s Common Birds of India. It was an unplanned 
journey. The occasional wildlife issues of The Illustrated Weekly of 
India, piqued my interest. But it was only when I did my Masters in 
Geography that I came to understand maps, habitats, and wildlife 
distribution. Almost inevitably, wildlife study and identification of 
potential Protected Areas soon became an obsession of sorts. 

Yet you chose to be a Civil Servant! Why did a dyed-in-
the-wool wildlife man become a bureaucrat? You must 

remember that back then wildlife protection was not a career option. 
I thank my stars I applied for, and was selected by, the Assam Civil 
Service (later on inducted into the Indian Administrative Service). 
Every single distant posting fed my insatiable research interests and 
conservation passion. Wherever I travelled, my cameras and journals 
would be the first to be packed. I was truly lucky. My job involved 
meeting diverse people living close to the land. Coming to grips with 
their problems, I learned more about human-nature relationships than 
any institute could possibly teach. Sometimes this helped me to enforce 
the law in the field, other times to create and implement policies 
that reduced negative human-animal interactions. This even during 

FACING PAGE Anwaruddin Choudhury in north Bengal, 1995. He thanks 
his stars that he applied for, and was selected by, the Assam Civil Service. 
Every single distant posting fed his insatiable research interests and passion for 
conservation. Wherever he travelled, his cameras and journals would be the first to 
be packed. 

BELOW LEFT Anwaruddin (extreme right) with his parents in the early 1960s at 
Shillong. He was born and brought up in this hill station – then the capital of Assam, 
and now of Meghalaya.

BELOW RIGHT Anwaruddin with his wife Bilkis Begum Mazumder and 
children, Zebian Farhin and Farhan Anwar, in front of Salim Chishti’s tomb in 
Fatehpur Sikri, 2009.

Sanctuary Asia, December 2021

postings that involved me sitting in the Secretariat Office. But my 
greatest fortune was becoming a part of the Assam Forest Department. 
A very welcome life-opportunity for me. 

You have certainly travelled more than most! Yes, but I 
repeat, I could have done nothing if not for the family support 

I received and the long absences for which they would forgive me. 

Switching tracks… it’s been a quarter century since you 
joined the Rhino Foundation. What was that experience 

like? What kind of support did you get? Yes, I was the founder 
Chief Executive, but the real hero was the legendary Mrs. Anne 
Wright. Some tea companies, notably the Tata Tea Company, headed 
by R.K. Krishna Kumar truly enabled me to do whatever it was 
I managed to do. When I ended my deputation, I continued as 
Honorary Chief Executive, a post I hold to date, with the intervention  
of Ranjit Barthakur, now of the Balipara Foundation. 

Deputation? As a government servant you were allowed to 
join an NGO? That must have been rare? That is putting 

it mildly. It was a path-breaking event in Assam. The very first time a 
Government to NGO deputation was formalised. This was thanks to 
Hiteswar Saikia, then the Chief Minister of Assam and Jatin Hazarika, 
bureaucrat-turned adviser to the Chief Minister. 

Returning to your NGO experience? How did that 
go? Very well I would say! The Rhino Foundation’s first 
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https://sanctuarynaturefoundation.org/award/anne-wright
https://sanctuarynaturefoundation.org/award/anne-wright
https://baliparafoundation.com/
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ABOVE With noted conservationists, Mrs. Anne Wright, late William Oliver 
and Bittu Sahgal at Guwahati in 2013. 
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project was support to patrolling staff, at a time when the Assam 
Government was in the grip of a severe financial crunch. Almost 
instantly, our patrolling was strengthened. And this was a huge 
boost for staff morale. We cannot take direct credit for it, but the 
renewed vigour of our field staff had a direct impact on reduced 
poaching incidents. 

Who else helped? Almost everyone. The marked 
improvement in relationships between Assam’s NGOs 

and the state government was palpable. In 1996, Dave Fergusson, 
Regional Head, US Fish & Wildlife Service, visited Assam on 
invitation from the Rhino Foundation. I arranged a meeting between 
him and the late Nagen Sharma, the wildlife-loving Forest Minister 
of Assam. This resulted in several local NGOs getting much needed 
direct support. This was also when an Assam Forest Department-
sponsored NGO called Wildlife Areas Development and Welfare 
Trust was formed, which received considerable funding from the 
US Fish & Wildlife Service for their field projects. I have to say that 
however I wished more tea companies had the vision to support 
biodiversity protection.   

