People, plastic perturb UNESCO’s heritage plateau
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A carpet of colours mottled in purple and pink attracts visitors and naturalists to Maharashtra’s very own wild flower heaven, Kas plateau. Just after monsoon, in August-September, the rocky plateaus are covered with vast expanses of colourful flowers, leaves and endemic grasses (which are found only in this region) - a sight that fancies the attention of people. 
Until 2008, Kas plateau was known to fewer people. The place turned popular with wide media coverage of the mass blooming phenomenon.

In 2012, when UNESCO declared Kas plateau as a world heritage site, tourists started flocking in larger numbers. Tourist numbers witnessed a sharp increase from a few hundreds to a few thousands, and finally to lakhs in 2011. Tourism companies cashed in on the opportunity. In a five-year span, rampant tourism and human pressure on the plateau became uncontrollable. As opposed to conservation of the plateau with its heritage status, controlling tourists and their demands posed many challenges to the species of plants and wildlife here.
It is only during August-October that Kas plateau is painted with colours. There is a thin layer of soil where plants, lichens and mosses grow only in the monsoon. 
For most visitors, Kas plateau becomes an easy weekend destination- rather a picnic spot. They roll in the vast meadows, pluck flowers, throw chips packets, walk away, not thinking about consequences of their act. 

Prerna Agarwal, a researcher, funded by Rufford Small Grants Foundation, UK, working on the plateau recollects, “I first visited Kas plateau in 2005, when it was not this popular. The experience stayed with me for a long time. When I visited the place for second time, 4-5 years later, I saw a drastic change. The place was full of tourists.”
The sight of tourists made Agarwal think. She knew about the local species and wanted to stop the place from destruction by insensitive tourism. She took up a research project with two objectives; to study the impact of human trampling on plants and develop a solid waste management model for the plateau. The broader aim was to build ecotourism on the plateau through stakeholder participation. 
Tourist Impact
In 2012, after the UNESCO declaration, a small visitor entry fee of Rs 10 was charged. Though UNESCO, in its proposal, mentioned limit in the entry of people to the heritage site, it was difficult to follow or implement here. In the same year, media reports discussed the forest department’s decision of limiting public entry to 2000. However, that is not yet enforced. 
The very reason for declaring a site as heritage by UNESCO is to maintain the place, as it is, without making geographical changes. 
 “Since this is a plateau and not a mountain, people take their vehicles for a longer distance, crushing many flowers. This has fortunately been stopped by creating barricades on both sides of the access roads, but vegetation on the older car routes has unfortunately not recovered even after two years”, observes Agarwal. People can also walk for longer distances on the plateau, unlike a forest, without getting tired. 
Some of them lie on the palette of flowers to pose for pictures. Photographers, enthused by the rich biodiversity, lie on the plateau, destroying the flowers to get one macro shot. Says Aparna Watve, a plant specialist, working on Kas plateau, “One of the rare species of flowers, Ceropegia jainii is uprooted by enthusiastic photographers and tourists. This plant has less number of recruits (next generation plants); hence it is far more in danger than other species.”

Tens of thousands tourists in one day flattened all open area vegetation in 2013. Nature insensitive photographers target rare species and uproot, clear and trample.

In some species of flowers, such as Aponogeton saterensis, the effects may not be immediately visible as the populations are high, but since this species is found only on a few such rocky plateaus of Maharashtra in the entire world, reduction in habitat quality will harm them in the years to come. 

According to Watve, the tourists are not careful about other life forms which exist in Kas plateau, like lichens, insects, amphibians, reptiles, birds. Direct movement destructs their habitat, giving less space for animals to move around with a high tourist density. 

Though loss of plants is a poor indicator of tourism impact over a short span of time, there are other indicators which are warning signals that the habitat is getting worse. 
These include:

a. Formation of more footpaths

b. Loss of crust (algae/lichen) from rock surface, leading to rock exposure

c. Entry of invasive species 

d. Altering of plant community (Senecio, Blumea, - which are generalist species from surrounding scrublands occupy more area)

e. Reduction in perennial species (those with tubers), though it will take longer time.

f. Reduction in population and habitat use by ground flora- reduced nesting of endemic Malabar lark, ground dwelling geckos, snakes, invertebrates etc.

Says Watve, “These are very special signs, and cannot be picked up by casual observers. Fortunately we have data on the site since 2001 and hence can say very strongly that the signs are already there.”

According to records from the forest department, peak days reported 11218 vehicles and 69909 visitors on 25th October, 2011. This caused major problems in traffic management. People parked and moved their vehicles on the plateau causing excessive damage to vegetation. 
Collective Work on Waste Management
Though there are some rules tourists have to follow, it is easy to get away as the implementation is weak. In 2012, a Joint forest management committee (JFMC) was formed with people from four villages (Kas, Ekiv, Atali, Kasani). They were entrusted with responsibilities of managing the plateau with support from the forest department. 

