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 :-~€; The Struggle for
Conservation

HAVING COMPLETED my tenure as officiating chief warden
of the Sagarmatha National Park, I returned to Kathmandu
= January 2003. The director-general of the Department of
National Parks and Wildlife Conservation called me over
and told me: “I am sending you to a good place. The rhinos in
Chitwan are getting killed everyday, I am deputing you there,
doagood job.”

[ answered in the positive. But I could not understand why
the director-general called Chitwan a ‘good’ place.

My deputation papers were soon ready, and I was ready to
start work as an assistant warden of the Chitwan National Park.
[ was to work as coordinator of the Anti-poaching Operation
Unit there. My well-wishers were worried and told me about
the high rate of rhino deaths in Chitwan and advised me to be
careful since it was a risky job. I, however, had already made my
resolve to carry out my duties to the best of my ability. I was
glad to have had the opportunity to carry out the challenging
and important task of conserving such a rare and endangered
animal. I took my papers and left Kathmandu in the second
week of February. Surya Bahadur Pandey, an officer from the
Department of National Parks, a clerk and I lefc Kathmandu
together in an office vehicle.

When we reached the park headquarters, it was already
evening. We went to meet Chief Warden Puranbhakra Shrestha

1



2 FOUR YEARS FOR THE RHINO

who was very pleased at having me there. “If I have an assistant
like you, we can surely save the rhinos,” he said.

The chief warden and Pandey briefed me about the work
involved in anti-poaching. The chief assured me that he would
soon give me all the necessary information, introduce me to
the informers and tell me all that I needed to know about the
work. At that point, I had no knowledge about anti-poaching
activities. I had never undergone any related training or
participated in any workshop. I just had with me my experience
of working in the different protected areas and their buffer
zones and ways of achieving active people’s participation in
managing the protected areas.

Pandey took me tosee places like Sauraha and Khagendramalli
of the park. The people, the places and even the job were all new
to me, and yet the staff all seemed hopeful in having me. “Now
that you are here, maybe there will be some progress.” they said.
I too told myself: one day I will control the poaching activities
and not allow any rhino to die an unnatural death.

I was not familiar with the places and roads of Chitwan.
Yet, I was motivated to accomplish this challenging task. The
times were not good. The activities of the Communist Party
of Nepal (Maoist) in the district were alarming, and everyday
we got to hear of their growing influence. However, that made
no difference to my resolution. I had no worries on that count,
I'was just worried about how I would save the rhinos.

When I first came to Chitwan, poaching was at its peak.
My simple desire or my gentle requests would not be enough
to stop the activity. Everyday I would just hope that no rhino
would be killed that day or not have to hear of their deaths. But
contrary to my hopes, the rhinos continued to be killed. I was
discouraged. When a state of emergency was declared in the
country in 2001, the 33 army posts in the park were merged for
reasons of security and reduced to seven. Army patrolling was
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wmost negligible. In the office, I found no network to control
» monitor poaching activities. Neither was the surveillance
semwork strong or adequate. We never understood from where
= poachers came, who they were, how they killed the rhinos
and where they went. We just got to hear terrible news of
: whino being killed, a horn or a hoof gone missing, the tail
semg cut off, a bleeding rhino on the run or of a gunshot in
seoad daylight. But we were unable to locate the dead body of

H

== rhino even after hours of search.

4: normal times, the army battalion in Chitwan has 850
soudiers. Besides, 300 civil servants are posted at the park itself,
= whom 140 look after the elephants while the remaining 160
mzke up park technicians and administrative staff.

The park’s technical staff comprise the chief warden, assistant
wardens, rangers, senior game scouts, game scouts, veterinary
Zoctors and compounders.

