‘Sahyadri’s underground fishes’: developing conservation
action plans for the subterranean fishes of
Western Ghats

(Progress Report)

Exploration of the secondary resources on subterranean fishes of the
Western Ghats

A detailed analysis of the documents published on the subterranean fishes, from Kerala
state, was conducted in order to get insights about the diversity and distribution of these
rare species. Research papers, news describing the appearance of “snakes which die if
taken out of the water” in the dugout wells, tube wells and small water channels
emerging during the time of monsoon, articles appeared in the science magazines
published in the vernacular language etc. were analyzed and the geographical locations
from which the subterranean fishes had been reported were collected. This information
was used for planning the survey subsequently.

Survey

Research team visited the locations from which the subterranean fishes had been
reported and the water bodies had been studied for the presence of the subterranean
fishes and a few Kryptoglanis shajii and Monopterus sp. (Fig.1) were collected for the
taxonomic studies. The owners of the wells or the land through which the small water
channels passing through were interviewed to know the season at which the focal
species appear in the wells/ water channels of that region.

Figure 1 Subterranean fishes collected from the wells of Kerala

Development of a diversity and distribution map

Based on the information obtained from the analysis of the secondary data and the
result of the survey a diversity and distribution map of subterranean fishes of Kerala
was developed (Fig. 2).
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Figure 2 Map showing diversity and distribution of the subterranean fishes of Western
Ghats

Identification of the hotspots

Two hotspots for the subterranean fishes, one located in the Thrissur district and the
other at Kannur district of the Kerala state were identified using GIS based analysis and
surveys. A research paper is under preparation based on these results.



Tracing out the ecological parameters sustaining the population of the
subterranean fishes

Currently our team is involved in tracing out the factors deciding the ecological
uniqueness of the geographical locations from which the subterranean fishes had been
reported. We aim to come out with a map predicting the locations to be explored for the
presence of subterranean fishes in the Western Ghats and nearby areas in the near
future.

Awareness creation

Our initial discussions with the owners of the wells from which subterranean fishes had
been reported revealed that people are scared of these fishes, many believes that these
fishes are poisonous and generally people kill it once they notice them in their well.
Subsequently they will treat the well with bleaching powder since those wells may be
the sole source of drinking water for their family, which would remove all other fishes, if
any, living in that water body. Hence we tried to reach the facts about subterranean
fishes to the general public through various media of communication and to eliminate
the misconceptions about the subterranean fishes.

Newspapers and TV

Our request to share the information about the subterranean fish, harmless nature of
them and their ecological importance was accepted by some local newspapers (Fig. 3)
and local TV channels (Please a news clip aired by a local TV channel attached). Our
team is in constant touch with state level newspapers to get wider publicity for our
efforts to conserve these rare animals and to attract more people to the venture.
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Figure 3 Newspaper article on subterranean fishes



Facebook

A poster on the subterranean fish with photographs and the contact details of the
research team was prepared (Fig. 4) and shared in various Facebook pages to create
grassroots level awareness about these rare fishes. We got very good response and
many people contacted the research team over telephone to know more about this
fishes and they assured that they will inform us when they come across these fishes.

afleew @2 mgm asnauw] aomeantd msaem, )%% amzos

mslees &) a QGQ)O'] aeola) aioldloa

QUG GRS, m a, m@gm’lom a 0)bgd aflmgo mgm\’ o J m}’a»
aM)W)&E o smzmog 2a0
aomsm;aw nJqum msme‘lmgo

mdem'l.gjl o DO RO
3% m«m acgaszo Qe «vae;w‘;o 0880 m Qmew [0

(waﬂm:o (mxwomasm e af@o (el a) @Ra B0
RIM@OIM) B3MW] Mo@IAUMEBD Mefd S8MDOW
o) mm‘;mc 'Lg,fg@ mm'm 'Ioo)am) aJmeards

agan'lcmrbm’lg @l _aflosclny i malneeiwo
mamm

&af gewnmms malinfleamie @ud )
@0 200 @mwamosgm’mmm aN@eaBglad doam )oa@m;,%o
mm‘;amob &kmd eGSO @eQd (AR 30 @0 Catdad
mmalioleen (09400059926) g@eaeflelean (arjuncp@gmail.com) s@wanw]

Horaglanis krishnaii

Kryptoglanis shajii

Figure 4 Facebook post on subterranean fishes

Public awareness programmes

In order to eliminate the fear and aversion towards this harmless animals appearing in
the wells, especially during the time of the summer and with the onset of the monsoon
rain, an interaction session was conducted at the CEC Payyaparamba, Mattanur, Kannur
district Kerala on 19t March 2017. One hundred and twenty five participants, mainly
housewives and laborers, attended the sessions and shared their concern about the
presence of these fishes in their drinking water resources. Dr. V V Binoy (NIAS) and Dr.
Siby Philip, Assistant Professor, Nirmalagiri College, Kuthuparamba Kannur and CP
Arjun (Malabar Awareness and Rescue Centre, Kannur) and Girija Sumitlal (Institute of
Sustainable Development and Education Research, Kasargode) disclosed the secret life
of this cryptic organisms, explained the ecological importance of this species in
maintaining the health of the groundwater ecosystems and the discussed the strategies
for protecting this rare organisms with the support of the local people.
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Flgure 5 The pubhc awareness programme conducted at Mattannur, Kannur district
Conservation strategies

Survey of understanding the knowledge, attitude and behavior of the people
Conservation of the subterranean fishes are not possible without out the support of
general public because the habitats of these animals, the dugout wells, are located in the
private properties and in many context the sole source of the water for drinking and
other household purposes. Hence, a questionnaire was developed to study the
knowledge and attitude of people towards subterranean fishes as well as the behaviour
of the people towards the “snakes which die if taken out of the water”. Our group is
involved in the survey the houses located in the areas from which these fishes are
reported. This information will be contributing our efforts to come up with an effective
strategy for conserving this rare species.

Support from the snake rescuers

Snake rescuers, who are often approached by the people to remove these fishes from
their wells was contacted and discussed the need for protecting the subterranean fishes.
Rescuers from Malabar Awareness and Rescue Centre, Kannur have extended their
support to the research team and are involved in rescuing the fishes from the wells if the
owner is not interested in keeping this fish in his/her well.
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Figure 6 Research team with the
subterranean fishes

Development of rescue facilities

With the support of Dr. Siby Philip, Assistant Professor, Nirmalagiri College,
Kuthuparamba Kannur and Dr. Rajeev Raghavan, Assistant Professor, Kerala University
of Fisheries and Ocean Studies (KUFOS), Kochi, facilities for keeping the subterranean
fishes rescued from the wells were developed. The fishes rescued from the Kannur and
Kasargode Districts are kept in the rescue center at Nirmalagiri College and Thrissur
District at the KUFOS. These two institutions are also collaborating with the research
team in making people aware of the importance of protecting this fishes and also in
documenting various behaviour patterns of the subterranean fishes.



