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THE ASIAN ELEPHANT (Elephas maximus) is an endangered species and,
generally speaking, a shy animal which loves to lead a private life:in the
forests avoiding any contact with humans. But its need for a huge quantity
of food and a large living space sometimes brings it into conflict with the
human beings. The Gazetteer of Darjeeling (O’Malley, 1907) records : "For
the last few years, the Terai has had a melancholy record of persons killed,
crops destroyed and villages ruined by them (elephants). Indeed, the
depredations of these animals in this part of the district have become so
serious a menace to life and property that there is a danger of much of the
land being thrown out of cultivation and relapsing into jungle."” Cases of crop
damage and occasional man-killing by wild elephants have been recorded
since time immemorial, and the people have been retaliating by killing or
injuring elephants. But a rapidly growing human population, accompanied
by a large scale shrinkage of forest cover has led to an unprecedented
increase in the incidents of elephant-human conftict in recent times.

The Asian elephantoccupies a place of priority in the ccnservation efforts
being made by the Government and other agencies in India. Obviously,
such efforts cannot succeed without public support. But public cooperation
cannot be obtained in all such areas where elephants have become a threat
to the life and property of human-beings. Therefore, a resolution of the
elephant-human conflict has become a major issue in the management of
wildlife in India.

Elephants in West Bengal

West Bengal is one of the major elephant range states in the country,
which also suffers from the problem of elephant-human conflict. Infact, the
control of elephant depredation has become the most important concern for
the Forest Department in West Bengal since the mid-seventies (Bist,
1997).

In West Bengal, the elephants are mainly located in its northern part (i.e.
the civil districts of Darjeeling and Jalpaiguri) which forms the western limit
of the north-east indian population of the Asian elephant. They occupy a
geographical area over 6900 km? with a forest cover of about 2200 km?
(Bist, 1994). A census conducted by the State Forest Department in
February-March 1992 recorded their population in this region to be 186
which is less than 1% of the total elephant population in India, However,
these elephants have been responsible for killing 476 people during the
period 1980-1990, giving an average of over 2.5 casualties per elephant,
probably the highest rate anywhere in Asia where elephants exist. The tea
gardens in the North Bengal plains are the worst affected areas in terms of
loss of human life and house damage by elephants.
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Some elephant populations are also found in the southern part of West
Bengal, but resident herds were non-existent here in the early 1950s when
the forests weretaken over by the Forest Department. A few unattached
males, moving either singly or in small groups moved around in the forests
of Purutlia and parts of Midnapore and Bankura districts. One or two herds
of elephants from Dalma sanctuary in Bihar also used to visit the adjoining
forests in the southern West Bengal during the winters, causing some crop
damage and killing one or two persons every year. It was in December 1987
that a migrating herd comprising about 40 elephants crossed the river
Kangsabati and moved eastward for the first time in living memory. The herd
killed 11 persons. The elephant herds have since been regularly crossing
the Kangsabati and spending more and more time within West Bengal. Of
late, they have extended their movement to Burdwan and Hoogly districts
and theirrange now extends over an area of 11,000 km? holding a forest
cover about 1850 km? (Pandey et al., 1994).

Impact of conflict

The impact of conflict is visible on both, the people as well as elephants.
People suffer on account of elephant depredation by way of death or injury,
damage to crops and houses and the loss of livestock. Such damage by
elephants in West Bengal has.been considerable in recent years. The
State Government spends Rs.40-45 lakh every year on anti-depredation
measures. The tea gardens in North Bengal also suffer great economic
losses on account of damage to labour houses and reduced production due
to labour problems fomented by elephant depredation. (See box alongside.)

At the same time, elephants too suffer a lot on account of conflict with
people. They are harassed, chased and disturbed constantly whenever they
go. Alarge number of elephants bear marks of injury caused by villagers
and teagarden labourers. In some cases, irate villagers have even cleared
entire patches of forestin their neighbourhood to deprive elephants of
shelter. As aresult, the elephants are seen to be changing their movement
paths frequently and have been visiting new places where they were not
reported in the past (Bist, 1994). Barua (1995) has quoted an increase in
the diurnal activities of the elephants, marked aggressiveness in their
behaviour and a significant rise in the cases of abandoned elephant calves
in North Bengal as an evidence of elephants being under tremendous
stress. Incidents of poaching of elephants are also not uncommon. A
number of cases of wild elephants dying of cattle-borne diseases (e.g.
Anthrax) have been recorded from West Bengal in recent years.

