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The Sundarbans Way

What Pilibhit Tiger Reserve can learn from its Bengal counterpart
Written by Pranav Chanchani, Yash Shethia,The writers are with the WWF

Disquiet has given way to clamour in the fields around Pilibhit
Tiger Reserve (PTR) in Uttar Pradesh. At the heart of this
clamour is an unfolding tragedy, as one or more tigers continue
to claim human lives. Fifteen people have lost their lives since
last November. Villagers have blocked highways and traded
charges with forest managers. But the solutions considered
thus far to mitigate the human-animal conflict in Pilibhit have
been mostly poorly thought out.

Misconceptions around the human-tiger interface in PTR are
widespread. For instance, it has been reported in a section of
the media that unlike other tiger habitats, humans live “cheek by jowl” with big cats in Pilibhit, and thus
routinely fall victim to them. Another theory is that the area’s tigers, being unaccustomed to humans,
have taken to attacking them. Another theory pins the blame on the emergence of a population of man-
eating tigers. Some contend that Pilibhit’s tiger population has doubled since its designation as a reserve
three years ago, and therefore the big cats are spilling out into farmlands in search of habitat and prey.
Until its creation in May 2014, the area today that constitutes PTR was one of north India’s most
productive timber-yielding reserve forests.Logging crews and local residents, grazing their cattle or
harvesting minor forest resources frequented the reserve on a daily basis. Given this, Pilibhit’s tigers are
likely to be accustomed to human presence. Many generations of the region’s human population have
also lived in close proximity to tigers — presumably today’s residents of the region are also well aware of
the perils of venturing into the forest after dark, and of other basic precautions they need to take when
living in the vicinity of tigers.

Pilibhit is among the narrowest tiger reserves in India, and in many areas, fields along the edge merge
with the forests. These fields, especially when seen from the eyes of a wild feline, are grasslands,
extensions of natural habitats and corridors. They hold water because they are well-irrigated, and shelter
pigs and hog deer and are thus attractive for wild carnivores. These farmlands have replaced expansive
tracts of forest and riparian habitats, with land-use change that began in the colonial area. The presence
of tigers in these farmlands is thus neither novel nor unexpected. For the most part, they move through
such areas, silent and unseen under cover of darkness, avoiding humans, light and noise.Data also does
not support the claim of a rapidly growing tiger population in PTR. Instead, the population has fluctuated
greatly since 2010, and is characterised by high turn-over (where the same tigers are not seen from one
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year to the next) and moderate adult survival. The occurrence of a large tiger population, a dense human
population within five kilometres of the forests’ edge, extensive sugarcane cultivation and the forests’
narrow geography do increase the potential for the spatio-temporal overlap of humans and tigers.It is
also untenable that Pilibhit’s tiger population is biologically predisposed to preying on humans, more
than any other tiger population. Recent attacks on humans in and around PTR could primarily be
attributed to one or two animals that could be young individuals in marginal habitats without territories,
older individuals with disabilities, or those with debilitating injuries. Conflict mitigation in PTR needs to
shift from a case-by-case response to a cohesive and coordinated approach. There are lessons to be learnt
from the Sunderbans in West Bengal where tiger attacks on humans are managed on a regular basis. The
state has evolved mechanisms to identify and relocate the conflict-causing tiger(s). It has also established
quick response teams to ward off straying tigers and aid in their capture, when necessary.

Following the Sunderbans’ example, PTR’s administration should take steps to build rapid response
teams comprising wildlife veterinarians, forest department staff, and local volunteers trained to contain
conflict-prone animals and engage irate crowds. The local police too needs to be integrated into these
response teams and assist in crowd control. Educators and public health professionals need to engage
communities to enhance their preparedness for conflict and reduce casualties.The proposed solution to
fence the tiger reserve is not feasible. Fencing in tigers and their natural prey will lead to new problems.
These will limit animal dispersal and may increase conflict in the long-run.
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Our best investment

To improve educational outcomes, policy must address deprivations in early years of
children’s lives.

