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. Thereis a need for strong commitment, collaborationand action. Let us plan to balancecommerce,environmentand biodiversity =

. Indiansub-continentis an unigue land of rich biodiversityand culturally beautiful people We havediverseecosystemsnd life forms,

vivid colours,songsand languagedn the natural world. We have been living in harmonywith our wild neighbourssinceagesand
continueto havea deepculturalinfluencefrom wild life andnature. Respecfor y I (i dphiBeSsass away of life.
r
r

i Thisfine line of toleranceis being tested everytime our increasingpopulation have brought modern day hardshipsand challenges s
d The aspirationsof becominga global economicpower have also pushed countlessinfrastructure projects, some of which lead to ';‘
| ecologicaimbalanceand climateimpactin future. With shrinkingforestsand erodinglegalprotections,the spacefor wildlife is now

squeezingoy an evertightening ring of human habitation, roads, mines, agriculturalfarm lands and industries Due to lessspace, == .

animalshave started dispersingout from their congested¥ f Afarestéd® searchof new habitats Many jungle corridorsand forests - S

' | patchesthroughwhichthey travel havebeenovergrazedpver-utilized or fragmentedby roads,dams,rails or humanhomes Elephant - ’:
habitatsandtheir migratoryroutesare now fragmentedandlost. Theincidentsof road kills of tigersand other wildlife haveincreased - !-‘_-

Territorialfightsamongwildlife havealsointensified Thereis now arisein tensionand conflictsleadingto crop depredation, I|vestock
predation,damageto property andlossof life.
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conservationin a sustainablewvay:. It will ensureour better quality of life, ecologicabalanceand our rich wildlife will continueto thrive -
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The Last Abode of the Asiatic Lion
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__/ Can humans and great carnivoresedst?Cana top predator be adored kka member of the familyRidyou know that sometimes the‘,\
villagers host zh)esna(post ~death prayer ceremony) for a wild carnivore? Can you believe that top predators are sometimes offe:e‘d
rakhiso @ Wa A & i S NIRakshaBghdharKCan &&dp Sarni/dre be worshipped as God? Do some communities adopt the title of
sinh(lion) while naming their sords it true that Asiatic lion, formerly known aBantheraleo persicais the sameas the Africarion
subspecie$?antheraleo leo?

All these seemingly absurd questions have one angMES! One has to vi§ir, Indiaand see tdelieve it.
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TheStoryof the LastLionsof Asia

Man has a dubious history with great cats like lions, tigers,
cheetahsand leopards Killingin the nameof sport hasresulted
into a situation where someof the subspeciehavebeenwiped
out and yet others are in the brink of extinction After hunting
for sport was bannedin many countries,the demandfor wild
animalbody parts grew for their non-scientificmedicinalusein
countrieslike China Thisgaverise to an organizedcrossborder
poachingnetwork, posinga severethreat to the very survivalof
largemammals

Themadracefor developmenthasbeenanothermajor causeof
shrinking animal habitats Large mammalsneed large natural
homes,but they havealwaysbeen at the losingend in the fight
for space,water and food. Conservationistand scientistshave
undertaken the difficult task of protecting the surviving
population of these majestic mammalsby strategic steps and
globalcooperation

The British officers and kings from princely states of pre-
independentindia used to hunt lions (and tigers) for trophies
regularly,exhibitingtheir act of bravery Thisresultedin wiping
out nearlyall the lionswhichroamedin AsiaMinor.

TheKathiawar Gazettehad reportedthat there were & LINR 0 |

not more than ten or a dozenlionsleft in Gir ¥ 2 NJh 4884 In
1893 Junagadrstatereporteda countof 31 lions

Howeverboth the estimateswere & S E | 3 3 BisldadingeRd
Ay O 2 Ndeddngta manyexperts

Thesefigureswere arrived at probablydue to the limitations of
the censusmethod. Also,the area coveredin the censuswas
onlythat whichwasunderthe rule of the Nawabof Junagadh

There were lions living in adjoining areas as well, which fell
under other princelystates Quite someexpertsbelievethat the
lion population never fell below 60 to 100 (although this too
wasan alarminglylow number)at anytime.

In 1905, the Junagadtstate estimatedd ldasta hundredf A 2 y
This figure seemsmore accurate, consideringthe number of
martlion conflicts at that time and the figures of the next
census Theincreasein lion populationfrom 31 in 1893to 100

in 1905 does not seemto be biologicallypossiblein such a
shortduration!

