Poaching of Tigers
The tiger (Panthera tigris), one of the world's most beautiful and revered animals, stands near the brink of extinction. Since the turn of the century, its habitat and numbers have been reduced by up to 95 per cent. For a million years the tiger ruled over a territory stretching from eastern Turkey to North Korea, its forest home extending northward to Siberia and southward into Bali. In this century alone, three sub-species of tiger were driven into extinction, including the Bali, Javan, and Caspian. Tragically, the remaining five sub-species are at risk of meeting the same fate. The tiger faces an onslaught of poaching throughout its range. In 1991, one-third of the Siberian or Amur tigers were killed to meet the demand for their bones and other parts. These are used in the production of traditional medicine which is sold in the markets of China, Taiwan, and Korea, and even exported to the USA and Europe (explained in detail below). Now there are less than 50 Siberian tigers left on this planet--fewer than 20 in the wild. Unfortunately, this leaves the Siberian tigers prone to genetic disease (described specifically below). In addition, tigers compete with expanding populations of human industry for land and food, and are killed by poachers when interfering with the plans of man. If these trends continue, despite many laws and conservation efforts, the wild tiger may soon be doomed to extinction. 

Largest of all cats, tigers are formidable predators. The male Siberian tiger, the largest subspecies, can grow to 13 feet (4 meters) in length and weigh 700 pounds (317 kg)! With razor sharp, retractable claws, long canine teeth, and powerful jaws and legs, they can bring down animals far heavier than themselves, including large hoofed animals like India's chital deer and wild boars. 


From the snow-covered mountains of Manchuria to the evergreen forests of Siberia, and to the tropical jungles of Indonesia, tigers have adapted to a wide range of terrain. Unlike the open habitat of lions, leopards, and cheetahs, tigers prefer to live in moderately dense cover. They are solitary cats that stake out their territories by marking their area with their scent and claw markings on trees. In fact, the only time when adult tigers are in contact with each other is when they mate.

Loss, fragmentation, and degradation of forests have been a major factors in the decline of the tiger population in this century, with illegal killing playing an increasingly damaging role as tigers have become more vulnerable: no refugees remain safe from human penetration. Habitat loss remains a grave danger for the tiger, particularly in South and Southeast Asia. In countries like India where there is a human population problem, people are always looking for more room which infringes on the tiger habitat. Once people reside close to tigers, they transform the ecological system with cattle, crops, et cetera, which in turn harms the tigers. The following is a detailed analysis of many of the threats that endanger tigers (all but one associated with man). 

Poachers are continuing to exterminate the world's remaining Tigers. New demand across Southeast Asia for the skins, teeth and claws of tigers is endangering much of the great cats, particularly the Sumatran tiger. Currently, the demand for Tiger parts is centered in several parts of Asia where there is a strong market for traditional medicines made from items like tiger bone and body parts. Volumes are sizeable and there has been little enforcement action against poachers and traders. 

There were nearly 100,000 wild tigers at the beginning of the 20th century-Only 5,000 Tigers currently exist in the wild on the planet Earth. Leopards are suffering the same carnage as well. This information is from The Traffic Report of the World Wildlife Fund. ``This new trend threatens to undermine the progress made in curtailing the use of tiger bone in Chinese medicines,'' said Stuart Chapman, head of the WWF's Wildlife Trade Program.
The poachers have a huge demand for Tiger parts from major illegal supplying markets that still operate openly in Southeast Asian countries such as Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Myanmar and Vietnam from Indonesia. Even though it is illegal to kill a tiger, wild tigers are still being poached today because their bones, whiskers and other body parts can be sold on the black market for a lot of money. Tiger parts are used in traditional Chinese medicine because some people believe that tiger parts have special powers. Forestry and wildlife departments are too understaffed and under budgeted to be effective against the onslaught of poachers. 
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Also accelerating this extermination is the loss of habitat. Across all of Asia, once vast forests have fallen for timber or conversion to agriculture. Only small islands of forest surrounded by a growing and relatively poor human population are left. As forest space is reduced, the number of animals left in the forest is also reduced, and tigers cannot find the prey they need to survive. 
As human populations move farther into the forest, groups of tigers become separated from each other by villages and farms. This means that tigers in one area can no longer mate with tigers in nearby areas. Instead, tigers must breed repeatedly with the same small group of animals. Over time, this inbreeding weakens the gene pool, and tigers are born with birth defects and mutations.
A U.N. team of wildlife experts said on 12April2000 that India's tiger population could be all but wiped out unless drastic steps were taken to tackle poachers and wipe out the illegal trade in tiger skins and bones.
The team's report said India was failing to protect its tigers through inefficiency and indifference, allowing well-organized poaching gangs to hunt down the majestic animals.
The U.N. Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) last year ordered an investigation into the tiger trade and focused on India as well as Japan and China, traditionally the largest markets for tiger products.The CITES team said officials in some of India's state governments routinely concealed the number of tigers being killed and inflated the figures of remaining populations. 



