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Editorial

The current trend of poaching in the last two months have made us ponder once again that there is 
no steady efforts made by the government and officials who are responsible for the conservation of 

rhinos. Eight rhinos have died already in the months of May-June 2010. This shows the lack of security 
to save wild animals from human interventions and threats.

In early 1950s, there were more than 1,000 rhinos in Nepal. Within a decade, it decreased to 90-108. 
This effect was seen due to the increase in human population from few thousands to 1,00,000 in that 
decade only. Malaria eradication and excess population growth was the major cause for decrease in up 
to 65% of the wild habitats and death of rhinos. After such tremendous decrease in rhino population 
was seen, conservationists and government made efforts to save rhinos. The rhino count of 2000 showed 
its population to be 544-612. In 2005, it was 372 and in 2008, it increased to 408. Forty-two of the 
rhinos have died from 2008 till date with 25 of them poached by the poachers. This is an alarming rate 
of mortality of rhinos. 

From the latest information available from Chitwan National Park (CNP), from fiscal year 1998/99, the 
maximum mortality of rhinos was in 2009/10 with 37 rhinos dead due to poaching. It continued for the 
year 2002/03 with dearth of 32 rhinos. The trend then decreased rapidly now.

By comparing the data of Kaziranga National Park of Assam and Chitwan National Park between 1987 
to 1997 and 1998 to 2009, we can see the cause for significance increase in poaching in Chitwan for 
the last decade. In Kaziranga NP, the mortality rate of rhino was high with up to death of 48 rhinos in 
1992 while in Nepal, the death was low as 18 in 1992. After Kaziranga NP enforced serious actions 
upon the rhino poachers, these poachers entered Nepal for rhino hunting and thus the rate of death of 
rhino increased dramatically. In 2002, the number of dead rhinos was 38 in Nepal while in Kaziranga 
it was 4.

From 2009/10, thirty notorious poachers were captured by CNP some of whom had killed up to 7 
rhinos. After this slaughtering of the rhinos in maximum number, government has seemed to realize 
their mistake. The emergency meetings chaired by Prime Minister Madhav Kumar Nepal deliberated on 
the need to equip army with sophisticated GPS technology and increase the number of army personnel 
in the parks. 

After the incident, the government has decided to allocate Rs 50 million for anti-poaching 
plans and activities to be taken up by the Ministry of Forests and Soil Conservation (MoFSC) 
which will be spent on ground intelligence and some logistics which can be seen as a positive sign in the 
field of conservation.

The Prime Minister has directed a cabinet sub-committee to hasten the process for setting up the 
high-level Wildlife Crime Control Bureau. This will help to minimize the illegal wildlife trade in the 
country. 

Cont. page 7 ¤¤
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It was a historic decision 
of Assam State Forest 

Department (of Northeast 
India) to burn down the stored 
rhino horns in its custody as 
the department wanted to 
spread the message that horns 
of endangered rhinoceros 
do not have any aphrodisiac 
value. The proper awareness 
is expected to help the mission 
to save the one-horn rhinos 
from the clutches of notorious 
poachers.

But it simply did not sail, 
rather opened a Pandora’s Box 
as the environment activists 
demanded more transparency 
in the process. A recent 
Citizen’s Meet by a journalist’s 
body in Guwahati urged for a 
transparent forensic test before 
disposing off those rhino 
horns. More over, the meeting 
reiterated the demand for a 
high-level probe into rhino 
poaching in Assam.

Organized by Journalists’ 
Forum, Assam (JFA) on June 
19 at Guwahati Press Club, 
the meeting was attended 
by various environmental 
organizations and conscious 
individuals of the State. The 
meeting unanimously resolved 
three decisions for greater 
interest of wildlife protection 

Assam Rhino Horn: Controversy Burning 
Bright 

By Nava Thakuria

initiatives in Assam.

In its first resolution, the 
meeting demanded that the 
forest authority must ensure 
a transparent forensic test of 
the ‘to be burn' over 1500 
endangered rhino horns by the 
forest department of Assam.

The department has already 
formed a committee under the 
chairmanship of Principal Chief 
Conservator of Forest and 
Head of Forest Force of Assam 
to monitor the matter.

