India’s Western Ghats

The Western Ghats, also known as Sahyadri, is a vast mountain
range that runs parallel to the western coast of India,
spanning over 1,600 kilometers from the state of Gujarat in
the north to Tamil Nadu in the south. The Western Ghats are
recognized as a UNESCO World Heritage site for their
outstanding universal value as one of the world’s eight
“hottest hotspots” of biological diversity. The region
encompasses a range of habitats from tropical rainforests to
grasslands, home to an incredible variety of flora and fauna,
including many endemic and endangered species. The Western
Ghats also hold significant cultural, spiritual, and
historical importance, having been inhabited by various
indigenous communities for thousands of years.

Location

The Western Ghats are a mountain range located on the western
coast of India, running parallel to the Arabian Sea. The range
stretches from the state of Gujarat in the north, through
Maharashtra, Goa, Karnataka, and Kerala, and ends at the
southern tip of Tamil Nadu. The range covers an area of
approximately 140,000 square kilometers, spanning a distance
of around 1,600 kilometers. The Western Ghats are an important
ecological and cultural region of India, and are recognized as
a UNESCO World Heritage site.

Terrain and Topography

The Western Ghats are a rugged mountain range that runs
parallel to the western coast of India. The terrain and
topography of the Western Ghats are diverse and varied,
featuring high peaks, deep valleys, plateaus, and rolling
hills. The range comprises several distinct regions, each with
its own unique geography.
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The northern part of the Western Ghats is characterized by
high peaks and steep slopes. The highest peak in the Western
Ghats, Anamudi, is located in this region, reaching a height
of 2,695 meters above sea level. The central region of the
Western Ghats consists of a series of plateaus and rolling
hills, with elevations ranging from 500 to 1,500 meters above
sea level. The southern part of the range features lower peaks
and a more undulating terrain, with elevations ranging from
100 to 1,200 meters above sea level.

The Western Ghats are also home to several important rivers,
including the Godavari, Krishna, and Cauvery, which originate
in the mountain range and flow through the surrounding
lowlands. The region also boasts numerous waterfalls,
including Jog Falls, Athirapally Falls, and Dudhsagar Falls,
which are popular tourist attractions.

Geology

The Western Ghats, also known as the Sahyadri Mountains, is a
mountain range that runs parallel to the western coast of
India. The range is around 1,600 km long and covers an area of
approximately 140,000 square kilometers. The geology of the
Western Ghats is highly diverse, consisting of sedimentary,
metamorphic, and igneous rocks. The Western Ghats are
primarily composed of ancient rocks that were formed around
1500 to 2500 million years ago during the Archean and
Proterozoic eras. The region 1s dominated by granites,
gneisses, and schists, which are highly metamorphosed and
deformed. These rocks were formed due to the high temperature
and pressure conditions during the Precambrian period.

The sedimentary rocks of the Western Ghats include sandstones,
shales, and limestones, which were formed during the Paleozoic
and Mesozoic eras. These rocks are found in the valleys and
lowlands of the mountain range. The Western Ghats also have
extensive volcanic activity, which has led to the formation of



various volcanic rocks such as basalt, andesite, and rhyolite.
The Deccan Traps, which are one of the largest volcanic
features on Earth, cover large parts of the Western Ghats.

The Western Ghats are also known for their rich mineral
resources, 1including iron, manganese, bauxite, and gold.
Overall, the geology of the Western Ghats is highly complex
and diverse, making it an important region for geological
research and exploration.

Climate

The Western Ghats have a tropical climate, characterized by
high temperatures and high humidity throughout the year.
However, due to the range’s elevation and varied topography,
the climate can vary significantly depending on the location
within the mountain range. The northern and central regions of
the Western Ghats receive heavy rainfall during the monsoon
season from June to September, with an average annual rainfall
of around 2,500 to 5,000 millimeters. The heavy rainfall
supports lush tropical rainforests and dense vegetation in
these regions. The southern part of the range receives less
rainfall, with an average of around 1,000 to 2,500 millimeters
of rain per year.

During the winter months, from November to February, the
Western Ghats experience cooler temperatures, with average
temperatures ranging from 15 to 25 degrees Celsius. The summer
months, from March to May, are hot and humid, with
temperatures ranging from 25 to 35 degrees Celsius.

The climate of the Western Ghats plays a crucial role in
supporting the region’s rich biodiversity, with the heavy
rainfall and high humidity creating ideal conditions for the
growth of tropical vegetation and providing important habitats
for a diverse range of animal species.



Rivers and Waterfalls

The Western Ghats are home to several important rivers and
waterfalls that play a crucial role in the region’s ecology
and cultural heritage. These waterways originate in the
mountain range and flow through the surrounding lowlands,
providing important sources of water for agriculture,
industry, and domestic use.

