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In the eye of the tiger  

One fresh October dawn in Bhandavgarh Tiger Reserve, in India's state of Madhya Pradesh, our open jeep rushed up a sandy track to the top of a dew-gemmed hill. At a turn we stopped abruptly and in perfect silence gazed at a tiger reclining in our path while four others walked towards us. Unhurriedly, apparently unfazed by our car, the group of felines climbed onto a grassy ledge and settled down to observe us. In a whisper, Lal, the driver identified a dominant male by the succinct name of B2 and his four one year old cubs. Some six feet apart, we stared at each other but clearly awe was all on our side. And as B2 watched us with an expression of contented indifference it became evident that our presence represented nothing special to him. Yet for the cubs who, jaws hanging open, fixed us with unwavering attention, we clearly represented something more novel, perhaps as hazardous as the encounter with a porcupine. This grading of our humanity according to the tiger's scale of values gave a wonderful feeling of communion with nature and for a moment one believed in the harmony and dignity of the world.


A roar of motors and screeching gears promptly brought peace to an end. Eight cars stacked with passengers queued up behind us. Telephoto lenses sprouted from the sides of the jeeps and the staccato of camera shutters and the hum of digital jingles punctuated excited voices. But though the cubs began to grimace and growl at us the association between tigers and humans endured for another ten minutes; after which , seeming to shrug their shoulders at our line of cars, they departed. Sudden silence ensued as if all of us, brought to Bhandavgarh through love of nature, of tigers and through reading calamitous news about their fate, had been seized by a common guilt and poignant foreboding of the great cats' extinction.


Successful protection of tigers in India reached an apogee in the late 1980s but the situation soon deteriorated again in the nineties. According to leading conservationists from India and elsewhere both tiger and leopard populations are today being decimated in India with such rapidity that final extermination is imminent.


Parks were set up by consecutive Indian governments which had recognized their value for the preservation of the country's extraordinary environmental diversity and for the opportunity given to citizens to experience the vivid life found in the wilderness. The realization of the goals of preservation, however, has met with a number of natural and administrative difficulties: on the one hand an immense and rapidly growing human population with its needs for space and employment, on the other the establishment of a clear managemeent policy of parks accommodating the protections of wildlife, economic use and tourism. A measure of the complications and urgency is the fact that some 6.215 square miles of forest are lost each year.


Despite or because of shrinking wildlife populations tigers have assumed a growing importance in the eyes of visitors and become the preeminent symbol of that wildlife, not only for foreign travelers to India but also among a rising Indian middle-class. The leopard, described by Jim Corbett, legendary big game hunter turned environmentalist, as '.... the most graceful and the most beautiful of all animals in our Indian jungles...' meets with relative public indifference compared to the fascination exercised by tigers; possibly because he remains elusive in areas under the sway of tigers and takes refuge on ridges and in buffer zones where he is more likely to be seen by locals than by tourists. His publicizing has consequently been less frequent than for the tiger who by virtue of his supremacy and mystique is the star of ecological entertainment in India. This relatively new form of diversion in the country has both its positive and negative aspects. There is an unfortunate precedent for the idea that tigers are merely a recreational asset in the history of Indian sport lasting into the twentieth century in which tigers were shot from the backs of elephants in grand shoots called shikar organized by maharajas and specialized agencies. Though today the tiger is shot mostly with a camera the new mass appeal of nature (of which the tiger is the ultimate manifestation) may be evolving into a new form of consumerism.


Corbett Park in Uttaranchal, Ranthambore in Rajasthan, Bhandavgarh and Panna in Madhya Pradesh are four of the better known and more frequented of India's national parks. Their scenery brimming with 'Kiplingesque' romance, each park is also a tiger reserve and has coped with the task of preservation and with tourism differently and with varying competence and success. The experience in these parks of both failure and success illustrates the effects on the one hand of clearly defined purpose and on the other of the confusion and shortcomings where policy goals conflict.


With its 168 square miles and well-oiled management Bhandavgarh Park gives somewhat the impression of a five star residence for animals, perfect except for preserving the residents' privacy. Its small size, its high concentration of tigers (56), and its very active tracking of the cats by forest guards equipped with wireless or able to patrol on elephant back combine in favor of visitors. Results seem at first to fulfill the wildest hopes, with tigers seen frequently and sometimes at stupefyingly close range. Yet after two days of dogging their footsteps in the company of as many as twenty cars full of noisy enthusiasts, Bhandavgarh begins to appear more like an amusement park where animals have become too tolerant of motors, crowds, and human voices to be still considered wild.


Excessive human intrusion was most obviously demonstrated one afternoon when our long line of vehicles hindered the hunt of a tigress as she stalked a deer. Later, despite the presence of forest guides in each car, our constant and unchecked chatter interrupted her again when she tried to hunt a wild boar. With what seemed to be weary irritation she then tried to leave us behind.


