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FOR MANY REASONS—HUNTING, POACHING, 
LOSS OF HABITAT, HUMAN ENCROACHMENT 
—A LARGE SEGMENT OF INDIA’S GLORIOUS 
WILDLIFE IS ON THE VERGE OF DYING OUT. 
HERE ARE 50 ENDANGERED SPECIES TO CATCH 
A GLIMPSE OF BEFORE IT’S TOO LATE.
Words BIJOY VENUGOPAL 

The Lion-tailed Macaque 
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01 SNOW LEOPARD 
All wild felids are intriguing but the snow leopard (Panthera 
uncia) inhabits a hallowed space in the pantheon of big 
cat-lovers as well as in the imagination and folklore of the 
mountain people. Rare and elusive, wild snow leopards 
inhabit the high Himalaya above the snow line and descend 
to lower altitudes in winter, following their favourite prey 
species—the bharal or blue sheep. The Hemis National Park 
in Ladakh is the best place to see them although getting 
there requires serious fitness and deep pockets. A good 
camera with long lenses would help capture some pictures.

02 HANGUL 
One of the Kashmir Valley’s greatest natural inheritances 
is the Dachigam National Park, home to the endangered 
Kashmir Stag or hangul (Cervus canadensis hanglu). This 
handsome subspecies of the Red Deer is the state animal 
of Jammu and Kashmir, but preserving it has not been a 
matter of the highest priority for governments in this political 
tinderbox. Though militancy has not directly affected the 
Hangul, its habitat has been threatened by encroachment, 
Merino sheep farming and livestock rearing. 

03 BLACK-NECKED CRANE
The high-altitude Tibetan Plateau, on the edge of which 
Ladakh perches, hosts the elegant Black-necked Crane 
(Grus nigricollis). The bird, which is revered by the Buddhist 
community, is seen in Tibet, Bhutan and Arunachal Pradesh, 
too. In Ladakh, where it shares space with the Bar-headed 

Goose and the Tibetan Wild Ass, it is particularly vulnerable 
as its wetland habitat is usurped and drained for agriculture. 
Feral dogs also prey on nestlings and eggs. Climate change 
and melting glaciers have also threatened the Black-necked 
Crane’s future.

04 FOREST OWLET
The severely endangered Forest Owlet (Heteroglaux 
blewitti) can be seen in the forests of central India. Fewer 
than 300 birds are thought to survive, and even these are 
scattered over a highly fragmented distribution map spread 
over northern Maharashtra and south-western Madhya 
Pradesh. Only urgent protection of its habitat, threatened by 
deforestation and mining, can bring this bird back from the 
brink of extinction.

05 JERDON'S COURSER
After British surgeon Thomas Jerdon collected a specimen 
of this bird in 1848, it was not seen again until 1986. A few 
photographs and recorded calls, and a stuffed specimen at 
the Bombay Natural History Society museum in Mumbai, 
are all that we have to remind us of the presence of the 
partridge-sized Jerdon’s Courser (Rhinoptilus bitroquatus). 
Its habitat, in the Sri Lankamalleswara Wildlife Sanctuary in 
Kadapa, Andhra Pradesh, consists of sparse scrub land with 
thorny bushes. Agriculture, overgrazing and work on the 
Telugu Ganga Canal in the vicinity of the sanctuary threaten 
the bird’s survival. There have been no reliable sightings 
since 2008.

T
he geographical boundaries of India harbour nearly 8 percent of the planet’s mammals, 12.6 percent 
of its birdlife, 6.2 percent of its reptiles, nearly 4.5 percent of its amphibians and 11.7 percent of its 
fish species. Yet, despite this cornucopia of biodiversity, the cynosure of most tourists’ eyes is one 
species—the Royal Bengal Tiger. Wisely enough, in 1973, the apologists of Project Tiger picked the 
most charismatic species for its campaign. It was a vital decision that rescued many critical wildlife 
corridors. Since the tiger was the apex predator, the protection accorded to the national animal 
also benefited other species that shared its range. Ecosystems threatened by poaching, ambitious 
hydroelectric and thermal power projects, mining and deforestation were granted a new lease of 

life. In a few years it will be half a century since Project Tiger was initiated, but multiple forces conspire to threaten India’s 
wildlife even as the hourglass runs out. As journalist Jay Mazoomdar observed in his book, The Age of Endlings, this is fated to 
be an era of extinctions. 

