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1.0  SUMMARY 
 

he north-eastern states of India, i.e, Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Manipur, 
Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland, Sikkim, Tripura and northern Bengal has 
three confirmed species of bears, viz., Asiatic or Himalayan Black Bear 

Ursus thibetanus, Sloth Bear Melursus ursinus and Malayan Sun Bear Helarctos 
malayanus. The possible fourth species is the Brown Bear Ursus arctos.    
    The Sloth and Malayan Sun Bears are rare species in NE India as for the 
former species it is its easternmost range while for latter, it is the westernmost. 
Both the species are listed as Vulnerable by IUCN. The questionnaire surveys on 
these bears are not reliable owing to presence of three species including the 
Asiatic Black Bear having similar colouration. The main objectives of this work 
were to find out the past and present distribution of the Sloth Bear and Malayan 
Sun Bear in NE India. The main sources of this work are: (1) old literature 
including old photos; (2) preserved skulls in villages, and (3) specimens in the 
museums. The unpublished data of nearly three decades with the Principal 
Investigator also aided greatly.    
 

    The Sloth Bear occurred throughout the plain areas of the Brahmaputra and 
Barak valleys, adjacent foothills and low hills, and the plateau of Meghalaya and 
Karbi Anglong. While they apparently occurred in Bangladesh, and their 
continued presence in Bhutan is also confirmed through camera-trapping photos 
from Manas (within 7-10 km of international boundary), there is no evidence of 
their occurrence in Myanmar (Burma) (also see Box 1).     
    The occurrence of the Sloth Bear in NE India was doubted in the past. Its 
main stronghold in the region is the plains of the Brahmaputra valley with 
Kaziranga and Manas national parks as the key sites. It is marginally present in 
Arunachal Pradesh and Nagaland while in Meghalaya, there is an old specimen 
record. Its presence in Mizoram needs confirmation while there is no evidence of 
presence from Manipur, Sikkim and Tripura. In northern Bengal it used to occur 
widely but now confined to a few protected areas. The Lohit Valley in Arunachal 
Pradesh is the easternmost site of the species in its entire range (96°18'E). 
    No evidence of occurrence of the Sun Bear in the north of the Brahmaputra river 
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could be found. This river has acted as a zoogeographic barrier to the species. 
South of the river, it has been recorded from all the states except Tripura. In 
Arunachal Pradesh, its key habitats are Kamlang and Namdapha. In Assam, the 
Sun Bear’s main areas are Karbi Anglong and Barail range. In Manipur it occurs 
in the hill districts. Meghalaya’s Garo Hills, the westernmost range of the Sun 
Bear, has been in the record as there are museum specimens from that area. In 
Mizoram there are recent camera-trapped photos from Dampa and Pualreng. In 
Nagaland a locally caught individual was seen at Kohima zoo in 1996.  
    The Sloth Bear has already vanished from bulk of its range in Assam and 
northern West Bengal owing to habitat alteration and opportunistic hunting. A 
major concern is its small and fragmented populations. The Sun Bear still has 
large tracts of habitat in the hills. The threats faced by its habitat are felling of 
trees, shifting cultivation, construction of roads and dams, setting up of new 
villages and mining, especially coal. Unlike the Asiatic Black Bear, which is under 
severe threat from poaching for its biles, the threat to Sloth and Sun bears from 
this aspect is insignificant, at least in NE India. This is mainly because of their 
relative rarity. However, poaching for bile remains a serious potential threat.  
    This study is the first such detailed exercise on these bears covering entire NE 
India. North Karbi Anglong Wildlife Sanctuary in Assam has all three species of 
bears. Field surveys including camera-trapping in areas of unconfirmed reports 
and also for assessing the current status in known areas are recommended.   
 