Causes of conflict
No single factor but a host of reasons is responsible for the conflict between
elephants and human-beingsin West Bengal. Some of these causes are :-

1. Changes in habitat

In North Bengal, the destruction of habitat by extension of agricultural land
and tea gardens has been identified as the prime reason for elephants
straying out of forests and causing depredation (Fawcus, 1943; Lahiri
Choudhury, 1975 and Dey, 1991). Forests have also been destroyed for
making roads, railways, irrigation projects, army cantonments, refugee
colonies, mines and factories. As a result, elephant bearing forests have
shrunk and become fragmented. As elephant is a long ranging animal and
cannot remain confined to a particular forest for long, in small fragmented
forests it comes in contact with human beings more frequently than in large
compact forests, thereby increasing the chances of conflict.
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In South Bengal, ironically, it is the improvement in the forest cover in the
1980s, as aresult of better protection with the help of local forest protection
committees, which is believed to be attracting elephant herds from relatively
degraded forests of Dalma in Bihar. And now, some good forests in South
Bengal have been cleared by desperate villagers to deny shelter to the
elephants near their villages (Pandey et.al., 1994).

2. Grazing

Cattle grazing in forests is a serious problem which not only deprives the
elephants and other wild herbivores of their legitimate fodder but also results
in the spread of many diseases among them. Fodder scarcity forces the
elephants to spend less time in a forest than they would otherwise do and
be more inclined towards raiding agricultural lands.

3. Defective forestry practices

Some of the practices followed by the forest department in the past, such
as clear felling of large forest tracts, conversion of natural forests into
plantations of teak, eucalyptus and other non-fodder species, large scale
extraction of bamboo and canes and establishment of forest villages have
also resulted in degradation of many forest areas.

Gupta (1958), reporting in respect of Kalimpong forest, states: "The
Khumani forests, which hold a salt lick in Rongo compartment No.1 on the
left bank of the Nuxal khola, has been for generations past arendezvous for
herbivorous animals from adjoining Bhutan, the foothill forests of Kalimpong
and the farthest end of the Tondu forests. Upto the outbreak of the World
War-Il, the sanctity of the salt lick was respected....The war proved to be
the undoing of many things and the preservation of wildlife was one among
these. Throwing the basic principles of management of forests and of
wildlife to the winds, the most accessible parts of forests were heavily
exploited and large clearings were made all over for labour-force
establishments....The importance of salt lick at Nuxal khola ...was
completely overlooked. Extensive clear felling were made in Khumani block
along the game pa'ths, a large clear felling was made fairly closé to the salt
lick and a forest village established therein ....It seems strange that in the
working plan for the management of Kalimpong forests .... no provision was
even made for the exclusion of forest strips along the permanent game
paths leading to the salt lick to serve as corridors ...."

4. Over-exposure to human beings

In North Bengal, there are at least 100 forest villages comprising over 6000
families, cultivating over 3000 ha of land inside forests in the elephant zone.
Movement by people in the forests for grazing their cattle, collecting fodder
and firewood or for other purposes, has increased tremendously. Thus,
people are coming in contact with elephants more frequently than in the
past. While this makes the elephantsdesperate, such over-exposure has
also resulted in elephants losing their inherent fear of man.

5. Lure of agricultural crops

An elephant is a huge animal requiring 250-300 kg. of fodder every day. In
forests, it may spend 16-20 hours daily to gather its food. In agricultural
land, however, it gets substantial quantity of nutritious food over a smaller
area with minimal effort. Once an elephant has had a taste of agricultural
crops, it will prefer to raid agricultural fields, more so if there is a scarcity of
fodder in the forests. The paddy, which is the principal agricultural crop in
West Bengal, is quite a favourite with the elephants. With better availability
of quality seeds and irrigation facilities in recent years, farmers in West
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Bengal have been growing two or more crops of paddy in a year and the
elephants have also been spending more time in the agricultural fields now
than in the past.

