INDIAN WILDLIFE

CAN THE TIGER
SAVE ITS
STRIPES?

OLD TIGER HUNTING SCENE

“Going in quest thereof, one of
our Soldiers, a Youth, killed a
Tigre-Royal; it was brought home
by 30 or 40 Combies (Koonbee),
the Body tied to a long Bamboo, the
Tail extended...it was a Tigre of
the Biggest and Noblest Kind, Five
Feet in Length beside the Tail,
Three and a Half in Height, it was
of a light Yellow, streaked with
Black, like a Tabby Cat...the
Visage Fierce and Majestick, the
Teeth gnashing ...” Fryer (1675)

hree hundred and two years
T ago, this officer of the East
India Company must have
found the tiger a wondrous crea-
ture out of his world. Swathed in
verdant jungle, crisscrossed by
rivers, abounding in birds and
animals of every shape and size and
hue, India must have been, for
Fryer, a country as exciting and
varied as Darwin’s Galapagos.
Today, thirty years after the
British left Indian shores, the com-
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bies that Fryer saw have multiplied
into an ocean of humanity. Jungles
have given way to civilization, the
rivers have lost their blue, un-
polluted lustre, and the animals,
saddest of all, have dwindled in
their numbers, stalked by eager
hunters, sought after by the fashio-
nable women of the world, thrust
to the brink of oblivion by the guns
of plundering men.

Were today’s Indian child asked
to describe a tiger, it would recite
the characteristics of the sad-eyed
animal it had seen pacing in a cage
at the nearby 2oo. In the forests
of the modern Indian night, shrunk
as they have, the tiger burns dim,
extremely dim. So do a host of
other animals and birds, many of
them peculiar to India. - They in-
habit the last pockets of Indian
wildlife. But for the dedicated
efforts of the nation’s conservatio-
nists, they might soon join the ranks
of the Dodo.
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Already, the magnificent Indian
cheetah, and the pink-headed duck
have been declared extinct. The
Great Indian Bustard is presently
considered the most endangered
Indian bird. Many other species
have been included in the dreaded
Red Data book of the International
Union for Conservation of Nature
and Natural Resources (IUCN).

The word ‘wildlife’ brings many
associations with it—the hunters of
the British Raj who used to venture
forth, trailed by armies of bearers
and beaters, on the shikar; men like
Colonel Jim Corbett,” who was res-
ponsible for killing many a man-
eating tiger in the Kumaon region
in North India; and authors like
Rudyard Kipling, who wrote with
warmth and understanding of the
world of wild animals, of Mowgli
and his jungle friends.

ildlife has few other con-
notations in present-day
India. Most people think

wildlife has to do with a few ‘wild’
animals that roam the nation’s
‘forests’. Few are aware of the
fact that the forests are diminish-
ing rapidly in area and extent, and
that the animals, hounded by civi-
lization, are dying off or are being
killed off in huge. numbers. The
times have changed, and with them,
the hunters’ methods, too. Gone
are the loud beaters and the flint-
lock rifles. Today's poachers are
armed with telescopic-sight rifles,
and drive around in speedy jeeps.
Occasionally, harried conservatio-
nists carry out surveys, and publish
woebegone figures. In 1900, for
instance, there were around 40,000
tigers. Today, there are hardly
2,000 left. And so the lists grow,
and the animals and birds dwindle.

There is no doubt that the autho-~
rities, the government, have been
generally apathetic to the plight of
the nation’s wildlife. There has
been very little effort put into edu-
cating the average citizen about the
need for conservation, for an in-
creased ecological awareness. In a
paper presented at the IUCN Gene-
ral Assembly in Zaire in 1975, Dr
Raymond F. Dasmann summarized
this apathy:

“Most of us, I fear, have grown
up with the idea that. conservation
was the responsibility of govern-
ments, and that the duty of conser-
vationists was to persuade govern-
ments to do the right thing. The
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THIS WOLF L0.0KS A FAR CRY FROM HIS
COUSINS IN NORTH AMERICA

idea that the first duty of a conser-
vationist was to practice a conser-
vation lifestyle only really became
obvious when the ecological truth
became known that the population
crisis, the energy crisis, and all
other crises were interlinked and
related to how each of us lived
from day to day...”

