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Plants For Sale
Sunday, July 03, 2005
The Indian Express

The international trade in a medicinal plant found on the Western Ghats is now the focus of an environmental debat
VINITA DESHMUKH

PUNE IT'S the plunder of a plant that is now troubling the Western Ghats. Designated as one of the 18 bio-diversity hotspots in the world, the Ghats are home to the medicinal plant Mappia foetida, commonly known as Narakya or Amruta. The alleged illegal international trade of this plant is now becoming an issue of concern. 
Mappia foetida is sought after for what it contains. A high concentration of camptothecin—an agent used in in drugs to treat cancer in countries such as Japan, Germany, Spain and China. Besides Karnataka, Mappia foetida is found in Satara, Pune, Kolhapur, Raigad, Ratnagiri and Jalgaon in Maharashtra. Interestingly, most of the land that it grows on belongs to the forest department. Yet, the plant has been plundered unchecked for the last eight to ten years. 

IT was four years ago that the issue first came to light. In 2001, Satara based teacher and Right To Information (RTI) activist, Shivaji Raut, posed a question to the Satara collector under the Maharashtra Right To Information Act (MRTI) asking him how many tonnes of Mappia foetida has been transported and where. He was told that 379 metric tonnes was extracted in Satara district alone between 1999 and 2001 and that the final destination of this produce was the J N Port Trust in Mumbai and also the airport. It was only after this disclosure that the forest authorities began taking an interest in the issue. Says Raut, ''Factories which were operating in Pune, Kolhapur and Satara for powdering the wood have now disappeared beyond the boundaries of Maharashtra after the forest department started scrutinising them.'' 

In fact, it was only early this year that there was some action. Kolhapur's Conservator of Forest (wildlife) K. Sai Prakash lodged a police complaint in this matter. An engineer who processed the plant was arrested and a sizeable amount of plant wood and powder was found on him. A doctor who owned another such processing unit along with his two drivers and a local were subsequently arrested. Besides, the forest department has also suspended a Range Forest Officer (RFO) and two forest guards of the Kolhapur Range. According to Sai Prakash's estimates, ''the number of Narakya plants that have been raided between January and March this year is about 10,000 to 25,000.'' He admits to the involvement of his department staff. 
Madhukar Bachulkar, a Kolhapur based botanical expert and environmental activist says: ''So far around 20 lakh kg of narakya powder has been exported at the rate of Rs 1,700 per kg. The basic raw material is procured for just Rs 2 to 4 per kg. We are fast losing our natural treasure.''  Dr P.S.N. Rao, director of the Botanical Survey of India, Pune, who has done a study on this plant says: ''Of late, a world wide search for plant and animal based anti-cancerous drugs has gathered momentum and so the plant is being regularly harvested from reserve forest zones of Maharashtra. According to figures from the Forest Research Centre at Wada in Thane districts, about 16 lakh kg of this plant powder has been exported to Japan and Spain from Maharashtra during 2002. While the middlemen sell it for Rs 1,700 per kg, the villagers who supply the dried bark and wood to the dealers receive just Rs 2 to 3 per kg.''  However, Rao feels that instead of including the plant in the endangered species list, it should be cultivated on a large scale to procure foreign exchange. The debate now revolves around whether its potential should be exploited in a scientific manner or whether it should be put on the endangered species list. 