6. Other reasons

6.1 Abnormal sex ratio :It has been suggested by some experts (e.g. Dey,
1991) that the male-female ratio among adult wild elephants in North
Bengalwhichis 1:0.75 (based on the 1992 census) is somewhat abnormal
whereas the ideal sex-ratio should be 1:3 or at least 1:2. In other words,
adult bulls outnumber adult cows, which has lead to more competition
among the bulls and resulted in a higher number of solitaries and maljurias
(male groups). Records suggest that most of the cases of human death
and injuries are caused by these solitaries and maljurias. However, this
remains a disputed issue in view of the fact that capturing of a large number
of bulls in the past (e.g. 114 out of the 210 elephants captured in North
Bengal from 1957-58 to 1980-81 were bulls) and killing of about 32 'rogue
elephants’ (all bulls, mostly solitaries) since 1973 has not helped to ease
the conflict situationin any way (Barua, 1995).

6.2. lllegal arms : It is not uncommon for the villagers and tea garden
labourers (mostly tribals) in North Bengal to injure elephants using arrows,
fireballs or countrymade guns. With the proliferation of illegal arms in the
countryside during some militant movements in the region in the recent
past, the problem has becomemore acute. Injured elephants are believed
to have atendency to turn into rogues.

6.3. Country liquor :1t is believed by many that country liquor prepared
illicitly in villages and tea gardens adjoining forests in North Bengal attracts
wild elephants, although records do not suggest this to be a major reason.
Nevertheless, a substantial number of people killed or injured by elephants
are those who are intoxicated and cannot take care of themselves when
confronted by an elephant.

Management initiatives

As stated, elephant-human conflict has greatly influenced the wildlife
management scenario in West Bengal. In fact, many studies, interesting
experiments, ideas and management initiatives in West Bengal since the
1970s have been motivated by the ever worsening problem of elephant
depredation in the state. Some of these are discussed hereunder.

1. Studies and enquines

Many studies have been conducted on wild elephants and their manage-
ment in West Bengal. Notable among these are - Dr DK Lahiri Choudhury
(1975 and 1980), whose studies on the wild elephants in North Bengal
made recommendations for short term and long term solutions to the
conflict problem. The Government of West Bengal also set up inquiry
committees comprising senior forest officers and experts in 1986 (for North
Bengal) and 1994 (for both, North and South Bengal) to suggest measures
for controlling depredation by elephants. Parbati Barua (1995) made a
detailed study of the problem in the Western Dooars. The Wildlife Institute
of India carried out a study (1995-97) on the elephants of this region and
made recommendations to deal with the problem. It was during this study
that wild elephants were radio collared in West Bengal for the first time.

2. Experiment with repelients

2.1. Use of tear gas, etc. : Dr DK Lahiri Choudhury carried out experiments
on domestic elephants as well as freshly captured elephants, in June-July
1975 in Jalpaiguri, to find out the efficacy of Amyl alcohol, liquid ammonia
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and teargas shells in scaring away elephants. The experiments could not
be carried out on wild marauding elephants. It was found that the gas was
effective only whenfired in favourable wind and direction and could not be

used in rain (Palit, 1975).

2.2. Use of tiger urine : Experiments with tiger urine and tape-recorded tiger
calls as a deterrent against wild elephants were carried out in the early
1980s. The reactions of the wild elephant to tiger urine were observed to be
quite aggressive on many occasions. But it was reported that the elephants
were more alarmed and reacted defensively when confronted with both the
tiger scent and call simultaneously and less so when only one of these was
used (Chowdhury & Roy, 1982). However, there are practical difficulties in
applying these methods in the field.

3. Elimination of rogue elephants

Under the provisions of the Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972, wild elephants
indulging in wanton killing of human beings are proclaimed ‘rogue’ and
liquidated as soon as possible. Since 1973, as many as 23 elephants were
killed in North Bengal as ‘rogues’ including some in self-defence. But
killings of rogue elephants has not been without controversy. In 1976, the
Prime Minister’s secretariat expressed concern over the way the elephants
were being shot dead in North Bengal, and the Government of West Bengal
advised the concerned forest officers to ensure that the declaration of
rogues was kept down to minimum (Anon., 1976). Nine more elephants
have been killed since - two in Jalpaiguri district in July 1992 and December
1996 using lethal doses of chemical afterimmobilizing and verifying their
identity. Correct identification of rogue elephants and their timely
elimination, however, continues toremain a problem (Barua, 1995).

