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Hog deer populatlon at the Manas Natlonal Park recovers

Harshil Thakur & Mamsh Gupta

Guwahati: According to the latest
population survey carried out by
the researchers at the Wildlife Insti-
tute in India, the population of the
endangered hog deer in Manas
National Park in Assam stands at
3,545 individuals. A previous esti-
mate pegged it at 1,626 individu-
als.

The present study, published in
the Journal of Threatened Taxa,
was conducted in the central and
eastern ranges of the park by
making field observations on el-
ephant-back from 2014 to 2016.
Later, statistical estimations were
employed to calculate the hog deer
population.

The park harboured a popula-
tion of about 10,000 hog deer in
1980’s. But armed conflicts in the
area from the mid 1980’s to 2003
lowered its population density. The
instability resulted in habitat deg-
radation, disruption in park’s infra-
structure and poaching in the ab-

sence of normal law and order.

According to the study, 70 per
cent of the hog deer population in
Manas was wiped out during the
period of conflict. Due to the de-
cline in population across its range,
Hog deer was categorised as en-
dangered by International Union
for Conservation of Nature (IUCN)
in 2008.

The present increase in popula-
tion is attributed to the conserva-
tion efforts by the government and
non-governmental organisations,

A mother hog deer feeding her baby calf at Kaziranga National park in Assam
(Credit: Nejib Ahmed/Wkimedia commons)

especially after the establishment
of Bodoland Territorial Autono-
mous Districts (BTAD) in 2003 and
consequent decline in the armed
conflicts in the region. Efforts to
convert former poachers and hunt-
ers into volunteers to engage in
conservation of the park was in-
strumental in this, says the study.

“‘With the restoration of gover-
nance and administration, the man-
agement intervention improved
substantially. A major step was the
conversion of the former poachers/

hunters into conservation volun-
teers and engaging them in regular
patrolling of the park along with the
forest personnel’, it said.

The authors claim that the in-
crease in the figures might also be
due to the observations made on
elephant-backs unlike similar stud-
ies in the past which relied on ob-
servations made on foot.

Despite the increase in the num-
ber of individuals, there are still
threats to the deer population in
Manas, says the study. Degrada-
tion of grasslands in the park due
to spread of invasive plants and
rampant cattle grazing is a major
issue.

However, hunting and attacks
by feral dogs are still a matter of
concern.“We recorded six inci-
dents over a period of two months
between February--March 2016
where the feral dogs attacked and
killed deer, although the dogs were
not seen eating them”, said the re-
searchers.
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Illegal traders smuggle more t han ten thousand turtles from India annually

Hlmanshu Sharma

New Delhi: As
much as 200 tor-
toises and turtles,
harvested straight
out of the wilder-
ness, enter the ille-
gal market in India
every week, accord-
ing to the estimates
of a new report pub-
lished by TRAFFIC,
an international or-
ganisation  which
monitors the global
illegal wildlife trade.
The report shows
that over 1, 11,310
turtles and tortoises
were smuggled by
illegal wildlife trad-
ers in India during
the 10 year period
between 2009 to this
year. That makes
it 11,000 individuals
an year.

The report which
aggregated the fig-
ures based on doc-
umented seizures
of illegally

X ’
Indian Star Tortoise is the most smuggled tortoise in Ind ia
(Credit: N A Naseer/ Wikimedia commons)

traded turtles
during the period in-
dicates that the ac-
tual numbers could
be much higher as
a large proportion
of this illegal trade
goes undetected.

Uttar Pradesh and
West Bengal turned
out to be two major
hotspots of this ille-
gal trade, represent-
ing over 60 per cent
of seizures by law

enforcing agencies
documented during
the period of the
study.

A demand for ex-
otic food, pets, and
medicines in the in-
ternational and do-
mestic

market is the major
reason behind this
growing trade.“It
is extremely wor-
risome to see the
scale of the illegal

domestic market for
these species for
the pet trade and
meat consumption”
says Dr. Saket Ba-
dola, one of the au-
thors of the study.

