
For all their size and fe ro c i t y, tigers are hard
to find when they don’t want to be fo u n d .
Indian wildlife biologist A.J.T. Johnsingh
(right, in the Te rai Arc) and his co l l e a g u e s
a c ro ss the border in Nepal use animal
t racks, camera traps and other clues to learn
whether linking a chain of wildlife re s e r ve s
and other co n s e r vation measures are
working. The animals they want to save
h ave their backs up against the Himalaya s .



In d i a ’s Rajaji National Park, which lies 1 4 0 miles nort h e as t
of New D e l h i, is bisected by the slow- m oving Ganges just
south of where the river tumbles out of the Hi m a l a y as. In the
p ast, tigers, elephants and other animals had little trouble
crossing the river in this region, but now roads, train tracks,
irrigation canals, a multitude of temples and ashrams and a
m i l i t a ry ammunition depot pose a formidable barrier, creating
t wo s e p a r a te park areas. The riverside forest Johnsingh led us
through is the last mile and a half of corridor between the two
p a rts of Rajaji National Park. Johnsingh has stru ggled for years
to keep this crucial forest link intact so that populations of
animals don’t get stranded on one side or the other.

Johnsingh, a wildlife biologist with the World Wi l d l i f e
Fu n d ’s India branch and the Nature Conservation Fo u n d a-
tion, w as excited by the prospect that the tigress might ven-
ture across the river and mate with tigers in the we s te rn
half of Rajaji, giving the isolated, declining tiger population
there a much-needed boost of fresh genes. “For more than
20 years I’ve seen the habitat get mostly worse in Ra j a j i , ”
Johnsingh said. “This tiger’s track on the riverbank te lls me
we might be turning the co rner and that maybe we can re-
s tore and maintain tigers in this park, and beyond.”

The effort to p r e s e rv e this habitat spanning the Ga n g e s
is but a small part of a grand co n s e rvation experiment being

co n d u c ted at the base of the Hi m a l a y as
in nort h e rn India and we s te rn Ne p a l ,
a l o n g a green ribbon of forest and tall
g r assland called the Terai (Sanskrit for
“ l o w l a n d s ”) Arc. One of the wo r l d ’s
most diverse landscapes, it is also one of
the most imperiled. Between Rajaji and
Parsa Wildlife Re s e rv e, about 620 miles
to the east in Nepal, lie several prote c t-
ed areas that co n s e rvationists hope to
string together as a stronghold f o r
tigers, leopards, Asian elephants and
other endangered species.

The need for such an approach is
a c u te, and growing. To d a y, In d i a ’s eco-
nomic boom threatens to oblite r a te the
11 percent of the nation that s t i ll s h e l-
ters large mammals. There is a huge de-
mand for wood and sto n e for co n s t ru c-
t i o n. New roads, including one call e d
the Golden Quadrilateral, a multil a n e
highway that links In d i a ’s major cities,
gobble up and fr agment wildlife habitat.
At the same time, many Indians remain
d e s p e r a te ly poor. Some people poach
wild animals to put food on their tables,
and they co llect wood from prote c te d

forests for cooking. Illegal wildlife traders also hire the poor
to poach tigers and other animals, paying them money they
cannot match at other jobs. The skin and bones of a tiger
fetch traders thousands of dollars on the black marke t .

In Nepal, the problems h ave been even worse. A d e a d ly
conflict has raged for more than a decade between the gov-
e rnment and a homegrown Maoist insurgency. In Fe b ru a ry
2 0 0 5, King Gy a nendra assumed absolute control of the
g ov e rn m e n t . Massive pro-democracy demonstrations in
Ka tm a n d u and other cities, in which 17 p r o te s ters we r e
k i lled and many more injured, f o r ce d h i m to resto r e
Parliament in A p r i l of this year. The Maoists h ave ag r e e d
to peace talks, but whether they will now join the political
p r o cess or return to armed conflict was an open question
as this magazine went to press.

In tense fighting in the past five years has put Ne p a l ’s
tigers, rhinos and elephants at greater risk, because it has
d i v e rted law enforce m e n t ’s attention away from the ill e g a l
k i lling of wild animals, which appears to be on the rise. T h e
hostilities have also scared away to u r i s t s—one of the na-
t i o n’s largest sources of foreign exchange. Tourism gives
value to wildlife and helps ensure i ts surv i v a l.

