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HERE are conservation decisions that 
are taken in comfort, and there are those 
decided at the edge of  history. Similipal’s 
tiger translocation belonged to the sec-
ond kind. It was not a routine wildlife 
exercise. It was an intervention under-

taken under the shadow of  doubt, memory 
and criticism. The failed Satkosia tiger trans-
location of  2018 had made skepticism inevita-
ble. Every proposal, permission and move-
ment of  a tiger carried the burden of  that past. 
Convincing the Government of  India and the 
National Tiger Conservation Authority 
(NTCA) that Odisha had the capacity, exper-
tise and resolve to attempt another transloca-
tion was itself  a formidable challenge.

But Similipal could 
not be allowed to drift si-
lently towards genetic 
danger. Its celebrated 
melanistic tigers, ad-
mired across the world 
for their rare beauty, 
were also carrying a hid-
den warning. Beneath 
this wonder lay vulner-
ability of  genetic isola-
tion. Generation after 
generation, the gene 
pool had turned inward. 
The very trait that made 

them extraordinary also signalled a looming 
risk of  inbreeding and future decline. When 
the proportion of  melanistic tigers reached 
alarming levels of  nearly 40 per cent of  the 
total, the message from science was unmistak-
able: Without fresh genes, Similipal’s tiger 
population could face long-term genetic weak-
ening, however magnificent it appeared from 
outside. The population had become distinc-

tive but distinctiveness without genetic ex-
change can become a trap.

It was in this difficult background that Odi-
sha took a bold decision. The translocation of  
tigresses Jamuna and Zeenat from the Tadoba-
Andhari landscape was not merely an admin-
istrative approval or a wildlife operation. It 
was a deliberate act of  genetic rescue. It was a 
decision to trust science over fear, courage 
over hesitation and the future over temporary 
criticism. The translocation programme of  
2024 was therefore both bold and necessary. 
Jamuna and Zeenat were brought from Ma-
harashtra’s Tadoba-Andhari Tiger Reserve 
(TATR) with a clear objective to introduce 
fresh genetic material into Similipal and 
strengthen the long-term future of  its tiger 
population. This was science in action, sup-
ported by planning, monitoring and institu-
tional courage.

Initially, events appeared to unfold accord-
ing to plan. Jamuna, the first tigress to be re-
leased, soon embarked on extensive explora-
tory movements across the wider Similipal 
landscape. She eventually dispersed towards 
Kuldiha Wildlife Sanctuary through the Si-
milipal-Hadgarh-Kuldiha corridor. Rather 
than intervene unnecessarily, officials adopt-
ed a patient approach, allowing natural disper-
sal to continue while maintaining constant 
monitoring. Today, Jamuna remains healthy 
and active within the greater Similipal land-
scape, particularly around the Kuldiha region, 

where she continues her search for a perma-
nent territory and a suitable mate.

It was Zeenat, however, who transformed 
the conservation programme into a remarka-
ble story of  persistence and adaptive manage-
ment. Soon after her release, she embarked on 
an extraordinary journey that carried her 
across forests, villages and administrative 
boundaries through Jharkhand and later into 
West Bengal. For weeks, forest departments 
from three states coordinated efforts to track 
her movements. Every passing day raised 
fresh questions. Would she continue moving 

indefinitely? Would she come into conflict 
with local communities? Had the transloca-
tion experiment failed? As uncertainty grew, 
criticism followed. Yet conservation success 
often demands patience in the face of  unpre-
dictability. After an intensive operation, Zeen-
at was eventually tranquilised and brought 
back. A larger enclosure was established, ob-
servation periods extended, natural prey was 
introduced and human interference mini-
mised. The focus shifted from relocation to 
adaptive management, with scientists care-
fully studying Zeenat’s behaviour, hunting 
ability, stress levels and overall adaptation to 
her new surroundings.

Scientists monitoring the programme con-
cluded that she had retained her wild charac-
ter despite spending months under managed 
observation. Gradually, confidence returned. 
Then came the breakthrough. As Zeenat en-
tered oestrus, a dominant melanistic male ti-
ger known as T-12 began approaching her en-
closure. Recognising a rare opportunity, 
wildlife managers released her back into the 
wild under carefully monitored conditions. 
Soon afterwards, mating between the two ti-
gers was recorded. But nature had other pro-
gramme. No litters were born.

Zeenat has given birth to four cubs. These 
cubs carry the dominant Tadoba genetic line 
through their mother and the recessive Simili-
pal melanistic genes of  their father, likely 
male T-37 or T-41. The first chapter of  genetic 
rescue has been written. These cubs are not 
just four additions to India’s tiger numbers.
They are living symbols of  renewal. They rep-
resent the meeting of  fresh Tadoba genes with 
Similipal’s rare genetic legacy. They carry the 
hope that an isolated population can be 
strengthened before it is too late. 
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Proportion of melanistic tigers 
had reached nearly 40 per cent 
of the total number in Similipal 
which was alarming40%
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T
HE rise in both 
day and night 
temperatures, 
particularly dur-
ing winter, along 
with more fre-
quent terminal 

heat stress during repro-
ductive stages, are disrupt-
ing the wheat growth cycle 
across five major wheat-
producing states, contrib-
uting around 85% of  In-
dia’s total public wheat 
procurement, reveals a 
new study.

