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For  re scu e d  rh in o  ca lve s  in  Ne p a l, re t u rn  t o  t h e  
w ild  is  a  fra u gh t  op t ion  
by Abhaya Raj Joshi on 22 March 2023 

• Conserva tion oг cia ls in Nepa l a re considering wha t to do with three juvenile rhinos 
rescued from the wild a fter being sepa ra ted from their mothers. 

• One option is to return them to the wild in a  na tiona l pa rk or wildlife reserve with 
suitable habita t Ν  but with the risk tha t they could fa ll prey to tigers. Rhino 
transloca tions in Nepa l have a  poor record Ν  only 38 of 95 rhinos transferred from 
Chitwan to Ba rdiya  Na tiona l Pa rk survive, with the rest killed by poachers or fa rmers. 

• Tha t leaves a  third option on the table, which is to gift the anima ls to a  foreign country, 
as pa rt of Nepa lΡs Υrhino diplomacy,Χ which would leave the young anima ls facing a  
lifetime in human company. 

CHITWAN — The  ch irp ing of b irds is  in te rrup ted  by the  rustling of leaves and  the  
sound  of b reaking twigs. It’s  b reakfast tim e  a t the  office  o f the  Nationa l Trust fo r 
Nature  Conserva tion  (NTNC) in  Sauraha  on  the  fringes of Nepa l’s Chitwan  
Nationa l Park. 

As trust officia ls  m unch  the ir b read  with  sips of tea , th ree  juven ile  rh inos tuck 
in to  the ir own m ea l, grazing under the  watchfu l eye  o f the ir ca re taker. One  of 
the  rh inos even  tries  to  fin ish  off the  le ftovers of a  hum an  breakfast. 

These  grea te r one-horned  rh inos (Rhinoceros unicornis), now hab itua ted  to  living 
with  hum ans, were  rescued  from  d iffe ren t pa rts  of the  na tiona l pa rk a fte r be ing 
separa ted  from  the ir m others. Officia ls  now face  the  daun ting cha llenge  of 
send ing them  back ou t in to  the  wild , ensuring tha t they can  survive  am id  th rea ts 
from  preda tors and  poachers. 
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They’ve  nam ed  the  th ree  rh inos, a ll fem a les, Pushpa , Anja li and  Pooja . Pushpa  
was rescued  th ree  years ago, Anja li two years ago, and  Pooja  in  October last 
year. All of them  were  on ly a  week-old  when  they were  b rough t to  the  trust. 

“Gene ra lly, fem ale  rh inos in  the ir first p regnancy a re  inexperienced  abou t 
m otherhood  and  they don’t p rovide  adequa te  ca re  to  the ir ca lf,” sa id  Dr. Am ir 
Sadau la , a  ve te rina rian  with  the  NTNC. “Som etim es the  m othe r d ies during 
de live ry and  other tim es ca lves ge t separa ted  from  the ir m others due  to  a ttacks 
by p reda tors such  as tige rs or na tu ra l ca lam ities like  floods. 

“We have  reasons to  be lieve  tha t Pushpa  and  Anja li we re  first-borns tha t d idn’t 
rece ive  adequa te  ca re  and  Pooja  was separa ted  from  her m other when  a ttacked  
by a  tige r,” Sadau la  added . 

Key cha llenges in  readying these  rh inos fo r a  re tu rn  to  the  wild  include  find ing 
su itab le  hab ita t for them , and  then  d rawing up  a  p lan  to  gradua lly ge t them  
hab itua ted  to  living away from  hum ans and  the ir in te rven tions. The  Departm ent 



of Nationa l Parks and  Wild life  Conse rva tion  recen tly form ed  a  com m ittee  to  
suggest ways, includ ing transloca tion  to  other na tiona l pa rks, to  address these  
cha llenges. 

Accord ing to  a  2021 census report, Ch itwan  is  hom e to  694 grea te r-one-horned  
rh inos, a  th rea tened  species. Nearby Parsa  Nationa l Park has just th ree  rh inos, 
while  fa rthe r west, Bard iya  Nationa l Park has 38 and  Shuklaphan ta  Nationa l 
Park has 17. Kosh i Tappu  Wild life  Rese rve  in  easte rn  Nepa l, long viewed  as a  
poten tia l hab ita t for rh inos, has none . 