Some of the major rivers that originate
in the Western Ghats include:

Godavari River: One of the longest rivers in India, the
Godavari originates in the Western Ghats near Nashik in
Maharashtra and flows eastward for over 1,400 kilometers
before emptying into the Bay of Bengal.

Krishna River: Another major river that originates in the
Western Ghats, the Krishna flows eastward through Maharashtra,
Karnataka, and Andhra Pradesh before emptying into the Bay of
Bengal.

Cauvery River: Originating in the Western Ghats near Coorg in
Karnataka, the Cauvery flows southward through Karnataka and
Tamil Nadu before emptying into the Bay of Bengal.

In addition to these major rivers, the Western Ghats are also
home to numerous smaller rivers and streams that support the
region’s rich biodiversity.

The mountain range also features several spectacular
waterfalls that are popular tourist destinations. Some of the
most famous waterfalls in the Western Ghats include:

Jog Falls: Located on the Sharavathi River in Karnataka, Jog
Falls is one of the highest waterfalls in India, with a drop
of over 250 meters.



Athirapally Falls: Located on the Chalakudy River in Kerala,
Athirapally Falls is a scenic waterfall that attracts visitors
with its lush green surroundings and natural beauty.

Dudhsagar Falls: Located on the Mandovi River in Goa,
Dudhsagar Falls is a four-tiered waterfall that is famous for
its milky-white appearance and scenic surroundings.

Biodiversity of Western Ghats

The Western Ghats are known for their rich biodiversity and
are recognized as one of the world’'s 36 biodiversity hotspots.
The mountain range is home to a wide variety of flora and
fauna, including many endemic species found nowhere else in
the world.

Main Mammals found in the Western Ghats
Tiger

Leopard

Lion-tailed macaque

Nilgiri tahr

Asian elephant

Nilgiri langur

Gaur

Malabar large-spotted civet
The Nilgiri marten

Brown palm civet
Stripe-necked mongoose

Indian brown mongoose



Small Indian civet

Leopard cat

Birds Found in the Western Ghats

Malabar Grey Hornbill
Nilgiri Wood Pigeon
White-bellied Treepie
Malabar Trogon

Malabar Whistling Thrush
Crimson-backed Sunbird
White-bellied Blue Flycatcher
Nilgiri Flycatcher
Indian Pitta

Indian Blackbird
White-rumped Shama
Indian Blue Robin
Oriental White-eye
Grey-headed Bulbul
Malabar Parakeet

Flora: The Western Ghats are home to over 5,000 species of
flowering plants, including many rare and endangered species.
The region is famous for its tropical rainforests, which
support a wide variety of plant life, including large trees,
shrubs, climbers, and epiphytes. Some of the notable plant
species found in the Western Ghats include the Malabar



tamarind, cardamom, cinnamon, and teak.

The Western Ghats are also home to a rich variety of animal
species, including many that are endangered or critically
endangered. The region is particularly famous for its large
mammals, including tigers, leopards, elephants, and Indian
bison. The Western Ghats are also home to several endemic
species of primates, including the lion-tailed macaque and the
Nilgiri langur. The mountain range is also home to a wide
variety of bird species, including several endemic species
such as the Malabar parakeet, Malabar trogon, and Nilgiri
wood-pigeon.

In addition to its large mammals and birds, the Western Ghats
are also home to a wide variety of reptiles, amphibians, and
invertebrates, including many that are unique to the region.
Some of the notable species found in the Western Ghats include
the king cobra, the Malabar pit viper, and the endangered
Nilgiri leaf frog.

Endemic Species

The Western Ghats are home to a large number of endemic
species, which means they are found nowhere else in the world.
These species have evolved in isolation over millions of
years, developing unique adaptations to the region’s
environment. The Western Ghats have one of the highest levels
of endemism in the world, and over 30% of the species found
here are endemic.

Endemic Plant Species:

The Western Ghats are home to over 4,000 plant species, and
around 30% of them are endemic. Some of the notable endemic
plant species found in the Western Ghats include the Wayanad
tree fern, the Shola skywalk tree, the Malabar ironwood, the
Nilgiri neelakurinji (a flowering plant that blooms once every
12 years), and the cobra lily.



Endemic Animal Species:

The Western Ghats are also home to many endemic animal
species, including birds, mammals, reptiles, and amphibians.
Some of the notable endemic animal species found in the
Western Ghats include:

Lion-tailed Macaque: This is a critically endangered primate
species found only in the Western Ghats. It has a distinctive
appearance, with a black mane and a silver-grey fur coat.

Nilgiri Tahr: This is a mountain goat species found only in
the Nilgiri Hills of the Western Ghats. It has a shaggy coat
and curved horns.

Malabar Grey Hornbill: This is a bird species found only in
the Western Ghats. It has a distinctive curved bill and 1is
known for its loud call.

