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The Supreme Court of India in
MK Ranjitsinh and Ors vs.
Union of India has constituted
a seven-member committee
and tasked it with addressing

the delicate balance between
conservation initiatives for the Great
Indian Bustard (GIB) and the
installation of renewable energy projects
in its habitat. This decision follows the
Court’s acknowledgement of the
challenges posed by its April 2021
directive mandating the burial of all
power lines within the GIB habitat, a
measure claimed to be expensive and
impractical over extensive distances by
Power companies and the Central
Government. With the complex
interplay between development and
conservation at the forefront, the
committee has to assess primarily the
viability of reducing the area banned for
overhead powerlines from 80,000 to
13,663 square kilometres.
The GIB figures in Schedule I of the
Indian Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972,
in Appendix I of CITES and is classified
as Critically Endangered on the IUCN
Red List. Included in the National
Wildlife Action Plan, it has been
earmarked for a recovery program under
the Integrated Development of Wildlife
Habitats by the Ministry of Environment
and Forests and Climate Change
(MoEFCC), Government of India.
During the Mughal and British periods,
the GIB was one of the top game birds.
Historical accounts suggest that tribal
Bhils used to set fire to the bushes
surrounding their nests to trap females.
The species has been facing numerous
threats to its survival including
occasional poaching, collisions with
high-tension electric wires, fast-moving
vehicles, and free-ranging dogs in
villages. Additionally, habitat loss and
alteration due to the diversion of
grasslands and scrublands, extensive
agricultural expansion, mechanized
farming practices, and infrastructural
developments such as irrigation systems,
roads, and windmills pose significant
challenges.
Weighing approximately 15 kilograms
each, their bulk poses a challenge when
navigating around electricity lines or
windmills, often resulting in fatalities or
injuries. The dry semi-desert regions
where the bustard once thrived,
particularly in parts of Rajasthan, have
also undergone significant
transformation due to irrigation canals,
converting the landscape into highly
cultivated areas. Present-day threats
include further expansion of linear
infrastructure such as roads and electric
power transmission lines leading to
collision-related mortality. The proposed
expansion of renewable energy
infrastructure, including large-scale
deployment of solar panels across desert
and grassland areas, further jeopardizes
the bird’s habitat. 
In its historical range, the great Indian
bustard once existed across Western
India, spanning 11 states, including parts
of Pakistan, with strongholds in the Thar
desert and the Deccan plateau. Known
for its preference for flat, open
landscapes with minimal disturbance, it
thrives in grasslands. Their numbers,
however, have dwindled dramatically,
with only around 150 individuals
estimated to survive as of 2018, down
from around 250 in 2011. Most of the
population, estimated at around 120, is
concentrated in the arid grasslands of
Thar, Rajasthan, particularly in the
Desert National Park and the Pokhran
Field Firing Range, with smaller
populations reportedly scattered
elsewhere in the country. In
Maharashtra, two individuals had been

reported in Nanaj, Solapur district,
where the Bombay Natural

History Society (BNHS) is
actively involved in conservation

efforts. Concerningly, however, the
absence of the great Indian bustard
in Nanaj in Maharashtra as well as
in the Rollapadu Wildlife
Sanctuary in Andhra Pradesh for
the past few years suggests a
looming risk of local-level
extinctions.
Known for their slow
reproductive rate, GIBs lay only a
few eggs and invest nearly a year
in caring for their chicks.
Establishing a founder population

requires a minimum of 20 breeding
females and 5 to 10 breeding males.

In the relatively better populated Thar
region, specifically focused upon in the

Supreme Court case, the looming risks
of the maze of infrastructural
development, food insecurity, conflicts,
and climate change-induced impacts
exacerbate the challenges faced by them. 
As regards actions taken to safeguard

