INDIA'S CHAMBAL RIVER SANCTUARY
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A huge female gharial
Gavialis gangeticus basks on the
shores of the Chambal river, in the

National Chambal Gharial
Wildlife Sanctuary.



https://www.google.it/maps/place/Chambel+River/@26.6957398,78.024559,11z/data=!4m2!3m1!1s0x397677ade9da4819:0xe5aa244341350a6f




TEXT BY ANDREA FERRAR
PHOTOS BY ANDREA & ANTONELLA FERRARI

ost visitors to India - if
interested at all in the wonderful
wildlife of the subcontinent - hope to
see a tiger in the wild. Some will also
be happy with elephants, birds and the
occasional cobra. But - gharialse Why,
most people don’t even know what a
gharial actually is! In fact, gharials are
prefty amazing creatures, and the stuff
of legends - besides being highly
endangered, major biological
indicators of river water quality. Since
briefly glimpsing one almost forty years
ago in the swift waters on the Rapti
river in Nepal, we had long dreamed
to see them again in the wild. And to
see gharials in the wild there is no
better place in the whole world than
the remote, romantic Chambal - a
rugged, desolate, spectacular
wilderness where nature, history and
culture intermingle as only in India they
can, and which we visited together
with our dear friend and wildlife

photographer Yuwaraj Gurjar, with the
help of local biologist Rajeev Tomar.
The National Chambal Sanctuary, also
called the National Chambal Gharial
Wildlife Sanctuary, is a 5,400 square
km (2,100 sq mi) tri-state protected
area in northern India. Located on the
Chambal River near the tripoint of
Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh and Uttar
Pradesh, it was first declared in
Madhya Pradesh in 1978 and now
constitutes a long narrow eco-reserve
co-administered by the three States.
Within the sanctuary the wide, pristine
Chambal River cuts through mazes of
rugged ravines and hills, fringed by
long, wide, deserted sandy beaches -
the landscape itself is worth the trip.
The critically endangered gharial and
the red-crowned roof turtle live here,
and together with the endangered
Ganges river dolphin they are the
keystone species of the sanctuary.
Other large threatened inhabitants of

continued on page 16 )

Black-winged Stilt mmm
Himantopus himantopus,
Chambal river.




- Young gharial

Gavialis gangeticus basking on the
shores of the Chambal river

in the National Chambal Gharial
Wildlife Sanctuary.







Large Mugger
or Marsh
Crocodile
Crocodylus
palustris are
commonly
observed on the
sandy shores of

the Chambal

river.







Left, immature
Gharial Gavialis
gangeticus;
top right,
Osprey
Pandion
haliaetus;
bottom right,
Intermediate

egret
Mesophoyx

intermedia.







P &
slowly recovering in tributaries of the
Ganges, such as the Narayani-Rapti
river system in Chitwan National Park
and the Karnali-Babai river system in
Bardia National Park. They are
sympatric with the mugger crocodile Large gharial
Crocodylus palustris and formerly with Gavialis
the saltwater crocodile Crocodylus gangeticus

porosus in the delta of Irrawaddy River. ny, _ make an
: g B T extremely
impressive sight.
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architectural
detail of the
splendid
Machkund
complex, in
Dholpur;
right,
Ruddy Shelduck

or Brahminy

Shelduck

Tadorna
ferruginea.







Far left,
a very young
Rhesus macaque
Macaca mulatta;
left, the ubiquitous
Rose-ringed
Parakeet Psittacula
krameri, here
nesting in a wall
of the Machkund
complex in
Dholpur.




In 1977, four nests were recorded in
the Girwa River of Katarniaghat
Wildlife Sanctuary, where 209 gharials
were released until 2006. Twenty nests
were recorded in 2006, so 16 nesting
females resulted from 30 years of
reintroductions, which is equivalent to
2% of the total pre-2006 releases. In
1978, twelve nests were recorded in
the Chambal River in the National
Chambal Sanctuary, where 3,776
gharials were released until 2006. By
2006, nesting had increased by over
500% to 68 nests, but the recruited
mature, reproducing females
constituted only about 2% of the total
number released. The newly hatched
young are especially prone to being
flushed downstream out of the protected
areas during the annual monsoonal
flooding. The gharial is characterised
by its extremely long, thin jaws,
regarded as an adaptation to a
predominantly fish diet. Males develop
a hollow bulbous nasal protuberance at
sexual maturity. The name gharial is
derived from the resemblance of the
nasal growth to an earthen pot known
locally as “ghara”. They use this growth
to modify and amplify “hisses” snorted
through the underlying nostrils. The
resulting sound can be heard for nearly
a kilometer on a still day. Gharials are

continued on page 29 )
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the only extant crocodilian with visible
sexual dimorphism. Although the
function of the nasal boss is not well
understood, it is apparently used as a
visual sex indicator, as a sound
resonator, or for bubbling or other
associated sexual behaviours.

