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In a set of developments that have unfolded with
unprecedented speed and uncharacteristic co-
ordination over the last few months, there has
been a huge push for a mega development plan
for Great Nicobar, the southern-most island in the
Andaman and Nicobar group. Piloted by the NITI
Aayog under a very misleading framing of 'Holistic
Development', the plan comprises an international
container transshipment terminal, a greenfield
international airport, a power plant and a township
complex that will need an area of 166 sq kms -
mainly pristine coastal systems and tropical
forests. The estimated cost of the project is a
whopping Rs. 75000 crores.

In two meetings held in quick succession in March
and April earlier this year, the Ministry of
Environment Forest and Climate Change's
(MoEFCC) Environment Appraisal Committee
(EAC) Infrastructure - | “recommended” the
project "for grant of terms of reference (TOR)" for
undertaking environmental impact assessment
(EIA) studies. This in the first instance will include
baseline studies to be conducted over a period of
only three months.

The EAC recommendation was the latest in a
concerted and co-ordinated effort to smoothen
out the regulatory and legal processes to facilitate
the implementation of these projects - the
formation in mid-September 2020 of a
committee for denctification of tribal reserves in
the islands; the denotification in January 2021 of
the Galathea Bay Wildlife Sanctuary for locating
the port in the bay; the notification also in January
2021 of a 'zero' extent ecosensitive zone (ESZ) of
the Galathea National Park to allow for the low
lying coastal area to be made available for the
projects and the release in March 2021 by
AECOM India Pvt Ltd of the 126 pre-feasibility
report titled 'Holistic Development of Great
Nicobar Island at Andaman and Nicobar Islands'
with the NITI Aayog being the client for the same.

Starting February 2021, | began writing a series of
news features investigating the different aspects
of this mega proposal, the processes that were
being followed and the serious impacts this could
have. These were based on important documents
that were made available by concerned officials
and researchers, an analysis of a range of
complimentary reports, research material and
formal communication that we were able to
access through multiple channels and finally via a
series of RTl applications that were filed by
concerned citizens. Published in The Hindu,

Mongabay India and The Wire, the
features provide an important account of
this larger story that is still unfolding. The
series of reports also generated a lot of
interest in the proposal/s for Great
Nicobar along with concern for the
place, its ecology and its human and non-
human denizens.

A Monumental Folly is a compilation in the
form of a dossier (and an evolving archive)
that puts together all these published
accounts and the related information for
quick and easy access. The first part is
comprised of the eight stories as they were
published between February and June in the
publications mentioned above. The second
part, the more substantial one, is a set of 30
detailed annexures - meeting agenda
notes, committee meeting
minutes, administration notifications, call for
proposals, the pre-feasibility report,
scientific assessments, RTl responses and
much more. This is the evidence on which my
reports were based and the background of
how the big story has played out. The
hope is that this compilation will help the
reader get a quick and reasonably
comprehensive account of what has
happened thus far and also help us,
hopefully, to anticipate what we should
be expecting in the months to come.

The Andaman and Nicobar Island system lies
at a very fragile and vulnerable intersection of
the geological, ecological and socio-cultural.
NITI Aayog's Great Nicobar plan is deeply
ignorant of these  multiple realities
even as it aggressively pursues a
completely illusory agenda of economic
growth and development. To go ahead with
it will be to perpetuate a monumental folly
the price paid for which cannot even be
comprehended.

This compilation as | have mentioned is
being put together in the form of an evolving
archive. It will be updated as and when
substantial new information becomes
available or when there are important
developments in the matter. The hope,
however is that will not be needed and that
better sense will indeed prevail...

- Pankaj Sekhsaria
01 December 2021
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Leatherback nesting sites could be
overrun by Andamans project

The Hindu, 15 February 2021

Article link: https://tiny.cc/096juz

Photo: Adhith Swaminathan

A Giant leatherback nesting on the coast of Little Andaman Island

Proposals for tourism and port development
in the Andaman and Nicobar (A&N) Islands
(Annexures 3 & 23) have conservationists
worried over the fate of some of the most
important nesting populations of the Giant
Leatherback turtle in this part of the Indian
Ocean. The largest of the seven species of
sea turtles on the planet and also the most
long-ranging, Leatherbacks are found in all
oceans except the Arctic and the Antarctic.
Within the Indian Ocean, they nest only in
Indonesia, Sri Lanka and the Andaman and
Nicobar Islands and are also listed in
Schedule | of India’s Wildlife Protection Act,
1972, according it the highest legal
protection.

Surveys (Annexure 1, Annexure 2) conducted
in the A&N Islands over the past three
decades have shown that the populations
here could be among the most important
colonies of the Leatherback globally. There is
concern now, however, that at least three key
nesting beaches — two on Little Andaman
Island and one on Great Nicobar Island — are
under threat due to mega “development”

plans announced in recent months. These
include NITI Aayog’s ambitious tourism vision
for Little Andaman (Annexure 3, Annexure 4)
and the proposal for a mega-shipment port
at Galathea Bay on Great Nicobar Island.
(Annexure 23)

Little Andaman in focus

The Little Andaman plan, which proposes
phased growth of tourism on this virtually
untouched island, has sought the de-
reservation of over 200 sg. km of pristine
rainforest and also of about 140 sq. km of the
Onge Tribal Reserve (Annexure 5). Two sites
where key components of the tourism plan
are to be implemented are both Leatherback
nesting sites — South Bay along the southern
coast of the island and West Bay along its
western coast. South Bay is proposed to be
part of the “Leisure Zone” where a film city, a
residential district and a tourism special
economic zone are to come up. West Bay is
to be part of West Bay Nature Retreat with



TONE 1
FINANCIAL DISTRICT
& MEQ CITY

Proposed plan for Little Andaman (see Annexure 3 for details)

theme resorts, underwater
resorts, beach hotels and
high-end residential villas.

The roughly 7-km-long
beach at West Bay has been
the site of ongoing marine

up post-2004 by the
Andaman and Nicobar

Satellite-tagged female
turtles have been tracked
swimming up to 13,000
km after nesting on West
Bay, towards the western
turtle research projects. Set coast of Australia and
southwest towards the
eastern coast of Africa. along its south eastern

southernmost of the A&N
group. Large numbers have
been recorded nesting here
— mainly on the long and
wide beaches at the mouth
of the Dagmar and
Alexandira rivers on the
west coast and at the
mouth of the Galathea river

Environment Team (ANET),
Dakshin Foundation, the
Indian Institute of Science
and the A&N Forest
Department to monitor how

One of the tagged turtles
travelled to Madagascar,
covering 12,328 km in 395

days while another

coast. Galathea Bay was, in
fact, proposed as a wildlife
sanctuary in 1997 for the
protection of turtles and

turtle  populations have
responded after the
devastating earthquake and coast.
tsunami, it has thrown up
new information on turtles
and their behaviour. Not only are the
numbers of females nesting here significant,
satellite telemetry has revealed hitherto
unknown migration patterns.

Waning protection

For the Leatherback, perhaps even more
important is Great Nicobar Island, the

travelled 13,237 km in 266
days to the Mozambique term

was also the site of a long-
monitoring
programme. The monitoring
was stopped after the
tsunami  devastation of

2004, but it provided the first systematic
evidence of numbers and importance of

these beaches.

The A&N Islands are prominent in the
National Marine Turtle Action Plan (Annexure
7) released on February 1, 2021, by the
Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate
Change. The plan notes that “India has
identified all its important sea turtle nesting
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habitats as ‘Important Coastal and Marine
Biodiversity Areas’ and included them in the
Coastal Regulation Zone (CRZ) - 1".

South Bay and West Bay on Little Andaman
and Galathea on Great Nicobar, along with
other nesting beaches in the islands, find a
specific mention here as “Important Marine
Turtle Habitats in India” and the largest
Leatherback nesting grounds in India.

The plan identifies coastal development
including construction of ports, jetties,
resorts and industries, as major threats to
turtle populations. It also asks for
assessments of the environmental impact of
marine and coastal development that may
affect marine turtle populations and their
habitats.

Developments in the A&N Islands indicate,
however, that even as the action plan was
being finalised, decisions were being made in
violation of its basic concerns and premises.
Not only has the mega-tourism plan in Little

Andaman been pushed in spite of serious
objections by the A&N Forest Department, a
major decision was also made recently on the
Galathea Bay Wildlife Sanctuary. The
Standing Committee of the National Board
for Wildlife, at its 60th meeting on January 5
under the chairmanship of the Environment
Minister, agreed to its denotification for the
“construction as well as operational phases
of the International Shipment Project”.
(Annexure 8, Annexure 9)

The A&N Port Management Board had in
2019 floated an expression of interest
(Annexure 10) for the container
transhipment terminal here, along with that
for a free trade warehousing zone, and the
Prime Minister announced in August 2020
that a transhipment project would come up
here on an investment of Rs.10,000 crore.