Even though most
turtles and tortoise
species in India are
protected under the
Wildlife  Protection
Act, the findings of
the study reveal that
the illegal trade is

still flourishing.

For the duration of
study, 14 different
species of turtles
and tortoise in In-
dia were found to be
unlawfully traded.
Among these, In-
dian Star Tortoise
accounted for 49%
of the trade, fol-
lowed by Indian
Soft-shell Turtle
(26%), Indian Flap
shell Turtle (15%)
and Black-spotted
or Spotted Pond
Turtle (9%). “The
size of seizures of
Indian species with-
in India is indicative
of a well-organized
network of collec-
tors, transporters,
and traffickers oper-
ating this trade” Dr.
Badola said.

As the penal pro-
visions associat-
ed with the illegal
trade of different
turtle species under

the Wildlife Protec-
tion Act vary, spe-
cies-level identifica-
tion of turtles and
tortoise by law en-
forcement officials is
critical for ensuring
appropriate action.
However, this is a
challenge, shows
the findings of the
study. In 51.5% of
seizures made by
law enforcement of-
ficials, the species
were not identified
or reported.

This calls for im-
parting training and
awareness in this re-
gard.“Training wild-
life law enforcement
agencies in identi-
fying the species in
trade is crucial to
combating its poach-
ing and illegal trade”,
says Dr. Shailendra
Singh, Director of
Turtle Survival Alli-
ance India Program.

Reporting Rakhigarhi DNA studies: when sensationalism took over science in Indian media

Preshita Thakur

In the realm of Web 3.0 and clickbaits, what
if the headline culture, the sensationalism
or the politicization has truly hindered the
value and importance of true Science Jour-
nalism? It seems that the Indian media have
been carried away by such vested interests
while reporting recent studies about Indus
Valley Civilisation (IVC).

When a group of researchers from India and
abroad recently published a much awaited
study about the DNA samples collected
from excavated IVC sites in Rakhigarhi, a
village in Haryana, Indian media went ber-
serk. Many mainstream media outlets went
ecstatic to mix up what was revealed in the
peer-reviewed study with glaring contradic-
tions and high claims made by one of the
authors in a press meet.

Tenets of professional science journalism
consider peer-reviewed research as credi-
ble information, vetted by experts in the re-
spective fields. So press meet claims made
by scientists like in case of detection of
gravitational waves, are always approached
cautiously. In case of the Rakhigarhi study,
media persons had both the options- the
peer-reviewed study was available and then
the press conference by the lead author.
But they liberally mixed up both, giving ac-
tual science a back-seat.

But this is not a discussion of one’s political
or personal beliefs or how the research was
used in any political propaganda (if any). It
is simply that many of the reported claims
were not made by the published research.
In reality, the Rakhigarhi DNA study pub-

opInion

lished in the journal Cell states that the in-
habitants of the Indus Valley Civilization lack
Steppe pastoralist (ancient Eurasian farm-
er) ancestry that brought farming in South
Asia. This study did not debunk the ‘Aryan
Invasion Theory’ but instead pointed out
that the invasion happened much later than
the Indus Valley Civilization which explains
the spread of Indo-European languages
in South Asia. It also pointed out that ag-
riculture was already practiced, contrary to
the earlier belief that the migrants from Iran
might have brought the practice here.
Despite the peer reviewed version of the
study not mentioning even a single word
“Aryan” or “Aryan invasion Theory” or mak-
ing any direct claims that it debunks the the-
ory, many news outlets used direct quotes
attributed to the study which never existed
in the published version. For instance, the
Hindustan Times report on 7" September
carried the following claim:
The stuady also says the people of Harap-
pan civilisation are the ancestors of the
most of the population of South Asia.
“The Aryan invasion theory is based on
very flimsy grouna,” /it says.
The way the above claim is presented pur-
ports that the sentences are taken direct-
ly from the study. But that is not the case.

