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Unethical wildlife photography imperils the Western Ghats
endemic galaxy frog, Melanobatrachus indicus Beddome, 1878

K.P. Rajkumar'?", Benjamin Tapley', Jyoti Das', Sandeep Das'?, and P.S. Easa’

Photography was once considered an expensive
hobby due to high equipment and development costs,
but the introduction of digital photography has changed
this (Dattatri, 1990; Brown, 2018). Photography has
now become an affordable hobby for many and the
emergence of social media has supported this trend
further (Seshadri et al., 2013; Zhang et al., 2017; Smith,
2020). About 2.8 billion photos are posted every day,
including photos that depict nature and wildlife, on
social media platforms (Diehl et al., 2016). In some
ways, the increasing number of photographers has
been beneficial, since photographs have facilitated the
documentation of new species distribution records,
species rediscovery, and even the description of new
species (Nabhitabhata and Sukhsangchan, 2007,
Banerjee and Inskipp, 2013; Das et al., 2013; Harasti
and Gladstone, 2013; Chowdhury, 2014; Igbal, 2015;
Marshall and Evenhuis, 2015; Sengupta, 2017).

Photographs can communicate on and validate
research findings (Carr, 2012; Das et al., 2013), and
may form important components of materials used
in conservation outreach programmes (Verissimo et
al., 2013). Photographs are considered a potential
tool for conservation (Morrison, 2018; Brown, 2018)
and conservation photography may facilitate the
development of an emotional attachment by people
towards nature and wildlife (Kals et al., 1999; Adelman
et al., 2000; Vining, 2003; Novacek, 2008). However,
some photographers are motivated by the recognition

! Zoological Society of London, Regent’s Park, London NW 1
4RY, United Kingdom.

2 Forest Ecology and Biodiversity Conservation Division,
KSCSTE - Kerala Forest Research Institute, Peechi, Thrissur,
Kerala 680653, India.

3 Aranyakam Nature Foundation, Anugraham, Apsara Gardens,
East Fort, Thrissur 680005, India.

* Corresponding author. E-mail: rajkp16@gmail.com

© 2025 by Herpetology Notes. Open Access by CC BY-NC-ND 4.0.

associated with photographing particularly unique or
rare species (Banerjee, 2016). This has changed the
attitudes of some photographers towards their subjects,
resulting in a loss of emotional attachment and reduced
care about the species or its habitat (Kanagavel et al.,
2013; Seshadri et al., 2013; Verissimo et al., 2013;
Dattatri and Sreenivasan, 2016; Zhang et al., 2017).
The actions of nature photographers can directly
threaten individual animals or populations by disturbance
(Knight and Cole, 1995; Frid and Dill, 2002; Tablado
and Jenni, 2017). This can result in behavioural changes
(Huang et al., 2011) that may impact feeding patterns
(Giglioetal.,2019), breeding and mating success (Huang
et al., 2011; Zhang et al., 2017; Giglio et al., 2019), the
social structure (Huang et al., 2011) of subject animals,
and even cause the confinement (Kanagavel et al., 2013)
or death of wild animals (Dattatri and Sreenivasan,
2016).
sensitive habitats (Seshadri et al., 2013) or manipulate

Nature photographers can also degrade
microhabitats, rendering the subject animals at risk to
increased predation (Dattatri and Sreenivasan, 2016).
The physical manipulation of animals for photography
is also known to elicit strong stress responses (De
Brauwer et al., 2019). The use of flash photography
to photograph animals, particularly nocturnal animals,
can be potentially detrimental to them (Quiros, 2007;
Schipper, 2007; Guynup, 2017; Frans, 2023). There
have been efforts to develop ethical codes of conduct
for wildlife photography (Mittermeier, 2005; Guynup,
2017; Groo, 2019; Waterman, 2021; Frans, 2023;
Dench, 2024), which all suggest that wildlife or nature
photography should not affect the species and habitat.
Many organisations and several eminent photographers
are continuously striving to promote and encourage
ethical and conservation wildlife photography and such
efforts lead to the formation of the International League
of Conservation Photographers in 2005 (Seelig, 2014).
In India, the unethical actions of nature photographers
has resulted in a ban of bird nest photography during
photography competitions and the restriction of
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photography during the breeding seasons of specific
birds (Dattatri and Sreenivasan, 2016). In the recent
past, macrophotography, especially of herpetofauna,
has gained much attention in India, and there are
no restrictions or protocols to promote ethical
macrophotography of amphibians and reptiles. Here,
we describe how unethical behaviour is impacting the
status of Melanobatrachus indicus at one of our field
study sites outside a protected area. Precise locality
information is withheld due to the risk of further
disturbance of the site.

