






















































Threat to 
survival
Hollongapar Gibbon 
Sanctuary in Assam faces 
ecological challenges as 
railway electrification and 
hydrocarbon exploration 
endanger its fragile 
biodiversity

SANDIPAN TALUKDAR    
JOHRAT, ASSAM

THE HOOLOCK gibbon, one of humans’ 
closest evolutionary cousins, clings to 
survival in a fragile habitat in India—a 21-

km wildlife sanctuary in Assam’s Jorhat district 
named after the ape itself. Over the past century, 
human encroachment has steadily tightened its 
grip on the sanctuary, which is home to over 219 
bird species, six primate species (including the 
world’s largest troop of stump-tailed macaques) 
and much more. A railway track, laid in 1887, 
cuts through its core, while “tea gardens and 
human settlements” encircle its “semi-evergreen 
forests and evergreen patches”, as described by 
the state’s forest department website.  

Remarkably, the Hoolock gibbon, India’s sole 
ape species, has managed to endure. A 2019 cen-
sus conducted by the Wildlife Institute of India, 
Dehradun, recorded 125 individuals within the 
sanctuary. However, conservationists are sound-
ing the alarm over two projects sanctioned in 
2024: exploratory hydrocarbon mining approved 
just 13 km south of the sanctuary and the electri-
fication of the railway track running through it. 
These projects could upend the delicate balance of 
the vulnerable ecosystem, jeopardising the future 

BIODIVERSITY/MINING

There are at least 125 Hoolock gibbons residing  
in the Hollongapar Gibbon Sanctuary in Assam, according to a 

census conducted by the Wildlife Institute of India in 2019
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of the primate and the other biodi-
versity in and around the sanctuary.  

IN SEARCH OF OIL
The exploratory drilling site on the 
Assam-Nagaland border, while lo-
cated outside the Hoollongapar Gib-
bon Sanctuary, falls within its 
265-sq-km eco-sensitive zone (esz) 
and near the Dissoi Valley Reserve 
Forest. Part of a project by Vedanta’s 
subsidiary Cairn Oil & Gas to map 
hydrocarbon reserves in Jorhat, the 
site is among 35 locations identified 
for exploratory mining and occupies 
a critical elephant corridor. In Au-
gust 2024, the project received ap-
provals from Assam’s principal chief 
conservator of forests, the chief wild-
life warden, and the Forest Advisory 
Committee of the Union Ministry of 
Environment, Forest, and Climate 
Change (moefcc). Subsequently, the 
National Board for Wildlife (nbwl), a 

statutory body overseeing wildlife 
conservation, inspected the site in 
November 2024 and granted condi-
tional clearance on December 21, 
2024. They stated that while the site 
is within the esz, it does not en-
croach upon any designated ele-
phant corridor. “Neither the 
Elephant Corridor Report by the 
Wildlife Institute of India nor the 
forest records with the moefcc clas-
sify the site as a designated elephant 
corridor,” says Raman Sukumar, an 
nbwl member and honorary profes-
sor at the Centre for Ecological Sci-
ences, Indian Institute of Science, 
Bengaluru. According to Nandha 
Kumar, Jorhat’s district forest offic-
er, elephant movements in the near-
by Dissoi Valley Reserve Forest are 
seasonal. “They come when the pad-
dies are ripe for harvest. The corri-
dor is relatively small and the 
drilling site is located at a distance 

Double whammy
In 2024, the National Board for Wildlife approved the Railways’ plan to 
electrify the 1.26-km railway stretch cutting through the sanctuary, and 
also sanctioned exploratory hydrocarbon mining just 13 km south of it

Eco-sensitive Zone

A railway
track

Holongapar Gibbon 
Wildlife Sanctuary

Exploratory mining 
site for hydrocarbon

Map not to scale; Source: Wildlife 
Institute of India and Central 
Jorhat District Citizens’ Forum
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from it. It should not harm the ele-
phants,” says Kumar.  