Beddome’s Cat Snake: This is a venomous snake species found
only in the Western Ghats. It is named after Richard Henry
Beddome, a British naturalist who first described it.

The high level of endemism in the Western Ghats makes it a
unique and important region for conservation efforts.

National parks

The Western Ghats are home to several national parks and
wildlife sanctuaries that protect the region’s rich
biodiversity. These parks provide important habitats for a
wide variety of plant and animal species, including many
endemic species. Here are some of the notable national parks
in the Western Ghats:

Silent Valley National Park: Located in Kerala, Silent Valley
National Park is known for its dense tropical forests and rich
biodiversity. It is home to several endemic species, including
the lion-tailed macaque and the Nilgiri langur.



Bandipur National Park: Located in Karnataka, Bandipur
National Park is one of the most popular national parks in the
Western Ghats. It is home to a wide variety of wildlife,
including tigers, leopards, elephants, and Indian bison.

Periyar National Park: Located in Kerala, Periyar National
Park 1is famous for its large herds of elephants and the
opportunity to see them up close on boat safaris. The park 1is
also home to several endemic bird species.

Anshi National Park: Located in Karnataka, Anshi National Park
is known for its evergreen forests and diverse wildlife. It is
home to several endangered species, including the Malabar
giant squirrel and the Indian pangolin.

Eravikulam National Park: Located in Kerala, Eravikulam
National Park is known for its rolling hills and grasslands,
which are home to several endemic species, including the
Nilgiri tahr.

These national parks are important for the conservation of the
Western Ghats’ unique and diverse ecosystem. They offer
opportunities for visitors to experience the region’s natural
beauty and learn about its rich biodiversity.

Cultural Significance of Western
Ghats

Tribal Communities

The Western Ghats are home to several indigenous or tribal
communities, many of whom have lived in the region for
thousands of years. These communities have unique cultures,
customs, and traditions that are deeply intertwined with the
natural environment of the Western Ghats. Here are some of the
notable tribal communities found in the Western Ghats:

Irula: The Irula community is one of the oldest and most well-



known tribal communities in the Western Ghats. They are known
for their traditional knowledge of the forest and its
resources, including medicinal plants and honey.

Kattunayakan: The Kattunayakan community is found mainly in
the Nilgiri Hills of the Western Ghats. They are known for
their hunting and gathering skills and have a deep knowledge
of the forest ecosystenm.

Kurumba: The Kurumba community is found in the Nilgiri Hills
and the Palani Hills of the Western Ghats. They are known for
their intricate weaving skills and for their knowledge of
traditional medicine.

Soliga: The Soliga community is found mainly in the
Biligiriranga Hills of the Western Ghats. They are known for
their sustainable farming practices and for their intimate
knowledge of the forest ecosystem.

Toda: The Toda community is found in the Nilgiri Hills of the
Western Ghats. They are known for their unique architectural
style, which features circular houses made of bamboo and
grass.

These tribal communities have faced many challenges over the
years, including displacement, loss of land, and cultural
assimilation. However, they continue to play an important role
in the conservation of the Western Ghats’' natural resources
and are an integral part of the region’s cultural heritage.

Religious and Spiritual Significance

The Western Ghats have long been regarded as a sacred
landscape and a center of spiritual and religious
significance. The region 1is home to several temples,
pilgrimage sites, and holy shrines that attract millions of
devotees from all over the world. Here are some of the notable
religious and spiritual sites in the Western Ghats:



Sabarimala Temple: Sabarimala Temple is located in the Periyar
Tiger Reserve of the Western Ghats and is one of the most
popular pilgrimage sites in South India. It is dedicated to
Lord Ayyappa and attracts millions of devotees every year,
especially during the annual Makaravilakku festival.

Mahabaleshwar Temple: Mahabaleshwar Temple is located in the
town of Gokarna in Karnataka and is one of the most important
Shiva temples in the region. The temple is known for its
beautiful architecture and is an important site for Hindu
pilgrims.

Ananthapura Lake Temple: Ananthapura Lake Temple is located in
the town of Kasaragod in Kerala and is the only lake temple in
the state. The temple is dedicated to Lord Vishnu and is known
for its serene surroundings and beautiful architecture.

Varkala Temple: Varkala Temple is located in the town of
Varkala in Kerala and is dedicated to Lord Vishnu. The temple
is known for its stunning ocean views and is an important site
for Hindu pilgrims.

These religious and spiritual sites are an important part of
the Western Ghats’ cultural heritage and attract visitors from
all over the world who come to experience their beauty,
history, and significance.

Threats & Conservation Efforts

Mining and logging activities in the Western Ghats have been a
source of controversy and concern due to their potential
impact on the environment and local communities. The Western
Ghats are one of the most ecologically sensitive regions in
India, and are known for their high levels of biodiversity and
endemic species.