Such claims suddenly found a lot of takers,
especially among the right wing troll armies,
making the half-truths go viral. Several pub-
lications from the Economic Times to The
Times of India to News18 went along to
make such claims, especially in the head-
lines, mainly based on the comments of the
author in the press conference without any
regards to actual study or other scientist’in-
terjections.

On the other hand, another related study
published in the journal Science found no
attention in the Indian mainstream media. It
suggested that some form of migration did
take place in the Indus Valley Civilization. In
contrast, many international media outlets
compared the findings of both the studies
and made a balanced reporting, giving im-
portance to the actual findings.

The press coverage around the Rakhigar-
hi DNA study in India is one of the many
prime examples of the hindered attempts at
science journalism, a true case of misinter-
preting or misreporting scientific research.
Science being one of the major educative
and informative beats of journalism; the re-
sponsibilities of journalists working in it de-
mands more in-depth journalistic research
and not being carried away by tall claims
with vested interests.

On the other hand, the topic of our origin
will continue to dwell interest until a definite
answer is found, the Indus Valley Civiliza-
tion at the centre of it all. Until then, there is
a definite need to listen, read, understand
and write the truth.
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Umang Arora

New Delhi: Accord-
ing to a study carried
out by the research-
ers at the Chinese
Academy of Scienc-
es, Golden Apple

Snail, an invasive
species of fresh-
water snail, may

spread across parts
of South and West
Asia in the near fu-
ture.

These species are
considered ‘invasive’
as they populate
at a faster rate and
cause  substantial
loss to agriculture
and freshwater wet-
lands. The research-
ers found that the
spread of the spe-
cies is influenced by
factors like humidity,
temperature, precip-
itation and human
population density.

(From Left) Eggs of Golden Apple Snail; Golden Apple Snail shells collected from an mfested paddy field in
Camodia (Credit: Frank Starmer)

Golden Apple Snail
is the native spe-
cies of South Amer-
ica and was first in-
troduced to Asia in
1980, through South
China from Argen-
tina for aquaculture
and food purposes.
The study found that
it is presently distrib-
uted across regions

with average tem-
perature of 20-25
Degree Celsius and
average annual rain-
fall of 1500mm.

Based on the ex-
amination of the dis-
persal pattern of the
species across the
globe presently, re-
searchers warn that
it might become an

imminent invasive
threat to freshwa-
ter habitats in South
and West Asia.

Climate change is
one of the leading
factors determining
the distribution pat-
tern of this species
across the world.
The researchers
claim that estimated

increase in global
mean temperature
would result in rel-
atively high tem-
peratures during the
winters in the Indian
sub-continent. Such
a condition, along
with the population
density and oth-
er factors, create a
preferable condition

Golden Apple Snail may invade partsof South As1a,sh0ws study

for the spread of the
invasive snail spe-
cies.

“Based on our re-

sults, this species
shows enhanced
ability of growth
and distribution

in the invaded ar-
eas, especially with
greater capacity to
spread in tropical
and subtropical ar-
eas of Asia”, says
the study which
was published in
the Current Science
journal.
“‘Considering  the
climate change
trend and environ-
ment characters,
we further specu-
late that it will have
a trend of moving
to potential habitats
in South and West
Asian countries”, it
said.

Menstrual cups a hygienic alternative but adoption rate low, says Lancet study

Shalini Thakur

Dharamshala: Menstrual cup is an alterna-
tive to existing menstrual products which is
gradually getting popular in India. However,
the adoption rate of such alternatives in de-
veloping countries is influenced by several
factors shows a recent study published in
the Lancet journal.

According to the study, menstrual cups
are a safe option for menstruation manage-
ment and are being used internationally.
These are inserted into the vagina, and the
blood is collected in the receptacle, which
can hold 10-38 ml of blood. The menstrual
cup should be emptied every 4-12 hour, de-
pending on menstrual flow and type of cup.