Corbett Park on the other hand, with its 819 square miles of core area and reserve forest, had an air of majesty and mystery intensified by the fact that only a southern section of the park was open in October and that consequently few tourists were present. Bird song, monkey and deer calls could be heard without interference while pugmarks by the track indicated the recent passage of tigers. Here, everything, including the way the park guide and the chief naturalist of the hotel spoke of their work, suggested that park management upheld its reputation of dedication to preservation. Animals were given priority and were free to make an appearance or not. The following morning our small committee of two went for an early walk along a stream in the buffer zone and found fresh leopard and tiger pugmarks. Seconds later a Sambar deer gave an alarm call. We saw no cats. Nonetheless, it was then that moving in silence and with beating hearts we felt most integrated with nature.


By contrast, Ranthambore and Panna Park, beautiful as they are, give the impression of relying on a reputation, which they no longer live up to. A visit to the 337 square mile Panna seemed to confirm reports of near total breakdown of its management (CEC report of May 24, 2004)(.  An attempt by park officials to increase arbitrarily the standard entrance fee was abandoned only after the intervention of a local tour agent present by chance with his group of tourists. Unlike at Bhandavgarh little effort was made by the staff to track animals. We were ushered through the park in haste, not as one might hope to diminish interference with wildlife but rather the embarassment caused by few animals sightings: our morning tour which should have lasted from 7.30 am to 10.30 am was curtailed by one hour. The brief excursion gave the feeling of a charade in which park officials, to sustain tourism, had boasted of the presence of 35 tigers and 66 leopards. More realistic estimations taking into account the poaching suffered by Panna grant the park 5 to 10 tigers and 9 or 10 leopards, while some estimates are even lower.


A thriving tiger population made the 1523 square mile Ranthambore Park famous at the end of the 1980s. Tigers were shown reclining royally in the shade of an ancient pavilion or peacefully soaking in a pool of water. A renowned Indian wildlife expert remembers seeing sixteen different tigers in one day. But alas those days are over and an estimated twenty tigers have disappeared since the early 1990s. They are now only 25 or 26 in all.


During the two days in the park the same number of cars and the same noisy chatter as in Bhandavgarh accompanied us, but in this case not the slightest stripe was seen. Hats and T-shirts emblazoned with tigers had been willingly bought by hopeful visitors at the park's entrance and later, mounting impatience at their persistent absence occasioned a series of reactions ranging from irritated irony to grim stoicism to despair. Had the tigers gone on vacation, was asked our park guide. Desperate to see one a Japanese woman had extended her stay and urged the driver to move past less exceptional animals. One Indian tourist, however, expressed the refreshing and yet defeatist opinion that tigers and wildlife in general should not be besieged by tourism, but exclusively admired in books and films; an opinion which is shared by some conservationists but apparently not by a chief administrator of Ranthambore who one evening rushed past us in a jeep loaded with family members onto a private visit after closing time.

The success of Bhandavgarh might inspire the notion that smaller sanctuaries are less vulnerable to poaching than larger ones and more favorable to frequent sightings of animals like tigers and leopards. The idea becomes still more attractive if local populations can benefit economically from tourism. Developing countries may already be surrendering, in the plan to save wildlife, to a more manageable strategy. In two years India has lost 16.311 square miles of forest of which 14.381 square miles are potential tiger habitat2. Rather than being extended and interconnected by corridors a number of parks are islands where the risk of in breeding among animals may lead to extinction3. The exigencies of economic development requiring a high frequency of sightings of big cats already affect management policy in some of the more active parks. In such cases a mutually sanctioned deception between park management and visitors may be established and reinforced, resulting in a perversion of the concept of wildlife and the goal of conservation.


But an alternative in the form of an indolent and otherwise deceiving management coupled with the effects of poaching is certainly worse.


The central paradox of our relationship with nature lies in our wish to experience it in its pristine state though meanwhile our doings as human beings make wildlfie increasingly rare, its survival depending on our needs and motives. The risk of such dependance is that wildlife will be entirely accommodated to tourism and will no longer be wild. Tigers, ultimate expression of that wildlife, will be reduced to the status of product, little more in fact than what they are for poachers and buyers of skins and other body parts.


Rather, the preservation of nature should be considered as a matter of survival on both the human and the animal side. To create a complete defensive boundary between us and wilderness as suggest certain wildlife experts will not only deprive nature of the romance our appreciation has given it but will make us orphans of our own world. The greater our valuation of wildlife the less likely will it be destroyed by misguided socio-political or commercial considerations. A clear choice of priorities for park management is necessary to succeed in the primary goal of conservation and in the ancillary ones of economic success and recreation. But pressure can and must be exerted by a nature-loving public so that discernible problems in parks can be rectified. Jim Corbett noted concerning the tiger that'... exterminated he will be unless public opinion rallies to his support...'Following such advice we may be able to look long and happily in the eyes of the wild tiger.


In the meantime he walks away from us in an attempt to save himself.
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