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US funding shortfall halts 
Nepal’s rhino census, sparks 
debate over methods 
 
DEEPAK ADHIKARI 
29 MAY 2025 
 
Nepa l ca nceled its 2025 rhino census citing a  funding shortfa ll following the Trump 
Administra tion’s pullout of USAID funding. 

• The tra ditiona l census method, which uses elepha nt-mounted tea ms to sweep 
dense forests, is la bor-intensive, costly, da ngerous a nd outda ted, wildlife experts 
sa y.   

• Field resea rchers recount encounters with wild elepha nts a nd tigers during pa st 
censuses, ca lling for sa fer, non-inva sive methods like genetic a na lysis a nd ca mera  
tra ps.   

• While some officia ls defend the va lue of the ela bora te census, others a rgue Nepa l 
must modernize its a pproa ch to better protect its rhinos a nd the personnel 
involved in the census. 

KATHMANDU — In  March  2021, dozens of e lephants m arched  through the  
grasslands and  sa l (Shorea  robusta ) forests of Chitwan Nationa l Pa rk, the ir ride rs 
a rm ed with  GPS devices and  note books, sea rch ing for one  of Asia ’s m ost iconic 
m egafauna : the  grea te r one-horned  rh inoceros (Rhinoceros unicornis). 

The  labor-in te nsive  ce nsus m obilized  m ore  than  300 peop le  and  spanned  three  
protected  a reas and  21 habita t b locks. It ended  with  a  popula tion  estim a te  of 752 
rh inos — a  16% increase  from  the  la st census in  2015, ra ising hope  for the  species 
classified  as ‘vulne rable ’ by IUCN, the  globa l conse rva tion  au thority. 

https://news.mongabay.com/by/deepak-adhikari/


Now, for the  first tim e  in  decades, Nepa l ha s cance led  its  na tiona l rh ino coun t, 
citing a  lack of funds. “We’ve  decided  to  ca rry out the  census ne xt yea r,” sa id  Bed 
Kum ar Dhaka l, spokesperson  for the  country’s Departm ent of Na tiona l Pa rks and  
Wild life  Conserva tion  (DNPWC). 

The  qu inquennia l rh ino census, which  takes nea rly a  m onth , costs an  estim a ted  
$115,000-155,000 (a round 15-20 m illion  Nepa li rupees). 

Early th is yea r, the  Trum p Adm inistra tion  in  the  U.S. launched  a  policy to  reduce  
overseas spending, shutting down the  activitie s of its  m a in  a id  agency USAID. Nepa l 
had  an ticipa ted  support from  USAID’s Ja l Jungle  project, with  longtim e  conse rva tion  
pa rtne rs includ ing WWF, Zoologica l Socie ty of London and  Na tiona l Trust for Na ture  
Conserva tion  (NTNC) a lso expected  to  sha re  the  rest of the  expe nses. Afte r the  
USAID pullout, the  governm ent decided  to  cance l the  census p lans. 

Som e conse rva tion ists, however, a rgue  tha t th is pause  presen ts an  opportun ity to  
re th ink how Nepa l m onitors its  flagship  species. 

Naresh  Subedi, m em ber secre ta ry a t NTNC who has worked  on  rh ino conse rva tion  
for m ore  than  two de cades, sa id  the  lack of donor funding shouldn’t have  stoppe d  
the  census. “What’s ha rm ful for the  country is  tha t if you  don’t have  the  willpower, 
b lam ing lack of funds for not working is  just an  excuse . Because  if you  have  
willpower, you  can  do  it,” Subedi told  Mongabay. 



Con ser vat ion  car n ival or  coun t in g exer cise? 

Beyond the  cost, criticism  is a lso d irected  a t the  e labora te  na ture  of the  census. The  
event typ ica lly begins with  a  m iniste ria l ina ugura tion , drawing h igh-leve l officia ls 
and  donors to  the  pa rk. A senior DNPWC ecologist leads the  opera tion , with  a  m ulti-
agency team  oversee ing e fforts on  the  ground. 

Mobilizing e lephan ts and  paying fie ld  sta ff m ake  up  a  m ajor portion  of the  costs. 
Protected  a rea  is  d ivided  in to b locks and , under the  sweeping m ethod, e lephants 
a re  used  to  system atica lly cover each  section  for counting. 

Other expe nses include  equipm en t such  as GPS trackers, cam eras, b inocula rs, fue l 
and  gear. Som e conse rva tion ists advoca te  m ore  m odern  and  cost-e ffective  
m ethods. “It’s  good not to  turn  it in to  a  spe ctacle . Le t scien tists  do the ir work in  the  
fie ld ,” Subed i sa id . “If an  inaugura tion  is  absolu te ly nee ded , a  sm all event can  be  
organized  a t the  m inistry or departm en t in  Ka thm andu.” 