In the second resolution, the 
meeting reiterated its demand 
for a CBI enquiry to probe 

against the rhino poaching 
and various anomalies alleged 
against the forest department 
of Assam. Mentionable that 
Journalists’ Forum, Assam 
along with All Assam Students’ 
Union and Nature’s Beckon had 
raised voices for a high-level 
probe against rhino poaching 
in various forest reserves of 
Assam. Even the Chief Minister 
Tarun Gogoi and State Forest 
Minister Rockybul Hussain 
declared two years back that 
the government was ready for a 
CBI probe. However, no steps 
have been taken so far.

In the third resolution, the 
meeting appreciated the forest 



�

• Assam Citizen Meeting

department’s decision to 
organize the public hearings 
before burning the rhino 
horns. But at the same time the 
meeting appealed the district-
wise observation committee to 
make ensure that the forensic 
test takes place in order to 
maintain its transparency.

The meeting was presided over 
by Rupam Barua, president JFA 
where environment activists 
Somyadeep Datta of Nature’s 
Beckon, Malay Barua of Early 
Birds, Bibhuti Prasad Lahkar 
of Aranyak, Sanjay Sonowal 
of Assam Forest Protection 
Group, Utpal Nath of Pabitora 
Conservation Society, Bedabrat 
Lahkar of JUA, Pulin Kalita 
of AUWJ, Biraj Choudhury, 
Bhaimon Hazarika, Jagadindra 
Raichoudhury, Mukul Kalita, 
Mubina Akhter, Sabita Lahkar, 
Jayanta Gogoi, Nirab Barman, 
Buljit Buragohain, Namita 
Bora, Mohidhar Barman and 
others expressed their views.

The meeting also condoled the 
murder of a forest guard (of 

Orang National Park) named 
Hasan Ali, 50 on June 12 last 
by the miscreants with one 
minute silence.

Earlier the issue came alive in 
a recent public consultation in 
Guwahati, where the Union 
minister of state for environment 
and forests Jairam Ramesh was 
also present. Raising the issue 
of rhino horns in the meeting, 
Soumyadeep Datta demanded 
that the horns, readied for 
disposing off, should be probed 
with a transparent forensic 
test. He pointed out that 
without the precaution, some 
corrupt officials might take the 
opportunity to replace few real 
horns with fake items and then 
smuggle those in to the illegal 
international market.

The forest department made its 
decision to destroy all stored 
rhino horns public in April.
The department informed the 
media that it has 1,571 rhino 
horns lying in the lockers of 
various treasury offices in 
Assam. It argued that those 

horns couldn't be sold 
in the market as India 
adopted the Wildlife 
Protection Act in 1972. 
The State chief wildlife 
conservator S. Chand 
confirmed the news 
adding that they have 
taken all precautions 
regarding the process in 
respect of wildlife laws of 
India and international 
guidelines.

Called black ivory, the 
rhino horn is prized as 
an aphrodisiac, selling 

for thousands of dollars per 
kilogram. A single horn can 
fetch as much as $40,000. The 
heavy animal enjoys great sexual 
power, as its mating time is not 
less than 45 minutes (quite 
higher than any other animal). 
Many people believe that one 
can achieve the sexual power 
with the help of rhino horns. 
They consider the rhino horns 
as another kind of traditional 
Viagra.

The horns are also believed 
to have medicinal values. The 
traditional Chinese medicine 
demands rhino horns, which 
is believed to cure fever and 
stomach ailments fast. China, 
Taiwan, Thailand, South Korea 
and the Middle East are known 
to be huge markets for illegal 
trading of rhino horns. Rising 
incomes across Asia mean that 
demand for powdered rhino 
horn is on the increase. But 
Ranjan Talukder, a Guwahati-
based veterinarian, says that's 
nonsense. "It is nothing but 
superstition," he said in an 
interview.
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"The horns are nothing but 
compact masses of agglutinated 
hair and rhinos use them for 
defense against other animals. 
There is no scientific analysis 
that the rhino horn powder 
could stimulate human sex."

A census in 1984 showed that 
Kaziranga National Park had 
1,080 rhinos. The number was 
found increasing up to 1069 in 
another census during 1991. 
The census in 1999 provided 
more optimistic result as 
the number of rhinos soared 
to 1,552. The 2006 census 
revealed the number of rhinos 
as 1,855 in the park. The last 
census of 2009 showed that 
Kaziranga gives shelter to over 
2000 rhinos.

