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As an apex predator, the enigmatic feline that is the fishing cat plays a crucial role in regulating prey

populations.
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Our efforts can
save the hishing cat
from extinction

Faraz Islam
is a writer and an avid wildlife
conservationist.
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You might know that cats hate water, and you'd be
entirely correct. But there is one major exception to
this rule. The fishing cat (Prionailurus viverrinus)
is an expert swimmer, around twice the size of
a housecat, that loves to hunt in water. It is a
beautiful animal, sporting an olive-grey coat
decorated with spots and stripes of black. The cat
primarily feasts on fish, which it catches using its
fascinating retractable claws. Primarily found in
wetland habitats where prey is abundant, they have
been recorded in Bangladesh, Pakistan, Sri Lanka,
Nepal, Myanmar, Thailand, Cambodia, and India.
In West Bengal, the fishing cat is the state animal.
However, this captivating cat is in danger of
extinction. According to the International Union
for Conservation of Nature Red List of Threatened
Species, the fishing cat population has declined by
over 30 percent globally in the last 15 years, being
extirpated from the entirety of the Indonesian
island of Java in the process. In Bangladesh, too,
the fishing cat faces challenges of its own. Often
mistaken for tigers, media reports are rife with
tales of these majestic creatures being butchered
by disillusioned local villagers. The fishing cat
must also contend with other issues such as the
degradation of its wetland habitats, illegal wildlife
trade, and inadequate funding for its conservation.
On the issue of funding, from 2007 to 2013,

country. For the last ten years, this project has been
studying fishing cats and mitigating conflicts with
locals, saving many felines in the process.

“Here, the main challenge is to conserve its
habitat outside protected areas since fishing cats
occur widely in various habitat types including
villages. So saving these pockets of homestead
landscapes is extremely difficult,” says Chowdhury.
“Secondly, many people think the fishing cat is a
big threat and often misidentify [it] as a dangerous
animal... and end up killing it or can kill it just for
fun!”

Because of the fishing cat’s wide and
discontinuous range in isolated pockets across
the country, a lot of its habitat falls in unprotected
lands, where there are more people and therefore
more likelihood of conflict occurring. The fishing

Because of the fishing cat’s

wide and discontinuous range

in isolated pockets across the
country, a lot of its habitat falls
in unprotected lands, where there
are more people and therefore
more likelihood of conflict
occurring. Often mistaken for
tigers, media reports are rife with
tales of these majestic creatures
being butchered by disillusioned
local villagers. But we in
Bangladesh should now do our
part to find a way to coexist with
this important species.

Unplanned transport infrastructure
ails both Dhaka and Bangkok
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During my recent visit to Bangkok,
I gathered enough insight into
the megacity’s notorious traffic
problems. I found these issues
to be, in many ways, comparable
to Dhaka’s intolerable traffic
congestion. Dhaka and Bangkok, the
capitals of Thailand and Bangladesh,
respectively, share the common
characteristic of an uncontrollable
flow of people making them the
primate cities of their respective
countries. No other cities in either
country are comparable to the
capitals in terms of total population
and scale of economic activities.
Bangkok’s total population is over
11 million and land area is around
1,568 sq km, while Dhaka has a total
estimated population of 22 million
across a land area of 1,353 sq km.
This means that Bangkok holds
around 15 percent of Thailand’s
total population of 71 million, while
nearly 13 percent of Bangladesh’s
total population resides in Dhaka
city.

The lengthy gridlock of cars can
be seen throughout these cities all
day, but is more intense during the
mornings when people go to work
and in the evenings when they return
home. Meanwhile, the polluted
air from cars remains unbearable
for pedestrians and street vendors
in both cities. Despite many new
transport infrastructures being built
in Bangkok over the years, including
the BTS Skytrain and expressways,
the increasing population density
coupled with a rapid increase in the
number of private vehicles in the
past decades has rendered these
efforts less impactful. The preference
of most residents to use private
cars results from the difficulty of
walking long distances to get to the
train station. The fare for the BTS
Skytrain is also high. Another mode
of public transport in Bangkok is
the bus service. But this is also not
adequate and has a limited capacity.
In Dhaka, on the other hand, while
the availability of buses is not a
problem, they are not comfortable.
Most are not air-conditioned and do
not cater separately to the needs of
women and children.