(Fig. 1A) is the
sole representative of the microhylid subfamily

Melanobatrachus  indicus
Melanobatrachinae. The species is endemic to the
southern Western Ghats of India and associated with
tropical evergreen forest, wet temperate forests,
and semi-evergreen forests above 900 m elevation
(Vasudevan, 1997; Palot and Sureshan, 2017; ITUCN
SSC, 2022; Agashe et al., 2023) where it appears to
be a microhabitat specialists typically found beneath
rotting logs (Beddome, 1878; Daltry and Martin, 1997,
Nixon and Bhupathy, 2007; Kanagavel and Tapley,
2013) or stones (Ishwar, 2000). This poorly known,
Vulnerable frog (IUCN SSC, 2022) is considered a
global priority for conservation due to its evolutionary
history and global endangerment (Gumbs et al., 2018,
2024). Melanobatrachus indicus is morphologically
distinct and brightly coloured (Kanagavel et al., 2020).
Precise locality data have been obscured in previous
publications (Kanagavel and Tapley, 2013) due to the
concern that populations may be targeted for collection.
Recently, this species was the subject of both regional
and national news stories, with the species being
designated as the flagship species of Mathikettan Shola
National Park in Kerala State, India. The striking colour,
rarity, and the status as the first flagship frog species for
a national park has resulted in this species being sought
after by photographers.

As part of ongoing attempts to monitor M. indicus
populations, our team has been conducting routine
fieldwork in a forest patch with the approval of the Kerala
Forests and Wildlife Department since 2019. Along our
transect at this site, there were 55 decomposing logs
embedded in the leaf litter (Fig. 1B, D, F) and in March
2020, our team encountered seven individual M. indicus
beneath these logs.

In August 2021, a local informant working for the
Kerala Forests and Wildlife Department reported that
our study site had been visited by several groups of
photographers between June 2020 and April 2021 with
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the specific aim of photographing M. indicus. The
photographers were familiar with the microhabitat of
the species from publications and local trackers and
overturned many logs whilst searching for the species
(Fig. 1C, E, G). Twenty-five of these logs, including all
those we had previously documented as inhabited by M.
indicus, had not been placed into their original position
and the surrounding vegetation had been heavily
trampled. Many of the logs had been turned over to
expose the underside, embedding the previously moss-
covered topside in the leaf litter. This is likely to have
altered the microhabitat beneath the logs and reduced
the available habitat for the species at this site. We did
not encounter M. indicus beneath any of the logs at this
site during our subsequent surveys in August 2021,
November 2021, and May 2022.

Our local informant specified that groups of four to six
photographers visited the site, and when an individual
M. indicus was found each person in each of the groups
photographed the animal. To accomplish this, the
animal was translocated from where it was encountered
and was placed on photogenic substrates, such as moss
and logs. Therefore each frog was captured and handled
by several different people. When groups found more
than one frog, all frogs were handled for photography,
with up to five individuals being photographed at one
time. All photographers used cameras with high-power
external flashes, which may produce a considerable
amount of heat that could potentially lead to desiccation
of the frogs. Our informant reported that each group
took approximately 4 h to photograph the frogs. None of
the photographers wore gloves while handling animals
and frogs were not hydrated during photography
exposure. Handling may have resulted in desiccation,
stress (e.g., Narayan et al., 2012), as well as heat transfer
to the animals (Navas and Araujo, 2000). Furthermore,
handling multiple individuals without any biosecurity
protocol in place (e.g., Gray et al., 2017) poses a risk of
pathogen transfer between individuals. Our informant
reported that two small M. indicus died during the
photography sessions, although we have no means to
verify this statement.

Itis very important that ethical standards in both nature
and conservation photography are established in India
to minimise negative impacts on wildlife and habitats.
We suggest the following steps to promote more ethical
nature photography in India. The Ministry of Tourism in
India should incorporate knowledge on ethical standards
in wildlife photography for the selection procedure of
licenced guides. The state forest departments in India
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Figure 1. (A) Adult Melanobatrachus indicus recorded from our study site (specific coordinates withheld). (B—G) Microhabitat
of M. indicus before and after disturbance by nature photographers. Undisturbed rotting log where frogs were found in May 2019,
photographed after our survey (B) and again after having been overturned by photographers, photographed in August 2021 (C).
Logs where frogs were found in January 2020, photographed after our survey (D) and again after having been left overturned by
nature photographers, photographed in August 2021 (E). Log pile where we found frogs in March 2020, photographed after our

survey (F) and again in overturned condition, with the surrounding vegetation cleared by nature photographers, photographed in