The voice for a high-level 
enquiry on rhino poaching was 
raised by many pressure groups 
since 2007. The influential 
students’ body All Assam 
Students Union took out various 
protest programmes on the issue 
during the last few years. The 
AASU was followed by Nature's 
Beckon and Journalists’ Forum, 
Assam to raise voices against 
the corrupt forest officials.

The activists of both the 
organizations insisted that the 
Assam government should go 
for a CBI probe on the stock 
of wildlife parts in the custody 
of the forest department as 
well as about the poaching of 
rhinos, elephants, tigers and 
leopards in Assam. They argue 
that some wildlife organs (like 
rhino horn, ivory, skin of tiger 
and leopard) had already made 
way to the illegal international 

market from the custody of 
forest authority itself.

Talking to this writer 
Soumyadeep Datta also claimed 
that the State forest department 
was itself involved with the 
illegal trade of rhino horns till 
eighties. “We have authentic 
information that Assam forest 
department had sold more 
than 300 rhino horns even 
after India adopted the wildlife 
protection act in 1972. We can 
give the relevant statistics of 
the sold rhino horns in details 
as 29 (during 1971-72), 13 
(1972-73), 19 (1973-74), 40 
(1974-75), 18 (1975-76), 27 
(1976-78), 42 (1977-78), 63 
(1978-79), 63 (1978-79), 61 
(1979-80),” Datta disclosed.

He added, “We suspect that a 
large share of the wildlife parts, 
which are being sold in the 
international markets, made way 
from the forest department's 
stock due to the manipulation 
and corrupt practices of some 
dishonest forest officials. So 
we demanded the CBI probe 
on the stock of animal parts 
in the custody of Assam forest 
department, as it is assumed that 
some precious parts of rhinos, 
elephants, tigers and leopards 
had gone for international 
markets from the official stock 
of the department.”

The demand for a CBI probe 
into the killings of rhinos 
was also highlighted during a 
Nagorik Sobha (citizens' meet) 
on February 13, 2008, which 
was organized by Journalists' 
Forum, Assam. A group of non-
resident Assamese (Indian), 

who joined the chorus to save 
the rhinos also expressed even 
concern for the rhinos. The 
Friends of Assam & Seven 
Sisters (FASS) supported the 
demand for a credible and 
high-level enquiry into the 
ongoing killings of the precious 
animals.

But even after the escalating 
public resentments, the state 
government remained silent 
on the issue till date. The chief 
minister Gogoi, who is otherwise 
outspoken, continued to avoid 
the issue of CBI enquiry while 
talking to media. The state 
forest minister has also covered 
up his face. The Journalists' 
Forum again raised the issue in 
the public consultation meeting 
on June 11 in front of the central 
minister Jairam Ramesh.

The forum has recently sent a 
memorandum to the central 
minister urging for the probe 
once again. The letter dated 
June 24, argues that Assam chief 
minister Gogoi had publicly 
declared on May 2, 2008 that 
his government was asking for 
a CBI enquiry in to the matter, 
but it did not turn into reality.

The letter, which was made 
available for local media, also 
added, “We are really concerned 
at the ongoing trend of rhino 
poaching in the high profile 
Kaziranga National Park, 
which has lost over 50 rhinos to 
poachers in the last four years. 
A section of corrupt officials of 
the UNESCO’s world heritage 
site, Kaziranga are allegedly 
maintaining a nexus with the 
poaching gangs for their selfish 
interest.”
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Nepal and China have 
signed a Memorandum 

of Understanding (MoU) on 
conservation of wild flora and 
fauna and to work toward 
curbing illegal trade in animal 
parts. The MoU was signed in 
Beijing on 24th June 2010.

The parties agreed to cooperate 
in formulating forestry 
strategies, policies and planning, 
to promote sustainable forest 

management and utilization 
including forest resource 
monitoring, natural forest 
protection, forest management, 
forest product processing and 
trade. They also agreed to 
actively address major forestry 
issues of common concerns 
such as deforestation, climate 
change, forest fire control 
and forest pest and diseases 
control.

