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CONSERVING THE FLORA OF THE PENINSULAR HILLS 
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The history of plants of Pniir~si~lur India 
must be viewed in terms of the phe~~otnet~o~r 
of continental drift (Schuster, 1976). During 
mid-Cret;~cenus times 111cIia was still att;~chetl 
to hladag;~scar and lay as far . ~ t l t h  as lwar i\l~- 
terctic;~ (\1rElhi1111y, IS(%). The hreak-away 
: I I I ~  the i~orthwarcl tnigr;~tion sh~rted ill the 
Upper Cretarw)l~s. some 75-95  nill lion yeurs 
; I ~ O  Ry this time the <:ordi~it;lles had 
va~~ishecl. I)ut there still were some Cillkgoales. 
Cycadopl~ytes ; I I IC~  Conifers. O~le wvollclers if 
the lo11e Decus~occrq;tu trnlliclricmos fotl~ld in 
the Western Chats t(nluy is a sr~rvivi~lg meln- 
l ~ r  of the i~~~ciell t  lineage (Vishtlll-Mittre, 
1957) or s rece~~t migrant from the ~rorth (Leg- 
s . Of greater sigr~ificiu~re is the ftIct 
that \=fore the start of the migr;ttion of thr 
Itldiil11 Plate. :u~gioslwnns had come into exis- 
tellr-v in the Lower Cretuceons (Doyle alld 
Hickey, 1976). It is cluite lmssible that during 
the early days of migcltion the 1ndi;ul Plate al- 
ready h.ld snme melnl)ers of Stylidiarvae he- 
sides members of Protenrei~e (Schl~ster, 1'376). 
while the pl;u~ts were ~ ~ o l v i l l g  011 this Plate. 
tile Plate itself tr:nelled ilt all ;IVerage rate of 
7.5 cm per yenr. :\fter more thal~ 40 millio~~ 
yean of tr;n,el, rver i~rg  nearly a dista~lrv or 

km illld l ; l t i t~~di~~i~l  displ~celne~~t c ~ f  
aholtt 400, the plate *ached kltlrasia to ini- 
Hate the amgenic lnollllt;~i~l l)l~ilcling nctivities 

in the Tethyan sea. 

large lu~ld laus but elso beatuse thew itre so 
few are;ls above 15MI m tdny. Except the 
Guru Sikhar in the :\ravallis which reaches all 
altitude of 1722 tn (5650'). 1111 other peaks 
n h v e  a11 ;tltihrtle of 1500 m ;ire confillet1 to 
the Westen~ Ghats. Agaiu, while there are 
peaks in the norther11 portiorl ol' thc Western 
Chats that resch 1500 m and above (Kalsr~bai, 
1646 m ; Sall~;~r 1567 11,) most of the itrea above 
this i~ltitr~cle is to be fotr~~d ill the southern re- 
gions or the Westen1 Ghats. Here are to be 
forl~rcl regions that e x ~ d  2000 111 (V;l\~l hldni, 
2339 m ; Rerijam 2400 m ; Vembdi 25Mi m ; 
\litkurti 2.554 ; \';ulclar;~vr~ %!33) ;111d the two 
highest pr;ll;s of P ~ I I ~ I I S I I I ~  I l i ;  Dcnl:~hett;t 
2 3  m I I \ ~ ~ e i t n ~ ~ d i  (2695 in). 

Sil~ce the shol;~ vcgrtatiol~ is c? )~~f i~~ed  to 
oltih~des ; t h e  1.500 in (49!%'), it is instrudive 
to nnalvse the tot;tl ;tre;l ;~vailable i~lmve this 
altihrtle. Judging from topngr;~pl~ical maps it 
appears thi~t some 2i)f)V scl. kln ol' land is 
almve 1500 m. Comlx~retl with t l~c  more than 
5000,000 sq. kt11  are;^ of I'e~li~~s~llar India this 
is a Inere 0.1'R, u~~tlerlitling their i~npr t ;~nce  
for wtaini~~g them in their origil~vl sti~tc*. 

VEGETATlONAL WEALTH 

I I I  this sc;ult\' ;Ireit of 1:111d itbove 1.500 m 
has grow11 it vegetiltio~~ whose flora is ;IS rich 
as any otl~c-r co~npari~lde region on enrtl~. 

