
From a virus, Ankila worries if we will learn,

Of being in the field, Aravind does yearn

Same as TG, a bit uncertain 

As RG reminisces of heritage, in turn.

 

Shrini at home anxiety ridden

For the underprivileged, as Nitin

While Durba concerned for the women

As RG revisits traditional medicine.

 

Jagdish balances many a narrative,

Sharad contemplates the ways we live,

While Madegowda sees no tourist throngs,

And Harisha hears no temple songs.

 

Ravikanth digs into virulent origins

Nirmalya asks how urban life has been

As does Soubadra who wants butterflies to

be seen

While Siddhartha ponders of risks

unforeseen

 

Priyan questions who owns the virus

And Priyanka dwells on interventions

Shikha wishes instead for prevention

As Veena demands better communications

 

Sarala seeks resilience through diversity

Siddappa looks for positives in adversity

In zoonosis, wondering if 2+2 is 4?

Abi says “I told you so”

- Nitin Pandit

LOCKDOWN
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When identified, the one thing patient

zero will know instinctively is that we all

are connected. That there are certain

containment strategies nature has in

place which balances these

connections. And that in our relentless

pursuit of unchecked ‘development’ we

continue to evoke its reaction.

When identified, the one thing patient zero will know

instinctively is that we all are connected. That there are

certain containment strategies nature has in place which

balances these connections. And that in our relentless

pursuit of unchecked ‘development’ we continue to evoke

its reaction. This is what ATREE and others of similar ilk

have been saying for years. It has taken an

unprecedented global shutdown to create a silence in

which the cautionary voices may be heard. Our

researchers take time off from analytics and manuscripts

to write about how it must be better than ‘business as

usual’ when we get to a new normal.
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I know this is not the time to tell you "I

told you so". But I told you so! WE told you

so. A whole range of scientists,

epidemiologists, veterinarians, public

health practitioners – all working

together, under a framework called

"OneHealth" have for years been

cautioning against the Next Big One (the

NBO); the next big pandemic that would

threaten humankind. And, we have said

that this one will most likely be a virus,

and it will most likely be a zoonosis. I.e. a

pathogen that originates in animals, and

can also infect humans. In fact, we've

had some early warning signs. SARS,

MERS, H1N1, H5N1 – all of these had the

potential to be the NBO. Now, it's here –

and we are woefully unprepared.

We've been doing the science, and we've

seen the signs. For decades we were

urged to protect the world's natural

habitats from destruction, because they

may hold cures for humankind's worst

ailments! That we may one day find a

cure for cancer! What people ignored,

however, was that the continued

destruction of forests and other

ecosystems through widespread land

conversion (mining, oil palm, dams,

industrialisation, irrigated agriculture,

logging etc.) could also unleash new

nightmares that the world would be

unprepared to face.

We conveniently forget that viruses,

bacteria, fungi, and other parasites, are

also part of biodiversity. Indeed, they 

make up most of it. So why is it surprising

that the most biodiverse places in the

world, will also have their fair share of

parasites and pathogens? Thankfully for

us, most of them are completely harmless

to humans! They have co-evolved with a

host of other species, and pose very little

danger to us.

However, as we mess with these

ecosystems, we also disrupt internal

transmission chains. So, once in a while, a

nasty bug "emerges" and crosses the

species barrier to infect humans. This can

happen directly from the native reservoir

host, or via something called an

amplifying host, i.e. another animal

species that is naïve to this pathogen and

therefore gets very sick, very quickly, and

often dies. Some pathogens have a more

complex life-cycle that also involves a

vector, such as a mosquito, tick, flea or

other biting insects.

