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1.1 Conserving the tiger

Phase one: 1972-1980

In the early 1970s, international concern about the
state of the Indian tiger (Panthera tigris tigris)
reached a fever pitch. In 1969, the ucn or World
Conservation Union held its general assembly in
Delhi. Based on an assessment by forester K S
Sankhala, the assembly called for a moratorium on
tiger Killings and asked for urgent action to protect
the species. As a sequel to this appeal, the Indian
Board for Wildlife initiated action for protection and
asked states to ban tiger hunting for five years.

But the international community was not
convinced. In 1972 Guy Mountfort, an influential
trustee of the Worldwide Fund for Nature (wwr), met
(then) prime minister Indira Gandhi, urging her to
save the species from extinction. Well known for an
abiding concern on environmental and conservation
matters, the prime minister set up a group of
specialists to study the situation and create a plan for
the future. Chaired by Karan Singh, a keen
conservationist and currently a Rajya Sabha member,
this task force submitted its report in August 1972. So
emerged the blueprint for India’s tiger conservation
programme: Project Tiger, as it came to be known.!

Initially, Project Tiger was conceived for six
years — April 1973 to March 1979. Its objective was
“to ensure the maintenance of a viable population of
the tiger in India and to preserve, for all times, such
areas as part of our national heritage for the benefit,
education and enjoyment of future generations”.
After due deliberation, the task force decided to
begin with eight viable reserves representing
different ecosystems where the tiger could be
protected in perpetuity. These were:

1. Manas, Assam: eastern Himalayan foothills, with
semi-evergreen to evergreen forests and heavy
rainfall;

2. Palamau, Bihar (now in Jharkhand): eastern
peninsular region, with sal and bamboo forests;

3. Simlipal, Orissa: Mahanadi basin, with moist
miscellaneous forests;

4. Corbett, Uttar Pradesh (now in Uttaranchal):
central foothills of the Himalaya, with sal as the
predominant species;

5. Ranthambhore, Rajasthan: Junction of Aravalli
and Vindhya, with dry deciduous open forests;

6. Kanha, Madhya Pradesh: central peninsular
India, with sal and miscellaneous forests;

7. Melghat, Maharashtra: southern offshoot of
Satpura, with deciduous forests dominated by
teak and bamboo; and

8. Bandipur, Karnataka: miscellaneous forests of
the Western Ghats.

The mangove forest of Sundarban was added when
the project was formally launched and these became
the first nine tiger reserves in the country. The
foreign advisors from the World Conservation Union
suggested to the task force that “the best method of
protection of the tiger is to have large areas of at least
2,000 square kilometres (sq km), with similar
contiguous areas so that a viable population of about
300 tigers in each such area can be maintained”.
Interestingly, the advisors also said that the “idea of
continuous blocks of 2,000 sq km is to rotate such
units by opening one of the units for periodic
controlled shooting”.

The task force, however, demonstrated political
realism in creating reserves with an average size of
1,500 sq km, and embedding them within already
protected reserve forests; the premise was these
forests would provide enough space for tigers to
roam. The management plan the task force suggested
was that each reserve would have a ‘core’ for tigers to
breed and live undisturbed in, and a ‘buffer zone’
where limited human activity would be allowed.

In the ‘core’ — a sanctum sanctorum of at least
300 sq km — no felling, grazing or movement of
humans, except for matters related to reserve
management, would be permitted. Said the task force
in this respect: “...forms of human disturbance, such
as commercial felling, collection of minor forest
produce, mining, excessive traffic, heavy grazing by
domestic livestock are clearly detrimental and must
be phased out for complete elimination.”

Also, the task force was conscious that
maintaining a genetically viable population of tigers
would require larger areas than the reserves and their
contiguous forests provided. The members strongly
ruled against any operation to hold tiger populations
at artificially high levels by using methods like
habitat modification or artificial breeding. They
believed, instead, that the reserves would provide a
breeding nucleus from which surplus animals could
disperse into surrounding habitats.

The 1972 report was remarkable. It presented an
exhaustive blueprint: management systems, the
administrative framework and legal provisions. It set
out measures to counter poaching and to make
enforcement more effective. It listed equipment
required to manage reserves effectively. In so doing,
it inaugurated a clear-sighted beginning for India’s
tiger conservation programme.

The assessment
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Phase two: 1980-1990
By early 1980s, there were 15 tiger reserves in the
country, in an area of 24,712 sq km. Periyar in Kerala
and Sariska in Rajasthan were added in 1978, and in
1982, four more — Buxa in West Bengal, Indravati in
the then Madhya Pradesh, Namdapha in Arunachal
Pradesh and Nagarjunasagar-Srisailam in Andhra
Pradesh — became part of the Project Tiger fold.

In the early 1980s, the then prime minister wrote

to all state chief ministers emphasising on the need
to follow the detailed guidelines issued by the
cabinet secretariat (department of personnel) and the
ministry of agriculture.

In 1983, a task force chaired by Madhavrao
Scindia, a prominent politician, submitted its report,
which if it had been implemented would have
secured India’s conservation future. Called the Task
Force on Public Support for Wildlife Conservation, it
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was set up by the Indian Board for Wildlife (now the
National Board for Wildlife) to recommend ways and
means of eliciting public support for conservation.
The concern was clear: conservation efforts were
increasing, but policy makers realised there was a
“growing degree of apathy and indeed, antipathy,
towards wildlife among different classes and
sections of the public”, as the report put it in its
introduction.?

This task force focussed on the issue of the
dependence of rural people on forests, and what
conservation-led policing did to this relationship. It
said: “Most communities in the neighbourhood of
reserves sustain themselves by eroding marginal land
and depleting forest pastures. In their precarious
existence, enforcement of restrictions in wildlife
reserves triggers antagonism. That discipline is
essential to revive essential life support systems that
these areas provide is not appreciated for the same
reason.” At the same time, the task force also believed
cooperation could be possible if the demands of
protection were backed by reasonable alternatives.

