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The sprawling American city of Los Angeles has oblit-
erated vast areas of natural habitat in southern Califor-
nia, and its suburbs continue to encroach upon the
remaining fragments of forest and coastal sage scrub, for
condominiums and recreation. The Angelenos forest has,
amazingly enough, survived to this day, and is one of
the remnant fragments of wilderness near the city. Even
this is surrounded by suburbia - and is a source of fre-
quent conflicts between humans and wildlife.

A young mother jogging alone one evening on a
mountain trail in the suburbs got killed by a mountain
lion: the {irst known mountain lion attack on humans
this century! The local police and fish and wildlife offi-
cials immediately swung into action and, in a couple of
days, tracked down and kilied a female mountain lion.
Shortly after they confirmed — using genetic tests of hair
samples — that it was indeed the same killer animal, a
solitary mountain lion cub was found near where the
jogger was attacked. The cub was then sent to a zoo. It
seems likely that the jogger strayed too close to the
cub — Had she seen the animals? Did she deliberately
approach them too close (like so many Americans
brought up on the ideas of cuddly wild animals gften
do)? Or did she just blunder into them? — and provoked
the mother into attacking her.

About a month after the mountain lion attack, a big
black bear strayed out of the Angelenos forest and wan-
dered into a suburban mall. Panic ensued and the local
police and wildlife warden were alerted. The game war-
den soon shot the bear dead after unsucccessful attempts
to tranquilize it for translocation. A few wecks later, a
panic-stricken 911 (the emergency telephone line) call
from another LA suburb reported another black bear
which the caller could see outside her/his window near a
school. When the cops and game warden rushed in, they
found the bear perched up in a tree looking al some
children playing 1n the schoolyard — so it had 1o be shot
dead too!

Reading about these incidents in the long, hot Cali-
fornian summer of 1994, when a vast forested area out-
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side LA was burnt down (by arsonists?) and huge tracts
continued to burn all over the northwestern US, [ could
not help but wonder if we In the third world had any-
thing to learn at all from this, the world’s most ad-
vanced, industrialized, first-world nation, in terms of
managing our wildlife and natural habitats.

| myself grew up in Bombay, a city often compared to
Los Angeles or New York, but much worse 1n terms of
infrastructure or civic amenities, and on an average, of-
fering a lower quality of life to its inhabitants. Unlike
LA, Bombay also faces a shortage of land to accommo-
date its burgeoning human population. Yet, bordering
the megalopolis’ northern suburb of Borivli lies a
100 km? tract of tropical forest protected in the form of
a National Park. The forest is in remarkably good shape,
considering it is completely surrounded by over 15 mil-
lion human beings. The park also has a resident popula-
tion of leopards estimated at around 20—40: certainly too
high a density of large carnivores to be supported by the
habitat. The Indian leopard is a larger animal than the
North American mountain lion, with a fong and confinu-
ing history of man-eating problems that keep cropping
up all over the country each year. Many of the Borivii
leopards, lacking space and food instde the park, ven-
ture outside the forest at dusk to pick up dogs and other
small animals from the shanty towns bordering the park.
Sometimes the prey include human children, and even
adult humans have becn attacked and killed. Yet, the
[eopards are toferated and their population allowed to
build up over the past many years. It was only recently —
responding to a public outcry after a child's killing -
that the forest department trapped two individuals,
which, unfortunately enough, bashed themselves agatnst
the cages and died.

The Borivli lcopards are by no means an exception {o
man—-animal relations in India. There is another long-
standing, recurring conflict between a large mamumal and
human beings in eastern India for which the solution
still eludes the Forest Department. This is the case of
the famous Dalma or Bihar — Bengal herd of elephants:
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