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REPORT OF SHARING WORKSHOP
PROGRAMME TO CONSERVF THE URBAN BIODIVERSITY OF WEST BENGAL WITH SCHOOL STUDENTS
30 January 2008 at Seminar Hall, M.P. Birla Planetarium, Kolkata
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 The need for a programme sharing workshop
Since 2004, ASED has been working with schools on the theme of conserving biodiversity under the aegis of the Rufford Small Grants, U.K. During 2007 till date it is working with 7 schools of which 5 were located in Kolkata and 2 in Durgapur. The Kolkata schools are in the second phase of the project while the schools from Durgapur are in the first phase, having initiated their programmes a year ago.
Sharing experiences and exchanging ideas adds an interesting aspect to the projects that each school is conducting. This kind of exchange not only helps students learn from each other but also helps in assessing how far the programme has come.
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 Aims of the workshop

· Sharing the experiences of the past year

· Discussion of achievements and difficulties 
· Feed back from participating schools
· Planning for the future
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 Participants:

Two teachers and three students from each of the participating schools were invited. The following schools took part in the workshop:

· Ananda Ashram Balika Vidyapith

· Metropolitan High School

· Tarak Nath Higher Secondary School, Durgapur

· Sagardanga High School , Durgapur

Beltala Girls High School, Sarengabad High School and Children’s Foundation School were unable to attend and sent their apologies.
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 Programme Schedule:

· Inauguration by Mr. A.K. Raha, Principal Chief Conservator, Forest Department, Government of West Bengal
· Opening ceremony by participating schools

· Slide show and presentation of the Rufford programme by Kushal Mookherjee, RSG Resource Person and member, State Wildlife Advisory Board, West Bengal
· Presentations by schools

· Lunch

· Continuation of presentations

· Tea 

· Group discussion

· Presentation of Group discussion

· Winding up and closing speech by Diti Mookherjee, RSG Project Leader and CEO, ASED.
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 Inauguration

The workshop was inaugurated by Mr. Raha Principal Chief Conservator, Forest Department, Government of West Bengal. Mr. Raha gave an encouraging speech to the students urging them to continue their work on biodiversity conservation. He stressed the need for biodiversity conservation in the light of the looming threat of global warming. 
Students from each school were then invited on to the stage. They each put a colourful hand print on a poster depicting the trunk of a tree. The result was a colourful array of handprints forming the leaves of the tree and symbolising the joint effort of all the schools under the programme. The students were so enthused that almost all of them came on stage to dip their hands in the paint and some of the teachers too joined in!
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 Slide Show

A slide show was presented by Kushal Mookherjee, Resource Person for the RSG Programme. The slides showcased the schools programme and also gave a glimpse of the vast biodiversity to be found in the state of West Bengal.
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 Presentations

Sagardanga Higher Secondary School, Durgapur

The school was represented by Arithro Das, Somnath Mondal and Anupam Ghoroi. Each student made a presentation about one of the aspects of the environment project that their school has undertaken. The students used charts to present their findings.
Arithro spoke about the different species of trees that can be found on the campus of the school. As the school has large grounds filled with many trees, the students have decided to compile a list of all the trees on the campus and find out how they are beneficial. Arithro spoke about the many flowering and fruit trees in the school. These trees not only help in beautifying the surroundings and providing food but also have medicinal properties and are habitats for many different kinds of animal and insect life. Some of the trees that Arithro spoke about were banyan(Bot Ficus benghalensis), Guava(Peara Psidium guajava), jackfruit(Kanthal, Artophyllus heterophyllus),Mast Tree(Debdaru Polyalthia longifolia),  Orange Jessamine(Kamini Murraya paniculata), Bo Tree (Peepal Ficus religiosa), Lemon (Lebu Citrus limon) and Flamboyant (Gulmohar Delonix regia).
Somnath Mondal talked about the medicinal plant garden that the students have initiated. Different types of medicinal plants have been planted and the students take pride in maintaining them. Somnath spoke about the plants and their medicinal uses. Some of the plants are Basak Adhatoda vasica, Basil (Tulsi Ocimum sanctum), marigold, Nayantara Catharanthus roseus,  Hibiscus (Joba Hibiscus rosa-sinensis) etc. Several of the plants have multiplied since planting while a few have not survived. The students have examined the causes behind this and are conscious about keeping these factors in mind as they continue to plan their garden.
Somnath also spoke about the different animals, insects and birds that can be seen around the school. He commented that there has been a drop in the number of moths and Common Mynah birds (Shalik Acridotheres tristis) in the last few years.

