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WILD WILD
WOMAN

Hakunamatata...

What a wonderful
world they live In!
Meet the Janes of
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ICTURE THIS: An eight-month pre-
gnant woman driving an ambulance
rescuing a crocodile! No, this isn t so-
mething out of a movie? During her
pregnancy, whenever Snehal Rajesh
Bhavsar got a call about a crocodile
in distress, she would jump into her ambu-

lance and rush to its rescue. And maternity

leave? That was unimaginable for her.

Soon after her delivery she was back on her feet, rescu-
ing animals with her four-month-old son in the ambu-
lance. And you thought the world of creepy-crawlies and
other members of the animal kingdom weren t for
women! Believe it or not there is a breed of women in
India who are not a bit scared of the wild. If at all some-
thing scares them, its human beings. MAIL TODAY
caught up with these women and asked them about
their fascination with creatures that would make the

stomachs of others squirm.

W-FACTOR

IS she stinking rich? Does she have no children? Is she
completely insane? Oh then she must be an animal

rights activist! Strangely it is taken for granted that a

woman who loves animals and fights for its rights must
be stinking rich, with no children and completely out of
her mind. But then, women with that wild streak dont

really give a damn.

Bhavsar, 46, is the founder of
Gujarat Society for Prevention of
Cruelty to Animals. She runs from
pillar to post speaking up for croc-
odiles, snakes, monkeys, pe-
acocks the list is endless. When
she s told that she should stick to
raising children, she has one stan-
dard retort: I m not a woman.

People say all sorts of things to
discourage me, but I know I m
doing the right thing by saving a
life  itjust happens to be an ani-
mal s, she says.

Geeta Sheshmani, co-founder of
Wildlife SOS (WSOS), has learned
to live with cruel jibes too. Earlier
people said it would be better if |
fed a hungry child rather than
fight for animals. | used to cry bit-
terly, but now I just turn a deaf ear
to such remarks. The world won t
come to an end if you sacrifice
some luxuries to help out ani-
mals, says Sheshmani, who
teaches English at Gargi College.

With time people are slowly fath-
oming the fact that women too
can speak up for animals. Many
of my students (most of them
girls) come and volunteer for
WSOS. They may not be hardcore
animal lovers, but they love help-
ing out, she says. When they
start earning, they contribute a
part of their pay to WSOS, she
says. With young people coming
in, lots of stereotypes are being
broken.

For instance, wildlife filmmaker
of Dusty Foot Productions, Rita
Banerji never had to face any dis-
crimination because of her gender.

The only funny incident that she
can recall was when she was
shooting a film on a fishing com-
munity in Sunderbans with her
partner Shruti. The person who
was guiding us told us that it
would be better if we wore saris
and that too when we had to get
into the sea to shoot. But once he
saw us at work, he never mention-
ed it again and laughed about it
later, says Banerji. When you

start working as a professional,
people stop looking at you as a
woman or aman. But | do feel that
women have to perform above
average to make adent, she adds.

Dr Rina Dey, 25, a veterinary doc-
tor, who looks up to Bhavsar as her
mentor agrees: People were initia-
lly a bit surprised to see a girl han-
dle snakes, but once they saw me
work, they got used to it. | used to
get many calls about snakes and
monitor lizards when | started
CAN (Care for Animals) in Jaipur,
while studying veterinary sci-
ences, says Dev. She is now tying
up with various NGOs as a volun-
teer to treat animals. | couldnt
continue with CAN as it was a
student initiative in Jaipur. |
started it and got all my juniors to
join in. Now I m back in Mumbai
volunteering for NGOs, she says.

When it comes to helping out ani-
mals, it doesn t matter which way |
do it, she says.

SUCCESS STORIES

BLOGGING is another way. Divya
Khandal s blog, Ranthambhoredi-
ary, has led to a silent revolution in
Ranthambhore National Park. My
stories have been picked up by the
media. One of the stories was abo-
ut the forest department s decision
to randomly pick up tigers from
Ranthambhore and relocate them
to Sariska, says Khandal. Reloca-
tion of the tigers could lead to more
tiger deaths because then brothers
and sisters would end up mating
with each other.

Medically, a limited gene pool
results in the occurrence of dis-
eases. | wrote all this in my blog
and now the National Tiger Con-
servation Authority has made a
DNA test mandatory for relocation
of tigers, she explains. In her blog
she has listed 35 goof ups by the
forest department in Ranthamb-
hore, which include mining and the
absence of a vet in the park.

Khandal is volunteering with

the jungle who
have snakes, crocs,
tigers, monkeys
and bears as their
best friends

Tiger Watch along with her hus-
band Dr Dharmendra Khandal, a
conservation biologist. She doub-
les up as a teacher for rehabilitat-
ing women of the Mogiya commu-
nity in Ranthambhore. The
Mogiyas are into poaching and we
are trying to rehabilitate them so
that they stop poaching and start
earning from alternative sources.
If Khandal is busy with Mogiya
women, Sheshmani is training
Kalandhar women. The men in
the Kalandhar community have
traditionally eked a living out of be-
ar dancing. The women were illiter-
ate and did not earn a penny, says
Sheshmani. So when WSOS res-
cued 300 sloth bears they felt the
need to empower the women.
Banerji is in the North-east too
conducting wildlife education pro-
grammes for children. 1 m not an
activist. | consider myself a wildlife
filmmaker but while filming you
realise that your work should go
beyond films. So we have started

wildlife workshops and we train
teachers to conduct wildlife work-
shops for children, she says.

CLOSE SHAVES

THE road to the jungle isn t that
easy. With animals, everything is
unpredictable but these women
don t think so. Bhavsar insists she
has never been attacked by an ani-
mal but has been assaulted by
humans quite a few times. | was
attacked once, while rescuing a
hoolock gibbon, twice during tra-
ditional sacrifices, and once by pig
catchers. | also rescued a lion cub
from a very influential family in
Gujarat. It was a birthday party
and the man had gifted a cub to
his son, she recalls. Interestingly
the gathering had 16 red light
vehicles.

Funny how your own kind beco-
mes your enemy if you try to make
friends with animals. However,
while befriending wild animals one

A tigress (left) in
Ranthambhore clicked
by Divya Khandal
(above); Right: Snehal
Rajesh Bhavsar of GSPCA

has to be careful. Once while
releasing snakes, we forgot
one cobra in the car! It sat
pretty under the seat for
hours, laughs Sheshmani.
Dev too once stepped on a
crocodile while rescuing it. It
was my closest brush with a
croc. | didn t get scared but its
something I Il never forget, says
Dev.

Though Banerji has never been
attacked, she has seen wildlife
from very close quarters. And
while shooting it wasn t the fear of
getting attacked by an animal
that kept lurking at the back of
her mind. It was the need to get
that one perfect shot that kept her
on her toes.

Our projects go on for five-six
years as we are not able to com-
plete shooting in one particular
season. Its a game of patie-
nce, she says. While she was
shooting for a film about elephant
deaths on railway tracks at Rajaji