Dhaka l, from  DNPWC, sa id  tha t, while  he  has questioned  whe ther the  m in iste ria l 
visits  were  required , he  has com e to see  its  benefits . “At the  sam e  tim e , it p rovides 



an  opportun ity for the  m iniste r to  d irectly engage  with  the  coun try’s conse rva tion  
e fforts.” 

Others such  as Sharad  Adh ikari, secre ta ry a t the  nonprofit Conserva tion  Alliance  
Nepa l, sa id  they see  va lue  in  visib ility. “It’s  im portan t to  con tinue  the  trad ition  
because  it will have  a  huge  im pact. The  eve nt genera tes na tiona l and  in te rna tiona l 
news, he lp ing draw a tten tion  to  wild life  conse rva tion . But we  shouldn’t overspe nd 
on  it,” sa id  Adhikari, who previously se rve d  as the  m em ber secre ta ry of the  NTNC. 

Critics a lso poin t ou t the  risks of using e lephants for the  census. In  2021, a  sen ior 
wild life  technician , Binod Shrestha , suffe red  a  sp ina l in jury whe n  a  wild  e lephan t 
charged  a t h im . Severa l othe rs were  a lso in jured  in  the  a ttack. 

Subedi a ttribu ted  the  a ttack to  rogue  wild  e lephants. But such  incidents have  ra ised  
fea rs am ong the  frontline  workers. 

“It’s  h igh  tim e  we  reeva lua ted  the  m e thod we  use  to  count rh inos,” sa id  Rabin  
Bahadur K.C., a  wild life  resea rcher with  NTNC. “Traditiona lly, we’ve  re lied  heavily on  
dom estic e le phants, bu t th is approach  is  increasingly problem atic. In  p laces such  as 
Bard ia , dom estic e lephants frequen tly com e in to conflict with  wild  e lephan ts, and  
the  risks a re  furthe r com pounde d by the  presence  of wild  tige rs.” 

During the  2021 census in  Bard ia , Polish  Ram  Tharu , a  m ahout, was killed  by a  tige r 
a fte r heading ou t to  collect fodder for h is e lephant. “Th is was the  th ird  a ttack by the  
sam e  tige r in  tha t a re a . We la te r identified  it a s a  problem atic an im al and  re loca ted  
it to  the  zoo in  Ka thm andu,” sa id  K.C., who is based  in  Bard ia . 

Fr om  chopper s  t o elephan t s  

The  rh ino census in  Nepa l has evolved  over the  decades, with  conse rva tion ists 
deve loping a  hom egrown m ethodology. 

The  country’s first census in  1968 was ca rried  out using ae ria l su rveys. In  June  1968, 
Hem anta  Mishra , a  p ioneering b io logist who he lped  se t up  Chitwan Nationa l Pa rk, 
accom panied  New Ze a land  wild life  expert Graem e Caughley in  the  coun try’s first 
study, with  the ir survey estim a ting the  num ber of rh inos be twe en 81 and  108. They 
h ired  a  Be ll he licop te r from  an  Am erican  com pany, one  of the  two choppers 
ava ilab le  a t the  tim e  in  Nepa l, a s Mishra  has written  in  h is book Soul of Rhino. 



First in troduced  in  1994 and  re fined  over decades, the  curren t census m ethod was 
deve loped  to  su it the  country’s un ique  te rra in . Unlike  the  open  savannas of Africa , 
where  ae ria l surveys a re  possib le , Nepa l’s rh inos live  in  dense  rive rine  forests and  
grasslands with  ta ll grasses nea r rive r va lleys such  as the  Rapti in  Chitwan or the  
Baba i in  Bard ia  d istrict. “We can’t use  he licopte rs like  the y do in  Africa ,” sa id  Subedi. 
“It doesn’t work he re  because  our rh inos h ide  in  de nse  vege ta tion .” 

Using tra ined  e le pha nts, team s m ove  in  a  transect form ation  across habita t b locks, 
spaced  100-150 m ete rs (328-492 fee t) apa rt. Rhinos a re  iden tifie d  based  on  horn  
structure , skin  folds and  sca rs. The  count takes three  to  four wee ks and  involves up  
to  300 peop le , includ ing m ahouts, wild life  technicians and  support sta ff. 

K.C., who took pa rt in  the  2021 census, wrote  about h is experience  for Dia logue 
Ea rth expressing h is concerns about the  e le phant-back counting m ethod. 