TheHistorical Conservation Efforts

A decisiveimprovementin lion protection camewhenH. E Lord
George Curzon, the British Viceroy, was invited by Nawab
Rasulkhanijilll for shikar in the 1900s. There was a letter
publishedin a newsreport of a Bombaydaily tited & + A OB N.E
+ |y R lcifiti&izing the proposed hunting expedition by the
Viceroy

Thenewsreport reachedLord Curzonwho had alreadyarrived
at Junagadh Moved by the report, he cancelledthe hunting
excursionwisely and did not go to Gir He urgedthe Nawabto
enforcestrict protection while returningfrom Junagadh
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TheNawal a fine shooter,who had killed many leopardsat a
youngage, had neverhunted a lion nor had he wishedto hunt
one. In spite of this, the Nawal feeling deprivedof the honour
of taking the Viceroyfor hunting, persistedthe matter further.
He wrote him a letter explainingthat the lions were not facing
extinction,as was assumedby incorrectinformation, and again

requestedhe Viceroyto visithimda 6 S h@wdiBdleavel Y RA | €

Fortunately, the Nawab responded well to the + A OS NP &

invaluable suggestions The consistent and collective efforts
thereafter, by hissuccessor3ritishrulers,subsequenttate and
centre governments (postindependence), media, scientists,
NGOsand local people, have written this rare successstory of
Asiaticlion conservation

TheGir Sanctuaryand National Park

Gir Sanctuarypne of the earliestsanctuariesof the country,was
declaredon 18" September1965 The core area of 2587 sqg.

km. wasgiventhe highestprotection by declaringit Gir National
Parkin 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) familiesliving

inside Gir since decades The state government offered an

incentivepackageto relocatethem from the Gir ProtectedArea
(Gir PA) Many families were shifted but out of 129 nesses
(woodenhuts where the maldharislive), 54 still remainedin the

sanctuary

Note: A nessmay be smallor large, dependinguponthe number
of familiesmemberdive.

As a result of the effective protection system,helped by the

Wildlife ProtectionAct 1972, the population of spotted deer,
chinkara sambar (the largest deer in Asia), blue bull, wild

boar, etc. startedincreasingat a quickerrate. Forexamplethe

spotted deer population has increased from just a few

thousandin 197G to over seventyfive thousandtoday. Other
prey & LIS Qobpblationshave similarly grown multi-fold. As
aresult,the prey preferenceof lionsresidinginsidethe Gir PA
hasreversed [ A 2 dled W3ed to consistof 70% cattle (of

maldharig and 30% wild ungulates Therecent scatanalysis
shows 75% and 25% wild ungulatesand domesticlivestock,
respectively The population wild prey specieshasincreased
from 139031in 2015t0 155659in 2019in Gir NationalParké&

Sanctuary

THEECOLOGANDGEORGRAPHY

Girhassevenperennialrivers Theyare the lifelinesfor many,
in this droughtprone region There are four damsin Gir,
storing and providing water to villagersas well as wildlife,
roundthe year

The Gir forest has an undulating terrain of volcanic hills.
Girnaris a mountain Panig Mitiyala and Bardaalso have a
hilly terrain. Nature has protected these forests and their
biodiversitythrough this ruggedand hilly topography Sofar,
the hillsK I @ $geniuchintrusion by humanactivitieslike
industrialization, cultivation, mining, etc. In fact, the hilly
corridors of wild animalsare protected by nature, allowing
lionsandother wildlife to disperse

The Gir forest hasthe seaon three sides,with the nearest
distance of about 40 km. The forest cover keeps salinity
ingressn check
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Gir (formerlyknownasKathiawaror Saurashtry has! a Aldrg@sicompact,dry deciduoudorest- a perfecthomefor the lions.

Asper old classificationthere were elevensubspeciesncludingAsiaticlion - Pantheraleo persicaln 2017, aresearchpaperby the team
of more than twenty scientistsof InternationalUnionfor Conservatiorof Nature (IUCN)waspublishedin CatNews Theknowledgeable
scientists have performed in-depth genome sequencingand other studiesto revise the old taxonomy It is mentioned that the
classificatiorof speciescannotbe done on morphologicakcharacterse.g. belly fold, sizebody, color of skin,sizeof mane,etc. Asper the
new classificationthere are only two subspecie®f lions. 1. Pantheraleo leo and 2. Pantheraleo melanochaita Both these subspecies
are found in African countries Our Asiaticor Gir or Indianlion is now classifiedas Pantheraleo leo, the samefound in Westernand
CentralAfricancountries Thelatter subspeciess foundin Eastand SouthAfrica
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For the people of Saurashtrathe lion is not just an
animal Theylove lions. Peopleare thrilled and proud
to knowthat there arelionsneartheir village

Thelion is embeddedin their culture. & | $wée do not
treat lion asan animalandhencedo not addressit A i$ ¢
a symbolof bravery,strengthand power just like a king.