In 1948, the last wild Asiatic cheetah fell to a shikari’s gun. However, not all extinctions are so high-profile, and nor 
are they all the result of indiscriminate poaching. Deforestation, destruction of natural habitats, and fragmentation of wild 
populations are also to blame. Today, there are sufficient self-professed wildlife enthusiasts and hobby photographers to keep 
the wildlife tourism industry in the pink. However, for more serious travellers, the pursuit to see India’s endangered species 
is not akin to trophy hunting but a journey into deep sensitisation, into understanding the imperative to not just preserve a 
species for posterity but to secure our collective ecological future. This partial list of India’s endangered species intends to 
aid the enquiring and responsible traveller. For pragmatic reasons, it leaves out many of the smaller, less charismatic wildlife. 
It also leaves out the tiger, which is an acknowledged endangered species that both benefits and suffers from extensive 
tourism. Yet, this is a list that any nature-lover wishes was much shorter. 

The best place for sighting 
the elusive snow leopard 

is the Hemis National Park
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06 SPOON-BILLED SANDPIPER 
Fewer than 2,500 Spoon-billed Sandpipers (Calidris 
pygmaea) survive in the wild. This migratory wader, with its 
distinctive beak shaped like a spatula that it moves from 
side to side while feeding, visits Indian shores every winter 
from the Siberian peninsula. It is partial to shallow coastal 
mudflats and estuarine tide pools. The loss of habitat to 
aquaculture and industrial projects has led to this bird 
becoming critically endangered. 

07 BENGAL FLORICAN 
Those who have had the good fortune of witnessing 
the spectacular courtship display of the Bengal Florican 
(Houbaropsis bengalensis) have gone home praising it as 
a bird even more fetching than the peacock. This, the 
world’s rarest bustard, is fast declining as humans claim its 
grassland habitat for agriculture. Fewer than 300 birds are 
thought to survive and most of them live in Manas Tiger 
Reserve in Assam. 

08 GHARIAL
With a pitcher-shaped knob at the end of its elongated 
snout, the gharial (Gavialis gangeticus) is one of the most 
peaceable crocodilians. Though its enormous size (adult 
males can grow up to five metres) can be daunting, its 
rows of sharp teeth are designed solely for feeding on fish. 
Gharials live along deep rivers, nest on sand banks in winter 
and hatch their eggs just before the monsoon. Two primary 

threats responsible for decimating the gharial population 
down to a few hundred are the construction of barrages 
across rivers and the use of gill nets by fishermen. Today, 
these magnificent reptiles hold out in the National Chambal 
Sanctuary in Uttar Pradesh.

09 HIMALAYAN MONAL
In appearance the Himalayan Monal (Lophophorus 
impejanus) is a veritable jewel. As pheasants go, it is still 
reasonably numerous and not under severe threat. However, 
it merits inclusion in this list for the reason that India’s 
ravenous appetite for hydroelectric projects is encroaching 
upon its mountain home. Monals are also poached for their 
exquisite crest feathers. The pilgrim trail to Tungnath in 
Uttarakhand is a great route to spot these magnificent birds.

10 ANAMALAI FLYING FROG
The Anamalai Hills of the Western Ghats shelter many 
critically endangered species, including a large number 
of amphibians. Frogs are particularly sensitive to 
environmental degradation, and are usually the first 
species to disappear. The Anamalai Flying Frog 
(Rhacophorus pseudomalabaricus) closely resembles its 
commoner cousin, the Malabar Gliding Frog. Loss of 
vital habitat in the Western Ghats has left this charismatic 
amphibian struggling for survival. The dense rainforests in 
the vicinity of the hill station of Valparai in Tamil Nadu is 
one of its last stands.

