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General Studies – 3  Topic: Conservation 

Ecological Impact of Highways and Railways projects passing through Forests 

1) Introduction 

 Rail lines, roadways, canals and electricity cable networks occupy pride of place in India’s rapidly 
growing infrastructure. 

 These seemingly innocuous lines, together called linear intrusions, are cutting up wildlife habitats 
and affecting wildlife conservation 

2) Impact 

  Fifteen animal deaths were reported in two months earlier this year on a highway near Haridwar in 
Uttarakhand. 

 Flamingoes and bustards have been electrocuted by high tension power lines in Gujarat 

 Highways have destroyed some of the most important wildlife corridors in eastern Maharashtra 

 Elephant deaths occur in railway accidents across the country. 

 Animal behaviour is affected, plant diversity is reduced, wildlife habitat is fragmented and 
eventually lost 

 Emission levels are expected to increase with the increase in vehicle numbers 

 Impact due to removal of trees in the highway alignment 

 Impact on forest resources, economically important plants including medicinal plants and threat to 
endangered species 

 Impact due to changes in water quality, soil profile, noise, light and air pollution, which may affect 
the nature and character of habitats 

 When a highway projects intersects or blocks a wildlife corridor, the result is either cessation of use 
of the corridor because animals are reluctant to cross the road 

 Delay in migration which may result in the weakening of the population 

 roads contribute to what many conservation biologists consider the major threat to biological 
diversity: habitat fragmentation 

 Pollution from roads begins with construction. An immediate impact is noise from construction 
equipment 

3) Recent Proposals 

 Of the 266 projects approved under the Forest Conservation Act in the last three years, more than 
half (125 road projects and two for railways) were for linear projects.  

 Each linear intrusion project has a significant ecological impact.  

 A recent report by the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) on road infrastructure notes that the 
infrastructure boom being seen currently in Asia is carving up the habitats of flagship species such 
as the tiger and preventing them from moving across the large ranges that they require.  

 The report suggests that dealing with this infrastructure boom will be a bigger challenge than 
looking after protected areas or dealing with the poaching threat. 

4) Mitigating Measures 

 Tree plantation plan to compensate the trees cut should be prepared as per the government norms 

 Identification of sensitive natural environments in the early planning stage so that alternative 
routes, changes in width of the road can be examined 

 Provision of wildlife underpass and hydraulic structure 

 Regeneration of rare plants of economic importance including medicinal plants 
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 Conservation plan for conservation and protection of flora and fauna, wildlife migratory species and 
medicinal plants 

5) Way Forward 

 This issue needs urgent attention 

 Recognise and accept the huge impact of linear infrastructure on wildlife and wildlife habitat.  

 Civil engineers, spatial planners, conservationists and ecologists should work together with 
policymakers, bureaucrats and politicians to develop the common framework needed to negotiate 
this challenge.  

 Where possible, planning processes should avoid placing linear infrastructure in forests and other 
wilderness areas.  

 Attempts should be made to compensate for the loss to the nation by offsetting. 

6) Conclusion 

 These lifelines of the economy (road and railways) are the death lines for the natural infrastructure 
on which everything depends.  

 India’s long-term ecological sustainability is being ruthlessly sacrificed for short-term economic 
gain, and these are damages that can scarcely be undone.  

 The faster we recognise this and initiate course correction, the better it will be for all of us and for 
the future. 

 
 


