Hunt is on for a man-eating tiger in India

PANDHARKAWADA, INDIA

At least 13 people killed
by animal that's developed
a taste for human flesh

BY JEFFREY GETTLEMAN
'AND HARI KUMAR

The first victim was an older woman,
discovered facedown in a cotton field
with huge claw marks dug into her back.
The next was an older male farmer, his
left leg completely torn off. '

The Kkillings have gone on for more
than two years, sowing panic in the hills
around Pandharkawada, a town in cen-
tral India.- In mid-August, the mauled
body of Vaghuji Kanadhari Raut, a
threadbare cattle herder, was found
near a rural highway. He was victim
No. 12.

DNA tests, camera traps, numerous
spottings and pugmarks — tiger foot-
prints — have pinned at least 13 human
killings on a single, 5-year-old tigress
that seems to have developed a taste for
human flesh and has evaded capture
several times.

Atnight, young men in the nearby vil-
~ lages carry torches and bamboo sticks
and go on patrol. They have roughed up
forest guards, furious that the authori-
ties can’t stop the killings.

Experts say it’s extremely unusual for
asingle tiger to have attacked this many
people. India’s tiger population is criti-
cally endangered but lately has been
soaring, a success for conservation poli-
cies. Even so, the animals are being
crowded out in a competition with hu-
mans for territory.

Forestrangers are now gearing up for
a complex military-style operation to
deploy sharpshooters with tranquilizer
guns on the backs of half a dozen ele-
phants to surround the tiger, capture her
and send her to a zoo.

But the elephants have yet to arrive,
held up by intense bureaucratic infight-
ing among India’s myriad overlapping
governmentagencies that cover wildlife
but, between all of them, still don’t seem
to have enough resources.

As the death count rises — three vil-
lagers were killed in August — several
politicians are demanding that the rang-
ers simply shoot the tiger. But that
might not be legal. A wildlife activist
seeking to block any such order has tak-

en the matter all the way to India’s Su-

preme Court.
A two-judge panel of the court on
Tuesday upheld forestry officials’ plan,
which requires what is called a shoot or-
der, allowing them to kill the tiger if a
concerted effort to capture her fails.
“All the people killed have been killed
in the forest” Anand Grover, a lawyer
for the wildlife advocates, told the jus-
tices before the ruling. “You go into that
area on your own risk,” he added. “How
can you hold the tiger responsible?”
Kartik Shukul, a government lawyer,
countered: “No other animal could have

Above, tiger cubs moving through the jungle in Maharashtra State,
tigress. Forest rangers are gearing up for a military-

A crafty man-eating tiger on the loose
sounds like something out of a Rudyard
Kipling tale. But it’s a real and growing
problem in today’s India. :

The country’s effort to protect tigers,
in a way, is a victim of its own success.
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through crowded farmland on a search
for territory, mates and prey — such as
antelope, wild pigs, stray cattle and
sometimes people.

All across India, islands of forest are
shrinking, and the thin green tendrils on
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lands, and the corridors in between are
wiped out or degraded. Many tiger re-
SErves are nonstarters, with less than
five tigers or none at all. And we're too
arrogant to learn from anywhere else.”

The restrictions on the beef industrv
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India. Below, men in Viflirgaon after a nighttime patrol of their village looking for the 5-year-old man-eating
style operation to deploy sharpshooters on the backs of elephants to surround the tiger, capture her and send her to a zoo.
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“As soon as the tiger comes out, he
sees a lot of cattle” explained Bilal
Habib, an ecology professor and tiger
researcher. So the tiger decides to stick
around, Mr. Bilal said, catalyzing a
whole cvele of conflint armd Aaaflb

this part of India, everything is so
packed together that even the people
who live here aren’t sure where the agri-
cultural land ends and the protected
forests begin. :

According to charts that forestry offi-
cials have been keeping, T-1 has eaten

 the flesh of about half of her victims. She

gnawed off one woman’s legs cleanly at
the knees, almost like a chain saw. She
chewed into one man’s back, leaving his
spinal column exposed.

The rangers took swabs of tiger saliva
from the wounds and sent them to labs
for DNA analysis. Over several months,
as the results came in, they began to
piece together what they were facing.

In January, forestry officials applied
for the shoot order. But an animal-rights
activist from Mumbai who objected to
killing T-1 helped to block it. Then T-1
gave birth to two fuzzy tiger cubs, which
meant any action taken against her
could jeopardize them, too.

So the rangers equipped themselves
with nets and tranquilizer guns and
fanned out into the jungles, full of pun-
gent lantana bushes, old gnarled teak
trees and clouds of dragonflies hovering
in the thick, humid air. Four times, they
tried to capture T-1.

“But she’s very wild?” said Mrs. Ab-
harna, the forestry official. “And she’s
very clever”

Each time, she either hid in the tangle
of lantana bushes or raced away.

The villagers who live in T-I’s area,
which covers about 60 square miles, ha-
ven't been especially helpful. Furious
that the rangers won't simply shoot the
tiger, they have blocked access to the
jungle. Others devised disturbing plans

of their own.