11 AMBOLI BUSH FROG
The tiny Amboli Bush Frog (Pseudophilautus amboli) 
measures barely 35 mm but on wet monsoon nights 
its penetrating call announces its presence for nearly a 
kilometre. Found in patches of disturbed evergreen forest in 
the Western Ghats of Maharashtra, Goa and Karnataka, it has 
suffered severely on account of excessive tourism and the 
degradation of its natural forest habitat. A guided night walk 
in Bondla Wildlife Sanctuary, Goa, offers a chance of seeing 
this critically endangered amphibian. 

12 GREAT INDIAN BUSTARD 
Ornithologists are fond of retelling the story of how the 
Great Indian Bustard (Ardeotis nigriceps) lost a chance to 
become the national bird on account of its name, which had 
the inherent risk of being misspelt. While excessive hunting 
took a great toll of its numbers, the bustard now faces graver 
threats as its arid grassland habitat is fragmented. This large, 
handsome ground bird can still be seen in Rajasthan’s Desert 
National Park. 

13 GANGES RIVER DOLPHIN 
River dolphins around the world are under threat and the 
Ganges River Dolphin (Platanista gangetica) is no exception. 
This blind cetacean, which hunts its prey by ultrasonic 
echolocation, lives in large, deep rivers such as the Indus, 
Brahmaputra and the Ganga, usually at their confluences. 
Gill-net fishing, pollution of rivers and construction of 
barrages and dams have contributed to its decline. This 
is a hard species to see, but one might get lucky at the 
Vikramshila Gangetic Dolphin Sanctuary in Bihar.   

14 WESTERN HOOLOCK GIBBON
The only apes found in India, the two species of Hoolock 
Gibbon—the Western Hoolock Gibbon (Hoolock hoolock) and 
the Eastern Hoolock Gibbon (Hoolock leuconedys)—inhabit 
the dense forests of northeast India. Slash and burn farming, 
deforestation for tea plantations and hunting have reduced 
the population of Western Hoolock Gibbons by 90 percent 
in the past few decades. Hoollongapar Gibbon Sanctuary, 
Assam, offers a chance to see these rare primates.

(This page) The Great Indian Bustard 
can still be seen in Rajasthan's 

Desert National Park; 
(Previous page) Anamalai Flying Frog 
can be found in Valparai, Tamil Nadu 
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15 BLACKBUCK
In the past few decades the stately Blackbuck (Antilope cervicapra) has 
made headlines in Bollywood but its condition as an endangered species 
has shown little improvement. It is still hunted illegally and its habitat has 
been encroached upon and fragmented. Distinguished by their sweeping 
spiral horns, male blackbuck and their fawn-coloured does can be seen at 
Blackbuck National Park in Velavadar, Gujarat.  
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16 LION-TAILED MACAQUE 
A distinguished-looking monkey, the silver-maned Lion-tailed 
Macaque (Macaca silenus) inhabits the dense rainforests of the 
Western Ghats. Its range has declined considerably in recent 
years owing to large-scale deforestation, invasive agricultural 
practices and conflict with humans. With protection, it is 
making a comeback in areas where it was thought to be 
extinct. The best places to see this primate are Valparai, Tamil 
Nadu, and Silent Valley, Kerala. 

17 WESTERN TRAGOPAN 
The Great Himalayan National Park in Himachal Pradesh is 
one of the least-walked trails in the Himalaya but arguably one 
of the most beautiful. The bamboo forests of the Sainj and 
Tirthan valleys are home to the archangel of pheasants, the 
exquisite Western Tragopan (Tragopan melanocephalus). Locals 
know it as jujurana—king of birds. It takes several days of hard 
work to view this bird in its natural habitat. Outside protected 
areas, it is still trapped but the bigger threat to its existence 
comes from logging of coniferous forests.

18 SARUS CRANE
The tallest flying bird in India, the imposing Sarus Crane 
(Grus antigone) was once plentiful. However, the conversion of 
wetlands for agriculture, particularly the spread of sugarcane 
farming in the Gangetic plain, has contributed to its downfall. 
Sarus cranes can be observed in the agricultural belt of Uttar 
Pradesh as well as in Keoladeo Ghana National Park in 
Bharatpur, Rajasthan. 

