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Cooch Behar is a historically important district of West Bengal in India. The name ‘Cooch
Behar’ has been derived from the Koch Rajbongshi tribe who were indigenous to this area
since the time of Banasura, the great king of Asura. A Sanskrit word ‘Bihar’ (to travel) is the
key source of word ‘Behar’, which means the land used to travel by ‘Koch Rajbangshi’ king.
In the time of Maharaja Naranarayan, the greatest Koch Rajbanshi king, who ruled the area of
the Kingdom extended from Uttar Dinajpur district including Kishanganj (Baikunthapur) to
maximum part of Assam (Kamrup).  The Koch Rajbanshi dynasty was originated from
Mahishya community which is related to King Mahishasur (Banerjee, 1884). Koch Rajbanshi
king has ruled the area since 16th century. In 1947, the state came to the dominion of India and
merged with the Union of India shortly afterwards. On 19th January 1950, the state of Cooch
Behar emerged as a new District for the Indian state of West Bengal (Banerjee, 1884; Ahamed,
1990).

Cooch Behar is located at the northeastern corner boundary of the State West Bengal.
The Northern side is bounded by Jalpaiguri district, state of Assam in the eastern side and
south and there is Bangladesh on the western border. The district is an important part of
Himalayan Foothills and Duars of West Bengal [Fig. 2.1].

Rasik Beel Complex

Fig. 2.1. Map showing the location of Rasik Beel complex in the Himalayan foothill region of West Bengal



Geopolitically the district is very much sensitive for its exclaves. 92 Bangladeshi exclaves,
covering a total area of 47.7 km2 are situated in the district but are not part of neither the district of
Cooch Behar nor even of India. On the other hand, 106 Indian exclaves covering area 69.5 km2 are
located inside the political boundary of Bangladesh, which are very much parts of this district
[Banerjee, 1884; Chowdhuri and Pal, 2010].

2.1. Location

The Rasik Beel complex is lies between Burah Raidak and Ghoramara Rivers in the Salbari Block
under Tufanganj Sub-Division of the District of Cooch Behar, West Bengal. The geographical location at
the central part of the lake is 89°44’10" E Longitude and 26° 25' 40" N Latitude (Chowdhuri and Pal,
2010). “Cooch-Behar” name is derived from theKoch Rajbongshi tribe name that is indigenous to this
area. “Behar” is aSanskrit word “Bihar” (to travel) which means the land which the “Koch Rajbongshi”
Kings used to travel or roam about. In Geographical Census of India, the spelling of the name is use
“Koch Bihar” (http://www.shaba.co/wa?s=cooch_behar_district) and local literature sometimes uses
“Coochbehar” (http://www.census2011.co.in/district.php). State Government and the District
Administration use the name “Cooch Behar” and this spelling is used to the current dissertation.

It is situated about 42  km of east from the district town Cooch Behar. This Beel complex is
well connected by two parallel metaled roads. The one on its western side extends from Harir-haat
to Kamakshyaguri and the other is extending from Bakla to Kamakshyaguri. Again, the area is 34
km away from the Alipurduar town and 20 km from Tufanganj Sub-divisional town on road [Fig.
2.2]. The nearest railway station is Alipurduar (Chowdhuri and Pal, 2010).

Fig. 2.2. Brown lines are showing the main-road communication of the Rasik Beel area

The Rasik Beel is located very near to two IUCN recognized Hotspots for Conservation,
namely ‘Himalaya’ and ‘Indo-Burma’ (Biswas, 2013). It is an Ox Bow Lake and is a left over
detached part of the river Raidak. The area of the Beel is 178 hectors (Chowdhuri and Pal,
2010; Ahamed, 1990).