The locals are employed by the park as informers when
mccessary. Some of them are eager to help in the conservation
==orts and work for the park voluntarily without payment.
Many of the informers themselves must have previously been
mwolved in some way in buying and selling rhino horns and
sger skins and bones. Some of them change their course after
:\:;jng penalised for smuggling and realise the wrong they have
done. They begin to understand that conservation is the right
approach and work as informers for a salary. However, some
zend to be cunning. They work for the smugglers and the park
at the same time, and the park has no way of suspecting them.
The informers enjoy negligible facilities. Yet they must work
all month long even though they might not receive a monthly
salary. The park, however, pays for their food, lodging and
telephone calls while at work, provided they are successful. If
they are unsuccessful, the informers might, however, have to
pay for these services out of their own pocker.
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Since the informers receive minimum wages and facilicies
from the park, sometimes they could be tempted to act as
double agents if the smugglers pay them more. Traditionally.
they have always been employed as and when needed instead
of on a permanent basis or on a contract basis. While they are
given no training and there are no programmes to build their
capacities, sometimes they are fired if the park officials do not
like them and may not be paid for months. But they could be
given bonuses if they worked well.

The informers are mostly managed by the assistant warden,
rangers and other park officials. They are mostly answerable to
the Anti-poaching Unit. Many a time, they come up to say what
they have unearthed, while at other times, the park asks them to
find out about individuals who have been named by the arrested
poachers. The informers’ responsibilities are assigned according
to their location, situation, capacity and previous knowledge.

FIrRST OPERATION

ON FEBRUARY 16, 2003, the chief warden opened his secret
diary and asked me to note down the names of the people he
wanted me to arrest. The list included 24 poachers and a few
smugglers and brokers. I had all the names now, but I was
worried as to how and where [ would arrest them.

Shriranga Kandel, a mukhiya of our team, was very skilled
in anti-poaching operations. He possessed deep knowledge
besides long years of experience working on this job. He was
also very diligent, brave and dedicated. “I have just asked a few
informers to go after three persons,” he said. “If you give me
some money, I will meet the informers right now and make the
arrangements.”

[ gave him Nepali rupees worth $21, and he sped towards
Narayangadh on his bike.

Ataround 5 in the evening, we received a message: “The target
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= home, we go at night to arrest him.”

“rom Kasara, a team comprising army personnel and park
“cials left in two vehicles for the Laukhani post. Rangers

tsdhav Khadka and Rupak Maharjan, mukhiya Shriranga
and 2 few others also joined our team. Also with us was poacher
“.zrz Bahadur B.K. to show us where his friends lived. On
Z<bruary 5, Nara Bahadur had been arrested after five rhinos
were killed in just three months in the community forest where
ue served as a forest guard.

Also in our team was the chief warden. The National Parks
:=d Wildlife Conservation Act 1973 empowers the chief
warden with discretionary powers to decide on lawsuits and

was right for the chief warden himself to be part of the mission
=0 arrest criminals is debatable. However, it was certainly not
=ncthical for him to accompany us as the chief warden and not
1 iudge.

For the first time in my life, I was part of a mission to arrest
: thino poacher. At 9 p.m., we moved east from Laukhani
sowards Daldale. After proceeding a little further north from
Daldale, we spotted a house on the left side of the road. My
colleagues confirmed that this was the very house. They got off
from the jeep and surrounded the house. They were obviously
experienced in such operations. We all took our positions.
Madhav and Rupak opened the door of the house. I, too,
cntered the house with them. There was no one on the ground
Aoor. We climbed to the first floor where we found a boy of
zbout 11, a woman and a small girl sleeping.

After waking up the woman, I asked her, “Where is your
husband?”

“He has been in India since the past six months,” she said.

“He was here in the afternoon, how can he be in India

now?”
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“Really he has gone to India,” she said.

“Isn’t this Mahato's house?” I asked her.

The boy answered, “No, this is our house, and I am not 2
Mahato by caste.”

“Which is Mahato's house then?” I asked.

“It is that wooden house up there.”

We got out in a hurry. In a flash, the rangers were on the first
floor of the wooden house and had arrested a man - Buddhi
Bahadur Mahato. His wife and children started crying,

We returned to Narayangadh at around 11 at night with
Buddhi Bahadur. Our vehicle turned towards Kshetrapurarea to
arrest another smuggler there. When the house was ascertained,
we surrounded it from all sides. We had information that the
man we wanted lived on the first floor of the three-storied
building. But its channel gate was locked. So we roused the
person sleeping in a room next to the gate and asked him for the
key. He handed over the key without any objection, probably
because he was scared to see so many of us. In our team of over
20 people, many were soldicrs. The rangers too were of heavy
build and had loud, fearsome voices.