The report of this task force, conceived as it was
by a farsighted politician (the member secretary of
this task force, incidentally, was H S Panwar, also a
member of the Tiger Task Force), went on to do
something unusual in the area of conservation.
Instead of blaming people and demanding more
protection for reserves — a standard demand — the
task force negotiated for better development
programmes and funds for villages located in the
periphery (fringe) of conservation zones. For this
purpose, it recommended the Special Areas for
Ecodevelopment programme, with higher per capita
inputs on development based upon a conservation
bias. It also recommended other measures, including
employment benefits from reserves for local people.

Failure to undertake such measures, said the
report, would mean the success of management in
tiger reserves — the report called them “islands of
conservation” — would be short-lived, irrespective
of how scientifically it was conceived: “If the land
surrounding such effort — sustained islands —
continues to deteriorate in productivity affecting the
availability of resources for the communities, these
islands are bound to succumb one day to the
community’s demands.” It also warned these
‘islands’ would be inadequate to meet ecological
imperatives, not being able to function as vibrant
genetic pools.

The words of this task force were prophetic.
Unfortunately, its recommendations were tardily
implemented. An ecodevelopment programme,
funded later by the World Bank, was initiated in the
mid-1990s. But it was not conceptualised as a
development initiative, but simply as a programme
aimed at putting aside money to wean away villagers

from using the resources of the protected areas. It did
not invest enough to meet the challenges which
conservation in India faced at that time.

It is important to note here that Madhav Gadgil,
another member of the Tiger Task Force, made
similar recommendations in a project report on the
Nilgiri biosphere reserve (which includes the
Bandipur tiger reserve) submitted to the Government
of India in 1981. Gadgil’s report suggested these
special areas could serve as laboratories of
conservation-friendly development, with zones of
cooperation around conservation areas and
mechanisms for coordination among development
programmes and protected area programmes.

Phase three: 1990-2000

The turning point in India’s tiger conservation
programme came in the 1990s. Problems erupted and
were ‘managed’, not solved. This was also a period,
like the early 1970s, when international non-
governmental organisations (NGos) were active in
pushing policy in the country.

By now India had 19 tiger reserves,
encompassing 29,716 sq km, with a population of
1,327 tigers (1989 tiger census). But as a critical
review of Project Tiger, carried out in 1993 by the
Union ministry of environment and forests (MOEF),
acknowledged: “All in all, Project Tiger faces a new
set of problems. Project Tiger saved the tiger from
extinction in the nick of time but over 20 years it is
clear that expanding human populations, a new way
of life based on alien models and the resultant effect
on natural resources has created fresh problems that
indicate danger for the tiger. Militancy and poaching
only add fuel to the fire. This is a serious and critical
moment in the history of tiger conservation.”?

In 1994, a Parliamentary Committee on Science,
Technology, Environment and Forests recommended
an evaluation of the programme to make it more
meaningful and result-oriented. The committee felt
this was necessary because the “objectives of Project
Tiger have not been achieved in as much the tiger
population in the country has registered a decline,
poaching still continues in menacing proportions and
the habitat of the tigers seems to have shrunk in area”.*

Following this committee’s recommendations,
another high-powered committee headed by J J
Dutta, former principal chief conservator of forests in
Madhya Pradesh, was constituted. The Dutta
committee submitted its report in early 1996. It
examined issues of management as well as the
interface with local people in reserves. Here was a
report that, for the first time, discussed what needed
to be done in terms of the legal status of what it called
“enclaved villages” — human habitations within
national parks. Interestingly, it argued that while the
removal of villages from tiger reserves was an ideal
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circumstance, it was not a management imperative.
In fact, conservation demanded that efforts must go
beyond this issue to identify link corridors and
management of forests outside the reserves. It also
scrutinised issues of personnel as well as
administrative and other facilities.®

This was also the time when wwr-India
released its action plan to save the tiger, enumerated
in The Tiger Call and Tiger Conservation
Strategy and Action Plan. The plan focussed on the
need to involve local communities as well as
measures to improve the anti-poaching enforcement
network.5”

But in the meantime, all hell broke loose: two
uk-based organisations, the Tiger Trust and the
Environmental Investigation Agency (EiA) released
The Big Cat Cover Up® and The State of the Tiger®,
reports suggesting everything was wrong with the
Indian programme for tiger conservation. They
accused Indian conservation institutions of playing
into the hands of poachers, and lambasted them for
refusing to accept the need for more armed
intervention to save the tiger.

The release of these reports was followed by an
international media campaign on the imminent

Agendas to push

extinction of the tiger; one newspaper opined that
“corruption, complacency and the complicity of
some communities whose livestock is threatened by
the big cat, has produced a second crisis made more
complex by money it generates”.'® The two uk-based
institutions demanded radical changes in wildlife
protection and management in India — stricter
enforcement, increased patrolling and sustained
anti-poaching drives. While the Tiger Trust
recommended the creation of rapid response teams
and combat and hunter patrols, elA wanted more
political will. Significantly, neither had anything
going for local communities. Some Indian
environmentalists argued “if concerned people are
not involved at this crisis point, the same flawed —
Western conservation — paradigm would continue
to be practised in the county”. This approach, they
said, was eco-fascist.!! Such efforts have continued
to this day (see box: Agendas to push).

In the mid-1990s, those who believed in a
different paradigm were in a minority. The larger
effort turned to damage control. Many critic-
conservationists were taken on board as the tiger
conservation programme confidently strode towards
its silver anniversary celebrations. The confidence

Saving tigers

On July 12, 2005, on the eve of the prime minister’s us
visit, the Union ministry of environment and forests
(moEF) received a draft press statement issued by the us
department of state. The press release contained a joint
agreement to be signed between president George Bush
and prime minister Manmohan Singh. The ministry of
external affairs needed the comments of the moer before
the statement could be released. The statement was
simple. It said that the “countries would take aggressive
new steps to address the sharp decline in the Indian
Bengal tiger population.” The us department of state
said it would “give in 2005 approximately us $4,68,000
(Rs 2 crore) through the private ‘Save the Tiger Fund’
and the ‘Rhinoceros and Tiger Conservation Fund’. Joint
cooperation would also be established for a long-term
monitoring programme.

