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HE handful of scientists
engaged in
biotechnological and
enetical engineering research
nd it extremely difficult to
carry on their work due to the
following difficulties:

Some of the reagents such as
enzymes, necessary to carry out
routine as well as research pro-
jects, are so delicate that in the
first place, they need to be air-
transported in ice or dry ice;
- and secondly, they need to
reach the designated laborato-
ries within 48 hours or so; oth-
erwise they would lose their po-
tency and as such can no longer
be used in the laboratory exper-
iments.

It will therefore be necessary
for adesh to relax customs
rules and regulations with ref-
erence to such perishable chem-
icals exempting such items
from routine customs checks
with arrangement for their
immediate delivery to desig-
nated laboratories within min-
imum possible time.

The other alternative, which
we should aim, say within the
next five years, is to float a
~ company where expertise is al-

ready available to manufacture
the important enzymes such as
endonucleases, exonucleases,
ligase, Taq polymerase and
kits for molecular biology
work. It may be mentioned here
that for 100 units of Taq poly-
merase, the en e for gene
amplification (PCR reaction),
the foreign companies charge
about $50 which roughly means
$5 (taka 240) per experiment
involving 5-10 PCR reactions.
This is in addition to other
reagents.
rofessor Zeba Seraj and
Professor Haseena Khan doing
research in molecular biology
in the department of biochem-
istry, Dhaka University pro-
duce their own Taq polymerase,
the most important enzyme for
gene amplification. These se-
nior stafl members may be en-
couraged to open up small com-

Pre-requisites for Promotion of Research in Ban

panies for large scale produc-
tion of e es. On one hand,

it will cut down the cost of the
above reagents considerably; on

the other, the delive of such
reagents will be s ier if such
companies are established, Ac-
cording to Dr. Rashid, a
Bangladeshi scientist working
in the USA, one can produce

and purify about 10,000 units of

the enzyme (worth about $5000)
a week, in an ordin micro-
biolog laboratory in
B adesh. In other words, a
teaching or research laboratory
can produce its requirement for
the whole year in one week and
save an enormous amount of
money which they would have
to otherwise spend to import
this reagent from the multina-
tionals. This is how multina-
tionals do business with devel-
oping countries.

~ As regards making of other
enzymes in one's own labora-
tory, some overseas
Bangladeshi scientists are
ready to help their counter-

arts. One such scientist is Dr.

haikh Mizanur Rahman now
working in the College of Vet-
erin Medicine, University of
Georgia. He has a WEDB site: -
PERLINK
http: / /www.TechBangla.org.
Requests from Bangladeshi sci-
entists desiring to prepare their
OWIl enzymes ma¥ be posted
there or alternatively he may be
E;:rsnnallj,r contacted through

s email: HYPERLINK mail to:
srahman@calc.vet.uga.edu.

These are stop gap arrange-
ments; but these little steps
would convince the outside
world that Bangladeshi scien-
tists are trying very hard to
march along with the rest of the
world and some of them may
like to come forward to either
launch a collaborative project
or finance specific projects of
individual scientists. I am say-
ing this based on my personal
knowledge. Now Bangladesh is
a member of the International
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For extra allocation of funds to biotechnology departments of universities, conditions may be laid down that
after five years or so a part of the expenses of running the lab should be generated out of contracts with the

Centre of Genetic Engineerin
and Biotechnology (ICGEB) an
the latter has recognized the
Botany Department, DU as one
of its Affiliated Centres. Obvi-
ously, if tissue culture centres at
various universities, research
institutes prepare suitable pro-
jects and help of ICGEB,
there is no reason why their as-
sistance would not be forthcom-
ing. Then some among the 50
member countries of ICGEB will
respond positively if their help
is sought in matters of mutual
interest,