We need to be able to respond quickly to

such emergence events that are

inevitably going to recur. To begin with,

let's know the enemy! Let us conduct

systematic surveillance in areas where

high human density interacts with areas

of high biodiversity. Where there are a

range of potential host species and their

accompanying entourage of pathogens

and vectors. Where humans and their

animal companions (cows, goats, dogs)

are likely to come in to contact with

wildlife. Where we have altered natural

habitats and created conditions that 
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! allow for some species to thrive at the

expenses of others (e.g. bonnet and

rhesus macaques that have adapted to

human habitations). Let us do massive-

scale pathogen discovery studies across

the entire wildlife/domestic/social

spectrum. These studies will allow us to

map potential hotspots of disease

emergence or map populations that are

at greatest risk. And identify little known

zoonoses that are at present localised,

but might have the potential to spread

wide if conditions change.

We also need to arm our scientific

community with the necessary tools.

Invest in new regional labs, improve the

surveillance infrastructure, have better

training facilities, and develop a broader

range of skills. But, if there is one thing

that this pandemic teaches us – it is that

we can no longer work in silos. We need

to promote team science. Medical

professionals, public health professionals,

biomedical scientists, taxonomists,

veterinary scientists, animal health

professionals, ecologists, social scientists,

epidemiologists and disease modellers

need to come together to understand

these problems and find solutions. We

now have exemplars of this kind of work –

projects at ATREE that investigate the

dynamics of rabies in multi-host systems,

and in understanding risk factors that

contribute to the rise of Kyasanur forest

disease are excellent examples of team

science, working with an extensive 
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network of partners from academia,

government agencies, public health

workers and the non-government sector.

We have to stop being the proverbial six

blind men. The elephant is now in the

room, and we need to open our collective

eyes so that we can begin to understand

the sheer size of the problem we are

facing.
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I sit at my desk at home, enveloped by an

unreal silence broken only by the sound of

peacocks calling in the heart of the city.

Completely absent is the constant thrum

of traffic on the street, punctuated by the

occasional plane passing overhead. Who

could have imagined, even just a few

weeks ago, that the world would

suddenly be catapulted into a scenario

akin to a futuristic science-fiction movie?

A world where country after country has

been locked down, where city streets are

deserted, except for those few masked

individuals tending to essential services,

where ones contact with the world

outside has been reduced to the phone

and internet, and where thousands have

suddenly been rendered refugees in their

own country, jobless, with no means to

get home to their families.

Though COVID-19 has taken most of the

world by surprise, epidemiologists have

been predicting a pandemic such as this

for some time. The numerous relatively

localised disease outbreaks we have

witnessed in the last couple of decades—

Chikungunya, or Ebola, Nipah or Zika,

SARS or MERS—have been a series of red

flags. The opening acts before the

headliner.

In my work as an ecologist, I study

invasive species. These are plants,

animals, diseases, typically brought from

elsewhere, so-called ‘alien species.’

Arriving in new environments, and finding

release from factors that would have kept 

them in check at home, they spread

uncontrolled, causing significant

ecological and economic damage. It isn’t

only alien species that can become

invasive. Native species become invaders

too, given a chance. For instance, a

relatively inconspicuous light-demanding

herb or fern, surviving in forest clearings,

could very quickly become rampant if

extensive deforestation were to reverse

the balance of habitats—more clearing,

less forest—allowing it to thrive. Some of

the diseases that we have seen in recent

years are no different. Our growing

human footprint is increasingly disrupting

natural systems, giving adaptable

organisms an opportunity to invade new

habitats (or hosts, in this case)—whether it

be the Ebola virus jumping from

chimpanzees to people, or the Nipah virus

moving from fruit bats to humans. Add to

that our unprecedented

interconnectedness today, and a local

outbreak can very quickly encircle the

globe.

Some ecologists have likened invasive

species to symptoms signalling an

underlying malaise. That apart from the

particular characteristics that confer on a

species the ability to be invasive, invasive

species are aided by disruptions

(disturbance, or degradation) that make

habitats vulnerable to invasion. It has

parallels in the emerging field of

planetary health. This area looks at

humanity’s growing ecological footprint 

to ask whether our continuing disruption

of earth’s systems are undermining

resilience, bringing it to a tipping point

that could threaten our own life on earth.

