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Tw o roads diverged in a w ood, and I

took the one less travelled by, and

that has made all the difference.

-- Robert Frost
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It is true that man-eating tigers are a menace, but they exist
because we usurped their habitat. Human-animal conflict
mismanagement only escalates the problem

Tension and fear ruled in Bandipur last week because of a man-eating tiger.

Local anger was understandable because some lost family members to the

tiger. While it is necessary to be sensitive to the feelings of the victims’

families, it is also important to understand how human-animal conflict

mismanagement has resulted in such scenarios time and again. After all,

shooting the animal will not guarantee that there will not be another man-

eater in the future.

Now that the tiger has beenis captured and the pressure decreased, the

need of the moment is to address real issues and causes. If not, people will

tend to paint tigers as ‘evil’ creatures, which will be counter-productive to the

conservation cause. For one, without public support it is not possible to

conserve wildlife.

True, in Bandipur the tiger attacked four unfortunate humans. But it is a

culmination of a series of lapses over a long period of time, all of which are

human. Under natural conditions, an injured tiger would have died of

starvation inside a forest and not resorted to attacking humans. But thanks

to our system of governance, the conditions in our forest fringe areas are far

from natural and the incident points to the failure of the system to manage

human-animal conflict issues.

The human-animal conflict issue needs to be managed like any other major

risk in a professional and scientific manner. The potential risks need to be

identified, assessed, monitored and appropriate control measures have to

be put in place for risk mitigation and prevention. Along with an overall risk

management plan that focuses on risk prevention of human-animal

conflicts, there also needs to be a system for incident handling, if and when

incidents occur. This plan should deal with mitigation and containment of

the impacts of such an event with clear escalation procedures and

associated trigger conditions.

A number of factors point to human error in the Bandipur incident. The lack

of risk preventive measures is clearly a contributing factor. First off, it should

be noted that the tiger had not entered villages and killed people. It killed

people inside the forest area. A related question then is why is cattle grazing

or NTFP collection allowed in forests with tigers. If cattle are banned from

grazing inside the forest, then why is there is no enforcement of this ban?

Fencing the forest areas bordering the villages needs to be seriously

considered.

Though sustainability is a popular buzzword in urban development, there is

a complete lack of it in the forest fringes. There was no emphasis on

alternate livelihood options and sustainable development of the people

living in the forest fringes.

Also, without a pre-defined objective criteria for decision-making and a

formal incident management plan, there is an increased chance of reactive

decisions that may costs lives in the already high pressure human-animal

conflict situations. In this particular case, after the search operation was
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called off, not only did the tiger kill another innocent villager, but the death

also forced the officials to hit the panic button and issue a shoot-at-sight

order.

This also has the obvious side effect of ruling out less extreme and more

humane options such as containment of the impact of the incident and

defined escalation procedures. The last three innocent human deaths could

have been avoided, if, immediately after the first victim’s death, there were

awareness campaigns in the villages with clear warnings not to enter the

forest till the incident is handled.

The tiger was captured after firing 72 rounds of tranquilisers/shots

according to newspaper reports. , this was a man-eating tiger and field

conditions made things difficult. Nevertheless, 72 rounds are a bit too much.

Obviously, people need to be given specialised training to deal with these

types of situations. The tiger, after capture, was also found with multiple

porcupine quills lodged in its neck and body. Besides, the tiger had further

injured itself by struggling violently in the confined space, by biting the iron

cage and damaging its canines. This was after it was transported to the

treatment centre and regained consciousness. Though it is commendable

that the tiger was captured and not killed, it still makes us wonder if there is

no better way to deal with an injured wild tiger. This reiterates the need for a

planned and tested incident handling mechanism.

The solutions to human-animal conflict issues are complex and very

debatable. The society needs to take responsibility for the unfortunate

deaths of the innocent villagers as well as the consequent demonisation of

the tiger. In a country of billion plus people and with only about 1,500 wild

tigers left, the tigers don’t stand a chance unless we are willing to find better

ways to share the planet with them. With incidents such as this, we need to

rethink about our rights, responsibilities and relationships with nature. zz

(The writer is director

of TigerFirst)
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