Allocation of more funds to
run biot laboratories:
budget allocation for different
departments of a university, or
research organizations, is the

most difficult task because each
department wants an equal
share. Awareness needs to be
created among policy- and deci-
sion-makers who allocate
funds and among fellow col-
leagues of existing science de-
partments that in some emerg-
ing fields of science such as
biotechnology, special funds
are needed to get them going
smoothly. When more alloca-
tion is given to the department
of biotechnology, scientists of
other departments instead of
umbling. should gladly accept
that fact. Suffice it to say that
construction of laboratories
won't be of much benefit to the
country unless adequate funds
for running molecular biology
laboratories are Ela«ccd at the
disposal of workers carryin
out both routine and researc
work in biotechnology.
However, for extra alloca-
tion of funds to biotechnology
departments, conditions may
be laid down that after five

years or so a part of the ex-
penses of running the lab
should be generated out of con-
tracts with the industry or
patenting some of its own re-
search findings

Access to Internet should be
made easy and less expensive:
To do research in the fast ex-
panding field of biotechnology,
it is incumbent upon the re-
searcher to search for the latest
information in the area of his
research. In Bangladesh, surf-
ing the Internet is very expen-
sive, time consuming and more
often than not the search ends
without success. The result is
that researchers are discour-
aged to retrieve any informa-
tion form Internet. On the other
hand, in developed countries it
is so easy to access search en-

nes that even high school stu-
ents go for it with breath-tak-
ing information.

The same problem was en-
countered with email service in
Bangladesh only 3-4 years back
but now everywhere whether
developed or developing coun-
tries, communication via email
has become easy and fast. The
same kind of fast Internet ser-
vice needs to be urgently devel-
oped in Bangladesh. If neces-
sary, companies like “Yahoo”
be invited to establish their
network office in Bangladesh
giving news of technological

advancement, new product in-
formation in general and
biotechnology in particular
covering countries in Asia,
Africa and Latin America, and
availability of expert service.
The assistance of ICGEB. FAO,
UNDP and UNESCO, the British
Council may be sought for this

purpose.
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'Mutant' Food Not Just a First-World
Concern

Johanna Son writes from Manila

" ENETICALLY altered
ood" sounds alien to
many in a developing

country like the Philippines,
but local activists say these
products are already finding
their way to Filipino dining
tables.

This is because the Philip-
pines is a heavy importer of
common products of food in-
gredients like soybean and
corn, which often come from
industrialised countries that
make them with genetically al-
tered products, says a study by
the Manila-based South-east
Regional Institute for Commu-
nity Education [SEARICE).

In' short, genetically modi-
fied organisms (GMOs), altered
often to make agricultural
crc:})s resistant to herbicides
and viruses, are no longer just
first-world products of concern

only to developed country mar-
kets, it says.

Likewise, their health risks '

are no longer the preoccupation
only of wealthy consumers,
SEARICE argues.

“We have every reason to
worry that GMOs are already in
Philippine soil and in all prob-
ability, in our tables," said the
SEARICE study, released last
week. "We have to realise that
the impact of genetic engineer-
ing has gone beyond theoretical
but has become a reality, a
frightening one."

The SEARICE study found
little formal statistical data on
GMOs in the Philippines. But it
reached its conclusions on the
entry of GMOs of products using
GMOs by extrapolating data
from the size of areas planted to
genetically altered crops in ex-
porting countries like the

United States, Argentina and
Australia.

"The Philippines is a gross
importer of soybeans,
corn/maize, cotton and to a
more limited extent tobacco
and potato — agricultural crops
that are principally targetted
for genetic engineering," the
SEARICE report noted.

It says "a sizable percentage
of these crops come from coun-
tries that have allowed the
commercial
GMOs — countries that are ma-
or trading partners of the

hilippines",

Going by data that 30 per
cent of total soybean acreage in
the US is planted to transgenic
soybean, SEARICE deduced that
some 20 per cent of soybeans
imported from the US in 1997
were Iikﬂeg' to have genetically
engineered.

Soybean is said to be present
in 60 per cent of processed foods
eaten everyday. Locally, it is
manufactured into soybean
milk, infant formula, tofu and
soy sauce. The US is the world's
largest soybean exporter.

SEARICE estimated that
10,000 out of some 105,000
metric tonnes of corn that the
Philippines imported from the
US — including corn flour, un-
milled corn and corn seeds for
planting — could have been
transgenic corn made resistant
to insects.