The scale of the project and the investment
proposed indicate it could signal the end of a
crucial Giant Leatherback nesting site.

Post nesting migratory route of Leatherback Turtles fitted
with satellite trackers in West Bay, Little Andaman. (See Annexure 6 for more details)



NITI Aayog vision for Great Nicobar
ignores tribal, ecological concerns

The Hindu, 21 March 2021

Large parts of Campbell Bay on the eastern coast of Great Nicobar were submerged in the aftermath of the earthquake

Article link: http:/tiny.cc/Oslkuz

Photo: Pankaj Sekhsaria

and tsunami of December 2004

In what appears to a re-run of recent
developments in Little Andaman Island
(Annexure 3, Annexure 4) more than 150 sq.
km. of land is being made available for Phase
| of a NITI Aayog-piloted ‘holistic’ and
‘sustainable’ vision for Great Nicobar Island,
the southernmost in the Andaman and
Nicobar group. This amounts to nearly 18% of
the 910 sq. km. island, and will cover nearly a
quarter of its coastline. The overall plan
envisages the use of about 244 sqg. km. - a
major portion being pristine forest and
coastal systems.

Projects to be executed in Phase | include a
22 sq. km. airport complex, a transshipment
port (TSP) at South Bay at an estimated cost
of Rs. 12,000 crore', a parallel-to-the-coast
mass rapid transport system and a free trade
zone and warehousing complex on the south
western coast.

What stands out prominently in the whole
process, starting with the designation in mid-
2020 of the Andaman and Nicobar Islands
Integrated Development Corporation

(ANIIDCO) as the nodal agency (Annexure
11), is the speed and co-ordination with which
it has all unfolded. The other is the centrality
of the NITI Aayog. First, on September 4,
2020, the Director, Tribal Welfare, A&N
Islands,  constituted an  empowered
committee to examine NITI Aayog’s
proposals for various projects in Little
Andaman and Great Nicobar Islands.
(Annexure 12). A copy of the 2015 ‘Policy on
Shompen Tribe of Great Nicobar Island’
(Annexure 13) was part of the communication
sent out, giving an indication of the aims of
the committee. Significant changes have also
been effected to the legal regimes for wildlife
and forest conservation.

Ecological uniqueness

In its meeting on January 5, 2021, the
Standing Committee of the National Board
for Wildlife (NBWL) denotified the entire
Galathea Bay Wildlife Sanctuary to allow for
the port there. (Annexures 8, Annexure 9).

1The pre-feasibility report for the proposal that was published subsequently estimates an investment of about Rs. 35,000 crores for the TSP

(Annexure 23)
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National Marine Turtle
Action Plan

ndia
yment, Formt & Climare Changs

(2021-2024)

The NBWL committee seemed unaware that
India's National Marine Turtle Action Plan
(Annexure 7) that was under preparation then
(it was released on February 1, 2021) had
listed Galathea Bay as one of the ‘Important
Coastal and Marine Biodiversity Areas’ and
‘Important Marine Turtle Habitats’ in the
country. It is included in Coastal Regulation
Zone (CR2)-I, the zone with maximum
protection.

Then, on January 18, another Environment
Ministry expert committee approved a “zero
extent” Ecologically Sensitive Zone (ESZ)
(Annexure 14) for the Galathea NP to allow
use of land in the south-eastern and south-

western part of the island

for the NITI Aayog plan. The
October 2020 draft
notification (Annexure 15)

Similar concerns exist about
the impact on the Shompen

that the park is home to the indigenous
Shompen community.

The notification says that an ESZ is needed to
protect the park from an ecological,
environmental and biodiversity point of view,
but goes on in the very next para to propose
a zero extent ESZ for nearly 70% of the
periphery of the park. It is almost as if the
unique diversity of life just listed suddenly
disappeared because of an arbitrary line
drawn to allow a slew of high value projects.

This is illustrated in the case of the Giant
leatherback  turtle and the Nicobar
megapode, two charismatic species for
whom Great Nicobar is very important. The
beaches here, like at the mouth of the river
Galathea in South Bay are among the most
prominent nesting sites globally of the Giant
leatherback. It for this reason that the bay
was declared a wildlife sanctuary in 1997, but
has now been denotified to allow for the
transhipment port.

In his 2007 study of the Nicobar megapode
(Annexure 17), the globally endangered bird
unique to the Nicobars, K. Sivakumar of the
Wildlife Institute of India documented 90% of
this ground nesting bird’s nests to be within a
distance of 30 m from the shore. He notes
that the existing protected area network in
Great Nicobar is not designed for the
protection of the megapode and
recommends that the entire west and
southern coast of Great Nicobar — precisely

the area sought for the NITI
Aayog proposals - be
protected for the
megapode and  other

for this zero extent ESZ had
ironically listed out in great
detail the park’s ecological
uniqueness — that it is part
of a UNESCO World
Heritage Site (Annexure
16), houses a range of
forest types, has one of the
best preserved tropical
rainforests in the world, is
home to 648 species of
flora and hosts 330 species
of fauna including rare and
endemic ones such as the
Nicobar wild pig, Nicobar
tree shrew, the Great
Nicobar crested serpent
eagle, Nicobar paradise
flycatcher and the Nicobar
megapode. It also notes

community. The proposed
project areas are important
foraging grounds for this
hunter-gatherer = nomadic
community and the official
Shompen Policy of 2015
specifically noted that the
welfare and integrity of
these people should be

given priority “with regard
to large-scale development
proposals in the future for
Great Nicobar Island (such
as trans-shipment

port/container terminal
etc.)”. Now, large forest
areas here could become
inaccessible and useless for
the Shompen.

wildlife like nesting marine
turtles. This is also in stark
contrast to the current
move to create a zero
extent ESZ for the Galathea
National Park.

Threat to Shompen

Available evidence
suggests that issues of the
geological  volatility  of
these islands are also not
being factored in. The
December 26, 2019, tender
document by WAPCOS
Limited for a ‘Traffic Study
for Creating Transshipment
port at South Bay, Great



Nicobar Island’ (Annexure 18) justifies the
port here by noting that “the topography of
the island is best suited, which has not been
damaged much even by the tsunami on
26.11.2004 (sic)”.

Yet, a 2005 Earthquake Engineering Research
Institute (EERI) Special Earthquake Report by a
multi-disciplinary team from the
Indian Institute of Technology (lIT) Kanpur
(Annexure 19), recorded witness accounts
of 8-metre-high tsunami waves hitting the
Great Nicobar coast on December 26, 2004.
“The lighthouse at Indira Point, the
southernmost tip of the Great Nicobar
Island, which was on high ground before
the earthquake,” the report notes, “is now
under water, indicating a land subsidence of
about 3-4 m.”

Loss of life and property then was limited
because the Great Nicobar coast is largely
uninhabited. This raises questions over safety
of life, property and the investments in this
zone and that too without accounting for the
complex ecological, social and geological
vulnerabilities here. Little, if anything, is also
known of the NITI Aayog vision document itself
— What is its rationale? What was the process
of its creation? Which agencies/individuals
were involved? What impact assessments, if
any, have been done at all?

Neither the NITI Aayog nor the agencies that
are facilitating it with zeal and efficiency have
made this available.

Photo: Pankaj Sekhsaria

The Nicobari Megapode in the Galathea Bay Wildlife Sanctuary
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Citizens file RTI applications on NITI Aayog

plans for the Andaman & Nicobar islands
Mongabay India, 12 April 2021

Article link: http:/tiny.cc/1slkuz

Photo: Pankaj Sekhsaria

= AP
o
- \

A 2006 image of the damaged infrastructure along the eastern coast of Great Nicobar Island

Following several media reports published
recently, a number of Right to Information
(RTI) applications have been filed seeking
information on various aspects of the NITI
Aayog’s development plans for Little
Andaman and Great Nicobar Islands.

While no mechanism exists to get a
comprehensive account of all such
applications, information gathered from
multiple sources, most prominently youRTlL.in,
a public interest initiative that helps citizen
file RTI applications anonymously and for
free, suggests that at least nine applications
have been filed between March 1 and 27, at
various offices across the country. In Port
Blair these include one application each at
the offices of the Lieutenant Governor (LG)
and Chief Secretary (CS) of the islands and
two at the A&N Island (ANI) Administration’s
Department of Environment and Forests
(DEF). In Delhi, applications have been filed at
the NITI Aayog and the Union Ministries of
Environment, Forest and Climate Change
(MoEFCC) and Shipping, Port and Waterways
(MoSPW) respectively.

The earliest RTI in Port Blair was filed at the
office of the CS seeking minutes of meetings
of the empowered committee set up in
September 2020 to examine proposals for
denaotification of tribal reserves in pursuance
of the NITI Aayog’s vision plans (Annexure
20). Held on February 4, the most recent
meeting of the committee chaired by the CS,
reportedly agreed to denotify about six sq.
kms of the tribal reserve on Little Andaman.
No formal communication or minutes of the
meeting are yet available in the public
domain, however.

