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Trouble in tigerland

Why do we get conservation so wrong?

Panna lost its tigers because the Forest Department went into
denial as they started disappearing. Central India is the heartland
of the tiger, but populations here are suffering a worrying decline.
Joanna Van Gruisen looks at the weakest links in the conservation

plan for the big cat and proposes remedial measures.
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tigers have already had too much cxposure in

the media but in reality this concerns not
only tigess bur all of us — you, me and everyone
we know. For we are not only talking tiger here —
far from it the tiger is merely a symbol, a charis-
matic Hagship species representing the full gamur
of life from the lowliest worm to the tallest tree,
from the most minute bug o the largest mammal,
the slimmest reptile to the highest flying bird, The
tiger here is inself but an example: this majestic
and compelling erearure with universal appeal is
also a peg on which se hang arguments concerning
our namural woeld, Ultimately we are ralking of
our own survival too, for the tiger represents those
wilderness areas and ecological processes thar pro-
vide the planer with encugh clean air, water, soil
and other services to sustain human life. If we
cannot or do not have the will wo save the tger,
then what can we save?

This is a tiger rale and many may fecl tha
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Cenrral India is ciger heartland; it is where
hisworically a high percentage of India’s tigers re-
sided: mow it is an area where much wrouble &
brewing, above and below the surface. In the de-
tail of this “tigerland’ breakdown, some worrying
truths lie exposed.

In 2004, the Sariska Tiger Reserve lost all its
tigers. The resulting ourcry led 1o the creation of a
Tiger Task Farce to look into the management of
tiger reserves and suggest ways 1o sirengthen tiger
conservation. [t was intended as an oppormunity to
“review the past and secure the future” (Joiming
the [hors — Report of the Tiger Task Force
20005).

One of its recommendations led to the coun-
trywide survey undertaken by the Marional Tiger
Conservation Authority (NTCA, as Project Teges
had become) in collaboration with the Wildlife
Instirute of Tndia (%T1). The final report was pub-
lished in early 2008: Searus of Tigers, Co-Preda-
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rowrs and Prey in India, This gave scientific cred-
ibility 1o the long-standing warnings of informed
conservationists chat the staous of the tger in In-
dia was not as rosy as claimed and char it was, in
fact, seriously declining.

The survey revealed a voral figure for India of
n:lli:.r 1411 |ig:r: - gven lesy than the I'H,:puhli-u-n
that had been estimaced in 1972 (1,827) when
]:'l:-uiq.'l.'l Tihﬂ:r was created. Initial effores of the
Project did vield success; the slide o extancrien
was stemmed and the tiger population more than

doubled.

More than poaching

So now whart is happening? Why are we losing
tigers again? Qirganised poaching has cerainly in-
creased in the inverim and human pressures oo
have multiplicd but this is not really a full expla-
nation. These are critical issues thar do need o be
tackled but it 15 not im-
possible o do so, We
have s Ill'ﬂ\ll: branch of the
government — the Forest
[-.l'L'[.I‘J.rrl:I'ICI'I‘I. —= ill !II.['
Centre and ar the Starc

In the last few months, between
seven (official) and 16 (unofficial)
tigers have been lost from the
Kanha tiger reserve alone.

level — whose mandare it is vo protect and ook
after our wildlife and foreses. fe seems vo be fjili.ni;
and we need 1o examine why.

A look ar the recent history of a central Indian
tiger reserve might shed some lighe. In 1995, in
the Panna Tiger Reserve, scientists from the Wild-
life Institute of India began the first ever study on
the ecology of riger in a rropical dry forest.

The EII.I:IJ}'.. led h_:,' . R.:Ehu Chundawat,
wanted vo ascermain the reasons why vigers have
disappeared more from this type of habitat than
from others and thereby gain the knowledge o
better conserve them.

Orwver the inital years of the study, however,
the scientists in fact documented one of the
world's best recoveries of a riger population: the
density of tigers in the park increased from a
meagre two to three tigers for every 100 square
kilomerres in the best area of the reserve when the
]:Irvl.'-icl:t started, to almoat
seven for the same area
L1 Voard later. 5o hg.-'
2002, it was esumared
that there were over 35

vigers within the park’s
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We have a large branch of the government — the Forest
Department — in the Centre and at the State level —
whose mandate it is to protect and look after our wildlife and
forests. It seems to be failing and we need to examine why.

540 sqkm area. This recovery was mainly due o
good park protection and management combined
with the research project’s constant monitaring of
breeding individuals, helping 1o creare a safe and
stable environment that allowed a very high cub
survival rare,

Un'Fqn;“nl.l;:']].' from lage 2002 onwards, the
situation alwered drastically, There was a change-
aver in personnel at the top level of management
in the park: protection became lax enough for
poschers to move in and take their wll. Nilgai,
wild boar and sambar could be scen injured and
with snares around their necks; known breeding
tigers were either found dead or had disappeared.
Within two to three years the thriving pepulation
of tigers was decimared o less than there had been
when the study project began.