THE PRECIOUS HILLS Out of t l~e 672 li\,envorts ill Intlia B5 six- 
high altihldc. ~ ~ ~ ~ i ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ l a ~  hills are prc- ties are knowll fmln Slr~th 111tli:1 I Xlhllrshw~ri 

..fit only hemllse tho m i g r a t i ~ ~ ~  of this 1 .  7 Jlost of these arc cu)~lfine,l tn 
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altitudes above 1509) m. The fact that 17 spe- 
cies of South Z~ldian liverworts also occur in 
East Africa is of significance, especially since 
bryophytes are now proving to be of much 
value in phytoge :g~.nphical studies (Schuster, 
1976). 

Out of the 600 species of pteridophytes 
in Iitdia, 100 ;ire Eeril allies (Rir, 1976). Besides 
Psilottrtrl t,tidurn aud Eqtiisettml rumosissimunl 
subs. debile (Roxb.) Hauke, Lycopodium and 
Sslaginelltr species are also recorded from this 
regio~l, In Kodaikitnal uloile Bir aud Vaslideva 
(1S71) recol-decl 14 species of fern allies and 
118 species of ferns. Species of Lycopodiunt 
s11c11 us L. Ilcirnilfo~zii, 1,. clc~ocltrtnt., L. serrcltunt, 
I,. c.ompltrtitrttin~ i11lrl L. ~~hyllc~rl t l t~u have be- 
collie very ~ x r c  iud are ill tla~~gc*r of extinctio~~. 

011ce very coinmoll, species of BotrycJ~iuni 
(B. lunrrginosrrn~ and B. daucifolitrm), A4arcrttio 
f mxi~teci ancl at slightly lower elevations Atagio- 
pteris evectu and Helr~zir~thostcrclzys reylaniccl 
are tww becomi~~g very rare. 111 this list 
shoi~ld I,e incl~ided Osn~unda regillis and Cga- 
tlrecr nilgire~rsis, 

While 4 of the 6 orders of gymikoslmrms 
:Ire recorded f ~ a o n r  Indii~, higher altitude forms 
iu South 111di;t arc coil fii~etl to Decussocurpus 
tcclilichin~itrs :inti two species of Gtte t~in~ (G. 
~l lu  and (:. (.orrirtirtrrt)~), All these are alsu \>c- 
coming wry ].:we, 

T1:e most interesting vegetiitiot~ is that of 
the shola wit11 its rich dense c;111(113y of tall 
trees. Species of' Brrge~iicl prcc\ominate iilol~g 
with i\4i~hell(1 riilugiriccr, Terrtstroernicr / q o -  
rlict~, hleliosmci ciightii, Cordor~in ohtrrscr, Elaeo- 
carprrs trtherctrlr~ttrs iurd somc 60 other chit- 
racteristic species. 'I'he outer fringes arc 
occupied f ) y  Rhodndcti(1rotl rlilagiricrrm, G(ttr1- 
theria frn~rcrrltissi)1141 ikltd species nf ~trob t -  
larithes. It 111cr I~ranches of  the trees arc 
covered with epiphytic mosses, licliclls, ferils 
atid orchids. 

Penii~sular India is said to possess an ell- 
demic floril of 20-45 species of dicots and 500 
monocots, as against 3169 dicots aud 1000 
monocots that are endemic to the Himalayas 
(Chatterjee, 1962). A partial list of allout 100 
endemic species of Western Ghats has bee11 
provided (Subramallyam and Nayar, 1974). 
These iiic111de the higher elevation monotypic 
Bneolepis tturcostr, Griffithelli hookerinncr, 
Hu~rlothiumiu escrrz/iulata, Jerdottici irldicu and 
Willisici seklgir~oicles. There is still much to 
be learnt about the significance of these ende- 
mic species as well as the clisconti~ruous distri- 
t~utio~i of several others. 

THE VANISHING VEGETATION 

No ;~ccu)~u~t exists of the exact da~nage done 
to higher elevation flow. Starti~ig with the 
occrlpatio~l of' the South 111dia11 Hill Statiotis 
by Europeans, the trend of exploiting the hills 
for economic gain has continued il11d is now 
on u senningly irreversible corlrse which, till- 

checked will I-esult ill  the cvnversio~~ of the 
entire hill ril~lgcs into pla~~tations, agricultural 
lands aticl mall-made forests. 

Tea whidi was first introdllced ill the 
Nilgiris in 1&32 1-)as become ;I profitnl~le indus- 
try. At altitudes ulsove 13K) m tea occ!upies 
all area of 7-12 sq. kill  ill Sollth India, dis- 
placit~g, the o~.igiili~l sholi~ vegetation. Coffee 
wvl~icli was first intn~clr~cetl it, 1838 grows well 
at altitt~des 11ctwee11 1000 and 1-50 m. Area 
utldel. coffee cllltivatiot~ has nearly doubled 
since 1940 al~d i s 1  cstitnatccl 1476 srl. krn of 
lai~d is ~lotv 11i1der coffee cultivittion I Soutl~ 
Indiil. 