The application in the LG’s office, filed via
youRTLin on March 16 lists three sub
questions related to the ‘Techno-feasibility
reports of transshipment ports in Andaman
and Nicobar Islands’. The two filed in the DEF
also via youRTlin are focussed explicitly on
the NITI Aayog’s plan for Great Nicobar
Island - one seeking details of the
comment(s)/recommendation(s) made by
the Principal Chief Conservator of Forests —
Wildlife of the islands in the matter and the
second seeking more granular details of the
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recommendations regarding
the same set of projects but
by the Divisional Forest
Officer — Nicobar Division.

Of the five applications filed
in Delhi, three are via youRTI,
while the others — one each
at the NITI Aayog and the
MoSPW - have been filed
directly by interested
citizens. Filed on the 1st of
March, the application at the
Shipping  ministry  seeks

The information sought
via these multiple RTIs,”
he continued, “also show
us the range of
institutions and issues
involved and the scale of
the questions that need
answering. That RTIs

have to be filed to get
such basic information of
plans and proposals of
such magnitude and
impact is indeed a grim
reminder of the sorry

of India’s Wildlife Protection
Act - 1972 and the IUCN
endangered species list that
are found in the project
areas on the island. It also
seeks information on
Galathea Bay, the site of the
transshipment port and the
centrepiece of the plans for
Great Nicobar.

Little is known of what the
ZS| survey of February 2021
recorded but an illustrative
example of what might be in
store was on offer in the
February 10 issue of the Port

comprehensive techno-
feasibility details of all sites
considered for the state of affairs.”
construction of the

transshipment port in the
islands since 2010. The application was
transferred to the office of the CS, A&N
Islands and then transferred again on March
17 to the PIO in Harbour Masters Office in
Port Blair.

The initial RTI application in the NITI Aayog’s
office had a list of four detailed questions
also related to the plans for Great Nicobar
Island - on the blueprint of the vision
document for the island and on the ‘techno-
economic-feasibility’ reports of the
transshipment port here. An objection was
raised that too many questions were being
asked following which the application with
just one question was refiled on March 19.

It is perhaps the two applications filed at
MoEFCC, both on 10th March via youRTI, that
are the most detailed and diverse. The first
seeks details of the integrated management
plan, the integrated coastal zone management
plan and the coastal zone impact assessment
for Little Andaman and Great Nicobar as
prepared by the National Centre for
Sustainable Coastal Management (NCSCM). It
also asks for all reports on the conservation of
the coastal and marine resources of these
islands prepared by the NCSCM including
those on social aspects and economics.

The second application is related specifically
to the Zoological Survey of India’s (ZSI)
February 2021 survey for an environment
impact assessment report of the Great
Nicobar development plans. It has eight
questions seeking details of the terrestrial,
inter-tidal and marine life listed in Schedule |

Blair based newspaper
Andaman Chronicle. The ZSI
team recorded a nesting giant leatherback
female while on survey here, confirming that
the site continues to be an important nesting
ground of this endangered turtle and the
reason why this beach is listed as an
important marine turtle habitat in India’s
National Marine Turtle Action Plan (Annexure 7).

Even more striking (and a find that set
conservation circles abuzz) was that this was
the same female who had been tagged in
2014 while nesting on the beach at West Bay
on Little Andaman - the site for the other
huge NITI Aayog development plan. It is the
first such record of the species using
different beaches for their nesting activities
here. “This should be an important reminder
to us,” a senior research remarked on
conditions of anonymity, “of the complex
interlinkages and what the NITI Aayog plans
put at stake.



A MONUMENTAL FOLLY | NITI Aayog's Development Plans for Great Nicobar Island | 09

Green panel allows Great Nicobar

plan to advance

The Hindu, 10 May 2021

The Environment Appraisal Committee (EAC)
- Infrastructure | of the Ministry of
Environment, Forest and Climate Change
(MoEFCC) has flagged serious concerns
about NITI Aayog’s ambitious project for
Great Nicobar Island. The committee has,
however, removed the first hurdle faced by
the project. It has “recommended” it “for
grant of terms of reference (TOR)” for
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA)
studies, which in the first instance will include
baseline studies over three months.

Documents uploaded recently on the
MoEFCC'’s Parivesh portal show that the 15-
member committee headed by marine
biologist and former director, Bombay Natural
History Society (BNHS), Deepak Apte, made
the decision following two meetings held on
March 17 and 18 and April 5 and 6. (Annexure
21, Annexure 22) The EAC was responding to
the 126 page ‘pre-feasibility’ report, ‘Holistic
Development of Great Nicobar Island at
Andaman and Nicobar Islands’ (Annexure 23),
prepared for the NITI Aayog by the
Gurugram-based consulting agency AECOM

Article link: http://tiny.cc/3slkuz
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India Private Limited. The proposal includes
an international container transshipment
terminal, a greenfield international airport, a
power plant and a township complex spread
over 166 sqg. km. (mainly pristine coastal
systems and tropical forests), and s
estimated to cost Rs. 75,000 crore.

Concerns on site

The committee’s concerns were both
procedural and substantive. A discussion on
the proposal in the March meeting was
deferred because of delayed and incomplete
submission of documents. The missing
information included, the minutes of the
meeting note, details of the township to be
developed over 149 sq. km., a note on
seismic and tsunami hazards, freshwater
requirement details (6.5 lakh people are
envisaged to finally inhabit the island when
the present population is only 8,500; the
current total population of the entire island
chain is less than 4.5 lakh), and details of the
impact on the Giant Leatherback turtle.

. ” ~ P ‘“ A_ -_
Large areas of coastal forests in the Nicobar islands were damaged by the earthquake and tsunami of December 2004
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The coastal forests along the eastern coast of Great Nicobar will be deeply impacted by if the proposed plan goes ahead

The committee also noted that there were no
details of the trees to be felled — a number
that could run into millions since 130 sq. km.
of the project area has some of the finest
tropical forests in India. A point-wise
response to concerns was submitted by the
project proponent, the Andaman and Nicobar
Island Integrated Development Corporation
(ANIIDCO), on April 5, the very day the
committee convened for its next meeting.
Yet, the proposal was taken up for
consideration and even recommended for
grant of ToR to go ahead.

This, despite the fact that the committee
raised a number of additional issues,
including about Galathea Bay, the site of the
port and the centrepiece of the NITI Aayog
proposal. Galathea Bay is an iconic nesting
site in India of the enigmatic Giant
Leatherback, the world’s largest marine turtle
— borne out by surveys done over three
decades by the island’s Forest Department
and research agencies like the Andaman and
Nicobar  Environment Team, Dakshin
Foundation and the Indian Institute of
Science (lISc) (Annexure 1, Annexure 2,
Annexure 6)

The committee noted that the site selection
for the port had been done mainly on
technical and financial criteria, ignoring the
environmental aspects. It has now asked for
“an independent study/evaluation for the
suitability of the proposed port site with
specific focus on Leatherback Turtle, Nicobar
Magapod (sic) and Dugong”.

Action points

This, in fact, is only one of over a 100 specific
points of action listed out by the committee.
They include, among others, the need for an
independent assessment of terrestrial and
marine biodiversity, a study on the impact of
dredging, reclamation and port operations,
including oil spills (to be carried out by
nationally recognised institutions such as the
Wildlife Institute of India, I1Sc or the Salim Al
Centre for Ornithology and Natural History),
the need for studies of alternative sites for
the port with a focus on environmental and
ecological impact, especially on turtles,
analysis of risk-handling capabilities, a
seismic and tsunami hazard map, a disaster
management plan, details of labour, labour



camps and their
requirements, an
assessment of the

cumulative impact, and a
hydro-geological study to
assess impact on round
and surface water regimes.

Corporate policy

AECOM's  pre-feasibility
report has proposed 2022-
23 for the commencement
of work on the site. “How is
that possible,” asks an
island expert, requesting
anonymity. “One vyear is
simply not enough if the
government and project
proponents  follow the
EAC'’s recommendations in
letter and spirit. And how
can extensive baseline
studies be carried out in
just three months?”
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The committee has also
asked for details of the
corporate environment
policy of the implementing
agency — whether the
company has an
environment  policy, a
prescribed standard
operating procedure to deal
with environmental and
forest violations, and a
compliance = management
system. ANIIDCO, the Port
Blair based project

proponent, is a government

undertaking involved in
activities such as tourism,
trading (iron and steel, milk,
petroleum products, and
liqguor) and infrastructure
development for tourism
and fisheries. Its annual
turnover for 2018-19 was
Rs. 379 crore, and handling
a mega infrastructure
project estimated to cost
Rs. 75,000 crore appears
way beyond its capacity.

Ecological surveys in the
last few years have
reported a number of new
species, many restricted to
just the Galathea region.
These include the critically
endangered Nicobar
shrew, the Great Nicobar
crake, the Nicobar frog,
the Nicobar cat snake, a
new skink (Lipinia sp), a
new lizard (Dibamus sp,)
and a snake of the
Lycodon sp that is yet to
be described.