Often, the lion is worshippedas Lord Narasimhag half
lion and half man ¢ an incarnationof LordVishnu Boys
of some communities, particularly those of the ex-

princelystate families,havethe title sinh(lion), suffixed
to their names Rajputand Sardarcommunities known
for their bravery,add Sinh(in Gujarat)or Singh(in other

states)to their names Thethrone of erstwhile kingsis
calleda sinhasanLion,the state animalof Gujarat,isin

the symbolof India, Gujaratstate, Gujarattourism and
alsointhe & a I ih Sy Rcarhpaign

The f A 2fgc@lamuscles, eyes, whiskers and mane
resemble the face of a holy saint The way lions
organize their W¥ | Y Akbotvrs @ @éides, is quite
similarto humanjoint families




G 5mt5 A a Gvardiligning
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TheMaldharis

Sincedecadesthe maldharis(pastoralcommunities)of Girhave
co-existedwith lions and leopardswithout muchdirect conflict
However,the areaof Giris limited. Wildlife and maldharis both
dependon commonnaturalresourcedike land, water andgrass
On record, there are still 54 maldhari nesseswithin the
sanctuaryarea Theirfamilieshavebeenexpanding Quite some
(relocated)maldharishaveillegallyreturned, thus nullifying the
benefits of making more room for lions within the Protected
Areas(PAs)

Scientistsopine that these families ought to be shifted but at

the same time, they feel that since 25% of the t A 2dfed Q

consistsof cattle, the shiftingshouldbe systematicandgradual

The shifting of maldhari families has become more difficult
becauseof the ForestRightsAct andthe Tribal Act Someof the
maldharis now demand facilities like tar roads, electricity,
buildings, schools, hospitals, etc. inside the sanctuary! This
growing threat needsto be handled practically, sensiblyand
amicablyat the earliest In 1982, the governmentof Gujarathad
shownintention to declarethe whole Gir PA as national park
Thetime hascometo implementthe intention. By offering an
acceptable package and sensible counselling, the maldhari
familiescanbe shifted. It will greatly benefit the future of them
aswell aslions.

Expandinghe Home- Thenatural dispersabutside Gir PA

Theincreasedwild ungulatepopulation,particularlyblue bulls
and wild boars started spreadingout of the PA Unlike the
sambaythe blue bull prefersa flat, lowland habitat. Both wild
boar and blue bull alsolike cultivation. Theywere thusfirst to
dispersefollowed by lionsaswell asleopards

Thenatural dispersionof great catsbeganin early 1980 and
is still goingon. The lions have not only reclaimedtheir old
territories but also carving new areas Later, the state
authorities declared Girnar Pania and Mitiyala as wildlife
sanctuaries At present, AsiaticLion LandscapgALL*)or the
t A Zhgrnae@nge has expandedin about 30,000 sg. km. in
andaroundnearly2000villages

*In addition to the source population of Asiaticlion at Gir,
Paniaand adjoining areas, there have been seven satellite
populations

A Mitiyala Wildlife Sanctuary

A SavarkundldLiliyaand adjoining areas

A South Western Coass(itrapadakodinarUna
Verava)

A South Eastern CoafRgjulaJafarabaéNageshred

A Bhavnagar Mainland

A BhavnagaCoast

Thef A2yaQ K2YS NIy3aS 2dziGrA RS
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PoonamAvlokan(Full moon observations- Since2014,PoonamAviokanof lions is performed every month. It is a 24 hour lion
population estimation and monitoring exercise on tisd 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 teX@geathdemic. So it was decided to perforne th
PoonamAvlokanon 5" & 6" June 2020 in presence of some expert observers. Accordingly, members of the State Board for Wildlife a

a scientist from Wildlife Institute of India were invited. However, no invitees except me attended the interesting event.
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The Gir forest hasa rare successstory of not only savingthe last remainingAsiaticlions, (formerly classifiedas Pantheraleo persicg ,ffz
from the brink of extinction,but alsoimprovingtheir conservatiolUCNstatusfrom W/ NJ&A @ ¥ @F §/ 8@&WBYRRY yidRD085 R Qo

