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We looked down the vertical rocks, into the depths of the gorge along the Mahadeo road. Somewhere down there tigers lived in peace, away from human intrusion. Sheer inaccessibility has meant that the Bori-Satpura Tiger Reserve harbours some of the most remote wildlife habitats in central India. The monsoon rains still lingered and the shimmer of water from the rivulet that gurgled below was barely visible through the curtain of green and moist vegetation. Extending across 1,486 sq. km. and comprising Pachmarhi Wildlife Sanctuary, Satpura National Park and Bori Wildlife Sanctuary, the Bori-Satpura Tiger Reserve was declared in 1999. 

The day after we arrived, we sat with Sub Divisional Officer (SDO), V.K. Bhaduria, who briefed us on measures taken to protect this crucial wilderness. By any account the progress made by the park management on issues pertaining to human disturbance and voluntary relocation has been impressive. Several villages have asked to be relocated away from Satpura National Park and Bori Sanctuary. Bhaduria’s task is to ensure that the shift brings as much peace and security to villages such as Dhain, slated to move by April 2005, as it does to the tiger.

Though Field Director R.P. Singh was not at his Pachmarhi office, we did manage to speak to him over the phone. He too readily confirmed that reducing anthropogenic pressures on the core areas of the park would benefit both villagers and the park, adding that: “The villagers are themselves pressing for lands to be allotted away from the forest, closer to main roads and markets.”

It is easy to understand why the relocation of villages is such a priority. There are 26 forest and 48 revenue villages inside the tiger reserve, and an additional 200 on the periphery. The Bori Sanctuary, just south of the main Mahadeo peaks is protected by its inaccessibility. Yet the steep terrain also makes for low animal densities, as most of the flatlands preferred by herbivores are occupied by villages, whose populations have been growing steadily. If vacated, these areas would turn into productive meadows for herbivores. This would also end up boosting the parks’ relatively low tiger population, which stands at
around 36.

Enough emphasis cannot be laid on the reserve’s contribution to central India’s water supplies. The Bori Sanctuary is drained by the Bori, Sonbhadra, Malni and Koti rivers, all part of the Narmada basin. The Denwa river drains the Pachmarhi Sanctuary and eventually supplies water to the fertile Narmada valley. These highlands were once the cradle of ancient cultures, evidenced from rock paintings that date back 10,000 years. Bori also occupies a historic place in the annals of conservation, being the first reserved forest in India, declared in 1867 thanks to the famous Captain James Forsyth, who first explored this region in 1862 and was impressed by the quality of the teak forests, in what is now the southern and central portions of the sanctuary. Bori was thus the beginning of the reserved forest system, the Indian Forest Department and also the commencement of ‘scientific forestry’, meant to supply Great Britain with timber.

Pachmarhi town gets its name from Pandav rock-cut caves, believed to be of Buddhist origin, created around 200 B.C. The Mahadeo cave itself is a revered place of pilgrimage, attracting lakhs of tourists every year. Unfortunately, what was once a simple pilgrimage on foot now causes significant disturbance to the sanctuary. The park management needs to gradually restrict the entry of vehicles, food stalls, etc. Pilgrims who still wish to make the pilgrimage on foot must, of course, not be prevented. 

Denotification threat
During our visit we learnt of a move to denotify about 1,500 ha. of the Pachmarhi Sanctuary. Sources inform us that some politicians and retired bureaucrats have made a deal with villagers to buy their land. These lands are legally ‘non-transferable’, but the villagers will reportedly be paid to give their lands on daanpatra (donation certificates). The idea is that once this area, which contains 16 villages, is denotified, tourist resorts and hotels will be built. Following our visit, the State Wildlife Board discussed the denotification and agreed to send the proposal to the National Board for Wildlife (NBWL), despite the presence of several ‘wildlifers’ on the board. The approval of the NBWL and the Supreme Court is, however, 
still required before this death sentence is passed.

