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Chapter - VI
STHALAVRIKSHA WORSHIP AND CONSERVATION OF
PLANT BIODIVERSITY
61 Introduction
Pl

ants are one of the most useful Tesources available to mankind since time
;mmemorial. Due to excessive exploitation of botanical resources, human beings, instead
of patronizing, became a threat to the nature. Population growth and industrialization

intensified the destruction of natural resources and ultimately disturbed the ecological

balance. Environmental pollution, overexploitation of the natural resources and

destruction of habitats are the causal agents for the degradation of biodiversity. All these
factors lead to extinction of several species of flora and fauna in the earth.

Lucas and Synge (1978) quoted in the [UCN plant Red Data Book that one tenth
of the vascular plants in the green world are under threat, viz., 20,000-25,000 plant
species out of 2,50,000 in the world. Fitzgerald (1989) estimated that one tenth of world’s
recorded plant species are now considered either rare or endangered. Miller et al. (1992)
referred 60,000 plants from 2,40,000 species will become extinct with in the next 30 years.
Given (1994) quoted that about 25,000 flowering plants are under threat with extinction
due to human-induced depletion and over exploitation. Researchers’ data may vary
according to their time of study, but they arrive concert in their result that there exists
loss of plant biodiversity and extinction of species. In the present scenario, several
agencies including the International specialist organizations, Government bodies and
Non-governmental organizations are involved in nature conservation. They adopt
various conservation methods, which includes the establishment of sanctuaries,
National parks, Biosphere reserves and the implementation of conservation projects and
Setting up of research institutions. Other conservation efforts include social forestry,
Wasteland afforestation, captive breeding, and latest technologies such as Gene Bank,
Ge"nplasm conservation, Cryopreservation, DNA fingerprinting and tissue culture
techniques,

Although all the above said programmes and techniques are sincerely and
s'Cie“ﬁfically pressed into action several species could not be saved from extinction. On

8 Contrary, it is a surprising fact to note that the ancestors of Tamil country practiced a

"Nique traditional method of plant conservation, which is found to be an effective and



constructive one and being practiced even today, namely “sthalavriksha worship” inZ] °
the temple premises.
A 13% century epigraph in Thalapuriswarar temple,

Vellore District ensures the
above statements. Pillai

(1991) referred that sentence in the epigraph
“If any one cut the live Palmyra palm (Borassus flabellifer)
would be punished as per kings order and he would get the dhos

Since Palmyra palm is the sthalavriksha of the temple, it wa

king's order. This explains the role of ancient Tamils in plant conse
6.2 Results

in the village he
am (ill effects) too.”

s well protected by

rvation.

Sthalapuranas (Temple Myth) or Sthalavaralary (Temple History) of most of the

temples were referred. It is assumed that the prime deity was first found only under the
sthalavriksha, later the king or a wealthy local citizen constructed the temple. As the tree
offered protection to the Deity, it was also conserved. In reality, it is because of the
sacred status, many plant species still thrive in various localities of Tamil Nadu.

Veneration of plants as sthalavrikshas helps to protect the relevant plant species from
extinction. This practice also helps to protect the genetic diversity. In many temples it is
found that sthalavriksha plants live for decades.

Myths, beliefs and folklore play a major role in the existence of sthalavriksha
worship in Tamil Nadu. In return, sthalavriksha practice plays a vital role in the
conservation of plant biodiversity. Most of the ancient temples in Tamil Nadu have its
own “Sthalapurana’ (Temple myth). All the sthalapuranas invariably quote at least a few
lines to several chapters on the sthalavriksha of the temple and the associated myths.

In reality one or many factors might influence the selection of sthalavriksha for a
particular temple. Possible factors could be religious beliefs, medicinal values or
commonness of the species in the locality. To find out that which factor influence more
on the selection of sthalavriksha in the temples, a statistical test was carried out. All the
212 plant species recorded in temples were taken for this analysis, both the sthalavriksha
Species (n=112) and non sthalavriksha species (n=100) were coded with the numerical
values. Sthalavriksha species were given (1) and the non sthalavriksha species were
given (0) markings. The factors such as religious beliefs, medicinal values a.nd
abundance were given values ranging from 1 to 5 scores, based on data recorded c.lurmg
the field survey. After assigning coded to the data as above, the statistical analyfns‘ was
Carried out. The predictions and the goodness-of-fitness was tested through ‘Binary
Logistic Regression’ with the help of SPSS software (10 .0.1-1999) and the results of the

test were given in the tables 6.1-6.6.
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