Hope for the Hardground Barasingha!

By Kishor Rithe

It was a bright sunny April afternoon. The fragrance of mahua flowers wafted through the tiger forests of Kanha, while the trees shed sal flowers and nectar in a gentle never-ending rain. The forest floor glittered with fallen droplets of nectar. We were driving from Mukki to the Sondhar meadow in search of the rarest deer of the central Indian highlands, the Barasingha Cervus duvauceli branderi.  

At Suar Kachar a glimpse of ‘thorny’ antlers amidst the tall grass caught our attention. Beside me, P.M. Lad, former Chief Wildlife Warden of Madhya Pradesh explained that the ‘growth’ was, in fact, clumps of soil attached to the antlers, a common sight during the mating season between December and January. The stag was part of a large herd of around 30 animals. Lad had followed the pathbreaking research of Dr. George Schaller in the Kanha meadows in the seventies and was delighted that the deer had been able to survive the trials of live these many years.

That image of the barasingha herd resting in the shade of the tall sal trees, the grass around them bathed in the soft afternoon light, will remain forever imprinted on my mind. The recovery of the barasingha from ‘nearly extinct’ to ‘healthy’ status stands out as one of the few bright spots in an otherwise gloomy wildlife scenario. (Saving the barasingha by H.S. Panwar Sanctuary Vol. 2 No. 2 April, 1982).

I have spent 15 years working in the forests of central India, to protect not just the tiger but also the wild buffalo, barasingha, Forest Owlet and Jerdon’s Courser. All these creatures face grave danger and if we protect their forest habitats, water will continue to flow from the Central Indian Highlands to irrigate regions as far flung as southern and eastern Andhra Pradesh.

I visited Kanha in April this year, when the hue and cry over the country’s missing tigers was at its peak, so the news that the barasingha had multiplied and adopted several other sites in the reserve was a welcome relief! The barasingha population today stands at under 350 individuals, but more importantly they have dispersed and adopted separate habitats. Earlier, the entire population was confined only to the Kanha range. Today, additionally, they have colonized Kisali, Mukki, Supkhar and Bhaisanghat. Though the efforts of most researchers and funding organisations came to naught, the barasingha eventually responded to that most simple of solutions; village resettlement, habitat regeneration and minimal forest management designed to keep meadows healthy and vibrant. 

Shrinking habitats

Kanha, one of India’s most famous tiger reserves, remains the only home for the rare hard ground barasingha. There are two races of the deer, the swamp-dwelling Cervus duvauceli cuvier of the Terai and Assam, and Cervus duvauceli branderi of central India, the hard ground barasingha. In 1938, barasingha were believed to number 3,000 in central India. Captain Forsyth wrote about the distribution of the species during his lifetime (1857-1867) as “Tarai region of Himalayas, north Assam to Bavalpur and Rohari in the Sindhu basin to the forests spread between Ganga and Godavari. It used to be found in Hoshangabad, Chindwara, Seoni, Balaghat, Mandla (Motinala and Karanjia) to Durg up to Dongargaon in Bastar in South and forests of South Chandrapur, Bhandara district towards east in Maharashtra”. 

A.A. Brander visited central India in 1902-03 and again in 1919-20. He mentions the deer’s distribution as the “Jagmandal and Banjar reserves of the Mandala district, and thence eastwards to Amarkantak and the Bilaspur Zamindaris, where a very few of the countless herds seen by Forsyth still survive, one herd north of the Nerbudda (Narmada), near Sarastal, and other in the neighbourhood of the Dindori road in the Shahpura range, the sal forests of Balaghat, Bilaspur, Raipur and adjacent Zamindaris, the Bastar state, parts of Bandara (Bhandara) and South Chanda (Chandrapur)”. Brander goes on to say “There would appear to have been a few barasingha in the outlier of sal forest around Pachmarhi at the time of Forsyth, but all my enquiries showed that they are now extinct, and the tradition of their ever having existed was lost, but rumours of their persistence in the Chindwara Jagirs are still current.”

It seems that the deer was wiped out gradually from most of these forests, their number falling to just 551 in 1951 and further declining to 66 in 1967, pushing the species to the brink of extinction.