“Rid ing a top  an  e lephant, you  m ust ca rry e quipm e nt like  cam eras, b inocula rs and  
com passes,” K.C. sa id . “The  ride  is  unstab le . If you  lose  your grip  on  the  rope , 
the re ’s a  se rious risk of fa lling. This m e thod is  not on ly physica lly dem anding but 
a lso dangerous.” 
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Tirtha  Lam a, a  wild life  technician  in  Sauraha , Chitwan, who has taken  pa rt in  m ost 
rh ino censuses since  2005, sha red  sim ila r concerns. “I’ve  seen  e lephants panic 
during storm s and  th row the ir ride rs [off],” Lam a sa id . Once , in  the  Narayani River 
a rea , heavy ra in  and  ha ilstorm  struck while  Lam a and  h is team  were  working. Trees 
fe ll, e lephan ts fled , and  he  was thrown off. “Luckily, I suffe red  only m inor in juries,” 
he  reca lled . Rhinos, Lam a expla ined , tend  to  be  frigh te ned  by e le phants. 
Overworked  e lephants, in  tu rn , m ay becom e aggressive  and  la sh  out. 

Moder n izin g t he coun t  

Instead  of re lying sole ly on  e lephant-back counts, Sube di advoca tes using dung 
DNA ana lysis, which  a lso revea ls sex ra tios and  gene tic hea lth . 

“The  process is  re la tive ly sim ple : Collect fre sh  dung from  across habita t grids, 
extract DNA in  a  lab , and  use  tha t to  de te rm ine  how m any unique  ind ividua ls a re  
present,” he  sa id . This  technology can  reduce  costs by up  to  70%, accord ing to  h im . 

Another a lte rna tive  is  the  m ark-recapture  m ethod using photographs. Team s go 
in to the  fie ld  for seve ra l weeks, docum ent ind ividua l rh inos, the n  re turn  la te r to  see  
how m any of those  ind ividua ls a re  re -sighted . This approach  is  a lready be ing used  
in  Bard ia  Na tiona l Pa rk, where  rh ino popula tions a re  sm all. 

“Where  you  have  only 17 rh inos, losing two or th ree  cou ld  be  ca tastrophic,” Subed i 
sa id . “Tha t’s why we  do m on th ly m on itoring the re , not wa it five  yea rs.” 

Dhaka l agreed  rh ino m onitoring m ust evolve , bu t po in te d  ou t the  lack of a  
dedica ted  lab  and  lega l gu ide lines. “While  we  have  protocols in  p lace  for tige r 
census, the re  a re  no specific gu ide lines for rh inos,” he  sa id . 



horned  rh inos a t a  re scue  cente r in  Ch itwan. Im age  by Abhaya  Ra j Josh i. 

Drone-based  counting isn’t viab le  e ithe r, a s the  rh ino hab ita t is  th ick with  ta ll grass 
and  la rge  trees, accord ing to  Dhaka l. Therm al im aging, which  de tects hea t signa ls 
from  anim als to  crea te  im ages for counting, is  a lso under d iscussion . “But adapting 
such  technology to  our context will take  tim e ,” Dhaka l sa id . “If re sea rch  institu tions 
want to  p ilot new m ethods, we’re  ready to  facilita te  them .” 

Som e still va lue  the  trad itiona l m e thod for its  accuracy over rem ote  tools. Lam a 
sa id  he  be lie ves see ing rh inos firsthand  offe rs be tte r accuracy than  rem ote  tools 
like  cam era  traps. “Cam era  im ages often  fa il to  capture  the  whole  an im al, e specia lly 
in  dense  te rra in ,” he  sa id . “Direct sigh tings a llow us to  take  com para tive  
photographs and  ide ntify ind ividua ls based  on  skin  folds, horn  structure  and  sca rs.” 

Why t he cen sus m at t er s 

Dhaka l sa id  tha t, desp ite  the  cha llenges, he  sees the  five -year census as vita l to  
tracking conse rva tion  progress. “It’s  a  chance  to  assess whe ther surve illance  and  
an ti-poaching e fforts a re  working. If we  don’t do it, we  won’t know if rh inos have  
d ied  from  poaching or d isease .” 



Indeed , the  2021 census showed a  troubling slowdown. Be tween  2011 and  2018, 
the  rh ino popu la tion  grew by 5-6% annua lly. Be tween 2018 and  2021, the  growth  
ra te  fe ll to  3%. “Tha t fla tten ing m ay indica te  ecologica l stre ss,” Subedi sa id . “There  
a re  fewer young rh inos and  in te rb irth  in te rva ls have  increased  from  the  idea l th ree  
yea rs to  a round 45 m onths.” 

Subedi sa id  he  supports popula tion  da ta  but criticizes re liance  on  costly, ou tda ted  
m ethods. “I don’t oppose  counting rh inos. I oppose  routines tha t p rioritize  trad ition  
over im pact,” he  sa id . 

K.C. agreed . “Our curren t approach  depends on  e lephants and  hum an labor. We 
m ust now seek sa fe r, le ss invasive  and  m ore  susta inable  a lte rna tives.” 
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