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To "Sh. RAJA CHATTERIEE Registrar" <registrarngt-kolkata@gov.in>, "National Green
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Respected Sir/Madam,

I am directed to forward a copy
of the Order dated 16/12/2024 passed in Original Application No. 1372/2024 News item
titled "the last feral horses in India" appearing in Mongabay dated 05.11.2024. for your kind
perusal & necessary action.
Tt is also intimated have that, henceforth no pleadings/ report/ documents etc in pending case will
be accepted except through E-filing module of NGT.
Pleadings/ report/ documents, etc. filed through E-mail will not be taken on record, unless
otherwise directed.

YIEH / Regards @

wRrAierar ([A1®) / Consultant (Judicial)@
QTéTCF giva Sff/@wur / National Green Tribunal &
W A4S / Principal Bench@

¢ fwel / New Delhi - 1100018

© [J0O 2 Attachment(s) + Download as Zip + Add To >

the last feral horses in India.pdf
116 KB = O

§ OA NO 1372 of 2024 Suo M... .pdf
AT 310KB e O



&
jo’

@IVIONGABAY Features Videos Podcasts Specials  Artidles Subnribe

The last feral horses of India
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« The Dibru Saikhowea Notional Park in Assam is the only place in India with @ population of feral norses.

o These horses are believed to he descendonts of war horses from Yiorld Wor H, while otner theones suggest
they cotld be descendants of China's Przewalskis horses.

o The horses face threots from smuggling end dwindling 2rozing grounds ond habitat.

in February 2020, right before the COVID-19 pandemic induced a country-wide lockdown, tae Tnsukla
wildlife Division made a major breakthrough. Based on a tip-off, the forest officlals apprehended a truck
near Makum bypass in the Tinsuica district of Assam: which, say the forest officials, was transparting six

smuggled feral horses.

“We caught four pecple, induding two army personnel, with the consignment. Their papers {dozuments
approving the transport of horses} were forgea, We came to know that the kingpin o this sruggling ring
was a high-ranking Indian military officer who gave riding lessons In Guwahath, The harses were
procured fram Dibru Saikhowa National Park and were kept in an under-construction nospitat In
Laupoti, Phulbari village in Tinsukia, before being sent off to Guwahati in the truck,” <3 d a forest official
on conditions of ananymity. The six horses were fater relessed In Bibru Saikhowa Nadong! Park.

Dibru Salkhowa was declared a reserve forest In 1839, and mere than a century later, in 1999, iz
acquired the status of a National Park. Around 12 kilometres from the town of Tinsukla, Cibru Saikhowa
Nationa! Park is bound by the mighty Brahmaputra and Slang rivers on the north, Lohit, Dibang and Noa
Dihing rivers in the east and Dibru river in the south,

With an area of 340 square kilometres, the national park is known for ks impressive faunal diversity with
rare and endangered mammals such as elephants, wild buffaloes, hoolock gitbons and Gangetic river
daolphins. Feral horses, however, are one of the most prized inhabitants of the park, as this is the only

place tn India where they are found.
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Dibru Salkhowa National Park tmage Gy Dhvuba fyoti Baruah via

Point Calimere in Tamil Nadu also has a population of wiid horses, but feral harses are only found in
Dibru Saikhowa.

The maln difference between wild horses and feral horses lies in their ancestry. Untlike feral horses, wild
horses havent descended from domesticated horses.

However, without any effective conservation strategies in place, feral horses face threats frem smuggling
and are also gradually fosing grazing grounds and habitat ta floods and fvestock.

The origin story

Feral horses are free-roaming horses that descended from a domesticated stock, But they have lived In
the wild for almost 80 years in Dibru Salkhowa. '

According to a 2021 study published in the Open journal of filoresources, “Feral horses nostly prefer
grassy river flats, forests and woodlands. They use open areas where predators can be seen frem a
distance. They are found within a 5.¢-kilometre range of water sources. Some of the sreas in Dioru
Saikhowa where feral horses are found are Churke Tapu, Arna Tapu, Kathalkuthi near Mieli Camp, Kobus

Chagori”

There are multiple theories ajout the grigin of the feral harses in the reglon, The most poptlar one is
that these horses are descendants of the ones used by the Aliied forces against the Japarese in World
\War 1i. “1t Is said that the British and American troops fof: these horses behind after the wer ended, The
feral horses found here [now] are the third or fourth generatian of those horses. However, the-e Is no
written record to support this theory,” K.N. Das, Divisional Forest Officer (OFO}, Tinsukia Witdiife Division,

tells Mengabay Indla.