Two types of cups are available, a vagi-
nal cup, which is generally bell-shaped and
placed in the vagina, and a cervical cup,
which, like a diaphragm for contraception,
is placed around the cervix high in the va-
gina.Menstrual cups are made of medi-
cal-grade silicon, rubber, latex, or elastomer
and can last up to 10 years, resulting in an
eco-friendly nature.

Adoption of menstrual cups was much
slower than that of menstrual pads in India,
shows the study. The adoption was mainly
influenced by the presence of friends using
it, training and familiarization. “Self-report-
ed increased use 2 months after distribution
was associated with the presence of friends
who successfully used the menstrual cup”,
in countries like Nepal and Kenya, says the
study.

The study systematically aggregated and
analysed the findings of 43 studies which in
total had 3,319 participants to understand
different aspects like the adoption rates, is-
sues and benefits of using menstrual cups. It
found that decrease in stress and improved
mobility was reported by the participants as
the advantages of using menstrual cups.

“During college times | had the worst peri-

Representational image

ods. They were often so heavy that | bleed
through a super pad in an hour. | was also
drastically underweight and as a result had
very irregular periods that started with no
warning, so it was very difficult for me to
manage the flow of my periods” says Ani-
ta Thakur a 22 year old from Dharamsha-
la. “After giving a try to a menstrual cup, it
became easy for me to roam around freely
during my period time which was not possi-
ble earlier”, she added.

“l used to prefer pads but this time | had to
travel at night, so | decided to use a men-
strual cup as changing pads is a tough task
particularly when you are travelling at night.
The whole journey was so relaxing and con-
tented that | didn’t even realize that | am on
my periods. It was more affluent as com-
pared to using pads” says Vipasha Bisht
from Kinnaur, Himachal Pradesh.

Menstrual pads, the most popular hygienic
product with the adult female population in
urban and parts of rural India, are meant for
single-use. Since they are mostly non-recy-
clable, they create a severe waste manage-
ment issue too.

“When we talk about sanitary napkins, af-
ter the use, it is the biomedical waste which
cannot be recycled and further there is no
treatment for decomposition also”, says

Anu Bala, who pursues an M.A environ-
mental sciences from Central university of
Himachal Pradesh.

“Menstrual cup is a change that should be
brought in by creating awareness at edu-
cational institutions so as to train women
and girls how to use it. Also, | agree with
the fact that there might occur any problem
in inserting the cup into the vagina, but the
only solution for it is, awareness about the
product, as well as exactly how to wear it,”-
says she.

The Lancet study points out that the ex-
penditure and environmental costs of using
cups instead of pads would be very less. “if
compared with using 12 pads per period,
use of a menstrual cup would comprise 5%
of the purchase costs and 0-4% of the plas-
tic waste, and compared with 12 tampons
per period, use of a menstrual cup would
comprise 7% of the purchase costs and 6%
of the plastic waste”, it said.

A small section of the sample from the past
studies reported issues of using the cup
also. These included allergies or rashes,
urinary tract complaints and similar issues.
However, they constitute only 25 instanc-
es or individuals (0.75 per cent) out of the
3,319 individuals in the pooled sample of
the Lancet analysis.
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Researchers develop drug to reverse damage caused by heart attack

Ajay Kumar

Toronto: Results of
a recent preclinical
experiment of a new
drug on mice show
that it can prevent
heart tissue dam-
age and consequent
heart failure caused
by a heart attack.
The drug success-
fully modified the
body clock mech-
anism of the heart
tissues which other-
wise trigger harmful
immune response in
the event of a heart
attack.

Researchers from
the University of
Guelph in Ontario,
Canada who con-
ducted the experi-
ment claim that the
survivors of heart at-
tack can be treated
with this medicine in
a much better way
than traditional ther-
apies.

