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White-rumped vulture faces a perilous future in Sigur plateau

Rohan Premkumar
UDHAGAMANDALAM

Despite the protective
measures, the future re-
mains exiremely perilous
for the critically endan-
gered white-rumped vul-
ture (Gyps bengalensis) In
the Sigur plateau in the Nil-
giris, the last southernmost
viable breeding population
for the species in India.

A study has highlighted
the stagnation of the popu-
lation in Sigur. It was con-
ducted by Samson Arockia-
nathan for his docloral
thesis, “Studies on Popula-
tion, Breeding Ecology and
Conservation Threals of
Critically Endangered
‘White-rumped vulture in
the Mudumalai Tiger Re-
serve’.

Research done in Sigur
Detween 2003 and 2017 has
shown that the population
had hovered between 152
individuals in 2013 to a
peak of 167 individuals in
2017. Along with the late
expert fracker R. Bom-
man, of Chemmanatham
village, Mr. Samson spent
the best part of four years
studying the species that,
along with the long-billed
vulture and the Asian king
vulture, inhabits the Sigur
plateau.

Data from the recent
synchronous vulture cen-
sus in Kerala, Tamil Nadu
and Karnataka have shown
that the white-rumped vul-
fure population remains
roughly in the same range,
with very few signs of a sig-
nificant recovery from the

Research done in Sigur between 2013 and 2017 has shown that the
species’ population had hovered between 152 individuals in 2013 to
a peak of 167 individuals in 2017. SPECIAL ARRANGEMENT

last decade. The white-
rumped and other vulture
species in India have been
decimated by the use of di-
clofenac and a few other
Non-Steroidal Anti-Inflam-
matory Drugs (NSAIDS) in
cattle,

Vultures in Sigur are al-
so becoming the unwitting
vietims of retaliatory poi-

soning of tigers and leo-
pards. Mr. Samson’s re-
search has also shown that
46 while-rumped vultures
died belween 2013 and
2017,

“Of them, autopsies
could be performed on the
carcasses of only eight in-
dividuals. It emerged that
these eight vultures died

after consuming organo-
phosphorus (insecticides)
and urea used fo poison
carnivores,” he said.

Anthropogenic  pres-
sures, such as cattle-graz-
ing and poorly designed
check-dams, have depleted
the habitats over the last
few years. Mr. Samson said
the species could be wiped
out from the region in the
next decade unless serious
protective measures were
taken.

“Due 1o anthropogenic
pressures, one of the three
nesting sites of the species
in the Mudumalai Tiger Re-
serve have been aban-
doned by the vultures,
while another prime nest-
ing site at Jagalikadavu has
been impacted severely by
the check-dams along the

Sigurhalla river that have
restricted water flow, kill-
ing off many Terminalia ar-
Juna trees where the vul-
ture nest,” he said.

B. Ramakrishnan, an as-
sistant professor in the De-
partment of Wildlife Biolo-
£y at the Government Arts
College In Udhagamanda-
lam, said the issue of
check-dams  influencing
the vulture habitats was ta-
ken up with the Forest De-
partment. “The Chiel Wil-
diife Warden has said
future projects in the vul-
ture habitats would be re-
viewed before approval,”
he said.

Mr. Samson said the fu-
ture would be bleak for the
species unless targefed,
species-specific conserva-
tion measures were taken

in the Mudumalai Tiger Re-
serve. He said there were
three distinct populations
in the region - Bandipur
and Nagarhole, Wayanad
and Mudumalai. =The vul-
wre Is a colonial species.
Due to anthropogenic
pressures and the degrad-
Ing habitat, the species is
having to split up into
smaller groups across Mu-
dumalai to survive. This
will definitely have an im-
pact on how quickly the
species can recover, and al-
50 0n the success of future
breeding seasons,” he said.
The governmenl should
consider making the buffer
zone of the tiger reserve in-
to a wildlife sanctuary for
vultures so that befier con-
servation efforts could be
made, he said.

