The hunted tiger: down from 100,000 to 3,200
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LONDON: When a British Army colonel called Jim Corbett was summoned to the thickly forested ravines of the Himalayas, he found people living in abject terror. Without guns, they were powerless to protect themselves from a small number of tigers that had developed a taste for human flesh. 
To live “and have one`s being under the shadow of a man-eater” was not so different from prehistoric times, Corbett reflected, when early humans cowered in caves to escape the sabre-toothed tiger.

Corbett hunted alone. He tethered buffalo as bait, stalked silently in rubber-soled shoes and even tried to lure tigers by donning a sari and disguising himself as a woman cutting grass in the fields. Avoiding being dispatched by a tiger to what he called “the happy hunting grounds” in the sky, Corbett shot dead more than a dozen rogue tigers.

In the 70 years since Corbett bagged his last tiger, the balance of power between Panthera tigris and mankind has been dramatically reversed.

In Corbett`s day, 100,000 of these charismatic predators roamed free in Asia. As forests were slashed and hunting flourished, Corbett began to shoot tigers with film rather than with a rifle.

“A tiger is a large-hearted gentleman with boundless courage and when he is exterminated – as exterminated he will be unless public opinion rallies to his support – India will be the poorer by having lost the finest of her fauna,” he wrote presciently in 1944.

There are now just 3,200 tigers left in the wild. Three of the nine subspecies (the Bali, Javan and Caspian tigers) are extinct; a fourth, the South China, is also lost to the wild, with a few dozen specimens surviving in captivity.

Tigers` survival is not guaranteed even in the most protected places: four died in a north Indian reserve named after Corbett earlier this year.

The national animal of India, Nepal, Bangladesh, Malaysia and North and South Korea; the majestic creature at the heart of eastern and western culture from traditional Chinese myths to evil Shere Khan in the Jungle Book and cuddly Tigger in Winnie the Pooh; the big cat that sells us beer, petrol and other human essentials such as sugar-frosted breakfast cereal, is teetering on the very brink of extinction.

On Nov 21, heads of state and senior diplomats from 11 key countries will gather in St Petersburg, Russia, the first time world leaders have met to discuss the fate of just one species. Backed by the World Bank, the Tiger summit is billed as the last chance to save the tiger. There are fears, however, it could prove as ineffectual as Copenhagens climate change negotiations last year.

India, the country with the biggest tiger population, may refuse to send a high-level delegation; the Chinese, widely blamed for the tiger`s decline, are still distrusted by environmentalists; even Russia, where Vladimir Putin has made tiger preservation a matter of personal pride, has suffered a disastrous loss of tigers in recent years.

Some conservationists feel the participants are remote bureaucrats with no experience of realities. Others are refusing to go at all.

Tiger experts are agreed on the prime, simple cause of its disappearance: it is being massacred for a lucrative illegal trade in traditional Chinese medicine.

Shocking new figures released this week show that parts of between 1,069 and 1,220 tigers were seized between 2000 and April this year – an average of at least 104 animals per year. The vast majority of seizures of parts from illegally killed tigers, including skeletons, claws and skins, were in India, China and Nepal, according to Traffic, the wildlife trade monitoring network.

Between 2005 and 2008 it is estimated that 80 per cent of western Nepals tigers were killed by poachers. Tigers have also been snatched from supposedly well-protected reserves in India, and the decline of Russias Siberian tiger in the last decade has been attributed to cuts in anti-poaching protection.

Tragically, each kill only increases the rarity – and price – of wild tigers.

POACHING: Protection from poachers – even in reserves and national parks – is far from OK now, according to Bivash Pandav of WWF, who has spent four years visiting habitats in the 11 tiger-range countries. Speaking from his base in Kathmandu, he sounds close to despair.

“The prime minister of India is very serious about tiger conservation but what is happening on the ground is completely different. A total lack of commitment is driving tigers out,” he says.

Reserve managers are not held accountable when a tiger is seized; junior staff, or even researchers are blamed. “The reserve managers should not only be sacked, they should be fined and put behind bars. Unless we give exemplary punishment to corrupt and irresponsible reserve managers, this trend of tiger decline will continue. [In] both the reserves in India, Sariska and Panna, where tigers have become extinct in the recent past, the managers have not only got off scot-free, rather, they have been promoted.

“We don`t need rocket science to save tigers,” continues Pandav.

Dr Alan Rabinowitz, president and CEO of Panthera, is another rugged saviour of the tiger, dubbed “the Indiana Jones of Wildlife Conservation” by Time magazine.

Rabinowitz, who recently helped identify previously undocumented tiger populations in Bhutan in the BBC`s Lost Land of the Tiger, has incurable leukaemia. He likens current tiger conservation to someone telling a cancer patient they will buy them a new house.

Like Pandav, he believes conservationists are not being held accountable for tiger losses. He cites an Indian reserve where tiger populations are thriving: it has a “shoot to kill” policy towards poachers.

“I`m frustrated because the international conservation community is not pulling itself together. It`s hiding behind trees,” he says. “We know how to save tigers. It is not brain surgery. Tigers breed really well. Protect them, and they come back pretty quickly but none of the areas are being protected.”

For Rabinowitz, a tiger “is the epitome of the wild and wildness. It`s kind of a cliche, but we need wild in our lives. The tiger is a piece of that wild. We lose that and it`s the cork out of the bottle – everything else spills out. If we can`t pull together enough to save what is the most iconic living species, then what are we going to do for lesser species?”

Jim Corbett vividly described how he tracked down the Mohan man-eater despite being afflicted with a cough (bad news for silent stalking). Watching flattened blades of grass spring up, a sign the tiger had been there only moments before, he eventually spied a spot of gold – the tip of the tiger`s tail protruding from behind a rock.

Fearing it was ready to pounce, he found it fast asleep. “I do not know how the close proximity of a tiger reacts on others, but me it always leaves with a breathless feeling – due possibly as much to fear as to excitement – and a desire for a little rest,” he wrote, after shooting it.

If only we could give the tiger some respite too.—Dawn-Guardian News Service.