August 2021 (G). Photos by K.P. Rajkumar.
-—

should prepare a code of ethical field practice/guidelines
for nature and wildlife photographers. These standards
should include restricting capture, handling and
chasing animals, minimising the use of high-intensity
lights and to use diffusers, intentionally intervening
in the natural behaviour of animals, and avoiding
disturbance to microhabitat. The forest department
in collaboration with the tourism department/NGOs
with expertise can conduct training for tour operators
and guides who are engaged with nature and wildlife
photographers. Field tourist guides could be trained to
ensure that the guidelines and standards are adhered to,
and that photographers are fully briefed on the required
standards prior to venturing into the field. Penalising
photographers who violate these standards could also
facilitate the adoption of more ethical behaviours.
Furthermore, it would be beneficial if platforms that
host wildlife photographs had their own ethical code
of conduct to be followed by their members, and the
posts by those who do not follow such standards should
be removed. Finally, as social media and visual media
plays a crucial role in influencing viewers (Silk et al.,
2021), posting content on ethical nature photography
accounts will help in promoting ethical photography.

Acknowledgments. The monitoring and survey conducted for
this study was funded and supported by a ZSL EDGE Fellowship
to K.P. Rajkumar. The authors would like to thank the Kerala
Forests and Wildlife Department for granting permits (KFDHQ-
3278/2019-CWW/WL10) and the Forests Department staff for
their support and assistance during the fieldwork. We also thank
Divisional Forest Officers and Range Forest Officers for their
support. We would like to express our sincere gratitude to Gururaja
K.V. for his valuable assistance in conducting a thorough pre-peer
review of this article. The first author thanks Syam Viswanath,
director of the Kerala Forest Research Institute, for his support.
We are grateful to IDEA WILD for providing field equipment.

References

Adelman, L., Falk, J.H., James, S. (2000): Assessing the National
Aquarium in Baltimore’s impact on visitors’ conservation
knowledge, attitudes and behaviors. Curator 43(1): 33-61.

Agashe, M., Ghosh, A., Dilshad, K., Sil, M., Datta-Roy, A. (2023):
New distribution records of two uncommon microhylid frogs,

Melanobatrachus indicus Beddome, 1878 and Mysticellus
franki Garg & Biju, 2019 from Nelliyampathy, Kerala, India.
Journal of Threatened Taxa 15(3): 22900-22904.

Banerjee, A. (2016): The ugly side of wildlife photography.
Available at: https://www.livemint.com/Sundayapp/
xVHrvEwayz5CYwFjbgSDIK/The-ugly-side-of-wildlife-
photography.html. Accessed on 30 August 2023.

Banerjee, M., Inskipp, T. (2013): First photographic record of
Fieldfare Turdus pilaris from the Indian Subcontinent. Indian
Birds 8(3): 77.

Beddome, L. (1878): Description of a new batrachian from southern
India, belonging to the family Phryniscidae. Proceedings of the
Zoological Society of London 46(1): 722-723.

Brown, A E.(2018): Conservation communicationand photography:

with marine conservation photographers.
Unpublished MSc thesis, University of Washington, Seattle,
Washington, USA.

Carr, J.P. (2012): Science photography: communicating research
through photos. BioScience 62(5): 458-459.

Chowdhury, S.U. (2014): First photographic record of Asian
stubtail Urosphena squameiceps from the Indian Subcontinent.
Indian Birds 9(1): 25.

Daltry, J.C., Martin, G.N. (1997): Rediscovery of the black
narrow-mouth frog Melanobatrachus indicus Beddome, 1878.
Hamadryad 22(1): 57-58.

Das, S., Kechery, S., Sreenivasan, P.P., Sreeranj, C. (2013): Black-
legged Kittiwake Rissa tridactyla from Puthankadapuram,
Kerala, India. Indian Birds 8(3): 73.

Dattatri, S. (1990): The herpetologist as photographer. Hamadryad
15(1): 36-41.

Dattatri, S., Sreenivasan, R. (2016): Stop! Don’t shoot like that - a
guide to ethical wildlife photography. Available at: https://www.
conservationindia.org/resources/ethics. Accessed on 30 August
2023.

De Brauwer, M., Gordon, L.M., Shalders, T.C., Saunders, B.J.,
Archer, M., Harvey, E.S., et al. (2019): Behavioural and
pathomorphological impacts of flash photography on benthic
fishes. Scientific Reports 9(1): 748.