In the MoU signed by the 
secretary at the Ministry of 
Forests, Yuvaraj Bhusal, on 
behalf of the government of 
Nepal, and Chinese Deputy 
Minister for Forest, Yin Qin, 
the two sides have agreed to 
promote wildlife conservation, 
nature reserves and protected 
areas management, and jointly 
combat wildlife crimes such 
as illegal trade of wildlife 

Nepal-China sign MoU on Wildlife 
Conservation
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and forestry products and 
poaching.

The two nations also agreed to 
carry out scientific and technical 
exchange and cooperation in the 
field of forestry management 
and wildlife conservation 
and conduct publicity and 
public education activities to 
enhance public awareness on 
environment protection and 
legal consciousness in both the 
countries and conduct these 
activities jointly where possible 
in the border regions.

China has given a nod to 
assisting Nepal in four major 
areas – construction of a 
green corridor from Rasuwa 
to the Tatopani border point, 
technology transfer for musk 
deer rearing in Mustang, aid 
for environmental projects in 
Kathmandu and trans-boundary 
bilateral meetings every three 

months. China is said to be 
positive toward exploring all 
possibilities for the export of 
herbs from Nepal to that country. 
 
According to Counselor Nirmal 
Kafle at the Nepali embassy 
in Beijing, the Chinese side 
is “positive” toward Nepal's 
request. In this regard, he 
informed that China would 
soon form a taskforce and study 
all the possibilities of joint-
action and Chinese assistance. 
 
The organized criminal 
activities on trade in animal 
parts, especially trade in 
tiger parts, which are used in 
traditional Chinese medicines, 
has risen in recent years. This is 
the first MoU with the northern 
neighbor on bilateral wildlife 
cooperation.

Two things have helped to 
expedite the agreement, a first 

of its kind between the two 
countries. First is the rise in 
poaching of endangered and 
protected species, especially 
the trade in tiger parts, which 
are widely used in traditional 
Chinese medicine. Second 
is a need to crack down on 
organized crime.

Now, with China breaking 
with the traditional belief 
and accepting a cooperative 
mechanism to jointly fight 
heinous crime against wildlife, 
India too must promptly 
embrace Nepal’s offer for a 
similar agreement. Nepal is 
preparing to sign similar MoU 
with its southern neighbour 
India in July this year. Hopefully, 
the Indian side will sign it in a 
positive spirit, bearing in mind 
that South Asia has become the 
hub for an illegal trade that 
runs into billions of dollars.

The officials from Chitwan National Park has suggested for Dog Squad to be brought in immediate 
action for quick detection and control of poaching and seeking for funds for dogs. This will minimize 
the illegal trade action to some extent. In the present scenario, there is need of immediate action from 
the authority to control illegal wildlife and though the government body should have acted earlier, 
better late than sorry!

•
The mixed reaction was seen in the historic decision made by Assam State Forest Department (of 
Northeast India) to burn down the stored rhinos in its custody. Though the conservationists around the 
world applauded this decision, they also demanded that the process be more transparent. They insisted 
for a transparent forensic test before the disposing off the rhino horns. It was pointed out that without 
the precaution, some corrupt officials might take the opportunity to replace few real horns with fake 
items and then smuggle in international market. With many corrupted officials and politicians, it is 
mandatory to take these precautions to control illegal wildlife trade.

Cont. from page 2 ...
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Our Natural Heritage: Natural History 
Museum 
Interview with Dr. Keshab Shrestha
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Q.	 Tell us something about 
establishment and history 
of NHM

A.	 NHM was first situated 
in Ananda Kuti School, 
Swayambhu. It later  
changed to Ananda Kuti 
College. The college 
dissolved to form biology 
museum that was later 
converted to Science 
museum. Thus, NHM was 
founded. NHM at that 
time had 2500 specimens. 
The collection of Hari 
Sharan 'Kaji', Nepal's 
pioneer ornithologist, was 
taken by TU to extend the 
anthology of NHM. When 
new wave of education 
stroked Nepal, Nepalese 

Natural History Museum was established in 1975 with 2500 species in the museum. It was established 
under the guidance and support of Tribhuvan University. Nepal is a treasure house of natural 

resources and even though being a small and under developed country; our country has great prosperity 
in fortune of biodiversity. Nepal has 2.7% of globally recorded flowering plants, 5.1% of gymnosperms, 
4.5% of mammals, 9.3% of birds, 1.6% of reptiles and 2.6% of butterflies within the landscape of 60m 
to 8848m. 

