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Introduction

India, stretching from the towering Himalayas in the north to the coastal plains of the
south, from the deserts of the west to the lush forests and wetlands of the east, is a
nation celebrated for its astonishing diversity in wildlife and fauna. Despite covering
only about 2.4% of the world's land area, India is home to nearly 7-8% of all the
recorded species on Earth. This unique confluence of geography, climate, and
centuries of evolutionary history has transformed the subcontinent into a global
epicenter of biodiversity and an ecological treasure trove.

The country’s astonishing array of life forms—documented across more than 104,000
faunal species—ranges from the largest mammals like the Indian Elephant and Bengal
Tiger to the tiniest insects. India shelters the world’s only populations of some iconic
wildlife, such as the Asiatic Lion and the Lion-tailed Macaque, and boasts unparalleled
avian riches with over a thousand bird species. It is also globally renowned for high
rates of endemism, particularly among reptiles and amphibians, with many species
found nowhere else. Four major biodiversity hotspots—the Himalayas, Western Ghats,
Indo-Burma region, and Nicobar Islands—mark India as a vital region for conservation.

This vibrant mosaic of life is distributed across a patchwork of
ecosystems—snowbound mountains, sweltering rainforests, grasslands, arid deserts,
floodplains, mangroves, and teeming marine environments. Each ecosystem nurtures
its unique collection of flora and fauna, shaped by the interplay of environment,
evolution, and human culture. Wildlife in India is not merely a matter of national pride;
it is intimately woven into the country’s cultural fabric, supporting livelihoods, inspiring
mythology, and maintaining ecological balance.

However, this biodiversity is under unprecedented pressure. Habitat loss, poaching,
human-wildlife conflict, pollution, invasive species, and the looming impacts of climate
change have placed many of India’s iconic species in peril. Nearly a tenth of the
nation’s wild fauna is on the threatened list, and for some, like the Great Indian

Bustard and Hangul, extinction in the wild is a real and urgent fear. Yet, amidst these
challenges, India also stands out for its robust tradition of conservation. Through
legislative measures, a burgeoning network of protected areas, and pioneering species-
focused initiatives, India has demonstrated that the preservation of wildlife is both a
national imperative and a shared responsibility.

This book, 'Wildlife and Fauna of India: A Guide to the Wildlife and Fauna of India,' is

an invitation to explore this rich and complex natural heritage. It aims to provide the
reader with a comprehensive, accessible overview of the diversity and distribution of
wildlife across India’s varied landscapes. Each chapter delves into major ecosystems,
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key faunal groups, endemism, and evolutionary marvels, as well as contemporary
threats and the multifaceted efforts to conserve and celebrate India’s wild denizens.

As you embark on this journey through dense forests, arid plains, mountain heights,
and coral-fringed coasts, may you find deeper understanding and renewed
commitment to the conservation of India’s extraordinary wildlife. The stakes are not
just for the creatures and habitats themselves, but for the enduring health, culture,
and spirit of the nation. This guide hopes to inspire awe, educate, and instill a sense of
stewardship for the living tapestry that makes India one of the planet’s most
remarkable wild places.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Biogeographical Realms of India

To truly appreciate the astonishing variety of life found across India, it is helpful to
understand the broader context of biogeography - the study of the distribution of
species and ecosystems in geographical space and through geological time. The Earth
is typically divided into large regions known as biogeographical realms or ecozones,
each representing a vast area characterized by distinct plant and animal life that has
evolved in relative isolation over long periods. These realms are shaped by continental
drift, climate, and geological barriers.

India’s unique position on the globe places it at the crossroads of two major
biogeographical realms: the Indomalayan realm and the Palearctic realm. This
confluence is a primary reason why India boasts such a remarkable mix of species,
featuring animals with evolutionary ties to both vast regions of Asia and beyond.
Understanding these realms provides a framework for comprehending the origins and
distribution patterns of India's diverse fauna.