Environmentalists, however, op-
pose the project, arguing that the 
area has historically served as an 
elephant migration route since the 
era of the Ahom kingdom (1228-
1826). “The site is undeniably part 
of an elephant corridor, and it was 
one of the reasons the esz was noti-
fied in 2019,” says Tridip Dutta, sec-
retary of the Central Jorhat District 
Citizens’ Forum, which filed a pub-
lic interest petition in the National 
Green Tribunal in November 2024 
against the mining project and the 
electrification of the railway track. 
Dutta claims that of the 35 drilling 
sites, 10 are within 2 km of the esz 
boundary. “Even if the sites fall out-
side, their cumulative impact will 
be catastrophic,” he warns.  

Sukumar argues that the drill-
ing is purely exploratory, aimed at 
mapping hydrocarbon reserves, not 
commercial extraction. Additional-
ly, the project must comply with 
strict conditions, such as real-time 
digital surveillance, minimal tree 
felling and pollution controls. “If 
there are no commercial plans, why 
conduct exploratory drilling in an 
elephant corridor?” asks Dutta.  

Concerns are also being raised 
about the broader impact of such 
projects. “Deep drilling often brings 
contaminants like heavy metals to 
the surface, and improper disposal 
can pollute surface and groundwa-
ter sources,” says Pinaki Sengupta, 
former head of the material science 
and technology division at Jorhat’s 
North East Institute of Science and 
Technology. The noise and light pol-
lution from round-the-clock opera-
tions would further disrupt wildlife.  

When Down To Earth visited 
Agsomuwa village, one of the sites 
where drilling began in 2023, resi-
dents shared their anxieties. “The 

Guardians of Hollongapar

Neeharika Gogoi and Narayan Sharma

A VISIT to Hollongapar Gibbon Sanctuary in Assam is not considered complete until 
one hears the loud, echoing calls of the Western hoolock gibbons (Hoolock hoolock), 
perched atop the highest branches. Their distinctive “hoo-koo hooo-kooo” calls, an 
integral part of the rainforest’s soundscape, captivate visitors. Globally, Western 
hoolock gibbons are found across eastern Bangladesh, west of the Chindwin River in 
northeastern Myanmar, and Northeast India. In India, their range is limited to areas 
south of the Brahmaputra River and east of the Dibang River. Known for their 
ululating calls, they are the only ape species in India and one of humanity’s closest 
relatives on the evolutionary ladder. The sanctuary, one of the fragmented forest 
habitats where they persist, covers less than 21 sq km.

Western hoolock gibbons are dimorphic, meaning adult males and females differ 
in both colour and size. Males, slightly larger, have black coats, while females sport 
light brown or golden fur. They reach sexual maturity between six and eight years of 
age, at which point they leave their natal groups to find mates and establish their 
own territories. The inter-birth interval is around two years, and typical troop sizes 
range from two to five individuals. They are primarily monogamous, with males and 
females pairing for life. Western hoolock gibbons consume fruit as their main diet but 
also feed on young and mature leaves and insects. As frugivores, they play a critical 
role in seed dispersal. Exclusively arboreal, they rely on brachiation, a unique 
method of forest travel involving swinging from branch to branch using their long, 
specially adapted forelimbs. Canopy connectivity is essential for their survival, as 
they rarely descend to the forest floor. When forced to the ground due to gaps in the 
canopy, they walk bipedally, standing upright on their hind limbs with their forelimbs 
raised. This makes them vulnerable to predation by dogs and other animals, as they 
are clumsy on the ground. Habitat fragmentation caused by tree felling disrupts 
canopy connectivity, restricting their movement and reducing food availability. As a 
result, the population size of hoolock gibbons has declined precipitously throughout 
their range due to habitat loss, fragmentation, and hunting. They are listed as 
endangered on the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species and are protected under 
Schedule I of the Indian Wildlife (Protection) Act 1972. 

