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= Down to Earth 18 July 2026 @

® Every fact web-verified against primary sources

THE LIFT LINE

A bar-tailed godwit can fly from Alaska to New Zealand without stopping, more than 11,000 kilometres in a
single push, yet it cannot survive if the mudflat where it refuels halfway is drained for a port. That single fact
captures the paradox of migratory birds: they are the most mobile animals on the planet, and precisely

because of that mobility they are the most impossible to protect from any one national capital.

WHY THIS EDITORIAL MATTERS FOR YOUR EXAM

Migratory bird conservation is a favourite UPSC theme because it sits at the exact intersection of biodiversity
science, international environmental law, and wetland management, three areas the syllabus treats as separate
but which the flyway concept fuses together. When examiners want to test whether an aspirant can think
across borders, both literal and administrative, migratory species are the ready-made case study. The 2026
assessments showing that a majority of monitored migratory species are declining have pushed this from a
niche ecology topic to a mainstream governance question about whether fragmented national action can ever

add up to species survival.

GS Paper 3: Conservation, biodiversity, environmental degradation, and the institutional response to
transboundary ecological problems. For Prelims, hold the specifics: the Convention on the
Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild Animals (CMS), also called the Bonn Convention, was
adopted in 1979; India hosted CMS COP13 at Gandhinagar in February 2020, whose mascot was
“Gibi” the Great Indian Bustard; India is a key range state of the Central Asian Flyway (CAF) and has
prepared a national action plan for its conservation; the East Asian-Australasian Flyway is the other
major route touching the subcontinent; Ramsar wetlands serve as critical stopover sites; species status is
tracked on the IUCN Red List; and domestic protection flows from the Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972.
For Mains, the argument to carry is that a species distributed across an entire flyway cannot be conserved by
protected areas alone, because a bird spends only weeks in any one country and the weakest link in the chain

determines the outcome.
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BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

A flyway is the broad aerial corridor a population of birds uses to move between breeding grounds and
wintering grounds, together with the network of stopover sites where they rest and refuel. There are roughly
nine major flyways worldwide. Two of them concern India directly: the Central Asian Flyway, running
from the Arctic and Central Asia down to the Indian subcontinent and the Indian Ocean, and the East Asian-

Australasian Flyway along the eastern seaboard.

For a migratory bird, the journey is a chain of dependencies. Breeding wetlands in Siberia, staging marshes in
Kazakhstan, coastal mudflats in the Yellow Sea, and wintering lakes in Gujarat or Odisha are not separate
habitats but links in one continuous life-support system. Break any link and the whole population suffers,
regardless of how well the other links are protected. This is why the Convention on Migratory Species
was created in 1979 under the United Nations Environment Programme: to give legal shape to the obvious

biological truth that a shared species requires shared responsibility.

THE CORE ARGUMENT / ISSUE

The decline is systemic, not scattered

The headline finding driving current concern is that more than half of the world assessed migratory
bird species are now in decline. This is not a story of a few charismatic species in trouble; it is a system-
wide signal. Waterbirds and shorebirds that depend on wetlands are falling fastest, because their stopover
habitats are the ones most easily converted to farmland, aquaculture, ports, and cities. When the pattern

spans an entire guild of species, the cause is structural rather than local.

Habitat loss meets a shifting climate

Two pressures compound each other. The first is the steady drainage and degradation of wetlands, which are
the fuel stations of every flyway. The second is climate shift, which is scrambling the timing of migration. Birds
that time their arrival to the peak of insect or plant abundance now find that the peak has moved earlier
because of warming, a mismatch that leaves chicks underfed. Sea level rise is drowning coastal mudflats, and

altered monsoon patterns are changing when and how much India inland wetlands fill.

Why national parks are not enough

India protects individual sites well in law, but a network is only as strong as its weakest node, and that node

may lie in another country entirely.
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CONSERVATION
SCALE OF ACTION LIMITATION FOR MIGRATORY BIRDS
INSTRUMENT
Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972 National, site and Protects the bird only while inside Indian
species territory
Ramsar Convention Site by site, wetlands Guards stopovers but not the corridor between
them
Protected areas / sanctuaries Local A bird spends only weeks there each year
CMS / Bonn Convention Flyway, transboundary Depends on political will of every range state
Central Asian Flyway action plan Multi-country corridor Needs sustained financing and shared
monitoring

The table makes the core point visible: the strongest domestic law still stops at the border, while the bird does

not.
HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS (ANALYTICAL FRAME)

Frame this as a tragedy of the commons stretched across space. A wetland in one country is a global

public good because the birds it sustains belong to every country along the flyway, yet the cost of protecting it
falls on a single local government that captures almost none of the benefit. Rational national self-interest
therefore under-invests in stopover habitat everywhere, and the sum of these rational decisions is collective

collapse.

The way out of a commons problem is an institution that internalises the shared benefit, which is exactly what
a flyway agreement tries to be. Migratory birds are also a keystone and indicator group: they spread
seeds, control insect pests, and their decline is an early warning that the wetland ecosystem services
humans also depend on, groundwater recharge, flood buffering, fisheries, are failing too. Reading their decline

as merely an aesthetic loss misses that they are the canary for the wetland economy.

THE DIAGRAM IN WORDS

Arctic breeding wetlands -> Central Asian staging marshes -> Indian wintering wetlands

(Ramsar stopovers) -> healthy population -> break any one link -> flyway-wide collapse -

> lost ecosystem services
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WAY FORWARD

0 Operationalise the Central Asian Flyway action plan. Move from a paper commitment to a
funded, monitored programme with named nodal wetlands, shared bird-count protocols, and an

annual review among range states so that gaps in one country are visible to all.

o Protect the stopover network, not just showcase sites. Prioritise Ramsar designation and
legal protection for the specific mudflats and lakes that ringing data show are load-bearing refuelling

points, even when they are unglamorous and near cities.

3 Build climate adaptation into wetland management. Maintain water levels through the
migration window, secure buffer wetlands that birds can shift to as timing changes, and integrate

flyway needs into coastal zone and irrigation planning.

O Fund and use citizen-science monitoring. Bird atlases, ringing stations, and platforms that let
birdwatchers log sightings turn a scattered public into a continental sensor network, giving the

cheap, real-time population data that transboundary decisions require.

PYQ LINKAGE AND PRACTICE

UPSC has repeatedly probed this territory: questions on the significance of wetlands and the Ramsar
Convention, on why India protects certain species, and Prelims items testing the difference between the
CMS and other conventions. The 2019 Mains question on the role of the Wildlife (Protection) Act and
conservation, and recurring Prelims matching of conventions to their focus, both reward an aspirant who can

place migratory-bird protection inside the larger architecture of environmental law.

Practice question: “A migratory species cannot be conserved by any single nation acting alone.” In light of
this statement, examine why flyway-scale cooperation has become central to migratory bird conservation, with

reference to India role as a Central Asian Flyway range state. (15 marks, 250 words)

Sources: Convention on Migratory Species, IUCN Red List, Ramsar Convention on Wetlands
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