Soine of this area border or extend illto 
sholi~ \.egetatio~i. Cardamom cultivatio~r 
which now covers ail area of 6 4  sq. k~n can 
also extencl to a maximutn altitude of 1.500 m. 
Besides tl~esc, ~il.~~'lio~til,  wvilttle, hlr icg~~~n and 
pii~e pIit~~tatio~l~, ~ u ~ c I  fruit aud vegetable cr~l- 
tiviltio~r also take 1111 a co~lsiderrrble ;I*( 



the Nilgiri District (total awn 2549 sq. km; 
u b o ~ ~ t  1OOO sq. ktn is itt~der ctiltivotion (tree 
plantatiolis 700 s p  km, teii 220 sq. km, potato 
and vegetables 80 sq. km). Toms  like Oota- 
ramund, Cocrlnoor ant1 Ktdaikanal m ~ p y  an 
area of 1.50 scl. km. 

Such land use implies that ns much us 70!4 
of the area above 1500 m has already been 
cleared of its original vegetation. About 40% 
of the area above 1500 m is said to he OCCII- 

pied by reserved forests. Here the sholas now 
occupy only 200 sq. km of land. When corn- 
pared with the entire Peninsular India this is 
only 0.0111 of the land. 

Extensive Grasslands were also Pal* of the 
hi&er elevation hill vegetation. These pms- 
lands have been considered by some to be a 
climatic climax and hy others to be a st~bcli- 
max (Meher-JIomji. 1972). We might never 
h o w  the trtie tlature of the b~nsslmds and the 
role they hnve plityed in the ecology of these 
hills. For, almost all of the grasslands have 
been afforested, arid the grassland afforestation 
programme is still going on. With the intro- 
duction of i~luegums, wattles and conifers, 
milch of the nat~tral psslnnds have been con- 
verted illto an hiqhly tainted artificid h d -  
s c a l ~ .  The long trnn ecologicnl ill effects of 
these pliults I I I I ~ ~  their interaction with the 
native p1;lnts are still to be learnt. 

With htlmal~ mlotiixation has come u 
number of weeds that now pose il threat to the 
original flora. Perhap the most noxious of 

acopctrirr.~, Ulex crtroptta, Erlgcrori kurolri~kic~- 
IIUY, Helichyrysum I)racteutunt, Ageratum hou- 
stoniunum, Tropaeol~trn mafus, Verbascum thop. 
stis, Oxnlis spp. and several other dicots and 
grasses. 

OveretitTi~~siastic studelits and teachers of 
hot:tny ns well as l)iological supply houses 
have also done imparable damage to the very 
species, they should hilve protected. Amongst 
tltese exploited plants are ferns, fern allies, 
many bryophytes, nntl such it~teresting plants 
as Lilium i~eilglr~.rren*e Wiglit (Plate 1) and 
Petlicrtl(tri.u ~~rrottctiii I3ei~tl1.. ;tp;irt fro111 the 
Ol.chit!s. 

- 
these a& Lantana cmmara and Etrpatoriwn 

Plulc I L~ltst,,  r#ellcrllrrrc.trsc. Wlfihl-  
glundulanrm. The latter has made itself so An endsn~cred plnnt in bloom. 
much at  home that some have mistaken it for 
a normal component of the shola vegetation. CONSERVATION OF ~ R A  
Methew (1889) has recorJeJ -346 exotic species 
of plants to be found in Kodaikanal. As more The hills and their vegetation are Nature's 
vegetation is there will be &renter gift that the world has chtrishd, and om 

ispread of such aggreaive exotics Lanturla trusts that the present generation must protect 
E u ~ o t f t t m  glundul~rm, Sarothomnlts and preserve them for imterity. In their sur- 

I@ 



viva1 is the survival of untold unexploited or 
underexploited species of ecoaomic, medicinal 
and genetic value. 

Among the immediate steps to be taken 
are measures to declare the shola and neigh- 
bouring vegetation as protected by law, consi- 
dering them as sanctuaries. Botanical Survey 
of India, Forest Departments and scientists in 
leading centres of floristic and taxonomic stu- 
dies should undertake extensive studies to re- 
card the endangered species of plants. 

Best meastile of conservation is propel- 
environmental ed~~ca t io~~ .  Means must be 
follncl to educate every one, through illustrated 
booklets, documentaries, coi~ferences and guideil 
tours why it is that the world cannot afTord to 
lose even one species out of its seemingly 
plcntiEul stock. 
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