What is it about the natural world that inspires and 
motivates you to fight on in the face of so many 

obstacles? Yes, and the obstacles only seem to grow! People do not 
realise that it is not wildlife that need our support, it is we who need 
help from wild species for the survival of humankind. As you can 
imagine, it has not always been smooth going. At various stages 
we felt that all we were managing to do is delay the inevitable 
extirpation of our wilds. But somewhere within the core of those 
working with nature, is the knowledge that nature manages to 
survive and begins to repair itself, almost the moment we stop 
harming it. Working with communities I have witnessed many 
success stories. Also, we managed to divert roads and powerlines, 
using administrative powers. I am inspired by challenges, motivated 
by successes and perhaps even more by failures, which kickstart 
determination to protect what I love even more. 

What is your take on the large dams being built in the 
Eastern Himalaya and what impact might climate 

change have on the projects? Although I was a part of the 
government, I always expressed independent views, because I could 
see the extremely poor quality of EIA reports and a tendency of 
power companies to suppress the truth. Governments do not want 

their policies to be criticised by its officials, but it never stipulates that 
views should not be expressed if an officer sees something that could 
harm the public. Such harm is exemplified by the submission of poor 
EIA documents. 

I know what you mean. I have seen my share of shoddy 
EIAs. As a member of the MoEF’s Infrastructure Expert 

Advisory Committee, the late Shyam Chainani of BEAG and 
I, incurred the wrath of a Minister looking to give a clean chit 
to an obviously doctored EIA document. It was in the early 
1990s and when we were requested to take back our dissent, 
we refused, saying the EIA belonged in the fiction section of 
the MoEF’s library. The Minister quickly ‘reconstituted’ the 
Expert Committee without us being appointed! The project 
eventually proved to be an embarrassment and a financial and 
ecological disaster. As you know, I have examined and commented 
on several EIAs. Virtually all were of very poor quality. I am not 
against power projects, but feel that we need quality not quantity. 
India’s hydro-electric projects generally operate at around half 
their installed capacity. Better efficiency, and strict monitoring of 
conditions, including the protection of catchment areas, would 
dramatically improve efficiency. Besides, small and medium dams 
are far better options to mega dams that submerge large, biodiverse 
valley forests, thus destroying the very biodiversity we know to be 
critical to moderating our climate. What is more, the downstream 
impacts on livelihoods and the natural habitats of riverine ecosystems 
are severe. A good EIA would diagnose problems to the advantage of 
the project promoters too, but so long as short-term objectives rule 
the day, ‘manufactured’ EIAs will be the norm. I know of decade-old 
unsettled compensation cases across the country.

And then we have the issue of climate change! The impact 
on climate change is palpable. Other ill-effects include 

carbon dioxide and methane emissions from tropical reservoirs. 
The recent COP26 meet underscored all these issues, stating 
unequivocally that natural ecosystem regeneration is vital to any  
hope we have of meeting the imperative of limiting global 
temperatures to a maximum level of 1.5 °C. As an administrator  
and a scientist, I know this is possible if we work in tandem with 
nature’s imperatives.

Talking about science, what is your take on the Bombay 
Natural History Society? It is a venerable organisation 

with a critical role to play in India’s biodiversity recovery.  I had 
only heard of the BNHS through its Journal, and the many lists and 
references and bibliographies I would refer to in the 1970s. It was 
back in 1981, that I first wrote to them, asking to become a member. 
Subsequently I began writing for the journal, my first article 
appearing in 1988. My list of published articles and papers now totals 
85, with 10 more under review, or editing. My initial correspondence 
was with the late J.C. Daniel.

When Asad Rahmani took over as Director he extended BNHS’s 
activities to the Northeast in the true sense of the term. From that 
time, I started visiting BNHS frequently. The Director’s residence 
became my temporary camp on several occasions, especially when 
we were identifying sites and preparing to list India’s Important Bird 
Areas, or IBAs. 

You should visit and work more closely with the BNHS 
again. I would like to. Asad Rahmani will confirm that virtually all 
the site accounts from the northeastern states were authored by me 

https://sanctuarynaturefoundation.org/article/the-glasgow-leaders%E2%80%99-declaration-on-forests-and-land-use
https://www.bnhs.org/
https://www.bnhs.org/
https://sanctuarynaturefoundation.org/article/indian-ornithology%3A-a-40-year-legacy
http://www.bnhsenvis.nic.in/Database/Important-Bird-And-Biodiversity-Areas-In-India_18738.aspx
http://www.bnhsenvis.nic.in/Database/Important-Bird-And-Biodiversity-Areas-In-India_18738.aspx
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There must be so many 
other species awaiting 

reclassification. Well, I thought 
the Arunachal macaque, which 
I first sighted and photographed 
in 1997, was a subspecies of the 
Tibetan macaque. I now believe 
it was a subspecies of Assamese 
macaque. A full eight years later it 
was described as a species in 2005 
by other authorities. 

