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Indian sub-continent is an unique land of rich biodiversity and culturally beautiful people. We have diverse ecosystems and life forms, 
vivid colours, songs and languages in the natural world. We have been living in harmony with our wild neighbours since ages and 
continue to have a deep cultural influence from wild life and nature. Respect for ƴŀǘǳǊŜΩǎ processes is a way of life.  
 
This fine line of tolerance is being tested every time our increasing population have brought modern day hardships and challenges. 
The aspirations of becoming a global economic power have also pushed countless infrastructure projects, some of which lead to 
ecological imbalance and climate impact in future. With shrinking forests and eroding legal protections, the space for wildlife is now 
squeezing by an ever-tightening ring of human habitation, roads, mines, agricultural farm lands and industries. Due to less space, 
animals have started dispersing out from their congested ΨƭƛǘǘƭŜ forestsΩ in search of new habitats. Many jungle corridors and forests 
patches through which they travel have been overgrazed, over-utilized or fragmented by roads, dams, rails or human homes. Elephant 
habitats and their migratory routes are now fragmented and lost. The incidents of road kills of tigers and other wildlife have increased. 
Territorial fights among wildlife have also intensified. There is now a rise in tension and conflicts leading to crop depredation, livestock 
predation, damage to property and loss of life.  
 
There is a need for strong commitment, collaboration and action. Let us plan to balance commerce, environment and biodiversity 
conservation in a sustainable way. It will ensure our better quality of life, ecological balance and our rich wildlife will continue to thrive 
in our forests. 
 
 
 
 

Nirmalya Chakraborty 
Editor- Jungle Rhythms 

Jungle.rhythms@gmail.com 
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Can humans and great carnivores co-exist? Can a top predator be adored like a member of the family? Did you know that sometimes the 

villagers host a besna (post-death prayer ceremony) for a wild carnivore? Can you believe that top predators are sometimes offered 
rakhis ōȅ ΨǎƛǎǘŜǊǎΩ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŜ ƻŦ Raksha Bandhan? Can a top carnivore be worshipped as God? Do some communities adopt the title of 
sinh (lion) while naming their sons? Is it true that Asiatic lion, formerly known as Panthera leo persica is the same as the African lion 

subspecies Panthera leo leo? 
 

All these seemingly absurd questions have one answer ς YES! One has to visit Gir, India and see to believe it. 
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The Story of the Last Lions of Asia 
 
Man has a dubious history with great cats like lions, tigers, 
cheetahs and leopards. Killing in the name of sport has resulted 
into a situation where some of the subspecies have been wiped 
out and yet others are in the brink of extinction. After hunting 
for sport was banned in many countries, the demand for wild 
animal body parts grew for their non-scientific medicinal use in 
countries like China. This gave rise to an organized cross-border 
poaching network, posing a severe threat to the very survival of 
large mammals.  
 
The mad race for development has been another major cause of 
shrinking animal habitats. Large mammals need large natural 
homes, but they have always been at the losing end in the fight 
for space, water and food. Conservationists and scientists have 
undertaken the difficult task of protecting the surviving 
population of these majestic mammals by strategic steps and 
global cooperation.  
 
The British officers and kings from princely states of pre-
independent India used to hunt lions (and tigers) for trophies 
regularly, exhibiting their act of bravery. This resulted in wiping 
out nearly all the lions which roamed in Asia Minor.  
 
The Kathiawar Gazette had reported that there were άǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ 
not more than ten or a dozen lions left in Gir ŦƻǊŜǎǘέ in 1884. In 
1893, Junagadh state reported a count of 31 lions.  
 
However, both the estimates were άŜȄŀƎƎŜǊŀǘŜŘΣ misleading and 
ƛƴŎƻǊǊŜŎǘέ according to many experts. 

 
These figures were arrived at probably due to the limitations of 
the census method. Also, the area covered in the census was 
only that which was under the rule of the Nawab of Junagadh.  
 
There were lions living in adjoining areas as well, which fell 
under other princely states. Quite some experts believe that the 
lion population never fell below 60 to 100 (although this too 
was an alarmingly low number) at any time.  
 
In 1905, the Junagadh state estimated άŀǘ least a hundred ƭƛƻƴǎέ. 
This figure seems more accurate, considering the number of 
man-lion conflicts at that time and the figures of the next 
census. The increase in lion population from 31 in 1893 to 100 
in 1905, does not seem to be biologically possible in such a 
short duration! 
 
The Historical Conservation Efforts   
  
A decisive improvement in lion protection came when H. E. Lord 
George Curzon, the British Viceroy, was invited by Nawab 
Rasulkhanji III for shikar in the 1900s. There was a letter 
published in a news report of a Bombay daily titled ά±ƛŎŜǊƻȅ or 
±ŀƴŘŀƭΚέΣ criticizing the proposed hunting expedition by the 
Viceroy.  
 