The prugurtiun of transgenic
corn that the country gets from
the US is expected to triple in
1998, with growth in land area

cultivation of

in the US planted to transgenic
corn. Imported corn is used in
making snack food. cooking oil
and animal feed.

Apart from the dearth of
clear data on imports of prod-
ucts with GMOs, the study found
scant awareness about GMOs
and the issues surrounding
them among the government,
companies and consumers.

The Philippines also does
not have policy or regulations
on the commercial production
and marketing of GMOs and ge-
netically altered food.

Local importers of agricul-
tural products were reluctant to
respond to a SEARICE ques-
tionnaire asking whether they
were aware of genetic engineer-
ing in food crops, or whether
they were sure their imports did
not have transgenic compo-
nents.

Of 20 chief executive officers
of local firms importing cotton.
tobacco, corn and potato, only
eight responded. Four said they
were aware the crops they were
involved with were ;I’Jeing genet-
ically engineered in some ex-
porting countries. Of these,
three said they do not import
transgenic products.

at the Philippines has are
policy guidelines on local re-
search into genetic engineering,
but SEARICE says this is not
the likeliest source of GMOs' en-

., but from imports.

While the scale of entry of
GMOs is far behind those of
richer countries, experts say it
is not too early to prepare pol-

icy to deal with transgenic
crops — especially with the lack
of global rule son the research,
commercialisation, and trade
in such products.

For starters, SEARICE sug-
gests the Philippines declare a
moratorium on the entry of
GMOs until international rules
are clarified.

The spread of GMOs has al-
ready become controversial not
only in the US but in Europe
and Japan. Europe. which had
earlier denied entry to imported
soybeans from the US, recently

assed a directive requiring the
abelling of GMOs. Under con-
sumer pressure, Japan is dis-
cussing labelling rules.

While crops are genetically
altered supposedly to improve
yields or make them resistant,
experts warn the transfer and of
Eenes across species is bound to

ave harmful effects on health.

Some of these effects range
from alleries to hypersensitiv-
ity, and genetic engineering has
been linked by some to the re-
vival of drug-resistant diseases.

The health risks are not
something Filipinos should toy
around with, says Romeo Qui-
jano, pharmacolo rofessor
at the University of the Philip-
pines College of Medicine.

"Genetically engineered
foods are hazardous commodi-
ties,” he said. "Genetically engi-
neered food products have not

undergone sufficient toxico-

logic evaluation and there are
studies indicating that there are
significant. health risks in-
volved in genetic engineering
technology.

— IPS/APB

Chinese Targetted in Kidnap Capital of Asia

In the Philippines, kidnapping has become a multi-million dollar business and it's
starting to hurt the country's tourism. Gemini News Service reports on president Joseph
Estrada's efforts to crack down on the kidnapping rings. Abby Tan writes from Manila

the tough-guy actor turned

politician, was very firm
about his priorities when he
took office on June 30.

Fighting crime and corrup-
tion would be the number one
aim, as it has been during his
term as vice-president under
Fidel Ramos.

One crime in particular
stood out, a crime that gave the
Philippines a notorious claim
to fame: in 1996, the US maga-
zine Fortune labelled it the
kidnap capital of the world and
reported that issuing ransom
demands had become a thriving
multi-million dollar business.

Since then, Filipinos have
shrugged it off as something
they couldn't challenge. Now
the reputation appears to be
taking its toll. The Department
of Tourism has just announced
that the number of Taiwanese
tourists coming to the Philip-
pines actually dropped 15
cent in the last four months.

PRESIDENT Joseph Estrada,

The reason cited is the fear of

being kidnapped.

Taiwanese citizen's concern
about this is at least under-
standable. To date, most kidnap
victims have come from the
more affluent ethnic Chinese
Filipino minority, who control
a substantial rtion of busi-
ness in the Philippines.

Foreigners have also been
among the victims. Among
those recently ransomed was a
80-year-old Taiwanese grand-
mother. 5till in caplivity is a
Malaysian Chinese: two Hong
KunE Chinese, both aguaculture
workers; and an Italian priest,
Father Luciano Benedetti. All
four have been in the hands of
bandits for over two months on
the southern island of Min-
danao.