Anupam Ghoroi talked about the trees and animal life in the neighbourhood of the school. The students have compiled a list of trees which include big trees like Peepal, Jackfruit, Indian Jujube (Kool Ziziphus mauritiana), papaya trees as well as flowering plants like hibiscus, Night-blooming Jasmine (Sheuli Nyctanthes arbour-tristis), Kanchan (Bauhinia sp.) and Aparajita (Clitorea ternatea). They have seen animals like cats, dogs, snakes, lizards and cows as well as a variety of birds including sparrows, crows, pigeons and mynahs. Anupam expressed concern that the number of trees as well as animal life seemed to be decreasing with time. This was especially true of animals and birds as their habitats were being destroyed and they were finding it more and more difficult to find food.
The students have made a ground plan of the schools grounds on which they have plotted the location of the different trees and plants. In future they plan to plant more trees with the emphasis on big trees that will support insect, bird and animal life. 

Discussion: 
After the presentation the students answered questions from the audience.

Q. Why have some trees been cut down in your school? Have the roots been destroyed or will they grow again?

A. Two trees located near the school gates were cut down as they were obstructing the driveway and hampering movement. The roots have been retained, so it is expected that the trees will grow again.

Q. Have the trees and medicinal plants been named with placards to help other students recognise them?
A. The plants in the medicinal garden have been named but not the trees. The students plan to take this up on their return.

Q. Why did some of the medicinal plants die?

A. Some of the plants did not survive due to a lack of rain and sunlight. The students also face a problem with watering the plants during school vacations as the school remains closed.

A request was made to the teachers of the school to intervene and help the students find a way to look after the plants during school vacations.

Kushal Mookherjee of ASED clarified that there is no concrete proof that sound waves from mobile phones affect birds as had been suggested by one of the students. Research was carried out regarding this in Europe but it was not conclusive. Kushal pointed out that while there was definite evidence of a declining bird population, this could be due to a variety of other factors.

Ananda Ashram Balika Vidyapeeth

Students from Classes 7 and 8 made the presentation on the school’s efforts at conserving biodiversity. The Eco Club of the school was initiated in 2004 and the school has been working with ASED for the past 3 years.
The students first presented a land use map that they have created. The map shows 63 types of trees in the locality. The students pointed out that the variety of trees in the area has been increasing over the years and therefore more and more life forms are becoming visible. The students have undertaken a survey to study how different birds and insects are visible during the different seasons.

In studying the biodiversity in the neighbourhood of the school the students have created a scaled map showing the location of various trees. They have found that one side of the road supports a variety of trees while the other side does not. They have attributed this to the large number of roadside stalls on this side of the road.

The students have also found that the local people have taken the initiative in planting and maintaining trees. There are pockets located off the main road where efforts have been made to beautify the area with flowering trees and some uncommon varieties like silver oak can also be found here. 
The students have studied the life forms which the trees support. They have found a lot of bird and insects on those trees that provide food and are away from the noise and pollution of the busy main street. Trees with spread out branches also have a larger number of nests. The main road has paved footpaths but islands have been created which allow grass to grow and some life forms can be found here as well.

In comparing the life forms found inside the school grounds and in the neighbourhood around it the students have found that the school has more birds but there are more insects outside it. The diversity of life forms is greater inside the school. However there are pockets in the neighbourhood where the efforts of the residents have made a difference.

The students summed up their presentation with a brief overview of their survey. They said that they found it encouraging that local residents were making an effort to preserve the biodiversity of the area. They cited the example of small islands of grass that have been created, stressing that appropriate action can led to results. The survey was conducted during the monsoon and autumn, in the afternoon. The students wondered if their findings would have been different at other times of the day and during different seasons. They are interested in taking this project further and would like to work with the residents to try and improve the neighbourhood.

Discussion:

Q. Have the trees on the road been completely destroyed?

A. It would appear so as there is little evidence of the trees that have been cut down. The students have heard that there were trees there earlier but have not seen them themselves. There could be natural causes for the declining number of trees.

It was pointed out that the Kolkata Municipal Corporation (KMC) has been instrumental in cutting down many trees. Further people often cut off branches if they come in the way and hinder movement. When doing so however it is important to bear in mind that the branches need to be cut in balance fashion so that the tree does not become heavier on one side. This will lead to it being weaken and it will fall very soon. Antifungal solution also needs to be applied to the cut surface to protect the tree. In the case of small trees, a glue solution can also be used.
The Eco Club of the Ananda Ashram Balika Vidyapeeth works with a number of environmental organisations taking the best that each has to offer. This allows it to be independent and take the programme forward in a manner relevant to their students. Maintaining continuity too forms an important aspect of the project. Thus while the major responsibility lies with the Class 8 students, those in Class 7 are also inducted as helpers so that they are oriented to the work by the time they take over a year later.