Facts about Tigers

· Siberian Tiger is the biggest cat in the world reaching a size of 650 lbs.

· Three of the tiger sub species, that is Java, Bali and Caspian are now extinct for human hunting.

· Tigers can eat 40 to 100 pounds (18 to 45 kg) of meat every day.
· Tigers are the only cats that enjoy going into the water.

· There are only 200 white tigers left in the world.

· The last spotting of the white Bengal tiger was in central India in 1951.

· It can jump up to 30 feet in a single leap.

· About 5,000 to 7,400 tigers are left in the wild.
· There were nearly 100,000 wild tigers at the beginning of the 20th century-Only 5,000 Tigers currently exist in the wild on the planet Earth.


The Mystery Behind Poaching

It's not hard to guess why the tigers are vanishing. Poachers, or people who hunt illegally, can sell the big cats for $50,000 each. Tiger skin and bones are popular in Chinese medicine. A single tiger tooth can fetch $120. Recently, a gang of poachers confessed to killing 10 tigers in Sariska and were arrested. 

"[Indian tiger poaching] is probably the biggest conservation scandal in modern times," said Belinda Wright, the head of the Wildlife Protection Society of India. 

Poaching isn't the only problem. Many poachers use advanced technologies, like night glasses and long-range binoculars. Forest security officers are paid so poorly that few of them bother to track down the poachers. Even if a security guard were to find a poacher, many carry only a stick to enforce the law. Tiger fans hope that Singh's plans mean doom for the poachers and hope for the endangered species.

Reasons for Tiger Poaching

Illegal Hunting for Medicinal Trade

Poaching for tiger skins has a long history; the magnificent striped pelt has been in demand for rugs, wall hangings, and fur coats. These are less important now as the market is restricted by trade bans. The poacher's targets today are bones and other parts to meet the demand for pseudo-medicinal use in eastern Asia, primarily China, Taiwan, and South Korea, but also in Indo-China. The extent of this demand has yet to be ascertained because very little data exists beyond the evidence of tiger products in pharmacies and markets throughout the region. Chinese authorities have disclosed that, in 1991, exports of tiger bone medicines included 15,079 cartons of tablets, 5,250kg of liquid medicines, and 31,500 bottles of wine. Most of the exports are believed to have been to Hong Kong, Malaysia, Singapore, and Thailand, but tiger-based medicines have been found in many parts of the world where there are Chinese communities, including Australia, Europe, and the USA. 



China's Growing Demand

It can be assumed that within China itself the killing of at least 3,000 tigers as pests in the 1950s and 1960s provided large stocks of bones for medicine factories. Supplies were also likely to have been obtained from poaching of tigers in neighbouring countries such as Myanmar, Laos, and Vietnam, where protective measures have been non-existent. Only in the late 1980s did reports emerge from Nepal and India of poaching for bones and smuggling to China, an indication that "stocks" were running low in China and that tigers were becoming more difficult to find in Southeast Asia. 

The best data on the tiger bone trade comes from South Korea, where imports were legal and recorded by customs up to 1993. The statistics show that over six tons of tiger bone were imported between 1975 and 1992, which could represent the equivalent of 500 to 1,000 tigers (using dry bone weights of 10-12kg per tiger). There was a marked increase in imports in 1988, boosting the annual average through 1992 to 577kg (52-96 tigers a year). Prices over the 18-year period averaged US$127 per kg, with a peak of US$250 in 1987. Nearly two-thirds of the imports to South Korea were from Indonesia, with China second at 14 per cent (probably re-exports). Other listed suppliers were Japan, Thailand, Malaysia, India, Singapore, and Taiwan. In 1991 and 1992, China supplanted Indonesia as the major supplier, but since it had few tigers the products must have originated in other countries. In 1993, as South Korea prepared to join CITES, the country imported its biggest single haul of tiger bones, 1,783kg, representing between 160 and 300 tigers. The vast majority came from China. 



