
MAN, MASK AND MANEATER 

Introduction
       During a period of six years between 1860 and 1866 A.D., a total of 4,218 people lost their lives
due to tiger attacks in  the forests  of the combined delta of the Ganges- Brahmputra river  system.
Indiscriminate hunting of the tiger population down to its threshold limit and the decimation of its
habitat from about 20,000 sq. km. at the turn of the last century to less than 10,000 sq. km. in the recent
years could not put a check on the tiger  attacks.  The Project Tiger  authorities in Sunderban Tiger
Reserve identified  the  control  of  the  man-tiger  conflict  arising  out  of  the tiger  attacks  as  the  key
problem in the region. Over the past 14 years they have, through a chain of experimental innovations,
succeeded in reducing the average annual toll of human life due to tiger attacks from about 60 in 1973
to less than 30 in the recent years. The ultimate goal is the complete stoppage of the loss of human life
while maintaining a viable population of the endangered species in its pristine habitat. As another link
in the chain of ongoing experiments for devising suitable methods and means to protect human lives,
human face-masks were tried out on the principle of mimicry in nature during 1986-87.

The Hypothesis

       When stalking its intended victim, the tiger takes care to choose the moment of its attack when its
quarry is off-guard. Case studies of tiger attacks on human beings in Sunderbans indicated that almost
all the attacks were made from behind, the unguarded side of the victims. An alert backward stare may,
therefore, reduce the chances of attack by denying the tiger an opportunity to catch its human quarry
off-guard. In nature, many organisms use false eye-spots for protection against their enemies. Human
face-masks worn on the backside of the head create an illusion of watchfulness on the part  of the
wearer.
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Materials and Methods

      2500 human face masks made of lightweight rubberized plastic material were distributed among the
people permitted to work in the buffer zone of the tiger reserve during a period of one year from
November 1986 to October 1987. The yearlong experiment was divided into three phases, designed to
cover  one  complete  annual  cycle  of  human activity and exposure to  conditions  under  which  tiger
attacks take place. Phase I covered the activities of fishing and wood cutting in timber coupes between
November 1986 and March 1987; Phase II covered mostly the activity of honey collection during the
hot months of April and May 1987; and phase III covered the activity of fishing between the months of
June 1987 and October 1987.
      In Sunderbans, people live in boats when working in the forest  areas.  Fishermen confine their
movements to estuarine channels and do not enter deep into the forest on foot. The woodcutters work
primarily in the timber coupes in large groups and advance into the forest over land at the heads of the
clearings made by coupe operations. Only the honey collectors penetrate the mangrove wilderness deep
on foot. All parties camp in boats anchored away from the banks of the estuarine channels for fear of
tiger attacks. The activity of honey collection places the workers in the most vulnerable situation for
tiger attacks. The honey collectors virtually invite tiger attacks by crawling through dense tangle of
mangrove vegetation, unarmed and visually separated from one another by thick screens of the under
growth, till a honey comb is spotted; all caution is thrown to the winds and unmindful of where they
step, their eyes riveted on the honey bee buzzing through the mangrove foliage overhead, they often
fail to notice the presence of the tigers, and fall easy victims to their attacks. Whereas Phase I was the
introductory phase of the experiment, Phase II subjected it to the severest possible test for its efficacy
as  a  protective  device.  Phase  III  was  designed  to  find  out  the  impact  of  the  experiment  and  its
acceptability to the local people.
       During the first phase masks were distributed only to the people who came forward for voluntary
participation in the experiment, while in Phase II the use of masks was made compulsory for the honey
collectors. The demand for masks was treated as an indicator of the interest of the people in the mask as
a useful device in protection of human lives and therefore an indicator of the impact of the experiment
on the local people. During Phase III masks were distributed only on demand. 
        All cases of tiger attacks were investigated by a team of officers of the Research Wing of the tiger
reserve. The technique of investigation included verification of the evidences left behind on the spots of
accidents,  cross  examination  of  the  companions  of  the  victims  and  sample  cross-checks  through
informal discussions with the survivors of the attacks. The system of awarding compensation to tiger
victims ensured reporting of all incidents of tiger attacks on human beings in Sunderban Tiger Reserve.

Results and Discussions

       During Phase I, out of a total of 4,943 people permitted to work in the buffer zone of the tiger
reserve, 877 workers – 410 coupe workers and 467 fishermen – volunteered to use the masks after the
purpose and the method of use of the masks were explained to them. From among the volunteers, 1



coupe worker and 2 fishermen lost their lives due to tiger attacks; among the rest 5 were attacked by
the tigers. None of the persons attacked were wearing masks at the time of attack. The coupe worker
and the fishermen had been using the masks when working in the coupe or catching fish respectively
i.e.., pursuing the activities for which permits had been taken. The coupe worker was attacked when
during a lunch break he had taken off his mask and gone to catch fish for lunch 2 km. away in a nearby
creek. The fishermen were attacked when they had taken a break from fishing and, leaving their masks
in their boats, stepped into the nearby bank to collect firewood for cooking their meals. None of the
mask wearers were attacked by the tigers,  and the results  obtained during Phase I  encouraged the
continuation of the experiment into the next phase. 