The theory Is supported by the fact that Tinsuxia served as an imporzant battleground on the eastern
front during World War |l Ledo, which is around 67 kilametres from Dibru Saikhows, had an airstrip built
by the American soldiers, while another nearby town called Margherita had a milttary hosgital 1o treat

the wounded soldiers.

Shamikhu Changmal, one of the authors of the 2021 study, also supports this theory. “Following the
great earthquake In Assam in 1550, the rivers changed cource, and many of these feral horses got
trapped in Dibru Saikhowa, Now, they are mostly seen in chuporis {sandbars),” he adds,




feral horses on sandbars in Gibru Saikhowa. Image by Shamikhu Changmai.

According to noted environmentaiist Anwaruddin Choudhury, these horses are descendarts of cart
horses Found in the area in the 19405, “Horses were used for carrying goods in World War L. Trese
horses mainty belonged to the people from the Bihari community settied in Tinsukia at thet tirre. Some
of them went back to their native place after the war, leaving behind the horses which migrated to the
nearby forests of Dibru Saikhowa, which was a reserve forest then,” he shares,

Tourist operator and environmentalist Niranta Gohaln, however, refutes the World War thaory and

ctaims that these harses are descendants of Przewaiski's horses, considered the only remaining wild .
horse species In the world. "These Przewalskis horses travelted from Xinjiang province in Chinato

Tinsukia and settied here, Till now, there has been no study to find the correct lineage of these horses. |

demand genetic study of the horses 50 that their preper origin can be known,” says Gohain.

Surrounded by threats
After the incident in 2020, there have been no reparts of organised smuggiing of feral horses from Dibru
Saikhowa, However, local sources claim that stray smuggling of horses occurs occasianally. .

DEQ Das, however, denies these allegations. “During my tenure, | haven't heard of ary smuggling
incident of feral horses,” he says.

Rajendra Bhart, the former DFO, had fed the operation that had caught the gang smugghng the feral
horses in 2020, He denied commaent about the indident, ¢ iting it as an ongoing judicial matter.

On conditions of ananymity, a forest official told Mongabay Inclia that since ferat horses are nos granted
any protection under the Wildlife Protection Act of 1972, they are still not considered wild animals. "So,
even i we arrest somebody in this regard, it Is very difficuir to get a conviction,” he says.

Additionally, there has been no regular census of the horses which makes it chatlenging to ascertain
their conservation status, “As per the last census done seven years ago, Dibru Saikhowa had 460 horses,”

says DFO Das.

Changmai sald that as per his fleld study research, there are 150-200 feral horses in D bru Saikhowa
presently.

*Annual flood and erosion pose a severe threat to the horses. Evety year, quite a few horses are swept
away In the floods. Apart from that, various human activities and cattte farms from nearby forest villages
degrade their habitat, In fact, domestic cattle are their malor grazing competitors, These harses live In
herds of 3-5 individuals and sometimes upto 12-15 individuals. On many occasions, these horses are
found near catde farms knovin as khuties for grazing ahd atso to tick salt,” he shares.

Anwaruddin Choudbury clafins that the decrease in the tiger population in Dibru Saikhowe has boosted
the population of feral horses to sume extent. “Iy) the 90s, there were a sizeable number o tigers in
Dibru Salkhowa. These teral horses were easy prey for the big cats. Now, there are hardly any tigers in
Dibru Saikhowa. So, the number of these horses has increaseg.”

The allure of feral horses
it can't be denied that feral horses attract tourists to Dibru salkhowa, being the only of Its kind n India.
However, over the years thelr atiracuon has dwindied.

s actually a costly affair for tourists to see feral horses. These horses live in secluded sandbars. It
takes around a day to reach those places from the main entry point of the park in Guifan. Boats are the
only mode of transport and renting s beat costs around fts. 15,600, Moreover, feral horses are shy
animals, and there is no gusrantee that tourists will get a good look even if they go near trose



Das clarifies that the ferat harses are not the main attractions of Dibru Saikhowa. *We get a fot of birders
" from across the world. Also, many people just come here to get a feel of the forest,” he says. ’

sticated ancesiry, which is what makes it different fromr 3 wild horse

A feral horse is 2 free-roaming harse of daraes
that does not hava domesticzled ancestry. Image by Dhruba jyoti Baruah via Wiimedia Commens {CC-BY 4.0).

Changmai, however, {eels that totirism at Dinru Saikhowa can benefit from the horses. “Fowever, we
need to provide due attention to these animals. Currently, I am doing a study on ferat horses funded by

' the tndian Space Research Organization (I5RG), It is a geospatial study of the ecology of these horses. We
need proper scientific research on the soil condition and availability of food and water in the habitat of
these horses. At the same tirne, we need Lo (7e31e M awareness about them so that they ara not

neglected anymore,” he says.