Anshuman Das of DRCSC initiated a discussion on how the knowledge learnt in school can be applied at home. Students recounted that they have learnt new things like cutting branches in a balanced fashion. They have also stopped plucking flowers and leaves, preferring to admire the flowers in their natural environment rather than taking them home or giving them to a teacher. Several students have also planted flowering shrubs at home. Anshuman urged the students to use their knowledge to influence those around them. A change can be brought about effectively if the knowledge is used to promote good habits. This created greater awareness than making posters and going on marches, he felt. Anshuman also urged the students to cultivate vegetables at home in addition to flowers. A student remarked that growing vegetables at home would mean that they would then be compelled to eat them as well!
Diti Mookherjee of ASED encouraged the students to think about planting local varieties of plants. She stressed the need to take care of the plants and examine the reasons why they do not survive.

TN High School, Durgapur
The presentation of the project undertaken was made by the core group students of the school. The boys used charts to support their presentation and exhibited a 3-D model that they had made of the trees in their school.
The students of the school have decided to concentrate their efforts on tree planting. They have planted Spinach (Palang, Spinacia oleracea), Old Man’s Head (Kadam, Neolamarckia cadamba) and Teak (Shegun, Tectona grandis) as well as some flowering plants.

The students felt that since West Bengal has a large forest area trees are a priority in the state. However the environment is being degraded and the biodiversity seen earlier is fast disappearing because of manmade causes. A lack of awareness and the spread of urbanisation were the chief causes the students felt.

The students have also studied the life forms found in and around the school and the food chain within their school. They have found that there are more trees than animal life. They have been able to identify about 15 different types of birds in their school. However field trips have revealed that a greater variety of birds can be seen outside the industrial area.

The project was initiated with all good intentions. However it has run into some problems in maintaining it. The school is located in the middle of a busy market area and is used for a number of other purposes besides education. Local political parties use the school premises for their programmes and the annual fair and Durga Puja (a major local festival) is held on its premises. The grounds are also accessible to the public after school hours. All these factors have made it very difficult for the students to maintain the plants that they have sown. The plants are often injured by people trampling on them and quite often are eaten up by goats and cows! The students have tried fencing off the plants but this has not worked. Additionally pollution from local black carbon factories and the nearby rail line has also hampered the growth of the plants and affected the existing trees.
To overcome these problems the students are trying to maintain the fences that have been erected around the plants. They have chosen to concentrate their efforts in an area located at the back of the school as it is not used by the public much and therefore the chances of the plants getting damaged are less. They plan to undertake awareness programmes so that the public becomes more conscious.
Discussion:

During the ensuing discussion teachers from the school underlined the problems that the students are facing in sustaining their project. They reiterated that efforts were being made to do the best under the circumstances, even though some of the factors were beyond their control.

Kushal Mookherjee related his experience of visiting the school and rued the damage that large fairs can cause to the grounds and trees. He talked about his visit to the Durgapur Barrage, once famous for its migratory birds. Today large scale fishing using nylon nets with small mesh size has affected the number of birds in the area. A recent survey of the Damodar stretch has revealed that there is little evidence of migratory birds in the reg- ion. Kushal pointed out that this was alarming as birds are an indicator of the health of a region. He stressed that urgent action was required to save the biodiversity of the area.
Kushal also talked about the experience of conducting field trips with the two schools from Durgapur. One school visited an area within the city limits while the other went to a place outside the city. The two places were not very far apart and yet the group outside the city could see a lot more than the one within the city.

Diti Mookherjee suggested holding a biodiversity fair in Durgapur to create awareness about the issues raised. She urged the schools to take the initiative in organising the event.

Anshuman Das of Development Resource and Services Centre (a leading environmental NGO) suggested involving the West Bengal Pollution Control Board as they were instrumental in giving licenses to sponge iron and black carbon factories.

Metropolitan Institute

The students of the school were unable to attend the workshop due to ongoing tests in the school. The presentation was made by Mr. Subhro Kanti Roy, a teacher of the school and member of the Core Group.
The project at the school was initiated in 2005. The first experience was found to be interesting and relevant and so the school has continued encouraging their students in this regard. The response of the students has been particularly encouraging. In fact many more than can be accommodated volunteer every year.
The school is located in the heart of Kolkata in a busy commercial area. It does not have open grounds and so efforts have been limited to whatever can be done within the school building. As a result when the students go on field trips and are encouraged to experience nature first hand their response is overwhelming and the experience invaluable. It is this internal awakening of the students that was the greatest benefit of the programme.

Within the school itself the students have tried their hand at growing shrubs and plants in flower pots. Leafy shrubs, flowering plants, different types of cactus and medicinal plants are being grown within the 4 stories of the school building.

Mr. concluded his presentation with a suggestion that the schools under the “Conserving Biodiversity” programme continue to share their experiences and also visit each other to facilitate greater exchange of ideas and thoughts.

Children’s Foundation School and Beltala Girls High School
Both schools were unable to attend. A presentation was made on their behalf by Indrajit Mullick, Field Coordinator of the RSG Programme.