the dwindling population of the GIB, the
MoEFCC, Rajasthan Forest Department,
and Wildlife Institute of India (WII),
came together in 2018 to initiate
conservation breeding programs and
conduct scientific research for GIB’s
conservation.
Notably, the WII had already identified
ten potential locations for GIB breeding
centres in 2017, setting the stage for
proactive conservation measures.
Drawing on expertise beyond borders,
the International Fund for Houbara
Conservation (IFHC) from Abu Dhabi
was enlisted as a technical partner due to
its successful track record in breeding
other bustard species. The collective
efforts resulted in the establishment of
two breeding centres in Rajasthan,
housing a total of 29 GIBs, bolstering
hopes for the species’ survival. Further
support poured in from WWF-India,
which helped in crafting guidelines for a
comprehensive State Action Plan for
Resident Bustard Recovery Programme
and backed future expansion plans in
Gujarat. In Karnataka’s Siruguppa taluka,
the Ballari Forest division proposed a
Detailed Project Report with an

investment of INR 24 crores for a
research centre dedicated to the GIB
cause. In Maharashtra, with GIB sighted
in recent years neither in Nanaj of
Solapur nor in Warora of Vidarbha
region, a proposed collaboration with
Rajasthan aims to exchange tigers for
GIBs, with plans to establish a breeding
centre in Nanaj.  
Assessment of the overall strength,
budgetary outlay, and position of the
MoEFCC and forest departments in
decision-making in the Government
reflects that the effectiveness of efforts
to secure the future of the GIB is just
inadequate. The weakening of
statutory instruments and
establishments related to forest and
wildlife conservation in the recent past
is quite revealing in this regard. In the
case of GIB also, on an uneven field,
stakeholders grapple with the urgent
need to balance developmental
agendas with conservation imperatives,
claiming to be providing a sustainable
coexistence for this emblematic avian
species. 
However, amidst endeavours by some
professional foresters, a pressing
challenge looms large today. About
66,337 sq. km of land for overhead
transmission lines are considered despite
WII’s recommendation that mitigation
of powerline-linked mortality required a
ban on high tension wires,

undergrounding of <66 kv wires, and
retrofitting of existing wires with bird
diverters. WII’s findings also
underscored the perilous predicament,
with an estimated 16 GIB fatalities
annually due to collisions with high-
tension lines in the Thar region alone.
Such alarming mortality rates, validated
by tagging efforts by WII, are in sharp
contrast to the indication of the number
of recorded mortality cases as
insignificant before the highest court.
Using a lower number of collision deaths
as a basis for allowing a network of
overhead powerlines in GIB habitats will
be akin to advocating the discontinuance
of medicines in a pandemic situation
where due to a reduced number of
survivors, deaths per day may be
lowered.
An approach of balancing conservation
and development by permitting power
projects, in a critically endangered
species’ habitat with just about 140
survivors, currently less polluting than
non-renewable resources deserves
perhaps a second look. The idea of
development and its impact created and
sold by the most selfish species on earth
pitted against the right to life of a species
at the brink of extinction needs to adopt
a much wider and multi-sectoral
perspective. 
India’s insolation data in many areas,
not natural habitats of GIB, presents

similar ranges as in Rajasthan and
Gujarat. The Annual Mean Daily
Global Solar Radiation (AMDGSR)
map indicates 6.8 to 5.6 kWh/ m2/ day
in different parts of Rajasthan and
Gujrat; 6.0 to 5.8 in Madhya Pradesh,
Tamil Nadu and Ladakh; and 5.8 to 5.6
in states like Madhya Pradesh, Uttar
Pradesh, Bihar, Maharashtra,
Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh, Telangana,
and Tamil Nadu.
India’s solar power generation capacity
having reached about 76 GW in FY24, is
concentrated in Rajasthan and Gujarat
with 17.8 GW and 10.1 GW. Large states
like MP and UR are major
disappointments. Authorities should
consider the country-wide spread and
benefits, site-specific costs on
infrastructure, and the capacity
utilization factor (CUF) figures reported
to be 20 for Rajasthan and Andhra
Pradesh; 19 for Maharashtra, Karnataka,
Tamil Nadu, Punjab, and Madhya
Pradesh; and 18 for Gujarat.
Considering this scenario, any honest
concern for balancing conservation and
development must, instead of
compromising GIB’s future, explore and
exploit the potential spread out in the
country for solar projects. That would be
true climate justice!
(The writers are Former Principal Chief
Conservator of Forests, UP and
Maharashtra; views are personal)
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