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!BEYOND' THE' BIG' CAT:' WHAT' SHOULD' WE' LOOK' FOR' IN'
A'TIGER'RESERVE?'
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!"!by!Vidya!Venkatesh!!
!!
!

!
Forests'are'magical'spaces!

!
With! the! increase! in! the! demand! for! entry! tickets/! permits! for! almost!
every!tiger!reserve!in!the!country,! it!may!seem!that!there!are!more!wildlifers!now!than!
before.!!However,!it!turns!out!that!most!visitors!to!tiger!reserves!these!days!are!people!
who!are!under!the!mistaken!notion!that!seeing!an!animal!in!its!natural!habitat!is!as!easy!
as!spotting!it!in!an!enclosure!in!a!zoo.!!!
!
Upon!my!return!from!Sunderbans!TR!in!May!2015,!my!uncle!promptly!called!to!ask!if!I'd!
seen! a! tiger!during! my! trip,! to! which! my! answer! was,! "No.”! His! response! left! me!
somewhat!bemused.!He!said,!"See!this! is!what!happens!these!days!!Even!some!of!my!
friends!have!been!complaining!that!you!can!longer!see!tigers!even!in!tiger!reserves.!It’s!
such!a!waste!of! time!and!money!when!you! travel! so! far!and! spend! so!much!and!yet,!
don’t!get! to!see!even!one!tiger.!The!authorities!need!to!do!something!about!this!"!On!
listening!to!his!rant,! I!tried!my!best!to!explain!to!him!that! it! is!perfectly!normal!to!not!
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see! a!tiger.! “Neither! money! nor! time! is! wasted! as! there! are! so! many!
other!things!in! store! in! a!tiger!reserve,! so! long! as! you! are!willing! to! look.!
Consider! the! gorgeous! kingfishers! and! other! birds,! unique! species! like!
mudskippers! (which!are! fish!that!climb!trees)!or!sandy!beaches! filled!with!
red! ghost! crabs,! the! fascinating! aerial! roots! that! help! the! mangroves!
breathe!when!the!tide!submerges!them!or!simply!the!thrill!of!visiting!one!of!the!world’s!
largest!block!of!mangrove! forests!”!To! this!he! retorted,! "That's!easy! for!you! to! say!as!
you!are! familiar!with! the! forest.!But!what!about!people! like!us?”! I! then!explained! the!
importance! of! being! accompanied! by! a! knowledgeable! guide! who! would! be! able! to!
point!out!the! intricacies!of! the!ecosystem!and!the!creatures!that! inhabit! it.! !However,!
I'm!quite!sure!that!he!wasn’t!convinced!with!my!answer.!!
!!
This!conversation!got!me!thinking!!about!the!many!ways!in!which!wildlife!vacations!can!
be! made! interesting! for! people! who! are! first! timers! to! the! forest! so! that! they! can!
appreciate!wildlife!beyond!the!majestic!big!cat.! !Hence,! I!decided!to!put!down!a!small!
list!of!things!to!keep!in!mind!while!planning!your!wildlife!trip!as!well!as!some!pointers!to!
follow!during!your!safari.!!
!!
'
Before:!
!!
1.! Find!out! the!best! season!before! visiting! any!park.! Please!note,! the!best! season! for!
a!tiger!reserve!is! usually! based! only! on! the! best! chances! of! sighting! a!tiger.! Hence,! if!
you're! interested! in!birds! (just!an!example"! it!could!be!any!other!group)!then!find!out!
the! best! birding! season! for! that! region.! This!will! help! you! to! see!more! species! in! the!
forest!during!your!trip!and!may!give!you!a!greater!sense!of!fulfilment!even!if!you!don't!
get!to!see!a!tiger.!!
!
!
2.!Keep!a! checklist!of!wildlife! species! found! in! the! forest! that! you’ll! be!visiting.! These!
checklists! are! easily! available! online.! Learn! about! the! rare! species! found! there! and!
include! them! in! the! list! of! animals! to! spot! on! a! safari.! Add! some! of! the! fauna!
(tree/plants)!to!this! list!as!this!could!prove!to!be!useful! irrespective!of!the!season!and!
will! also! help! you! inculcate! a! deeper! interest! in! nature.! Initially,! all! these! names!will!
seem!like!Greek!&!Latin,!but!once!you!interact!with!naturalists!and!drivers!whilst!on!the!
safari,!you’ll!soon!find!yourself!on!familiar!and!interesting!footing!!!
!!
!
!
!
!
!
!
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3.!Lastly,!understand!that!tiger!reserves!are!declared!primarily!for!legal!and!
administrative! purposes"this! doesn’t! mean! that! they! harbour! only! tigers.!!
There! are! various! types! of! Protected! Areas! and! each! one! is! accorded! a!
certain! level! of! protection! depending! on! its! classification.! Tiger! Reserves!
receive! very! high! levels! of! protection.! Thus,! the!tiger!is! known! as! an!
‘umbrella!species’!because!by!protecting!the!tiger,!all! the!other!species! in!that!habitat!
are!also!allowed!to!thrive!in!their!natural!state.!
!