“None of these are even
mentioned in AECOM'’s
pre-feasibility report or the
EAC’s observations,” he
notes. “We don’t even fully
know what exists here,
leave alone understanding
the many fragile inter-
linkages of the Great
Nicobar’'s complex systems.”



Mystery Deepens: NITI Aayog says it has
no vision document for Great Nicobar

The Wire, 03 June 2021

Article link: http:/tiny.cc/5slkuz

The Great Nicobar coastline which is the location for the proposed plans being pushed by the NITI Aayog

In response to an RTI application, the NITI
Aayog has said it has no vision document for
the development of Great Nicobar Island, of
the Andaman & Nicobar Islands. The reply is
baffling because of the timing.

It comes nine months after the NITI Aayog
issued a request for proposals (RfP)
(Annexure 24) for ‘Preparation of Master Plan
for Holistic Development of Great Nicobar
Island’, two months after Gurgaon-based
AECOM India Pvt. Ltd. submitted a 126-page
proposal for a Rs-75000-crore plan
(Annexure 23), and a month after the
environment ministry’s Environment
Appraisal Committee — Infrastructure | raised
serious concerns over it but also
recommended the ‘grant of terms of
reference’ to undertake environmental
impact assessments (Annexure 22).

“As far as NRE Vertical [of] NITI Aayog is
concerned, no vision document has been
prepared for proposed development plans in
Great Nicobar Island, A&N Island,” the
advisory think-tank said in response to an
application (reg. no. PLCOM/R/E/21/00145).
The reply is dated May 6, 2021, and is signed

by L. Gopinath, senior research officer, NITI
Aayog’s environment and forest division
(Annexure 25). It is in response to a query
filed by a private citizen.

The plan

The  126-page pre-feasibility  report
(Annexure 23) that AECOM India created for
NITI Aayog is entitled ‘Holistic Development
of Great Nicobar Island at Andaman and
Nicobar Islands’. It is available to read on the
environment ministry’s ‘Parivesh’ portal. It
was prepared in response to an extensive
(201-page) RfP for a ‘master plan’ to
‘holistically develop’ Great Nicobar Island,
which NITI Aayog issued in September 2020
(Annexure 24).

According to the report, its purpose is to
provide “a framework for development of a
new ‘greenfield city’ with a diverse and
robust economy based on maritime services
and tourism, amongst other drivers”. It goes
on to propose a stunning Rs 75,000 crore
plan that includes an international container



transshipment terminal, a
greenfield international
airport, a power plant and a
township complex.

The plan also envisions
accommodating 6.5 lakh
people on the island by
2050 over an area of 166
sg. km. This land is mainly
occupied today by pristine
coastal systems and
tropical forests.

Facilitating the
process
The last few months have

seen hectic activity on the
policy and regulation fronts
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The general pattern of
responses to nearly a
dozen RTI applications
filed by citizens in the last
two months to various
offices — lieutenant
governor; chief secretary
and the island
administration’s department
of environment and
forests, Port Blair; and the
NITI Aayog, and ministries
of environment and
shipping in New Delhi - has
been striking. In each of
these cases, the officials
concerned have consistently
denied information to the

multiple forest types and
one of the best-preserved
tropical rainforests in the
world. It is also home to 648
species of flora and 330
species of fauna, including
rare and endemic ones like
the Nicobar wild pig,
Nicobar tree shrew, the
Great Nicobar crested
serpent eagle, Nicobar
paradise flycatcher and the
Nicobar megapode.

The denial

While senior members of
NITI Aayog have denied to
journalists that the body has
plans for the islands, what

towards implementing this
proposal. This in turn makes
NITI Aayog’s denial to the
RTI query more mystifying.
The government had created a special
committee under the chairmanship of the
chief secretary, Andaman & Nicobar Islands, in
September 2020 to facilitate  the
denctification of tribal reserves on the Little
Andaman and Great Nicobar Islands
(Annexure 26), to acquire the land.

applicant.

In January 2021, the National Board for
Wildlife, India’s apex body for wildlife
conservation, denotified the Galathea Bay
Wildlife Sanctuary in its entirety explicitly for
the port in the bay (Annexure 8, Annexure 9).
This bay is India’s most iconic nesting site for
giant leatherback turtles. The environment
ministry’s National Marine Turtle Action Plan
(Annexure 7), released in February 2021, also
included the bay with other sites on these
islands as important marine turtle habitats.

A few weeks later, another expert committee
of the ministry okayed a proposal to declare a
zero extent eco-sensitive zone (Annexure 14)
for the Galathea National Park, thus availing
the entire low-lying coastal area along the
island’s east coast for projects proposed
under the plan.

Experts have also raised concerns of the
impact all of these activities will have on the
rich forests and coastal and marine
ecosystems of Great Nicobar. The island
hosts a UNESCO World Heritage Site,

stands out in the RTI
response is that it is from
the same division — Natural
Resource and Environment

(NRE) Vertical, Island Development - that
issued the RfP last year. Emails sent to
Gopinath, who signed the RTI response, and
to Saloni Goel, a specialist in the NRE vertical
who had issued the 201-page RfP, hadn't
elicited a response at the time of publishing
this article.

“One cannot even say that we have a case
here of the right hand not knowing of what the
left is doing,” a senior researcher on the island
who has been following these developments
said on condition of anonymity.

“Those who file RTls need to be more careful
of the language and the terminology in their
requests to avoid such responses and
denials,” Pratik Kumar, of the Yugma
Environmental Justice Clinic, and who has
filed many RTI applications in the matter of
NITI Aayog’s plans, said. “This RTI response
might be correct in the limited technical
sense, but it is certainly not in line with the
spirit of the RTI Act.”

“Not just a vision — a full-fledged 126-page
report exists and a plan of Rs 75,000 crore
has already been drawn out for Great
Nicobar in response to the call from the NITI
Aayog,” the senior researcher quoted earlier
said. “What we have here now, however, is
the Aayog telling us nothing exists at all. It
can’t get more Kafkaesque than this.”



Location, port design could spell doom
for turtles at Galathea Bay: experts

The Wire, 04 June 2021

In its 60th meeting, held on January 5, 2021,
the standing committee of the National
Board for Wildlife (NBWL), India’s apex body
for wildlife conservation, took a decision that
baffled many in the legal and conservation
communities. The Galathea Bay Wildlife
Sanctuary is located along the southeast
coast of Great Nicobar island, over an area of
11.44 sq. km. It is India’s most iconic nesting
site for leatherback turtles. And the NBWL
denotified it in its entirety (Annexure 8,
Annexure 9).

The NBWL has a mandate to conserve and
develop forests and wildlife. But it provided
no justification for its decision except,
ironically, that the area was needed for an
“international shipment project”.

In an obvious acknowledgement that the
project would adversely impact the turtle
nesting here, the standing committee also
directed the Andaman and Nicobar Islands’
administration to prepare a “comprehensive
management plan for conservation and
protection of leatherback turtles in Great

Article link: http://tiny.cc/6slkuz
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A Giant leatherback returns to the sea after having nested on the beach of the Galathea Bay Wildlife Sanctuary; a 2002 image

Nicobar”. According to the meeting’s
minutes, the director of the Wildlife Institute
of India, Dehradun, said a mitigation plan was
needed to ensure marine turtles continue to
nest here during the construction and
operation of the project.

Port site issues

There are two related issues researchers
have raised about the site the government
has proposed for the port.

First: The meeting itself specified no specific
mitigation measures, presumably because
the project’s details weren’t available until
March, when the 126-page pre-feasibility
report came out. This document, entitled
‘Holistic Development of Great Nicobar
Island at Andaman and Nicobar Islands’, was
prepared by AECOM India Pvt. Ltd,
Gurugram, for NITI Aayog (Annexure 23). An
official body called the Environment
Appraisal Committee — Infrastructure |, in the
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Proposed port plan for Galathea Bay from Prefeasibility report, Map annotated by researchers
from Dakshin Foundation; see Annexure 23 for details

Union environment ministry, discussed this
report in March and April. It then
recommended the grant of ‘terms of
reference’ for the work to continue and to
conduct an environment impact assessment
(Annexure 22). The pre-feasibility report
recommends Galathea Bay as the most
feasible of five sites to construct the port.

“India is currently president of the
Convention of Migratory Species. We are in a
leadership position to support conservation
of these leatherback turtles and this does not
include denotifying protected areas which
are their breeding sites,” Neha Sinha, head of
conservation and policy at the Bombay
Natural History Society, said. “Galathea Bay
should be restored and managed as the
wildlife sanctuary that it was until recently.”