The moEeF replied there was no need for a bilateral
agreement at this stage. It stressed that India needed to
evaluate its tiger conservation programme in terms of the
challenge of coexistence with local communities. It also
had already put into place a tiger estimation programme,
which was being evaluated by the Tiger Task Force. It
believed it could set its own agenda. It would determine
its science for tiger counting.

But a joint advertisement by the us government’s

fish and wildlife service and the Save the Tiger Fund, funded by oil giant Exxon Mobil, was published

when the prime minister was in Washington.

The assessment
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was a veneer: there exists little evidence in reports,
deliberations or minutes of the Project Tiger steering
committee that much was done to stem the tide
against the danger the tiger was in. Core issues, such
as those concerning people living inside and on the
fringes of the reserves, were given short shift. There
was also little institutional reform.

In November 1998, the government and
conservationists celebrated the 25% anniversary of
Project Tiger. In 1999, the Millennium Tiger
Conference was organised, which only repeated the
agenda of the last conference.’? A review of the
reports shows that criticism against Project Tiger had
— strangely enough — ebbed. Conservationists
praised the programme, saying it had stabilised tiger
numbers in the last 30 years.® In 2001, the Union
ministry of environment and forests published its
Status Report on Project Tiger, but this provided
little analysis of the real situation.** A decade had
been lost.

Project Tiger today

By 2005, India has 90 national parks and 501 wildlife
sanctuaries covering an area of 1,56,934 sq km
(roughly 22 per cent of the forest area and 5 per cent
of the land area of the country).

Of these, 28 have been declared tiger reserves,
spread over 37,761 sq km in 17 states. These reserves
constitute roughly 5.6 per cent of the recorded forest
area and over 1 per cent of the country’s geographical
area. The total tiger population recorded in the
2001-2002 ‘census’ is 3,642, but over half of these
tigers live outside tiger reserves (see table: Tiger
population over the years).

Number of national parks: 90
Total area of national parks: 36,882 sq km
(5 per cent of forest area)

501
120,052 sq km
(17 per cent of forest area)

Number of sanctuaries:
Total area of sanctuaries:

Total protected area: 156,934 sq km

(22 per cent of forest area)

Source: Project Tiger directorate

Project Tiger funds

Since its inception in 1973 till 2002-2003 (a period of
30 years), the Central government has provided
Rs 172.65 crore as financial assistance to the parks. If
the contribution of states till March 2004 is added,
the country has spent Rs 373 crore on protecting
1,500-o0dd tigers in 28 reserves.

In the 10%" Five Year Plan (2002-07), the outlay
for the programme has been doubled — from Rs 75
crore (Rs 15 crore annually) in the previous Plan to
Rs 150 crore (Rs 30 crore annually). This includes
provisions for ecodevelopment and beneficiary-
oriented tribal development schemes, meant to
relocate tribals from within tiger reserves.

Over time, the funding mechanism for the
programme has changed. Till 1979-1980, Project
Tiger was completely funded by the Centre. Then in
the 6™ Five Year Plan (1980-85), Central funding for
recurring items was reduced to 50 per cent; now,
states had to contribute a matching grant for the
same. This arrangement persists till today: states
spend 50 per cent on recurring salaries and
establishment costs, while Central assistance is used
for non-recurring costs related to the maintenance
and protection of tiger reserves. The Central
government also pays the entire cost of relocation of
villagers from tiger reserves, research projects and
ecodevelopment projects.

In 1991-1992, the ecodevelopment scheme was
introduced to carry out development activities in
villages adjoining tiger reserves. In the 9™ Five Year
Plan (1997-2002), the scheme had an outlay of Rs 54
crore. In the 10t Plan, it was merged with the ongoing
umbrella schemes of Project Tiger and the
development of national parks and sanctuaries. In
other words, within the Rs 30 crore sanctioned for 28
tiger reserves, there exists a meagre Rs 4-5 crore every
year for development activities in the thousands of
villages surrounding the reserves. In contrast, between
1996 and 2004, under the India Ecodevelopment
Project of the World Bank, Rs 200 crore was spent in
seven reserves (roughly, Rs 30 crore per reserve).

A particular problem
A particular problem that has dogged Project Tiger,
and today bedevils it, is the manner in which the

TIGER POPULATION OVER THE YEARS

1972 1979 1984 1989 1993 1995 1997 2001-02
In tiger reserves 268 711 1,121 1,327 1,366 1,333 1,498 1,576
Outside reserves 1,559 2,304 2,884 3,007 2,384 2,010 2,066
Total 1,827 3,015 4,005 4,334 3,750 3,508 3,642

Source: Project Tiger directorate
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relocation of persons living in and around tiger
reserves — in core and buffer areas — has been
tackled. The relocation strategy, as it exists today,
works as follows: the Central government provides
financial assistance for relocation, and the state
government is expected to identify land for
relocation. If the latter fails to do so, it looks for
degraded forest lands where it can resettle families. It
then applies to the Centre for prior approval under
the Forest Conservation Act, 1980, for diversion of
this land for relocation, an activity classified as a
non-forestry purpose.

But even after permission is given and the
families are resettled, the categorisation of the
land is unchanged: it remains forest land.
However, most standing trees are cut down
before the land is handed over, thus reinforcing the
tragic notion that livelihoods of people are
incompatible with standing trees. The reason behind
this strange status quo lies in the Union ministry of
environment and forests guidelines according to
which, under the minimum conditions that apply
when forest land is diverted for non-forestry
purposes (such as relocation) under the Forest
Conservation Act, 1980, the legal status of the forest

land will remain unchanged. In other words,
the amount of forest land ‘officially’ on record
will remain the same, even though the actual land
may now be drowned under the water of a dam
reservoir, or has been used to build a power station.
In such cases, social problems are inevitable:
because this land remains categorised as forest land,
rules apply to it that are highly restrictive and
exploitative, and families that move to such lands
inevitably suffer.