Tell me about Karbi 
Anglong. Have we lost 

this crucial NE battle? No, I still 
have hope. But I am disappointed 
that the Protected Areas we had 
notified after being identified by 
me, with help from Jotson Bey, then 
Chief of the Autonomous Council 
in 1990s, are not being adequately managed. Bey was a nature-
lover and said he was motivated by my book A Naturalist in Karbi 
Anglong. After inviting me to his home, and after much discussion, 
he gave the nod to the proposals made by me in the book. But sadly, 
Karbi Anglong’s forests are being lost to encroachment and rampant 
tree-felling in some areas. But our battle is by no means  lost. We 
still have a chance to regenerate this biodiverse wonderland that is 
part of the culture of the Karbi people. 

Awards have come your way for all the work you 
have done, but what is it that gives you the greatest 

satisfaction when you close your eyes, just before falling 
asleep? It’s a very long list of dreams! First, the inner satisfaction of 
knowing that I have over four decades of research and conservation 
work under my belt! All the sanctuaries and national parks I 
managed to get declared. And the opportunity to implement my own 
recommendations, after convincing  the Forest Ministers of Assam – late 
Nagen Sharma and Pradyut Bordoloi… and such exemplary senior 
bureaucrats as L. Rynjah. 

I often retrace ‘lost trails’ walked in the most remote valleys of 
the Eastern Himalaya and Mishmi Hills. I replay the close shaves I 
have had with the wild elephants and buffaloes I live to protect. I 
love nights interrupted by local guides, guards, rangers, and others 
who live each day of their lives in the wild. 

But worries too come to mind. The future of the many new 
species and subspecies of mammals that people like me have listed 
and many that may vanish without us even knowing they were there. 
I ponder the inevitability of being unable to walk tough trails up and 
down steep valleys in remote areas. Lots of memories and no regrets! 
But the darkest thoughts are those that force me to confront the 
reality that the leaders of our world, as evidenced from the outcomes 
of COP26 in Glasgow, just do not understand that their battles 
against nature are all doomed to fail. And that the heaviest price will 
be paid in innocent human and non-human lives lost.

Any advice for the young? Stay curious, have faith and 
never give up. You will not lose until you give up, because 

nature has the ability to auto-repair the damage your elders are 
inflicting on our planet. U
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(in both the editions) with inputs from several other participants. Many 
sites had to be bifurcated or created at the last moment. For instance, 
the same site was somehow listed twice in the first edition’s proof as 
“Magu-Thingbu” and again as “Thingbu-Magu”. So, one site had to 
be changed keeping the IBA number intact and the alphabet “T” as 
well. After scratching my head while searching for a solution I coined a 
name “The chapories of the Lohit River” and wrote the site account. My 
library and files are enriched by photostat copies of old and rare books 
from the library of BNHS and I also worked at the museum.       

You ended up describing three new species of giant 
flying squirrels, plus a subspecies of a hoolock gibbon. 

What went through your mind when your discoveries were 
confirmed? My first description was six years after I first examined 
the specimen. I did not rush. I confirmed and reconfirmed my 
findings several times, visiting museums across the world including 
the Smithsonian, American Museum of Natural History, the Field 
Museum of Natural History, the Berkeley University Museum, 
the British Museum and our own Zoological Survey of India, ZSI. 
That time-gap wore me down but I gained much experience on 
flying squirrels that evolved differently because of river barriers.The 
hoolock subspecies I surmised was way back in 1989. Looking across 
the banks of the five to seven kilometre wide Lohit river, I thought 
to myself that if such a river created a barrier for squirrels, perhaps 
even hoolock gibbons living on opposite banks should be affected by 
the same barrier. I began to explore differences between hoolocks on 
either side of their watery divide. “They must be slightly different,” 
I said to myself. Ultimately, I could confirm my postulation in 2013 
when severe habitat loss in Arunachal Pradesh’s plains area permitted 
me to more easily observe the hoolocks. A conservation breeding 
facility was established at the Itanagar zoo. Two of the flying squirrels 
and the hoolock were also assessed by the IUCN Redlist. 

More than jubilation, I felt a sense of relief from the tiresome 
work that consumed years of my life! 
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ABOVE Anwaruddin Choudhury’s pioneering studies on the White-winged Wood 
Duck played a huge role in it being declared the state bird of Assam in 2003. 
This Endangered species resides in dense tropical evergreen forests.
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ABOVE The Mammals of 
Northeast India is one of 
the several books authored by 
Anwaruddin Choudhury about 
wildlife in the region.