Aarthi Sridhar, a coastal researcher, asked,
“What might be reasons for denotifying the
sanctuary even prior to concrete project
feasibility and clearances?” According to her,
the NBWL'’s decision suggests

“pre-judgement of clearance outcomes and
values, and signals lack of interest in the legally
mandated process of examination of diverse
ecological, economic and social reasons.”

Nesting site characteristics

The second issue is more directly related to
the specific site and the port design the pre-
feasibility report proposes. Turtle biologists
who have looked at the plan said that if the
port is built as such, it could mark the end of
Galathea Bay's status as a nesting site. This in
turn seriously calls into question the NBWL's
claim that the mitigation plans will actually
mitigate the problem.

The leatherback turtle can grow up to six feet
long and weigh as much as 900 kg. There
hasn’t been much research worldwide on the
ideal characteristics of a leatherback’s
nesting site. However, factors that seem to
matter include “offshore bathymetry and



obstructions, slope and
elevation of the beach,”
according to one paper
published in 2013 (Annexure
27). The same paper also
notes that nesting is
negatively impacted by
“removal of natural
vegetation and
construction of jetties,
seawalls, buildings and
other structures [as this]
disrupts natural beach
accretion and  erosion
cycles, ultimately leading to
a reduction in beach width,
slope and elevation from
loss of sand.”

“We know that leatherbacks
prefer sloping beaches with
deep offshore waters,” says
Muralidharan

Manoharakrishnan and
Adhith Swaminathan, turtle
biologists at the Dakshin
Foundation monitoring
turtle populations in the
islands for many vyears.

The design for the port at
Galathea Bay envisages a
6-km berth for the port
and two breakwaters
2.53 km and 1.37 km long.
To “provide round-the-
year wave tranquillity,”
the pre-feasibility report
writes, the idea is to
restrict the width of the
port’'s entry to 300
metres.

“This can reduce access
and the chances of
nesting quite
dramatically because of
the alternation of the
fundamental

characteristics of the
nesting beach,” Kartik
Shanker, associate
professor at the Centre
for Ecological Sciences,
Indian Institute of
Science, Bengaluru, said.

“This is most likely the same reason why There's

Galathea Bay is good for turtles as it is also

for a port.”

The port design

The leatherback turtles currently approach
the bay through a mouth-opening more than
3 km wide. After the port comes up, they will

have to force themselves
through only a gap of 300
m, between the
breakwaters.

“Galathea isn't a very wide
bay, and with the
breakwaters constructed on
both sides narrowing the
entry into the bay and the
adjacent beaches, | doubt
leatherbacks will continue
nesting there,”
Manoharakrishnan said. “The
breakwaters and the
construction will only erode
the beach and the associated
disturbance from dredging,
lights and increased human
presence  will  dissuade
leatherbacks from nesting,”
since these reptiles are very
sensitive to lights during
nesting.

The recommended port
site, the proposed design
and the breakwaters are
only some of the issues that
will impact the turtles.

the disturbance during

construction, if and when it begins, the

eventual shipping traffic and the ever-
possible threats in the form of toxic spills and

coastal pollution.

Taken together, the best mitigation plan will

be to not have the project at all. If the project
begins, nothing can mitigate the disasters
awaiting Galathea Bay and its turtles.
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Experts concerned over centre’s tourism,
development plans for A&N Islands

The Wire, 10 July 2021

Article link: http://tiny.cc/8slkuz
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Nicobari macaque, Galathea Bay Wildlife Sanctuary

Marine turtle researchers and organisations
from across India have expressed concerns
over the tourism and infrastructure plans that
NITI Aayog has proposed for the Andaman
and Nicobar Islands. They have referred in
particular to the tourism and township plan
over 240 sqg. km of Little Andaman Island
(Annexure 3) and the Rs-75,000-crore plan
for Great Nicobar Island, including a
transshipment port at Galathea Bay, an
important nesting site of giant leatherback
turtles (Annexure 23).

These and other concerns were enumerated
in a recent letter (Annexure 28) that experts
sent to a host of government officials,
including the chairperson of the expert
appraisal committee of the environment
ministry, the ministry secretary, its inspector
general (wildlife) and NITI Aayog vice-
chairman. It was also sent to the islands’ chief
wildlife warden, the lieutenant governor and
the chief secretary. “Both Little Andaman
Island and Great Nicobar Island,” the letter
notes, “host vital and important nesting
grounds for leatherback turtles, being one of
the few global hotspots and India’s index
leatherback nesting sites.”

Those who signed the letters include Kartik
Shanker, associate professor, Indian Institute
of Science and Rom Whitaker of the Madras
Crocodile Bank Trust. Other signatories to
the letter are affiliated with, among others,
Dakshin Foundation, Bengaluru; Project
Swarajya, Odisha; Green Habitat, Kerala; and
Prakruti Nature Club, Gujarat.

Akila Balu and Aruv V., founder trustees of
Chennai-based  Students’ Sea  Turtle
Conservation Network, put the letter
together; the group itself has been at the
forefront of many turtle awareness and
conservation campaigns. “I feel pained,
helpless and angry at watching this mindless
destruction in the name of development,”
Arun said. “We have to realise that we are not
the sole inheritors and inhabitants of this
planet.”

The two sites of specific concern on Little
Andaman are the beaches at South and West
Bay, both important leatherback nesting
sites. South Bay is proposed to be part of a
'Leisure Zone' where a film city, a residential
district and a tourism-related special
economic zone are to come up. West Bay is



to be part of a ‘West Bay Nature Retreat’” with
themed resorts, underwater resorts, beach
hotels and high-end residential Vvillas.
(Annexure A3)

Importantly, the roughly 7-km-long beach at
West Bay is the site of a pioneering long-
term monitoring and satellite tracking project
of the nesting turtles. Carried out jointly by
the Andaman and Nicobar Environment
Team, Dakshin Foundation, the Indian
Institute of Science and the islands’ forest
department, the project has revealed
hitherto unknown migration patterns.

Satellite-tagged female leatherbacks have
been found swimming up to 13,000 km after
nesting at West Bay, towards the western
coast of Australia and southwest towards
Africa’s east (Annexure 6). This is evidence,
the letter notes, that these sites are “globally
significant and internationally important for
marine  ecological health and global
leatherback numbers in the Indian Ocean and
the Western Pacific Ocean.”

Great Nicobar Island

For Great Nicobar Island, the principal concern
is related to the Rs-75,000-crore integrated
project that includes an international
transshipment port at Galathea Bay plus an
airport, a power plant and a township. The letter
notes that not only was Galathea Bay a wildlife
sanctuary, it is also listed as an ‘Important
Coastal and Marine Biodiversity Area’ and
‘Important Marine Turtle Habitat’ by the
National Marine Turtle Action Plan (Annexure 7),
which the Union environment ministry released
in February 2021.

Photo: Pankaj Sekhsaria

Tree ferns in the Galathea Bay National Park

ministry agreed to a zero-extent ecologically
sensitive zone for the Galathea National Park
to make additional forest land available for
the project (Annexure 14).

The Great Nicobar proposal, like the one for
Little Andaman, seeks over 240 sqg. km of
coastal and forest land over two phases of
development, and seeks to bring 6.5 lakh
people here by 2050. The current total
population of this 910 sqg. km island is only
8,500.

“These projects will have a significant
negative impact on the leatherback turtles in
these islands, which is the only location in
South Asia where they nest in significant

Yet the standing committee
of the National Board for
Wildlife denotified it in its
entirety in January 2021 for
the “construction as well as
operational phases of the
International Shipment
Project.” (Annexure 8). The
letter notes that “the scale
of the project and the
investment proposed could
signal the end of a crucial
leatherback nesting site,
and the ecological richness
of the last remnants of
untouched tropical forests
and marine ecosystems in
India.” The letter also points
to the fact that in January
2021, the environment

Noting that NITI Aayog’s
proposals run the risk of
destabilising and
disintegrating these
sensitive ecological
zones, the letter asks for
the Galathea Bay Wildlife
Sanctuary to be

renotified. It concludes by
pointing to the current
challenges of the

“pandemic, resource
scarcity and a climate
crisis” and appeals to the
Indian government to
reconsider the proposed
plans.

numbers,” B.C. Choudhury,
one of the letter’s signatories
and the IUCN- Species
Survival Commission Marine
Turtle  Specialist Group’s
current regional vice-chair
for South Asia, told The Wire
Science. “India is a signatory
to the memorandum of
understanding on the
Conservation and
Management of  Marine
Turtles and their Habitats of
the Indian Ocean and South-
East Asia, and it is our
responsibility to do
everything possible to
safeguard such important
nesting sites.”
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After approving Nicobar sanctuary
denotification, Wil says no expertise

The Wire, 16 July 2021

Article link: http://tiny.cc/9slkuz
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Tracks of a leatherback, Galathea Bay Wildlife Sanctuary

Six months after the National
Board for Wildlife (NBWL)
justified  denotifying a said that
significant nesting site for

the Andaman and Nicobar
Islands based on an expert’s
opinion, the expert’s
institute — a premier wildlife to
research body — has said it
has no expertise on these
reptiles in this area.

