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• Nepa l’s government will continue the transloca tion of grea ter one-horned rhinos within 
Chitwan Na tiona l Pa rk to address overpopula tion in the western sector, despite 
opposition from loca l tourism entrepreneurs citing potentia l economic impacts. 

• The transloca tion a ims to ensure a  susta inable and evenly distributed rhino popula tion, 
mitiga te non-poaching-rela ted dea ths, and reduce risks from flooding and poaching in 
the western region, officia ls say. 

• Tourism entrepreneurs in the western sector, however, a rgue tha t the reloca tion lacks 
adequa te resea rch, will ha rm loca l tourism-dependent economies, and say the western 
region rema ins the most suitable habita t for rhinos. 

Se e  All Ke y Ide a s 

KATHMANDU — Authoritie s in  Nepa l say they’ll con tinue  a  transloca tion  program  to 
even  ou t the  d istribu tion  of rh inos in  the  popula r Ch itwan Nationa l Pa rk, desp ite  
protests from  tourism  opera tors and  concerns from  conse rva tion ists. 

The  grea te r one-horned  rh ino (Rhinoceros unicornis) represents a  conse rva tion  
success story for Nepa l — going from  a  low of a round 100 in  the  1960s to  752 as of 
the  2021 census, with  694 in  Chitwan. But too m any rh inos in  the  pa rk’s weste rn  
sector, popula r with  tourists , m ay be  contribu ting to  a  curren t increase  in  m orta lity 
ra tes, p rom pting the  Departm ent of Na tiona l Pa rks and  Wild life  Conserva tion  
(DNPWC) to  launch  a  program  in  March  to  m ove  som e rh inos to  the  easte rn  sector. 

An in itia l six rh inos have  been  transloca ted , and  the  p lan  is  to  m ove  another four 
soon . But tourism  opera tors in  the  weste rn  sector have  protested  the  decision , 
saying it will hurt the ir business as tourists  com e to  the  a rea  to  see  the  an im als. 

“We a re  aware  of som e  rese rva tions from  loca l tourism  en trepre neurs. But the  
transloca tion  program  will continue ,” sa id  Hari Bhadra  Acharya , sen ior ecologist 
and  inform ation  office r a t the  DNPWC. 
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While  not ye t pub lish ing the  study tha t recom m ended ca rrying out transloca tions, 
the  governm ent has cited  severa l reasons for doing so. 

A 2022 study looking a t m orta lity cases found a  sign ificant decline  in  poaching 
dea ths from  2008-2018, thanks to  in tensified  com m unity-based  law enforcem ent 
m easures. However, the re  was a lso a  notab le  increm ent in  non-poaching dea ths 
during th is pe riod , including from  ind ividua l rh inos figh ting each  othe r and  from  
a ttacks by tige rs, whose  popula tion  has a lso flourished  across Nepa l. 

Various theories have  been  proposed  to  expla in  these  dea ths, bu t the  m ost wide ly 
be lieve d  is  tha t the re  a re  too m any rh inos packed  in to the  weste rn  region  of 
Chitwan. Evening out the  rh ino d istribu tion  across the  pa rk is  one  of the  reasons 
for transloca tion , Acharya  sa id . 
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Dhaniram  Chaudhary, a  tourism  entrepreneur in  the  Nawalpur a rea  in  the  west of 
the  pa rk, told  Mongabay tha t he ’s not convinced  abou t th is ra tiona le . He  sa id  the  
transloca tions a re  be ing ca rried  out withou t adequa te  resea rch  and  ca lled  on  
au thoritie s to  reconside r and  ha lt the  program . 

“Tourists  com e to  see  the  rh inos and  th is contribu tes to  the  loca l econom y. But if 
the  governm ent takes them  away force fu lly, it will hurt tourism ,” he  added . 

But officia ls say the  transloca tion  is  im portan t to  ensure  a  susta inable  and  viab le  
popu la tion  of rh inos in  the  pa rk. “We a re  a lso doing the  transloca tion  to  address 
two m ajor security th rea ts to  the  an im al in  the  weste rn  sector,” Acharya  told  
Mongabay. “The  weste rn  sector of the  pa rk is  loca ted  downstrea m  of the  Rapti 
River and  is  prone  to  flood ing,” he  sa id , adding tha t the re ’s not e nough h igh  ground 
in  the  a rea  for the  an im als to  ride  out the  flooding. 

The  o the r issue  is  re la ted  to  poaching. In  January la st yea r, a  14-year-old  fem ale  
rh ino and  he r 4-year-old  ca lf were  am bushed  using a  cable  hooked  up  to  a  tem ple ’s 
power supply line  on  the  weste rn  fringes of the  pa rk. “The  incide nt prom pted  us to  
take  action  to  preve nt sim ila r inciden ts in  the  fu ture  as rh inos were  en te ring 
people ’s crop  fie lds a t n ight, m aking them  e asy prey for poachers,” Acharya  sa id . 



Authoritie s p lan  to  rad io-colla r the  transloca ted  rh inos to  track the ir m ovem e nts 
and  obse rve  if they re turn  to  the  weste rn  sector on  the ir own. “This will give  us an  
ind ica tion  of how su itab le  the  hab ita t is  in  the  easte rn  sector,” Acharya  sa id . 

Although officia ls say the  de nsity of rh inos in  the  weste rn  sector increased  as the  
an im als were  pushed  downstream  by floods, conse rva tion ists d ispute  th is. The y say 
tha t changes in  the  Rapti River, vita l to  the  na tiona l pa rk, b rought about by 
increased  hum an se ttlem ent in  its  headwate rs, have  led  to  land  degrada tion  and  
increased  silt in  the  wa te r. 

“This could  have  reshaped  the  rive rbed , bu ried  wa te rholes previously used  by 
rh inos and  crea ted  dry conditions,” sa id  Bed Bahadur Khadka , form er conse rva tion  
office r a t the  na tiona l pa rk. Additiona lly, the  construction  of d ikes a long the  pa rk’s 
easte rn  pa rt has a lte red  the  rive r’s flow, m aking the  easte rn  sector le ss favorable  
for rh inos, he  sa id . 

The  presence  of som e  hum an se ttlem en ts, re loca ted  in  the  ea rly 1990s, and  
upsca le  hote ls, shut down in  2012, in  the  ea ste rn  side  of the  pa rk a lso p layed  an  
im portan t role  in  m ain ta in ing the  rh ino habita t in  the  a rea , Khadka  sa id . He  sa id  
both  the  se ttlem en t residents and  hote l sta ff had  constructed  m akeshift cana ls and  
ponds in  a reas frequented  by rh inos. The  re sidents d id  so for the ir rice  fie lds; the  
hote l sta ff to  a ttract wild life  for tourists . But with  the  se ttlem e n ts and  the  hote ls 
gone , pa rk au thoritie s haven’t continue d  the  e fforts, Khadka  sa id . 

Chaudhary, the  tourism  entreprene ur, sa id  the  transloca ted  rh inos like ly to  re turn  
to  the  weste rn  sector a s it has the  m ost su itab le  habita t for rh inos, pa rticu la rly for 
breeding and  ra ising ca lves. 

“The  resources used  in  transloca tion  could  have  been  put in to be tte r use  
e lsewhere ,” he  sa id . 

Ba nner Im a ge : A one-horned rhino in the wild. Ima ge courtesy of USAID. 
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