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Symposium on Banni Grassland

Background

Banni region has a very fascinating history, geography, diversity of flora and fauna,
highly nutritive grasses; rich cultural heritage of Maldhari (Cattle breeders)
communities, unrivalled embroidery work and other handicrafts, soul -touching folk
and Sufi music, earthquake resistant mud houses Bhunga, traditional fresh water
reservoirs Virda, traditional knowledge of medicinal plants and animal breeding and
last but never the least, drought tolerant highly productive livestock - the very base of
survival of Maldharis. Banni is perhaps the only largest stretch (2617 kng) of
grasslands in India, whichwas once the o6finest grassl andéd
Kachchh mainland and Greater Rann of Kachchh in the north western part of Gujarat
State of India. The region is believed to have formed due to seismic activities and
marine processesoperating in the north along with fluvial deposition by the Indus and
other rivers during the Vedic times. These virtues of Banni have always attracted
scientists, sociologists, naturalists and tourists.

Livestock is the mainstay of inhabitants of Banni, constitut ing major bulk of their
assets. Despite tough survival conditions, Banni buffaloes are the most productive
cattle in I ndia and are recently recognisec
Resource s 6 thadsstind hreed of the nation. During princely rule, the Maharao of
Kachchh declared Banni as aRakhal (reserve grassland), whereonly milching cattle
were allowed to graze. The grazing regulations slowly disappeared after he
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independence and different species oflivestock from other parts of the state and
neighboring states gained free entry into the area. In 1955, an area of about 2700 km

of Banni was designated as OProtected ForesH
Indian F orest Conservation Act, (FCA) 1927, while the ownership remained with the

Revenue Department.

In spite of all its significance, Banni grassland is now facing severe degradation.
Unfortunately, Banni is gradually losing capacity to sustain human and livestock
population. Main reasonsfor the degradation include increasing soil salinity, invasion

of Prosopis juliflora, grazing pressures, water scarcity, climate change and
desertification. The grassland belongs to all and responsibility of none. There is
neither a declared grazing policy nor any systematic programme for grasslands in the
state. Dependence of Maldhari communities and their livestock demands immediate

protection, restoration and sustainable use of the grassland. It is imperative to

recognize the ecological, economic and sociological role of Banni grassland and
conserve itfor the future generations.

Objectives of the Symposium

Gujarat Institute of Desert Ecology (GUIDE ), Bhuj, ever since its establishment in
May 1995 has been working steadfastly to address different ecological issues
pertaining to arid and semi-arid regions of Gujarat in general and Kachchh in
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particular. GU | D Eer@dsavor to apply ecological principles and scientific knowledge
for the restoration of Banni grassland, leading to amelioration of hardships of the

inhabitants, in collaboration with Gujarat State Forest Department, has prompted us

to organize this symposium. The main objective of the symposium is to bring together
research and academic institutions, government and non -government organizations,
policy makers and various stakeholders dedicated to research, conservation and
restoration of Banni grassland. We are also looking forward to establish a nationwide
network of grassland ecologists and research organizations. In future, we expect a
long-term integrated ecological research and development programme and
formulation of grazing policy for grasslands of the state.

Themes of the Symposium

Scientists and Professors from various organizations like Central Arid Zone Research
Institute (CAZRI), Arid Forest Research Institute (AFRI), Wildlife Institute of India
(WII) , Guijarat Institute of Desert Ecology (GUIDE), Gujarat Ecological Society (GES),
Gujarat Environmental Education Research (GEER) Foundation, Center for
Environmental Planning and Technology (CEPT), Sardar Dandhiwada Agricultural
University, KSKV Kachchh University, M. S. University, Gujarat University; officials
from various government departments like Gujarat State Forest Department ( GSFD),
Gujarat State Forest Development Corporation (GSFDC), Animal Husbandry and
NGOs like Shajeevan, Khamir Craft Resource Centre and Shrujan have presented
papers on various aspects under four major themeswhich are as below:

Session I: Introduction to Banni Grassland and Its Biodiversity

DEES, KSKV Kachchh University - Banni Grassland of Kachchh: A Geological And
Geographical Perspective

GUIDE - Land Use Land Cover Classificationof Banni Grassland

GUIDE - Status and Distribution of Plants in Banni Region of Bhuj Taluka, Kachchh
District, Gujarat

CAZRI - Composition, Nutritive and Medicinal Values of Prominent Grasses of Arid
Regions

GUIDE - Microbial Diversity in Banni Region of Kachchh: Exploring the Hidden
Prospects

SDAU, Mundra - Observations on Seasonal Abundanceand Diversity of Grass Hopper
Fauna of Banni Grassland of Kachchh, Gujarat, India

GEER Foundation - Fauna of Chhari Dhandh Wetland and Its Environs
GUIDE - Faunal Diversity of Arid Banni Grasslands of Kachchh District, G ujarat

Shajeevan, Kachchh- Indigenous Technical Knowledge (ITK) of Maldharis on Animal
Health Care in Banni Region, Kachchh, Gujarat
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Shajeevan, Kachchh- Bio-Cultural Community Protocol of Maldharis of Banni
Highlights of Presentations

The presentation on floral diversity in Banni brought out a total of 192 plant species
belonging to 50 families and 142 generawhich include 35 species of trees and37
species of grassesand highlighted that t he perennial grass specieshas higher nutritive
values in terms of palatability and protein values in comparison to annual grass
species.Additionally s everal grassand herbaceousspecies have medicinal values and
are being used bythe local communities.

The faunal diversity in Banni is reasonably high as reflected bythe documentation of

21 species of mammals, 187 species of avifauna, 13 species of herpetofauna and 17
species of grasshopper.Out of total recorded species of avifauna, 46.5% were wetland

bird s and 44.6% were terrestrial and 8.6% were semiaquatic. Interestingly, 45 species

of migratory birds were observed in Banni grasslands and interspersed wetlands. Due

to high diversity of avifauna in Banni region, the Chhari -Dand wetland has been
included as an Al mportant Bi r d atignal ealad aléol BA) 0
declared as Conserve Reserve by the State Forest Department

Along with wildlife, the domestic diversity of Banni has significant importance. The
Kankrej breed cattle and Kundi breed buffalo are top native varieties of Banni.
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