How relocation actually works

Relocation of villages from reserves is routed through
the beneficiary-oriented tribal development scheme
(see table: Funds disbursed and families relocated
under the beneficiary-oriented tribal development
scheme in the 9th five year plan). During the 9" Plan,
the scheme’s approved outlay was Rs 19 crore, of
which, between 1997-1998 to 2001-2002, a total of Rs
14.39 crore was spent to relocate 2,157 families from
different protected areas — approximately Rs 67,000
per family. It is important to note that this scheme is
not restricted to tiger reserves, and continues in the
10t Plan as a merged component of the ongoing
Centrally-sponsored schemes of Project Tiger as well

FUNDS DISBURSED AND FAMILIES RELOCATED UNDER THE BENEFICIARY-ORIENTED TRIBAL DEVELOPMENT SCHEME

IN THE 9TH FIVE YEAR PLAN (NOT ONLY TIGER RESERVES)

State National park/ Funds disbursed Families Remarks
sanctuary since 9th Plan relocated
(Rs/lakh)
Madhya Pradesh Kanha 3.80 25 25 tribal families have been voluntarily rehabilitated
outside the national park to make it inviolate
Kuno Palpur 1,042.28 1,400 19 villages were voluntarily rehabilitated outside
the sanctuary to make the area inviolate for
future programme of relocation of Asiatic lions
Madhav 50.00 102 One village has been voluntarily relocated outside
the national park to make the area inviolate
Karnataka Bandipur 14.65 100 One village was relocated from Bandipur tiger
reserve during 1992-93 but land was not allotted to
it. Land has been allotted now and land
development works have been undertaken
Nagarhole 243.50 250 250 tribal families voluntarily rehabilitated
outside the national park to make the area inviolate
Maharashtra Melghat 46.00 92 3 villages voluntarily rehabilitated outside the tiger
reserve to make the area disturbance free
Orissa Chandaka 40.00 188 188 tribal families voluntarily relocated outside
Dampara the sanctuary to make the area free of any
disturbance
Total 1,440.23 2,157

Source: Project Tiger directorate

The assessment
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RELOCATION COSTS — WHAT IS SPENT BY THE
GOVERNMENT ON EACH HOUSEHOLD

Cost (in Rs)
Land development (2 hectares) 36,000
Building materials per family 36,000
Transport of household goods per family 1,000
Community facilities computed per family 9,000
Wood lot and fuel reserves per family 8,000
Pasture and fodder plantation per family 8,000
Cash incentives for shifting 1,000
Miscellaneous activities 1,000
Total 1,00,000

Note: 20 per cent variation in each item subject to the total ceiling cost may
be approved when demanded, site specific requirements
Source: Project Tiger directorate

development of national parks and sanctuaries.
Thus, we find that the main relocation activity over
this period involved villages in the proposed lion
sanctuary at Kuno Palpur in Madhya Pradesh. The
cost of this relocation did not take into account the
cost of land — invariably forest land — used for
resettlement.

In the 10™ Plan, within the umbrella scheme
there is a provision of Rs 10-15 crore towards
relocation — roughly Rs 2 crore a year. The
government has a budget to provide up to Rs
1,00,000 to every family for its relocation needs (see
table: Relocation costs — what is spent by the
government on each household). With an annual
provision of Rs 2 crore, no more than 200 families
can be relocated in a year.

Project Tiger: a review

The question is: is Sariska representative of what
might be happening in other tiger reserves?

The Task Force has carefully scrutinised the
working of the programme, assessing as well the
threats it faces and the effectiveness of protection
efforts. For its review, it visited a few key reserves; it
met all field directors and chief wildlife wardens of
tiger habitat states; it consulted a wide range of
wildlife specialists and reviewed documents
available with the directorate and other agencies. Its
assessment based on the above is clear: Sariska is
not representative of what is happening in every
tiger reserve. But at the same time, a lot more needs
to be done to strengthen internal systems of
management to ensure that a Sariska-type situation
does not recur.

Internal management and supervision

The success of any project and its implementation

lies in the internal systems that provide for effective

and efficient operations. It is clear that the original
architects of Project Tiger had conceived a detailed
framework for its management and functioning.

As early as 1973, guidelines were issued to

states providing operational directions for a

comprehensive system of reporting, monitoring and

review. The key elements of this system were:15

i. AIll tiger reserves were required to prepare
management plans covering a period of six years,
to be implemented through annual plans. A
format for annual plans was prepared and sent to
all states and it was agreed states would
implement plans after these were finalised in
consultation with the Central government.

ii. Annual funds would be released only after the
Centre received an annual report on work done by
state governments. This report was to be received
by the third quarter of every financial year.

iii. State governments had to “carefully select the
personnel”. The field director and other gazetted
officers (deputy director) were to be appointed
only with the Centre’s approval, with a
minimum tenure of three years. The pre-term
transfer of key officials could only be done after
the Centre’s approval. The Central government
was also required to facilitate capacity building
and training of staff the states recruited.

iv. The states were given prescribed formats for
monthly and half-yearly reports to monitor
progress. The second half-yearly report was
required to be “comprehensive and analytical so
that the Government of India can judge whether
the project is proceeding in the right direction”.
It was emphasised that reports should be
submitted regularly and the release of funds was
made conditional to the submission of the
annual report.

v. All reports received from states, from members of
the steering committee and from officials were to
be carefully scrutinised by the Central
government to assess the performance of
individual state governments. It was made clear
that “on the basis of such assessment the
Government of India may, if necessary, divert
funds and equipment from one state to another”.

The project’s conceptualisers were deeply conscious
of the fact that success would “ultimately depend
upon the help and cooperation of state governments
and upon the interest they take in it”. This was the
core of the management challenge.