The extent of deforestation in
India today is appalling, to put it
mildly. Forests recycle the air
man breathes, provide the timber he
uses, the weather he depends on.
But, oblivious of these things, man
has gone about felling trees with
reckless disregard for the conse-

quences. A National Forest Policy
was set out in 1952, and stipulates
that a minimum of 33% of the total
geographical area of the country
ought to be under green cover. And
the Famine Commission of India
pointed out, as far back as in 1880,
that lack of forest cover and famine
are closely linked. In spite of all
this, only 19% of the land in India
today is under forest.
n its anxiety to promote
I projects that will benefit
the common man, the gov-
ernment has very often ignored the
ecological damage that might ensue.
After all, it is argued, people need
jobs, more land needs to be brought
under the plough. So what if a few
forests are cut down? Is wildlife
more important than people? And
the cost of deforestation is over-
looked—in Maharashtra, for inst-
ance, in 1971-72, Rs. 1,000 million
was spent on drought relief, while a
paltry Rs. 4 million was spent in
1973 on reforestation.

Jawaharlal Nehru was charac-
terized by a deep understanding for
nature, and conservation. In his
foreword to E.P. Gee’s book, The
Wildlife of India, he wrote: “Wild
life? That is how we refer to the
magnificent animals of our jungles
and to the beautiful birds that
brighten our lives. I wonder some-
times what these animals and birds
think of man and how they would
describe him if they had the capa-
city to do so. I rather doubt if
their description would be very
complimentary to man. In spite of
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our culture and civilization, in
many ways man continues to be not
only wild but more dangerous than
any of the so-called wild animals.”

Recently, the conservation autho-
rities in a certain State decided to
issue more hunting licenses for cer-
tain species. The argument was
that hunting is essential, because “it
eliminates weaker animals so that
the survivors are able to produce
healthier offspring”! And only a
couple of years back was a Joint
Secretary for Forestry and Wildlife
appointed by the Ministry for Agri-
culture and Irrigation in Delhi, to
supervise the nation’s conservation
projects.

There is hope yet, say the more
dedicated of India’s conservationists.
Many State governments have
taken up reforestation with genuine
interest. More and more people
are realizing the fact that man is
but one strand in the intricate web
of ecological interdependence. And
it is in this vital field of education
and action that the World Wildlife
Fund-India has proved to be a
blessing.
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ounded in 1962, the World
Wildlife Fund today has
roughly 27 national appeals |
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all over the world. World Wildlife
Fund-India started operating in
1970. The Fund’s role is basically
a catalytic one, and it concentrates

on pointing out the ecological needs
of a situation that requires to be
remedied, and induces other orga-
nizations, Governmental or other-
wise, to act. To date, the most im-
pressive project initiated by the
World Wildlife Fund-India has
been Project Tiger.

Project Tiger was launched
principally through the personal
interest evinced by the former
Prime Minister, Mrs Indira Gandhi.
The WWF raised $1 million on its
part through an international fund-
raising and publicity campaign for
the Indian tiger. Nine major tiger
reserves have been officially esta-
blished, and equipment in the form
of anti-poaching implements like
vehicles, rifles, motor-boats, bino-
culars, camping gear, etc.,, have
been donated by the WWF. Now
just over three years old, Project
Tiger has proved to be a specta-
cular success, with the tiger popu-
lation registering a good increase.