In a sense, the prote c ted areas of the Terai A r c frame a
big idea—that tigers, elephants, rhinos and human beings
can live together along the base of the Hi m a l a y as, one of
the most beautiful places on ea rth. The n o t i o n of creating
v ast inte rnational co n s e rvation areas by linking small e r
ones isn’t new—some co n s e rvationists have proposed co n-

i t was nearly d u s k
when A .J.T. Johnsingh set off at his
usual forced-march pace down a
dusty path hugging the eas te rn
bank of the Ganges River in Ra j a j i
National Park. Johnsingh, one of
In d i a ’s foremost co n s e rvation biol-
ogists, was looking for tiger tracks,
though he hadn’t seen any here in
years. Ev e ry few yards, he trotte d
off the path and onto the sandy
riverbank, calling out the names of
birds and plants he spotted along
the way. Suddenly he stopped and
p o i n ted at a p a w p r i n t—a tigress.
Any other tracks she left had been
o b l i te r a ted by human footprints,
bicycle treads and the mingled
tracks of cattle, goats, deer, pigs
and elephants. But we we r e
t h r i lled: so m ewhere, not far away,
a tiger was stirring.

JOHN SEIDENSTICKER is a scientist at Sm i t h s o n i a n ’s
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The Te rai Arc (above) is one of the last places in the wo r l d
w h e re tigers (a track near the Ganges River in India,
o p p o s i te), rhinos and elephants live together in the wild.
Political chaos in Nepal disrupted co n s e r vation (an anti-
poaching pat rol in Royal Chitwan National Park) and scare d
off to u r i sts, but now the country appears to be stabilizing. 



p r o d u ce timber, with its te a k and eucalyptus trees plant-
ed in straight lines. But the area is also rich in the big
rocks favored for co n s t ruction materials. Jo h n s i n g h
p o i n ted to men hauling boulders in a dry riverbed. Fr o m
there the boulders were pitche d o n to trucks and driven
to railway heads, where wo r kers crushed them with
s l e d g eh a m m e r s. This backbreaking work is done by the
v e ry poor, who camp in squalor where they to i l and sur-
vive by g a t h e ri n g f i r ewood and poaching in the surround-
ing forests. Boulder mining was banned in some In d i a n
p a r k s , whereupon the miners promptly moved their oper-
ations outside the prote c ted areas. Johnsingh believ e s
that a better solution would be to permit boulder mining
along developed stretches of riverbed and prohibit it
where wildlife needs p as s ag ew a y s .

Emerging from the forest about 20 miles from the
Nepal border, we inched in our four-wheel-drive vehicle
along a two-lane highway crowded with pedestrians and an
impossible as s o rtment of cattle ca rts, bicycles and moto r-
cycles, overflowing pedicabs, taxis, cars large and small ,
buses, tru c k s and t r a c to r- p u lled trailers. This is a prosper-
ous area, thanks to d a m s that provide power to vill ag e s a n d
w a ter for irrigated agriculture. No tiger could nav i g a te this
maze, but Johnsingh has identi-
fied a potential forest co r r i d o r
to the north through which i t
could make its way.

E n tering Nepal, Jo h n s i n g h
hands us over to Ma h e n d r a
S h r e s tha, director of the Sav e
the Tiger Fu n d. We had been
u n e asy about going into Ne p a l.
The conflict with the Ma o i s ts
h as killed some 13,000 people
here since 1996, most of them in
the v e ry co u n t ryside to which 
we were headed. In s u m m e r
2 0 0 5, five of Shrestha’s field as-
sistants were killed when their
jeep ran over a land mine like ly
p l a n ted by the Maoists. But i n
S e p tember 2005, the insurgents
had begun a unilateral, four-
m o n t h-long ce as e-fire, and our
trip had been timed to coincide with it.

We spent the night in Ma h e n d r a n ag a r, a small town at
the edge of Sh u k l aph a n ta. A battalion of about 600 s o l-
diers is stationed inside and around the park. In the
1970s, when poaching of rhinos and tigers was r a m p a n t,
the Royal Ne p a le s e Army took over security in Ne p a l ’s
national parks and wildlife reserves. S i n cethe insurgency
b e g a n, the army has d ev o ted more effort to quelling it a n d
defending i t s e l f than to p a t r o lling for poachers. Soldiers
were moved from forest outposts to fortified bases, giving
both Maoists and poachers greater fr e e d o m in the forests.