4. Wildlife squads

In 1977, two special wildlife squads were set up in North Bengal to help
people deal with elephant depredation. Subsequently, more such squads
were set up. During peak pericds of depredation, forest staff from nearby
Divisions are also'mobilized and temporary squads set up. The tea garden
labourers and the villagers are also encouraged to form voluntary squads.
These squads are provided with arms, crackers, searchlights, vehicles and
wireless sets. In South Bengal, specially equipped driving parties, locally
known as hoola parties, were a local initiative to drive the elephant herds
away. Hoola is 3-4 metre long pole of iron or sal wood with which these
squads are equipped. On sighting an elephant group, the tip of the hoola is
ignited and persons holding these, charge the animals. However, such
efforts provide only temporary relief and often, only drive the elephants from
one problem area to another (Barua, 1995).

5. Power fencing

A battery operated, energised fencing was installed in North Bengal for the
first time in 1979 for controlling wild elephants. At present about 400 km.
long energised fences exist in West Bengal to control and prevent the wild
elephants from straying (Anon., 1997). But these fences have their short-
comings and limitations which have been pointed out in the case of North
Bengal (Barua, 1995)as well as South Bengal (Pandey et.al., 1994).

6. Compensation :

The Government of West Bengal started a scheme in 1979 for payment of
compensation to the victims of elephant depredation. In the beginning,
compensations were paid only in cases of death or injury to human-beings
and crop damage. Since 1986, compensations are also being paid for
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damage to livestock. In 1996, the scope of such compensations was further
extended to cover cases of house damage as well.

7. Capture operations

On the explicit plea of containing elephant depredation, capturing wild
elephants by khedda or mela shikar has been a practice in North Bengal
almostregularly since independence till the 1980s. During 1971-81, 117
elephants, formingover 40 % of their population, were captured thus in
North Bengal. However, there was no positive outcome of this and the
problem worsened in the 1980s (Dey, 1991), which meant that it was not
the over-population of the elephants but other factors like habitat loss and
biotic interference, whichwere responsible for elephant depredation (Barua,
1995). Regular capturing of elephants have largely stopped as a result of
inclusion of the elephant in Schedule-| of the Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972.
But in 1995-96, an ‘Operation Elephant Capture’ was launched in South
Bengal with special permission from the Government of India, and seven
wild elephants were captured between August 1995 and November 1996
(Raha, 1996). The effect of this on the visiting elephant population in South
Bengal is reported to be quite encouraging (Ghose, 1997).

8. Chase without capture

Consequent upon legal restrictions on capturing elephants, the mela shikar
technique was modified from 'chase and capture' to ‘chase without capture'’
Trained elephants (kunkis) were pressed into service in November 1980 and
August 1981 to chase away elephant herds in the Kurseong Division (L ahiri
Choudhury and Bardhan Roy, 1982). Departmental and hired elephants are
since being used in the North as well as South Bengal for this with varying
degree of success.

9. Elephant corridor

In the late 1980s, the Government of India and the Government of West
Bengal in consultation with the Royal Government of Bhutan mooted a
proposal to set up a corridor linking Buxa Tiger Reserve with the
Mahananda Wildlife Sanctuary so as to provide a free and unintgrrupted
movement to wild elephants. The proposed corridor, 1 km wide and about
150 km long, covered forests as well as many villages and tea gardens
situated close to the Indo-Bhutan border. it was to be developed through
afforestation on non-forest land acquired by payment of compensation. But
no progress has since been made on implementing the proposal. In fact, in
the existing socio-political scenario in West Bengal, acquisition of such a
big tract of land by evicting a large population of villagers and labourers
does not appear feasible. Attempts are, however, being made to identify,
protect and improve the existing corridors.

10. Translocation

In July 1988, an experiment was carried out to translocate a problem
elephant in North Bengal. The said elephant was tranquilized and captured
in the forests of the Bagdogra Range in the Kurseong Division and released
in the core area of the Buxa Tiger Reserve, about 250 km away. But the
elephant travelled all the way back and was found dead two months later
(September 1988) in the Panighata forests close to where it was captured.
This put a question mark on the efficacy of any translocation of problem
elephants in West Bengal in the future (Barua, 1995).

11. Habitat improvement

Various efforts have been made to improve elephant habitat. The Forest
Conservation Act, 1980 prohibits any exploitation of hatural forests in West
Bengal. The State Forest Department has been planting bamboo and other
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fodder species favoured by elephants in protected areas and also elsewhere
in the elephant zone to improve forest quality and thereby induce elephants
to spend more time inside forests. Till 1996-97, about 1372 ha of such
plantations had been raised (Anon., 1997). Also, the canopy in the
monoculture teak plantations in North Bengal were opened to allow ground
vegetation and other miscellaneous species to grow. Water conservation
works have been undertaken in and outside the protected areas. These
initiatives have shown encouraging results - particularly in Mahananda and
Jaldapara wildlife sanctuaries where the elephants now spend much more
time than in the past (Bist, 1994). However, the gains and impact of such
development works are lost due to biotic interferences in the form of cattle
grazing, illegal collection of fodder and firewood and unregulated fire (Barua,
1995).