Picky feeders, careful breeders

Barasingha have special habitat requirements. They feed on special grasses and enjoy aquatic plants found in and around water bodies on the hard grounds. Though their diet consists chiefly of grass, they also enjoy the tender leaves of sal and other trees. The presence of tall grass is essential to their breeding, as it provides shelter to pregnant females and protection for young fawns, from tigers, leopard and jackals. 

In 1933, a 233 sq. km. area of the Banjar valley and in 1935 an area of over 300 sq.km from Halon valley were declared as sanctuaries. A.A. Brander explained the deer’s decline thus: “The reason for the decline in numbers is poaching, and is largely due to the increase in number of guns, both licensed (mainly issued for crop protection) and unlicensed, amongst the surrounding population.” From 1947 to 1951, privileged hunting permits for tigers were also handed out in the sanctuary and surrounding areas.

Though I spoke to many of the key figures who witnessed the barasingha’s decline after 1951, none could provide a conclusive answer for the drop in its numbers. Prior to the declaration of the Kanha National Park in 1955, hunting was undoubtedly a major reason; the barasingha’s impressive antlers placed it on any would-be hunter’s list. Kanha’s forests were a hunting ground for all the famous hunters of pre and post Independence India, from Elvin Cooper and V.C. Shukla to M.K. Ranjitsinh. 

Hunting was stopped in Kanha in 1955,but the population had probably already dropped below the threshold level, and natural losses assumed a more serious nature.  Female barasingha usually give birth to just one fawn at a time. Jackals are a fawn’s greatest enemy, and are able to sniff the young out even in the tall grass. Dr.George B. Schaller, during his famous study in a 50 sq.km. area in the central part of Kanha National Park in 1964, felt that brucellosis (brucella abortus, which leads to miscarriages) was also responsible for the barasingha’s decline, however researchers such as Claude Martin who worked in Kanha from 1973 to 76, disagreed. A.A. Brander’s writings also do not support Schaller’s views. Brander writes, “Although liable to suffer from epidemics such as rinderpest and foot and mouth disease, they are far more immune and suffer far less causalities than sambhar and bison.” P.M. Lad on the other hand believes Schaller may have got it right as the barasingha population at the time was confined only to the Kanha maidan, making it prone to inbreeding, diseases and birth defects.

Another probable reason behind the barasingha’s decline was the practice of baiting in the national park between 1955 and 1980. Baits were used in the Kanha meadow to attract tigers and exhibit them to tourists. As Kailash Sankhala, the first Director of Project Tiger took pains to point out when he was alive, the population density of tigers around the meadow increased, with predictable consequences for the barasingha, which inhabited the same meadows. The barasingha are comparatively easy prey for the tiger, with their eyesight and sense of hearing not as sharp as those of the chital or sambar. 

The belief among some researchers that parasites left behind on vacated village sites could have infected the barasingha is not borne out by facts, as records do not show a single case of rinderpest among the barasingha until 1976. There have been several studies focusing on this rare deer and its decline. P.C. Kotwal, a grass specialist, completed his Ph.D on the barasingha in the 1990s. Rajesh Gopal, present Director, Project Tiger and recently Rakesh Shukla did their Ph.Ds on the barasingha as well. 

Operation Barasingha

In 1959, four years after the declaration of the Kanha National Park, the M.P. Forest Department gave up all forestry operations. Special efforts of habitat protection and development were initiated after 1965. In 1969, a village from the core area was relocated and grazing by 15,000 cattle came to a virtual halt. The ‘save the barasingha’ campaign was well and truly launched. 

In 1970, the area of the Kanha National Park was extended from 253 sq. km. to 446 sq. km. In 1972, a full-fledged division was established with additional funds and staff. Fire protection and water conservation enhanced the quality of the park’s ecosystem. With the declaration of Kanha as a tiger reserve in 1973, the vital Halon valley area was integrated into the park, increasing the area to 940 sq. km., with an additional buffer of 1,005 sq. km designated as a multiple use area. In 1976, the Supkhar Sanctuary was merged with the Kanha National Park enhancing legal and physical protection.  All these steps served to secure the future of the barasingha and the countless other species that shared the habitat with the deer and the tiger.

In the late 1970s, efforts were made to induce some barasingha to migrate south towards Souph, by making food available and driving them towards the new meadows. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service-backed attempt to tranquilise and translocate some barasingha, however, proved disastrous, with seven deer dying in 1981 during this experiment. 