“We have  com e up  with  d iffe ren t a lte rna tives for the  th ree  rh inos,” sa id  Ganesh  
Pan t, an  ecologist with  the  departm ent and  a  m em ber of the  re in troduction  
com m ittee . “The  first is  to  re loca te  them  to  an  enclosure  in  Chitwan  Nationa l 
Park itse lf, and  the  second  is  to  translocate  them  to  Bard iya , Shuklaphan ta  or 
Kosh i Tappu .” 

Each  op tion , however, has its  own se ts of cha llenges. “In  Bard iya , Chitwan  and  
Shuklaphan ta , we  have  tige rs as apex p reda tors tha t can  kill these  rh inos,” Pan t 
sa id . “We’ve  seen  tha t even  enclosures a ren’t sa fe  in  these  a reas.” 

The  com m ittee  is  thus p reparing to  recom m end to  the  governm ent tha t the  trio  
of rescued  rh inos be  m oved  to  Kosh i Tappu , hom e to  the  endangered  wild  
buffa los and  ra re  b irds bu t, notab ly, devoid  of apex p reda tors such  as tige rs. 

“We have  records tha t rh inos roam ed  the  floodp la ins of the  Kosh i [River] b e fore  
the  1950s,” Pan t sa id . Loca l com m unities have  a lso  been  dem anding tha t the  
governm ent transloca te  som e icon ic species such  as rh inos to  the  rese rve , 
which  rece ives on ly a  fraction  of the  visitor num bers tha t Chitwan  or Bard iya  
en joy. 
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But transloca ting the  rh inos to  Kosh i Tappu  isn ’t going to  be  easy, Pan t sa id . The  
an im als a re  hab itua ted  to  hum an  con tact and  cou ld  becom e easy p rey to  
poachers ta rge ting them  for the ir horns and  other body parts . Tha t’s why the  
security situa tion  needs to  be  im proved  and  the  p rocess has to  be  ca rried  ou t 
step  by step , Pan t sa id . 

Th is involves tra in ing the  rh inos to  forage  for food  on  the ir own, and  gradua lly 
reducing the ir dependence  on  hum an  care . Curren tly, the  rh inos a re  fed  a  
com bina tion  of m ilk, grass and  cooked  corn  husks. They’re  a lso  be ing given  tim e  
to  in te ract with  each  other and  bu ild  socia l bonds, which  will be  crucia l when  
they’re  re leased  in to  the  wild . 

Rhino transloca tions have  a  checkered  record  in  Nepa l. A to ta l of 87 rh inos were  
m oved  from  Chitwan  to  Bard iya  b e tween  1986 and  2003, and  another e igh t 
be tween  March  2016 and  April 2017. The  e ffort was part of the  gove rnm ent’s 
b id  to  p rotect the  species from  the  th rea ts of d isease  and  na tu ra l d isaste r by 
ensuring a  viab le  popula tion  in  m ore  than  one  hab ita t across the  coun try. But of 
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the  95 rh inos tha t were  transloca ted , on ly 38 su rvive ; m any were  killed  by 
poachers or were  a ttacked  by loca l residen ts re ta lia ting aga inst crop  dam age . 

Although  rh inos have  never been  transloca ted  to  the  banks of the  Kosh i, the  
frequen t flood ing of the  rive r cou ld  im pact the ir su rviva l in  the  wild , leaving 
officia ls  cau tious. 

“We will m ost like ly decide  abou t the  fa te  of the  th ree  rh inos with in  a  m onth ,” 
Maheshwar Dhaka l, d irector-gene ra l of the  Departm ent of Na tiona l Parks and  
Wild life  Conse rva tion , to ld  Mongabay. 

Another op tion  on  the  tab le , accord ing to  Pan t, is  to  p resen t the  rh inos as gifts  
to  fore ign  gove rnm ents, a s part of the  coun try’s “rh ino d ip lom acy.” In  2018, 
Nepa l gifted  two rh inos, a  m ale  and  a  fem ale , to  the  Shangha i Wild  Anim al Pa rk 
in  China . If a  re tu rn  to  the  wild  is  ru led  ou t for Pushpa , Anja li and  Pooja , the  trio  
m ay a lso  find  them se lves spend ing the  rest of the ir lives in  the  com pany of 
hum ans. 
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