Dench, P. (2024): How to be an ethical wildlife photographer.
Available at:  https://amateurphotographer.com/technique/
wildlife photography/how-to-be-an-ethical-wildlife-

conversations

photographer/. Accessed on 10 April 2024.

Diehl, K., Zauberman, G., Barasch, A. (2016): How taking photos
increases enjoyment of experiences. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology 111(2): 119-140.

Frans, M. (2023): Use of flash and the ethics of nature photography.
Available at: https://fransmayra.fi/2023/01/22/use-of-flash-and-
the-ethics-of-nature-photography/. Accessed on 10 April 2024.



Unethical wildlife photography imperils the Western Ghats endemic galaxy frog

Frid, A., Dill, L.M. (2002): Human-caused disturbance stimuli as a
form of predation risk. Conservation Ecology 6(1): 11-26.

Giglio, V.J., Ternes, M.L.F., Kassuga, A.D., Ferreira, C.E.L.
(2019): Scuba diving and sedentary fish watching: effects
of photographer approach on seahorse behaviour. Journal of
Ecotourism 18(2): 142—-151.

Gray, M.J., Duffus, A.L.J., Haman, K.H., Harris, R.N., Allender,
M.C., Thompson, T.A., et al. (2017): Pathogen surveillance
in herpetofaunal populations: guidance on study design,
sample collection, biosecurity, and intervention strategies.
Herpetological Review 48: 334-351.

Groo, M. (2019): How to photograph wildlife ethically. Available
at: https://www.nationalgeographic.com/animals/article/ethical-
wildlife-photography. Accessed on 10 April 2024.

Gumbs, R., Gray, C.L., Wearn, O.R., Owen, N.R. (2018):
Tetrapods on the EDGE: overcoming data limitations to
identify phylogenetic conservation priorities. PLoS ONE 13(4):
¢0194680.

Gumbs, R., Scott, O., Bates, R., Bohm, M., Forest, F., Gray, C.L.,
et al. (2024): Global conservation status of the jawed vertebrate
tree of life. Nature Communications 15(1101): 1-13.

Guynup, S. (2017): Is flash photography safe for Owls?. Available
at:  https://www.audubon.org/news/is-flash-photography-safe-
owls. Accessed on 10 April 2024.

Harasti, D., Gladstone, W. (2013): Does underwater flash
photography affect the behaviour, movement and site persistence
of seahorses? Journal of Fish Biology 83(5): 1344-1353.

Huang, B., Lubarsky, K., Teng, T., Blumstein, D.T. (2011): Take
only pictures, leave only... fear? The effects of photography
on the West Indian anole Anolis cristatellus. Current Zoology
57(1): 77-82.

Igbal, M. (2015): Natuna Serpent Eagle Spilornis cheela
natunensis: first photographic record in the wild. BirdingASIA
24: 116-118.

Ishwar, N.M. (2000): Melanobatrachus indicus Beddome, 1878,
resighted at the Anaimalai Hills, southern India. Hamadryad
25(1): 50-51.

TUCN SSC [International Union for the Conservation of Nature
Species Survival Commission, Amphibian Specialist Group]
(2022): Melanobatrachus indicus. The IUCN Red List of
Threatened Species 2022: ¢.T13032A166095464.

Kals, E., Schumacher, D., Montada, L. (1999): Emotional
affinity toward nature as a motivational basis to protect nature.
Environment and Behavior 31(2): 178-202.

Kanagavel, A., Tapley, B. (2013): Defensive behaviour of
Melanobatrachus indicus (Anura: Microhylidae) in the Western
Ghats, India. Herpetology Notes 6: 607—608.

Kanagavel, A., Sinclair, C., Sekar, R., Raghavan, R. (2013):
Moolah, misfortune or spinsterhood? The plight of Slender Loris
Loris lydekkerianus in southern India. Journal of Threatened
Taxa 5(1): 3585-3588.

Kanagavel, A., Parvathy, S., Tapley, B., Nirmal, N., Selvaraj, G.,
Raghavan, R, et al. (2020): Are local and traditional ecological
knowledge suitable tools for informing the conservation of
threatened amphibians in a biodiversity hotspot? Herpetological
Bulletin 153: 3—-13.

Knight, R.L., Cole, D.N. (1995): Wildlife
recreationists. In: Wildlife and Recreationists: Coexistence

responses  to

1173

through Management and Research, p. 51-69. Knight, R.L.,
Gutzwiller, K., Eds., Washington, D.C., USA, Island Press.