Although the controversial oil exploration activities are set to take place 13 km 
away within the eco-sensitive zone of the Hollongapar Gibbon Sanctuary, they could 
still negatively impact local wildlife. Emissions from drilling can disperse pollutants 
over long distances, harming food sources. The tragic case of a gibbon family 
affected by the 2020 Baghjan blowout—a result of an oil leak at an Oil India plant—
highlights the potential consequences. A pregnant female from nearby Barekuri 
village prematurely gave birth to a stillborn infant and died days later. The 
endangered Deohanh, or white-winged duck, also found in Hollongapar, depends on 
small forest pools that are at risk of contamination. Primates in the sanctuary already 
face threats from an existing railway track that divides the forest into two unequal 
halves. Oil exploration would exacerbate the degradation of this fragile environment.

(Neeharika Gogoi is a researcher and Narayan Sharma is an assistant professor 
at the Department of Environmental Biology and Wildlife Sciences, Cotton University 

in Guwahati, Assam)  

Exploratory hydrocarbon mining could impact one of humans’ 
closest evolutionary cousins 

BIODIVERSITY/MINING
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company has leased our land for 
three years, but the compensation 
does not match the value of our pad-
dy crops,” says one farmer, speaking 
on condition of anonymity. Flooding 
in 2023 exacerbated their worries, 
as mud and chemicals from the 
drilling site spilled into fields and 
ponds. While no immediate crop 
damage was reported, concerns 
about long-term toxicity remain. 
There is also resentment among the 
residents over the way the project 
was sanctioned. An elderly woman 
from the village says only those 
whose lands were acquired were 
consulted. “The rest of us only 
learnt about it after the deal be-
tween the company and the land-
owners was finalised. There was no 
public meeting before the drilling 
machines were set up, and now they 
produce constant noise,” she adds.

ON THE TRACKS
The electrification of the Lumding-
Dibrugarh section of the Northeast 
Frontier Railway, a 1.65-km stretch 
of which runs through the Hoollon-
gapar Gibbon Sanctuary, has also 
alarmed conservationists. The rail-
way line, a vital link to Upper As-
sam, was upgraded to broad gauge 
in 1996-97 and sees around 40 
trains daily. News of the electrifica-
tion of the tracks was first confirmed 
in July 2024 through a Right to In-
formation application filed by youth 
political groups, the Students’ Fed-
eration of India and the Democratic 
Youth Federation of India (dyfi). “We 
first protested at Mariani railway 
junction (which is nearest to the 
sanctuary) and submitted a memo-
randum to the railways on July 15, 
2024, calling for the withdrawal of 
the proposal. This was followed by 
protests in front of the circle office. 
We also brought the matter to the 
notice of Jorhat’s Member of Parlia-

ment,” says Prarthana Bordoloi, of 
dyfi. Still, on October 9, 2024, nbwl 
approved the project. While electri-
cal posts have been erected, the 
track is yet to be energised. “For 
years, there have been demands to 
divert the railway section outside 
the sanctuary because it breaks the 
canopy cover. Instead, they are now 
electrifying the track,” says Pinak-

pani Borthakur, a resident of Me-
leng Lakhipur village outside the 
sanctuary. In July last year, 
Borthakur wrote to the state chief 
minister about the same.  

Hoolock gibbons rely on tree can-
opies for movement. The sanctuary’s 
dense vegetation, including Assam’s 
state tree, Hollong, provides ideal 
conditions for their arboreal life-
style. However, shrinking forests 
and widening canopy gaps threaten 
the gibbons’ survival. “Gibbons are 
fascinating not only because of their 
arboreal nature but also due to their 

human-like partner selection pro-
cess,” says Narayan Sharma, assis-
tant professor at Cotton University, 
Guwahati. “They are family-centric, 
with each family comprising 5-6 
members. Individuals choose mates 
from outside their families,” he adds. 
This behaviour underscores the 
need for uninterrupted canopies.  