Every season, the members will be employed on the plateau. They collect the entry fee, which is used for wages and maintenance of the plateau. 

Says Watve, “There is not enough manpower of JFMC or forest guards to control tourists. Some amount is collected as punishment for collecting or uprooting plants- but this doesn't lead to understanding that it is wrong behaviour. Tourists often pay meagre fines and take away the plants.”

Agarwal worked with the local people to fight out the problem of waste coming out of Kas plateau. She says, “A management model was created with various stakeholders. Two to four local people were employed to collect waste. Initially, the waste collected was burned down in the forest. We had interaction sessions with them and they were open to our suggestions.” 
Tourist organisations, local people, forest department, everyone came together to solve the solid waste issue.  Nature India team, Mumbai; Foliage Outdoors, Pune and Pugmarks Ecotours, Pune were some of the tourist organisations who came forth. Organisations like Satara-based Ranwata and Drongo nature club have been involved in community awareness and plateau conservation. The segregation of waste happened soon after. 
There was no waste recycling unit near the plateau. The waste could not be stored on the plateau due to high wind velocity and rainfall. All the inorganic waste was then sent to Satara for recycling. Says Agarwal, “Last year, we asked the tourist companies if they could dump the segregated waste bags in garbage bins at Satara. Three such organisations agreed. We also spoke to the waste pickers. The segregated waste then entered the recycling chain.” 
The cooperation from the tourist organisations was appreciated and acknowledged by the Satara forest department officials.

Most of these tourist organisations were from Mumbai and Pune. A visit to Kas plateau was much demanded by the people. Understanding the impact of public pressure on the plateau, some tourist organisations stopped the tours. Everyone took care of their responsibility and that made all the difference.

The segregated waste is recycled and the issue is sorted for now. However, what could have a larger impact is stopping the waste right at its source point. Agarwal concurs, “The success of solid waste management is a short-term one. Only 4-5% of the total waste is recycled.”

Think before you throw

One of the solutions is making it a no-plastic zone. Says Agarwal, “Enforcement is an issue. The crowd is unmanageable. The forest department officials employ more people during weekends. However, despite that, it would be difficult to catch hold of every person who is throwing waste.” 
The bigger problem is recycling chips packets. “Since there are no recycling units to process these in Satara, they are burnt.” Currently, these are transported till Satara city from where it would be sent to landfills. My future plan is to target organizations from Pune who can carry it till here, so that we can send it to recycling unit. Cost wise, it works better to do on-field checking of every person entering the plateau, and have a deposit scheme in place on number of chips carried to the plateau.” 
It is time that individuals visiting Kas plateau know the impact of opening up a packet of chips, and throwing it away, without respecting nature or think about its consequences. 
The problem of solid waste management will not even emerge if people become conscious and responsible citizens. 

Control Measures
According to Watve, only conservation-oriented tourism should be allowed and pleasure tourism should be discouraged. This controls the numbers to a large extent. The price they have to pay should also be increased. Tourists should stick to the already existing paths and anyone moving out of paths should be severely fined. Having trained and certified nature guides should be made mandatory.

She adds, “Forest department should realize that its job is to ensure conservation of the entire biodiversity, than solely promoting flower tourism for any kind of gain.”
The following suggestions are made to ensure the plateau is protected.

1. The protection has to be year round, as the underground organs and seed bank of species needs to be protected in the dormancy period. 
2. Introduction of invasive species of flowering plants, mushrooms and insects can lead to biodiversity changes over time. This needs to be monitored and avoided, especially, considering accidental introduction by incoming tourists in such large numbers

3. Many suggestions for beautification of the area, creation of viewing spots, benches, toilets etc. have been demanded by the tourists. However, this should not be done.

4. Promotion of tourism other than nature tourism should be avoided as the area has many sensitive elements. (sports racing, mountain biking, paragliding the biodiversity of the area, especially the faunal diversity is dependent on the adjoining forested areas in many ways, especially during the dry period. Hence, protection of surrounding areas and maintenance of wilderness around the sites is a must. 

5. The decisions regarding Kas plateau should be made only with public consultation process involving the village panchayats and in consultation with research and monitoring committee including scientists and managers

6. Effect of livestock grazing and fires on the biodiversity should be assessed  

7. No other animals including ponies, horses, camels, elephants should be allowed for recreational or any other purpose on the plateau and surrounding area

8. Recreational activities other than nature tourism such as giant wheels, games, stalls, shops should not be allowed in and around the plateau area. However, local low-impact activities, such as products made by self-help groups registered in the surrounding villages, nature awareness material sale etc. should be encouraged. 
9. Existing paths should be marked and creation of new paths should be avoided. The movement of tourists should be directed on present paths and to viewing points along planned routes

Watve concludes, “All is not well in the flower heaven, it is time people listened to the scientific reason and took steps to mend it. Otherwise, we will be losing a major site.”

