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Un-zoning
Kaziranga’s Wilderness

By Anushka Kawale.

arure cannot be confined by boundaries. Animals
move }rﬂ.r—mum:] and =eds vrlispem withous r:g_:.n:l
for the land beneath them. That is what makes them
wild. K.ar.iﬁngp. Mational Park and T'l.gcr Reserve,
a UNESCO World Heritage Site protecting a key floodplain of
the ﬂr.l]:rn:p.l.tﬁ., is no excepaion. le halds the worlds ]:.rgEt
pupu]:.l.iun ufgr:mr one-homed r]'li'rll::, :.iung with r.]q:l]::nt.
wild buffalo and the Bengal Florican. Communities alse call this
hnl:].wc:.pe ]'lum:. l:lzp-:m:]ing on agril:l.ll'tum. Coo-EOALTiSm, r'ul'l.ing
and other namre-hased livelihoods.

My intreduction to it in 2024 was full of wonder. Great
Hum!:u]ls fill the skies on a normal day and the melodic cll

of the hoolodk gibbon, India’s only ape, which inhabits the
:.n:lia-::nt Karbi .“mg]nng Hiﬁ:. reverberanes at dawn. DurirLg the
annual Moods, animals cross Mational Hig"nﬂy?lﬁ v reach
rzﬁl.gl: in those hills. As the state government rains cl'u.ngp
upsn a hnﬂ.wu:pe .:]r!utly under tourism pressure, the fae of this
:nmplex. suclo-ﬂ:n]ngiu] system ]'u.ng: in the balance.
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Diefining Limits

The Envirenment {?’rﬂmm) Aez, 1986 recommends m:.rl’.iu.g
up 1o 10 km. around Protecied Areas as an Eco-Sensitive Fone
(ESZ), which Pl'l)"l bits destructive projects such as mining,
quarrying, polloting indusries, onsustainable toursm and

the dm:]u.rgc of hazardous waste and untreated efluents. In
Assam, the ESZ has been notified for Mameri Mational Park and
Sonitpur-Rupai WWildlife Sanctuary. The state must al= prepare a
Fonal Master Flan {ZMP) for the ESZ, in consultation with local
commumnities and menit :t:hl'u:u:rs, to .:n.aup activities
u:n-—*Frienﬂl}r and livelihoods suseainable.

Toutisin for Consctvation?

Touwrism has |:|m|g}lt revenue to suseain the Provected Area,

but rising foothall threatens the Consysiem and bocal livelihoods.
l:h_l'ujr 13, X026, Pranab Dulc]r, a human rigl'rl: activist with
the Greater Kariranga Land and Human Rights Prosection
Commities, was arresied 'Fu'rp'rutm'ing: pmpnm\rl five-star hoel
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I:]r]unip:r Haouels ar |r|.g]a]r Pathar, less than a kilometre from the
A where local communities have farmed for gz'rlcmiuns. The

government :.:qui.rml the land L],' evicting 20 Families in 2024;

'imni-:a]iy; an Adivasi ]'u:riu.gc TMsCUm is ]ﬂa.nrln:] zl-nrlgsidc

the hotel. In ]un: this year, the Guwahati Higl'i Court issued

notices to the Asam Tourism Development Corporation over the

evictions and heard p-n.iﬁl:ms.. DNarem Ta Erile rtpurtﬂl.

A :la}r:.&l:r he was gnmrd bail, Do]zy was detained under the
Mmﬂf&rn?f!d (VEA) and remains in PDIiEE I:I:I.i"bﬂl‘.l:r. NEA
detention & an administrative preventive measurne: he cannet fle
a standand kail Jpplmmuﬂmlmlmu for up o 12 months
without formal charges. His fight agrinst land acquisition for a
hotel unlikely 1o benefit local people has run for years. Over 60
ciwil ri.ghls ErOups across ]TIl‘.Ii.I..JlBTIE with intermational groups
such as the Intermational Land Coalition and the Internasional
Work Grnup for |n-r|i.gn|1mu .ﬂ.FEir:_. condemned his arres.

Weeks after his arrest, the state EOVETTIMENE prnpmed to rrutiﬁ'
an ES7. of one kilometre. This decision received pl.ll:]it scrutiny
and was 'H:Egn:l |:|j' many environmentalises and mgan'&'lliuns.
indnding the IWCH. The sate government later darified that the
ESY area may wary based on muu]nga] relevance and to balance
OO dn\:loprnem im the rl:ginn, and thar it will set up am
cxpert pzm:i o review the process. For instance, an urban town
such ax Bokakhat, which is situared within a kilometre away Irom
the p.iri:.. need not have an ESZ of 10 km. But this debaie has
dirawn artention to the larger purpose of an ESE in protecting
the critical I'J:J:ita.l, which areas it should aim prutect, and the
impact of the Eup\mﬂing rourism indus Ty o the hnﬂ.wup:.

Dodey’s detention brought Kaziranga's moubles ro national news,
bt they ran wider. Activist and independent researcher Saurav
Patgiri says most hotels and resores nu.r]:!}r flout environmental
THIFITE |:|]-' di.ndu.rgi.ng untreased SEWASE and lack robust wasee
management. Many are not |n|:aﬂ}' owned, 50 tourism does nog
thmcﬂ}- benefit bocal pctnpﬂ:, and ]l.l.'l:l.ll]- hotels outcompeis lenczal
|'||:||:'u=|a.}'s. n‘cml.l.a]l}r hul'tirlg livelihoods. |H=g.l] qua.rrrirg al=o
threatens the Karki .ﬂ.ng]ong hills less than a kilometre from the
pl.rl‘... in arcas fmqucm]r used b}’dnpl\mu and ocher wildlife.
Patgiri HYE the ZMP mast be PI.'EPG.TD“.I in rignrous consultaticn
with communities and their needs. He and odher activises ane
'rid'ltirlg for Dnlq": release and d.cnum:llrl.g that Klziu.ngz be
F'nlmnl from unsusiainable wurksm.