Marshall, S.A., Evenhuis, N.L. (2015): New species without
dead bodies: a case for photo-based descriptions, illustrated
by a striking new species of Marleyimyia Hesse (Diptera,
Bombyliidae) from South Africa. ZooKeys 525: 117-127.

Mittermeier, C. (2005): Conservation photography art, ethics and
action. International Journal of Wilderness 11(1): 8-13.

Morrison, A. (2018): Exploring student impressions of conservation
photographs: a potential strategy for classroom environmental
education. Unpublished MSc thesis, Montreat College,
Montreat, North Carolina, USA.

Nabhitabhata, J., Sukhsangchan, C. (2007): New photographic
record of mimic octopus in the gulf of Thailand. Phuket Marine
Biological Center Research Bulletin 68: 31-34.

Narayan, E.J., Cockrem, J.F., Hero, J.-M. (2012): Effects of
temperature on urinary corticosterone metabolite responses to
short-term capture and handling stress in the cane toad (Rhinella
marina). General and Comparative Endocrinology 178(2):
301-305.

Navas, C.A., Araujo, C. (2000): The use of agar models to study
amphibian thermal ecology. Journal of Herpetology 34(2):
330-334.

Nixon, A.M.A., Bhupathy, S. (2007): Occurrence of
Melanobatrachus indicus Beddome 1878 in Mathikettan Shola
in Western Ghats. Journal of the Bombay Natural History
Society 104(1): 105-106.

Noble, G.K. (1931): The Biology of the Amphibia. New York,
USA, McGraw-Hill.

Novacek, M.J. (2008): Engaging the public in biodiversity issues.
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences USA 105(1):
11571-11578.

Palot, M.J., Sureshan, P.M. (2017): Recent sight records of Black
Microhylid Frog, Melanobatrachus indicus, Beddome, 1878 in
Marayoor Forests, Idukki District, Kerala. Russian Journal of
Herpetology 24(2): 155-157.

Quiros, A.L. (2007): Tourist compliance to a Code of Conduct and
the resulting effects on whale shark (Rhincodon typus) behavior
in Donsol, Philippines. Fisheries Research 84(1): 102—108.

Schipper, J. (2007): Camera-trap avoidance by Kinkajous Potos
Savus: rethinking the “non-invasive” paradigm. Small Carnivore
Conservation 36: 38-41.

Seelig, M.I. (2014): Visual Exploration of Environmental Issues:
Photographers as Environmental Advocates. Media Watch 5(3):
306-320.

Sengupta, R. (2017): Pink-rumped Rosefinch Carpodacus waltoni
in Sandakphu, West Bengal: a first photographic record for
India. Indian Birds 13(4): 102.

Seshadri, K., Krishna, M., Balakrishna, S., Kumar, M.S.,
Prabhakar, B.S., Nitin, R., et al. (2013): Ruining the ecology of
Hesaraghatta Lake — the role of bird photographers. Available at:
https://www.conservationindia.org/wp-content/files_ mf/small
Hesaraghatta-Photographers.pdf. Accessed on 26 November
2021.

Silk, M., Correia, R., Verissimo, D., Verma, A., Crowley, S.L.
(2021): The implications of digital visual media for human-
nature relationships. People and Nature 3: 1130-1137.

Smith, J. (2020): The positive and negative effects of photography



1174

on wildlife. Undergraduate honours thesis, Gardner-Webb
University, Boiling Springs, North Carolina, USA.

Tablado, Z., Jenni, L. (2017): Determinants of uncertainty in
wildlife responses to human disturbance. Biological Reviews
92(1): 216-233.

Vasudevan, K. (1997): Rediscovery of the black microhylid
Melanobatrachus indicus (Beddome, 1878). Journal of the
Bombay Natural History Society 94: 170-171.

Verissimo, D., Kanagavel, A., Seshadri, K.S., Raghavan, R.
(2013): The tragedy of the nature photography commons. Asian
Journal of Conservation Biology 2(1): 1-2.

Vining, J. (2003): The connection to other animals and caring for
nature. Human Ecology Review 10(2): 87-99.

Waterman, J. (2021): The ethics of wildlife photography. Available
at:  https://www.bhphotovideo.com/explora/photography/tips-
and-solutions/the-ethics-of-wildlife-photography. Accessed on
10 April 2024.

Zhang, W., Shi, J., Huang, H., Liu, T. (2017): The impact
of disturbance from photographers on the Blue-crowned
Laughingthrush (Garrulax courtoisi). Avian Conservation and
Ecology 12(1): 15.

K.P. Rajkumar et al.

Accepted by Ashish Thomas