The2020resultsrevealeda 28.9% increasein lion population (from 523to 674) and 36%increasein the home range(from 22,000sqg. |
km. to 30,000 sg km.). Out of nine districts surveyed lions were found at 294 locationsof four districts 161 Adult males,260 Adult
females,116 Subadultsand 137 Cubswere observedin the total 674 lionssighted Interestingly,in the maidenobservationof a kind, 60
out of 260were foundto be lactatingfemales
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CENSUS DATA OF ASIATIC LION : 1850-2020
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In Greater Gir, the lion population has been increasingchiefly
because of their acceptanceby the villagers, particularly the
farmers Thisvast area of Greater Gir, where the lions use grass
vidis (grasslands),degraded land, coastal area, areas along
Shetrunjiriver banks,farm fields, etc. to roam andreside Most of
the farmersare happywith the situation sincetheir preciouscrops
are protected from the wild ungulatessuchasblue bull, wild boar,
etc. whenlionsarearound

Risks toLionsat GreaterGir

Gt NP ( thepibtecfedspeciesn protected areasis rather easy
However, protecting thg protegted speciesoutside the protected
areasisa OK | t t &ysdAdhtly put by ShreeB. J Pathak IFS
(Retd).

The speedingvehicleson 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.
posea seriousthreat to lionsin revenueareas Lions,leopardsand
other wild animals get seriouslyinjured or even meet with an
accidentadeathdueto thesefactors,causinghighermortality.

Precautionarymeasureslike, protecting the railway tracks with
fences(where a higher density of lions is found), keepingguards
around railway lines, coveringthe open wells with parapetwalls
with the financial aid of Rs 16,000 per well, building speed
breakers training and forming more rescueteams,creatingrescue
centres, operating ambulances.etc. have been taken However,
accidentsdo happen Still, the goodnewsis that in spite of all this,
the f A Zhgndefangeis expandingand the populationis steadily
increasing

CanineDistemperVirus¢ CDV

In September 2018 23 lions died in four weeks at the
Dalkhaniyarange of easternGir. Later,the National Institute
of Virology (NIV),Punerevealedthat 17 lions died due to a
deadly combination of Canine Distemper Virus (CDV)and
Babesiosis a Protozoainfection, and 3, due to in-fighting.
Theautopsywasinconclusivdor the remaining3 deaths

The lion is a nocturnal big cat, known to rest for up to 18
hours a day This behaviour makesit extremely difficult to
visually diagnose whether a particular lion is resting or
affectedwith CDVBythe time more symptomsare seen,the
virusinfectionis often spreadto the laststage

A massiveemergencyrescue operation was carried out in
September2018 Asa precautionarymeasure,all 33 lions of
the adjoining Jasadhamrange were captured and kept at a
distant location Working 24x7, the field staff took highly
admirableand relentlessefforts to rescueso manylions and
successfullyestrictedthe deadlyvirus

In April 2020, about 27 lions succumbedto Babesiosisand
probably an undetected virus Many were rescued,treated
andreleasedackto wild.

dWhat shouldbe done to protect the great catslike the lion
and A 3 SidEnsweris to maintain a clean and hygienic
environment Although there can be many carriers of CDVY
feral dogsmost likely spreadthe disease The population of
dogs also has been ever increasing The forest department
and AnimalHusbandrydepartmenthasundertakenprograms
to vaccinateall dogsin the adjoiningvillages
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Developing Gene Pools Away fro@ir

BardaSanctuarynearPorbandarand RamparaSanctuarynear Rajkotalreadyhave(captivebut pure breed)genepoolsof the Asiaticlion.
Thesesanctuariesare beingpreparedto accommodatefree rangingwild lionsin the near future. Theareaof Bardahill is 192 sg. km.;
slightlylargerthan that of GirnarSanctuaryThesurroundingareaof more than 350sq. km. is alsosuitable,soasto accommodateabout
125lions, | believe However,the most difficult but essentialtask of shifting the maldharifamiliesis yet to be performed Unlike the
maldharisof Gir, the Bardamaldharisare not familiar with lions. A generouscompensatorypackageandtrustworthy counsellingof these
familieswill be neededbefore Bardaopensup to wild lions.

In 2013 the | 2 y CBaidrefeCourtformed an ExpertCommitteeto overseea proposalof shifting Gir lionsto KunoPalpurin Madhya
Pradesh It had beengetting delayedas someessentialwork was presumablyincompleteat the proposedsite. Now the plan hasbeen
dropped
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