Shu k l aphanta contains 40 s q u a r e m i l es of g r assland sur-
rounded by a forest of sal trees. Some of the tallest gras s e s
in the world, standing more than 20 feet high, thrive here.
Driving along a ru t ted dirt road, we sa w wild boar, spotte d
d e e r and even a small herd of hog deer—the rarest deer of
the Terai Arc. But we had come to find out how ti g e r s,
leopards, e l e p h a n t s and rhinos, so attractive to poachers,
were faring with the army preoccupied with the Ma o i s t s .

A glimpse of two elephants, one rhino track and o n e
tiger track next to a wate r hole b o l s tered our spirits. In fact,
the park’s warden, Tika Ram Adhikari, told us t h a t c a m e r a
t r a ps had rece n t ly documente d 17 adult tigers here, for a
total estimated population of 30, which means they’re as
dense in this area as in any place they live.

Ad h i k a r i’s usual ebull i e n ce ev a p o r a te d at a w a te r h o l e
l i t tered with dead and dying fish. Cans of pesticide—used to
stun and kill fish so they float to the surface—lay on the shore
alongside fishing nets. Po a c h e r s had dropped the tools of their
t r ade and vanished upon our arrival. At another nearby wate r
hole, a distraught Ad h i k a r i p o i n ted out a set of tiger tracks,
n o r m a lly a cause for cheer but now worrisome. What if the
tiger had d runk from the poisoned pond? Even more trou-
bling was the thought that local attitudes toward the park and

its wildlife might be shifting.
From Sh u k l a p hanta we co n t i n u e d

e ast along the highway toward Royal 
Bardia National Park, Ne p a l ’s n e x t
p r o te c ted area, s topping often a t
h e av i ly fortified checkpoints so that 
armed soldiers could inspect our cre-
d e n t i a l s. The soldiers’ behavior was
e n t i r e ly professional; these were not
hopped-up te e n agers brandishing ri-
fles in our faces. But we stayed alert, 
aware that there are good and bad
guys on both sides of the co n f l i c t.
For example, the NepaleseArmy has
been accused of to rture and other
abuses, and Maoists h ave been
known to i n v i te people to step saf e ly
outside before blowing up a building.

mao i s t insurgents co n t r o l
more than half of Royal Bardia Na-

tional Pa r k ’s 375 square miles. As we sipped scotch af ter din-
ner at Bardia’s n e a r ly empty Tiger Tops Ka rnali Lodge, t h e
ev e n i n g ’s q u i e t w as shattered by the sounds of s h o u t i n g ,
c l ashing gongs and thumping dru m s—v i ll agers trying to
drive off elephants intent on eating u n h a rv e s te d r i ce. We
heard the same ruckus the next two nights. With noise
pretty much their only defense, the vill agers are out-
m a t c h e d by the crop-raiding pachyderms. Between eating
it and stomping it, just a few elephants can destroy a vil-
l ag e ’s rice crop in a night or two .

We caught up with the marauders the next af te rn o o n o n

necting Ye ll o w s tone to the Yu kon, for instance — b u t
nowhere has the approach gone as far as it has in the Te r a i
A r c. This past fall, we traveled the length of the region on
behalf of the Smithsonian’s National Zoological Park and
t h e co n s e rvation organization S ave the Tiger Fund. On pre-
vious visits we ’d seen signs of flourishing wildlife. But given
a recent plague of poaching in India and the hostilities in
Nepal, we wondered how much would be l e f t .

the brothers A . S. and N. S. Negi are separated by 1 8
years of age but are united in their passion for co n s e rv a t i o n .
N. S., now 81, served for many years as a forest ranger in Cor-
bett National Park, 20 miles to the east of Rajaji; 
A. S. Negi was Corbett’s director in the early 1990s. Now both
retired, the brothers and Jo h n s i n g h formed a small organiza-
tion called Operation Eye of the Ti g e r in 1996 to p r o tect tigers
and p r e s e rve their beloved p a r k, named for Jim Corbett, the
British hunter who killed numerous man-eating tigers in
n o rt h e rn India in the first half of the 20th ce n t u ry. We met
up with the Negi brothers in the b u colic Mandal Va lley that
forms the nort h e rn boundary of the p a r k.