The news report reached Lord Curzon, who had already arrived 
at Junagadh. Moved by the report, he cancelled the hunting 
excursion wisely and did not go to Gir. He urged the Nawab to 
enforce strict protection while returning from Junagadh. 
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The Nawab, a fine shooter, who had killed many leopards at a 
young age, had never hunted a lion nor had he wished to hunt 
one. In spite of this, the Nawab, feeling deprived of the honour 
of taking the Viceroy for hunting, persisted the matter further. 
He wrote him a letter explaining that the lions were not facing 
extinction, as was assumed by incorrect information, and again 
requested the Viceroy to visit him άōŜŦƻǊŜ he would leave LƴŘƛŀέ. 
  
Fortunately, the Nawab responded well to the ±ƛŎŜǊƻȅΩǎ 
invaluable suggestions. The consistent and collective efforts 
thereafter, by his successors, British rulers, subsequent state and 
centre governments (post-independence), media, scientists, 
NGOs and local people, have written this rare success story of 
Asiatic lion conservation. 
 
The Gir Sanctuary and National Park 
  
Gir Sanctuary, one of the earliest sanctuaries of the country, was 
declared on 18th September 1965. The core area of 258.7 sq. 
km. was given the highest protection by declaring it Gir National 
Park in 1975. In the 1970s, the wild ungulate population was 
poor, so Project Lion was initiated. At that time, there were 
many maldhari (tribal herdsmen) and siddi (tribe) families living 
inside  Gir since decades. The state government offered an 
incentive package, to relocate them from the Gir Protected Area 
(Gir PA). Many families were shifted but out of 129 nesses 
(wooden huts where the maldharis live), 54 still remained in the 
sanctuary. 
  
Note: A ness may be small or large, depending upon the number 
of families members live. 

 
As a result of the effective protection system, helped by the 
Wildlife Protection Act 1972, the population of spotted deer, 
chinkara, sambar (the largest deer in Asia), blue bull, wild 
boar, etc. started increasing at a quicker rate. For example the 
spotted deer population has increased from just a few 
thousand in 1970s to over seventy five thousand today. Other 
prey ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎΩ populations have similarly grown multi-fold. As 
a result, the prey preference of lions residing inside the Gir PA 
has reversed. [ƛƻƴǎΩ diet used to consist of 70% cattle (of 
maldharis) and 30% wild ungulates. The recent scat analysis 
shows 75% and 25% wild ungulates and domestic livestock, 
respectively. The population wild prey species has increased 
from 139031 in 2015 to 155659 in 2019 in Gir National Park & 
Sanctuary.   
 
THE ECOLOGY AND GEORGRAPHY  
 
Gir has seven perennial rivers. They are the lifelines for many, 
in this drought-prone region. There are four dams in Gir, 
storing and providing water to villagers as well as wildlife, 
round the year.  
 
The Gir forest has an undulating terrain of volcanic hills. 
Girnar is a mountain. Pania, Mitiyala and Barda also have a 
hilly terrain. Nature has protected these forests and their 
biodiversity through this rugged and hilly topography. So far, 
the hills ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ seen much intrusion by human activities like 
industrialization, cultivation, mining, etc. In fact, the hilly 
corridors of wild animals are protected by nature, allowing 
lions and other wildlife to disperse. 
  
The Gir forest has the sea on three sides, with the nearest 
distance of about 40 km. The forest cover keeps salinity 
ingress in check.  
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Gir (formerly known as Kathiawar or Saurashtra), has !ǎƛŀΩǎ largest compact, dry deciduous forest - a perfect home for the lions. 
 
As per old classification, there were eleven subspecies including Asiatic lion - Panthera leo persica. In 2017, a research paper by the team 
of more than twenty scientists of International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), was published in Cat News. The knowledgeable 
scientists have performed in-depth genome sequencing and other studies to revise the old taxonomy. It is mentioned that the 
classification of species cannot be done on morphological characters e.g. belly fold, size body, color of skin, size of mane, etc. As per the 
new classification, there are only two subspecies of lions. 1. Panthera leo leo and 2. Panthera leo melanochaita. Both these subspecies 
are found in African countries. Our Asiatic or Gir or Indian lion is now classified as Panthera leo leo, the same found in Western and 
Central African countries. The latter subspecies is found in East and South Africa. 



For the people of Saurashtra, the lion is not just an 
animal. They love lions. People are thrilled and proud 
to know that there are lions near their village.  
 