Senapati opines that though therc may not be much interest in these horses at the momant, they will
always remain an impartant part of the Dibru saikhowa National Park. He says, “Wher a herd of these
harses gallops across the green meadows with the river Branmaputra forming the backgraund, few

images can rival its beauty.”

Banner image: Feral horses running in the sandbars {choporis} in Dibru Saikhowa National Park In
Assam. Image by Hiren Senapati.
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Item No. 05 Court No. 1

BEFORE THE NATIONAL GREEN TRIBUNAL
PRINCIPAL BENCH, NEW DELHI

Original Application No. 1372/2024

News item titled "the last feral horses in India" appearing in Mongabay
dated 05.11.2024

Date of hearing: 16.12.2024

CORAM: HON’BLE MR. JUSTICE PRAKASH SHRIVASTAVA, CHAIRPERSON
HON’BLE DR. A, SENTHIL VEL, EXPERT MEMBER

ORDER

1. This original application is registered suo-motu on the basis of the
news item titled "The Last Feral Horses in India" appearing in Mongabay

dated 05.11.2024.

2. The matter relates to the critically endangered status of the feral
horses in the Dibru-Saikhowa National Park in Assam, India, which have
survived in the wild for nearly 80 years and the national park is the only
place in India where these horses can be found. As per the article, these
horses are believed to be descendants of war horses from World War 11,
while other theories suggest they could be descendants of China’s
Przewalski’s horses. The article cites smuggling, habitat loss, shrinking
grazing lands, floods, and neglect by conservation authorities as the

alleged causes behind the dwindling number of these horses.

3. The article alleges that in 2020, the authorities allegedly
apprehended a truck trying to smuggle 6 feral horses. It quotes that since

feral horses are not covered under the wildlife protection act, 1972 they




are not considered wild animals therefore even upon arrest, getting a
conviction hecomes difficult. Furthermore, there has been no regular
census of the horses, which makes it challenging to ascertain their
conservation status. It also highlights that the frequent flooding of the
Brahmaputra River not only damages the grazing grounds but also
exacerbates the erosion of the park's land, reducing space for the horses
to survive. The horses are also under threat from reduced biodiversity in
their ecosystem, which further limits food availability. Apart from that,
various human activities and cattle farms from nearby forest villages
degrade their habitat. Conservationists argue that without wurgent

intervention, these unique animals face extinction.

4. The above matter indicates violation of the provisions of the Air

Biodiversity Act, 2002 and the Environment Protection Act, 1986.

5. The news itemn raises substantial issues relating to compliance with
the environmental norms and implementation of the provisions of

scheduled enactment,

0. Power of the Tribunal to take up the matter suo-motu has been
recognized by the Hon'ble Supreme Court in the matter of “Municipal
Corporation of Greater Mumbai vs. Ankita Sinha & Ors.” reported in 2021

SCC Online SC 897.

7. Hence, we implead the following as respondents:

i. Chief Wildlife Warden, Assam
Aranya Bhawan, Panjabari, Near Srimanta Sankaradeva

Kalakshetra, Guwahati - 781037, Assam

i, National Biodiversity Authority (NBA), Through its Secretary
5th Floor, TICEL Bio Park, CSIR Road, Taramani, Chennai -
600113, Tamil Nadu




fii. Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change
{(MoEFCC), Through its Secretary
Indira Paryavaran Bhawan, Jor Bagh Road, Aliganj, New Dethi -
110003

iv.  Wildlife Institute of India, Through its Director
Wildlife Institute of India, Post Box # 18, Chandrabani, Dehradun
248 001 Uttarakhand

v. Zoological Survey of India, Through its Director
Prani Vigyan Bhawan, M-Block, New Alipore,
700053 Kolkata-700053

8. Issue notice to the above respondents for filing their response/reply
by way of affidavit before the Eastern 7onal Bench of the Tribunal at least
one Week before the next date of hearing. If any respondent directly files
the reply without routing it through his advocate then the said

respondent will remain virtually present to assist the Tribunal.

9, Since the matter relates to the Eastern Zonal Bench, Kolkata,
therefore, OA is transferred to the Eastern Zonal Bench. The original
record of this OA be also transferred to the Eastern Zonal Bench, Kolkata

for further action.

10. List before Eastern Zonal Bench at Kolkata on 27.02.2025.

Prakash Shrivastava, CP

Dr. A. Senthil Vel, EM

December 16, 2024
Original Application No. 137272024
A