Every time a tiger kills someone, the
authorities pay compensation to the vic-
tim’s family, sometimes as much as
$14,000. It’s part of a government pro-
gram to assuage grieving relatives so
they don’t try to take revenge against
endangered tigers.

During a capture operation, an older
man who could barely walk positioned
himself right next to a cage that the
rangers had baited with fresh buffalo
meat.

“When we asked him what in the
world he was doing,” said Mrs. Abharna,
he replied: “If I die, will you give my
family the money?” -

As the forestry officials wrestle over
what to do, wildlife activists keep re-
turning to court to block shoot orders.

- The activists say the tiger is simply de-

fending her cubs, and that the victims
ventured into her territory. They are try-
ing to compel the forestry departmentto
tranquilize T-1 and move her to another
area. The Supreme Court may hear the
case within days.

Meanwhile, the elephants, which
rangers say are better for such an opera-
tion than any four-wheel-drive truck,
are expected to arrive any day. The peo-
ple living near Pandharkawada are los-
ing patience. And they are becoming in-
creasingly terrified.
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a taste for human flesh
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The first victim was an older woman,
discovered facedown in a cotton field
with huge claw marks dug into her back.
The next was an older male farmer, his
left leg completely torn off.

_The killings have gone on for more
than two years, sowing panic in the hills
around Pandharkawada, a town in cen-
tral India. In mid-August, the mauled
body of Vaghuji Kanadhari Raut, a
threadbare cattle herder, was found
near a rural highway. He was victim
No. 12. |

DNA tests, camera traps, numerous
spottings and pugmarks — tiger foot-
prints — have pinned at least 13 human
killings on a single, 5-year-old tigress
that seems to have developed a taste for
human flesh and has evaded capture
several times.

At night, young men in the nearby vil-
~ lages carry torches and bamboo sticks

and go on patrol. They have roughed up
forest guards, furious that the authori-
ties can’t stop the killings.

Experts say it’s extremely unusual for
asingle tiger to have attacked this many
people. India’s tiger population is criti-
cally endangered but lately has been
soaring, a success for conservation poli-
cies, Even so, the animals are being
crowded out in a competition with hu-
mans for territory.

Forest rangers are now gearing up for
a complex military-style operation to
deploy sharpshooters with tranquilizer
:guns on the backs of half a dozen ele-

' phants to surround the tiger, capture her
and send her to a zoo.

But the elephants have yet to arrive,
held up by intense bureaucratic infight-
ing among India’s myriad overlapping
government agencies that cover wildlife
but, between all of them, still don’t seem
to have enough resources.

As the death count rises — three vil-
lagers were killed in August — several
politicians are demanding that the rang-
ers simply shoot the tiger. But that
might not be legal. A wildlife activist
seekmg to Block any such order. has tak-
en the tr_l_atte_::r all the way to India’s Su-
preme Court.

A two-judge panel of the court on
Tuesday upheld forestry officials’ plan,
which requires what is called a shoot or-
der, allowing them to kill the tiger if a
concerted effort to capture her fails.

“All the people killed have been killed
in the forest,” Anand Grover, a lawyer
for the wildlife advocates, told the jus-
tices before the ruling. “You go into that
area on your own risk,” he added. “How
can you hold the tiger responsible?”

Kartik Shukul, a government lawyer,
countered: “No other animal could have
consumed these people. There aren’t
even any leopards in the area”

In the meantime, rangers have been
posted on rickety wooden stands built
into jungle trees, commanded to keep
their eyes peeled for the tiger. But they
don’t even have binoculars.

“I don’t want to kill this beautiful ani-
mal,” said K. M. Abharna, a top forestry
official in the Pandharkawada area,
which lies near the borders of Maha-
rashtra and Andhra Pradesh States.
“But there’s a hell of a lot of political
pressure and a hell of a lot of public pres-
sure.”
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Above, tiger cubs moving through the jungle in Maharashtra State, India. Below, men in V‘lhlrgaon after a nighttime patrol of their village looking for the 5-year-old man-eating .
tigress. Forest rangers are gearing up for a nulltary style operatmn to deploy sharpshooters on the backs of elephants to surround the tiger, capture her and send her to a zoo.

A crafty man-eating tiger on the loose
sounds like something out of a Rudyard
Kipling tale. But it’s a real and growing
problem in today’s India. {

The country’s effort to protect tigers,
in a way, is a victim of its own success.
Closer monitoring, new technology and
stricter wildlife policies have led to a
sharp increase in the tiger count, from
1,4111in 2006 to an estimated 2,500 today
— more than half of the world’s approxi-
mately 4,000 tigers. This growth is caus-
ing increased conflict.

India’s human population and its
economy have been rapidly growing as
well, steadily filling in rural areas with
farms, roads and mushrooming towns
like Pandharkawada. Many tigers are
now running out of space. ;

They are spilling out of their dedi-
cated reserves, roaming along smooth
new asphalt highways and skulking

through crowded farmland on a search
for territory, mates and prey — such as
antelope, wild pigs, stray cattle and
sometimes people.

