CORRESPONDENCE

Croak, croak, croak: Arethere morefrogsto be discovered in the

Western Ghats?

Perhaps nothing in the recent past has
stirred so much euphoria among the In-
dian taxonomists and scientists working
on biodiversity as have the few reports
on the dramatic discovery of new species
of frogs from the two regions, the West-
ern Ghats in India and Sri Lanka (see ref.
1 for more details). While one group
from the Sri Lankan region reported 200
new species’ (but only 100 species in
their recent report)®, another study in the
Western Ghats region of India reported
115 species mostly from the genus Phila-
utus—all new to sciencel* Accordingly,
it has been argued that the Western Ghats
along with Sri Lanka could represent the
global hotspot of amphibian radiation
and that there could be many more spe-
cies waiting to be discovered by herpe-
tologists working in these regions. A
recent discovery of a Gondwanaland relic
frog family Nasikabatrachidae®® has only
reinforced this notion.

While these reports are by themselves
interesting, several obvious questions
emerge immediately: How did this large
set of species escape the attention of the
taxonomists till now? Do these species
reflect a recent and a phenomenally rapid
rediation in amphibians, in conformity
with the well known but controversial
concept of punctuated equilibrium theory
of evolution?’. Are these discoveries a
consequence of a change in the taxonomic
philosophy of, and methodology followed
by, herpetologists?* Or is it a combination
of some or all of these possibilities?

We were prompted to address these
questions and did so by analysing the tem-
poral patterns of discovery of frog spe-
cies especialy in the Western Ghats. It is
well known that as more time is spent in
collecting and describing the fauna and
flora of an area, the total number of des-
cribed species from the area reaches an
asymptote. We tested if this has been
achieved for the frogs of the Western
Ghats. Information on the discovery of
species of frogs from Linnaeus (from
1750 corresponding to the publication of
the binomial nomenclature) to date (except
the recent reports, which have yet to for-
mally describe the species) was obtained
from various published sources®®° and
online database maintained by American
Museum of Natural History®. We plotted

the cumulative species discovered for all
frogs known from the Western Ghats.
The analysis was also done separately for
endemic and non-endemic species of the
area. We compared the resultant patterns

with those of birds of the Western
Ghats — a group that has been extensively
studied.

A few interesting patterns emerged:
(1) Till recently, atotal of 144 species of
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Figure 1. Temporal discovery pattern of birds from Western Ghats, India (open trian-
gles) and frog species (closed circles) from Western Ghats and Sri Lanka. Note that the
discovery curve for birds has saturated and the last bird species described from this re-
gion was in 1953. But the discovery curve for frogs has not attained an asymptote,
promising the discovery of more species in the region.
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Figure 2.

Temporal discovery patterns of non-endemic (open triangle) and endemic

frog species (closed circles) of the Western Ghats, India.
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frogs were reported from both Western
Ghats'®*? and Sri Lanka'® of which 112
species are endemic to this hotspot. (2)
Unlike in birds, the species accumulation
curve for frogs has not yet reached a pla-
teau in the Western Ghats (Figure 1). (3)
The species accumulation curve for the
common (non-endemic) species of frogs
has reached a plateau almost a century
ago while for the endemics, the curve
appears to be still in the log phase (Fig-
ure 2). (4) The average number of years
for discovery of the endemic species
(161 years) is significantly higher com-
pared to that for the non-endemic species
(105 years; t test; P <0.001). In fact it
took nearly 90 years since Linnaeus for
the first endemic species of frog to be
discovered (1838) in the Western Ghats,
compared to ~40 years for the first non-
endemic species (1799).

The results suggest that the temporal
discovery curve of frogs of Western Ghats
region is not yet saturated and there has
always been a chance for new species to
be discovered. Further, most of those
discovered are likely to be endemic. In
other words, the recent reports on the
discovery of an unusually high number
of new species of frogs from the Western
Ghats hotspot is not surprising and per-
haps it was always waiting to happen!
Accordingly, these recent reports may not

be a consequence of an altered protocol
of the amphibian taxonomy or of unusu-
aly high rates of local radiation among
frogs. The new species may represent the
genuine existence of hitherto undiscove-
red species. In summary, there could be
more frogs out there to be discovered —
herpetologists, get ready with your back-
packs!
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MEETING REPORT

CBD: Theunmaking of a treaty*

The Convention on Biological Diversity
(CBD), formulated in 1992, has been one
of the hard-negotiated international trea-
ties. Although negotiated in the global,
political ambience of the new unipolar
world order and the unopposed Western
victory in Iraqg, the Southern negotiators
had displayed unusual unity and negotia-
tion skills, the result was a fairly balanced
treaty that accommodates the legitimate
interests of both the South and North.

*A reflection on the Seventh Meeting of the
Conference of Parties held at Kuala Lumpur
during 9-20 February 2004.
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But perhaps that is al that could be said
of the Convention. More than a decade
after its entry into force, its achievements
remain volumes of repetitive documents,
endless surrealistically named commit-
tees and fissiparous meetings. While the
CBD process indulged in its own virtua
world, biopiracy remained unabated in
the real world.

The proceedings of the recently held
Seventh Meeting of the Conference of
Parties (CoP) do not leave room for
much hope either. The meeting, in fact,
marked another retrogressive step in terms
of enforcement. The Convention text un-
equivocally recognizes national sover-

eign rights over biodiversity, requires
prior informed consent for access to bio-
diversity and that such access should be
based on naturally agreed terms. CBD
also stipulates that any commercial bene-
fit derived out of the use of biodiversity
should be equitably shared with the provi-
ding country. CBD has thus made biopi-
racy an international offence and set the
fundamental legal framework for provi-
ding access to biodiversity and benefit-
sharing.

However, these hard-negotiated provi-
sions of the Convention were ingeniously
undermined by the North, skillfully side-
stepped by the Convention Secretariat
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