Weak Law Enforcement

Taiwan prohibited tiger bone imports in 1985 and internal sale and possession in 1989. However, tiger products continued to be openly available. Research in Ti-Hwa Street in Taipei in October 1992 found genuine tiger bones in 13 of 50 wholesale shops which sold medicinal goods; two had cattle bones labelled as "tiger". Prices ranged from US$860 to 1,280 per kg. 

Under mounting international pressure, especially from the USA and CITES, China (1993), Taiwan (1994), and South Korea (1994) have all announced bans on trade in tiger bones, and their use in traditional medicines. However, undercover investigators reported that they had obtained tiger products in various places in China after imposition of the ban. In an unprecedented and controversial move, the USA imposed in August 1994 limited trade sanctions on Taiwan because of its failure to stop the illegal tiger bone trade. The sanctions were lifted on 30 June 1995 on the grounds that "substantial steps" had been taken to halt the tiger product trade. Unfortunatley, new evidence shows that tigers are being breed in China now to quench the Chinese market for tiger parts. 

How effective bans will be in curbing demand remains to be seen. The belief in the efficacy of medicines based on the awesome tiger is ages old and cannot be expected to disappear in the short term. Evidence has been collected that tiger-based medicines are still widely available despite the announced bans, and illegal trade is likely to continue for a long time to come. That will mean that tigers everywhere will remain under serious threat unless steps are taken to suppress the trade and find effective substitutes. 



Poaching and Habitat Loss

Assessing the impact of poaching is difficult. Unlike carcasses of elephants and rhinos, the remains of tigers quickly disappear, particularly when the skeleton has been taken. Skins are easily identified, but few people can distinguish tiger bones from those of domestic animals which are used for fertilizer and glue. Where forest guards regularly patrol, they may note that a familiar tiger is no longer to be seen, but it may be difficult to decide whether it was poached or died naturally. In many forests there are too few guards, if any. 

Nor is the impact of poaching limited to the loss of the actual animal killed. If it is a female, she is likely to have cubs, who may be unable to fend for themselves, in which case the real loss may be three or four tigers, without counting the loss of the tigress's breeding potential. When a male is killed, the result may be an intensive struggle among other males to take over the territory during which cubs get killed and breeding is disrupted for a lengthy period, possibly for several years. 

The current range of the tiger extends through one of the most densely inhabited regions of the world, where human numbers are rising at an average of 1.87 per cent per annum (i.e. doubling in 37 years), according to the World Resources Institute. Except for Thailand and China (where there are fewer than 100 tigers), human populations are increasing much faster than the average global rate. During the 20 years since Project Tiger began in 1973, India's human population has increased by over 300 million, and livestock by over 100 million. In the past 30 years, Vietnam's population has doubled, making it one of the world's most densely populated countries. It is second to another tiger range state, Bangladesh, in terms of farming population per hectare of cultivated land. The human pressure on wild habitat, including protected areas, is clearly intense, and increasing. 

Like other big cats, the tiger probably has little future outside protected areas because of the danger to livestock and human life. Tigers which stray out of reserves and attack livestock are often poisoned by local people. 

Illegal killing

a. Tigers have been legally protected from hunting in all countries of their range, except Burma, since the late 1970s.

b. Tigers are illegally shot and poisoned mainly for two reasons: their threat (or perceived threat) to domestic wildlife or people, and most commonly, for monetary gain. 

(1) In the past, tigers were poached primarily for furs. Though furs are still sold illegally, their market has been reduced due to public campaigns against furs and international trade controls.

(2) Currently, tigers are poached mainly for their bones and other body parts. Tiger bones, which are relatively easy to smuggle, are used primarily by the Chinese in a variety of medicinal products.

(3) Because tigers in China have been virtually exterminated, tigers in other countries are heavily poached to meet the demand for bones. Deer and other prey items are also poached, which reduces the tiger's food supply.

c. Illegal killing is difficult to control. Poaching networks are well organized, and countries in which tigers live often don't have the resources to hire, equip, and train law enforcement officers.

Loss of habitat

a. Tigers are losing habitat due to the needs of Asia's rapidly growing human population. In India alone, the human population has increased by nearly 50% since 1973, and the total population in 1995 is estimated to be about 931 million.

b. Prime tiger habitat, such as forests and grasslands, are being converted to agriculture and settlements. Between 1980 and 1990 in Asia, about 470,000 square km (181,467 square mi.) of moist forest were destroyed. Deforestation is predicted to continue at a rate of 47,000 square km (18,147 square mi.) per year. 

c. Tiger habitat is also declining due to intrusion of grazing domestic livestock, collection of wood for fuel and building materials, and mining. These activities are often done illegally in tiger reserves.

d. Tigers need large, interconnected tracts of suitable habitat to maintain healthy breeding populations. Because they won't cross open land, the conversion of their habitat causes populations to become isolated from one another. In smaller, isolated populations, related tigers tend to mate, causing genetic inbreeding. In addition, competition for resources and mates is increased, which may lead to more aggressive, fatal encounters between tigers.


