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Chapter 25 – Section 2
People and Their Environment – South Asia


Narrator: A rare glimpse of tigers in the wild at Ranthambore tiger reserve in Rajasthan. They’re part of Indian culture and mythology. The ultimate symbol of strength and power, they look far from vulnerable, but this is a showcase carefully managed and properly funded. Most tigers aren’t as well protected. Five hundred miles away the evidence, skins seized by wardens at the Palama Reserve are laid out on display, their destination was the Far East. The skins to decorate walls, the rest of the tiger ground up for Chinese medicines. This is India’s poorest state Bihar, here they have few resources, many of the staff haven’t been paid for a year, the tiger is losing to the poacher.

Male Speaker: It’s difficult for us because the poachers have guns we don’t have, we don’t have sufficient staff to combat the poachers and we are not able to pay salary to all the staff timely.

Narrator: Park wardens out searching again. Officially there are 40 tigers here, but they haven’t seen one in weeks, there’s relief when they spot signs of life. The tracks are a few days old, he tells me he knows the tigress has gone back to her den but not whether he’ll get her before someone else does, we never find her. Vishwanath Sing tells park wardens how he used to kill tigers round here, a dead one is worth about £4.50, that’s a weeks pay for those lucky enough to have work.

Translator: Then we won’t get it for money we just got a small gift for killing a tiger, but the worlds changed there are no jobs left, so people sit in the jungle, kill the tigers and get money from selling the skins.

Narrator: Poachers are not the only threat to the wildlife here, the trees are valuable and the teak is being cut down illegally.

The villagers can get 50 rupees a day, that’s about 80 pence from selling wood that they steal from the forests, but they’re destroying the tiger’s home, so it comes here to look for its prey attacking their livestock and their livelihood. The villagers say they have no option but to fight back.  

In Serendah anti-government militia hold much of the power. It’s too dangerous for the park wardens; we’re the only outsiders they’ve allowed in, in more than three years.  Here environmental concerns are a very low priority. All 29 men here are accused of slaughtering a tiger. They say they didn’t do it for the money, they buried the body, they did it because the tiger was killing their animals.

Translator: We only kill tigers when they attack us and our cattle or they destroy our crops, otherwise it would make no sense to kill it.

Narrator: They won’t go to jail for it. In the whole of India despite hundreds of arrests, only a handful of people have ever been punished. Government officials admit they haven’t done enough to protect these sanctuaries and their wildlife. They’re now promising to make the laws stronger and ensure they’re enforced.

Male Speaker: It is tigers right to survive, then tigers have the right to have a piece of land where they can survive, breed properly, propagate properly, and develop properly.

Narrator: This is not just about saving the tiger. These wild elephants are also at risk, but properly managed reserves will help them both, as will support for the people who share the jungles. In the perpetual conflict over land man and the tiger have always been uneasy neighbors, but the Indian government now has a choice protect them or see them disappear from the wild forever.
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