An example is that of increasing

atmospheric carbon dioxide and global

warming. While warmer temperatures and

more carbon could increase agricultural

productivity, we are already starting to

see a reduction in the nutritional content

of staple crops. This could translate to

significant protein deficiency for millions

of people—a widespread ‘hidden hunger’

that could compromise immunity and

make people more vulnerable to disease

outbreaks in the future. Unlike the silent,

unseen reduction in the nutritional quality

of the crops we consume, the COVID-19

pandemic is a more strident wake-up call

to us as a society. And as we tide over

the current lockdown, and in the weeks

and months that it will take us to recover

from it, we have a chance to reflect on

how we as a society will move forward.

Will it be back to business as usual? Or

will we have learnt something not just

about the proximate driver, SARS-CoV-2,

but about the ultimate drivers that have

brought us to this point? Will the

tremendous human and economic costs

that this pandemic is exacting from us

give us pause to reconsider the economic

and technological growth trajectory that

we are on, in light of the sustainability 

 and resilience of earth’s systems? One

can only hope so.
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The great plague ravaged London in 1665,

Issac Newton, a student of Cambridge

was confined to the house, and

incidentally, it marked an intensive and

productive year wherein he discovered

calculus. Many researchers have shared

the opinion in the various social media

outlets about how social distancing had

led to the discovery by Newton. With

recent COVID19 outbreak globally, the

academics felt that this would be a

fantastic opportunity to increase research

productivity, be it writing research papers

or generating new ideas for the near

future or developing research ideas for

grants. The idea that working from home

increases productivity probably emerged

in the Western world, that the isolation

increases creativity and thus productivity.

I've always been a field person and never

have I spent as many days within the

confines of the same walls. The

coronavirus pandemic has bought the

whole world under a standstill; lab and

fieldwork have come to complete stop.

My classroom teaching has had to be

postponed. But more than that, on a

personal note, much-needed support

from colleagues and friends is now

harder to find, at least face-to-face. But,

this lockdown came as a blessing in

disguise, if not for many for me at least. I

will be sharing some experiences of being

at home for two weeks now and another

two weeks more to go. The constant

thought was running on my mind when I 

heard the news that we have work from

home, was how to be more productive?

What did I do for two weeks now?

This COVID19 experience is affecting our

research work in many ways, both positive

and negative. The positive side of this

“house arrest” is that I got to complete a

few long-pending manuscripts. Some are

over three years old and required quality

time to reanalyze, write and submit. I

could do that for four papers. Another

important thing was catching up on the

latest literature related to my field, which

otherwise was not possible given the

meetings, admin work, and so on. More or

less a productive two weeks, I would say.

On the flip side, some ongoing projects

needed solid lab work, such as examining

the specimens with the microscope,

comparing with other materials, etc. All

these have come to complete halt. Some

research papers which are in the final

stages required different types of

microscopic work and wet lab work. Also,

March and April is the short field season

for aquatic biodiversity survey; a lost

opportunity now, I have to wait for next

season to complete the work.

What will I be doing for the remaining

part of the lockdown? Or god forbid, how

am I prepared for a possible extended

lockdown? Given my varied interest

ranging from field ecology to taxonomy

to big data analytics, I could generate

some exciting ideas and work on it;

supplemented with fast internet and 
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have developed a new plan for a

manuscript and completed it in three

days flat!
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COVID-19 has arguably altered our