Two branches of this river are now flowing through two sides of Rasik Beel in north-south
direction [Fig. 2.4]. The main River of Raidak- I in Western part of the Beel complex, and Raidak-
II in the Eastern side of Beel Complex [Fig. 2.6]. Presently, both the rivers are passing through
about one kilometer away from the Beel Complex, but their rejected two branches are now remaining
as narrow streams (Banerjee, 1884).
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Fig. 2.3. Present structure of Rasik Beel complex

The nearby areas of the Beel was covered with dense forest vegetation (Annonimus,
2005). The Western and North-Western sides are covered with Changmari Protected Forests
[Fig. 2.4], North Eastern side is surrounded with Atiamocher Protected Forest and Takomari
Protected Forest is spreading on the Eastern side of the Beel complex. But due to rapid increase
of human settlements, acquiring land for cultivation and due to continuous legal and illegal
timber extraction most of the forested area are now either missing or disappearing fast
(Annonimus, 2011).

Fig. 2.4. Changmari forest within Rasik Beel
complex

There are many villages surrounding the Beel Complex in South-West to South-East-
ern areas [Fig. 2.5]. The main villages of the study area are Rasik Beel, Changmari, Bochamari,
Atiamochar and Salmari villages (Chowdhuri and Pal, 2010).

Fig. 2.5. Villages in the surrounding areas of Rasik
Beel complex

Shifting of the courses of rivers in this part of the country was a common phenomenon in
recent-past (Kadir and Das, 2002; Pandit et al. 2004; Ghosh and Das 2005; Das et al. 2010;
Chowdhuri and Pal, 2010). And, that has created a number of large and small Ox Bow lakes
in this region like Rasik Beel, Nildoba Beel, Raichangmari Beel, Bochamari Beel, etc [Fig. 2.8;
PLATE: 1; PLATE: 2]. Rasik Beel wetland complex is surrounded by Chengmari, Baro Salmari,
Atiamochar and Takomari protected forests [Fig. 2.4].
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Fig. 2.7. Google Earth imagery showing sevem Beels of Rasik Beel Complex

2.2. Topography and Drainage

Rasik Beel and its surrounding area is almost flat and low. The altitude against the
mean sea level is only 15 m to 30 m amsl. Local rivers like Raidak- I and II, Burah Raidak and
Ghoramara constitute the drainage system in this area. Rivers like Bala, Jainti, Sonkosh,
Godadhor, Gholani etc. supply their excess water into the Beel during monsoon that result the
flooding over huge areas almost every year. All the rivers are generally flowing in North to
South direction. The result of shifting of Raidak-I and Raidak-II, the rejected courses are
remaining as a Nala, which flooded during monsoon but remain water free in dry seasons
(Banerjee, 1884) [Fig. 2.4].

In Bengali, the word ‘Beel’ means large water body. Rasik Beel is a complex of eight
large wetlands and are known by different names: Noldoba Beel, Bochamari Beel, Rasik
Beel, Batikata Beel, Ververi Beel, Borojan Beel, Chhotojan Beel and Raichangmari Beel
[Fig. 2.7].
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Fig. 2.8. Main water bodies of  Rasik Beel complex

Raichangmari Beel is the deepest wetland and it is kept under protected areas. Fishing is
prohibited from this part of the Beel complex, other seven Beels are open for fishing and as well as
for the cultivation of fish.

2.3. Soil

The study area is located in a low altitudinal zone. The altitude of different location of this complex
varies from 15 m to 30 m only. Being located near to the East Himalayan foothills, the area is quite
flood prone. After rains in the catchments area of Raidak I and II, generally the water current
become very strong and create flood in the adjacent areas. Rivers like Bala, Jainti, Godadhor,
Gholani and also Sankosh influence to flood by supplying excess water and the deposited sand, silt
and pebbles cause much problems in crop productivity as well as affects the hydrology of the area
(Banerjee, 1884). So, soil is formed by alluvial deposits and is acidic in nature. It is mainly loam to
sandy loam and from 0.15 to 1 m deep. The soil has a low level of organic matter, while potassium
and phosphorus levels are medium. Deficiency of zinc, calcium, magnesium and sulphur are quite
common features (Banerjee, 1884).

