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forest teeming with
wildlife. Butin 1983 a terrible
massacre took place in which 41
rhinos (unofficially 70) were
Killed there by poachers.

For a few years after that.
itinerant animals strayed in trom
nearby rhino-bearing areas, but
never for enough time orin large
enough numbers to establish a
viable population within the park.
Subsequently. even the deer
found in the park began to be
killed and consumed by local
poachers.

Today. there is not a single
rhino in Laokhawa, and the
sanctuary is one large paddy field
with farmers frecly moving
around in it. Row upon row o
semul and koroi tree stubs are a
silent testimony to the glory which
wias once Lackhawa wildlife
sanctuary. And so, an important
rhino reserve — once linked to
other rhimo habitats in Assam.
such as Kuziranga, Orang.,
Pabitori. and Burrha Sapori - -
has vanished into thin air

Even when members of the
Asian rhino specialist group of the
TUCN met at Jaldapura in West
Bengal in 1993, there was only a
- cursory mention of this tragic
event. The Laokhawa case is not
unique. Nor is it only a problem
of massive biodiversity loss 1t 1
the case of a healthy rhina
preserve that stowly und without
resistance vanished from the eyes
of conservationists and the public
ahke.

In the early 1980k, when vested
interests were establishing the
first immigrant Bangladeshi
colonies an the periphery of
Laokhawi. not many people
rused a hue and ery The Forest
Department did o 1o court with
case but they repeatediy lost And
in 1983, when the sanctuary Jost
allats rhinos, (which incidentaly
constituted nearly five per cent ol
the one-horned thine waorld
population), hardIy aovoiee was
heard inprotest

Considering that the highly
vnd, nu.-.r-,d rhino exsted only i
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was once a haven for wild animals, especially

with dugoul canoes fmﬂ fishing
boats, while the grassllnds **

rhinos. But today it has died a tragic death

resembled a pasturelantt that had
once seen far better days.” =+

Although, technically, thé® ~

! : : villages were outside the
due to human interference, as Vivek Menqn ey ot he pare ey of s
: = i them encroached into the
M «.\.: Sy R i A sanctuary, and all of them exerted.
one of wiwth wis Fasiawa the = YoltoVi khawa— forthe ® some biotic pressure on it. Guards

case deserved a more vociferous
public hearing. While NGOs and
conservationists in Assam and
outside had taken up the issuc of
rhino being poached in better
known sanctuaries such-as
Kaziranga, the case of Laokhuwa,
the vanishing sanctuary that lies in
the backyard of one of Assam's
largest towns, Naogaon,
astonishingly received no natice
atall.

The sanctuary, which is
technically under the Naogaon
Wildlife Division, continued to he
run from the Range Office it
Gorajan. 20 odd kilometres away.
Mcunwhile. the immigrant
population was rapudly increasing,
and successive Runge Officers
who tried o exereise some
control. had to fuce the wrath of
local pohiticians and village
hoodlums who ran the umber
bustocess

()n!} for a year did Laokhawa
enjuy a respite, when a Range
Officer on his first wildlife posting
resisted the colonization efforts
But even Pankay Sarma. who s
now posted at Kaziranga, had to
face the wrath of the local
populace before he could eaert
some authornity. Once he was
assaulted with a nfle butt, leaving
him with a cracked skull and .
shaken morale. To his credit,
however, he returned from
hosputi! determined to strengthen
park authority i resulve he
etlectinely carned out tll fns
transfer from Laokhawa

My recent visit 10 the sanctuary
culnunated i hive-year interest m
the area. Although the
Cionernment continued torecond
thinos in the Faokliwa comnplea
1owas well Ko that na hime
populianion existed in the srea
Duning my tour visits to Assam
arounid that time L was ads

ised

- charge a few mq'l‘uhs carlier, Ojha

area con:amcd no wildlife.

spoke of lax. even corrupt officers
Ontbe first of May 1995. thc

. who at some time or the other had
semngRinge r.Ojha; m " allowed the gradual bleeding of
five of hisstaff Yentured out'on a th;,sanctuarv A thin treeline
(gskm was lgng overdue at Lao.. scpara!ed the now exhausted
khawa sanctuary. Their mission pasturelands of Lgokhnwa from
was to seize logs that they knew the Burrha Sapori Reserve
had been felled the day befor& jim—Fores, an area that the Forest
the sanctuary. Eyer since taking ~ Department is now thinkidg of
declaring a wildlife sanctyary.
Although the Burrha Sapon still
has a relatively pood habitat, its
wolated protection holds hittle
biodiversity value when all
existing links are being broken.
Today. Laokhawa has lost all
connection with Kaziranga in the
south-east is colomzation on both
sides of the bridee over the
Brahmiputra has tiken over the
reserve loresis Sumilarly, the
Laokhawi- Lurrha Sapon
complex wa- connected 10 Orang
through the hechmara Reserve
Forests  aconnection all but

had systematically patrolied the
70 sq km park on the lookout for
tllegal timber, smugglers and
fishermen.

Range Officer Ojha's tusk was
clear enough. What he had not
bargained for, however. was the
organized fashion in which the lo-
cal nmber mafia operated inside
the sanctuary. For barely had he
serze J the logs than he and his
men were surrounded by aomob of
villagers from the northern
houndary of the sanctuary. In the
resulting assault on the park :
ulficials, two of Ojhir's guards broken now The highly
were critically injured, while four  endangered dhinos started.
olhers., maudml..'(')’h.TﬁTﬁ'lTﬂ— therefore, to ive i small pockets
received injuries that required of protecied sanctuanes of “safe
medical attention deposit lockers icld away from

In May 1995, a day after the poachers and taders by
assilt ook place, while driving concerned officls _"”‘I
along ill-mamntained dirt tracks conmeriabios st Then wame the
that led 1o 1, | saw the burgeoning diglight robbery of TUSHand the
clusters of new colonies of immi- Laokhawa rhino population
erant Bangladeshis vanished under therr very noses

Fxisting alongside the okl Loakhaw s astory with
forest \'i||ilg(.‘.‘i thit once were the lesson Lor conservatiomists Ina
only evidence ol human
population around [aokhawa, the
new settlements were adding
pressure on the land

[nan hour's nde through the
middle embankment . | counted
over S0 cattle and more than
SX) human héings inside the
sanctuanry - Fhus the sanctuany
must have lad about TR heads
of ivestock and at least 2,00
people All the Lurpe beels or
Lakes within the park, once an
impartant wintening ground for

State where the forests are pro-
hably facine the brgeest ever
threat an there history 1 ok
represcats the cud ot chaper
unless i drate action - tiken
The trocex al ] ok hawa s
that it v waenliv destroyed Iy
Ruman creeed cath the so-catled ™
versc Iy al
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the witdd 1o e stont
spechitors roturned from the
satteteaty Lo Loy soadd and

ashamict i mournimg its doeih
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