Indrajit commended the schools on their environment projects, which have been maintained in spite of a lack of space. 
The students of the Children’s Foundation School have focused their energies on planting shrubs and plants in flower pots which are then spread out over the school. The students have chosen plants which are unusual and not seen easily. The school is now trying to involve the local club and the municipal corporation to help it plant trees outside the school.

Beltala Girls School has undertaken a survey of plant life inside the school. They too have used flower pots to plant different types of flowering plants and shrubs. 
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 Group Discussion
After the tea break the teachers and students of the various schools present were divided into three groups. Each group was asked to discuss their projects and plan for the future. They were encouraged to think of ways to take their project forward as well as exchange ideas with each other. Susmita Basu, Resource Person of RSG Programme facilitated the discussion in all the groups. After an hour each group made a presentation of their deliberations. The session was chaired by Kushal Mookherjee and facilitated by Susmita Basu.
Group 1

TN High School said they wanted to stop encroachment into their school and needed to take help from the authorities in this matter.

Ananda Ashram planned to conduct a survey to assess the level of awareness regarding environmental issues in the neighbourhood of the school. They felt that some of the residents were already aware and wondered how this could be spread to encompass more people.
The students wanted to keep their focus on trees as this was the most relevant in their area. They plan to involve the KMC and the neighbourhood in their efforts to preserve the trees of the locality.

Efforts also needed to be made to solve the problem of water-logging on the street facing the school as the dirty water enters the school and harms the plants. Creating awareness about littering, plastic packets and plastic bottles within the school itself would go a long way in achieving this they felt.

Sagardanga High School wanted to make greater efforts to ensure that their trees and plants were not neglected during the school holidays. The students also wanted to extend the survey they had conducted on life forms within the school grounds to the neighbourhood and concentrate their efforts in finding out more about different types of soil and how they affect the growth of plants.
Summary:

As a whole the group wanted to achieve the following:

· Create public awareness

· Bring the notice of the concerned authorities to the various problems being faced by them.

· Further their own ongoing projects in different ways.
Group 2

TN High School and Sagardanga High School wanted to spread awareness about environment issues through various means. They suggested that the Environmental Studies classes could be used to promote awareness so that the message would reach all the students and not be limited to those who participate in the biodiversity program. The schools also wanted to network with each other as well other schools in Durgapur so that action could be taken jointly.
Ananda Ashram wanted to concentrate their efforts on littering and accumulation of rubbish. They too wanted to join hands with other schools and observe certain significant dates like the Forest week. Working together would help them be more effective they felt. Creating awareness about medicinal plants was also on their agenda for the future.
Summary:

As a group the students thus had the following plans:

· Spread awareness about environmental issues through various means

· Network with other schools to strengthen the programme, share experiences and learn form each other.

Group 3

Ananda Ashram wanted to initiate planting of trees outside the school and planned to approach the relevant authorities for the purpose.

Sagardanga High School and TN High School planned to approach the black carbon factories in their area to convince them to stop their machines for at least 2 hours every day. Involving the large industrial houses in city might also help they felt. There was an urgent need to spread the message of conservation and the students hoped to undertake activities to achieve this.

Summary:

The students wanted to:

· Create greater awareness

· Take their projects outside the school by involving other concerns.
Summing Up:

Kushal Mookherjee summed up the presentations of the schools and commended the students on their efforts and achievements. He encouraged them to take the initiative in carrying the projects further.
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 Conclusion

Anshuman Das of Development Research Communication Services Centre (DRCSC) made the following observations:
· He urged the students to spread the message of conservation through their own immediate environments. One need not always think in terms of rallies and campaigns he stressed. Instead by merely influencing the way they, their families and friends live by itself will bring about a guaranteed change. 

· Anshuman also put forward some concrete suggestions and encouraged the teachers and students present to try them out. He felt that the recently introduced Environmental Studies (EVS) in the school curriculum could be used very effectively to encourage students to think about relevant issues and find the link between what they learn in class and the world around them He suggested that projects of the nature presented at the workshop could be initiated in the class itself to make it more practical and not book oriented.
· He encouraged the students to carry on documenting all the different life forms that they see around them. Several species are becoming rare very fast and the children may not even see some of the plants and animals when they grow up. Interviewing the older generation to document changes in the environment could be an interesting project.

· Growing their own gardens, recycling whenever possible, using solar cookers were some of the other suggestions that Anshuman had for the young audience.

Diti Mookherjee concluded the workshop by thanking all the core group members including the teachers for their active participation in the Programme and in the Workshop. She said that she and her team would get back to the schools regarding the next course of the Programme. She hoped that all the schools and ASED could continue to work as a team on  this important and interesting work that was underway.
Report prepared by 

Gitanjali Ghosh

For ASED
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