!
A''tellFaFtale''sign'(fresh'pugmarks)'of'a'tigress'with'cubs'having'walked'a'short'while'ago'

'
'
'
'
'
'
'
'
'
'
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During'the'Safari:!
'!
1.!Keep!a!checklist!handy.!Insist!on!stopping!the!vehicle!to!look!at!birds,!and!
ask! the! guide! to!help! you! identify! them.! Tick"mark! the!ones! you've! seen.!
Most!drivers/!guides!usually!carry!a!bird! identification!book!with!them,!so!
feel!free!to!refer!to!it!when!required.!
!!
2.!Watch!the!behaviour!of!all!the!creatures!when!you!spot!them.!They!could!be!building!
a!nest,!laying!eggs,!feeding!their!young!ones,!displaying!courtship!behaviour,!mating!or!
showcasing! territorial! fights.!Observations! like! these!will! give!you!an! insight! into! their!
lives!and!you’ll!find!your!interest!in!wildlife!deepening.!
!

!
Even'forest'floors'offer'an'interesting'perspective,'like'this'spider'mother'with'babies'on'her'back'
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3.!Try!to!locate!various!animal!tracks!and!signs!in!the!forest.!These!reveal!a!
lot! of! information! about! the! animals! and! their! behaviour! and! can! play! a!
great! role! in! improving! the! chances! of! a! sighting.! For! eg.! pugmarks! of!
tigers/!leopards,!scratch!marks!of!bears!climbing!on!trees,!scats/!droppings!
of!animals,!alarm!calls!of!prey!animals,!etc.!

! !
Keep'an'eye'out'for'tracks,'signs'of'the'wildlife'presence'

4.! As! wonderful! as! it! is! to! get! up! close! and! personal! with! nature,! it! is! extremely!
important! that! you! respect! their! boundaries! and!maintain! some! distance! with! every!
animal!so!as!not!to!disturb!or!interfere!with!natural!behaviour.!Be!it!a!tiger!or!a!leopard,!
a!bird!or!a!butterfly,!it!is!important!that!we!respect!their!right!of!space!in!the!forest!and!
do!not!come!in!their!way!or!survival!in!the!wild.!
!

!
Respect'and'adhere'to'the'rules'and'regulations'of'the'park'
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This! list! isn’t!very! lengthy!but! it!will!go!a! long!way! in!adding!value!to!your!
trip,! even! if! you! don't! spot! a!tiger!:)! So! the! next! time! you! visit!
a!tiger!reserve,!broaden!your!expectations!beyond!the!tiger.!
!!
As!we! say! in! the!wild,! "Wildlife! sighting! is! a!matter! of! chance! and! not! a!
right;!so!enjoy!every!minute!of!being!in!the!wild!!"!
!

!
Cultures'and'traditions'of'the'region'add'value'to'any'trip'

!
!
About'the'author:''
Vidya works with Last Wilderness Foundation, Mumbai, an NGO which focuses on working with 
communities for conservation. After her stint of more than a decade with the corporate world, she 
decided to take the career jump to follow her passion, and thus, has made wildlife conservation as 
her career. She is an avid traveller to forests and to the mountains. She has a special interest in 
butterflies and takes efforts to document their behaviour during her field trips. To know more about 
her, please visit https://junglesofindia.wordpress.com/ 
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