At its nascent stage, there was a high degree of
political commitment to the project. In early 1981,
after the 14" meeting of the Indian Board for Wildlife

The assessment
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The guidelines of 1974: relevant today

“In her po letter No 694-pm/73 dated December 27,
1973 addressed to the chief ministers of all states
and Union territories on the foregoing subject, the
prime minister had, among other things,
emphasised the need for specialised management
of our national park and sanctuaries, optimum
utilisation of wildlife staff with experience and
expertise and recruitment of additional staff to
effectively enforce the provisions of the Wildlife
(Protection) Act, 1972. The following important
organisational arrangements were accordingly
approved by the prime minister and circulated to
the chief secretaries of all states and Union
territories for implementation, under this
ministry’s letter No 3 11013/5/74-Fry/wLF dated
December 23, 1974:

a) At the state level, a beginning was required to
be made without delay to established a separate
wildlife wing under the overall charge of the
chief conservator of forests. This wing was
required to be headed by an officer of the rank
of conservator of forests in other states. Officers

(now the National Board for Wildlife), it was found
that despite specific instructions and guidelines
issued by the Central government, a number of states
had not acted; only 13 had set up wildlife wings. All
states were, therefore, directed to ensure that separate
wildlife wings be set up immediately and that
“suitable personnel with aptitude for wildlife work
are actually manning those wings”. Detailed
guidelines were issued for the formation of the
wildlife wings; these remain extremely relevant till
date (see box: The guidelines of 1974: relevant today).

Then unfortunately, beginning late 1980s, the
internal management of the project began to decline
steadily. Guidelines issued by the Central
government under the specific instructions of
the then prime minister Indira Gandhi were
conveniently forgotten and, as a result, went into
disuse. In fact, the Tiger Task Force would like to put
on record the extreme frustration it encountered to
locate these crucial guidelines.

By the late 1990s, the only project guidelines that
remained in operation, and that states had to follow,
involved the submission of the following:

1. Monthly summary of important events/
happenings in the tiger reserve — a narrative
report;

2. Monthly report on deaths of all wildlife in the
tiger reserve;

The assessment

who were already trained in wildlife
management work were required to be
identified and posted immediately to this wing.

b) Such identified officers posted in the wildlife
wing at various levels were not expected to be
transferred to the forestry wing unless equally
trained officers were available to replace them.
When an officer became ripe for promotion in
the forestry wing and a suitable officer was not
available to replace him, the post held by him
in the wildlife wing was required, as far as
possible, to be upgraded so that his services,
expertise and experience continued to be
available to the wildlife wing.

c) In order to maintain performance standards, all
persons directly or indirectly concerned with
wildlife management were required to be
regularly assessed in their annual reports for
their performance in wildlife conservation
work.”

This is an extract of a letter by N D Jayal, joint
secretary (F&wL), ministry of agriculture and
irrigation, dated September 16, 1976 to all state
forest secretaries.

3. Reports on poaching incidences and unnatural
deaths of tigers and leopards (as and when
required);

4. An annual report from the tiger reserve (the 1973
format now discontinued); and

5. Annual utilisation certificate and expenditure
statement.

The guidelines for the all India tiger census were
issued periodically; these continued to stress on the
use of the pugmark method. In the late 1990s, a brief
note was sent to states outlining the limitations of
pugmarks. But nothing much was done at this stage
to review and revamp the science of tiger estimation.

What also deteriorated in the 1990s was
coordination and internal supervision, critical for
any effective programme. It must be noted that such
decline began to occur in a period when the role and
autonomy of state governments grew. The effective
outcome was that, as reserve managements became
less accountable to the Centre, monitoring in tiger
reserves went from bad to worse. The Project Tiger
directorate, weak as it was in this period, became by
all accounts an institution that merely disbursed
funds and had little control over implementation.
Many states stopped submitting monitoring reports;
some did not find it necessary to get Central
government approval in appointing key officials. The
minutes of Project Tiger steering committee meetings
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for this period reveal this breakdown.

Lately, there has been an attempt to revamp the
internal management systems. As the Project Tiger
directorate explained to the Tiger Task Force, the
following measures have been taken over the past
three years:

1. The formats for monthly, half-yearly and annual
reports have been reissued and revived;

2. Directives have been issued to states for regular
reports on:
a. mortality survey;
b. protection initiatives/patrolling and anti-

poaching;

c. physical assault on staff; and

d. disease surveillance and livestock
immunisation.
3. States have been directed to conduct

independent monitoring and evaluation of tiger
reserves;

4. Guidelines have been issued for the management
of buffer areas, which have emphasised that
communities living in these areas should be
involved in the management of the reserves with
reciprocal commitments;

5. Guidelines have been sent to states for the
regulation of tourist visitation in tiger reserves as
well as to calculate the carrying capacity of
reserves;

6. Preparation of habitat occupancy maps of tigers,
in and outside reserves, has been initiated,;

7. In 2002, the directorate also reviewed the census
methodology being followed in the country and
began a project to revamp the estimation
procedure;

8. A project was undertaken to assess the status of
the tiger and its habitat, involving the Forest
Survey of India and the Wildlife Institute of
India;

9. In 2003-2004, the directorate identified experts
and commissioned an independent audit of
reserves, based on identified criteria and
indicators. This report is being finalised;

10. The Forest Survey of India was commissioned to
undertake a comparative assessment of the forest
cover in and around tiger reserves. Its report has
assessed the change in status between 1997 and
2002. The last time such a study was
commissioned was in the early 1990s and,
therefore, this assessment is important to track
changes as may have happened;

11. As a pilot initiative, five tiger reserves have been
networked electronically to develop a prototype
for a dynamic management information system.
The directorate now plans to work on this model
to build a country-wide system for reporting.

12. Investments made in tiger reserves since project
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inception have been compiled on a customised
software and the data is being used for analysis.
This data was collected from each tiger reserve
and presents, for the first time, an assessment of
what has been spent in which activity by reserve
managements;

13. The tiger poaching data for the entire country has
been compiled and collated;

14. The Botanical Survey of India and the Zoological
Survey of India have been commissioned to
undertake flora and fauna surveys;

15. In 2005, states were directed to send to the
Project Tiger directorate monthly evidences — of
sightings, pugmarks and scats.

But in spite of these improvements made to
streamline project functioning, the catastrophe in
Sariska happened. The fact is that the core problem
of Centre-state relations, which impinges on the
project, remains unresolved. It is, therefore,
imperative to work out models of management that
can work in this age.