19 INDIAN WILD ASS
Once on the verge of extinction, the Indian Wild Ass (Equus 
hemionus khur) has made a dramatic recovery and is now 
thriving in its sanctuary in the Little Rann of Kutch in Gujarat. 
However, since its population is confined to one area, the risk 
of an epidemic wiping out the species is very high. Inhabiting 
the saline scrublands of coastal Gujarat, it lives in herds that can 
be seen grazing on grass and seeds. 

20 FISHING CAT  
Adapted to living near water courses, the Fishing Cat 
(Prionailurus viverrinus) has suffered on account of the 
persecution of hunting, wetlands and increasing deforestation. 
Very hard to see, the cat usually offers evidence of its presence 
in camera trap images. The Fishing Cat is an expert hunter and 
specialises in catching fish, unafraid to dive into the water to 
pursue its prey. Patient observers have sighted this small felid 
at Keoladeo Ghana National Park in Bharatpur, Rajasthan.

21 OLIVE RIDLEY SEA TURTLE
In the breeding season, Olive Ridley Sea Turtles (Lepidochelys 
olivacea) make a spectacular migration called arribada. 
Thousands of gravid females come ashore to scoop out sand 
pits, lay eggs and return to the sea. This is followed, in due 
course, by the hatching of young turtles. Olive Ridley Sea 
Turtles are protected in India but trawler fishing, pollution, 
disturbance of coastal nesting sites and hunting continue to 
threaten them. The beach at Gahirmatha, Odisha, is one of 
the best sites to observe them; however, a missile testing site 
erected there has posed a significant threat to the turtles. 

22 RED PANDA
The adorable Red Panda (Ailurus fulgens) is not closely related 
to the Giant Panda, but its name has stuck. The Western Red 
Panda, the subspecies found in Assam and Sikkim, feeds 
largely on bamboo but supplements its diet with birds, eggs and 
small mammals. The animals have been sighted in the wild in 
Singalila National Park in northern West Bengal. 

23 SWAMP DEER
The Swamp Deer (Rucervus duvaucelii) or Barasingha, so named 
for the 12 tines of its magnificent antlers, was once widely 
distributed but today its range is fragmented to parts of Madhya 
Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh. Hunting and loss of its wetland 
habitat have been the reasons for its decline. Kanha Tiger 
Reserve in Madhya Pradesh remains the best place to see 
this elegant deer.

24 MANIPUR BROW-ANTLERED DEER
Every year the government of Manipur celebrates the Sangai 
Festival in November. It is named after the Manipur Brow-
antlered Deer (Rucervus eldii eldii), also called the dancing deer 
for its distinctive manner of walking around its swampland 
habitat. This severely endangered deer lives on the southern 
fringes of the Loktak Lake in Manipur, known for its floating 
islands—locally called phumdi. Once thought to be extinct, it is 
protected in the Keibul Lamjao National Park near Imphal. 

25 SMOOTH-COATED OTTER
Though not the most endangered of Indian otters (the Small-
clawed Otter is more severely threatened), this species is 
vulnerable as its habitat—large waterbodies—suffer due to 
human interference. The Smooth-Coated Otter (Lutrogale 
perspicillata) thrives in reservoirs and lakes with adequate 
shelter for nesting. The backwaters of the Kabini dam in 
Coorg, Karnataka, offer great opportunities to spot this 
delightful mammal.

(Clockwise) Olive Ridley Sea 
Turtles are seen in Odisha; 

the Sarus Crane is the tallest 
fl ying bird in India; the bamboo 

forests of Sainj Valley are 
home to the Western Tragopan
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26 BENGAL SLOW LORIS 
This large-eyed nocturnal primate is a victim of superstition. 
Believed to possess aphrodisiac and healing powers, the 
Bengal Slow Loris (Nycticebus bengalensis) is illegally hunted 
and sold at village markets in northeastern India, where it lives. 
Felling of forests has led to the loris becoming locally extinct 
in many places across its former range. Slow lorises are very 
shy and secretive. In India, they may be observed in forests 
bordering Bangladesh.  