Written by Vikram Patel, The writer is the Pershing Square Professor of Global Health at Harvard Medical
School and affiliated with Sangath and the Public Health Foundation of India

The government recently reviewed the section of the Right of
Children to Free and Compulsory Education (RTE) Act which
stipulated that “no child admitted in a school shall be held
back in any class or expelled from school till the completion of
elementary education”, which covers Classes 1 to 8. This
decision, which now permits states to impose examinations
which can detain, and presumably expel, children during
elementary education, has been welcomed by many teachers
because the automatic promotion of students was leading to
large numbers of students landing up in Class 9 without basic
; learning abilities. This, in turn, doomed them to failing the
Class 9 examinations and ultimately triggering drop-out.It is presumed that detection of learning under-
achievement during elementary education will trigger efforts by students, and, one would hope, their
teachers, ultimately improving educational outcomes. But besides the obvious pedagogical reasons such
as large class sizes and the focus on rote learning, there is one major reason why this sudden change of
policy is unlikely to reap the dividends the government and educational community hopes for: It is
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happening far too late in the life of the child.The latest report of the Annual Survey of Education,
published last year, and based on assessments of basic abilities of reading, writing and arithmetic of over
five lakh rural children, offered a glimpse into the scale of the challenge confronting India. While 95 per
cent of children aged 6 to 11 years were enrolled in schools, a large proportion of children were simply
not learning. Nationally, less than half the children in Class 3 were able to read a Class I level text, a figure
which had shown virtually no improvement since 2011. One of every four children enrolled in Class 8
could not read at Class 2 levels. Just over a quarter of Class 3 children could do a two-digit subtraction
and a similar proportion of Class 5 children could do simple division.Will the new detention policy lead to
these staggering numbers of India’s children being held back? And, if so, are schools adequately
resourced to support these students’ learning needs to help them clear the examinations?

What is also clear from these grim figures is that a huge proportion of India’s children, exceeding 50
million in a recent estimate, experiences fundamental limitations of learning abilities which have their
roots well before they even enter primary school. In short, their intellectual capabilities, a direct outcome
of the level of cognitive development of the brain, have been blighted by enormous deprivations in the
early years of their lives. These deprivations are mostly the direct result of poverty, from the lack of
adequate nutrition which leads to bodies, and minds, being stunted, to the lack of a responsive parenting
environment due to the enormous economic and social barriers experienced by their parents, in
particular their mothers.

We now know that the brain is exquisitely sensitive to the environment, and toxic influences ranging
from the lack of essential nutrients to the lack of essential stimulation, adversely impact the architecture
and function of the developing brain. A vast proportion of India’s children who are failing to learn in
school were already condemned to this fate before they entered school.This loss of human potential
threatens a perfect storm for a country with the largest number of children in the world and a global
economic environment in which entire segments of employment — in particular in the service sector,
which is often the only opportunity to those who do not complete school — are being replaced by digital
technologies. The future looks truly bleak for tens of millions of our children who are, in effect, doomed to
a life of servitude or unemployment even before they have stepped into school, perpetuating the
transmission of poverty from their parent’s generation to their own.

The good news is that, just as the brain is damaged by harmful environments, the “plastic” nature of this
most precious organ of our body can overcome these challenges when provided with a nurturing
alternative, one where both the primary emotional and physical needs are met. Some of these are finally
being addressed on a war-footing, for example through improvements in sanitation and hygiene by the
eradication of open defecation.But beyond the attention to physical health, we must act on the need that
young children have for intellectually and emotionally nurturing environments, through providing
adequate support and information to the care-givers of young children to stimulate them through play,
building parent skills to be responsive and non-punitive, and providing affordable and appropriate pre-
school child education and high quality engaging primary education.A few years ago, the World Bank
referred to the development of young children as “one of the best investments that countries can make”
because a child’s earliest years presented “a unique window of opportunity to address inequality, break
the cycle of poverty, and improve a wide range of outcomes later in life”.

A key philosophy was that children should be intellectually “ready” for primary school. While India was
amongst the earliest countries to acknowledge the importance of this investment through the Integrated
Child Development Scheme launched in 1975, the observations on learning abilities are testimony to the
limited success of this scheme. Further, the scheme is almost entirely facility based, missing the
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enormous opportunity to provide nurturing environments in the homes of young children.As we
celebrate the fact that India’s children now survive in unprecedented numbers, we must turn our
attention to giving every child the opportunity to thrive so that they ultimately become capable adults
who not only attain their own dreams, but also contribute to the development agenda of the nation. For
this to happen, we will need a massive and renewed national commitment to investing in the earliest
years of a child’s life.
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