“This research is
really exciting be-
cause it opens the
door to use circadi-
an medicine ther-
apies to heal heart

attacks after they P
occur and to prevent
the subsequent de-
velopment of heart
failure,” said Tammy
Martino, a co-author
of the study who is
an expert in circadi-
an medicine.
Circadian medicine
is a stream of med-
ical sciences aims
to modify biological
clock, known as the
circadian clock, in
the cells for treating
health conditions.
The circadian clock
is found in virtually
all cells of the body.
It consists of genes
and proteins that in-
teract during 24-hour
day and night cycles
to regulate key func-
tions such as heart
rate and blood pres-
sure.

In the experiments
on mice, the treat-
ment minimized the
production of cellular
sensor called NLRP3
inflammasome that
contributes to scar-
ring of heart tissue
after a heart attack.

Representational image (Credit: Wikimedia Commons)

This is a usual re-
sponse of the clock
mechanism  which
controls the healthy
cardiovascular
physiology as well
as how the heart re-
sponds to damage
and undergoes re-
pair. However, these
scars usually lead to
incurable heart fail-
ure leading to death
of patients.

According to the
results of the study,
which was published
in the journal Nature
Communications Bi-

ology, the new drug
when administrated
even after a day of
the heart attack, led
to less inflammation
and better cardiac
repair in mice.
“What we are dis-
covering, is that
the circadian clock
mechanism is im-
portant not just for
heart health but also
for how to heal from
heart disease”, said
Martino.

The drug specifical-
ly targets REV-ERB,
a family of nuclear

receptors that reg-
ulate the circadian
clock. The research-
ers found that ac-
tivating REV-ERB
with SR9009 in mice
lowered the produc-
tion of NLRP3, when
they  administered
the drug after con-
ventional heart at-
tack treatments.

Since REV-ERB re-
ceptors are most ac-
tive during sleep, the
researchers tested
the drug with some
of the mice at bed-
time. Those animals

showed better heart
healing in compar-
ison to the mice
which were given
the drug when they
were awake.

The results sug-
gest that the first
dose could be giv-
en during the ini-
tial treatment after
a heart attack with
a follow-up dose
at sleep time, they
said.

‘People can sur-
vive heart attacks
because the heart
won’t even be dam-
aged. We were
amazed to see how
quickly it worked,
and how effective it
was at curing heart
attacks and prevent-
ing heart failure in
our mouse models
of the disease”, said
Martino.

The discovery
might ultimately help
in other heart thera-
pies involving early
adverse inflammato-
ry response such as
organ transplant or
valve replacement.

Young, unemployed drug abuse patients have
higher tendencies to self-harm, shows study

Sayed Adi Shah Ashraf
New Delhi: Accord-

ing to World Health
Organisation, a sui-
cidal death happens
every 40 second.
There are many
factors responsible
for suicide but a re-
cent study showed
patients with a histo-
ry of drug abuse ex-
hibit higher tenden-
cies of self-harm.
The observational
study based on 300
patients in a hospital
for drug abuse pa-
tients in India found
that a tendency to
harm  themselves
was present in 32.7
per cent of the pa-
tients.

This, according to
the researchers, is
much higher than the
proportion of people
with self-harm ten-
dencies in the gen-

eral population.
However, they also
found other social
and clinical factors
associated with the
tendency to self-
harm among the
group of patients
they studied.

For instance, the
researchers claim
that young unmar-

Representational image (Credit: Wikimedia Commons)

ried, unemployed
men who are ad-
dicted to drugs have
higher tendencies to
commit self-harm.

“Those who had a
history of self-harm
were  significantly
younger, were more
likely to be unmar-
ried, were unem-
ployed, and were liv-

ing in an urban area.
They were also like-
ly to have a signifi-
cantly shorter du-
ration of substance
use at presentation,
were more likely to
be involved in inject-
ing drug use, had
high-risk sexual be-
havior, were more
likely to have been
caught by the po-
lice in the past and
incarcerated, and
were more likely to
be dependent on
cannabis”, says the
study.

Published in Indi-
an Journal of Psy-
chiatry, the study
was carried out by
researchers at the
Department of Psy-
chiatry and National
Drug Dependence
Treatment Centre,
AIIMS, New Delhi.
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