The average size of mature gharials is
3.5t0 4.5 m (11 to 15 ), with the
largest recorded length is 6.25 m (20.5
ft), and a largest recorded weight of
977 kg (2,154 Ib). Hatchlings
approximate 37 cm (15 in) and can
reach a length of 1 m (3.3 ft) in 18
months. The average body weight
ranges from 159 to 250 kg (351 to
551 Ib). Males commonly attain a total
length of 3to 5 m (9.8 to 16.4 fi), while
females are smaller and reach a body
length of up to 2.7 t0 3.75 m (8.9 to
12.3 ft). The elongated, narrow snout is
lined by 110 sharp interdigitated teeth,
and becomes proportionally shorter
and thicker as an animal ages. There
are 27 to 29 upper and 25 or 26 lower
teeth on each side. The nuchal and
dorsal scutes form a single continuous
shield composed of 21 or 22 transverse
series. Gharials have an outer row of
soft, smooth, or feebly keeled scutes in
addition to the bony dorsal scutes, and
they also have two small postoccipital
scutes. The toes are partially webbed.
They also have a very distinct crest on

continued on page 31 )







A worrying sight with a -
subadult Gharial Gavialis
gangeticus basking among
domestic buffalo and
garbage on the shores
of the Chambal river.
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he Gogra River of Faizabad in August

1920, a 6.3-m individual shot in the

Cheko River of Jalpaiguri in 1934, and

a giant of 7-m animal, which was shot
~in the Kosi River of northern Bihar in
—— - - - January 1924. Though specimens of
over 6 m (20 ff) were not uncommon in

the past, such large individuals are

sadly not known to exist today.

According to IUCN, a population
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A Gharial Gavialis
gangeticus basking on the
shores of the Chambal river
is disturbed by illegal
miners in the background.
Human-related disturbances
are a problem in the
National Chambal Gharial
Wildlife Sanctuary.
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=
two Rhesus
macaque
Macaca mulatta
by a dilapidated
royal hunting
pavilion:
right,
Black-winged Stilt
Himantopus
himantopus,
Chambal river.




decline of 96-98% has occurred over
a three-generation period since
1946, and the once-widespread
population of an estimated 5,000 to

The distinctive 10,000 individuals has been reduced
Indian skimmer or to a very small number of widely
Indiian scissors-bill spaced subpopulations of fewer than
Rynchops albicollis 235 individuals in 2006. The drastic

is a common sight

B 58k s of decline in the gharial population can
the Chambal river. be attributed to a variety of causes,
including overhunting for skins and

I trophies, egg collection for

- consumption, killing for indigenous

medicine and killing by fishermen.
Hunting is no longer considered to be
a significant threat. However, the wild

LY \‘\ population of gharials has declined

. 5 by about 58% between 1997 and

= _ S - l e S 2006 because of the increasing
-~ - . - \ ) intensity of fishing and the use of gill

nets throughout most of the present
—— _ gharial habitat, even in protected
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Two Gharialmm
Gavialis gangeticus
basking on the
shores of the
Chambal river;

at right, the deep
ravines alongside the
Chambal river,
which were the
unconquerable realm
of dacoits in a not
too distant past.
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areas, and the loss of riverine habitat
to dams, barrages, irrigation canals,
siltation, changes in river course,
artificial embankments, sand-mining,
riparian agriculture, and domestic
and feral livestock. Thanks to the
efforts of several organizations and
individuals - notably celebrated
herpetologist Romulus Whitaker -
conservation programs have been
enthusiastically and successfully
undertaken in India and Nepal, being
based on the establishment of
protected areas and restocking of
these with animals born in captivity,
but nowhere has restocking yet re-
established viable populations.
Gharials are being successfully bred
in captivity in the National Chambal
Sanctuary and in the Gharial
Breeding Centre in Nepal's Chitwan
National Park, where they are
generally grown for two to three years
until they average about one metre in
length, when they are released.
Reintroduction in their habitat
however is fraught with difficulties -
largely due to growing and
uncontrolled anthropogenic
pressures, including depletion of fish
resources - and the future of the
harmless, beautiful gharial is still,
sadly, very much in doubt. °
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Closely

approached by
our boat, a huge
Mugger or Marsh
Crocodile
Crocodylus
palustris launches
itself in the waters
of the Chambal
river at lightning
speed.




_ A reptilian indicator

— =—

of Indian rivers’

; e — -
water quality
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- | s i Gharial Gavialis

gangeticus - nofice
the numbered release tag
affixed on its tail.




v Slowly cruising
along the Chambal
river and its
sandbanks offers
great opportunities
to watch and
photograph the
unmistakable
Indian skimmer or
Indian scissors-bill
Rynchops
albicollis.
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A quartet of Deccan
sawback or Indian Tent
Terrapin Kachuga tentoria.
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Left, water
reflections at the
Machkund
architectural
complex in
Dholpur;
right, a White-
breasted
kingfisher Halcyon
smyrnensis hunting
among the pens
at the gharial
hatching center.
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The Chambal
river area in the
vicinity of Dholpur
is rich in historical
and artistic
evidence. left,
detail of the
sculptures of the
Chropra Mandir
at the Shiva
Temple, Dholpur;
right, a detail of
the intricately
ornamented and
sculpted staircase
of the same.
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A panoramic image of the

deep ravines alongside the
Chambal river, a barren and
hostile environment of great
ecological significance. .+«
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Adult Marsh crocodiles Crocodylus palustris
can reach truly massive proportions in the
Chambal, and can be occasionally approached
quite close during boat frips on the river.
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A fragile environment precariously !
alanced be’ﬁween désert | ‘
. and watercourse
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