Goa’s rich biodiversity has a lot to offer tourists, from
wildlife sanctuaries to wetlands, but unchecked
construction is increasingly encroaching on its green spaces

Stephen Alter

EN MOST people
thinkof Goa, theyim-
agine beaches,
churches and casi-
nos, or maybe a spicy
fish thali. Recently,

thetragic nightclubfirethat claimed 25lives
(mostly migrant workers employed at the
club) hasbeen in the headlines. Thisunder-
scores arampant, unregulated party culture
and illegally constructed venues that lure
throngsof tourists. However, forsome of us,
the prime attraction of our winter home in
Goa lies in the natural beauty and wildlife
that surround us.

Until this year, the balcony of our flat
overlooked a dense jungle of variegated fo-
liage. Sitting outside at daybreak, Iwould be
serenaded by a dawn chorus of dozens of dif-
ferent birdcalls. The exuberant fanfare of a
koel was accompanied by the persistent
kutroo kutruk of a brown-headed barbet,
whileracquet-tailed drongos chimed in and
oriental magpie robins or red-whiskered
bulbulseach added their own songs. As the
sun rose, the birds became visible and the
high point of our mornings has always been
thedaily fly pastofa flock of great hornbills.

This summer, the mechanical roar of
chainsaws replaced those wild harmonies
and thetreestothe east of usbegan totopple
oneby one. We had known that anew hous-
ing complex was planned adjacent to ours,
but we had held out hope that somehow it
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wouldn't happen. Perhaps, the builders
might not be able toraise fundsor alast min-
ute legal dispute would leave the forest
standing for another few years. Butnosuch
luck! Though the trees within our complex
partially shield us from the devastation on
the other side of the wall, JCB earthmovers
have ploughed up the remaining stumps
androots, leavinga broad gash of red earth.

All around us similar developments are
being constructed to provide apartments
and villas for people escaping from Delhi
and other cities. Of course, my wife and I
can’t really complain because we are mi-
grants too. For the past 12 years, the two of
us have fled the cold winters in Mussoorie
for the warmth and greenery of Goa. In-
itially, we came for only a month but grad-
ually we have extended our time here to
morethan halfthe year.Instead of huddling

around a smoky bukhari in the mountains
or bundling up in down jackets and wool
caps, we can it outdoorsin shirtsleeves and
shortseven onthe coldest day in December.

Neither of us are beach goersand we give
theannual Sunburn Festival a miss, though
we do enjoysome of the restaurants and the
easy-going susegad lifestyle in Goa. There’s
plentytodohereifyou have the inclination,
whether it’s kite surfing or visiting old Por-
tuguese fortsbut we arethe happiest staying
at home and enjoying ournatural surround-
ings. For anyone who has an interest in
speciesother than our own, Goaisfull of op-
portunities to explore the biodiversityof the
Western Ghats and the Konkan Coast.

On one of our first visits here, we dis-
covered a fellow migrant from the north. In
the jungle across from us, an Indian pitta
took up residence every winter. A small,
striking bird, it has a bright green back and
fawn-coloured breast, as well as turquoise
and scarlet patchesunder itswings and tail.
Amongbirders, Pitta brachyuraare a “target
species”, for they can be reclusive during
summer while breeding in the foothills of
the Himalayas and other parts of northern
India. But when they migrate to Goa, these
bright-coloured birdsseem to become more
gregarious like the rest of us. Mornings and
evenings, we would regularly hear the pitta’s
insistent, two-note call and scan the lawn
and shrubs below our balcony or the forest
to our east. A flash of green and blue would
catch our eye and binoculars brought the
bird into focus. Ina way, the pitta’s presence
seemed to reaffirm our own migratory in-
stinctsand we have enjoyed its companion-
ship every winter.

A fragile chain of protected forests lie
along the Western Ghats in Goa, including
Bhagwan Mahavir Wildlife Sanctuary and
Mollem National Park. These precious

biomes are full of fascinating lifeforms from
gaur, black panthers and giant squirrels to
skittering frogs and spider-hunting wasps.
Bioluminescent fungi and zombie mush-
rooms proliferate in the monsoon, while
hump-nosed pit vipers and bronze-backed
tree snakes lurk in the leaf litter. Birding or
herping (searching for reptiles and amphib-
ians) with naturalists like Omkar Dharwad-
karof Mrugaya Xpeditionsisarewardingex-
periencethat reveals anotherside of Goa, far
removed from the crowded tourist traps.
Goa’s riverine ecology, where a network
of waterways flow out of the hills and into
the Arabian Sea, offersa vibrant, constantly
changing landscape. Kayaking through
mangrove jungles along the Chapora River
near our home provides an intimate glimpse
ofan intertidal world where half-submerged
trees draw oxygen and filter saltwater
through snorkel-like roots called pneuma-
tophores. Paddling amid the fluid green
shadows, we traverse the verdant margins
of the river, which are full of unusual crea-
tureslike mudskippers and fiddler crabs. On
a birdwatching expedition aboard a moto-

MIGRATION IS
AN ESSENTIAL
PART OF
NATURE'S
RHYTHMS,
KEEPING ALL OF
USONTHE
MOVE. THE
INDIAN PITTA
FLIES MORE
THAN 2,000 KM
SOUTHIN
WINTER

GETTY IMAGES

rised canoe in the backwaters of the Zuari
river, I have seen five different species of
kingfishers, as well as enormous mugger
crocodiles asbig as our boat.

Migration is an essential part of nature’s
rhythms, keeping all of us on the move. Not
every creature travels as far as the pitta,
which flies more than 2,000 km south in
winter, just as we do. Some birds, like the
great hornbills that wing their way past our
balcony, spend the night roostinginaline of
low hills less than a kilometre north of us.
Every morning and eveningthey complete
adaily commute, returning to feed in the
ficus trees southeast of our home. Another
daily journey that we observe is a herd of
more than 20 buffaloes that walk in proces-
sion every morning from their stables
nearbytoawetland, about3 kmaway, where
they spend the day wallowing amid white
water lilies and feeding on aquatic plants.
Oblivious of the buses and scooters that ply
on the road, these enormous black lotus-
eaters with swept-back horns move at their
own pace and need no one to guide them
along their prescribed route.

Tourism is a form of human migration
and Goa’s warm climate attracts flocks of
visitors from different parts of India as well
as Europe and Russia. With toxic air pollu-
tion in Delhi and other cities in the north,
more and more people are looking to make
Goa their second home. Sadly, housing de-
velopment that caters to their demands are
encroaching onwild spacesthat harbour en-
dangered birds and other animals.

This winter we have been listening
anxiously for the pitta’s call but with the de-
struction of the neighbouring forest, our fel-
low migrant may have moved on.
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