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BACK TO THE NORTHERN TERAL

By Somreet Bhattacharya and Mudit Gupta

aghu, one of the robusc

males ar the Rhino

Rehabilicaion Area wichin

e Dodhwa Tiger Reserve,

grunted before running off ino che
grasslands, stlhoverred agains: the sening
sun near the Sunaripur range in the oger
reserve. More than 40 years after the
reintroducton of the one-homed rhino
w the Terat landscape, Raghn became che
firsr of his kind ro be free-ranged ino the
wild on Movember 27, 2004, Two ocher
rhinos — both females — were free-ranged
subsequently. The bearing heart of the

Teral wilderness awoke m the heavy steps
of the remarkable beasr. The unicorn of
India’s grasslands marked 1es full rerurn o
the land rhar was once 1rs home.

Many today mighr know the one-
horned rhino as a mammal exclusive o
srares such as Assam, where iisa
crowd-puller in Kaziranga, [iving
alongssde people in rhe Pobirora landscape
(see 50), and roaming free in che
||1_r£F grasslinds -JfM.uE'-:; or to the
szare of West Bengal, where it thrives
in the Dooars reglon, pardcolarly In
Jaldapara and Gorumara Marional Parks;

or assoctare It vo Nepals Chitwan. There
1s evidence, however, thar the one-horned
rhino once occupled 2 wide range in the
Indtan snbcononent, extending from

the Indus river valley in the west o the
Brahmapurra valley in the easr. The
grearer one-horned rhino on che famous
Pashnpari seal from Mohenjo-daro hines
of the presence of chis species in northern
India. According ro the Cenrral Zoo
Aurhoriry, the thino ranged from
Brahmapurra valley tn the East o

Indus valley in the West. There are also

references vo It as a sport animal in
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ABOVE The Dudbua Tiger Reseree is dstved with a vasr expanse of demse sal foresi, interspersed wich Larpe srresches of grastands bordered by Lokes and
wetlands. These areas are bome to threatemead speries sk a3 the neamp deer, Bemgal Flevican end Swarmp Frameslin. fr is perhaps sme of the feur habitars that

sustains the threaiened Tevai lamadscape.

FACTMG PAGE There is evidence thut the sme-bormed rivimo snce ocoupied & wide nonge in the Indian subontinens, extending from the Indus river valley in the
wesit fo the Brabmaputna valley in the east. Hewever, a4 favourite amomg pame hunters and colonial military offecers, ihe greaser sne-borned rhinoceros became

Baburnama, the memotrs of the founder
of the Mughal Empire, Babur. We learned
thar the species had occapted che entire
strerch of the subconcinent untl che
maore recent 19 cenoury. Constdered
1 favourice among game hunters and
colontal milicary officers, the grearer one-
homed rhinoceros became locally exoincr
in pares of northern India

“The release of three grearer one-
homed rhinos Rbinsoeres wmicormis ar the
Dudhwa Martonal Park has rekind led
hope for chis species o chrive once again
1n 15 hisrorical habirar

Sanciuary faa, February 2025

OOKING BACK In the 19505, it

berame clear w wildlife enthusiasws
and conservactontsts thar rhinos were
disappearing, s they observed the lasz
remaining individuals in northern India,
spectfically in the Prlibbar forests in Uar
Pradesh. This decline also impacred the
swamp deer popalarion, 25 their ecosystem
was closely nied wo the thinos. Concern
was ralsed among policy leaders, and in
Angust 1979, the Astan Rhino Spectalist
Group of the TUCHN Survival Service
Commission (now known as the Species
Survival Commission) emphastsed thar steps

mast be taken wo eszablish addivonal viable
popularion unics in sutcsble aress, preferably
in the rhinos’ former diseribarion range.

Following up on these recommendarions
of the Astan Rhino Spectalisr Groap, the
Wildlfe Stanus Evaloarion Commimes of
the Indian Board For Wildlife appointed 2
sub-commirree tw consider alternastve rhine
rranslocanion wress in the same year. The
Dudhwa Nartonal Park was selecred wo be the
meosr promising because of habirar similartries
with Assam’s Kaziranga Marional Park, where
rhinos thrtved for several centuries, the facr
thar rhinos had been recorded in dhis area

ar
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uill che last cenmury, and che adequacy of dhe
procecrion avallshle for chelr survival.

