
 

 

 

 

ON THE BETTER HALF INDIAN CONSERVATIONISTS 

Dr. Parthankar Choudhury, 16th June 2020 

Professor, Department of Ecology and Environmental Science, Assam University, Silchar,  

Email: parthankar@rediffmail.com 

 

I) FROM NORTH EAST: 

Hailing from upper Assam, Dr. Purnima Devi Barman mobilised large number of followers 

into the ‘Hargila Army’ (HA), an all-female team of conservationists dedicated to protecting 

the greater adjutant stork. The HA has offered sustainable livelihood, training and education 

opportunities. The project is giving marginalised women a voice. Together they are changing 

local perceptions and numbers of stork nests have risen from 30 seven years ago to over 150 

today. Dr. Barman won the prestigious Whitley Awards, (also known as the Green Oscars, in 

2017) from Princess Royal Anne, who is the patron of the Whitley Fund for Nature (WFN) 

for her efforts in conserving greater adjutant storks. Barman has been working with Dadara, 

Pachariya and Hingimari villages of Kamrup district to save the greater adjutant stork, the 

global population of which is estimated between 1200-1800, out of which around 800 are 

found in Assam, besides another approx. 150 in Bihar.        

A journalist turned conservationist Ms. Bano Haralu, along with her two colleagues 

unveiled the rapid decline of the falcons, which were a vital factor for the agriculture as they 

preyed on the termites that would otherwise destroy the crops, by busting the Falcon scam of 

being hunted and sold in the local markets. Ms. Haralu is also known as the ‘Falcon Lady of 

the World’.      

Shangnaidar Tontang runs the Weaker Sections Development Council (WSDC), a NGO in 

Manipur, where she has been working at the grassroots level with women on livelihood 

issues. Tontang has led the Disaster management and rehabilitation work in the aftermath of 

the floods and landslides that hit Chandel district of Manipur. 

  

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

II) FROM AREAS BEYOND NORTH EAST: 

Medha Patkar is Goldman Prize Recipient in 1992. She mobilized massive marches and 

peaceful protests against the construction of India’s Sardar Sarovar Dam, which displaced 

thousands of tribal peoples and submerged vast stretches of forests and farmland. She has 

been a central organizer and strategist of Narmada Bachao Andolan (NBA), a people’s 

movement organized to stop the construction of a series of dams planned for India’s largest 

westward flowing river, the Narmada. In 1985 Patkar began mobilizing massive marches and 

rallies against the project, and, although the protests were peaceful, she was repeatedly beaten 

and arrested by the police. She almost died during a 22-day hunger strike in 1991. She 

undertook two more long protest fasts in 1993 and 1994. These protests led to an 

unprecedented independent review of the dam by the World Bank, which in its report in 1991 

opined that the project was ill-conceived. In January 1995 the Supreme Court put a stay on 

further construction of the half-built dam.  As an outgrowth of her work to stop dam 

construction, Patkar has helped establish a network of activists across the country, the 

National Alliance of People’s Movements.          

Nalini Sekhar formed a union of waste-pickers named Hasiru Dala (Green Force), a social 

enterprise dedicated to improving the livelihoods of waste pickers, advocating for their rights 

and social security by integrating informal sector waste workers into the formal solid waste 

management machinery. She has over 7,500 waste pickers as members who have been 

empowered with municipal identity cards and improved working conditions.         

Maneka Gandhi is a self-described environmentalist and animal rights leader in India who 

has earned numerous international awards and acclaim for her work. She is the chairwoman 

of the Committee for the Purpose of Control and Supervision of Experiments on Animals 

(CPCSEA). Since 1995, CPCSEA is carrying out inspections of laboratories where animals 

are used for scientific research. With their intervention, these have been banned all over the 

country. Mrs. Gandhi also formed an organisation named People for Animals in 1992. It is 

the largest organisation for animal rights/welfare in India.       

Sunita Narain is an Indian environmentalist and political activist as well as a major 

proponent of the Green concept of sustainable development. She is currently the director of 

Centre for Science and Environment, New Delhi having succeeded Late Anil Agarwal. In 

1985 she co-edited the State of India’s Environment report, and then went on to study issues 

related to forest management.       

Saalumarada Thimmakka is a veteran environmentalist from the state of Karnataka who 

made it to the 2016 list of ‘100 Women’ published by the BBC. Saalumarada has single-

handedly planted about 300 banyan trees along a four-kilometer stretch of highway between 

Hulikal and Kudur cities of Karnataka, a feat for which, she has been awarded the National 

Citizen’s Award in India.         

Sugathakumari, a Keralite poet and environmentalist, has dedicated most of her writings to 

Mother Nature. She has been at the forefront of environmental and feminist movements in 

Southern India. Her poem, ‘MarathinuStuthi’ (Ode to a tree) became a symbol for the protest 

in the ‘Save Silent Valley’ agitation, a social movement aimed at the protection of Silent 

Valley, an evergreen tropical forest in the Palakkad district of Kerala. 

 

       



 

 

Vandana Shiva, an environmental activist and founder of Navdanya (which she did in 1987) 

led a national movement to protect the diversity and integrity of living resources, especially 

native seed, the promotion of organic farming and fair trade. She was recognised as 

an Environmental Hero by Time magazine in 2003. She has been working on environmental 

and agriculture protection since 1984.  Shiva argues that the variety of pesticides used in 

agriculture enters the ecosystem and less than 1% act on the target pest, which in turn, has 

contributed to the rise of a several ailments ranging from cancer to kidney failure to cardiac 

malfunctioning and necessitated an increased expenditure in the domain of healthcare. 

 