Threats: the war within

In the late 1980s, the Indian Institute of Public

Administration conducted a questionnaire-based

survey in the protected area network of India. It

discovered that 60-70 per cent of the managers who
responded to its survey had filed cases against
people for illegal grazing or hunting, setting reserves
on fire and other similar offences. The managers also
reported physical confrontation with local
communities.!®

By then it was clear that conflict — between
protectors of the parks and people who lived in and
around them — was growing, fast becoming the key
threat to conservation. It was because of this
perceived threat that the government initiated the
ecodevelopment programme in the early 1990s, to
provide alternative livelihood options and sources of
firewood to people in the vicinity of wildlife
reserves. This programme peaked in the late 1990s
when World Bank assistance was made available as
well. But on the whole, its success has been limited

— partly because the investment in the programme

was too little, too late as compared to the extent of

the problem. In the meantime, the following
continued to happen:

« Authorities continued to operate on the premise
that local people are the ‘enemy number one’ of
conservation efforts: a war, therefore, had to be
fought against them. At best, they were to be
placated by insignificant hand-outs, but
inducting them as partners in the conservation
effort was completely out of the question.

o People — an estimated four million — continued
to live within protected areas and many more, on

The assessment
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their fringes. The rights of these people in the
‘enclaved’ villages were never settled, relocation
occurred sporadically and they lived an illegal
existence — trespassers in their own lands.
Conservation imperatives ensured their rights to
graze animals and to collect firewood and minor
forest produce stood exterminated.

« Park authorities, in turn, invested in protection
and enforcement. All this meant increased
clashes between people and park protectors.

« Simultaneously, the poverty of the areas outside
the parks exacerbated. The parks, in many
cases, became isolated islands of protection and
resources. The forests outside the reserves were
decimated. These areas, under the territorial
wing of the forest department, had little
resources and received no planning impetus.
The grazing pressure became acute, with
limited fodder in overgrazed village and forest
lands. Also, a lack of investment in irrigation
facilities, ranging from small tanks to
watersheds, meant agricultural productivity
suffered. All this has contributed to the general
poverty and destitution of villagers living
around parks.

« At the same time, many tiger reserves were
infiltrated by insurgents and naxalites; many
such reserves are now completely beyond the
reach of forest and protected area managements.
The rise in insurgency in these areas is widely
attributed to the growing alienation and
marginalisation of communities living in abject
poverty in the country’s richest lands. During the
National Development Council meeting in 2005,
the chief minister of Karnataka — who called for
a change in the forest laws — said that the
emerging naxalite problem in the Kudremukh
national park was directly related to the
compulsion to shift age-old tribal enclaves out of
the forest.

As a result of these factors, conflict has grown and
can be assessed as the biggest threat facing India’s
tigers and other wild species, indeed the future of
India’s conservation programme today. A
compilation of media reports on tiger reserves
exposes this vulnerability clearly (see box: Human-
animal conflict makes news).

An assessment of threats faced by different

tiger reserves, made for the World Bank’s
ecodevelopment programme, says that in
most reserves, the main pressure is from

conflicts with local communities as well as armed
insurgency. In Palamau tiger reserve, for instance,
“one of the biggest threats is the presence of
extremists and varied armed gangs who virtually rule
the roost and make it extremely difficult for the forest
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department to operate”.'” People’s alienation fuels
the growing threat of extremism and naxalism in
these areas.

It is clear that this internal threat must be
combated. It is also clear that unless we find ways of
managing the competing needs of conservation and
people, India’s conservation programme will
not work.

Project Tiger: an assessment

It is now over 30 years since Project Tiger was
launched. It is, therefore, an opportune time to
evaluate its strengths and weaknesses so that policy
can be designed to protect the magnificent tiger. The
assessment of the Tiger Task Force in this regard is as
follows:

1. The programme, when initiated, had the highest
political commitment. It was carefully crafted so
that reserves for the tiger could be created and
protected. Its architects also put into place a
management system to organise the work that
states had to do, including setting up specialised
wildlife wings, and ensuring protection. But the
problem was that the commitment to the project
was never made inclusive.

2. Over time, interest waned at the Centre and the
institutions for management lost direction. Their
control over activities in states declined with the
loss in their own capacities. Management
systems and scientific tools did not keep pace
with the challenges to protect a species in
increasingly complex situations.

3. While state forest departments with limited
resources did as much as they could, political
leaderships in states were not as committed or
involved in the programme. In political circles,
over time, interest gave way to anger against the
differential treatment meted to tigers vis-a-vis
what were perceived to be more important
developmental objectives such as mining and
hydroelectric projects. The contribution of state
governments was rarely acknowledged.

4. At the same time, local people, who lived in the
territory of the tiger, were left out of the benefits
of the programme. They were made illegal
settlers in their own land and denied even their
basic needs. These ignored people increasingly
turned against the tiger. Their contribution in
sharing the ecological space of the tiger was
never recognised. They continued to lose their
livestock, crops and lives to wild animals, but
were rarely properly compensated.

5. There was no real interest group supporting the
tiger. On the contrary, interests that were against
the tiger — from illegal mining and building

11
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Human-animal conflict makes news
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In the Nagarjunasagar-Srisailam reserve in
Andhra Pradesh, 20 cases of tiger poisoning
were reported, as naxalites incited people to
kill tigers.

In the Namdapha tiger reserve in Arunachal
Pradesh, Lisu tribals in 1998 attacked forest
camps and injured foresters.

In Pakke sanctuary, Assam, 18 wild elephants
were reportedly poisoned to death in 2001; in
2002, four more were Kkilled. The
administration had to ban the sale of pesticides
in the district in a bid to stop the killings.

In Manas, Assam, forest staff till recently were
regularly attacked by militants.

In the Indravati reserve in Chhattisgarh, no
forest guard has reportedly entered the reserve
since 2002 because of naxalite control.

In Palamau tiger reserve, Jharkhand, on one
hand there is tension with villagers who are
known to kill elephants and on the other, with
naxalites who rule the area.