understanding of and interactions with

our surroundings in far-reaching ways. In

the WASH sector, there is an ongoing

discussion on the importance of access

to water for washing hands frequently

and how the lack of proper access to

water and soap leaves marginalised

communities disproportionately exposed

to COVID-19. There is no debate that the

ongoing pandemic raises new challenges

for the water and sanitation

infrastructures. However, to address the

COVID-19 requires us to mind the gender,

age, caste, class, and religious

dimensions to the infection and this

requires depending not only on emerging

data on COVID-19 but also relying on the

existing data and literature on the

gendered impact of infectious disease

and respiratory illness (Wenhem et al.,

2020). At the outset, it is important to

understand that the impact of the

infection and the impact of the lockdown

are related but not identical. For

example, the severity of the virus as

experienced by individuals depends on

individual immunity. However, the ability

to mitigate its impact – for example,

access to water and soap, the ability to

practice physical distancing – are an

outcome of underlying socio-economic

and gendered differences. Here, I discuss

the distinctive impact of COVID-19 on

women and access to water. Gendered

norms imply that women are required to

continue their domestic responsibilities

such as making meals, childcare, and

managing cleanliness and hygiene for

other family members (elderly, disabled,

unwell, children) and their overall homes

even under the current pandemic. Women

from poor communities often depend on

public taps for their domestic water

needs and make multiple trips during the

day to collect water. Carrying out water

collection puts them at risk of contracting

infections from frequently touched

surfaces such as the taps and lack of

adequate physical distance. While

physical distance is required to stop the

spread of the virus, policymakers have

overlooked the apparent class-

dimensions of distancing. As has been

evident in the past few days, poor

migrants have been hit hard by the

nation-wide lockdown. Even as thousands

of migrants are stranded or walking

towards their villages, their access to

adequate water is questionable.

Moreover, women and children are

especially vulnerable, and vulnerability

increases for women who are pregnant,

breastfeeding and menstruating.

Furthermore, institutions for the socially

vulnerable people such as nursing homes,

homes for destitute or abused women,

and others are faced with the impact of

COVID-19 on their residents with limited

resources to alleviate the risk of

infection.The COVID-19 pandemic can be

a turning point for humanity. Moving 
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towards a future where every citizen has

a decent life – including access to

adequate water and sanitation – requires

us to move away from the current implicit

biases against various groups of people

based on their social and economic

identity. At a fundamental level, we must

believe that every citizen has equal value

and then design policies and build

infrastructures – including water and

sanitation – from that underlying shared

ideology.
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COVID-19 has affected livelihood

activities of the Soliga tribes significantly,

especially wage labourers who migrate to

coffee estates (Kerala and Kodagu),

construction and stone quarry workers in

Bangalore, Mysore and Tamil Nadu. A few

managed to get back home with

difficulty while others remain stuck in the

workplace due to lockdown. People

staying in coffee estates have been taken

care of by the estate owners. However,

families of the migrants are not aware of

the health status of the people who

stayed back, especially of those who

contracted COVID-19; this has created

anxiety between in their families in

MMHills.

The health department is very active and

carried out corona testing for the entire

group of people who got back from

different parts of India and kept them

under observation for 15 days. No positive

cases of coronavirus infection are

recorded in MM Hills so far.People in the

villages pass their time playing local

games like Pagade, Anekatti,

Chowkabara, etc. They are aware of the

COVID-19 and have stopped encouraging

visitors to their villages. Families are

being taken care of by public food

distribution packages (PDS) in advance.

Household-level work such as preparation

of farmland, grazing and collection of

forest produce for their subsistence

continue. Grocery shopping is allowed

with social distancing rules. Health .

workers have been visiting villages

regularly and monitoring COVID-19

status. Lantana workers were ready to

work at Lantana Craft Centre (LCCs)

even after lockdown, but ATREE decided

to shut down live size elephant sculpture

unit as done by a team of 7 to 10 people,

till 14th April 2020. However, some of our

artisans are engaged in producing

Lantana furniture at their household leve.

MM Hills is a popular pilgrimage site in

Karnataka, with the temple receiving

visitors from both Karnataka and Tamil

Nadu. Last year around 50 Lakhs pilgrims

visited this temple. The lockdown has

impacted hundreds of local shopkeepers

and livelihoods.
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