The relocation

The population from villages inside Kanha earlier used to help with forestry operations. These settlements had come up around perennial waterholes, which also had high concentrations of wildlife. With forestry operations coming to a halt in the core in 1959, it was difficult to provide villagers adequate employment. Five villages were therefore resettled in 1974-75. By June 1976, seven more villages moved and then eight more in June 1977. Grazing pressure dwindled dramatically as 25,000 cattle moved out of the reserve. Naturalists soon observed large-scale migration of gaur and sambar from Kanha to Mukki. And vacated agricultural lands turned into rich grassy blanks that sustained the barasingha. 

The improved habitat changes encouraged barasingha to migrate towards Souph in the Kanha range during the rains. “Sighting a herd of six Barasingha in Silpura in October 1977 after the village was moved out in June 1977, was really heartening,” wrote H.S. Panwar. In 1978, S.P. Shahi, then Chief Conservator of Forests, Bihar added:“Not far from Souph… a congregation of 108 (exact count) barasingha, seen by me on July 2, 1978. But all this was not enough. A survey was conducted to explore how to revitalize a functional corridor for animals to migrate safely and effortlessly from Kanha to Mukki. R.K. Dongaonkar, who then worked with H.S. Panwar told me that a 150-200 m. wide stretch was cleared through Naktighati by removing standing trees to create the corridor, which the deer eventually began to use. The practice of winter burning the meadows was also stopped in 1972, on the advice of Kailash Sankhala and this greatly benefited the deer. It was a combination of that finally led to the return of health to a much abused ecosystem. Predictably both the density and dispersal of the barasingha population improved and their numbers rose from 118 in 1973, to 309 in June 1978. 

Thanks to H.S.Panwar, by 1980, the practice of baiting had also been stopped causing tiger density around the Kanha meadow to normalise. 

Both Dr. Rajesh Gopal and the present Director, S.R. Nayak, worked on meadow development and the creation of water bodies throughout the park. Today, including check dams, anicuts, tanks, temporary dams, waterholes and saucers, there are over 300 such water sources in the Kanha, Kisli, Mukki, Bhaisanghat and Supkhar ranges. These play a crucial role in securing the wildlife of the park, particularly the barasingha and other herbivores on which carnivores such as the tiger, of course, depend. 

Today, after some peaks and troughs, the barasingha population has more or less stabilized around 350, a far cry from the low of 66 in 1970. In 1981, seven barasingha had been translocated to Supkhar and this population has risen to just under 30 today. The 2004 census reveals just two barasingha in the Kisli range, 166 in Kanha and 153 in the Mukki range. There are now three meta-populations: Kanha, Mukki and Supkhar.

The barasingha have now spread from the Kanha meadow up to Souph, Sondhar, Aurai and Bisanpura forests. To the delight of the field staff, there has been fawning in the Kanha meadow this year after a span of six to seven years, which they attribute to the ploughing operations conducted last year. 

R.K. Hardah, Range Forest Officer of Mukki range, which lies at the extreme end of KTR and experiences the most anthropogenic pressure, told me how the barasingha had reached Advar in the Bhaisanghat range. “In 1995, we had located a pair of barasingha which came from Supkhar during the rains. This pair has now grown into a small resident herd of seven individuals, with the recent addition of two fawns.” As Bhaisanghat has some of the largest meadows in KTR, this news could mean a vastly better future for the endangered deer. 

The Future 

While the focus on protecting the tiger is understandable, India and the world must acknowledge a debt of gratitude to those who never forgot how vital it was to keep the barasingha flame burning through the passing decades. As we have seen in the case of the tiger, however, it would be fatal to relax our guard for even a minute. The excellent work in Kanha over the years must be built on and consolidated to ensure the future of Cervus duvauceli branderi.
Post Script: K.R. Dongaonkar, then Conservator of Forest (Wildlife) Jagdalpur, Bastar, confirmed the existence of eight to nine barasingha near Pilloor in the Indravati Tiger Reserve as far back as June 1976. He had also collected an antler from a villager in the Pamed Sanctuary, (now in Chattisgarh). With the Kanha population relatively secure, perhaps it is time to consider restoring the barasingha to its former range in central India, across Maharashtra, Madhya Pradesh and Chattisgarh. 

