© 2017 The Authors (CC-BY 4.0)
Kathmandu Institute of Applied Sciences

Conservation Science

Rediscovery of the hispid hare (Caprolagus hispidus) in Chitwan
National Park, Nepal after three decades

Bed Bahadur Khadka *-?, Bhupendra Prasad Yadav?, Nurendra Aryal’, Achyut Aryal *-3+5

SUMMARY

Conservation Note

The critical endangered hispid hare (Caprolagus hispidus) was first recorded as
present in Chitwan, Bardiya and Shuklaphanta National Parks of Nepal in 1984. ArTicLE HisTORY

Since then, the species was recorded only in Bardiya and Suklaphanta National Received
Parks. For more than three decades, it had not been observed in Chitwan National Reyised

Park (CNP), where it was consequently considered extinct. In January 2016, a new
recording for the hispid hare took place in CNP, placing that rare mammal again
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within CNP mammal assemblages. We reported the first photographic confirmation

of the presence (30 Jan 2016) of the species in the CNP after 1984. The presence of AcaDEMIC EpITor

hispid hare is confined to isolate patched of grassland of the national park. The Vasileios A. Bontzorlos
population of the hispid hare is rapidly declining due to anthropogenic pressure and

grassland fire from its distributed range (only found in Nepal, India, and Bhutan).

Therefore, further study about their presence-absence, population status need to do
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throughout the grassland of the low land of Nepal including the newly rediscovering ‘Chitwan National Park, Chitwan, Nepal

park.
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Background

The hispid hare is currently listed as a critically endangered
species (Maheswaran and Smith 2008). The hare’s historic
range extends from the southern Himalayan foothills in
Uttar Pradesh (India) through Nepal and into West Bengal
to Assam (India), reaching southwards as far as Dacca
in Bangladesh. However, its current distribution only
includes the isolated tropical grasslands of Nepal, India
and Bhutan only (IUCN 2008). Actual knowledge about
the hare’s population status and its ecology, throughout
its distribution range still remains largely unexplored
(Bell 1987, Yadav et al. 2008, Aryal and Yadav 2010, Aryal
et al. 2012, Tandon et al. 2013, Nath and Machary 2015).

Since 1980’s, the Government of Nepal (Department
of National Parks and Wildlife Conservation [DNWPC])
has been placing continuous effort into realizing a
presence—absence survey (using camera traps, transects
surveys, etc.) in various lowland protected areas of Nepal.
Emphasis was given of course on the tiger (Panthera tigris)
population. Within the framework of this three-decade
survey and monitoring of CNP grasslands and fauna,
the presence of hispid hare was re-confirmed in CNP.

The Recodiscovery

The individual of hispid hare was observed at Sukhibhar
in the CNP on 30 January, 2016 (Figures 1 & 2). Sukhibhar
lies on the west of the park headquarters at Kasara (in
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Figure1 Hispid hare individual which was recorded in Chitwan
recording is the 2nd observation of the species in the region since 1984.
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Figure 2 Locality of the hispid hare observation, the second realized after 32 years in Chitwan National Park. The sighting

took place in the 30™ of January 2016.

between the park headquarters and the Tiger Top Jungle
Lodge) and to the east of the Tiger Top Jungle Lodge.
The area where the hare was found can be described
as the floodplains of Rapti and Reu Rivers, riparian
ecosystems which support a broad range of endangered
species including tigers, rhinos (Rhinoceros unicornis)
and other threatened fauna. On these floodplains, a
very small patch of grassland remains (about 10 ha),
known as the primary grassland habitat for Bengal
florican (Houbaropsis bengalensis) and hispid hares.
There have been continual sightings of Bengal floricans
there since 2001, but not of hispid hares, up to the date.

The survey was carried out to target grassland birds
including the Bengal florican, and observations were made
from road transects with a vehicle and from a vantage points
(machan - a platform built high in large trees, used originally
for hunting game animals and observing animals in wildlife
reserves). Various mammal and bird species were recorded
during the survey. Additional habitat and vegetation
surveys were conducted by using standard line transects
(with a total of nine transects, each transect line 1 km long
and lines set apart at 100 m intervals). Vegetation sampling
was also realized at 100m intervals along the transects, and
grass counts were conducted using 1m x 1m square plots.
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Vegetation along the line transect where the hispid hare was
found was dominated by grass species Saccharum munja (70%
ofthecoveragearea), Saccharumbengalense (10%of the coverage
area) and Imperata cylindrica (20% of the coverage area).

In protected areas in Nepal, grassland burning is used
as a management tool by park authorities to create new grass
shoots for grazing animals. Annual burning, plus cutting are
part of current grassland management practices used by local
people (Bhatta 1999). Since 2001, park authorities manage the
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grasslandonanannualbasisduring winter seasons (by cutting
grass manually, drying and burning it). To the date, possible
downstream effects of current grassland management
are not known, although continuous grassland burning in
protected areas might become a possible threat to rare hispid
hares. Therefore, an immediate assessment of the status and
habitat of hispid hares in the CNP is recommended, as well
as to explore new possible distribution areas for the species.
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