The Genetic Threat

Most tiger populations today consist of fewer than 100 individuals and only about 40 per cent of them constitute the breeding population. Inbreeding is inevitable and father-daughter and mother-son matings have been recorded. The balance of the sexes may be distorted by an excess of males or females surviving to maturity, thus increasing the impact of inbreeding. A loss of variability and genetic deterioration follow, with lowered cub production and survival, which may not be apparent until they have reached a level that threatens the population. 



Impact of Catastrophes

Small isolated populations are especially vulnerable to catastrophic events: natural disasters, such as forest fires, floods, hurricanes, and epidemics; and human-induced events, such as deforestation and conversion of habitat. Extensive fires in the forests of northeastern China in 1987 may have killed Siberian tigers, and reduced prey numbers. Monsoon floods and hurricanes regularly kill some tigers in the Indian subcontinent. 

In Africa, an outbreak of canine distemper, which killed dozens of lions in Tanzania's S1erengeti National Park in 1994/5, is unlikely to damage the total population of 3,000. But a similar epidemic in India or elsewhere in Asia could wipe out a small tiger population, especially if inbreeding has reduced genetic variability and, therefore, resistance to the spread of disease. 

Tiger Reserves

(1) Sariska Wildlife Sanctuary

(2) Sundarbans National Park

(3) Bandhavgarh National Park

(4) Kanha National Park

(5) Corbett National Park

(6) Ranthambore National Park

(7) Bandipur &Nagarhole National Park, Karnataka

(8) Dudhwa National Park

(9) Manas Tiger Reserve

Sariska Wildlife Sanctuary

Introduction

This park is situated only 200 km from Delhi and 107 km from Jaipur, Although larger than Ranthambore, it is less commercialized and has less tigers but a simple topography. It covers an area of 800 sq. km. in total with a core area of approximately 500 sq. km. The northern Aravali Hills dominate the skyline with their mixture of sharp cliffs and long narrow valleys. The area was declared a sanctuary in 1955 and became a national park in 1979.

The landscape of Sariska comprises of hills and narrow valleys of the Aravali hill range. The topography of Sariska support scrub-thorn arid forests, dry deciduous forests, rock and grasses. The broad range of wildlife here is wonderful example of ecological adoption and tolerance, for the climate here if variable as well as erratic.

It is located in the contemporary Alwar district and is the legacy of the maharajas of Alwar. Pavilions and temples within Sariska are ruins that hint at past riches and glory. The nearby Kankwadi Fort has a long and turbulent history.

In morning and evening, wildlife in Sariska heads towards the many water holes, which litter the park, thus providing the guests with their best chance of viewing game. At some of these watering holes it is possible to book hides which are suited in prime spots for wildlife viewing.   
  

Conservation History

Sariska Tiger Reserve was created in 1978. The present area of reserve is 866 sq. km.

In the pre-independence period the forest within the reserve were a part of the erstwhile Alwar state and maintained as hunting preserve for the royalty. After independence these were first notified as a reserve wherein it was unlawful to hunt, shoot, net, trap, snare, capture or kill any kind of wild animals in 1955. The reserve was upgraded to a sanctuary in 1958. Later on in view of the preservation of wild animals in a better way few forest areas contiguous to the sanctuary were also incorporated.

The primary notification to declare part of the core as National Park was issued in 1982. Final notification is pending in view of need of relocation of few villages from the park.

No trace of tigers in Sariska 

Ten days after a massive manhunt was launched in Sariska, not a single tiger has been spotted so far.

With just five more days to go before the Tiger tracking operation comes to an end, forest officials in Rajasthan are now slowly giving up hope in what appears to be one of the greatest environmental disasters since independence.

Poaching racket

The sudden disappearance of nearly 18 tigers from the Sariska sanctuary in Alwar clearly points to a huge poaching racket.

The tigers have vanished without a trace, not leaving behind any carcasses.