The lion is embedded in their culture. άIŜέ (we do not 
treat lion as an animal and hence do not address άƛǘέύ is 
a symbol of bravery, strength and power just like a king. 
Often, the lion is worshipped as Lord Narasimha ς half 
lion and half man ς an incarnation of Lord Vishnu. Boys 
of some communities, particularly those of the ex-
princely state families, have the title sinh (lion), suffixed 
to their names. Rajput and Sardar communities, known 
for their bravery, add Sinh (in Gujarat) or Singh (in other 
states) to their names. The throne of erstwhile kings is 
called a sinhasan. Lion, the state animal of Gujarat, is in 
the symbol of India, Gujarat state, Gujarat tourism and 
also in the άaŀƪŜ in LƴŘƛŀέ campaign.  
 
The ƭƛƻƴΩǎ facial muscles, eyes, whiskers and mane 
resemble the face of a holy saint. The way lions 
organize their ΨŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΩΣ known as prides, is quite 
similar to human joint families.  
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ά5ƻ not 5ƛǎǘǳǊōέ when dinning  
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The Maldharis 
  
Since decades, the maldharis (pastoral communities) of Gir have 
co-existed with lions and leopards without much direct conflict. 
However, the area of Gir is limited. Wildlife and maldharis, both 
depend on common natural resources like land, water and grass. 
On record, there are still 54 maldhari nesses within the 
sanctuary area. Their families have been expanding. Quite some 
(relocated) maldharis have illegally returned, thus nullifying the 
benefits of making more room for lions within the Protected 
Areas (PAs).  
 
Scientists opine that these families ought to be shifted but at 
the same time, they feel that since 25% of the ƭƛƻƴǎΩ diet 
consists of cattle, the shifting should be systematic and gradual. 
 
The shifting of maldhari families has become more difficult 
because of the Forest Rights Act and the Tribal Act. Some of the 
maldharis now demand facilities like tar roads, electricity, 
buildings, schools, hospitals, etc. inside the sanctuary! This 
growing threat needs to be handled practically, sensibly and 
amicably, at the earliest. In 1982, the government of Gujarat had 
shown intention to declare the whole Gir PA as national park. 
The time has come to implement the intention. By offering an 
acceptable package and sensible counselling, the maldhari 
families can be shifted. It will greatly benefit the future of them 
as well as lions.  

Expanding the Home - The natural dispersal outside Gir PA 
  
The increased wild ungulate population, particularly blue bulls 
and wild boars started spreading out of the PA. Unlike the 
sambar, the blue bull prefers a flat, lowland habitat. Both wild 
boar and blue bull also like cultivation. They were thus first to 
disperse, followed by lions as well as leopards. 
  
The natural dispersion of great cats began in early 1980s and 
is still going on. The lions have not only reclaimed their old 
territories but also carving new areas. Later, the state 
authorities declared Girnar, Pania and Mitiyala as wildlife 
sanctuaries. At present, Asiatic Lion Landscape (ALL*) or the 
ƭƛƻƴǎΩ home range has expanded in about 30,000 sq. km. in 
and around nearly 2000 villages. 
  
*In addition to the source population of Asiatic lion at Gir, 
Pania and adjoining areas, there have been seven satellite 
populations. 
  

ÅMitiyala Wildlife Sanctuary 
ÅSavarkundla-Liliya and adjoining areas  
ÅSouth Western Coast (Sutrapada-Kodinar-Una-

Veraval) 
ÅSouth Eastern Coast (Rajula-Jafarabad-Nageshree) 
ÅBhavnagar Mainland 
ÅBhavnagar Coast 

 
The ƭƛƻƴǎΩ ƘƻƳŜ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ t!ǎ ƛǎ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ DǊŜŀǘŜǊ Gir. 
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Poonam Avlokan (Full moon observations) - Since 2014, Poonam Avlokan of lions is performed every month. It is a 24 hour lion 
population estimation and monitoring exercise on the full moon day (night). It is for the management purpose and the results are not 
usually declared.  
  
The five yearly census was due in 2020, but it could not be undertaken due to Covid-19 pandemic. So it was decided to perform the 
Poonam Avlokan on 5th & 6th June 2020 in presence of some expert observers. Accordingly, members of the State Board for Wildlife and 
a scientist from Wildlife Institute of India were invited. However, no invitees except me attended the interesting event. 

Photo Credits © Nishad Pandya 
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The Gir forest has a rare success story of not only saving the last remaining Asiatic lions, (formerly classified as Panthera leo persica) 
from the brink of extinction, but also improving their conservation IUCN status from Ψ/ǊƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ 9ƴŘŀƴƎŜǊŜŘΩ to Ψ9ƴŘŀƴƎŜǊŜŘΩ in 2008. 