The Indian government
created the Galathea Bay
wildlife sanctuary in 1997,
and recently, in February this
year, listed it in India’s
National = Marine  Turtle
Action Plan (Annexure 7) as
as an important nesting site for giant
leatherback turtles, a vulnerable species. But a
month earlier, the Union environment ministry
had already denotified all 11.44 sq. km of it to
facilitate NITI Aayog’s proposal for a mega
transshipment port in the area at an
estimated cost of Rs 35,000 crore.

never by

institutions

However, the WIl itself has

expertise on or experience
Giant leatherback turtles in with leatherback turtles
research in the Andaman
and Nicobar Islands. In a
June 7 response to a Right
Information

application filed by legal
researchers in Bengaluru,
the institute said it has

itself or in
collaboration with other

“any study exclusively on
leatherback turtles of ANI”

A standing committee of the
NBWL approved the
denotification in  January
2021. The minutes of the
committee’s meeting
(Annexure 8) included the
following  statement by
Dhananjai Mohan, director of
(RTI) the Wildlife Institute of India
(WIl): “If the Government
would like to de-notify the
Galathea Bay WLS, then it is
strongly urged that the
concerned authorities
develop and implement a
mitigation plan to facilitate
leatherback and other turtles
to continuously nest for
which  the  connectivity

between the Galathea River and the Bay
should be ensured. The mitigation plan needs
to be developed through a detailed study so
that marine turtles continue to nest on the
beaches near the Galathea Bay during both
construction as well as operational phases of
the International Shipment Project.”

has no

conducted



Lack of expertise

The only turtles-related study that the RTI
response refers to is a 30-page report
entitled ‘An assessment of the environmental
sensitiveness of sea turtle nesting beaches of
the Great Nicobar Island’. But this report is
based on a survey undertaken after the
director recorded his opinion at the standing
committee meeting in January.

Curiously, B.C. Choudhury, a former scientist
with the WII, said the WII has in fact
undertaken research involving leatherback
turtles at the Andaman and Nicobar Islands -
including one under his supervision a decade
ago. “This was a collaborative project with
the Centre for Cellular and Molecular Biology,
Hyderabad,” (Annexure 30) Choudhury, who
is the South Asia regional vice-chair for the
IUCN Species Survival Commission’s Marine
Turtle Specialist Group, said. “l also
collaborated on another project with the
Indian Institute of Science and the Dakshin
Foundation for the first satellite-tagging
study on leatherback turtles here. | am not
sure why WII has taken the stand that it has
not studied the leatherback in the islands.”

Ecological rationale

Another senior turtle researcher aware of the
issue said on condition of anonymity that
“the WII director’'s statement never made
ecological sense”. According to him, “The
logic for connectivity between the Galathea
River and the bay where it enters the sea and
where the turtles nest was not clear. It is also
not clear what mitigation plan is being
proposed or how it will be implemented.”

Choudhury agreed, adding that director
Mohan’s statement - that “connectivity
between the river and the bay needs to be
maintained” - is akin to the WII giving its
professional and scientific okay for the port
development project.

A Gurugram-based company called AECOM
India Pvt. Ltd. had prepared a pre-feasibility
report for NITI Aayog, entitled ‘Holistic
Development of Great Nicobar Island at
Andaman and Nicobar Islands’ (Annexure 23).
This report proposed two breakwaters 2.53
km and 1.37 km long to “provide round-the-
year wave tranquillity,” for the port’s benefit.
If these breakwaters are built, they will reduce
the width of Galathea Bay’s opening from 3

km today to just 300 metres. This
reduction would render it virtually impossible
for the turtles to access their nesting sites -
the beaches.

“Galathea isn't a very wide bay, and with
breakwaters constructed on both sides
narrowing the entry into the bay and the
adjacent beaches, | doubt leatherbacks will
continue nesting there,” Muralidharan
Manoharakrishnan, a turtle biologist with the
Dakshin Foundation, said. “Unfortunately, |
can't think of any example - where once
developmental  activities were  given
clearance over a critical habitat and care was
taken to ensure that the habitat survived
afterwards - to use as precedent.”

An email to WII's Mohan requesting his
comment on his institute’s RTIl reply hadn't
elicited a response at the time of publishing
this article.

No compelling grounds

Lawyer and legal researcher Sreeja
Chakraborty’s team had filed the RTI
application with the WI. She said the
sanctuary’s “denotification is illegal as per
sections 18 and 26A of the Wildlife Act and
Article 48A of the Constitution.” Chakraborty
added that the stand committee meeting'’s
minutes  “indicate” that the islands’
administration was acting under the Centre'’s
orders, and had failed to “apply its mind and
ask .. as to why the intent to notify a
sanctuary in 1997 should be overturned now
in 2021.

“What are the compelling grounds? Where
are the documents and the research to back
this decision?”
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A MONUMENTAL FOLLY | NITI Aayog's Development Plans for Great Nicobar Island | 21

Draft notification for Galathea Bay Wildlife Sanctuary

Massive earthquake off the coast of Sumatra followed by the giant South
and South East Asian tsunami

Report of the Earthquake Engineering Research Institute (EERI), by Indian
Institute of Technology recording subsidence of 3-4 of land in Great
Nicobar due to the earthquake of 26 December 2004 (Annexure 19)

WII study by K Sivakumar on impact of tsunami on coastal flora and fauna in
Great Nicobar; the study had recommended that the entire west and
southern coast of Great Nicobar be brought under the protected area
network. (Annexure 17)

Satellite telemetary studies by the Dakshin Foundation, Indian Institute of
Science and the A&N Forest Department show that Leatherbacks nesting on
Little Andaman Island swim as far as Australia and Madagascar. (Annexure 6)

Publication of the 'Policy on Shompen Tribe of Great Nicobar Island’.
(Annexure 13)

Call for Expression of Interest floated by the A&N Port Management Board
for a container transshipment terminal and free trade warehousing zone at
Galathea Bay (Annexure 10)

Tender document by WAPCOS Limited for a ‘Traffic Study for Creating
Transshipment port at South Bay (Galathea Bay), Great Nicobar Island
(Annexure 18)

The Andaman and Nicobar Islands Integrated Development Corporation
(ANIIDCO) is designated the nodal agency for the implementation of the
Holistic Development plan for Great Nicobar Island (Annexure 11)

PM Narendra Modi announces a transshipment project in Great Nicobar
involving an investment of Rs. 10,000 crore

NITI Aayog issues a 201 page request for proposal (RfP) for 'Preparation of
Master Plan for Holistic Development of Great Nicobar Island' (Annexure 24)

Constitution of an empowered committee by Director, Tribal Welfare, A&N
Islands, to examine NITI Aayog's proposals for Little Andaman and Great
Nicobar Islands (Annexure 12, Annexure 26)

Publication of draft notification of the ESZ for the Galathea National Park
(Annexure 15)

Denotification of the Galathea Bay WLS approved by the Standing
Committee of the National Board for Wildlife (Annexure 8)

Notification by the MoEFCC of a 'zero extent' ESZ for a major part of the
Galathea National Park to allow use of land in the south-eastern and south-
western part of the island for the NITI Aayog plan (Annexure 14)

Release of National Marine Turtle Action Plan by MoEFCC (Annexure 7)

Meeting of the empowered committee to discuss denotifcation of the six
sq. kms of the Onge Tribal Reserve, Little Andaman Island (Annexure 20)



Feb 2021

Mar 2021

Early Mar 2021

17-18 Mar 2021

05 Apr 2021

05-06 Apr 2021

06 May 2021

Jun 2021

07 Jun 2021

Survey by the Zoological Survey of India to assess the biodiversity of Great
Nicobar Island

A number of RTls filed by concerned citizens seeking information on the NITI
Aayog plans for Little Andaman and Great Nicobar Islands

Publication by AECOM India Pvt. Lid of a 126 page pre-feasibility report
titled: 'Holistic Development of Great Nicobar Island at Andaman and
Nicobar Islands. The client for the same is NITI Aayog (Annexure 23)

Meeting of the Environment Appraisal Committee (EAC)- Infrastructure | of
the MoEFCC to discuss the proposal for Great Nicobar Island. The EAC did
not take any decision citing lack of enough information from the same
(Annexure 21)

ANIIDCO, the project implementing agency submits the additional detail
sought in the March meeting of the EAC.

