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Abstract: The present study was carried out in the eco-sensitive zone of Deepor Beel wildlife reserve, the only Ramsar site of Assam, where 
Asian elephants and fisher folks have co-existed for centuries. The elephants have established a symbiotic relationship with the fisher folks by 
providing a series of ecological services that help in the wetland resource management of the beel. Therefore the present study deals with the 
role and significance of elephants on the livelihood system of the fisher folks. The study resulted in identifying two crucial means of ecological 
services that elephants provide through their wide ranging feeding ecology and diet composition, first as a means to control the invasive 
aquatic species and second as a means to enhance the productivity of the benthos fish species. The study also focuses on the change in their 
symbiotic relationship that has taken the form of livelihood crisis for the fisher folks due to the adverse impact of deforestation and urbanization 
within the beel ecosystem. 
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Taxonomically, Asian elephants ( L.) Elephas maximus 

are one of the living species of the order Proboscideans 

under the class Mammalian whose physiological adaptations 

like the large prehensile trunk, dentition and digestive system 

as well as the behavioural adaptations help them to efficiently 

exploit the diverse ecological settings especially under the 

highly changing heterogeneous tropical environments 

(Baskaran et al 2010). These mega-herbivores have the  

ability to feed on both browse (trees, shrubs, herbs and 

bamboo) and grass species ranging from grassland, tropical 

evergreen forest, semi-evergreen forest, moist deciduous 

forest, dry deciduous forests, and dry thorn forest to 

scrublands and cultivated lands (Borah and Deka 2008, 

Baskaran et al 2010). Hence, they are considered as the 

keystone species whose wide-ranging feeding ecology and 

diet composition make them interact highly with its habitat, 

thus influencing the direction of development of its biotic 

environment including human civilization and cultures 

(Sukumar 2003). In terms of the wild elephant population, 

Assam, one of the North-Eastern states of India, ranks 

second among all the states in India according to the 

Synchronized Elephant Population Estimation, MoEFCC, 

India (2017). Like other parts of the Indian subcontinent, 

Assam features a long term relationship between the people 

and the elephants as Assam's lush tropical forest areas with 

large water bodies make the region a suitable abode for the 

elephants, thus creating an environment of coexistence 

between the two species. Very least is known about their 

present-day relationship with the local indigenous 

communities who are found to reside within the elephant 

inhabited regions. Therefore the present study makes an 

attempt to do so by exploring the relationship found between 

the elephants and the fisher folks of Deepor Beel Ramsar site 

in Assam. At present, understanding such relationship 

between the wildlife species and humans is an urgent 

requirement to deal with various issues related to human-

wildlife conflict, livelihood security and environmental 

protection. The study mainly aims at throwing light on the 

very nature of symbiotic role of wildlife species on the human 

population who are otherwise misconceived as vulnerable to 

human survival and hence they do not get due priority and are 

looked down upon. 

MATERIAL AND METHODS

Study area: Located about 10 km south-west of Guwahati 

city between 91°35' - 91°43' E longitude and 26°05' - 26°11' N 

latitude and 55m above the mean sea level, Deepor Beel 

wetland is considered as one of the largest and prominent 

flood-plain lakes in the Brahmaputra valley of Assam. It 

serves as the natural fishery ground, supporting total 61 fish 

species, 5 of which are listed as exotic while 54 are listed as 

indigenous species of Assam and the fish yield rate accounts 

for 245 kg ha , comparatively higher than the national level -1

(Saikia 2005). The beel is reported to spread over an area of 

40.14 km² during the monsoon season when the water level 

raises to its maximum (including encroached/reclaimed/ 