The Hiscox Group, an in-
surer based at Lloyd's of Lon-
don, tracked 17 kidnappings in
the Philippines between Jan-
u and June 1998. This score
ranked the Philippines as the
top kidnapping country in Asia,
and the fourth in the world af-

ter Colombia, Mexico and

Brazil.

Local statistics are much
higher. Chief Superintendent
Miguel Coronel, the Philippine
National Police's Deputy Direc-
tor of Operations, said there
were 121 kidnappings between
January and mid-October 1998.
He said this was 5 cent down
on the first nine months of
1997.

Of the 1998 figures, 13 vic-
tims were killed by their cap-
tors, 65 were rescued and 36
were still in captivity. Almost
$1.7 million were paid in ran-
som. But anti-crime lobby
groups claim the figures in ran-
som paid are much higher, as
much as $4 million to $5 mil-
lion a year, since many of the
victims did not report the pay-
ments to the police.

Given these figures, it is little
wonder that President Estrada
decided to push for a crackdown
on kidnapping. Despite his

roclamations, the number of

dnappings is ever on the rise.

In the two months after he
assumed power on June 30,
there were 20 kidnappings of
which five victims were for-
eigners.

Estrada therefore created the
Presidential Anti-Organised
Crime Task Force, headed by a
trusted police officer known to
be a rough handler of crimi-
nals, Several suspected crimi-

nals have heen shot dead.
The task force had to show

results. At the end of October, it
announced the arrest of 11 kid-
nappers and the rescue of six
victims. And it said had neu-
tralised 10 kidnapping groups
in the capital Manila alone.

The initial success was
enough for Estrada to declare
confidently that "within three
months we hope to finish them
all.”

The task force chief was
more circumspect. "We expect
them (kidnappers in Metro
Manila) to lay low for quite
some time," said Chief Superin-
tendent Panfilo Lacson.

industry or patenting some of its own research findings.

ICGEB may help to
biotechnology in Bangladesh:
Mention has already been made
that the Board of Governors of
ICGEB in its last September
meeting voted to elect Dr.
Ahmed A. Azad to the Council
of Scientific Advisers (CSA).
Originally a Bangladeshi, he
now lives in Australia and is
the Chief Research Scientist,
CSIRO, Division of Molecular
Science, Australia. CSAisa 13-
member body and guides the
policies of ICGEB. e world's
topmost scientists includin
Nobel Laureates are the Counci
Members.| Both Government of
Bangladesh and individual in-
stitutes and for that matter any
individual scientist(s) may ap-
proach Dr. Ahmed A Azad, for
any advice for setting up
biotechnological facilities, the
kind of rullccts to be launched
particularly in the field of
pharmaceuticals, kind of per-
sonnel needed to man those
laboratories, expenses involved
to run such labs, international
agencies to be contacted for
funds for research,

Introduction of biosafety
rules and in Muslim
countries: To introduce a
transgenic plant material, fish,
animal, bacterium or for that,
the matter any other organism
in a country, one of the precon-
ditions is that said country
must have a set of biosafety
rules. It is mandatory for the
multinational companies to
confirm whether adequately
covered biosafety rules exist in
the country which requests for
import of genetically modified
(GM) material. So in the absence
of biosafety rules Bangladesh
won't be able to import GM
material even if she wants to
utilize it for improvement of

her crop, forest, animal or fish

production.
The Ministry of S&T has
completed the draft on

biosalfety rules. It is under re-
view of concerned departments.
In other words, biosafety rules
are yet to take final shage and
to be approved by the Parlia-

ment. If nec : adesh
may receive help from ICGEB
and also from the al Soci-
ety, UK. The latter has just

brought out a comprehensive
report and any individual or
any country may have a free
copy of it by sending an email to
ERHHK
mailto:angela.halpin@royalsoc
.ac.uk. Guidelines are also
available with Food and Dru
Administration in their WE
age HYPERLINK
Ettp: / /vm.cfsan.fda.gov/~dms,
opa-armg.html.

FAO's service for a short
term consultant may also be
available, if we need one, to fi-
nalize the draft on biosafety
rules.