Mining activities in the region have been the subject of
criticism due to their impact on the environment, including



deforestation, water pollution, soil erosion, and damage to
wildlife habitats. Despite regulations and efforts to reduce
the impact of mining activities, illegal mining and
unregulated quarrying continue to be a concern. Logging
activities in the Western Ghats have also contributed to
deforestation, habitat destruction, and loss of biodiversity.
Forests in the region have been cleared for timber, paper, and
other commercial purposes. This has not only impacted the
environment but has also had negative effects on the
livelihoods of local communities who depend on the forests for
their sustenance.

Conservation Initiatives

Conservation of the Western Ghats is crucial for preserving
the region’s biodiversity, as well as for ensuring the
sustainability of the region’s natural resources. There are
several conservation initiatives and programs that are being
implemented in the Western Ghats to protect and manage its
unique ecosystem. Here are some of the notable conservation
initiatives in the Western Ghats:

Western Ghats Ecology Expert Panel (WGEEP): The WGEEP was
established in 2010 by the Ministry of Environment and Forests
to provide a scientific basis for the conservation and
management of the Western Ghats. The panel made several
recommendations, including the identification of Ecologically
Sensitive Zones (ESZ) and the implementation of conservation
programs in these zones.

Western Ghats Biodiversity Conservation Network (WGBCN): The
WGBCN is a collaboration of NGOs, research institutions, and
government agencies that work together to conserve the
biodiversity of the Western Ghats. The network conducts
research, develops conservation plans, and raises awareness
about the importance of the region’s biodiversity.

Forest Rights Act (FRA): The FRA is a law that was passed in



2006 to recognize and secure the rights of forest-dwelling
communities in India. The act recognizes the traditional
knowledge and stewardship of these communities and aims to
involve them in the management and conservation of forests.

Agroforestry and Sustainable Farming: Several programs have
been implemented in the Western Ghats to promote agroforestry
and sustainable farming practices. These programs aim to
reduce deforestation, improve soil quality, and increase the
resilience of local communities to climate change.

Eco-tourism: Eco-tourism 1is an emerging sector in the Western
Ghats, and several initiatives have been taken to promote
sustainable tourism practices. Eco-tourism can provide
economic benefits to local communities while also creating
incentives for the conservation of the region’s natural
resources.

These conservation initiatives and programs play a crucial
role in the preservation of the Western Ghats and its unique
biodiversity.

Ecotourism in Western Ghats

Ecotourism is an emerging sector in the Western Ghats and has
the potential to provide economic benefits to local
communities while also promoting the conservation of the
region’s natural resources. Here are some of the ways in which
ecotourism is being developed and promoted in the Western
Ghats:

Nature Trails and Trekking: The Western Ghats offers several
opportunities for trekking and nature trails that showcase the
region’s natural beauty and biodiversity. Several trekking
trails have been developed, including the popular trekking
trails in the Western Ghats such as the Kumara Parvatha trek
and the Kodachadri trek.



Wildlife Safaris: Wildlife safaris are a popular attraction in
the Western Ghats, offering visitors the opportunity to see
some of the region’s unique wildlife, such as the Nilgiri
tahr, lion-tailed macaque, and Indian giant squirrel. Several
wildlife sanctuaries and national parks in the region offer
safari tours.

Eco-lodges and Homestays: Eco-lodges and homestays are
becoming increasingly popular in the Western Ghats, offering
visitors a chance to stay in comfortable accommodations while
experiencing the local culture and way of life. These lodges
and homestays are often owned and operated by local
communities, providing economic benefits to these communities.

Cultural Tours: The Western Ghats is home to several
indigenous communities, each with its own unique culture and
traditions. Cultural tours offer visitors a chance to learn
about these communities and their way of life.

Responsible Tourism: Responsible tourism is an important
aspect of ecotourism 1in the Western Ghats. Several
organizations and initiatives promote responsible tourism
practices that minimize the negative impact on the environment
and local communities.

Ecotourism in the Western Ghats has the potential to provide
economic benefits to local communities while also promoting
the conservation of the region’s natural resources. However,
it is important to ensure that ecotourism is developed in a
sustainable and responsible manner to ensure its long-term
viability.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the Western Ghats is a unique and ecologically
significant region that is home to a diverse range of flora
and fauna. The region’s rich biodiversity, unique topography,
and cultural diversity make it a popular destination for



ecotourism. However, the Western Ghats also faces several
conservation challenges due to human activities such as
deforestation, mining, and climate change. To address these
challenges, several conservation initiatives and community-
based programs have been launched to involve local communities
in the conservation and management of the region’s natural
resources. The Western Ghats is a testament to the importance
of biodiversity conservation and the need for sustainable
development practices that balance economic growth and
environmental conservation. As such, it is important to
continue to promote and support conservation efforts in the
Western Ghats to ensure 1its preservation for future
generations.