Kumud Ghosh, a resident of 

Bheleuguri Ratanpur village out-
side the sanctuary, says the resi-
dents believe the canopy break has 
led to the separation of gibbon fami-
lies for years and may have caused 
inbreeding depression. “A genetic 
study can prove it,” he says. 

Dilip Chetry of Aaranyak, an 
Assam-based conservation non-prof-
it, says rerouting the track 5.7 km 
south of the sanctuary is an easy so-
lution to the problem. “This would 
protect the wildlife and facilitate fu-
ture track expansion,” he says.   DTE  
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Residents of Agsomuwa village in Jorhat district voice concerns over noise pollution and potential 
contamination of surface and groundwater sources due to exploratory drilling that began in 2023

P
H

O
TO

G
R

A
P

H
: 

S
A

N
D

IP
A

N
 T

A
LU

K
D

A
R 

 

 DOWNTOEARTH.ORG.IN 1-15 FEBRUARY 2025 DOWN TO EARTH  21  

18-21Special Report-Gibbon.indd   2118-21Special Report-Gibbon.indd   21 25/01/25   10:59 AM25/01/25   10:59 AM


	130 Mhadei trekkers seek regularisation
	3-yr-old leopard killed in Bundi road mishap
	Bats Birds and the Ecosystem
	Bird census held successfully in Male Mahadeshwara Wildlife Sanctuary
	Bird Park in Mumbai
	Birdwatching event ‘WINGS’ set for Feb 16
	CBI seizes leopard skins, arrests four in Haryana
	City still stuck on cruel,  ineff ective glue traps
	Concerns raised over voluntary  relocation of forest dwellers
	Cultural hub plan threatens rich ecology of Roerich estate
	Eleven new Olive Ridley sea turtle nests found between Marina beach and Kovalam
	Leopard found dead in Jabalpur was electrocuted; arms & bikes seized
	Leopard scare grips Tirupati
	Leopard trapped in tea garden
	Lokhandwala lake choked by invasive plant still awaiting wetland status
	Plant 39.5k trees along highway NGT to NHAI
	Purulia A biodivbersity hotspot
	Rare Eurasian otters resurface in Kashmir Valley
	Rescued cub of leopard dies at Van Vihar
	Samanatham tank High Court initiates suo motu action to declare it as bird sanctuary
	SNAKING OUT OF  THE WOODS
	Stargazing and spotting nocturnal  wildlife is on travellers bucket lists
	Thiruvananthapuram zoo gets a new striped resident
	Weddings to schools elusive ‘sugarcane tiger’ gives 11 UP villages near anxious days
	WITH 13 CUBS, LOVABLE DUDHWA TIGRESS IS SUPERMOM, FIERCE GUARDIAN
	Yadadri Gaur goes missing
	Zoos asked to review list of endangered species in India
	Threat to survival
	01Cover
	02 Industrial waste circularity- A co-benefit approach
	03Editors
	04-05Contents+Credits
	06Data centre ad02
	07-08Engage+more
	09-12Digest
	13Godrej downtoearthadvert-2024
	14-16Special Report-Wildfire
	17Integrated Online and Onsite Training on Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA)
	18-21Special Report-Gibbon
	22-24Special Report-Drought
	25CSIR-NEERI Advt (Hindi)
	26-44Cover story-Industry
	39 NABARD ad Creative- SSHP
	41Energy Audit and Management-March-2025
	45 NUDGE Advertorial
	46-47Appraisal-UNCCD
	48-49 Column-Latha
	50 CARBON-ACCOUNTING, AUDITING & TRADING (Feb 2025)
	51 Palette
	52-53History
	54-56 Interview - Amitav Ghosh
	57DTE youtube ad Deember 23-update eng & Hindi
	58Civil Lines
	59 ENEBLING DECENTRALISED RENEWABLE ENERGY IN THE GLOBAL SOUTH
	60Climate Resilient Cities- Adaptive and Mitigative Approaches for a Warming Habitat