Meeting of the EAC where it 'recommended"” the Great Nicobar proposal for
"grant of terms of reference (ToR)" for EIA studies (Annexure 22)

NITI Aayog says in response to a right to information (RTI) application that
"no vision document has been prepared for proposed development plans in
Great Nicobar Island' (Annexure 25)

Leading turtle researchers and research organisations send a letter of
concern to concerned authorities on impact of development projects in
Little Andaman and Great Nicobar Islands

WII says in response to RTI application that it has never by itself or in
collaboration with other institutions conducted "any study exclusively on
leatherback turtles of ANOI' (Annexure 29)
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studies on Sri Lanka’s turtles, but should not be thelast. The
results pose more questions than they answer. Researchers
in Sri Lanka, India and elsewhere are encouraged to
develop partnerships and share resources to develop more
telemetry and genetics studies on the countries’ turtle
populations. These should aim to fully determine the
ecology, range and behaviours of these populations with
a view to better informing future conservation efforts.
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INTRODUCTION

Leatherback nesting in India is currently restricted to the
Andaman and Nicobar Islands (Andrews et al., 2006).
A long-term monitoring programme was established in
2008 at Little Andaman Island, and two index beaches,
South and West Bay (Figure 1) were chosen to study
the recovery of leatherback turtles after the earthquake
and tsunami of December 2004 (Swaminathan et al.,
2011, 2017). Over the years, the objectives evolved to
include monitoring of leatherback nesting at the index

beaches through a capture-recapture programme.
The data indicate that leatherback nesting on Little
Andaman Island has recovered substantially after the
2004 tsunami and seems stable with some fluctuations
(Swaminathan et al., 2017). One of the components of
the project was to identify the post-nesting migratory
routes of leatherback turtles nesting in this region. For
the first time in India, leatherback turtles were tagged
with satellite transmitters to understand their migratory
routes and foraging sites (Namboothri et al., 2012).
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Figure 1. Map of Little Andaman.

METHODS

Between 2011 and 2014, ten nesting leatherback turtles
were tagged with Platform Transmitter Terminals
(PTT), model Kiwisat 202 (specially designed for
leatherback turtles by Sirtrack Wildlife Tracking
Solutions Ltd.), on West Bay beach. All satellite
transmitters were equipped with a saltwater switch,
programmed to transmit continuously for the first
three months and every alternate day for the rest of
the period. The PTTs were attached surgically onto the
carapace of nesting females using the direct attachment
method (Fossette et al., 2008; Byrne et al, 2009).

All tagged turtles were monitored regularly based on
the data received through ARGOS and the data were
analysed using the Satellite Tracking Analysis Tool
(STAT; Coyne & Godley, 2005; www.seaturtle.org/STAT).

RESULTS

All the turtles tagged on West Bay, Little Andaman,
initially travelled south and then predominantly in
two directions: South East (five turtles) towards the
western coast of Australia, and South West (four
turtles) towards the eastern coast of Africa (Figure
2). Data about one turtle was not transmitted.

One of the tracked turtles (PTT ID No. 113335 tagged
on 3™ February 2013) travelled southeast to the coast of
Western Australia (6,713km) before transmission stopped
(Figure 2). Another turtle (PTT ID No. 113336, tagged on
5% January 2014) travelled southwest to the Northeastern
coast of Madagascar in 395 days, swimming 12,328km.

Similarly, PTT ID No. 113337 (tagged on 8" January
2014) travelled close to the western coast of Mozambique
in 266 days, covering 13,237km; this turtle also travelled
to the north-west coast of the Andaman and Nicobar
Islands during the inter-nesting period and remained
in the Andaman Sea for several weeks (post-nesting)
before heading southwest. Turtle No. 113337 travelled an
average distance of 49.8km per day (Figure 2; Table 1).

DISCUSSION

The patterns of movements demonstrated by adult female
turtles tagged in 2013 and 2014 was consistent with
those previously tagged in 2011 and 2012 (Namboothri
et al., 2012). They traverse much of the Indian Ocean
during their foraging migrations, ranging as far east as
Western Australia, and as far west as Mozambique and
Madagascar. The migration strategy appears to be direct
with open ocean crossing or indirect with movements
along the coastal shelf. The average distance covered in
a day by the nine turtles was 43.5+13.8km (StDev; Range
15.6-60.2km).

While we now have some insight into the migratory
patterns of leatherbacks in the Indian Ocean, more
satellite telemetry studies need to be carried out in
subsequent years to assess if there are other migratory
routes taken by the turtles nesting at Little Andaman.
Additional data on dive behaviour and oceanography will
help us better understand their migratory behavior and
identify ‘hot spots’ where leatherbacks are vulnerable to
fishing activities.

«©
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Figure 2. Post-nesting migratory routes of leatherback turtles nesting at Little Andaman. Turtle icons represent the
tagging location and the last known locations for each individual turtle. For coloured tracks, see the pdf version, available
on-line.
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Table 1. Satellite telemetry data of 10 female leatherback turtles tagged in West Bay, Little Andaman, from 2011-2014.

Release Date

Total Distance Average Distance

Turtle ID yyyy-mm-dd # Days Transmitted Travelled (km) Per Day (km)
103333 2011-01-04 179 7,312 40.85
103334 2011-01-04 69 1,077 15.60
103335 2011-01-05 92 4,600 50.00
103402 2012-02-13 77 4,634 60.20
113332 2012-01-23 183 6,998 38.24
113333 2012-01-23 51 2,690 52.75
113334 2012-01-23 - - -
113335 2013-02-03 125 6,713 53.70
113336 2014-01-05 395 12,328 31.20
113337 2014-01-08 266 13,237 49.80
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INTRODUCTION

Nesting of leatherback turtles was first observed in the
Andaman and Nicobar Islands by Satish Bhaskar while
conducting surveys for the Madras Crocodile Bank
Trust in 1979 (Bhaskar, 1979a, 1979b), with his first
sighting on West Bay beach of Little Andaman Island
on 31* December of that year (Bhaskar, 1979c¢). Since
Bhaskar’s reports, additional surveys and reports have
confirmed that the beaches of the Andaman and Nicobar
Islands are an important nesting ground for leatherback
turtles in India (Andrews et al., 2001; Andrews et
al., 2006a; Andrews et al.,, 2006b; Namboothri et al.,
2011; Swaminathan et al., 2011; Swaminathan et al,
2016). There are earlier records of sporadic leatherback
nesting from the Indian mainland (Kar & Bhaskar,
1982); however, the current nesting populations
are restricted to the Andaman and Nicobar Islands.

Many nesting sites for sea turtles in the Andaman and
Nicobar Islands were severely affected by the December
2004 Indian Ocean earthquake and the subsequent
tsunami. The coastline and the shore topography were
severely altered in many of these islands, with the

Nicobar group of islands undergoing submergence
(Ramachandran et al., 2005), while coastal plates in some
of the Andaman Islands were uplifted (CORDIO/IUCN,
2005; Kulkarni, 2005). In 2008, a long-term monitoring
programme was initiated at Little Andaman Island to
monitor the post-tsunami recovery of nesting leatherback
turtles. The observations made at South and West Bay
of Little Andaman suggested that leatherback nesting
had recovered substantially after the 2004 tsunami, and
the population appeared stable with some fluctuations
(Swaminathan et al., 2011; Swaminathan et al., 2016).

Poor infrastructure and challenging logistics have limited
sea turtle monitoring and conservation efforts in the
Nicobars since the 2004 tsunami. Barring a few reports
and surveys that indicated some beaches have re-formed,
there is little information on the recovery of these
nesting beaches and populations (Namboothri et al.,
2011; IOSEA, 2012; Jadeja et al., 2015). Here, we report
on our rapid surveys of nesting beaches throughout the
Nicobar group that are being used by the four sea turtles
found in this region (leatherback, green, olive ridley and
hawksbill turtles), with a primary focus on leatherback
turtle nesting on Great and Little Nicobar Islands.



METHODS

Between 2° March and 18" April 2016, the first three
authors visited the entire Nicobar group of islands
(Figure 1), to understand the recovery of previously
described nesting beaches, identify new nesting beaches,
and document nesting intensities on all visited beaches.

Local fishing boats were used to survey the coastline of
islands, and the team carried out surveys by foot during
daylight hours when a sandy beach was encountered.
Upon encountering turtle tracks, the species was identified
established based on track characteristics (Pritchard
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& Mortimer, 1999). While it is possible to misidentify
olive ridley and hawksbill tracks, we classified each track
to species using basic information such as the known
seasonality of the different species and characteristics of
the nesting habitat (Pritchard & Mortimer, 1999; Shenoy
et al., 2011). Olive ridley turtles are known to nest from
November to April and prefer wide-open beaches, similar
to leatherback turtles; while hawksbill turtles are known
to nest from July to December and prefer beaches with
offshore reefs and typically nest near or in vegetation
(Pritchard & Mortimer, 1999; Andrews et al., 2006a;
Shenoy et al., 2011). After a thorough visual inspection of
every nest mound, depth of body pits, abandoned body
pits and nest chambers, we categorised each crawl as
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either a nest or a false crawl (Shenoy et al., 2011; Dodd,
2016). The location of each nest was recorded using a GPS.