27 WHITE-BELLIED MUSK DEER
Persecuted for long for its musk glands, that secrete a sweet-
smelling perfume, the White-bellied Musk Deer (Moschus 
leucogaster) has been on the decline. It inhabits cold high-
altitude mountain forests in the Himalaya, very near the snow 
line. Instead of antlers, it sports long canines that can be 
regrown if they are broken off. Wild musk deer are hard to see, 
but an early morning hike in the Great Himalayan National 
Park may prove lucky.

28 NILGIRI LANGUR 
The coal-black Nilgiri Langur (Trachypithecus johnii), with its 
auburn facial mane and long tail, is a shy leaf-eating primate 

that inhabits the evergreen forests of the southern Western 
Ghats. Hunted for the preparation of an Ayurvedic aphrodisiac 
medicine, it is now threatened. The Nilgiri Langur can be 
observed in Parambikulam Tiger Reserve, Kerala.

29 HIMALAYAN WOLF
The Himalayan Wolf (Canis lupus chanco) has long been 
misunderstood and persecuted as a livestock lifter, so much 
so that its howl is now a memory of the past. Besides hunting, 
interbreeding and hybridisation with local dogs is threatening 
its genetic integrity. The Himalayan Wolf can be observed in 
the high-altitude valleys of Ladakh.

30 BLACK-CHINNED LAUGHINGTHRUSH
Formerly known as the Nilgiri laughingthrush, this bulbul-sized 
bird holds out in the high-altitude evergreen forests of the 
southern Western Ghats even as habitat loss and deforestation 
fragment its pristine home. The conversion of forests to 
plantations and the disturbance of the shola ecosystem have 
been the main reasons for the decline of the Black-chinned 
Laughingthrush (Strophocincla cachinnans). This attractive bird 
can be observed atop Doddabetta, the highest peak in the 
Nilgiris, near Ooty.

31  PAINTED STORK
A beautiful and unmistakable wading bird, the Painted Stork 
(Mycteria leucocephala) is classified as Near Threatened. Though 
still abundant in India, its habitat is threatened 
as wetlands are encroached and nesting sites disturbed by 
human activity for construction and urbanisation. The birds 
roost in large heronries and in the nesting season they may 
be best observed at Keoladeo Ghana National Park in 
Bharatpur, Rajasthan. 

32 SOCIABLE LAPWING
The Sociable Lapwing (Vanellus gregarius) is a winter 
migrant from the steppes of Kazakhstan that visits the salt 
marshes of the Great Rann of Kutch. This wader suffered a 
massive population decline in its home nesting grounds but 
has since stabilised and clawed back from near extinction. 
Overgrazing in its breeding grounds may be one of the main 
threats to its existence. 

33 GREATER ADJUTANT
With its bare neck and sagging throat pouch, the Greater 
Adjutant (Leptoptilos dubius) won’t win any beauty contests 
but for millennia this enormous stork has coexisted with 
humans as a reputable scavenger alongside vultures. Human 

disturbance of nesting sites, exploitation of wetlands and 
the poisoning method of fishing have caused this species 
to decline sharply. It is best seen in garbage dumps outside 
Guwahati, Assam.

34 AUSTEN’S BROWN HORNBILL
With a range that extends over southeast Asia, the small 
population of Austen’s Brown Hornbills (Anorrhinus austeni) 
are threatened by extreme habitat loss caused by activities 
like logging and deforestation. Small parties of these birds, 
which nest cooperatively with many birds taking care of various 
nesting duties, may be seen in Namdapha National Park in 
Arunachal Pradesh.

35 INDIAN VULTURE 
In the 1990s, birdwatchers stepping into the field would tick 
off the Indian Vulture (Gyps indicus) as among the first birds 
on the checklist. In barely a decade, the vulture population 
plummetted to an alarming low. The reason behind the decline 
was the veterinary drug, Diclofenac, which caused renal failure 
in vultures that ingested it from feeding on livestock carcasses. 
Although the drug has been banned, poisoning still occurs and 
the species struggles to survive. The cliffs of Ramanagara near 
Bengaluru are the last stronghold of these majestic birds.