Database facilities are most
essential for scientific profren
in Bangladesh: Almost all the
International Organizations,
Eaﬂicularly those run UNO

ave their own database to re-
trieve whatever information
they need in the fields they
control and require for makin
plans, preparing projects an
executing themn. Bangladesh ur-
gently requires to establish
such a database and to establish
links with UNO organizations,
Third World Academy of Sci-

ences and Science Academies of

devel world. We need data
banks desperately to list
biotechnologists who belong to
Bangladesh but work elsewhere
for want of opportunities in
their home countries.

There is a general impres-

gladesh

sion that expatriate biotech-
nul?sts do not want to return to
their home countries. This is
not true for all scientists
working abroad. Some of them,
| personally know, would love
to return to Bangladesh, if thjy
could find labs with basic facil-
ities in the field of molecular
biology and to start their career
there working on country-ori-
ented problems. I also know
some yo Bangladeshi scien-
tists who returned home with
higher degree(s) in molecular
biology; their earnest intention
was to serve the institutes from
where they were sent overseas
for higher studies. After strug-
gling lor a year or two to settle
and do the work in the field of
molecular biology, they found
no option but to quit the mother
institution; and seek employ-
ment in an appropriate over-
seas laboratory where they were
welcomed. The molecular biol-
ogy laboratory at the
Bangladesh Rice Research Insti-
tute was closed for more than a
year because all trained scien-
tists left for overseas for lack of
opportunities both in terms of
laboratory facilities and pay.
Let me conclude with an
open letter borrowed from
ONSANTO Home Page. This
open letter is supported by 50
leaders from 32 countries. The
signatories include former
Presidents and Prime Minis-
ters, current and former Cabi-
net Ministers, former heads of
major international organiza-

tions, Presidents and Deans of
universities, and prominent
scientists and academicians.
The views expressed in are not
necessarily mine although they
represent the world f situa-
tion vis-a-vis the ever increas-
ing world population which is
at present around six billions
with arable cultivable land
shrinking concomitant with
urbanization.

“"We would like you to know
how we feel about the benefits of
biotechnology. Across the
farms of Europe and the United

States, crops grow plentifully,
ing an over-abundance of

. But in other parts of the
world, food shortages still con-
front the population every day.
Finding new ways to meet our
global need for food, while

maintaining ecological bal-
ance, might be the test chal-
lenge we face in the next cen-
tuq.

We all share the same
planet — and the same needs. In
agriculture, many of our needs
have an ally in biotechnology
and the promising advances it
offers for our future. Biotech-
nol is the science of chang-

ing the genetic makeup of
W our food to add new
ts. Healthier, more abun-
dant yields. Reduced reliance on
pesticides and fossil fuels. A
cleaner environment. As we
stand on the edge of a new mil-
lennium, we dream of a tomor-
row without hunger. To achieve
that dream, we must overcome
many hurdles, including
poverty, distribution, water
supply, soil erosion and crop
disease. Biotechnology alone
cannot address all of these
hurdles, but it is an rtant
tool in our hands today. We
know advances in biotechnol-
must be tested and safe. but
they should not be unduly de-
layed.

“In the next century, we need
food that is more plentiful and
more affordable than it is to-
day. With more productivit
needed from less tillable land,
we need new ways to yield more
from what is left. To strengthen
our economies, we need to grow
our own food as independently
as we can. Agricultural
biotechnology can help play a
major role in realizing the hope
we all share. This science can
help make a dramatic differ-
ence in millions of lives. Secur-
ing food for our future is the be-

nning of a better life for us all.
t the harvest begin.”

The author is President,

Bangladesh Association for
Plant Tissue Culture,

by Elizabeth Kemf

GUYEN Van Tri Tin, or
N Mr Sao La. as he is aflec-

tionately called by his
colleagues, guided us thrnuﬁh
"forgotten” villages in the
Troung Son mountain range,
which separates Vietnam from
Laos. Here, not far from the an-
cient imperial capital of Hue,
live some of the world's rarest
animals. We were in search of
the sao la (Pseudoryx nghet-
inhensis), a primitive bovid
that captured world attention
when it was found at the Vu
Quang Nature Reserve in 1992,
and the Si;-mt muntjac, a species
of deer discovered in the same
reserve in 1994.

