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~ -THE GREAT INDIAN ONE-HORNED RHINOCEROS (RHINOCEROS
! UNICORNIS) WITH SPECIAL REFERENCE TO ITS MAIN
; SANCTUARY, KAZIRANGA, IN ASSAM*
By
Richard Waller

There are five species of rhinoceros still in existence. Two of
these are found in Africa and three in Asia; of the three in Asia only j[he
Indian One-Horned Rhinoceros holds out any . real hope of being
breserved for future generations. The other two are the Javan One-
Horned and the Sumatran Two-Horned, both of which are down to

| 20-50 individuals at the most,

| The present status of the Great Indian One-Horned Rhinoceros is
also that of an endangered species, and:is entered as such in the. ‘Red
Book’ of the |.U.C.N. Its numbers are estimated at about 805 in all,
and these concentrated in a limited -area . along the base of the
Himalayan foothills from the Nepal terai in 'the west, through the north

- of West Bengal into Assam in the east.

The situation in Nepal is depressing as regards present numbers,
but very hopeful in recent conservation legislation. [n 1964 the
estimate was 185 (E.P. Gee-Wildlife of India): in 1966 it was 100 or
less (J. Spillett—Bombay Natural History Society Journal Vol. 63.3);
but it is doubtful if more than 80 now remain—all in the Royal
Chitawan National Park. The hopeful aspect is that Chitawan has
recently been declared a National Park.

50,000 to 80,000 villagers live ontthe borders of the Park and upto
recently, grazed many thousands of cattle within the Park_ whose rhino
habitat has now been virtually destroyed, with the exception of the 150
. acres around ‘Tiger Tops’. This area has been leased to the compan'y
[ for 15 years by the Govt. of Nepal and the company protects it

carefully so that their many foreign clients may see rhino. In 1970,
- -and | quote from my own notes of two years ago, ‘“The numbers of

—

*Reproduced from from ‘Cheetal’ Vol; 15, No. 1 (June 1972).
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represent the maximum that can be carried, and they should not be
allowed to increase further, though range conditions do appear to be
good. A careful study is needed, as social conditions could be
aggravated with consequent fighting for territorial space.

There is, of course, the ever present danger of poaching for the
rhino’s horn, and killings do still occur as the poachers areé
professionals. They come in by night, lie up till dawn when they
shoot a rhino or sometimes kill in a previously prepared pit, lie up again
till night fall and then escape with their spoil. More regular patrols, in
small groups and armed, since the poachers will fight, and equipped with
two-way radio sets could almost eliminate rhino poaching. The
present Divisional Forest Officer, who has a real love and knowledge of
the sanctuary, takes the poaching hazard very seriously and is doing an
excellent job, well backed by his Range Officer, Forest Guards and
Game Watchers as well as fifty special armed Guards. There are 23
permanent guard camps in and on the edge of the sanctuary, with at
least 3 men in each. Between all camps, lines are re-cut after the mon-
soon, in October, to facilitate movement of anti-poaching patrols es well
as observation of animals. In certain cases where the terrain in very
difficult, one or two elephants (normally for tourist use) will be sent
out for a period to patrol a particular area. There is a patrolling staff
of about 80 (mostly Forest Guards and Game Watchers) assisted by 50
armed Home Guards: the latter are expressly for use against the gangs
of professional armed poachers. Rewards are paid to guards involved
in fights with poachers: Rs. 200 to each guard directly involved in
countering a poaching attempt, and between Rs. 50 and Rs. 80 to staff
not directly involved but who helped in the operation.

| continue on a more personal note to give an idea of the richness
of Kaziranga. We spent several evenings at a certain bridge over a
water course in the Kaziranga block about 4 kms. into the sanctuary.
From here, just before and after sunset, the wealth of this sanctuary’'s
wildlife could be fully realised. There were never less than five rhino.
either partly submerged in water or grazing on the banks, within 60
metres of us, and one evening there were eight. To one side and
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beyond the tall reeds, where the swamp partridges (Francolinus gularis)
were calling, stretched the open grasslands where swamp deer stags
were grazing in the late sunlight and numerous hog deer were just
discernible in the swaying grass. The whistle of an otier then drew our
attention to the water below and there was a pair swimming past,
their heads above the water. One of them, nearing the bank, stood on
his hind legs and lcoked at us before they both dived off at speed,
leaving lines of bubbles on the surface. On the silk-cotton tree
(Bombax ceiba) above us, were two pelicans and five open-bill storks
and, in the reed bed below, two purple herons, a large egret and a
black bittern. Dupetor flavicollis), while a few minutes later a chestnut
bittern (Ixobrychus cinnamoneus) flew in, his rich cinnamon colour as if
lit from inside in the last rays of the sunset. Before the sun finally
left us that evening the head of a swimming body was seen moving
across a stretch of open water only about 50 m. away; we thought at
first it was a large otter, but as we looked more carefully the creature
swam into sunlit water ang we could see the separate scales on the
head of the fine monitor lizard.

Another evening in a nearby ‘bil’ | watched three rhino apparently
cropping the underwater grass, recently flooded. All three were below
the surface, showing only the horn and two ears clearly. Every minute
or so, one or other of the rhino would snbmerge completely, disappear-
ing from view for about 10 seconds and then re-surface with bits of
mud and grass dropping from its lips. They must have been just in
their depth most of the time, at nearly 2 m. of water, but now and again

one of them would clearly swim in order to take up a fresh position on
the bottom of the ‘bil’,

Once | watched a bull thino at close quarters alternately cropping
grass and then water hyacinth, If only more of them would take to

eating this insidious weed, it might not be such a menace !

It is unwise to walk much in highly populated rhino country unlgss
one has a following domestic elephant. Rhino are not aggressive
unless with calf, only curious to explore a certain smell or noise. Such
a human smell must have agitated the two that came snorting and
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