 (Previous page)
The Bengal Slow Loris has been hunted 

and sold as it is believed to possess 
aphrodisiac and healing powers; 

(this page) the Painted Stork is classifi ed 
as Near Threatened
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36 ASIATIC ELEPHANT 
The largest land mammal in India, the Asiatic Elephant (Elephas maximus) 
was once widely distributed. Ivory poaching claimed many bulls but a 
bigger threat comes from fragmentation of forest corridors. As highways 
slice through forests and elephants are cut off from traditional water and 
food sources, they tend to come into conflict with humans, leading to their 
poisoning and electrocution. One of the most scenic places to observe these 
majestic pachyderms is along the banks of the river from a motorboat in the 
Periyar Tiger Reserve, Kerala. 

62    NOVEMBER  2016 NOVEMBER  2016    63

1116-Anchor_ endangered species.indd   62-63 22/10/16   11:19 am



37 NILGIRI TAHR
This charismatic wild goat-antelope was on the verge of 
extinction in the early 20th century. Hunting had reduced 
it to a mere number of 100 individuals. Since then, with 
emphasis on careful and a successful conservation, the Nilgiri 
Tahr (Nilgiritragus hylocrius) has made a comeback. Inhabiting 
the high mountain grasslands of the shola ecosystem in the 
Western Ghats, it can be seen grazing nimbly on the edges 
of sheer precipices. Unfortunately, habitat loss continues to 
threaten its survival. The best place to see the Nilgiri Tahr is 
Eravikulam National Park, Kerala. 

38 BUGUN LIOCICHLA 
No one had heard of the Bugun Liocichla (Liocichla 
bugunorum) until 1995, when it was first spotted in the 
Eaglenest Wildlife Sanctuary in Arunachal Pradesh. In 2006, 
the bird was described as a new species. Only three breeding 
pairs are known to exist in these community forests and its 
habitat is closely monitored and protected by the Bugun tribe, 
after whom the colourful bird is named. 

39 NILGIRI MARTEN
A large member of the weasel family, the Nilgiri Marten 
(Martes gwatkinsii) is a close cousin of the Yellow-throated 
Marten, which is found in Himalayan forests. However, the 

Nilgiri Marten is larger and is found in the moist evergreen 
forests of the southern Western Ghats, which are threatened 
by deforestation. Very little is known about its biology and 
only a handful of photographs have been recorded. Trekkers 
have reported seeing this animal in Mukurthi National Park, 
Tamil Nadu.

40 RED GORAL
The Red Goral (Naemorhedus baileyi) is a goat antelope that 
was once common in the Himalayan foothills. Hunting, 
destruction of its habitat, and fragmentation of montane 
forests have contributed to its rapid decline. Its bright rust-red 
coat is distinctive and offers good camouflage as the animal, 
moving in small herds, negotiates steep cliffs and crags. The 
hills of Pangot in Uttarakhand offer a good chance of spotting 
these animals.

41 DHOLE 
The most efficient hunter of Indian jungles, the dhole 
(Cuon alpinus) or Asiatic Wild Dog moves in packs that keep 
in contact with a curious whistling call. It differs from true 
canids in the structure of its skull and teeth. These bold 
predators are threatened by loss of habitat. Forest safaris 
in Bandipur and Nagarahole in Karnataka usually record 
frequent dhole sightings. 

(This page) Dholes are among the most 
effi cient hunters in Indian jungles;
(facing page) hunting had reduced the 
number of Nilgiri Tahr to a mere 100 
before they made a comeback
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Photography  PHOTOCONCIERGE/ANIRBAN DASGUPTA

42 SLOTH BEAR 
It has a reputation for being the most dangerous creature in 
the forest after the elephant, but for the most part the Sloth 
Bear (Melursus ursinus) is a placid customer if you keep a 
respectful distance. Nocturnal and mostly insectivorous with a 
taste for ants and honey, these bears can also take down small 
mammals and reptiles. Poachers target the bear for its body 
parts, especially the gall bladder, which is used in Chinese 
aphrodisiacs. The Daroji Wildlife Sanctuary near Hampi offers 
close views of the bear in a quasi-natural setting.