All nests were examined for evidence of predation
based on tracks and other signs. Wherever possible, the
identity of the predator was established based on tracks.
The surveys were non-invasive and did not involve
any direct handling of the turtles, eggs or hatchlings.
The surveys were conducted during the day and there
were no instances of nesting directly observed. This
was done due to logistical feasibility for conducting a
survey over a large area and non-availability of necessary
permits for the direct handling of nests and eggs.

RESULTS

Of the 21 islands in the Nicobar group, three islands
(Pigeon, Kabra and Isle of Man) did not have any
sandy beaches and three islands (Trak, Meroe and
Batti Malv) were not accessible due to unfavorable sea
conditions. We surveyed the remaining fifteen islands
of the Nicobar group for sea turtle nesting activity.
We recorded 2140 nests and 21 false crawls were
recorded on 12 islands. The highest number of nests
for all the four species were recorded on the Great
Nicobar Island followed by the Little Nicobar Island.

Leatherback turtles

A total of 1,068 leatherback nests were found on five
of the fifteen islands surveyed (Table 2). The islands of
Great Nicobar and Little Nicobar together comprised
94% of the total nests found in the Nicobar region. No
nests were found on Teressa and Tillanchong Islands
where leatherback nesting had been reported in the
past (Andrews et al, 2006a; Chandi, pers. comm.).

Earlier studies in the region indicated that
leatherback turtles nest 4.9 times a year on average
(Bhaskar, 1993; Andrews et al, 2001). Based on
this, the estimated number of leatherback turtles
nesting in this region during the 2015-2016 nesting
season would be approximately 200 individuals.

Other sea turtles

Green turtles were found to be the most widespread
species nesting in this region. The study identified
519 nests on 12 of the 15 islands surveyed (Table 1),
including on Chowra, where green turtle nests had not
been previously documented (Chandi, pers. comm.).

Hawksbill tracks were only found on Great Nicobar
Island, though the species has previously been reported
to nest on beaches of Tillanchong, Teressa, Trinket,
Katchal, Meroe, Treis, Trak, Kabra, Pulo Milo, Little
Nicobar and Menchal Islands (Andrews et al, 2001).

Four hundred and eighty two olive ridley nests were
observed on Great Nicobar, Little Nicobar, Trinket,
Teressa, Katchal and Car Nicobar Islands. Almost 97% of
the nests observed were found on Great Nicobar Island.

DISCUSSION

Seasonality

The surveys were designed to be conducted towards
the end of the peak nesting season of leatherbacks and
olive ridleys. The leatherback nesting season in the
Nicobar Islands is October through March, with a peak
in December/January (Andrews et al., 2006a). Olive
ridley nesting runs from November through April, with
a peak in January (Andrews et al., 2006a). The reported

Table 1. Sea turtle nesting data for the Nicobar Islands.

Sea Turtle Species

Island Leatherback Green Olive Ridley Hawksbill Total
Great Nicobar 775 (1) 322 (4) 472 (6) Al 1640 (11)
Little Nicobar 229 4 6 0 239
Katchal 57 40 1 0 98
Car Nicobar 0 72 (4) 1 0 73 (4)
Teressa 0 42 (2) 1 0 43 (2)
Trinket 0 19(1) 1 0 20 (1)
Kamorta 6 2 0 0 8
Chowra 0 6(1) 0 0 6 (1)
Tillanchong 0 5 0 0 5
Nancowry 1 4 0 0 5
Treis 0 2 0 0 2
Bambooka 0 1(2) 0 0 1(2)
Menchal 0 0 0 0 0
Pulo Milo 0 0 0 0 0
Kondul 0 0 0 0 0
Grand Total 1068 (1) 519 (14) 482 (6) 71 2140 (21)

() represents false crawls
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Table 2. Leatherback turtle nest and predation data for the Nicobar Islands.

Location No. of Nests No. of Nests Predated (%)
Great Nicobar Island 775 673 (86.8%)
East of Indira Point 2 2
Koshindon 2 0
Laxmi Nagar 0
North of Alexandria 46 42
South of Alexandria 20 15
North of Dagmar 123 113
South of Dagmar 43 33
Pulo Bed 16 10
Pulo Kuniji 57 45
Re Pinsudt 2
Renhong 17 9
Safed Balu 2
Patatiy® 6 0
Galathea 410 388
South of Galathea to Rock 2 0
West of Indira Point 20 12
Kamorta Island 6 1 (16.6%)
Pilpilo 6 1
Katchal Island 57 7 (12.2%)
South 21 7
West 36 0
Little Nicobar Island 229 53 (23.1%)
Bahua 40 0
Kiyang 99 43
Muhincohn 88 10
Thavith® 2 0
Nancowry Island 1 0 (0%)
Kathol® 1 0
Grand Total 1068 734 (68.7%)

nesting season for green turtles for this region is May
to September, peaking in June and July (Namboothri et
al., 2012). The nesting season for hawksbill sea turtles
commences in July and end by early December (Andrews
et al., 2006a). Nests of both green and hawksbill turtles
were documented during our survey period, suggesting
that they may nest year round in this region, as green
turtles do in nearby Thailand (Yasuda et al, 2008)
and on Tromelin Island in the western Indian Ocean
(Derville et al., 2015). Nevertheless, as our surveys were
limited to a seven week stretch in the early part of the
year, it is likely that we did not fully characterise nesting
effort of green and hawksbill turtles in the region.

Nesting beaches and nesting

Prior to the 2004 tsunami, the islands of Great and Little
Nicobar were important nesting sites for leatherback
turtles (Andrews et al., 2006a). Harbouring 87% of all
turtle nesting in the region, the beaches of Great and Little
Nicobar Islands continue to be crucial nesting sites in the
region for all four sea turtle species. The most important
nesting sites include Galathea, Alexandria and Dagmar
Bay on Great Nicobar Island and Pulo Kiyang and Bahua
(previously referred to as Dahayu/Dahvu by Bhaskar
(1994) and Andrews et al. (2006a)) on Little Nicobar
Island. The current surveys revealed that most of the
beaches in this region have formed again and leatherbacks
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Table 3. Records of leatherback nests laid per year in Great and Little Nicobar Islands.

Survey Period (Source)
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Great Nicobar Island
Galathea - - 158 237 282 124 524 425 575 84 146 7 410
Alexandria 80 55 343 - - 866 - - - - - 66
Dagmar 80 8 171 - - 362 - - - - - 166
Little Nicobar Island
Pulo
, - - - 15 - - - - - - - 99
Kiyang
Bahua - - - 50 - - - - - - - 40

*Jadeja et al. (2015) only reported 7 nests in Galathea, Great Nicobar Island. This was probably as a result of non-detection of older
nests and nesting evidences. Namboothri ef al. observed 146 nests in 2011 and Swaminathan and Chandi conducted a survey in
2012, which was abandoned as a result of an earthquake and subsequent tidal wave, observed more than 2 nests every meter.

continue to nest in high numbers (Table 3). The numbers
for Alexandria and Dagmar from 2016 indicate a decline
in comparison to the data from the 1978 to 2001.

However, regions which were severely damaged by the
2004 tsunami still have dead trees and tree debris along the
coast, particularly on Great Nicobar Island, which is likely
obstructing sea turtles from accessing the nesting beach
and also reducing the nesting area. Several previously
known nesting beaches were either partially or fully
inundated during high tide, forming creeks along the coast.

Predation

Of the 2,140 nests that were recorded in the Nicobar
region, 57% (1,223 nests) were predated by either
feral dogs, water monitor lizards or in some cases
feral pigs. While monitor lizards are natural predators
of leatherback nests and occur on many beaches,
predation by feral dogs and pigs that once belonged to
the Nicobari settlements that existed prior to the 2004
tsunami was found to be particularly high on the Great
Nicobar Island. Namboothri et al. (2011) also observed
that approximately 70% of the nests on Galathea
were predated by feral pigs during the 2011 survey.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The ongoing leatherback monitoring programme in
Little Andaman has revealed a stable increase in the
nesting population, with over hundreds of nests laid
every season, and also reformation of the nesting beaches
(Swaminathan et al., 2016). The satellite telemetry study
of ten leatherback turtles nesting in Little Andaman
has indicated two corridors for migration, one on the
southeastern corridor towards Papua New Guinea and
Australia, and one along the southwestern corridor
towards Madagascar and east coast of Africa (Namboothri
et al, 2012; Swaminathan et al, 2016). A long-term
monitoring programme should be re-established at
Galathea Bay to monitor the nesting beach and to
understand long-term trends in nesting and reproductive
efforts. Further studies on remigration intervals through
tagging, genetic studies on population structures, and
satellite telemetry studies to understand migration
patterns of leatherback turtles nesting are required in this
region. Accessibility of the nesting sites remains an issue,
but the roads are in the process of being re-laid and should
reach the nesting beach in the coming years. Several
rapid and intensive surveys need to be carried out on
prime nesting beaches where regular monitoring efforts
are logistically impossible. In regions where predation



from feral dogs and pigs are high, the feral animals need
to be either controlled or culled to reduce the pressure.
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