The Forest Department’s reaction was defen-
sive; it went into denial mode and failed 1o take
any action to deal with ir. Instead the department
held a census, in cardy 2005, to ‘prove’ — through
the discredited, and casily manipulared, pugmark
method — that all was well and that there were
srill 35 vigers in the park. Ir brought the tiger
study to a premarure close by withdrawing Dr.
Chundawar’s research permizsion and wok every
GPPOCTLNILY o dizcredit and undermine his scien-
tific informarion.

Later in 2005, the police caught a poacher whe
admitted killing eight tigers in the Panna Tiger
Reserve (and dealing in 30 leopard sking). Bur the
department was unable to accept, even at this
point, that there was a problem. Just a few months
before the very last remaining Panna tiger dis-
appeared (in the winter of 2008/09), the Addi-
tional PCCF Wildlife in Madhya Pradesh wrote,
*I would like 1o assure the world thar the viger
density in this park has never been better.” (Sanc-
ruzry Asiz, June 2008).

So Panna wene the “Sariska way™; another pre-
mier tiger reserve was left with no vigers. Sariska
hpprn:\d :lrm;!;f unn-nl:in:d. |;||.1l: if P:hna. I'.hEI!I:
was a scientist to observe and publicise the early
WAIINgE ;ignal.f; EVEN 50, O prEVEntative action
wis raken.

Why was this? And how many other areas,
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without whistle-blowers, are also ar risk?

Kanha reserve is in danger

Kanha has long been Madhya Pradesh’s flag-
ship Tiger Reserve. 1t is, or was, the best-populat-
ed, large tiger landscape in central India If
elsewhere rigers are lost, ar least here we can be
confident of a good population — or can we?

The official record of rigers in the Kanha Tiger
Reserve berween 1984 and 2002 indicate a density
of five 1o six tigers per 100 sgkm. In 2002, the
officially recorded figure for the 1,945 sqkm-re-
serve was 127 rigers. However in 2008, the all-
India census report recorded only 89 tigers for the
park and adjoining riger landscape, a total area of
3,162 sqkm,

Asg a manager one might have been concerned
at what was the biggest drop recorded in central
India. But they seemed unperturbed and the sit-
uarion has detertorated since then: in the last few
months berween seven (official) and 16 (unofh-
cial) tigers have been lost from this one reserve
alane; i is said thar some — previously thriving
= ranges already have no tigers lefr. If this can
happen in Kanha, central India’s most prestigious
reserve, it can happen :nj.n'r]'n:h:'.

Indeed unusual dearhs and disappearances are
being reported from mast of the Protecred Arcas
in central India: Kanha, Bandhavgarh, Ran-
thambhore, Tadoba, Melghar, erc. This is highly
disturbing.

The department reports that many of the
deaths are due o hghts between tigers; but in
normal circumstances this would happen only
rarely, The injury descriptions sometimes hint
more towards poaching, Poaching is now a well
organised crime and is a threat that secms inade-
quately recognised by rthe forest managers, Discase
is another possible explanation.

Orther issues adversely affecting the tiger pop-
alation are the threats to habitaes from such "de-
velopment” as river-linking projects, mining.
power projects and creation of six-lane highways.
Human-animal conflicts and naxalite disturbanc-
es are further challenges affecting many cenrral
Indian arcas,
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Sariska happened almost unnoticed but in Panna, there was
a scientist to observe and publicise the early warning signals; even so,

no preventative action was taken,

Why was this? And how many

other areas, without whistle-blowers, are also at risk?

These many potential and sosal duisasters sug-
gest thar this is the last crosspoad for central In-
dia's tigers.

The worry is that the Forsst LDepartment
scems unwilling or unable = recognise the signs
and is therefore not prepared or able ro contain
the coming catastrophe

At 2 recent meeting of semior wildlife officials
called to discuss the extracedisary number of -
gers found dead over the las few months and 10
find ways to prevent them. there seemed litde
indicarion thar
thought that anything was amess. And even if they
did, they felt they were doing the best they could.