43 MALABAR PIED HORNBILL
Though not as imposing as the Great Hornbill, the Malabar 
Pied Hornbill (Anthracoceros coronatus) is a fetching bird. In the 
nesting season, males and females take over parenting roles—
the female incubates while the male brings food to the nest. 
Destruction of old-growth forests where the hornbills prefer to 
nest has driven down their populations. The timber yard in the 
forest town of Dandeli, northern Karnataka, is a great place to 
observe these charismatic birds.

44 RED-HEADED VULTURE 
One of the most spectacular vultures, this bare-necked bird of 
prey was once numerous. However, the use of the veterinary 
drug Diclofenac on livestock contributed immensely to its 
decline. Red-headed Vultures (Sarcogyps calvus), who ingest 

the drug while feeding on livestock carrion, die of renal failure. 
Populations have plummetted dangerously in recent years and 
the bird is critically endangered. This majestic vulture can still 
be seen in Corbett Tiger Reserve, Uttarakhand.

45 INDIAN PANGOLIN 
Its scale-covered body gives it the appearance of a reptile, but 
the Indian Pangolin (Manis crassicaudata) is actually an ant-
eating mammal. With long-clawed forelimbs, which it uses 
to tear open anthills, and a body-length sticky tongue, which 
it uses to siphon up its prey, this unusual animal is shy and 
nocturnal. That hasn’t stopped poachers from trapping it for 
the illegal wildlife trade, as its scales are coveted by quacks as 
an aphrodisiac. This is a hard animal to see, but sightings have 
been reported from Gujarat.

46 INDIAN RHINOCEROS
Time was when the one-horned Indian Rhinoceros (Rhinoceros 
unicornis), the second-largest land mammal in Asia, ranged 
right across the Gangetic plain. In the past rhinos were 
hunted for sport but a more pernicious threat comes from the 
Chinese market for traditional medicine. Hunting for its horn, 
which the superstitious value as an aphrodisiac, has led to its 
indiscriminate poaching. With almost 70 percent of its extant 
population concentrated in Kaziranga, the rhino is highly 
vulnerable to disease outbreaks and catastrophe.

The one-horned Indian Rhinoceros 
is the second largest mammal in Asia; 

(Previous page bottom) After 
elephant, Sloth Bear has a reputation 

for being the most dangerous 
creature in the forest 
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47 KING COBRA 
The world’s longest venomous snake, the King Cobra 
(Ophiophagus hannah) can grow up to four metres in length. 
It preys primarily on other snakes. However, despite its 
association with Hindu deities, it has a fearsome and often 
unfounded reputation that has led to its persecution. A 
protected species, it suffers from the degradation of its natural 
habitat. The sites of two conservation projects in Agumbe, in 
the Western Ghats of Karnataka, offer the opportunity to see 
this charismatic snake.

48 ASIATIC LION 
The story of how the Asiatic Lion (Panthera leo persica) bounced 
back from extinction to its present healthy population of over 
500 is one that fills Indians with pride, no pun intended. Today, 
most of the world’s Asiatic Lions can be found in Gir National 
Park and nearly 100 live outside of it. The problem with this? 
One outbreak of disease or a catastrophe such as a fire could 
wipe out this population. 

49 NARCONDAM HORNBILL
Narcondam is a tiny, far-flung volcanic island, all of 6.8 
square kilometres, in the Andaman Sea. The 300 Narcondam 
Hornbills (Rhyticeros narcondami) that inhabit the area are an 
endemic species, and are found nowhere else on Earth. The 
island’s isolation has helped keep this population stable until 
recently, when a proposed project for a coast guard radar station 
and diesel power generation project threatened this bird’s 
future. 

50 DUGONG 
The coastal seagrass beds of the Bay of Bengal and the Indian 
Ocean are the last stand of the Dugong (Dugong dugon), a 
marine mammal that is entirely herbivorous. Since ancient 
times, this docile creature has been hunted for food but a far 
greater threat to its survival comes from damage to its habitat 
by coastal construction projects, shipping and oil drilling. 
Dugongs have been observed in the waters of the Gulf of 
Mannar Marine National Park, Tamil Nadu. 

The Asiatic Lion has also 
seen a revival and at present 

they number around 500
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