Corporation plans big to transform
waste management at Kodungaiyur

‘The civic body proposes to set up an integrated wet and dry waste processing plant that could potentially end the crisis of

legacy waste and ease pressure on the dump yard; a meeting of stakeholders evoked good response (o the proposal

CITY MATTERS

The Hindu Bureau
CHENNAI

he Greater Chennai
T Corporation  will

organise an expert
committee meeting to take
forward its proposal for an
Integrated wet and dry
waste processing plant in
Kodungalyur that could
potentially resolve the cri-
sis of legacy waste and les-
sen the pressure on the
dump yard.

The meeting will be at-
tended by experts and ofli-
cials from II'T-Madras, An-
na University, Tamil Nadu
Pollution Control Board,
Tamil Nadu Electricity
Board and the Corporation
for a threadbare analysis of
the plan and prepare a de-
tailed project report.

The Corporation’s plans
include an automated ma-
terial recovery facility,
which is a mechanised way
of segregation. Under this,
waste placed on a con-
veyor belt will be subjected
to magnetic waves that will
separate the recyclable

Scientific solution

The Greater Chennai Corporation has proposed to include the

following ¢ 1ts at the

& P

u Biogas plant with a capacity
to handle 500 tonnes of waste
tobe setup on 10 acres

= ASDIRonne capacity
processing plant on 15 acres

= Automated parts recovery
centre with a capacity to

galyur procesing unit:

process 1,400 tonnes of waste
spread over 15 acres

= Waste-to-energy unit with 2

capacity to generate 20.76 MW
of power in phase 1 and 10.30
MW in phase 2

= Eco park to come up at the site

Containing pollution: The Greater Chennai Corporation has come
up with an ambitious proposal to set up a integrated wet and dry
waste processing plant at Kodungaiyur. & JOTHI RAMALINGAM

from non-recyclable waste.

Non-recyclable waste
will then be sent to the ad-
joining proposed waste-to-
energy (WTE) plant, said
Chief Engineer N. Mahe-

san. Two phases have been
mapped out for the WTE
plant with an expected
generation capacity of
20.76 MW in phase I and
10.30 MW in phase IL.

The capital cost of this
plant is 2301 crore. A bio
CNG plant for wel waste
with a capacity of 500
tonnes with a capital cost
of ¥99 crore is part of the
plan.

The benefits of this inte-
grated facility for wet and
dry waste include enrich-
ing the soil, reducing the
smell that nearby residents
experience, reducing and
removing the carbon diox-
Ide and methane emissions
and the production of sus-
tainable energy.

The Corporation had
conducted a study on a
550 tonnes Bio CNG plant
at Indore as well as inciner-
ation plants in Singapore.

Work on reclaiming the
Kodungaiyur dump yard
through bio mining is ex-
pected to begin in July and
be completed in two years.
The reclaimed land will be
converted into an eco

park.

Stakeholders meeting

Earlier this week, the Cor-
poration conducted a
meeting of stakeholders,
which was attended by zo-
nal officials of Tondiarpet,

the Regional Deputy Com-
missioner of north Chen-
nai M. Sivaguru Prabaka-
ran and representatives of
the solid waste manage-
ment and health depart-
ment, including Mr. Mahe-
san, as well as resident’s
welfare associations of the
area.

According to Mr. Mahe-
san, the meeting served to
help the stakeholders un-
derstand what the Corpo-
ration’s plans were and he
added that the resident
welfare associations res-
ponded positively.

The civic body has
drawn up an extensive
plan regarding this plant
and sees il as a ‘mega pro-
ject’.