The creation of an urban
transport system requires heavy
public investment. But this may not

always deliver the desired outcome,
which is to provide relief to the
city’s residents who suffer as a result
of heavy traffic jams. The popular
belief is that public transport can
solve congestion. However, if a city
becomes too crowded and if enough
roads are not built with a sound
masterplan, the city is unlikely to get
rid of traffic congestion. Dhaka and
Bangkok both expanded without
adequate use of land and proper
planning of transit for citizens. Both
these cities grew without sufficient
space on the roads. For instance,
while Tokyo has a 23 percent road-
to-area ratio and New York has 32
percent, Bangkok has only eight
percent and Dhaka has around seven
percent. This defeats the purpose
of building an expensive public
transport network as it may prove
to be inadequate in cities where too
many people live on a small area of
land and without adequate road
space.

Population density is a very
important factor in determining
the movement of people and goods
within an urban area. This should
be pre-planned rather than left to
people’s individual choice to build
structures and cause the density to
become too high, as has been the
case for both Dhaka and Bangkok.
A reasonable level of density
should be maintained in a city to
allow for the smooth movement
of people. But both the cities in
discussion have been overbuilt
and are responsible for creating an
unbalanced urban pattern in their
respective countries. Dhaka and
Bangkok are both administrative
as well as economic capitals. Dhaka
city has grown without a physical
plan for over a century and only
got a masterplan in 1959. This plan
and other masterplans following it
were never properly implemented.
Thus, Dhaka’s traflic system is quite
chaotic, with residents spending
long hours on the congested roads
every day.

The popularity of private cars
worsens traffic congestion due to the
amount of road space they occupy
while carrying only a small number
of commuters. For both Dhaka
and Bangkok, if traffic jams are to
be reduced, the citizens should be

convinced about the merits of using
public transport. For this, the quality
of service, safety, and efliciency
in public transport must be
improved. At the same time, the city
authorities must have forethought
and build adequate roads before
human settlements can take root in
potential urban areas around Dhaka
and Bangkok, which have so far
witnessed unplanned development.
The planning authorities of these
cities must adhere to zoning
regulations strictly, as this will
help solve traffic problems in newly
urbanised areas. Decentralisation
of economic activities to other cities
must also be undertaken in order to
reduce pressure on the capital cities.

In addition, to reduce wastage of
national resources, another target
should be to minimise the average
fuel use per capita. The operating
cost for vehicles increases due to
traffic congestion, as excess amounts
of fuel and lubricants are burned
while also adding to the maintenance
cost of vehicles. Both Dhaka and
Bangkok either share the same
types of transport infrastructure
or have plans for these, such as a
metro rail, elevated expressways,
bypass roads, flyovers, underground
trains, etc. The expectation is that
these will help to reduce traffic
congestion. However, alongside
these, it is crucial that the cities
consider other non-infrastructural
solutions such as density reduction,
designating decentralised business
and economic zones in other towns/
cities, and provide incentives (o
citizens who need not be living in
the capital to relocate to suburban
areas. If the governments create
industrial zones and growth centres
in diflerent areas of the country, and
arrange quality health and other
services there, people will feel less
inclined to only settle in the capital
city.

In both cities, there are laws
against illegal parking of vehicles
and against the use of roads and
footpaths for business purposes, but
these practices are commonplace. To
solve this, authorities must earmark
parking areas and prohibit the
illegal parking of cars. Many areas
of these cities have been overtaken
by indiscriminate construction of
high-rise buildings, mixed with
hospitals, schools, hotels, and
shops, causing traffic congestion to
reach intolerable levels. The town
planning standards of both cities
should be strictly followed in order
to make people’s lives comfortable.
No narrow roads should be without
drainage systems, and newly
developed areas must include bicycle
lanes and footpaths.
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