This disruption is result-
ing in reduced wheat 
growth, grain quality and 
yield stability in country’s 
wheat heartland. The im-
pacts are further intensi-
fied by erratic rainfall, hu-
midity and post-harvest 
losses, especially during 
harvest and storage peri-
ods. Projections consist-
ently indicate major 
yield declines across 
the Indo-Gangetic 
Plain if  current 
trends continue.

The study, titled 
‘Wheat under stress: 
Climate change, ris-
ing heat, and adaptation 
pathways in India’s major 
wheat-growing states,’ 
finds that country’s wheat 
heartland - Punjab and 
Haryana - is heating much 
faster than other regions, 
with night-time tempera-
tures rising more rapidly 
than daytime tempera-
tures. This trend is nega-
tively impacting wheat pro-
ductivity in the country. 
Wheat requires a maximum 
temperature of  up to 29° C 
and a minimum tempera-
ture of  8° C in different 
stages from the vegetative 
stage to the maturity stage 
in different states. 

India has been visibly ex-
periencing wheat produc-
tion stress since 2022. In 
February 2022, Russia in-
vaded Ukraine, both major 
exporters of  wheat, trig-
gering a global food crisis. 
In the middle of  it, Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi 
announced plans to feed 
the world as India’s wheat 
outlook was quite positive 
and it was the world’s sec-
ond-largest producer after 
China. But soon, the dream 
of  becoming a global ex-
porter was shattered by the 
early onset of  heat waves 
(Feb-March), which severe-
ly impacted India’s wheat 
production.

As a result, India restrict-

ed wheat exports in May 
2022. In 2023, the develop-
ment of  El Niño further 
stressed wheat production 
and India continued its ex-
port restrictions. Over the 
next two years, India will 
struggle to cope with the 
loss due to rising tempera-
tures and their negative im-
pact on wheat production. 
Finally, riding on above-
normal monsoonal rainfall 
in 2025 which helped retain 
ample moisture in the soil, 
the government claimed 
bumper wheat production. 
India removed its wheat ex-
port restrictions and for the 
first time in the past four 
years, crossed its procure-
ment target.

In May 2026, India pro-
cured 350 lakh metric 
tonnes (LMT) of  wheat 
against a target of  345 LMT 
for its public distribution 
system. However, the threat 
remained looming. The In-
dian Meteorological De-

partment (IMD) and 
global meteorologi-
cal agencies pre-
dicted the strongest 
El Niño in the past 
150 years. Moreover, 

the IMD has already 
predicted the possibil-

ity of  deficient rainfall. 
Next year, the country may 
again witness suppressed 
wheat production due to 
lower soil moisture and un-
usually high temperatures.       

Rising temperature 
factor

The research examines 
the decadal growth rates of  
wheat in major producing 
states including Madhya 
Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh, 
Punjab, Haryana and Gu-
jarat and reveals that over 
the last three decades (1995-
2025).

 The study highlights 
that winter is shrinking 
and heat is increasing to 
terminal levels during the 
wheat flowering period, 
leading to shrivelled 
grains. The study states 
that this leads to consistent 
impacts across diverse ge-
ographies, including poor 
germination, reduced till-
ering, early maturity, and 
increased pest pressure.

Non-climatic factors
The study also finds that 
temperature is not the only 
factor affecting wheat pro-
duction. Farming practic-
es, irrigation, soil quality, 
technology, and govern-
ment policies often have a 
bigger impact on yields 
than climate alone. 

WARMING 
WINTERS
A threat to India’s 
wheat production

N E W  S T U DY ‘Cheetah Chaupals’ build buzz ahead of big cats’ arrival at VDTR
A N U R A A G  S I N G H  @ Bhopal

A
s Madhya Pradesh prepares 
for arrival of  cheetahs at 
the Veerangana Durgavati 
Tiger Reserve (VDTR), the 
park management has de-
vised an out-of-the-box idea 

for creating awareness in villages 
through ‘Cheetah Chaupals.’

The campaign aims at familiar-
ising local communities, especial-
ly children, with the world’s fast-
est land animal before it reaches 
VDTR which will be the first the 
tiger reserve to get cheetahs.

The evening chaupals, being or-
ganised since May 31 in villages 
located in the core and buffer 
zones of  the reserve, are drawing 
50 to 150 children daily. Through 
documentaries, interactive pres-
entations and question-answer 
sessions, forest officials are try-
ing to dispel fears surrounding 
cheetahs and explain how the spe-
cies could benefit the region. The 

outreach initiative has also cre-
ated a unique connection between 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s 
parliamentary constituency Var-
anasi and MP’s largest tiger re-
serve. Artisans from Varanasi’s 
Bhullanpur area have crafted col-
ourful cheetah-faced wooden pen-
cils which are being distributed 
among children attending the 
chaupals.

Forest officials said the chau-
pals are particularly aimed at ad-
dressing concerns among villag-

ers about the possible threat posed 
by cheetahs. Children attending 
the sessions are being informed 
about cheetahs, as well as other 
wildlife species like tigers, leop-
ards and wolves that already in-
habit the reserve. “Children can 
be the most profound teachers for 
their families. So, the young ones 
are not just being handed gifts but 
shared all information pertaining 
to cheetahs, other wildlife species, 
including tigers, leopards and 
wolves” Singh added. 

Cheetah-centric pencils 
crafted by artisans in 
Kashi and cheetah-
themed face masks 

sourced from Bhopal are among the 
most popular gifts among children

Rajnish Kumar Singh, divisional forest 
officer, VDTR

80%
Sources associated with the 
project said around 80 per 
cent of the infrastructure 
work for housing cheetahs at 
VDTR has been completed