The Central Indian highlands
The Satpuda and Maikal ranges constitute one of the largest contiguous tiger habitats in India, with 13 Protected Areas covering over 6,500 sq. km. The Satpura range as a whole is the source of about 100 rivers. In his book The Highlands of Central India, Forsyth records that elephants and lions were once found in the ‘Narbada’ (Narmada) valley, where he also came across and shot cheetah or the ‘hunting leopard’ as he calls it. In the time of Akbar, according to Abul Fuzal’s chronicles, elephants ranged as far west as Asirgarh, east of Melghat! Today the elephant is confined to the extreme east of the province. In the 17th Century, Sir Thomas Roe speaks of the lion being common in the Narbada valley. A lion was killed in 1851 in Sagar district and another in Jabalpur district around the same time.

Originally inhabited by tribal peoples such as the Bhils and Gonds, the arrival of the Marathas saw these tribes pushed into the hills, from where they launched raids on the invaders and were branded ‘robber tribes’. It was only after the 1850s that the British began to explore and survey this vast forested area, planning the extraction of its resources to feed a Europe hungry for trade and finished goods. Forsyth wrote of teak trees of up to three to five metres in girth and 20 to 25 m. in height!

Melghat 
The Satpura Tiger Reserve is contiguous with Melghat to the south, through the forests of Betul and Rukhad. Resettlement is a priority for Field Director Nitin Kakodkar as well. Three villages from the Melghat Sanctuary have already been resettled outside the reserve and other villages are asking to follow suit. Work is currently on to shift three more villages, Vairat, Pastalai and Churni to Ghatladki in the Morshi range. 

Maharashtra’s largest tiger reserve is also its most threatened. The proposed Upper Tapi Stage II dam that will drown over 240 ha. remains a threat, notwithstanding massive public protests in 2000. The same holds true for the Chikaldhara Pumped Storage Project. The most pressing issue remains the denotification in 1994 of 526 sq. km. of the Melghat Sanctuary. This is now the most neglected part of the reserve, as successive managements have focused on the core of the Gugamal National Park and remnant portions of the sanctuary. It is vital that sanctuary status be restored. This is also a demand of some of the villages here, as this would enable them to avail of the now much-desired resettlement facilities.

Meanwhile around 350 sq. km. were added to the reserve in 1997 by incorporating the Wan, Narnala and Ambabarwa Sanctuaries. Simple but effective management practices initiated by the Deputy Conservator of Forests (Akot), Mukul Trivedi (now transferred) have led to reduced human pressures and Narnala in particular is now a wildlife paradise.

Pench 
Melghat’s forests are in turn linked to the Pench Tiger Reserve (PTR) through the 100-odd sq. km. Mahendri forest, others near Junapani, Pandhardongri and Lawadongri in Chindwara and the Mansinghdeo Reserve Forest. Mahendri is a proposed sanctuary, and there are regular reports of tiger movement here. The interstate PTR is one of the finest in the Satpura region, with enviable tiger and prey densities. Improvements in protection and management over the last four years in Pench, Maharashtra (257 sq. km.) and the partial evacuation of encroachments at Totladoh have triggered a remarkable rejuvenation. What was once a noisy, semi-urban settlement has been reclaimed by herds of chital and gaur, with the occasional tiger making its presence felt. An unfinished task now is the evacuation of what is left of the irrigation colony, which remains in the park in defiance of a High Court order. 

Across the border in Madhya Pradesh, illegal fishing is still a problem, though the scale is considerably reduced. Pench Tiger Reserve (MP) covers a much larger area of about 757 sq. km. Mega-tourism does pose a problem and the park seems headed the ‘tiger show’ way unless wiser counsel prevails. Water sport proposals have also come up. These forests are the watershed of the Totladoh reservoir, which supplies drinking water and electricity to Nagpur and other towns. It makes little sense to jeopardise this for tourism revenues. 

Subir Chowfin from the Satpuda Foundation recently visited Pench (MP) with the Deputy Director Subharanjan Sen and was impressed by the water conservation work that has been accomplished. Water, once a serious problem, is now available at several locations and the wildlife is doing much better as a result. Poaching cases also seem to have dropped. The Alikatta meadow now boasts of large herds of chital and nilgai, and parts have even had to be fenced off to prevent overgrazing! Officials claim that this area has one of the highest herbivore densities in India.