The World Wildlife Fund-India
was also responsible for focusing
attention on the diminishing num-
bers of other species, like the
Asiatic lion, the Swamp Deer, the
Great Indian One-Horned Rhino-
ceros, the Nilgiri Tahr, and the
Great Indian Bustard. In many
cases, governmental action has been
initiated due to this campaigning.
Through its offices, the WWF-India
has also been responsible for laun-
ching seminars and conferences,
from time to time, on conservation
and allied subjects; for the Nature
Clubs of India, through which
children are taught the need for
conservation; and the enactment of
legislation on conservation. The
Wildlife (Protection) Act of 1972
has now been adopted by almost all
the Indian States.

oday, there are ten major
wildlife sanctuaries in

India—Kaziranga National
Park and Manas Wildlife Sanctuary




in Assam, Gir National Park in
Gujarat, Periyar Wildlife Sanc-
tuary in Kerala, Bandipur National
Park in Karnataka, Kanha National
Park in Madhya Pradesh, Ghana
Bird Sanctuary at Bharatpur,
Mudumalai Wildlife Sanctuary in
Tamil Nadu, Corbett National Park
in Uttar Pradesh, and the Dudwa
National Park at Lakhimpur Kheri.
Among these, the Kaziranga
National Park is well-known for its
rhino population; the Gir National
Park for its lions, Periyar for its
elephants; Kanha for its deer;
Ghana for its birds; and Corbett
and Dudwa for tigers.

Much remains to be done, how-
ever. Poaching has not been totally
stamped out, and there are frequent
reports of poachers’ dens being
raided, and of piles of precious
animal skins being seized. India
ratified the International Conven-
tion on Trade in Endangered
Species of wild fauna and flora in
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3 meaning people 100, who could, with
a little support from the govern-

ment, achieve a lot. And in this

context, I feel, for conservationists,
the fact that Mrs Indira Gandhi has
gone out of the picture is a great
loss. She was personally interested
in conservation, and she saw to it
that a lot was done—not as a matter
of duty, but because she felt some-
thing ought to be done fast. 1 hope
the new government will be equally
sympathetic, because one must rea-
lize that this cause is not a luxury,

but a necessity. ‘
Q.: What, in your opinion, are

the major menaces that obstruct

conservation in India today?

SA.: First of all there is the
deforestation that is going on. This
* deprives the animals of their natural

habitat, they come into conflict with
~ the human beings in that area, ng
 are naturally killed. _Sgpomlty. thm;»j
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“a villager who isﬁmy that his cow
has been kmed. Any ignorant

pessant can g0 and buy ‘whatever
poisons he wants to for the purpose

- of ‘protecting’ his crops!

. Q: As an ornithologist, wm
mubhdwould :rounyn ‘the
‘most endangered today? @ =
S.A.: The Great Indianmumr

of course! It's a big bird, with plenty
of tasty meat. And it's a stupid bird,
With a jeep, you can drive right up

' toit and shoot it at point-blank range!
Also, its habitat, which used to be

~ grassland, has been steadily eroded

because thousands of head of useless
cattle are let loose to graze amidst
the grass. These cattle eat up grass

~that might prove useful for good
cattle, too. And they are preserved

~because they are supposed to be

- sacred!
5 Q-:.

What about all these ‘bird
export’ rackets?

- 8.A.: Unfortunately, although we

talk so much about ahimsa (non--

violence), we have no feeling for
life whatsoever. When a hundred
birds can be crammed into a little
‘box becau.se the exporter saves on
freight, I think the limit has been
crossed! When it comes to making
“money, nothing will stop the Indian!
Altogether, I feel very depreued

- Q.: Wouldn't touﬂm ‘affect wildlife

ndversely"
- SA.: Yes, and I think it is a very

_ important point. Bharatpur has the
- Ghana Bird Sanctuary, for instance,

and it is considered to be one of
_the best in the world. This fact,
'however, has attracted thousands of
tourists ‘from ‘all over the world to
Bharatpur. These tourists dirty the
. area, make a lot of noise, and gene-
rally disturb the birds..So I am
~ afraid tourism is not an unmixed
~ blessing.

of population, aren’t

If certain species were very well

" protected, wouldn’t they

~ ment, while Game Senutmiu

s G...Anhi because of the growth
limitations
 placed on the area of sanctuaries?

overflow the unchune-?