Some of the civic body’s
projects that were in pro-
gress include reclaiming
the Perungudi dump yard
through bio mining, a per-
formance-based system to
measure the work done by
Urbaser Sumeet and Ram-
Ky In their respective zones
and 67 resource recovery
centres and 71 material re-
covery facilities which to-
gether have a capacity of
353.75 tonnes.
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Making it count

Including disability in the NFHS-6
will serve the government well -

T he significance of data in influencing pol-

fcy constructs and thereon, decisions, is

non-contestable. The country takes pe-
rlodic stock of varfous parameters jJust to inform
welfare policies better. In context, the recent de-
ciston of the Unlon government to drop the dis-
abllity specihe question from the National Family
Health Survey (NFHS)6 seems churdish and
sends out wrong signals, After years of campalgn:
{ngt for the same, activists rejoiced when the go
vernment added one question on disability in the
NFHS 6, and were hopeful that this would be
built upon in subsequent versions of the nation-
wide survey, The deletion, and reluctance to map
the minutiae that will help understand thedr Hves
and needs better, leaves the question: is the go-
vermment serfous about ts commitment to the
disabled in the country, who mumber, as per the
2001 Census, about 2.68 crore? The Ministry of
Health and Family responded that questions
about disability were already asked as part of the
Sample Registration Survey (SRS) 76th round,
conducted between July and December 2018,
and that any specific information can be tabula
ed from the raw data, which is also available in
the public domain. It has also gone on record
stating that disability data will ‘not change fast’,
That might be an erroneons supposition,

While gross data on disabilities will change
marginally (but still be substantial given the num-
bers), the count of 6.1 lakh sample households
that the NFHS relies on will make the data set tru-
ly representative. The elaborate questions asked
by NFHS will provide valuable specifics on the
lives of the disabled; something on that scale
hitherto conspicuous by its absence. While the
SRS does a good job with marking the mhm-
and incidence of disability, education  living
arvangements, care-givers, certificate of disabili-
ty, accessibility and unemployment rate, among
others, the NFHS asks more comprehensive
questions, It seeks answers on health and nutri-
ton status, access 1o health schemes, Insurance,
sexual behaviour, avadlability of family planning,
use of contraception, domestic violence, house:
hold amenities and possessions, estyle Indica
tors, and access to drinking water and tollets.
There Is no doubt that the latter will yiekd better,
more robust, data on the disability sector. While
Health Ministry officials clabm that the sole NFHS
question on disability too resulted in underre
porting, that might actually be a function of train-
ingt for fiedd statf who ask the questions. The stite

-+ must employ these efforts - adding questions on
disabilities, training field stafl, because nothing
really justifies any attempt to keep a significant
section out of a massive scale count of the Indian
population,
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India, China ramp up infra on
north bank of Pangong lake

India is building a black-topped road on the north bank and China Is bullding a bridge across

glacial lake; both await 19th round of Corps Commander level talks to find a resolution to dispute

Dinakar Peri
NEW DELHI

hree vears after the
Tviok:m clash bet-

ween Indian and
Chinese forces in Galwan
followed by tanks facing
each other around the Pan-
gong Tso — a lake spanning
eastern Ladakh and west-
ern Tibet — there is hectic
activity in the area from
both sides. While China is
rushing to complete a
bridge across the Pangong
Tso, connecting the north
and south banks, India is
also bullding a black-
topped road on its side on
the north bank.

These are among a num-
ber of infrastructure pro-
jects initiated on both sides
since the stand-off, perma-
nently altering the status
quo on the ground in east-
ern Ladakh, even as the
two sides await the 19th
round of Corps Comman-
der-level talks to find a re-
solution to their dispute in
the region.

“Construction of black-
topped road towards Fin-
ger 4 on our side is on and
is expected to be complet-
ed by 2025. There is major

There have been a number of infrastructure projects initiated
around Pangong lake, since the stand-off began in 2020. FiLE PHOTO

impetus on infrastructure,
road networks, advanced
landing grounds and so
on,” an official source said,
on condition of anonymity.
This was also confirmed by
another official source. In
addition, construction
work is at an advanced
stage on the alternative ax-
Is to the critical Darbuk-
Skyok-Daulat Beg Oldie
road through the Saser La,
the source stated.