Eye of the Ti g e r h as helped 1,20 0 families in the area b u y
liquid petroleum gas co n n e c tors, which all o wst h e m to co o k
with gas instead of wood. This h as helped reduce the amoun t
of firewood burned by each family by up to 6,600 to 8,800
pounds per year. Not only does this save the forest for
wildlife, it also saves women and girls from the arduous tas k

of co llecting firewood—and the danger of enco u n tering a
tiger or elephant. Un f o rt u n a te ly, A . S. Negi says, the price of
bottled gas, once low, is rising in energy-hungry In d i a a n d
may soon be out of reach of most vill agers. Through addi-
tional subsidies, the Negis told us, they persuaded some vil-
l agers to replace their free-ranging scrub cattle, which graze
in wildlife habitat, with animals that yield more milk and are
kept in stalls. But we wondered what such small steps might
h ave to do with tiger co n s e rv a t i o n .

T h e next morning we found out. We d r ove to the border
of the tiger reserve and hiked in, and soon we spotted the
tracks of a tiger that had foll o wed the very trail we were on
for about 100 yards before it padded overland to the river
b e l o w. This tiger would make an easy mark for a poacher,
but she was quite fearlessly there, sharing this valley with
the vill agers. Before the Negis began their work, poaching
w as rampant in this area. It seems their attention to the v i l-
l agers has indeed made a difference, and we think the les-
son is clear: if tigers are to s u rvive in this landscape, it will
happen one vill age at a time.

Most of the forest between Corbett and t h e Ro y a l
S h u k l a p h anta Wildlife Re s e rve in Ne p a l is managed to

Poachers kill rhinos for their horns (which a re used not in
a p h rodisiacs but traditional nost r u m s). But most charismat i c
species are slaughte red for their hides (co n f i s c ated leopard ,
s n a ke and tiger skins in Nepal, above). Many poachers escape
p at rols by soldiers, but prison awaits those who are caught.

Is there room in the Te rai Arc for people and
w i l d l i fe? One win-win solution helped villagers
re p l a ce fo re st - fo raging cattle with a breed that
p ro d u ces more milk and is kept close to home.



f ew bright spots highlighted in the r e p o rt .
D e s p i te the obstacles— from boulder-mining to crop-

raiding—our t r averse of the arc largely confirmed the re-
p o rt ’s optimism and helped dispel our gloom. Here, tiger
numbers are increasing and tiger habitat is improv i n g. Ele-
phant numbers are also on the rise, and rhinos will surely

rebound if anti-poaching efforts can be resumed. Local
people are benefiting from co n s e rvation, too, although
much more needs to be done—such as surrounding crops
with trenches or plants unpalatable to animals and build-
ing more watchto we r s—to protect them from wild animals
roaming their backyards.

If the g o a l of a co n n e c ted, inte rnational co n s e rv a t i o n
landscape comes to fruition, the arc may become one of the
rare places where tigers, r h i n o s and Asian elephants s u rv i v e
in the wild. How it fares w i ll te ll us whether people and
wildlife can thrive to g e t h e r or if that is just a dream.

an elephant-back tour of the park. Our trained elephants
sensed the presence of their wild relatives in a dense patch
of trees, and o u r elephant drivers moved cautiously to w a r d
them so we could get a closer look. But with the first glimpse,
the animals we were riding backed away, and we r e t r e a te d
h as t i ly across a r i v e r. Three wild males—which we nick-
named the Bad Boys of Bardia—glowered at us from the
other side until, with the light failing, we f i n a lly departe d.

Wild elephants disappeared from Bardia many years
ago, but in the early 1990s, about 40 somehow fo und their
way back. No one is sure where they came fr o m—p e r h a p s
as far away as Corbett National Park—and today they num-
ber b e t ween 65 a n d 9 3. Copying a model pioneered in Chit-
wan, co n s e rvationists in Bardia wo r ked with local co m m u-
n i t y groups to p r o tect this forest and help them r a i se a n d
m a r ke t such cash crops as fruit and medicinal herbs.

In the buffer zone around Bardia, we met with
members of one of these associations, the Ka l p a n a
Wo m e n’s User Gr o u p. They told us that one r e ce n t ly
co m p l e ted project i s a watchto we r from which farmers
can spot wild elephants. They also told us they have pur-
c h ased biogas units so they no longer hav e to co llect fuel
wood in the forest. (Biogas units
co n v e rt human and animal was te
into methane, which is used to
fuel stoves and l a n te rn s.) Las t
y e a r, the women won a co n s e rv a-
tion award from the Wo r l d
Wildlife Fund program in Ne p a l,
and they used t h e 5 0, 0 0 0
Nepalese rupee prize (about
$ 7 0 0 ) to lend money to members
for s m a ll enterprises such as pig
and goat farms. These wo m e n ,
with sheer angry numbers, hav e
also arrested timber poachers
and received a share of the fines
imposed on the culprits.