S.A.: 4
limited, and sometimes in exeep-
tional cases ‘like Kaziranga

in. There is also the quamn
National Parks and the G
Sanctuaries, Natxom rl
administered by t,he Cenﬁ'al Go

might decide 170 earvt ou
thousand acres ln !
some villagers, !

S.A.: 1 think ¢
not  strict enpu;hs

weapons, a tew hﬁndtéd« nm
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1976, and has banned the export of
skins and pelts of many endangered
animals. Among the species that
are on the officially endangered list
are: the lion-tailed macague, the
elephant, gibbons, the clouded leo-
pard, the snow leopard, the great
Indian rhinoceros, musk deer,
swamp deer, marsh crocodiles, and
the gharials.

There is also the problem of
maintaining the boundaries of the

8

sanctuaries. Although wildlife has
proved to be a considerable tourist
attraction, the numbers of people
visiting wildlife spots has increased
so much that in certain areas, the
wildlife itself is disturbed by the
intrusions. Pressures from over-
population in neighboring villages
are also present, and conservatio-
nists live in constant dread of
having a sanctuary shrink due to
the zeal of some settlement-minded

B 29y C

government official.

It is for this
reason that some conservationists
have suggested that each sanctuary
ought to have an ‘inner sanctum’,

or abhayaranya, a core area in
which human intrusions can be res-
tricted to the barest minimum.

In Kaziranga and in Corbett res-
pectively, the population of rhinos
and tigers has gone up encourag-
ingly, so much so that some
conservationists fear that the popu-
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lations might soon outgrow the
sanctuaries. In January 1975, for
instance, the population of ele-
phants went up in the forests of
Landsdowne and Kalagarh, a part
of which forms the Corbett National
Park. The elephants started stray-
ing out of these forests, and ram-
paging in sugarcane and wheat
fields of the nearby Bijnor district.
Such inadvertent effects of conser-
vation sometimes provoke the anti-
conservationists into questioning
the social need for sanctuaries.
But when one comes across the fact
that Project Tiger covers only 30%
of the tigers in India, and that 70%
are outside the highly protected
Tiger Reserves, one realizes the
need for intensifying such projects.

uman ingenuity can either
ereck official projects, or

help them along tremend-
ously. In April this
instance,

year, for

a consignment of skins
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THE GREAT INDIAN BUSTARD, ALSO ON
THE ENDANGERED LIST

was seized from Delhi airport. The
concerned dealer was exporting
them as jackal skins. A closer look
revealed that the skins were not of
jackals, but of wolves. Wolves are
officially listed as endangered in
India, and so are Red Pandas,
which are sought to be exported as
brown bear cubs by imaginative
dealers. On the other hand, there.
is the heartening story of villagers‘
in the Himalayan foothills in Uttar
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PAINTED
SANCTUARY IN RAJASTHAN
Pradesh, who resorted to a Chipko
Andolan  (‘embrace the trees’
movement), in order to prevent
contractors from cutting down ash
trees that had been allotted by the
State Government. As a result of
this, the government later banned
the indiscriminate felling of trees.
And so the long process of public
education continues, and a few
battles are won along the way. The
overall picture is without doubt
gloomy. And one major reason for
this is man himself. Whether the
tiger can save its stripes, the rhino
its horn, and the lion its mane, will
depend on whether man essentially
realizes the need to preserve the
wildlife and the vegetation that
balance his own existence. A
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WWF-India booklet sums up this
feeling:

“Whether in the thousands of
species already extinct or on the
brink of extinction, or in the vast
stretches of arid deserts of his own
creation, the open reaches of pollu-
ted seas, or the smog-laden atmos-
phere, the hand of man is omin-
ously evident. If more life-sup-
porting systems—and ultimately
man himself—are not to follow,
man must treat the natural environ-
ment as his investment in survival,
and tend it as carefully as he would
a farm, an orchard or a flock of
sheep; living off the fruit, not the
seed; the interest, not the capital.”

CHAITANYA KALBAG

““HERE’S TO THE WILDLIFE PROTECTION ACT OF 19721






