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By Dr. Abhijit Rabha

s DELTA. The counrt 1s
over. The rally stands ar five
etghr, 58 indtviduals,” boomed
the volce of Paramananda

Lshan, 2 legendary officer who used to
be one of the members of Darrel's Army
(conservartontscs across the globe who had
recetved training under Gerald Durrel).
‘This was remarkable for che time. The
nearby Laokhowa Wildiife Sancouary had
experienced a nighimarish scenario in
1983, barely five years ago, when the entire
rhino popularion there was shinghrered.
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Uncerain times were looming in che near
furnre for another pocker of rhinos ar the
nearby Kuruwa Reserved Foresz.

‘Ihe face of the Bear Officer lare Golok
Sharma was sullen and tense. He did noc
explain why thar day, bur rwo days lazer we
were elephanr-borne to see whar was wrong,
Whar we saw was not good for amyone._
netther rhinos nor thino-koving sakeholders.
Sharma explained how the dechning habirar
and pocential food scarcioy in the coming
decades scared him.

Irwas July 1986, and [ was in the
Pobirora Reserve Forest, Assam, lucky o
be one of the few Indian Forest Service
probarioners assigned ro my home cadre’.
Pobirora was my first posting, nnder the
undivided Nagaon Terrizorial Division,
where [ was introduced o 2 vast expanse of
fAoodplains domed with numeroos oxhowr
lakes. Uneil we conducted che first estimarton
of the restdent rhiinoceros popularion in

1988, PolMrora’s rhino numbers were mere
specularive gnesses.

In the event, we used a direct count

methodology, dividing the area inoo pre-
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arranged blocks. Elephant-borne
esrimarion reams communicaned
via hand-held SXA-Porophone
walkte-ralktes, sraying connecred with
the control room ar Haduk Wanch
Tower. This was managed by the
lare Paramananda Lahan, who had
traveled from che Forest Deparrment
headquarrers ar the renowned Kaziranga
Martonal Park ro oversee the operarion.
Conservarion effors char protec
our namural hertzage often rank among
the most dangerons jobs in the world.
Progress doesn'c happen overnigh; i's
the resulr of countless hard days and
nighs spent in the field. The frondine
sraff of the Forest Department endure
monsoon rains, slog through leech-
infested, muddy rerrain, and bear the hear
of the blaring sun. Often, they sacrifice
the comfores of home. Ir's anly after
decades of dedicarion thar the realisacion
sirikes — the misston has succeeded,
and conservarion has pad off. This s
exacrly whar happened wich the Pobirora
Wildhfe Sancruary.

sanchuary Asia, Febnany 2W0s




ROUBLES ABOUND The
Pobivora Reserve Forest was

established 1n 1971, thanks oo the advocacy
of the villagers from che grearer Mayong,
area, as per government nodficarion
number FOR Ser/512/63,5 1 dared
Movember 18, 197 1. Ir is locared in
Morigzon discrict, abour 40 km. from
Guwzhart, the Gareway o Northessr Indta.
‘The designared area covered 1,584.76 ha
However, the problem was the limied
avatlabilivy of palarable grasses for rhinos.
Sparding In 1980, this grassland began
gradually losing groand m the woody
growth of Kered trees Albizzia procera. The
carrle grazing dxily compacred the soil,
andd the cartle dung and urine acring as
nicrogenous feroliser further exacerbared
the tssne. As the Korwi trees rook hold, chey
spread despie effors soch as annual grass
burning For rhinos, being megaherbivores,
shundant nurririons grasslands are essental
for their survival. Although our repors
haghlighred the ts=ue, there was e acmion
tzken In response.

The rhinos” nocrurnal excorsions

beyond the boundartes of the Procecoed
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The problem was the limited availability of palatable grasses
Jfor rhinos. Starting in 1980, this grassland began gradually
losing ground to the woody growth of Koroi trees. The cattle
grazing daily compacted the soil, and the cattle dung and urine
acting as nitrogenous fertiliser further exacerbated the issue.

Area became a frequent occorrence,
crearing renston for the pacrolling scaff,
who faced numerous dangers each nighe.
Despire chese challenges, the rhino
populaton contnued mo grow. On March
17, 1991, the are was ofictally declared
the Pobirora Wikdhfe Sancruary, spanning
over 38.81 s k. Inictally managed by

2 small bear office under the Western
Range of Magaon Forest Diviston, it 15
now overseen 2s part of 2 Wildhife Range
under che Guwahao Wikdlife Diviston.
‘This transirion marked a significans step in
formalising the sancruary’s management
and conservarion effors. However,
problems contimued oo beser the sancorary!

When severe fooding In the nearby Kopili
river submenged che enre habicar in 1986
and 1987, the Haduk bank in front of the
old inspecrion bungalow emerged as a safe
spa for over 60 rhunos. The cabves ching ro
their mochers when they crossed the deep
waters of the Haduk cxbow lake, which was
once part of the Koptli river. Now, with the

FACING PAGE AND BELOYW Fofionrs has
wiimesed pesitive (ransiErmarion over the decade.
Thnis cum be avrribuied fo 2 mix of sobid comserearion
ffors sm ohe part of the Forexw Department, mupled
wiich real cormnmicy involversent. It ir mow heme

i the bighest comoemsration of wild rhimos per square
lormeerre im fnddia.
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ABOVE The rillapers from Greater Mayong pleyed 2 pivetal, proaciive role in the recevery of the rivino pepulosisn. They fook it upon themselees to protecs the
remuining rhings in the ares, many of which prazed peacefully alonpyide their catrle

popularion pegged ar 104 individuals, the
ecological densioy of the spectes was far oo
hagh per square kilomerre. Located so chose
o the large ciry of Guwahart, predarory
businesses soon armned Pobicora Inoe a
‘pourism destinaton” s Infrasomscoure
investments fooded in. In the process,
corridors che rhinos used for free
movement gor adversely affecred.