Although the skulls and
horns of the animals are found
in many village houses of Thua
Thien Hue province, sightings
of these rare species are h
ever reported. This part of the
country, in the A Luoi valley in
Western Vietnam. was badly
damaged during the US-Viet-
nam conflict. This 60 kilometre
stretch of largely riverine val-
ley — along the Ho Chi Minh
trail used by Viet Cong fighters
from North Vietnam to infil-
trate the US-backed South — is
not far from Hamburger Hill,
one of the most heavily bombed

N villages near the historic
Imwn of Jodhpur in India's

desert land, Salman Khan
will never be forgiven. Ever
since he and four fellow movie
stars from Mumbai allegedly
hunted down three protected
deer near Jodhpur, the
heartthrob of millions is
considered a devil by the
Bishnoi ::»:::-mmunit‘{.

“We can never lorgive any-
one who kills our animals.”
said Swarup Bishnoi, a young
farmer about three kilometres
from the area where Khan had
reportedly gone on a killing
spree over several nights in
September-October while
shooting for a Hindi movie.

The Bishnois are a mild-
mannered Hindu community
spread over northwestern India
for whom conserving nature
‘has been a passion since they
were founded some 500 years
ago. The sect follows 29 cardi-
nal principles, one of which is a
pledge not to kill any living be-
ing. Even trees are cut only
when they dry up. Other com-
mandments include a ban on
liquor and other intoxicants,
no idol worship and beginning
the day with a bath. The Bish-
nois are strict vegetarians. The
commitment to nature began
long before green activism be-
came a fashion in the West. The
| sprawling wooded areas near

Jodhpur,
country, are home to hundreds
of black buck, one of the most

battlefields of the war. The val-
ley lost some 100,000 hectares
of forest when it was sprayed
with the deadly defoliant Agent
Orange to prevent Viet Cong
troops from using it.

| first visited A Luoi in 1987

to document the environmental

effects of the war. My return

visit more than a decagde later

was to See how the people and
their forests were
slow and the majority of people
still live at a low subsistence
level. They hunt, fish. collect

wild plants, and farm to sur-
vive.

Tin and the foresters in A
Luoi have been working with
the villagers for about two
years. In 1996 they started to
exhibit drawings of the sao la
and other rare species in
schools, community centres,
and the market place, askin
villagers to help them find an
protect the rare animals — and
to stop hunting them. The vil-
lagers, who are the original sci-
entists of the area with their
own systems of traditional
knowledge. told us about the
ecology and biology of the ani-
mals. and offered to help.

which is Bishnoi

beautiful of all antelopes which
has spiral horns and is exclu-
sive to India, as well as
chinkara. or the Indian gazelle.
Both are highly endangered
species and protected by law.

The region also abounds in

spotted deer and the giant neel-
gai. These animals move freely
in and around Bishnoi villages,
knowing they face no danger.
The Bishnois, who are mainly
agriculturists, can go hungry
but will ensure that the deer —
or for that matter any animal
or bird in their area — do not go
without food and water.

"For a hunter, a deer or
Black Buck is the most prized
animal,” said Poonam Bhancl
Bishnoi, a former Speaker of
the Rajasthan Assembly and a
community leader. "They are
harmless easy prey. In our ar-
eas, animals and birds live in
peace. We feed the peacocks al-
though tht%]cause damage to
our fields. That is our commit-
ment." The Chipko save-the-
tree movement — which in-
volves nature lovers clutching
at trees to prevent them from
being cut — originated at a
Bishnoi village near Jodhpur
in 1730 when hundreds of
Bishnoi men and women
clasped trees which a local king

“Animal Rescue on the Ho Chi Minh Trail

aring. The,
recovery of the region has been

When poor Vietnamese villagers who barely achieve subsistence levels came upon a rare
sao la trapped in a ravine, they chose to release the animal rather than kill and eat it. It is a
sign of hope in a country recovering from the ravages of war.