Whar conclusions do the evenss of Panna and
reactions such as these lead ws oc

Theugh it is necessary to £x accountabilicy, it

§ ' - ’
more Ean 3§ =Nall m:l:ann.I.'!r'
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is no longer enough to blame particular individu-
als and the leadership. The problem is more than
this — we have a total system failure. Information
does not emerge from those best-positioned to
know; if it does become public, often leaked
through these outside the system, the deparment
cither acts oo slowly or not at all. The strident
warnings for Panna went unheeded for six years!
Only now, when all is lost, when it is oo late for
the Panna tigers. has the Ministry of Environment
and Forests constituted a Special Investigation
Team to look into the tiger deaths,

It seems that in the interest of irying to protect
our Forests and the species within them, so much
power has been given to the forest department
chat, as so often happens, this has sullied the sys-
tem to an impasse; sullied o an extent where
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meritorious officials often cannot thrive and are
sidelined, and ill-informed, negligent officers are
promored.

Stemming forest degradation and saving spe-
cies is oo huge a rask for a government agency
alone. But attemprs 1o forge partnerships berween
the department and those outside have rarely pro-
gressed happily even when they have occurred.
For wildlife sancruarics, there is a staturery provi-
sion formalising people’s participation through
Sancruary Advisory Commitrees bur this is largely
ignored by the State goveraments. [v seems that
the department is moving more towards being an
insular, self-protective system. There appears to
be litle desire for dialogue outside the depart-
ment — or even within it. If the boss says there are
35 rigers, how can ficld personnel sy different?
Imagine what this does for staff morale!

Thase living in and around our protecred and
forest arcas have no say, scientists and other ex-
perts are given scant respect, the system is closed,
discussion is not encouraged, the truth is obfus-
cated and dissenting opinions or concerns are per-
ceived as criticism and defensively rejected as
suspect.

It is this depressing scemario that has led many,
gven some bureaucrats, to strongly argue thar we
need a more professional and an entirely new ded-
icated wildlife service for the job.

Transparency and accountability

Owercoming the resistance and croating a to-
tally new service may not be possible 1o achieve in
the short term. Nevertheless we muse at least work
towards opening up the present anachronistic sys-
tem. India is known as the world's largest democ-
racy, but often missing are those two essential
democratic pillars — transparency and accounta-
bility. These pillars are certainly missing from the
mainstream operations and ethos of the Forest
Diepartment, yet their presence could transform
it

The solutions are frighreningly simple and
well within our means. Tigers are a wonderfully
resilient species and can bounce back — as Panna
showed us. India has an enormous wealth of ex-
pertise, will, enthusiasm, ideas. vision, knowl-
edge, ability and the technical knowhow to save
the tiger and o rackle the most complex environ-
mental problems. It needs to be urilised. We have
some good policies and programmes bur there are
enormous gaps between these and the field real-
ities. The answer is not more of the same from an

Wit amares do o and prey. A ‘wilgai” bull killed

by & irap ser by poachers. rroomo. s s GuUTEN

It seems that in the interest of
trying to protect our forests and
the species within them, so much
power has been given to the forest

department that, as so often
happens, this has sullied the
system to an impasse; sullied to an
extent where meritorious
officials often cannot thrive
and are sidelined.

outdared arganisarion, net more guns and guards
and fences and isolation, Whar we require is an
overhaul of the system and its methods; enly with
a truly inclusive approach will we find the vision
and dedication to achieve our aims.

Political commitment could help bring about
these much needed changes bue the focus now is
on ‘coonomics’, rapid ‘progress’ and 'develop-
ment’ and a sound environment is nor accorded
the pivotal seatus it deserves. Contrary to the way
it is often presented, the rwo are not conflicring.
Development, poverty alleviation, employment,
all affect, and are affected by, the stare of our
forests, wildlife, mounrains and rivers; progress
can only occur in any meaningful and sustainable
manner in  conjunction with 2 healthy
enviranment.

We need to properly plan our use of available
land, recognising that a cerrain percentage does
need o be kepr with nil, or minimal, human use,
that some has a fragility that needs exera care and
importantly, that the majority rural population,
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Thit wule tiger was the Lt one sighted in Panna, A flowrishing populatien of over 35 tigers bas been allowed 1o
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the first to feel the effect of damaged narural re-
sources, should not be left seruggling and paying
the cost of the urban minorities’ “rapid ceonomic
growth.”

To achieve this, open dizlogue and debare is
essenrial, transparency of action is critical and ac-
countability of those entrusted with implement-
ing the decisions is imperative. This is required on
a national scale bur is surely long overdue for the
forest departmenes.

The sands of time are almost through for the
tigers in central India and for many other species

Tl HiMDU SURYEY OF THE EHVIRGREIHT 300

countrywide. We need 1o act urgently and cannaot
afford to concede so much power to the unen-
lightened who trample our furures.

Jeanna Van Groisen is a wildlife phoatographer, and
conservansonist. She has warked en high alrimde
comservation isisct, amd on the palitics and
preservatian of the tiger.
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