Efforts to consolidate the corridors connecting Melghat and Pench received a boost following the Maharashtra High Court’s recent stay order on all felling operations within 10 km. of the boundaries of all national parks and sanctuaries. Only time will tell how the Forest Development Corporation of Maharashtra (FDCM) interprets the High Court’s order banning clear felling by allowing ‘permissible works’. Many senior officers for whom clear felling was an acceptable practice have made their displeasure known, but the fact is this order has benefited wildlife in FDCM areas, such as the 125 sq. km. Mansinghdeo forest, which is also a proposed sanctuary and buffer of Pench. There is also a long-standing demand by the Satpuda Foundation and the World Wide Fund for Nature to declare the Rukhad forest in Madhya Pradesh as a sanctuary.

Tadoba-Andhari Tiger Reserve
Though the Tadoba-Andhari Tiger Reserve (TATR) does not technically fall in the Satpura range, it is part of the same landscape and tenuous forest corridors still connect it to Kanha. Six villages await relocation from TATR and the process of preparing the alternative land is underway. If all proceeds on schedule, this process should be completed within a 
year, further consolidating one of Maharashtra’s prime tiger habitats. 

Covering 625 sq. km. at present, Tadoba is surrounded to the south and east by excellent forests and there are pending proposals to bring these areas under Project Tiger as well. All those concerned with TATR’s tigers will have to contend with the threat posed by the proposed Human dam on the eastern boundary of the reserve. This reservoir and its canals will destroy the only forest corridor connecting TATR to the forests of Brahmapuri to the east. It will also add to pressures when colonies, shops and other disturbances spring up. Despite glaring illegalities in the environmental clearance process, the Ministry of Environment and Forests has cleared the project, aided by a report prepared by the Wildlife Institute of India. To date the Wildlife Institute, which was set up with such high expectations, has refused to share this report and its recommendations. One suspects that this is because their complicity in damaging a vital tiger habitat would be exposed. A petition currently pending before the Central Empowered Committee is probably the last hope to protect Tadoba from 
this threat.

Kanha Tiger Reserve
Kanha, one of the first tiger reserves to be set up in 1973, protects both the Banjar and Halon valleys. The Banjar valley was declared a sanctuary in 1935, and was upgraded to national park status in 1955. By 1970, the park extended across 446 sq. km. With the formation of the Kanha Tiger Reserve, the Halon valley area was integrated with the park, increasing the total area to the present 940 sq. km. Apart from this core, a buffer zone of 1,005 sq. km. is treated as a multiple use area and is also under wildlife management. Around 120 tigers inhabit the Kanha National Park and the Phen Sanctuary.

Situated in the Maikal hills at the eastern end of the Satpura range, Kanha’s fame is well-deserved. A mixture of flat hilltops (locally called dadars), grassy meadows, dense forests and riverine forests, this is where the critically endangered Central Indian barasingha Cervus duvauceli branderi was saved from extinction. Stunning vistas and healthy wildlife populations have led to a booming tourist industry, which needs to be properly regulated in the interests of conservation. Mining projects in the periphery of Kanha (Malanjkhand mining and Hindustan Copper Ltd., situated about seven kilometres from the buffer) pose a threat to contiguity with other forests. A proposal to set up a nuclear reactor at Mandla is another potential threat. 

There are 18 forest villages in the core and 29 forest villages and 149 revenue villages in the buffer, with a collective population of around one lakh. The forest villages in the core area have about 30,000 cattle. As has been the case in several other reserves, the World Bank’s eco-development programme has focussed the staff’s attention on village development work rather than wildlife protection. However, thanks to a straight forward Field Director and his dedicated staff, Kanha remains a prime tiger habitat.

Repairing tigerland
The protection of the 13 PAs in the Satpuras, and, equally important, the forest corridors connecting them, will ensure the long-term viability of the region. These forests are of immense value, not for the timber they produce, but for the pure water they supply to a region where summers can be agonisingly dry. Politicians, economists and bureaucrats need to evaluate the worth of these water supplies and allocate funds for protection accordingly.

While wildlife is relatively secure in the main PAs in the Satpuras, it is the connecting forest corridors that must be given more attention by conservationists active in this area. If these areas are lost, we will soon have isolated and genetically stagnant populations. Working with local communities in these non-PA forest areas on issues such as water harvesting, forest protection and sustainable agriculture will be essential in the years to come. The Satpuras might never again be the wild and untamed land described by Forsyth, but focused action on priority areas can maintain the overall integrity of this ruggedly charming landscape