Mext Steps

.ﬁ.:ﬂ.rl}l:l]c. one of the mos rspcclu:l wildlife rescarch and
comservation MGOs in Mornheas India, recommends thar dhe
E5% should be determined scl:l'ltlfil:ﬂ:p and be lcg:]l}r mmpli:nt.
hll:ing into sccount Envirenment (Protection) Act, 1986, and the
Forr v r’ﬂmmll) RH.EF, 1986. Since Kaz.irjn.gz iza 1.i.g:r
reserve, the areas under the ESF mus form a |=gz| and E‘DD\]DEHZJ
baseline and m'rng:!]:r with the Supr:m: Court’s i'ul:]gcrn:m of
Movember 2025 on induding the buffer and fnngz areas of tiger
PESETVEE. .ﬂ:nn]ra]e :tmng]r supgests that the ESZ. must consider
various scial aspects such as existing settlements and divic

mcluimml:ms, rourism-rclaed activities, vrl-n'r:lnpm:m. :.q:!i.ntinrl:
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WHAT YOU CAN DD

The ESZ could delermine Kasirangs's fulure. Probecting il will
ensure prosperity for the hurman and mon-buman workd. ¥We mplare
you b share pour concems with the Envirorrment Mirister (mefoci
girein), Envirorrnent, Forest & Clirmale Change Departresil,
Government of Assam (efios-deptifasssam gowin) and Chiel Minisier
af Assam [emiZlassam.govin), and polibely reguesd them lo:

Esiablish the ESZ through a science-backed approach that
ensures ecalogical connectivity beyond the boundaries of the park,
in consuliation with scientists and organisations who ae wiling io
affar support and technical advics for He conception.

Monitor lourism aclivities, ensure appropriabe wasie management
measures, and strengthen locally-led toursm nitiathes.

Regulate destructive activities such as illegal quarrying.

Releaze Pranab Ooley, consider the genuine reguirements of the
peaple of Kaziranga, and sirengthen Be-saving wildlife cormidors.

of local commumities, and human-wildlife coexistence necds.
It also htg]!]ng]'lu the |.'n1|:.|supc': umigue ]'l:,rl:]m]ng}rn itisa
Huudp]:.in ecogystem, and that the EOvErTIment should swi'Ft]y

accommodate its varying nature.

e Varun R, Goswami, Co-Founder and Direcior of
Conzervation Initiatives (C1), a non-profit dedicated to science-
ll:!.:.'mn:l.. pﬂrtin:ipﬂ.mry wildlife conservation in Monhcas: |n-r|i.:.

SAYE the social or nm]ngin] roe of areas i.l‘.ljim'll to Kariranga
Mational Park waries. I"|.l:\|r.|g-|:|'|:|'|| p]:.ns must consider the
Kninng.rx.:.rl)i ."u.nglung lmd:aﬂp:.u.l oontinuous, n'ilin:ﬂ].'
important system. A scientific and -nl:njn:l ive process uril:]mriﬁ'hg
the ESZ can prioritise locations thar are wital o sustining the
ﬂ:n]ngiﬂ] health and inl:grir}' urruz:inng:," he SAYE.

In a paper pﬂﬂiﬂ'ﬁaﬁl in 2019 based on a collaboration widh

the Assam Forea D:pﬂ.rtm:m. D Goswami and m“-::.guu
estimated over 1,700 Asian c]rp]'unu in the pa.rk and x‘ljuining
arcas, and showed thar Karbi Anglnnghm:sraru 14.5 km.
south of the Protected Area support them. = This underscores the
need o consider a h.rgc ESZ for arcas nrl'ugh mn]ngh::] priority,
such as the forests of Karbi ﬁ;rlg]nng," hie =aid. A 2021 paper

led I:'T him, built on invensive wildlife surveys z:ll:mg the P:.r]t':
southem I:uumla.ry; o bescate critical areas for wildlife movement
to and from Kau'l:i.ﬁ.ng]nnghl)m]!ﬂmdrruﬂl'ﬂnu&m.
Maps produced for most large herbivores of Kaziranga identify
Pl‘inl‘il}’ lescations for MEYWEEIETEL, i addition w the l:]uigrﬂ.mcl
animal corridors. "Cl & ready 1o offer technical support to
incorporate such insi.g!'ll: and Mp Pl.'m an ESZ thas ensures a
win-win ontcome for Kazirangas people and wildlife.” he added.

The Assam povernment has objected w a PIL in the Guwahari
Hi.gl'l Court, n:.ting that the ESY is siill under consideration.
Activists and experts fear 2 rampant rise in illegal quarrying and
now mining.. affter che ﬂeulogiu] Surw:r of India discovered rare
carth mineraks in the Karbi hills. If ecologically orucial areas are
left our of the ESE. it may invite such acivitics and fail 1o secure
the om]ngiu] connectivity the |.mﬂmpc has ensured since the
Pﬂl‘lf..s establishmene. &
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