 
The 2020 results revealed a 28.9% increase in lion population (from 523 to 674) and 36% increase in the home range (from 22,000 sq. 
km. to 30,000 sq. km.). Out of nine districts surveyed, lions were found at 294 locations of four districts. 161 Adult males, 260 Adult 
females, 116 Sub adults and 137 Cubs were observed in the total 674 lions sighted. Interestingly, in the maiden observation of a kind, 60 
out of 260 were found to be lactating females. 
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In Greater Gir, the lion population has been increasing chiefly 
because of their acceptance by the villagers, particularly the 
farmers. This vast area of Greater Gir, where the lions use grass 
vidis (grasslands), degraded land, coastal area, areas along 
Shetrunji river banks, farm fields, etc. to roam and reside. Most of 
the farmers are happy with the situation since their precious crops 
are protected from the wild ungulates such as blue bull, wild boar, 
etc. when lions are around. 
 
Risks to Lions at Greater Gir 
  
άtǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƴƎ the protected species in protected areas is rather easy. 
However, protecting the protected species outside the protected 
areas is a ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜΣέ as is rightly put by Shree B. J. Pathak, IFS 
(Retd.). 
  
The speeding vehicles on state and national highways, high-speed 
trains on railway tracks, open wells in farms, illegal electrification 
of farm fences (to protect the crops from wild ungulates), etc. 
pose a serious threat to lions in revenue areas. Lions, leopards and 
other wild animals get seriously injured or even meet with an 
accidental death due to these factors, causing higher mortality.  
 
Precautionary measures like, protecting the railway tracks with 
fences (where a higher density of lions is found), keeping guards 
around railway lines, covering the open wells with parapet walls 
with the financial aid of Rs. 16,000 per well, building speed 
breakers, training and forming more rescue teams, creating rescue 
centres, operating ambulances, etc. have been taken. However, 
accidents do happen. Still, the good news is that in spite of all this, 
the ƭƛƻƴǎΩ home range is expanding and the population is steadily 
increasing. 

 
Canine Distemper Virus ς CDV 
  
In September 2018, 23 lions died in four weeks at the 
Dalkhaniya range of eastern Gir. Later, the National Institute 
of Virology (NIV), Pune revealed that 17 lions died due to a 
deadly combination of Canine Distemper Virus (CDV) and 
Babesiosis - a Protozoa infection, and 3, due to in-fighting. 
The autopsy was inconclusive for the remaining 3 deaths. 
 
The lion is a nocturnal big cat, known to rest for up to 18 
hours a day. This behaviour makes it extremely difficult to 
visually diagnose whether a particular lion is resting or 
affected with CDV. By the time more symptoms are seen, the 
virus infection is often spread to the last stage.  
  
A massive emergency rescue operation was carried out in 
September 2018. As a precautionary measure, all 33 lions of 
the adjoining Jasadhar range were captured and kept at a 
distant location. Working 24x7, the field staff took highly 
admirable and relentless efforts to rescue so many lions and 
successfully restricted the deadly virus. 
  
In April 2020, about 27 lions succumbed to Babesiosis and 
probably an undetected virus. Many were rescued, treated 
and released back to wild.  
 
άWhat should be done to protect the great cats like the lion 
and ǘƛƎŜǊΚέ The answer is to maintain a clean and hygienic 
environment. Although there can be many carriers of CDV, 
feral dogs most likely spread the disease. The population of 
dogs also has been ever increasing. The forest department 
and Animal Husbandry department has undertaken programs 
to vaccinate all dogs in the adjoining villages.  
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Developing Gene Pools Away from Gir 
  
Barda Sanctuary near Porbandar and Rampara Sanctuary near Rajkot already have (captive but pure breed) gene pools of the Asiatic lion. 
These sanctuaries are being prepared to accommodate free ranging wild lions in the near future. The area of Barda hill is 192 sq. km.; 
slightly larger than that of Girnar Sanctuary. The surrounding area of more than 350 sq. km. is also suitable, so as to accommodate about 
125 lions, I believe. However, the most difficult but essential task of shifting the maldhari families is yet to be performed. Unlike the 
maldharis of Gir, the Barda maldharis are not familiar with lions. A generous compensatory package and trustworthy counselling of these 
families will be needed before Barda opens up to wild lions. 
 
In 2013, the IƻƴΩōƭŜ Supreme Court formed an Expert Committee to oversee a proposal of shifting Gir lions to Kuno Palpur in Madhya 
Pradesh. It had been getting delayed as some essential work was presumably incomplete at the proposed site. Now the plan has been 
dropped.  