2.4. Vegetation Structure

The overall vegetation structure is much variable. In the permanent water cover region true hydrophytes
are the only floristic elements. Eichhornia crassipes, Azolla pinnata, Salvinia natans, Salvinia
cucullata, Ceratopteris pteridoides are the dominating plants in this part of Beel. But, the region,
which remain submerged for some period of the year are hosting mainly amphibian plants (helophytic)
in wet season and after receding of water a moisture loving terrestrial herbaceous flora occupy the
habitat [Biswas et al, 2013; PLATE: 3; PLATE: 4].
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In Champion & Seth’s (1968) classification the area’s vegetation matches partially with
4D/SS2 and 4D/SS4 Tropical Seasonal Forest: Syzygium cumini swamp forest and Low
Swamp Forest. In the surrounding area, there are about eight villages mostly inhabited by tribal
people.

The original vegetation in the surrounding area was basicallySyzygium cumini dominated
semi-evergreen type but most of the natural forests have been removed. Plantations of different
exotic and native plants are developing in many areas including the contour of the central island.The
Central island is now planted with mainlySalix tetrasperma, Terminalia arjuna and Lagerstroemia
reginae [PLATE: 3; PLATE: 4].

Flood plains areas are good grasslands, dominated with Saccharum spp., Axonopus
copressus and Commelina spp. For Deer rehabilitation and entertainment conservation, the
Forest Department has established a small plot of grassland in the Eastern part of Batikata
Beel, near the Deer Conservation sector.

Fig. 2.9. Distribution of grasslands in the Rasik
Beel complex

Fig. 2.10. Cultivation areas in and around the Rasik
Beel complex

After the initiation of ecotourism center at Rasik Beel, a good number of garden plants
also have been introduced for the beautification of the area. Some of these plants are also
tending to be naturalized in the local vegetation. This is not desirable and has started affecting
the native biodiversity of this area.

In addition to the garden plants Forest Department has also covered some areas with
the plantation of some trees like Albizia chinensis, Alstonia scholaris,  Areca catechu,

Artocarpus heterophyllus, Bamboosa tulda, Bauhinia purpurea, Bischofia javanica, Caryota
urens, Dalbergia sissoo, Gmelina arborea, Lagerstroemia reginae, Litsea monopetala,
Salix tetrasperma, Shorea robusta, Syzyzium cumini, Tectona grandis, Terminalia arjuna,
and Toona ciliata.

Some portion of the Beel area has been occupied by local residents of Rasik Beel and
Bochamari villages for paddy cultivation. They mainly cultivate Aush and Boro cultivars of
paddy. In addition, jut (both, Tita and Mitha), potato, brinjol, chili, cabbage and other locally
popular vegetables are also cultivated by them (Banerjee, 1884).
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2.5. Fauna of Rasik Beel Complex

There are so many migratory bird species found in this wet land every year, and include
Lesser Whistling, Dap chick, Bronze winged Jacana, Pheasant Tailed Jacana, Shoveler,
Barheaded goose, White Eyed Poacherd etc. Except these, a lot of other local aquatic birds
like small & large Cormorants, four species of Kingfisher, open bill stork etc. are the permanent
residents of these beels. There are tortoise, gharial, leopard, spotted deer, peafowl and some
other birds are kept in a small zoo established there, mainly as a part of tourism activities
[Fig. 2. 3].

In the year 2009, Cooch Behar Forest Division in collaboration with the Zoological
Survey of India conducted a bird census in the wetland complex, and has recorded the presence
of 66 species of birds [http://www.shaba.co/wa?s=cooch_behar_district].

The entire study area comes under the protected forest and is managed by the Cooch
Behar Forest Division. In recent past (January 2009) a beautiful 30m heigh watch tower was
constructed by the Forest Department [Fig. 2.11]. There is a small zoo at Rasik Beel, which is
recognized by the Central Zoo Authority, Govt. of India (Annonimus, 2013).

Fig. 2.11. The newly established watch tower in Rasik Beel

Study Area  23