The Indomalayan realm is one of the eight major biogeographic realms on Earth,
extending across much of South and Southeast Asia. It encompasses the Indian
subcontinent, the Himalayas at lower elevations, mainland Southeast Asia, southern
China, and Indonesia (excluding the islands of Wallacea). This realm is largely
characterized by tropical and subtropical ecosystems, including lush rainforests,
monsoon forests, and grasslands, supporting a diverse array of fauna adapted to
warm, often humid conditions.

Within India, the majority of the country falls under the influence of the Indomalayan
realm. This realm contributes significantly to the presence of many iconic Indian
animals, including large mammals like elephants, tigers, leopards, and a vast number
of primate species. The rich reptile and amphibian diversity, particularly in regions like
the Western Ghats, also has strong affinities with the Indomalayan realm, reflecting
shared evolutionary histories with other parts of Southeast Asia.

In contrast, the Palearctic realm is the largest of the eight ecozones, covering Europe,
Asia north of the Himalayas, North Africa, and the northern and central parts of the
Arabian Peninsula. This vast realm encompasses a wide range of climates and
habitats, from Arctic tundra and boreal forests to temperate forests, grasslands, and
cold deserts. Its fauna is adapted to cooler, more seasonal conditions, often featuring
species with wider distributions across Eurasia.

The influence of the Palearctic realm in India is primarily felt in the high-altitude
regions of the Himalayas and the associated cold deserts. Here, species typically
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found in Central Asia and other parts of the Palearctic realm have adapted to the
harsh mountain environment. This includes animals such as snow leopards, ibex, blue
sheep, and various species of wild sheep and goats, as well as birds adapted to alpine
conditions.

The Himalayas serve as a crucial natural boundary between the Indomalayan and
Palearctic realms in India. This towering mountain range acts as a significant barrier,
limiting the dispersal of many species between the lower, warmer Indomalayan
regions to the south and the higher, colder Palearctic regions to the north. However,
the boundary is not absolute; the lower slopes and valleys often represent transitional
zones where elements from both realms can be found, leading to a unique overlap of
faunal communities.

This meeting point of two major realms contributes profoundly to the high species
richness observed in India. It's like having two distinct biological libraries merging,
bringing together evolutionary lineages that developed independently in different
parts of the world. The result is a complex and fascinating tapestry of life, with species
from tropical Asian origins mingling with those from temperate Eurasian origins, all
coexisting within the varied landscapes of the subcontinent.

The geological history of India plays a vital role in understanding this biogeographical
positioning. India was once part of the ancient supercontinent Gondwana. Its
subsequent separation and northward drift, culminating in the collision with the
Eurasian plate, led to the formation of the Himalayas. This dramatic geological event
profoundly shaped the region's climate and created the diverse habitats that facilitate
the meeting and mixing of species from the Palearctic and Indomalayan realms.

The uplift of the Himalayas created new high-altitude habitats, allowing Palearctic
species to extend their ranges southward into the Indian subcontinent.
Simultaneously, the presence of tropical and subtropical conditions across peninsular
India and the northeastern parts provided suitable environments for the evolution and
diversification of Indomalayan fauna. The resulting mosaic of ecosystems, from
tropical forests to alpine meadows, supports a rich and varied mix of life forms.

For example, many of the large cat species found in India, such as the Bengal Tiger
and Indian Leopard, have evolutionary roots firmly within the Indomalayan realm, their
distribution extending across South and Southeast Asia. In contrast, species like the
Snow Leopard and the Asiatic Ibex are quintessential Palearctic inhabitants, their
range primarily confined to the high mountain ranges of Central Asia, extending into
the Indian Himalayas.

Bird distribution also clearly reflects the influence of these realms. India is a vital

flyway for many migratory birds from the Palearctic realm that winter in the warmer
climes of the Indian subcontinent. Resident bird species show affinities to both realms,
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with tropical families prevalent in the south and more temperate or high-altitude
adapted families found in the Himalayas.