In 1984, acrash af five thinos was fown
in a charered heavy it atrcradt from Guwahart
m Dielhi [ remember reading 2 news arncle
thar satd thar “rhinos indeed can fy~

In Samessary’s Juby-Seprember ( Vol TV
Mo, 3, 1984) tssue, Samar Singh, formerly
Joine Secrerary (Forests and Whildhfe) and
Irecror Wikdlfe Preservanion, Govemnment
of India, New Delhi, wrote abour the figh
of the thinos: “Fiee dusi-leden ks, carmying
e eqqutal maembrer of rhinos, rumebled e
Dl in she eariy bowrs of April 1, 1984,

The status of thinos in India

affer am [ 8-bour fourney from Delbi. The five
it sperialfy charrered Aerafior cargo airrafi
bired by the Govermment of Tedia e fby dhern
from Cuneahari s Delbi. Acromparying then
i fliphe was a small parey beaded by the
Direceer (Wildlifz ), Govermmeni of India, whe
conjormed ihai the rhines posed virmally ne
probilems en rowse and shar she rwe-and-a-half
bour fourmey, siving within wuching divamce
of the "armoured” amimals, was exciving ond
memarable. O arvival as New Delbit Palam
airpory, the rivinos were given « FTF recepion
Fry at crownd of emebusiass

Abour 813 per cent of the global populadon of the grear one-homed rhino s in India
‘The current number stands ar 4,004 individuals thar ressde within Indizs naronal parks and

wildlife sancmmartes.

Stams of rhino populaton 50 years ago vs. now: The thino popularion has surged by
approximarely 170 per cent since the 1980, growing from 1,500 ro over 4,000 today.

‘Conservarion thrests incloding range decline and

oppormnies: Poaching s an

omnipresent threar o rhinos, based on the myth of the medicinal propermes of s horn in
Chinese Tradinionzl Medicine. Throughour chetr present-tay range, their habiar continmes
w dwindle fas as their preferred grassland habirars are chrearened by invastve species,
weeds, and namral sucression ro woodlands. The habivars are also threarened by visible

changes in warer avatlabiliry and flow pamerns,

How are we ensuring habirar protecrion for the species in Dudhwa and the

landscape 1. Active grassland management

lanmana, and the Inmoducion of

through removal of invastve species such as
palarable species. 2. Managing wedands by malnmining

adequare warer levels and the growth of wild grasses. 3. Ensuring acoive protection of species

through GPS and VHF monimoring,

TOP LEFT e of the crares being prepared jor
rhe riving free-nanging prograeme af the Dudiea
Tiger Resevve.

B whry the fiess Wy Dudbuoa? Whar
mexis These pery legivimase quesiions 4re
sl sgppermmuose i whe meinas of mamy peaple,
and ceveatnly meed i be answered. There are
recogmised a5 biseoric. Firss, it i earily one of the
Lutrpesy aperavion of its kind ever pwderiaken
i e swb-comsimens. "1 e nacceeds, i will
she region,” said one wildlife expere. Secomelly,
i ollivees soom affer the adopeion of the
priarizy o che reineroducrion of endampered
and shreavened species) amd therefore lends
rremendons credibilicy 1o the imrensions and
Thirdly, there is world-wide concern abous the
satrus of tbe riving, leading 1o an mernaional
campatgn during 1982, which was called dhe
“Year o she Rbino” And finally, she arrival of
e rhimos ar Db was o "home coming"of
soTes im a5 meuch a5 ihey were renurming fo 48
areas wbich was once whe marral bore of the
rhimy uniil abows 4 budred years ago.”

A part of the Dudhwa Nartonal Park was
converced Inro the Rhino Retnroducrion
Area (RRA) in the South Sunaripur Range,
comprising the Kakraha Block and a parc
of the Chhora Palta Block. The RRA has
nine permanent birge and small lakes. The
chain of these lakes lies along the damar
sal and grassland ecovone. These lakes and
rwo madlabs, Andhra and Chabalowa, are
old courses of the river Suhell, forming the
ideal rhino habirar. While the ininal projec
almed ro release the rhinos into che wild once
they acdimare with the Dudhwa ecosystem,
several facrors, Including concerns abour
poaching, led o a delay thar consumed
over four decades. In the meantime, the
numbser of thinos In RRA Increased

more than two dozen.

Inbreeding was found after a DNA sudy
was conducred under the Rhol25 India
programme (Rhino DNA Index system
thar adoprs 2 molecular approach for thino
forensics and popalagon management). This
helps in ondersmanding the generic sams
of the extsting popularion for long-term
conservarion and assessing the probabilines
of inbreeding among each ndvidual. Based
on this, the Urrar Pradesh Foresr Deparrment

Sanchuary Asia, Febnany 7005



relocared 2 barch of thinos to a new Rhino
Rehabiliarion Area in 2018, However, the
dectsion ro free-range the animals ok
lomger since the ennire ecosystem had o be
prepared around the new rhino presence.

