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On a Biodiversity trail 
Discover, Observe and Realize

As part of the Young Discoverer’s Program, a 
winter residential workshop was organized 
for 3 days. This workshop was conducted from 
26th – 28th December, 2016 at Agasthyamalai 
Community - based  Conservation Centre (ACCC) 
at the foot hills of Kalakkad Mundanthurai Tiger 
Reserve (KMTR), Tirunelveli. The objective was 
to understand ‘Biodiversity’ in greater depth 
with sessions on: 

1. Understanding Biodiversity

2. Classifying Biodiversity and

3. Measuring Biodiversity

KMTR is a part of the Western Ghats and Srilanka 
biodiversity hotspot with diverse plants and 
animals, some of them being endemic to this 
region only. Agasthyamalai Community- based 
Conservation Centre (ACCC) was established 
in 2001 after a decade long research and 
conservation efforts by Ashoka Trust for 
Research in Ecology and Environment (ATREE). 
Dr. Ganesan and his team of experts at ACCC 
guided us in understanding various aspects of 
Biodiversity through hands on experience. 

Understanding Biodiversity - We started 
understanding biodiversity with a basic 
question, ‘What do we consider biodiversity?’ 
We stumbled upon many questions such as: 
Do we consider a fruit as a biodiversity or 
the whole plant? Do we consider ourselves as 
biodiversity? What about the things made by 
us? Many such queries led us to some factors 
that would determine whether something 
can be called a component of biodiversity or a 

system for nurturing biodiversity. For example, 
a lake or a pond would qualify as a system for 
nurturing biodiversity whereas a tree would be 
a component of biodiversity. Brainstorming on 
our long held thoughts on biodiversity helped 
in understanding the various perspectives 
that the participants had. Similar discussions 
with children in classrooms is necessary to 
explore their ideas, address misconceptions and 
construct knowledge.

In order to understand biodiversity, one needs 
to understand the interrelationship between 
organisms. Interactions can be mutual, 
commensals, parasitic etc. Participants were to 
go for a field observation to observe and record 
the interactions around them. Participants were 
able to spot various interactions that were both 
familiar and unfamiliar.  The cattle egret that 
walks along with the cattle feeds on insects that 
gets exposed as the cattle walks. The bat or the 
boar that eats a ripe palm fruit helps in dispersing 
its seed leading to a symbiotic relationship. 
Through this session, participants noticed that 
every organism seems to be interacting with 
one another. Some are beneficial, some neutral 
and some harmful. If we can develop in children, 
the ability to observe these and explain it with 
reason, they will definitely understand their 
environment better. This will enable them to 
think, analyze and make responsible choices. 

Classifying Biodiversity - It is in our nature to 
group & organize things. Classification in the 
living world plays a crucial role in studying and 
understanding the living organisms. Participants 
were asked to identify a plant by listing the 
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characteristics of its parts – forms or appearance 
of the tree crown, patterns on the bark, colour 
of the sap/latex, smell of the leaf when crushed, 
arrangements in shapes of leaves, vein patterns on 
leaves, difference in the shades of green between 
upper and lower leaf surfaces, scales and hair on 
leaves and shoots, shape of the leaf base and tip, 
types of leaf margins etc. to distinguish between 
closely related plants. 

To spot birds, we had to first learn a few thumb 
rules of bird watching; to move around slowly 
and silently. To identify birds, one has to observe 
the colours present, size and shape of the beak, 
shape of the tail, length of their legs, colour of the 
eye etc. Butterflies were to be identified based on 
the shape of their antennae, scales, colours, size, 
shape of the wings, resting stage, flying habits 
and body type. 

Identifying organisms based on their 
characteristics was a fun and exciting experience. 
One of the key insights from this session was 
the understanding that every organism has its 
SPOT characteristics. For example, mucilage is 
a SPOT character 
of the Malvaceae 
family. Yellow and 
white colours are 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s 
of butterflies 
that belong to 
the Pieridae 
family. Close 
and continuous 
o b s e r v a t i o n 
will equip us to 
identify many more such spot characteristics 
in organisms. Our usual tendency is to look at a 
plant or animal or bird and immediately learn 
its name from an experienced mentor. Such 
a tendency promotes rote learning and does 
not develop observation skills. Identifying an 
organism through its characters not only builds 

skills but also establishes a connection with that 
organism. 

Measuring Biodiversity - In this, we used species 
diversity and habitat diversity to enable us to 
understand how species or populations are 
surviving through time. These measurement 
parameters are used by conservationists 
and wildlife biologists to reduce ecosystem 
degradation and halt biodiversity loss. 

Participants followed the Quadrant method and 
Line transect method to measure biodiversity 
of plants, birds and butterflies. In the Quadrant 
method, an area is split into quadrants of equal 
sizes and the number of individuals of each 
morphotype are counted. In the line transect 
method, the counting is done along a straight 
path for a stipulated period of time. In case of 
bird watching, one has to maintain a regularity 
in observation – observation must be done every 
day at the same time and the same point.  

The workshop laid foundation for us to 
understand and take steps to manage biodiversity 

for the harmonious 
co-existence of 
life on earth. One 
of the important 
steps would be to 
involve students 
to be a part of 
various biodiversity 
c o n s e r v a t i o n 
efforts. Biodiversity 
m o n i t o r i n g 
committees could 

be formed in every villages to safe guard 
biodiversity and strengthen their economy. 
Earlier butterflies were looked at as colorful 
insect that flew from flowers to flowers, but the 
workshop made us see the role played by  each of 
them in building an ecosystem and adding to the 
richness in biodiversity.