We opened the lock and went upstairs. We searched all rooms.
The door of a room facing east was closed. Before opening the
door, we tried to see if a person might be able to escape from
there. After that, we forced it open. Inside was the man we had
been looking for.

We addressed him by his name: “Are you Prem B.K.?” On
hearing our query, he suddenly got up in a furious manner.

Startled, his wife started crying, “Why, what has happened?”

Prem consoled her while he wore his pants. “Don’t cry,
leave me alone, let me die, I will g0, let whatever must happen,
happen.” He understood why we had come for him in the middle
of the night. His kids too woke up and started wailing, wanting
to know what was happening. One son, however, stood quietly
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wmont any reaction. Probably he was aware of his father’s
Szl activities, We searched the whole room, including the
simmer and bed, but found nothing,

¥ zook Prem along in the vehicle and went to Kasara.

" operation was 100 per cent successful,” said Madhav.

- =00 was overjoyed to think that the first mission of which

was 2 part had been successful.

“=er we had crossed the Bharatpur Cancer Hospital and were
seacing towards Kasara, Madhav started questioning Prem.

"1z, I'sold a horn,” he opened up.

“You sold five of them.”

He denied it, and Madhav delivered a tight slap.

“Ves. Isold three of them,” he admitted.

Madhav was not satisfied. “No, you are still lying about the
st two horns.”

He refused to admir it for quite some time, but after more
geestioning and threats, he confessed to having sold all five of
Zhem.

Ar that moment, I felt very proud at having nabbed such a
Zangerous criminal in my very first attempt with the help of
mukhiya Shriranga. Actually Prem B.K. was nabbed on the
sasis of information provided by Nara Bahadur B.K. Nara
Sahadur had accused Prem of taking away the horns of all the
=ve thinos that had been killed while he was the forest guard of
the buffer zone community forest.

Ar Kasara, we again started questioning Prem. He revealed
that the owner of Atma Glass Centre in Narayangadh had
ntroduced him to a man from Manang, Gyamjo. His testimony
revealed that Gyamjo, who used to stay at the Rhino Hotel
in Narayangadh, was the one who used to smuggle the rhino
horns.

However, Prem informed us that Gyamjo had died of a heart
artack six months ago and that his brother came periodically
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to collect the horns. He even gave us the person’s descriprion.
address and phone number. Prem had previously lived in his
flat in Kathmandu upon learning that we were keeping track of
him. He had returned from Kathmandu on February 15 when
Gyamjo's brother had assured him there would be no one to
bother him.

Prem claimed that this brother of Gyamjo was the one who
spearheaded the business, and we would know everything if we
arrested him. As he apprised us of the dangers of the situation
by informing us that Gyamjo’s brother knew a lot of bigwigs.
he seemed very scared. He pleaded for his life as Gyamjo's
brother had threatened to kill him if he ever mentioned his
name to the authorities.

We decided to send two rangers to Kathmandu to find our
about this smuggler. They had with them his personal details,
address and phone number. But after a few days, they returned
empty-handed.

Prem Bahadur had mentioned that he had given a horn to
Chandrakanta Pandey from Dhading, Chhatre-Deurali, who
owned a vegetable shop at Kalimati, Kathmandu. Chadrakanta
frequently came to Kawasoti to buy vegetables. So an informer
obtained Chandrakanta’s address from a vegetable dealer ar
Kawasoti and went to Kathmandu with a friend. There, he met
Chandrakanta on some silly pretext, arrested him and brought
him to Chitwan in a reserved microbus. An informer who
takes such initiatives must be rewarded. However, whether
an informer should be given such authority is something one
should decide for oneself.

NEWS OF ABDUCTION ON RADIO

ON MARCH 12, we received news that the owner of Atma Glass
Centre, the broker who did business with Gyamjo's brother,
was in his shop. At 6 in the morning, I, mukhiya Shriranga and
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« == zrmy personnel set off for Narayangadh. We parked our
== near Shahid Chowk, and we decided that I, the mukhiya
anc 2n army man would go to sce if the man was in the shop.
T market was quite busy. When it was ascertained that the
man was there, we signalled to the other colleagues to come
2wser. | went inside and asked the man, “Are you the owner of
s shop?”

“Yes, why do you ask?” he replied.