B u t s u c cess breeds problems.
In the Basanta Fo r e s t , b e t we e n
Shu k l aphanta and Bardia, tigers
k i lled four people in 2005, and 30
elephants destroyed nine houses.
“ We like to have the wildlife back, ”
a member of a Basanta community group said to us. “No w
what are you going to do about it?” There is no easy answe r.

it ’s a day ’s drive—about 3 0 0 m i l e s—from Bardia to
Ne p a l ’s Royal Chitwan National Pa r k. Though tigers live
in the forests between the two parks, bustling towns in the
river canyons between them p r event the animals fr o m
m oving fr e e ly from one to the other.

Our excitement at finding fresh tiger tracks on a
r i v e rbank near a Chitwan beach faded af ter we e n tered the
p a r k i t s e l f. Moving in and out of forest and grassland, we

s coured the landscape looking for rhinos. In 2000, we saw
so many—at least a dozen during a three-hour elephant
r i d e —that they lost their allure. But on this morning, only
five years late r, we sp o t ted just one.

O n ly organized poaching could explain such large loss-
es. Poaching rhinos for their horns (which aren’t really
h o rns but co m p a c ted masses of hair used in traditional Chi-
nese medicine—not as an aphrodisiac as is widely believed)
w as rampant in the 1960s. After poaching was curbed by
the army beginning around 1975, rhino numbers rapidly re-
covered. But here, as in Bardia and Shu k l aphanta, the
Nepalese Army abandoned the park’s interior to f i g h t
Ma o i s t s, and the poachers returned in force.

Ev e n t u a lly, though, the loss of the park’s 200 or 300 rhi-
n o s spurred warden Shiva Raj Bhatta to action. He told us
that in the few months before our visit, he had arrested more
than 80 poachers—a ll now languishing in a local jail. Un d e r
the leadership of a hard-nosed colonel, the army, to o , had re-
p o rte d ly s tepped up its anti-poaching patrols.

More enco u r aging still, Chuck Mc D o u g a l , a longt i m e
Smithsonian research as s o c i a te and a tiger watcher for more
than 30 years, i n f o r m e d us that a census he’d just co m p l e ted 

found all 18 tigers in western
Chitwan present and acco u n te d
f o r. W h a t ’s more, Mc D o u g a l r e-
p o rted, a pair of wild elephants
we r e t u rning up regularly—a mixed
blessing. A n d the first group of
American tourists in more than
t wo years had just c h e c ked in at 
C h i t w a n’s first tourist lodge.

In 2005, Nepal reco r d e d
2 77,000 foreign visitors, down
from 4 9 2,000 in 1999. A l t h o u g h
tourists hav e l a r g e ly escaped the
a t tention of Maoist rebels, some
v i s i tors have been forced to pay a
“tax” to armed insurgents. T h e
possibility of getting caught in a
crossfire or of being blown up by
one of the mines that lurk under
ce rtain roads has kept to u r i s t s
a w a y. In Baghmara, on the
northern border of Chitwan,

tourist dollars offer an incentive to v i ll ages to to l e r a te tigers
and rhinos, but with tourism at a nadir and tiger attacks on
the rise, to l e r a n ce is we a r i n g t h i n .

the save the tiger fu n d r e ce n t ly reported t h a t
tigers now live in only 7 p e r cent of their historic ranges
across Asia. At the same time, the amount of habitat oc-
cupied by tigers has fallen by 40 percent in the last te n
years. A f ter 35 years of working to promote the co n s e rv a-
tion of tigers and other large mammals, we find these sta-
tistics te r r i b ly depressing. But the Terai Arc is one of the

“Experiencing the Te rai Arc from elephant back is
the tre a s u re of a life t i m e,” s ays story author John
S e i d e n st i c ker (with co-author Susan Lumpkin in
N e p a l ’s Royal Chitwan National Park). “You always
h ave the feeling that, nearby, a tiger is watc h i n g .”

C a m e ra traps, triggered by infra red sensors, a l l ow biologist s
to est i m ate wildlife populations and, in some cases, identify
individuals. Elephant bulls (although not the juve n i l e, above)
h ave dist i n c t i ve tusks; tigers have dist i n c t i ve st r i p e s, and
sometimes you really can te l l a leopard by its spots.
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