       During phase II 548 honey collectors and 373 fishermen worked in the buffer zone of the tiger
reserve. In all 882 masks were issued to the honey collectors who often needed replacements for masks
due  to  their  strings  getting  entangled  in  the  undergrowth  as  they  crawled  through  the  mangrove
vegetation in search of honey combs. The fishermen took 137 masks. Seven honey collectors and four
fishermen lost their lives due to tiger attacks. None of the victims were wearing masks at the time of
attacks. During the first week of April 1987 two honey collectors lost their lives. Stricter enforcement
of the use of masks by the honey collectors while working in the forest resulted in total stoppage of
tiger attacks during the rest of the honey collection season; during the entire month of May 1987 no
honey collector was attacked by the tigers. All the fishermen who lost their lives during Phase II were
attacked when collecting firewood in the forest; none of them wore masks at the time of entering the
forest.

      During Phase III, 604 fishermen received masks on demand; all of them had also used masks on
earlier occasions. There were no casualties among this section of fishermen, whereas 11 fishermen
from among those who had not taken masks died between June 1987 and October 1987 due to tiger
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attacks.

       An unusual phenomenon was observed during Phase II of the experiment. The permits for honey
collection in the tiger reserve are issued from Bagna and Sajnekhali stations of Project Tiger only.
Unless  there  is  an  accident,  the  permit  holders  do  not  surrender  their  permits  before  the  honey
collection season is officially closed down because their earnings depend on the quantum of honey
collected by them. The permit holders from both the stations work in the same areas.  The permit
holders from villages around Bagna are more orthodox and were found to be reluctant to use the masks
for the fear of incurring the wrath of their traditional protective forest deities. On the other hand the
permit holder from Sajnekhali, who often get influenced by the radical ideas of visitors to Sajnekhali
Tourism  Complex  and  forest  stations,  needed  little  persuasion  to  use  the  masks  in  the  forest.
Consequently, not a single life was lost from among the permit holders from Sajnekhali. The permit
holders from Bagna suffered all subsequent tiger attacks on honey collectors during this phase.

       The permit holders from Sajnekhali complained of frequent sightings of tigers and reported being

http://4.bp.blogspot.com/-tGaoSZ_gM4A/TcTWEGGS0xI/AAAAAAAAAKo/d65DS612v_Q/s1600/Man+Mask+and+Man-eater+Table+II.jpg
http://4.bp.blogspot.com/-U797jHz1CAs/TcTWw3C9KjI/AAAAAAAAAKs/DKv-biRYPIw/s1600/Table+III.jpg


followed by tigers for  periods  ranging from half  an hour  to  eight  hours.  Although,  they were not
attacked by the tigers the fear created by the sudden appearance of the tigers presently compelled them
to surrender their permits when the honey collection season was at its peak. By 11the May, 1987 all but
one  of  the  permits  were  surrendered  by  the  honey  collectors  from  Sajnekhali;  the  last  one  was
surrendered on 15 May, a fortnight before the scheduled time for closure of the operation.
      In spite of the heavy casualties suffered by the honey collectors from Bagna, no one complained of
similar encounters with tigers, nor did they surrender their permits till the end of the season.
       During informal discussions with the honey collectors, it was revealed that the honey collectors
from Sajnekhali were invariably alerted by the tiger itself as it disturbed the undergrowth behind them
while following them. None of the Bagna people accompanying the ill-fated tiger victims knew of the
presence of the tiger till their companions were attacked. The honey collectors from Sajnekhali also
stated that after following them for some time, the tigers invariably came out in the open , sometimes
compelling them to return to their boats, and went away after casting a baleful glance at them. No such
incident was recalled by the Bagna people. None of the Bagna people held any faith in the utility of
mask as a protective device, while a section of people from Sajnekhali felt that masks may be useful in
the forest, but the majority of them expressed that the Sunderban Tiger is too clever to be deceived by
the masks for long.

Conclusions
        It was the first time ever that the principle of mimicry was tried out in wildlife management for the
control of a serious hurdle in making conservation a mass movement. Although it is too early to arrive
at an undisputed conclusion regarding the utility or otherwise of the mask, the preliminary results
obtained during the yearlong experiment indicate the possibility of developing the mask as a protective
device  against  tiger  attacks  on human being in  Sunderbans.  Phase II  of  the  experiment  has  given
important indications that call for replications of the experiment till the hurdles created in pursuit of the
experiment because of the traditional beliefs are overcome, and the uninhibited participation by the
local people yields concrete results. 
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