The concept of biogeographical realms isn't just an academic exercise; it has practical
implications for conservation. Recognizing that India straddles these distinct biological
regions helps conservationists understand the evolutionary pressures that have
shaped India's fauna and the broad patterns of species distribution. It informs
strategies for protecting representative habitats and species across the country,
ensuring that the unique blend of biodiversity is maintained.

By studying the faunal composition within each region and the transitional zones,
researchers can gain insights into species origins, dispersal routes, and adaptation to
different environmental conditions. This knowledge is crucial for effective conservation
planning, including the establishment of protected areas that cover the range of
habitats influenced by both realms and the creation of corridors that allow for species
movement.

While the Indomalayan and Palearctic realms provide a broad framework, India's
internal geographical and climatic diversity is so great that further subdivisions are
often used for more detailed biogeographical analysis. These finer-scale divisions,
often referred to as biotic provinces or ecoregions, account for specific habitat types
and localized species distributions within the larger realms. However, the overarching
influence of the two primary realms remains fundamental to understanding India's
place in global biodiversity patterns.

The southeastern parts of India, including the Andaman and Nicobar Islands, are
sometimes considered part of a further subdivision or even a distinct transition zone,
reflecting their unique geological history and high levels of endemism, particularly in
the islands which have evolved in relative isolation. These islands show influences
from the Sundaland region, a biodiversity hotspot that includes parts of Southeast Asia
and Indonesia.

The Western Ghats, recognized as a biodiversity hotspot, also represent a distinct
biogeographical unit within the Indomalayan realm in India. Their long history of
isolation, high rainfall, and varied altitudes have led to the evolution of numerous
endemic species, setting them apart from the fauna of the drier Deccan Plateau to the
east, although both lie within the broader Indomalayan influence.

Similarly, the Thar Desert in northwestern India forms a distinct arid and semi-arid
biogeographical region. While broadly influenced by the Palearctic realm in terms of
some faunal elements adapted to drier, more seasonal conditions, its unique
environment has fostered the evolution of specialized desert fauna. This highlights
how local conditions can create distinct biological communities within larger
biogeographical realms.
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The northeastern states of India are another complex region from a biogeographical
perspective. They lie within the Indo-Burma biodiversity hotspot and represent a
transition zone between the Indian subcontinent, Southeast Asia, and the Eastern
Himalayas. This region shows strong affinities with the Indomalayan realm but also
exhibits unique faunal elements reflecting its distinct topography, high rainfall, and
historical connections to neighboring regions.

Understanding the Palearctic influence in the Himalayas is particularly important for
conserving species adapted to cold environments. These species often face unique
challenges, including habitat loss due to climate change and human activities at high
altitudes. Their conservation requires strategies tailored to mountain ecosystems and
often involves international cooperation, as many of these species have ranges
extending across several countries.

The Indomalayan realm's vast tropical forests within India are home to an immense
number of species, many of which are highly threatened by habitat loss and
fragmentation. Conservation efforts in these areas focus on protecting large tracts of
forest, managing human-wildlife conflict, and combating poaching and illegal trade.
The interconnectedness of these forests with those in neighboring Indomalayan
countries also underscores the importance of transboundary conservation initiatives.

The concept of biogeographical realms thus provides a foundational understanding of
the vastness and complexity of India's wildlife. It explains why India is home to both
tigers roaming tropical forests and snow leopards navigating icy peaks, or why the
birdlife includes species adapted to both monsoon climates and arid deserts. It is a
testament to the country's dynamic geological past and its location at a global
biological crossroads.

As we delve deeper into the specific ecosystems and faunal groups in subsequent
chapters, keep in mind this broad biogeographical context. It helps to frame the
distribution patterns we observe, the evolutionary stories behind the species, and the
critical importance of conserving the diverse habitats that allow species from different
realms to coexist and thrive within the subcontinent. India's position straddling these
realms is not just a geographical fact; it is a fundamental driver of its extraordinary
biodiversity, making it a land of unparalleled natural richness.
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