"Investigations are going on and we suspect that parties from Delhi and Haryana are involved. But at this moment we are still investigating the extent of the number of tigers poached in this area," said R P Kapoor, Principal Chief Conservator of Forests. 

Expert opinion

Tiger experts however, say that 16-18 tigers is a huge number to have been poached all in one go and clearly the decline in the tiger population happened much earlier than just six months back as is being reported.

"Tigers cannot have disappeared over night. Through poaching it is a long drawn out process. If it is through an epidemic then we should have found dead carcasses, which we did not.

"I feel the forest department did not take it seriously enough that tiger numbers were decreasing," said Divya Bhanu Singh Chavda, Wildcat expert.

Oldest habitats

Before independence tigers could be found in the entire Aravali mountain range from north Gujarat to Delhi but recently tigers have been limited to just two pockets in Rajasthan, Sariska and Ranthambore.

But now the disappearance of tigers from Sariska has practically wiped out the big cat from one of it's oldest habitats.

Sunderbans National Park

When the tiger census in the Sundarbans in eastern India begins Jan 5, forest officials would not only focus on counting the tiger population but also introduce satellite technology to study their habits and habitat and prepare tiger maps.

For one, at least two of the elusive big cats in the Sundarbans would be radio-collared and their hourly movement tracked through satellite systems to prepare a profile of the royal resident of the marshy mangroves, one of the largest such forests in the world.

The almost 10,000 sq km marshlands, along the coast of the Bay of Bengal, are one of the last surviving natural habitats of the tiger.

Today India has an estimated 3,500 tigers, a drastic fall from 40,000 in the beginning of the last century. 

Though the 2004 census put total tiger population in the Sundarbans at 274, officials estimate that there are anything between 240 to 280 tigers in the mangrove forests.

The latest census using satellites and elaborate on-the-ground methodology should clarify the picture.

"During the census this time, we will initially capture at least two tigers and tranquillise them and put radio collars round their neck before releasing them in the wild," explained Atanu Raha, director of the Sundarbans Biosphere Reserve. 

"These two tigers would be tracked every hour. Their geographic position or the geo coordinates would be noted by the satellite which would send the notings to our GISL (Geographic Information Sciences Laboratory)," Raha told IANS.

With the data collected from the satellite through radio collar experimentation, beginning with two tigers, authorities would be able to prepare a tiger density map (the number of tigers per 100 sq km area) of the Sundarbans for the first time.

International tiger conservation efforts

1. In 1973, with the help of the World Wildlife Fund (WWF), India launched Project Tiger, a program designed to save tiger habitat. By 1990, 17 tiger reserves had been established. Other nations, such as Nepal, Thailand, and Indonesia followed suit, creating or enhancing their own tiger reserves. Russia had earlier adopted its own conservation measures.

2. In 1976, the Convention on the International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) voted to regulate the international trade of tigers and their parts.

a. Tigers are considered endangered and listed under CITES Appendix I. Permits may be issued for trade, but only under exceptional circumstances.

b. During the 1994 CITES meeting, the members of CITES, including China, India, Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia, Nepal, Singapore, South Korea, and Thailand adopted an agreement to improve and expand tiger protection. Specifically, the parties agreed to enact internal tiger trade bans; enhance border controls and the sharing of illegal trade information; and increase funding for antipoaching, field conservation, and public education programs.

c. As a result of the 1994 meeting, China recently signed as agreement with India to cooperate closely on tiger law enforcement efforts. China previously banned the trade and sale of tiger bone and derivatives in 1993.

3. In the U.S., several steps have been taken to help conserve tigers and their habitat.

a. In addition to CITES, tigers and their parts are protected under the Endangered Species Act. All subspecies of tiger have been listed as endangered since 1972.

b. The U.S. also passed The Rhinoceros and Tiger Conservation Act of 1994. This Act provides funds for the conservation programs of nations in which tigers live.

c. Trade sanctions against Taiwan (from 1994 to 1995) prompted that government to take significant steps toward stemming the illegal trade of tiger parts in their country.

d. In 1995, the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation (NFWF) and the Exxon Corporation formed the Save the Tiger Fund. The Fund is managed by NFWF and supported by Exxon, which plans to donate up to five million dollars over the next five years. The Fund will be used to support conservation projects in the wild, as well as captive breeding and education programs throughout the world.

4. The International Union for the Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources (IUCN)/ World Conservation Union, a worldwide conservation organization, is currently working to coordinate tiger management and research efforts through its Cat Specialist Group. This group works under the guidance of the IUCN/World Conservation Union's Species Survival Commission.