All across India, islands of forest are
shrinking, and the thin green tendrils on
the map — tiger corridors — are being
cut by more roads and more farms. Ti-
gers are intensely territorial: A male ti-
ger, once it gets big enough, might kill its
own mother over turf. ;

Each tiger needs miles of thick forest;
the size of its territory depends on the
availability of prey. In the past decade,
India has created nearly two dozen
more tiger reserves, bringing the total
to 50. But many of them are surrounded
by human development on all sides.

“Our tiger situation is not a success
story, it’s a mess,” said Valmik Thapar,
one of India’s most renowned tiger ex-
perts. “We have a whole bunch of is-

lands, and the corridors in between are
wiped out or degraded. Many tiger re-
serves are nonstarters, with less than
five tigers or none at all. And we're too
arrogant to learn from anywhere else.”

The restrictions on the beef industry
in many parts of India could be making
the situation even more dangerous. In-
dia’s Hindu nationalist governing party,
the B.J.P, has cracked down on the
slaughter of cows, an animal Hindus re-
vere.

This has created enormous herds of
mangy, unproductive, unwanted cattle
that herders don’t dare to kill, either be-
cause of specific cow protection laws
that vary state by state or because they
are terrified of being lynched by Hindu
extremists.

In several tiger areas, more prey now
lives outside the tiger reserve than in-
side. That may be luring tigers out.
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“As soon as the tiger comes out, he
sees a lot of cattle,” explained Bilal
Habib, an ecology professor and tiger
researcher. So the tiger decides to stick
around, Mr Bilal said, catalyzing a
whole cycle of conflict and death.

In the case of the man-eating tiger, re-
searchers are at a loss to explain why
she started attacking humans. She has
also killed some cows and horses.

The rangers call her T-1. They have
been keeping track of her since she was
a cub; when she was young, they say,
her mother was electrocuted. This is an-
other growing problem, as farmers all
over India string up crude electric

fences to keep wild pigs out of their .

Crops.
T-1never lived in a dedicated tiger re-
serve; 30 percent of India’s tigers don’t.
Her first victims were farmers weed-
ing their fields at the forest’s edge. In

Cials nave been Keeping, 1-1 has eaten
the flesh of about half of her victims. She
gnawed off one woman’s legs cleanly at
the knees, almost like a chain saw. She
chewed into one man’s back, leaving his
spinal column exposed.

The rangers took swabs of tiger saliva
from the wounds and sent them to labs
for DNA analysis. Over several months,
as the results came in, they began to
piece together what they were facing.

In January, forestry officials applied
for the shoot order. But an animal-rights
activist from Mumbai who objected to
killing T-1 helped to block it. Then T-1
gave birth to two fuzzy tiger cubs, which
meant any action taken against her
could jeopardize them, too.

So the rangers equipped themselves
with nets and tranquilizer guns and
fanned out into the jungles, full of pun-
gent lantana bushes, old gnarled teak
trees and clouds of dragonflies hovering
in the thick, humid air. Four times, they
tried to capture T-1.

“But she’s very wild,” said Mrs. Ab-
harna, the forestry official. “And she’s
very clever”

Each time, she either hid in the tangle
of lantana bushes or raced away.

The villagers who live in T-1’s area,
which covers about 60 square miles, ha-
ven’t been especially helpful. Furious
that the rangers won't simply shoot the
tiger, they have blocked access to the
jungle. Others devised disturbing plans

of their own.

Every time a tiger kills someone, the
authorities pay compensation to the vic-
tim’s family, sometimes as much as
$14,000. It’s part of a government pro-
gram to assuage grieving relatives so
they don’t try to take revenge against
endangered tigers.

During a capture operation, an older

- man who could barely walk positioned

himself right next to a cage that the
rangers had baited with fresh buffalo
meat.

“When we asked him what in the
world he was doing,” said Mrs. Abharna,
he replied: “If I die, will you give my
family the money?”

As the forestry officials wrestle over
what to do, wildlife activists keep re-
turning to court to block shoot orders.
The activists say the tiger is simply de-
fending her cubs, and that the victims
ventured into her territory. They are try-
ing to compel the forestry department to
tranquilize T-1 and move her to another
area. The Supreme Court may hear the
case within days.

Meanwhile, the elephants, which
rangers say are better for such an opera-
tion than any four-wheel-drive truck,
are expected to arrive any day. The peo-
ple living near Pandharkawada are los-
ing patience. And they are becoming in-
creasingly terrified.

“Just kill it,” said Rashika Vishal, the
daughter of the herder who was mauled
by the highway. “There’s nothing beauti-
ful about this animal. It ate my father
and we need to kill it before it kills some-
one else.”

As she spoke, tears in her eyes, a doz--
en other people crowded into the fam- -
ily’s dark little shack and nodded vig-
orously in agreement. Tiger attacks,
they said, were never an issue in the
past.

“When I was a kid, we used to walk
around the jungle at night, no problem,”
said C. S. Meshram, a village elder. “I
don’t know where these tigers are com-
ing from. But they keep coming.”