Chinese construction

On the Chinese side, the
source said that work is
now under way on the
main bridge, while the se-
condary bridge has been

completed. Recently, large-
scale construction activity
was observed on the north
bank. Apart from the
bridge, work on road con-
nectivity along the south
bank towards Shandong
village is also under pro-
gress, another official
source said, citing intelli-
gence inputs. A Chinese air
defence site is located east
of the Khurnak fort.

A 22-km tunnel Is under
construction along the
G-0177 expressway at Yuli,
connecting to the very Im-
portant G-216 highway in
Tiber.

As over one lakh troops
continue to be deployed on

either side of the lake since
2020, the Corps Comman-
der-level talks remain gri-
dlocked over two remain-
ing friction points at
Depsang and Demchok. At
both locations, the Chinese
side has been blocking In-
dian patrols, the source
said, while adding that
there has been some
climb-down on Chinese
position during the talks.

The budgetary alloca-
tion for the Border Roads
Organisation has increased
sharply over the past few
years; in 202324, for in-
stance, BRO’s capital bud-
get was 35,000 crore, 43%
higher than the ¥3,500
crore allocated in 202223,
Much of that has been
spent on the India-China
Border Roads (ICBR) plan.

The first source said that
there has been significant
progress under the second
phase of the ICBR plan. It
envisages the construction
of over 1,400 km of strateg-
ic roads along the LAC.

The BRO is close to fin-
ishing some key Infrastruc-
ture projects in the eastern
sector, Improving all-
weather connectivity
along the LAC.
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Genome-sequencing screening for
babies unlocks blueprint of health

Newborn screen

allow use of effective treatments and save an infant from death or disability; in the US, healtheare workers screen for around 30 diseases, incl

magine a situation where a severely

1 vewhorn 18 i the 1CU and o fast,

effective duyggiosss could enable

effective treatment - o scenario that
plays out practically n every neonatal ICU
on i regular basts, The situation s
complicated when the disease affecting
the baby 1s not common and known (o
many chinictans, and could be buried n
medical textbooks or databases,

There are 6,000 o $0 genetk discases,
of which around 3,500 diseases hawe
been documented, and o muoch smalier
number have lad thetr molecular and/or
penetie defects mapped,

A stgnificant number of diseases tn the
population are also treatable but are
nevertheless prevident,

Newborn screening progrimmes now
I vogise n cdetferent countries, and which
have been deployed In some states In
Indin s well, are based on the fact that an
carly diagnosts could allow us 1o nse
effective treatiments and save an infant
from death or disabilary,

For exampde, 1n the U.S,, healthcare
workers screen for around 30 diseases,
mcluding trentble ones of the blood, the
endocrine system, and metabolism,

Then agan, i many cases, they lose
the window of opportunity becise
standard newborn-screening programmes
are mited on the menu of genetic tests
they cover,

Thanks 1o recent advances,
praomic-sequencing is now avatlable,
neoessible, and In many ways more
aftordable. 11 akso offers a much better
coverage of genedic diseases 1o screen for,
Importantly, this could help healthcare
workers imake i fast and effective
diagnosts, helped by the lact that
sequencing Is also a ‘stngle’ test, versis
the multitude of tests performed as part
of routine newborn-screening.

Why Is It important?
The rarity of many genenic diseases, the
narrow window of opportunity, the long
diagnastic paths, and the unfortunate
desths of 1] babtes makes it very diuficult
o document and understand (hese
diseases. However, population scale
enomme-sequencing efforts have provided
Insights nto the prevalence of marny of
these diseases in an unbiased manner,

Discoveries in the pest three decides
have also allowed a sl but signsficant
number of discases to be treated or
gt effectively, Thas in turn opened
Up i newer opportunity: to diagnose and
treat genetic diseases throagh
penomicsegquencing i newbom bables,
espectally sk ones.