Natural History Museum (NHM) now has 60000 specimens in its museum. It has 14843 butterflies and 
moths, 4142 beetles, 1464 dragonflies, 6 lower chordates, 890 fishes, 107 amphibians, 390 reptiles, 
1194 birds, 225 mammals, 22 skeletons, 964 fossils and animal body parts, 107 plastic clay models, 74 
rock and mineral, 124 algae, 2320 mushrooms, 61 lichens, 1124 bryophytes, 507 pteridophytes, 163 
gymnosperms and 5034 angiosperms. The collection includes rare and indigenous creatures.

Dr. Keshab Shrestha, who is the chief of NHM for 3 times and persistently working for 10 years as the 
person in charge, spoke with us about the past, present and future of Natural History Museum.

• Dr. Keshab Shrestha
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became more aware and 
more enthusiastic about the 
situation of biodiversity in 
Nepal. Nepalese started to 
study about the flora and 
fauna within the country. 
NHM made it easy for 
those who wanted to study 
it. NHM started to give 
training for collection of the 
specimens. It also started to 
help the enthusiasts for the 
collection and distribution 
of materials. 

 NHM collects and 
preserves the species with 
the help of taxidermy. 
Taxidermy is the act of 
mounting or reproducing 
dead animals for display 
(e.g. as hunting trophies) 
or for other sources of 
study. Similarly, artists 
form Lalit Kala Campus 
helped to decorate the 
museum and contributed 
with clay models of the 
animals. Dr. Corbinus 
(German) collected fossils 
from Siwalik area along 
with fossils of elephants 
and plants. American 
scientist Robert West 
in 1982 collected and 
contributed the fossils of 
human ancestors. 

Q. 	How are the stuffed animals 
preserved?

A.	 The process of taxidermy 
is very long and complex. 
Due to this, the museum 
has been giving training 
on the taxidermy process 
every year for those who 
are interested to learn. 
The stuffed animals are 
regularly cleaned with the 
help of chemical sprays, 

dry clothes etc. The liquid 
preservatives like alcohol 
and formaline are used. 
The animals are collected 
from various parts of the 
country by the staffs and 
scientists which are then 
stuffed.

Q.	 What are the major 
problems faced by NHM?

A. The foremost and major 
problem for NHM is not 
having enough space. The 
space accessible to the 
museum is not sufficient 
to accommodate all the 
animals. Space is a major 
issue for NHM. Similarly, 
the resource mobilization 
is another problem where 
enough budgets and 
skilled manpower are not 
available. In addition, 
the relationship with the 
Department of Forest is a 
point worth considering. 
Biodiversity and forestry go 
hand in hand. NHM being 
a preserver of biodiversity, 
have a weak relationship 
with the department of 
forest lacking the flow 
of information with each 
other. It is necessary that 
the relation with forest 
department strengthened 
for better prospect.

Q.	 What are the future plans 
for NHM?

A.	 The major concern for 
NHM right now is to 
own a large space for 
accommodation of the 
materials. For that, NHM 
is planning for having its 
own building. The plan 
has already been made 

and in Kirtipur, site of 200 
ropanis have been selected 
for the establishment of 
the museum. For that, 
help from the Nepal’s 
government would be 
highly appreciable. Other 
future plans are publication 
of journal and newsletter 
for update on status of 
NHM. Similarly, NHM is 
planning to have a better 
research center along 
with references and better 
preservation techniques. 
Without these essentials, 
Museum will never be 
complete.

Q. 	Why was NHM chosen 
as a scientific authority of 
fauna by CITES?

A.	 NHM became official 
authority of CITES about 
26-27years ago. Though 
the reason for selection of 
NHM as CITES scientific 
authority has not been 
clear, the most probable 
reason can be NHM has 
maximum collection 
of fauna in Nepal. Also 
NHM has been a centre 
for research, education, 
science, reference so NHM 
is a hub for all data available 
on flora and fauna. 

Q. 	What is your consideration 
for the issues of trophy 
burning in Tikauli?

A.	 The major motive for any 
museum is to have maximum 
number of materials and 
specimens available in 
the museum. We need all 
kinds of species and their 
body parts. This will help 
the museum to have more 


