Indian Billionaire May Save Hippos That Roamed a Dead Drug Lord’s Estate

By ALEX TRAVELLT

NEW DELHI — They are not
known to have any taste for raw
coca leal. But the hungry hippos of
Colombia's Antioquia department
have been rampaging through too
much of the marshy flora that
Imes the waterways of the Mag-
dalena River basin,

Colombia’s environment min-
ister, lrene Vélez Torres, said that,
leit unchecked, they will keep pro-
creating and destroy the local
ecosystem: They are an invasive
species from Africa, imported by
Pablo Escobar, the worlds most
notorious drug kingpin.

She released a proposal earlier
thiz month to kill at least B0 of the
animals later this year, after an ef-
fort to sterilize the herd, now
about 200-head strong, proved
disappointing.

Enter Anant Ambani, a scion of
Asia’s richest family with a net
worth greater than 3100 billion.
Alarmed by the proposed slaugh-
ter, he had his own private wildlife
park in western India offer the
hippos a new home, reflecting the
“belief that every life matters and

Vantara is a 3,500-acre wildlife
sanctuary on the scrubby shore-
line where the Ambanis have
made a fortune operating the
world's largest ol refinery. [tscrit-
ics in India call it a zoo. Mr. Amba-
ni's organization prefers the term
“animal rescue, rehabilitation and
conservation center”

The project is so dear to him
that his pre-wedding festivities in
2024, among the most eve-catch-
ing on earth, culminated in the
boondocks of Jamnagar so that
guests could be  shown the
grounds. Rihanna sang, while
Mark Zuockerberg and other
glohal CEOs and celebrities joined
the party. Prime Minister Naren-
tra Modi of India formally inaugu-
rated Vantara a year later and Li-
ocnel Messi was brought in to par-
ticipate in a Hindu ritual in De-
cember.

So Vantara — the name means
“star of the forest” — should be a
suitably star-studded home for
globe-trotiing hippos reared in a
relatively flashy milieu,

The hippos were hought in the
19805 by Mr. Escobar. Riding high
on the profits of the cocaine trade,

that we share a resy ibility 1o
protect life wherever possible” It
proposed a “scientifically led
translocation™ of the animals to
Vantara, in Jamnagar, part of Gu-
jarat state.

Suhasini Raj contributed report-
ing.

Mr. Escob ked a zoo of his
own on a secluded hacienda. The
hippos found company among
other African transplants like ze-
bras and an ostrich.

Hippos are native to the wet-
lands of Africa and nowhere else.
After Mr. Escobar’s death in 19593,
their offspring were left to run

The hippos were imported to Colombia in the 1980s by Pabla Fscobar Many were set to be killed.
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ing for such ventures, not just to
save lives but also with the idea of
importing new species from far-
away habitats.

Cheetahs, once endemic to In-
dia, were hunted to extinction in
the early 20th century. With some
fanfare, Mr. Modi oversaw an ex-
periment to bring African chee-
tahs from Namibia o breeding
centers in India in 2022, though
many of them have died.

M.E. Ranjitsinh Jhala, a former
chairman of the Wildlife Trust of
India, said that, so long as the
CITES rules are observed, if Mr.
Ambani “wants to have a private
zoo, then there should be no objec-
tion”

But he took issue with the no-
tion that Vantara, with its thou-
sands of exotic animals, counts as
a legitimate conservation project.
“If it 1= a question of im being giv-
en a special status under India's
Wildlife Protection Act as a rescue
center;’ Mr Jhala said, “then the
country would like to know: How
many animals which he has ‘res-
cued’ in India have been put hack
into the wild, in India?”
for Vantara said

countries had been approached as
ikl inati for the feral

rint.
Ms. Vélez, the C min-
ister and formerly an envi-

ronmental activist, had empha-
sized that killing the hippos would
he alast resort. Soon after the or-
der was proposed, she took to so-
cial media to explain that six other

happos.

Mexico had seemed like a may-
bbe, but could not import wild-born
creatures because of its observ-
ance of the Convention on Inter-
national Trade in Endangered

Species (CITES). Ms. Vélez also
mentioned an intriguing meeting
at Indig’s embassy in Bogota,
India's government would have
to be nvolved in Mr Ambani's
mission of merey, il it is to go
through. Under the leadership of
Mr. Modi, India has shown a dar-

that at least some of the Indian an-
imals under its care have been re-
turned to the wild, through its re-
habilitation program. But most
creatures raised by human hands
or transported from their native
habitats, can never be released, he
said. They simply need a peaceful
home.