Researchers at the Rady Children's

AIMTITES Are Now In vo

* in different countries, and have been deployed in India as well. 'l

"hey are based on the fact that an e

(reatable ones

Atechician peepanes (o sequence geretic material st o research lacility, NOAUNIAS

Instinute, Ivd:? Stophen Kingsmore,
carlier showed that whole genome
sequencing could provide a much higher
mamber of posttive cases with i diagnosts,
around 40% (compared with standard
penetic tests af 10%), with 26% of the
diggnosed chitdren benefiting from
recuced severtty of liness due to the
rapsd diagnosts and, consequently, a
signtheant reduction in the cost of
freatiments,

Another report a year bter from
researchers in the LUK also reported
numbers conststent with previous
reporty,

Why screen healthy bables?

The benedits of sequencing may not just
e limtted to babies who are unwell, The
Bubyseq project funded by the US,
Natsonal institutes of Health is one of the
most comprohenstve studies to evahuate
soquencing of newborns for routine
newborn care,

One recent study conducted by the
project, and pub 41 the Amertoan
Journal of Human Genetics, eviluated the
sequences of 127 apparently healthy and
32 sick nfants. 10 found that just ower 10%
of infants had an unanticipated risk of
penetic diseases, When these tnfants were
Tolbowed up for three to five years,
sequences revealed the causes of disease
1n three infants; 0 the remsdning 4, a
better pleture of the risk made way for
better medical survedllance,

The sequencing also warranted
additional at-risk family members of 13
Inants to have thedr genes sequenced.
Three of them benefited from subsequent
surgeries,

ee

As the vast potential of rapid
newborn whole genome soquencing
unfolds, we stand at a crosseoads of
hope and introspection. There s no
doubd thae this technokoggy will help
cliniclans detoat genetic disordens

Another recent study, published In
JAMA Network Open, surveyed over 200
ru'lk experts, Most of them fiomly

hedieved that sequenciig babies shoukd be
part of routine care,

S0 1018 not surpetstog that the UK
Nattonal Health Services recently
Lumnched o nationwide programme 1o
sequenice 100,000 sick baties.

Need for speed
The fight for who can sequence the fastest
started with the first Guinness World
Records entry: In 26 hours, by Dr.
Kinggsmore & co., a mark his seam broke
10 2018 for a time of 19.5 hours. In 2021,
Buan Ashley and team got there i just
over 5 hours and 2 minutes

oecords apart, 4 large study with more
than 100 chibdren with different disease
complexities, and published in 2009,
sugggested o median time for sequencing,
clinical interpretation and mpoﬂi; of
Just over 20 hours, sugggesting the
approach could have Lar-reaching mpact
n clinical setiings,

with technological advances, Inchuding
better Albased 1o0ls to assist clinkcal
docisions, rapsd sequencing is kely 1o

Docome a diagnostic mainstay for unwell
Infants b clinkes.

Kthics and hope

Newborn whole genome sequencing
presents multiple othical challenges, First:
the tssue of disclostng and managing
incadental and findings ralses
concems about privacy and the
psychological tmpact on families.
Updated recommendations by the
American College of Medical Genetics and
Genomics regarding secondary findings
could help deal with mcidental findings.

The equitable dastribution of benedits
and burderns assoctatiod with acoessing
and utisng ths technology also tnvoke
tssuies of pustice and Garmess .

As the vast potential of rapsd newborn
whole genome sequencing unfolds, we
stand at a crossroads of hope and
Introspection. There is no doubt that this
technology will help clinsctans with the
means 10 desect rare genetic disorders,
antictpate suscepbility 1o disease, and
e them the evidence reguired to

prescribe bester treatments and shape a

hoealthier Tuture. Yot we st also tread
carelufly, consdering the delicate balance
Detween benedits and harm.

I we do, then ¥t may not be fardetched
1o magine that rapid whole genome
soguencing will be the right of every child
10 the years to come

The authors are sclenttsts at the CSIR
Institute of Genomics and Integrative
Biology. All optatons expressed here are
personal.

(Thas article & part of a fortnightly
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