In Bandipur and its neighbourhood in
Karnataka, the dreaded sandalwood smuggler
and poacher Veerappan operated with
impunity for over a decade, Kkilling large
numbers of tuskers, felling fully grown
sandalwood trees and murdering government
officials. It was widely recognised that he could
do this because of the strained relations
between officials and the villagers.

In Bandipur, again, severe drought in 2003
forced farmers to drive their cattle into the
forests of the reserve. In 2004, there were
reports of electric fences and poison being used
by farmers living near the forests to Kill
elephants.

dams in tiger habitats to poaching and crime —
gained ground.

Over this period, tiger conservation has become
more and more ‘exclusive’. As threats to the tiger
multiplied, the response of tiger lovers has been
to band together into a select group that would
control policy and programme formulation.
Their attempt has been to centralise decisions, so
that they can get the power and its instruments to
protect the tiger. Everybody else, they
increasingly believe, is against tigers.

Over time, the interests of this small group of
conservationists has also got embroiled in the
tiger. The benefits they make from tourism,
filming and conservation is not shared with the
people or the parks. The problem is that this

In the well protected Kanha tiger reserve in
Madhya Pradesh, in January 2005, there were
reports of 10 wild dogs and one tiger being
found poisoned by neighbouring villagers.

In Pench, Maharashtra, three tigers were killed
in 2004 by villagers in retaliation for cattle
deaths.

In Melghat, Maharashtra, extensive fires
allegedly lit by tribals were reported earlier this
year.

In Simlipal, Orissa, it was reported in 2004 that
tribals had encroached on forest lands and were
clearing them.

In Ranthambhore, Rajasthan, tensions over
grazing continue to run high regularly. In July
2000, police fired 17 rounds to disperse
agitating villagers. In August 2002, villagers
assaulted police personnel, who retaliated by
opening fire and injuring one person. The
villagers then invaded the park and laid siege to
it with their animals. The siege was lifted after
month-long negotiations.

In the Dudhwa tiger reserve in Uttar Pradesh,
tiger poisoning cases have been reported
frequently till recently.

In Buxa, West Bengal, a public hearing
organised by the National Forum of Forest
People and Forest Workers, alleged that a
villager had been murdered by a forest ranger
and the matter hushed up. The body was
exhumed in April 2005 on the orders of a court.
The case has led to unrest in the area.

In Valmiki reserve in Bihar, five companies of
the Home Guards camped inside the forest in
April 2005 to hunt down extremists from
across the border, even as tensions with local
communities living within the park
continued.

leads to even greater alienation of all against the
tiger, which they believe is being protected for
the sake of a few, against the interests of all.
Simultaneously, all that should have been done
for the development of forests and rural areas —
increased productivity of grazing land, irrigation
facilities, employment — has remained undone.
The line-departments in charge of development,
from rural development to tribal affairs, have
also proved inadequate. People remain
dependent on forest resources and desperately
poor. They have no option but to ‘use’ the
protected reserves. These are the remaining
bastions of livelihood resources.

The end result: the belief that the tiger can only be
protected by building stronger and higher fences

The assessment
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against ‘depredators’. In many cases, the
protectors (forest guards and officers) have put
their lives at stake to save the tiger. In many cases,
their efforts have paid off. But as more, powerful,
interests converge against the tiger, the purpose of
conservation is getting lost, bit by bit. It is,
therefore, essential to seek out new directions in
the future so that the tiger can be protected.

In summary, it is the assessment of this Task Force
that every tiger reserve in the country is not facing a
Sariska-type crisis. But the Task Force also believes
that the protection of tigers is happening in India
against all odds. What we need to understand is that

The assessment

a Sariska-type crisis haunts every protected area in
India — where islands of conservation are under
attack from poachers, miners and every other
exploitative activity. They are also under siege from
their own inhabitants, the people, who live in these
reserves and outside the islands of conservation, and
who have not benefited from these protected areas
but continue to lose livelihood options and face daily
harassment. In these circumstances, if the defences
are down, protection will fail. Like it did in Sariska.
The challenge is to ensure that the siege can be lifted
so that the tigers can survive.

With this report, the Tiger Task Force hopes it can
provide some answers to this immense challenge.

13



= JOINING THE DOTS TIGER TASK FORCE REP O R T | —

experience. They also complained that authorities
had backed off after once showing them land for
relocation. This heightened the distrust.

5a. Itisclear to the Task Force that there is a complete
breakdown in relations between the park authorities
and the settlements within Sariska. It is also clear that
over the years, much more could have been done to
relocate people or repair this relationship.

5b. The Task Force also finds it strange that the park
administration has no real idea or estimate of the
extent of damage done by settlements within the
park. In fact, there is considerable confusion about
the number of livestock and even the number of
households in villages. It is clear that again, much
more will have to be done to sort out these issues to
advance future plans for relocation.

In this context, it is important to assess the
impact of human populations so that policy can be
designed. For instance, according to an assessment of
tiger reserves in the report prepared by the Forest
Survey of India for Project Tiger, the forest cover
comprises 674 sq km — 77 per cent — of the 881 sq
km area that comprises Sariska. Dense and

moderately dense forests cover 44 per cent of the
forested area, the rest being open and scrubland.
Significantly, the Forest Survey assessment notes that
there has been little or no change in the forest cover
between 1997 and 2002. In other words, human
impact has not resulted in visible deterioration over
this period. Also, according to this assessment, forest
cover destruction cannot be the cause of
disappearance of tigers from Sariska.®

6. Over the years, destructive pressures both
within the park and outside have led to shrinkage
of tiger habitat: it has been brutally mined, grazed on
by countless livestock, even as little has been
invested in protecting and afforesting the lands
around the park. The Wildlife Institute of India
report finds that Sariska is an island, with virtually
no forested habitat in its surroundings (see map:
Broad vegetation types of Sariska tiger reserve and its
connectivity with neighbouring forests).® On one
hand, the tiger cannot move beyond the park — its
habitat has shrunk drastically. On the other, people’s
resources have also shrunk, forcing them to exert
more pressure on the reserve. This is a double
jeopardy for the tiger.