“I want to buy some corrugated sheets,” I answered.

“How many?”

“Four or five bundles.”

“Sare, [ will give them to you at a good price.”

"By the way what is your name?” [ asked him at this point.

“Why do you ask?” he queried.

“My friend knows you, and he told me that you would give
me at a reasonable price.”

I conjectured this to be the person Prem B.K. had indicated.
Sar still, I was making small talk to make sure he was the
serson. Should we apprehend an innocent man by mistake, the
cniminal might elude arrest forever. So it was very important
that we were sure we were arresting the right person.

“Come with us for a while,” I requested.

“Why?”

“Just come,” I insisted.

I had instructed the driver to have the vehicle near the shop
once [ entered and its engine running, as I would be there only
o get the man.

The shopkeeper was resisting our efforts to take him. So I
zold him frankly, “We have come to take you. Don’t resist if
vou do not want to lose face in society.” And so he came quietly
with us.

It was not good for us to hang around the place for long. I was
a stranger to Narayangadh and did not know the sentiments
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of the locals. So we left immediately. On the way, we started
questioning him. The man denied everything at first. “I am sick.
please don’t harm me,” he kept repeating.

Immediately upon leaving, FM radios began blaring news that
a shopkeeper had been kidnapped in such and such a vehicle.
There was even an investigation from the administration
office. We later found out that a motorcycle had tailed us from
Narayangadh to Prembeasti village and had given our vehicle
number to a FM station.

The rhino horn broker’s name turned out to be Nagendra
Shrestha. After we had handed him over to the park office, the
park officials started getting phone calls saying that he was a
sick man. The chief warden too received such phone calls. As a
result, he instructed us not to be very strict with him. I myself
was busy with my work and could not interrogate him.

I later learnt that subba Uttam Prasad Kharel had changed
Nagendras statement to the court (park office) more than
three times, which is illegal. According to the National Parks
and Wildlife Conservation Act 1973, there is provision for a
semi-judicial authority in the Park Offices and District Forest
Offices. My legal knowledge was limited to the 30 credit hours
of alaw course that I had undergone at the Institute of Forestry,
Pokhara at the intermediate level. We learnt about the legal
investigation and other court procedures through experience.

A lot of noise was made over the arrest of Nagendra. Many
people were happy that finally a dangerous criminal had been
apprehended. Several people were of the opinion that he was
the ringleader of the horn business in Narayangadh and that
must have been how he had been able to earn a lot of money
and build such a big house.

Different people said different things, but in his statement,
Nagendra only owned up to receiving $413. I, too, had felt
that we had nabbed an important criminal, but we couldn’t get
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mucs information out of him. I was new, had no knowledge of
= methods to make criminals confess and, besides, could not

smzrview him properly as he was not well.

Ome fine morning, an uncle of mine visited me. After chatting
wr 2 while, he said, “Sita didi has asked to see you.”

The next day I went to Narayangadh to pay her a visit. Her
wn. my nephew, had just opened the Munch Time Café. In
@ cafe, my sister introduced me to Nagendra’s brother-in-law.
There was no need to object, and we chatted over coffee.

‘1 have heard that you decide everything in the office, and
wwer word is all that is needed for a decision. People did offer
= resolve the problem for $13,774, but I wasn’t convinced and
ecided to meet you instead,” said Nagendra's brother-in-law.

I got the idea - he was trying to send me two messages: first,
=ar he was willing to spend any amount of money to free his
srother-in-law, and second, he was expecting me to do the job.
_ however, would never accept a bribe and let a rhino horn
muggler go free.

I warned him against mentioning anything like a bribe to me
« casually and told him, “I cannot do this. Do not try to meet
=< from now on. Your brother-in-law must suffer his fate as per
the law”

He did not try to meet me after that. However, that one
meeting clearly revealed how conspirators bribed officials into
freeing smugglers. Also, why would someone be willing to spend
$13,774 to free a person who had just “once received $413?”
That just went to show how deeply Nagendra was involved in
the rhino horn smuggling business.

SOLDIERS WITHOUT GUNS

MARCH 18 HAPPENED to be Fagu Purnima, or Holi, the
Festival of Colours. Our informer from Makwanpur district
informed us that the man wanted by us was in his house that
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