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Wild  o r  n o t ? Dile m m a  ove r  t w o  h u m a n -fr ie n d ly 
rh in os  in  Ne p a l 
by Abhaya Raj Joshi on 29 July 2023 

• Two fema le rhinos, ra ised in human ca re and la ter relea sed in the wild, pose a  threa t to 
themselves and people, conserva tionists warn. 

• The rhinos a re vulnerable to poaching and human interference, a s they a re habitua ted to 
living with humans. 

• Conserva tionists demand the remova l of the rhinos to a  sa fer place, while pa rk oг cia ls 
hope they will adapt to the wilderness. 

KATHMANDU — Som la l Majh i, a  residen t of Pa tihan i near Chitwan  Nationa l Park 
in  Nepa l, has an  unusua l job . He  is  a  he rder of rh inos. 

Majh i wa tches over two fem ale  grea te r one-horned  rh inos (Rhinoceros unicornis) 
nam ed  Pushpa  and  Anja li. They were  re leased  in to  the  wild  by conserva tion  
au thoritie s in  May a fte r years of hum an  con tact. 

Although  the  rh inos a ttract tourists , who en joy taking se lfies with  them , Majh i 
says they can  dam age  crops if they a ren’t m onitored . 

But conserva tion ists  a re  a la rm ed  by the  p resence  of the  rh inos in  the  a rea . They 
say they pose  a  risk to  them se lves and  to  peop le  and  u rge  officia ls  to  re loca te  
them  as soon  as possib le . 

“Because  they were  used  to  hum ans, they sta rted  visiting nea rby villages,” says 
Bed  Khadka , a  form er park sta ffe r and  conserva tion ist. “They need  to  be  
rem oved  im m edia te ly,” he  adds. “The ir on ly shot a t su rviva l now is a t a  zoo in  
Nepa l o r abroad .” 

The  rh inos we re  rescued  as ca lves in  2020 and  2021, when  they were  in ju red  
and  abandoned  by the ir m othe rs. They were  ra ised  by the  Nationa l Trust for 
Na ture  Conserva tion  (NTNC), a  sem igovernm enta l body, a t its  office  in  Sau raha , 
near the  park. They were  transported  by truck to  a  wetland  near the  park’s 
headquarte rs and  re leased  withou t tranq u ilize rs. 
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“Poachers cou ld  easily ba it and  kill th em  for the ir horns,” Khadka  adds. 

Grea te r one-horned  rh inos a re  classified  as vu lnerab le  by IUCN, the  globa l 
conserva tion  au thority. The ir horns a re  p rized  in  trad itiona l Chinese  m edicine , 
desp ite  having no p roven  bene fits . The  illega l trade  in  the ir horns is  the ir b iggest 
th rea t. In  January th is year, a  14-year-old  fem ale  rh ino and  he r 4-year-old  
ca lf were  e lectrocu ted  and  the  m other’s horn  sawn off by poachers. Although  
the  perpe tra tors we re  la te r a rrested , poach ing rem ains a  constan t th rea t. 

The  decision  to  re lea se  the  rh inos was m ade  by the  Depa rtm ent of Nationa l 
Parks and  Wild life  Conserva tion  a fte r a  com m ittee  recom m ended  it over o ther 
op tions, such  as keep ing them  in  an  enclosure , m oving them  to  o ther parks or 
gifting them  to  fo re ign  coun tries. The  cost involved  and  the  am ount of stress the  
an im als had  to  face  were  the  decid ing factors in  the  end . 

But the  re lease  has a ttracted  unwanted  a tten tion  from  tourists , who flock to  
take  se lfies with  the  rh inos withou t considering the  risks. “They haven’t shown 
any aggression  ye t, bu t the ir an im al instinct cou ld  kick in  and  hurt peop le ,” says 
Sh iv Ra j Bha tta , form er wa rden  of Bard iya  Nationa l Park. 

Ganesh  Tiwari, in form ation  office r a t the  park, says com m unity m em bers have  
se t up  fences to  keep  the  rh inos away from  the  se ttlem ents. “They ra re ly com e 
ou t of the  jungle  now. We hope  they will adap t to  living in  the  wild ,” he  says. 

Ch itwan  Nationa l Park has 694 grea te r one-horned  rh inos, accord ing to  a  recen t 
census. The  park has been  successfu l in  conserving and  increa sing the  rh ino 
popula tion , desp ite  th rea ts from  d isease , na tu ra l d isaste rs and  poach ing. 

The  NTNC still has one  m ore  fem ale  ca lf, Pooja , under its  ca re  a t Sauraha . Pooja  
was separa ted  from  her m other during a  tige r a ttack in  October. Authoritie s say 
Pooja  will a lso  be  re tu rned  to  the  wild  wh en  she  is  o ld  enough . “She , too , can’t 
be  rewilded  now,” says Khadka . 

Khadka  reca lls  a  rh ino ca lf tha t had  been  ra ised  in  con tact with  hum ans was 
gifted  to  a  zoo in  Austria  in  2006 a fte r au thoritie s concluded  tha t it cou ldn’t be  
rewilded . “We need  to  do the  sam e with  Pushpa  and  Anja li and  even  Pooja ,” he  
says. 
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