BROAD VEGETATION TYPES OF SARISKA TIGER RESERVE AND ITS CONNECTIVITY WITH
NEIGHBOURING FORESTS
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Agriculture/habitation SARISKA
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RAJGARH
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JAMWA RAMGARH
JAMWA RAMGARH
DAUSA SAKRAI

Source: WII 2005, Assessment of status of tiger in Sariska tiger reserve, Rajasthan, Wildlife Institute of India, Dehradun
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Recommendations

The Tiger Task Force is clear that in the present circumstances, this habitat will be easily
lost without protection. The pressure from the mining lobby is enormous, and this
combines with the alienation of the people to create a destructive situation for the park.
After the news of the disappearance of tigers, local politicians have convened meetings in
the area demanding the reserve be opened up to grazing and agriculture. Bitterly resentful
of park authorities, the leaders and villagers have threatened to take over the park, which
they say has no reason to exist since the tigers are now gone.

The Task Force believes Sariska is an important reserve supporting the largest intact
habitat of the tiger in the Aravalli ecosystem. The condition of the habitat is good and,
therefore, needs to be protected. The reserve is also the catchment for innumerable
streams in this otherwise dry region. The Task Force, therefore, recommends that urgent
steps need to be taken to restore the park and to rehabilitate tigers in the reserve, as under:

1. The state government must fix accountability for events in Sariska. This is essential, for
it will act as a deterrent to other officers in Rajasthan as well as in other parts of the
country, given what happened in Sariska is unacceptable.

The actions of the state government in this regard have been inadequate so far:

« Firstly, it has set up a state task force to investigate the matter and to recommend
remedial actions, but has now extended its term by another three months, which has
delayed the urgent action needed.

« Secondly, it has suspended seven staff members — one range officer, two foresters
and four work-charge employees (unqualified guards) — following a report filed by its
senior official. These staff members were suspended on the basis of information
provided by an arrested poacher, who pointed out to the forest department the beats
(areas) that he had killed tigers on. But what is strange is that other apprehended
poachers have, since then, indicated other locations where animals were trapped, but
no action has been taken against the staff responsible there. The state government
suspended the chief wildlife warden in the wake of the controversy. But the charge-
sheet against the official was never filed and as per the rules, he has been reinstated.

2. The internal management of the reserve must be improved, so that once tigers are re-
introduced the management can ensure it will protect the habitat and the species in the
reserve without any disruption.

The Task Force recommends the state government take firm steps to improve the
internal working of the park. It must also make a firm, time-bound, commitment to the
Project Tiger directorate in this regard and draw up benchmarks for its performance
review and assessment.

3. The re-introduction of tigers into the habitat must be done with caution and care. The
Wildlife Institute of India suggests three-five tigers can be re-introduced in the initial
phase and then supplemented. However, the Institute has cautioned that worldwide
experience on species reintroduction demands the work should be done carefully and
with a high degree of commitment and involvement of all concerned.1°

4. The relocation of villages within the key tiger habitat must be done with utmost care.
The recovery plan being developed by Wildlife Institute of India requires the relocation of
certain key villages to minimise disturbance in the habitat. It recommends that Haripura,
Kankwari, Umri and Kiraska, with approximately 1,800 people and 7,000 livestock in all,
should be relocated on a priority basis.

The Task Force recommends relocation be done with full consultation with affected
villagers. Park authorities must also realise that villagers living within the park are forest-
dependent and, therefore, the land required for their relocation must be able to either
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meet their grazing needs or there must be sufficient investment for them to switch over to
land-based livelihoods. The current relocation plan, as envisaged by the park authorities,
does not resolve this issue adequately as it only provides limited agricultural land, with
minimal irrigation facilities and grazing lands. The Task Force would like to caution the
management that if relocation is not done carefully and with extreme sensitivity, it would
further strain the relationship between the park and its people.

The Task Force also recommends that park authorities, working in tandem with the
Project Tiger directorate, should evolve a plan for the remaining villages that will
continue to exist in the park because their relocation is not possible or feasible. In this
context, the Task Force suggests there should be a better assessment of the impact of the
villages on the forest, ways found to mitigate this impact and to reduce the use of forest
resources. The park management urgently needs to work on a plan, in consultation with
villagers, to manage resources better. The current situation, which makes all use illegal, is
clearly not leading to effective reserve management.

5. A plan must be evolved to manage pilgrimage traffic and to share the benefits of
tourism with affected villagers and the park. The impact of pilgrims’ presence in the
reserve, concentrated along the core area, can be heavy. Therefore, there is a need to
regulate numbers and manage this pressure carefully.

The Task Force recommends that the authorities work out a plan for the above, which
should consider how the benefits of pilgrimage traffic — entry fees and charges collected
from shops — can be shared with local villagers. The Task Force is certain pilgrims will
appreciate they are paying homage at a forest shrine, which demands adherence to certain
rules and regulations. These shrines are sacred groves, which need community discipline
for protection.

The Task Force recommends that there should be a plan to share revenues from
tourism, including revenues earned by hotels and other like facilities in the park vicinity,
with local communities.

6. The productivity of forests in the areas outside the tiger reserve needs to be improved.
It is evident the pressure on Sariska from adjoining villages is unsustainable. But it is
equally evident that this cannot be controlled through mere fiat and increased force.

The Task Force recommends that urgent steps be taken by the park authorities,
working with the territorial forest department, to consult villagers in co-managing the
forests in the vicinity of the park. This plan will require greater investments in soil, water
and forest conservation. But it can only be done if villagers realise the benefits of this
protection.

The Task Force also recommends that park authorities work on an agreement with the
fringe villagers to increase investment in their lands, in return for their cooperation in
protecting the reserve.

7. An institutional mechanism to monitor progress in habitat improvement and people’s
involvement must be put in place. The Task Force recommends the plan for rehabilitation
should be carefully monitored by scientists, researchers and local Ncos, who should be
part of a park level management committee. All information, including the plans for
relocation of tigers and people, should be made freely available to the public.

The Task Force strongly recommends rehabilitation and protection of Sariska as a
tiger reserve, but urges once again that this will only be possible if there is a clear plan of
action, and determination and commitment to implement its different facets.
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