HE BIRTH OF PORITORA Bxck

in 1988, by che nime the firsc thino
estimarion was completed, the landscape
of whar 1s now che Poblora "Wildhife
Sancruary was quice differenc. Ar thar dime,

Ir seemed no one Imagined ic would mrm
into 2 home capable of supporting 100
rhinos. Moreover, the perststence of rhino
pozching and che overall fragiliry of the
species made che ourhook for the Pobivora
rhino popularion racher grim.

‘The posttive ransformarion wirnessed
in the following decades was noching shor
of miraculous. I can be arorbored to 2 mix
of solid conservarton effores on the parr of
the Forest Deparmment, coupled wich real
communiry invalvement.

‘The villagers from Greater Mayong
played a pivoral, proacrive role in the

The 2024 flooding bas introduced new and worrying
challenges for Pobitora Wildlife Sanctuary. The changing
currents of the river channels bave led to severe siltation in
the shallower waterbodies, which are crucial for the rhinos’

survival, especially during the dry months starting in_January.

recovery of the rhino populadon. The
villzgers rook ir upon chemselves o protece
the remaining rhinos in the area, many
of which grazed peacefully alongside
their camle. This form of human-wildhie
coexistence stands s an inspiring example
of how local communires can acoively
contribure to conservarion, even when
faced wich significant challenges.
Hexrrwarmingly. a boy, just 12 years
old, wrote 2 memorandum oo the Governor
of Assam, urging acrion co procect the
rhinos in Mayong. Accompanied by chree
adules, they traveled barefoor wo Shillong,
filled wich dererminarion and confidence.
‘The meering with the Governor and larer
with the Chief Conservaror of Forests ser
in mowlon the necessary posicivity, which
resulred 1n onired acoion oo save che tinos.
It was 2 remarkable sucress svory char
demonsirares the wisdom of recognising
how local communicies and wildlife
[procecrion agencies can perform miracles if
they unite for a cause.

Sanchuary Asia, Febnany 70S



OBITORA TODAY The

chimare-rriggered 2024 floods have
introduced new and worrying challenges
for the Pobirora Wildlife Sancouary. The
shifting currencs of river channels has
led 1o severe siltadion in che shallower
warerbodies so cructal for che rhinos’
survival, espectally during the dry monchs
starting In Janoary. Thes: warerbodies are
viral sonrces of warer for che rhinos, and
1f they vanish, ir would have a negacive
impact on thetr wellbeing,.. 2s well as
thetr furure.

“This highlighes che imperarive for
berrer management of the sancroary's
warer resources, Incloding che
development of straregles o mirigare the
effects of flooding. ‘The changing dynamics
underscore the ongoing stroggle oo
prowect and preserve che rhino popularion
and their fragle ecosystem amidst an
increasingly unpredicrable environment.

‘The grearer one-horned rhinoceros,
once reerering on the brink of exvincrion,
1= now one of [ndia's gresrest conservarion
triumphs. Yer, 2s habirar loss and
fragmenrarion chrearen chetr furare, rhino

CONSETVACION must once mode be placed ar

the very vop of our agenda.

BELOW Ml wurer buffinkes Bubahe armee and migravery ducks des the wetdands of the Pobitere Wildlife Sanctuary. The umctuary is bome fo meve than 375
biral species.
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ABOVE It is irperarive for the future of the rhinos thar Pebireral wuter resowrces ave better manaped,

imcluding the devalopment of vatepies to meitipate the effects of leading.

Rhinos are the heartbear of Assam.
Tackling poaching, habirar degradarion,
and werland loss requires polirscal will, plus
resources. With no dedicared conservarion
plan for rhinos ourside of Projecs Tiger
arexs, this Is 2 distress call from MX253%5 -
the Crid Referemse for the Pobirora Wildlife
Kamovary, Amarm in che India 1R
Grﬂ"a'ﬂﬂl

Given thar chis 15 the home of the
highest concentrarion of wild thines per

LR e

sqquare ktlomerre in India (possthly the
world) and char ir 1s 2 soong symbol of
Mayong's pride, do we really need any
farther convincing o secore the fomre of
Fehimoceros emicormis? %

Dr. Abhijit Rabha, F5 i), is 2 former

Principal Ghief Gonservator of Forests,
HAzzam. He was associated with the
recavery af the Mamas Matioral Park with
community imohement.
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“~ SILENTLY, BY
NIGHT REVISITED

“I«An gdventure info the
secret world of bats

MASTERS OF -
DECEPTION

Parasites —-can’t live with
them, can't live without them

MEET PROFESSOR
RUTH DEFRIES

s Through field and forestin'the
Central Indian Highlands
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