Thus, it was that in late May
this year, three young boys, the
eldest just 16, reported finding a
live sao la on a hunting expedi-
tion with their dogs. "Mr Sao
La" rushed off with them to find
the animal trap in a ravine
accessible only along a slippery
ridge inside a deep evergreen
forest. Within hours, a team of
scientists, led by the Ta Oi
youth who had found the ani-
mal, joined forces to record on
film for the first time a sao la in
the wild — and to release the

regnant female back into the
orest.

The Forestry Department
turned the video tape over to its
national television station, and
the whole of Vietnam watched
the rescue operation on their TV
screens, spellbound by the
event. They knew it was a huge
sacrifice for the impoverished
people of A Luoi to free an ani-

they would normally have
killed and eaten.

Five months ago some vil-
lagers had brought an injured
live male sao la to the district
but it had died within two
hours. This time the local resi-
dents and conservationists
were taking no chances.

"I wish everyone would

wanted chu;zr:ed. In the process,
294 men and 69 women were ei-
ther killed or got hacked. The
community has not forgotten
the sacrifice. Even now, every
year at least one Bishnoi gets
killed while fighting hunters in
the region. In October 1996, Ni-
hal Chand Bishnoi was shot
dead by poachers when he tried
to protect a deer. Nihal's fa-
ther, Hanuman Singh Bishnoi.
speaks about it proudly even
today.

To such passionate lovers of
nature, Salman Khan's actions
were a monumental crime. The
fact that he got away with a
brief stint in a police lock-up
and is most unlikely to be
jailed for killing the deer has
only added to their sense of
frustration. "We can lay our
lives to protect the animals and
birds,” says Poonam Chand
Bishnoi, now a Congress party
member of the Rajasthan As-
sembly. "If hunters are caught
in our area they are given pun-
ishment they will always re-
member. 1 think Salman Khan
was lucky he did not fall into
our hands. He may have never
been able to act n." Even the

lice admit it is best not to tri-

e with Bishnois over wildlife.
Since the Salman Khan
episode, the Bishnois have be-
come hostile to visits of even
Western tourists to their vil-

think as these people and set
the sao la or other animals like
this free. | wish they would pro-
tect the forest where it lives,"
said Hoang Ngoc Khanh. Chief
of the Thua Thien Hue Forestry
Control Department. And |
wish the people had enough
food and better conditions so
they would not have to hunt it
for survival."

Whether or not Khanh's
dream will come true remains
to be seen. Killing of the rare
species, although forbidden, is
extremely difficult to regulate,
especially after years of subsis-
tence hunting. But the release
rather than the death of the fe-
male sao la, soomn to bear a calf,
signals hope. The children of
the Truong son range ook the
future of the sao la into their
hands, and this is where its
survival lies. More than twenty
years after the end of the Viet-
nam war, return to the Ho Chi
Minh Trail revealed that al-
though recovery was slow, there
was some promise.

— WWF Feahwes
The writer is WWF s Species

Policy Information Officer
based in Gland, Switzerland.
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Of a Filmstar, Some Tribals and ‘Wild’ Passion

The anger is directed more
against local guides who Bish-
nois feel also guide hunters at
night. Some tourist cars were
recently stoned at Bishnoi vil-
lages and forced to return to
Jodhpur. "It is our religion not
to kill any living being," ex-
plained Arjun Ram, 76, a resi-
dent of Buda Bishnoiyan, a vast
Bishnoi village of 6,000 people
only 30 kilometres from Jodh-
pur. "We live with the environ-
ment. We are disappointed
Salman Khan got away llﬁhﬂ}r
despite killing innocent deer.
What had the animals done to
him?"

The community, he said,
wanted more jobs with the for-
est de ent and to pro-
tect the remaining deer in this
desert region. "The government
is not serious about stnp‘i:in
hunting of wildlife,” he said. "
it was, the deer population
would not have been reduced to
living in just Bishnoi areas of
Rajasthan." Explained Sona
Ram Bishnoi: "The Bishnois
are simple rural people tryi
to keep the purity of village life
intact.” The trouble, others in
the community say, is they
seem to be the only ones deter-
mined to preserve nature.

— India Abroad News Service
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