12. Ecodevelopment

Ecodevelopment works are being carried out in villages on the fringes of
protected areas with the objective of reducing people's dependency on
forests and thereby bringing down the biotic pressure on the forests. The
aim is also to improve the forest staff-local people relationship and
encourage and ensure people's participation in the protection of forests and
wildlife. Under the IDA supported West Bengal Forestry Project (1992-97),
ecodevelopment works were extended to forests outside the protected
areas as well. By and large, these initiatives have been effective - at least in
bringing down pressure on forest officials, if not in eliminating elephant-
human conflict.

13. Joint forestry management (JFM)

Since the late 1980s, the Government of West Bengal has been formally
involving the people of the villages on the fringes of the forests in the
protection of forests on a "care and share" basis. The people are encour-
aged to form Forest Protection Committees (FPCs) and help the forest staff
in protecting forests and wildlife. The members of these committees, in
turn, get priority employment in all forestry related works, besides deriving
certain benefits in cash or kind from the forests protected by them. In June
1996, the JFM concept was extended to the protected areas through the
formation of Ecodevelopment Committees (EDCs) by the local people. By
1996-97, 3289 FPCs comprising 3,71,790 members and providing protec-
tion to 4,49,300 ha of forests were functioning in West Bengal (Anon.,
1997). About 70 EDCs are also operational in North Bengal. As far as
elephant conservation is concerned, the JFM concept has been quite
successful in South Bengal in rejuvenating degraded forests, as is evi-
denced by the fact that visiting elephant herds spend a longer time here
than they did in the past. Also, at many places, FPCs/EDCs members
provide active support to the forest staff in dealing with wild elephants.

STRATEGY FOR CONFLICT RESOLUTION

More improvisation

From the foregoing discussion it is obvious that the measures adopted in
West Bengal for dealing with elephant-human conflict are both short-term
and long-term : providing immediate relief to the people against depredation
by wild elephants as also seeking to remove the factors responsible for the
conflict and creating ideal living conditions for elephants within forests. The
measures adopted are innovative as well as traditional. However, elephants
exhibit remarkable intelligence in detecting the limitations of various
techniques devised to contain them and adapt themselves accordingly.
What, therefore, is required is continuous improvisation in the various
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methods. Short term and long term measures should be adopted side by
side to tackle the problem effectively.

Living in harmony with elephants

Another important aspect in the management of elephant-human conflict is
to enable the people residing in elephant zones to live in harmony with the
elephants. Experience in West Bengal suggests that elephant depredation
can be greatly reduced by taking certain precautions and adopting
preventive measures (Bist, 1996) as follows :

1. Generally, wild elephants are shy of electric lights, while people can
protect themselves better under electric light than otherwise. For the tea
gardens in North Bengal which account for 60-70% of total human
casualties due to elephants every year, electrification of labour habita-
tions is of utmost importance.

2. Itis observed that houses built on pillars are less susceptible to damage
by elephants and provide more security than houses built at ground
level. Houses, as such, should be accordingly designed, particularly in
the tea gardens which suffer enormous damage to houses by elephants.

3. Ithas been observed that houses with white-washed or brightly painted |
walls are more prone to damage by elephants than those with green,
ochre or earth coloured walls.

4. The houses should also not have tall hedges around them which could
prevent sighting an approaching elephant. Also, people should be
advised against growing bamboo, banana, jackfruit and similar plants
very close to their houses as these may attract elephants.

5. in areas where crop damage by elephants is a regular feature, the
farmers may be encouraged to grow alternative crops such as jute,
potato, oilseeds, etc. which are not favoured by elephants.

6. People mustbe cautioned against injuring elephants wantonly.

7. People should not move outdoors after dusk in intoxicated condition and
should also be warned against preparing and storing country liguor
openly in their houses.

Intensive publicity among the people and suitable training must form part 'n’
parcel of a conflict management programme. Some of these suggested
initiatives have already been taken in West Bengal but much more needs
to be done in the days to come.
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