Lalr K Verma, Chief Conservaror and
Beld Direcror of the Dudhwa Tiger Reserve,
15 oprimistic thar free-ranging rhinos will
heelp reviwe the habirar and esrahlish 2 source
popularion in northern Indta. “We are
hoping thar the thinos’ range will expand
across the Terat gradually; ir s cheir hisorical
range” he adds.

ONITORING THE
UNICORNS For Mohammad

Trshad, 2 staff member ar the Sabukhapur
dephanr camp within the Dudhwa Tiger
Reserve, monicoring the thinos wich his
team of mabess forms 2 significant part of
thetr day-to-day acovioes. ~The animals here
ane adapred oo the environment within the
REAs. Our monttoring involves asceraining
the behaviour of each indtvidual we spoc”
hee zay= 3 he climbs onm che back of his
eephant, Gajra). The racking reams have
sdennified each of the 40-odd rhinos within
the rehabiliarion area wich physical feanures
such as a cur on the lip or a shorer ear
and named them for idenoificarion, Raghn
betng one of them. Irshad and his wam
carry binoculars and have spent almost 2ll
day tdenuifying and observing the rhinos
within the rehabilizarion area. “Mow thar the
animals are scoustomed 1o our presence, (@
becomes easter for us to spor them even 1fthe
eephanrs go near” Irshad adds.

HINOSADAPTING TO

THE WILD The free-ranging
programme aimed o re-establish a viable
popularion by increasing i habirar range,
reducing the risk of iInbreeding, and
increasing the generic diversicy widhin the
Dudhwa rhino populacion. The rhinos would
be able m inceracy with ochers of thelr kind
from Mepal thar frequent the iger reserve, 2
significant step towands specles recovery in
the reglon.

‘The Dudhwa Tiger Reserve is domed
with 2 vast expanse of dense sl forest,
interspersed with large strerches of grasstands
thar are bordered by lakes and werdands char
are home vo threarened species sach as che
swamp deer Rucervus duvancnlii dunancelis,
Bengal Florican Hosbaropsis bemgalensis and
Swamp Francolin Oreygornis gularis, and 1s

Sanciuary SAsia, February 2025
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perhaps one of the few habirars thar susrains
the threarened Teral scosystem.

Amir Sharma, lead for the thino
COnservarion programme ar WWE-India,
adds thar the free-ranging of the grearer-one
homed rhinos gives a fresh lease o these

warerbodies. “Rhinos are mega thar

-Species
not only use the werland bur also the wer soll,

which engineers the development of new
puddles thar evennually add vo the sragnane
warer and susrain all ocher life-forms thar
depend on i7" he says.
WWE-Indta has been supporting the
IUmar Pradesh Forest Deparmment in semming
up baseline informarion on the stare of these
mall grassland-werland mossics. Locally called
plhusrea and saal, respecrively, these eco-
reglons are essentlal for odher fannal speces
such as fishing cars. The biggest challenge
fior the: Forest Deparnment and WWE-India
ream was selecring a swirable habirar for
free-ranging the antmals. A growing thino
popularion i good news for the specles
and benefics che larger Teral reglon shared
berween India and Mepal. Known for s
robust agriculmoral productivicy, the Teral
1s the “food basker” of the area thar sustains

ABOVE A growing rivino populssion is good
region shared between India and Nepal. The stare
Tt Deparimens and pariows NGO plary am
importany rol: in making his posible.

the largest popularion of ocher keystone
species such as the Bengal oiger and the Astan
elephant. However, the Teral regbon in Urcar
Pradesh zlso faces exreme ecological pressare
becanse of habitar loss and human scrivives.
‘The presence of rhinos helps vegerarion

such as grasses, shrubs, and wedands thrive,
evenrually adding to the susrenance of ather
smaller species sach as birds and mammals.
o ihe riiRD CORSTION FOFTAME il
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Dr. Mudit Gupta, Endscape Ead for WWF-
Inda’s Terai Arc Landscape inUttar Pradesh
{UP). ha= beenan erwironme ntalst and
coreervatio nist for over two decades. He haz
worked extenzively inrestoring species and
rebitats across UP. Somreet Bhattacharya,
Communicatiors Manager at WWF-India, £ 2
journalist turned conservation communicator
with a pzesion for storytelling and narration.

The Dudbwa National Park was selected to be the

most promising because of the similarities of babitat

to that of Assam’s Kazivanga National Park, where

rhinos thrived for several centuries and the fact that rhinos
had been recorded in this area till the last century.
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Parasites —-can’t live with
them, can't live without them
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RUTH DEFRIES
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