    Box 1. The Sloth and Malayan Sun Bears in NE India 
 

State Sloth Bear  Malayan Sun Bear  
 PA (con.) / (uncon.) RF (con.) / (uncon.) PA (con.) / (uncon.) RF (con.) / (uncon.) 
Arunachal Pradesh 1 / 2 0 / 5 2 / 0 4 / 5 
Assam 6 / 8 10 / 10 4 / 5 10 / 12 
Manipur 0 / 0 0 / 0 3 / 0 0 / 2 
Meghalaya 1 / 1 1 / 4 1 / 2 5 / 3 
Mizoram 0 / 1 0 / 1 6 / 4 1 / 0 
Nagaland 1 / 0 0 / 0 1 / 1 0 / 1 
Nothern Bengal 4 / 1 0 / 0 0 / 0 0 / 0 
Sikkim 0 / 0 0 / 0 0 / 0 0 / 0 
Tripura 0 / 0 0 / 0 0 / 1 0 / 0 

TOTAL 13 / 13 11 / 20 17 / 13 20 / 23 
 

PA= Protected Area; RF= Reserved Forest; (con.)= Presence confirmed; (uncon.)= Presence unconfirmed; 
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2.0  INTRODUCTION 
 
  

 
 
 
 

he north-eastern (NE) India comprises the states of Arunachal Pradesh, 
Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland, Sikkim, Tripura and 
the three northern districts of West Bengal (Cooch Behar, Darjeeling and 

Jalpaiguri) (21°58'-29°27'N, 88°00'-97°24'E) (Fig. 1). The total area of this region 
is about 274,680 km². The area is part of two global biodiversity hotspots 
(Mittermeier et al. 2004) as well as two 'Endemic Bird Areas’ (Stattersfield et al, 
1998). 
     Physiographically, the region has six main components, the Himalaya in the 
north, the hill ranges in the east, Meghalaya Plateau, plains of the Brahmaputra 
and the Barak rivers and the Manipur valley. The highest peak is Mt 
Kangchendzonga or Kanchenjunga, 8598m (28,208ft) in western Sikkim. The NE 
India has a diverse habitat type ranging from tropical wet evergreen ‘rain forest’ 
to the snow-capped mountains. There are swamp forest, tropical semievergreen 
forest, tropical moist deciduous forest, subtropical and temperate forests (both 
broadleaf and conifers) and above the timberline, occurs alpine vegetation. 
Grassland and wetland forms an important habitat type in the region, the bulk of 
which are found in the valleys.  
 
     NE India forms part of three zoogeographic subregions - the Himalayan, the 
Indian and the Indochinese, broadly falling within the Oriental Zoogeographic 
Region (now often called the Indomalayan Region). However, the Himalayan 
Subregion is also transitional to the Palaearctic Region as a number of  Palaearctic  
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taxa occur in the area. A small area in the extreme northern Sikkim actually forms 
part of the Palaearctic Region (Choudhury 2001a). 
     The NE India has the highest mammalian diversity in India with around 250 
(Choudhury 2001a). The diversity of bears (Ursidae) is also highest in India with 
three confirmed and a possible species.  
      

    The species are:  
      ►Asiatic or Himalayan Black Bear Ursus thibetanus,  
      ►Sloth Bear Melursus ursinus  
                           and  
      ►Malayan Sun Bear Helarctos malayanus.  
      
    The possible fourth species is: 
      ►Brown Bear Ursus arctos.    
 
JUSTIFICATION / RATIONALE of this work: The Sloth Bear and the Malayan 
Sun Bear are rare species in NE India owing to the fact that for former species it 
is its easternmost limit while for latter, it is the westernmost. Both the species are 
globally threatened and are listed as Vulnerable by IUCN (IUCN 2009). In India, 
the Malayan Sun Bear is restricted to North-east only while the Sloth Bear has a 
wider distribution across the country (Gee 1967, Prater 1980, Choudhury 1997, 
2003).  
     The Wildlife Institute of India has done a questionnaire survey on Sloth Bear 
but the reports from NE India remained unclear as there are three species 
including the Asiatic Black Bear Ursus thibetanus occurring in the area. Hence, 
questionnaire surveys will always remain doubtful. Villagers or Forest officials 
normally have a distant glimpse mostly at night and specific identification is 
always difficult. The reports of Malayan Sun Bear by Chouhan & Lalthanpuia 
(2008) was also largely a questionnaire survey as well as interviews of villagers, 
who normally differentiates Malayan Sun Bear as ‘smaller’ bear from the 
thibetanus. But what about the immature or a small-built thibetanus? – The villagers 
may not be able to confirm with certainty.   
     However, to find the former extent of these two species, i.e., Sloth and 
Malayan  Sun  bears,  there  are  a  few  museum  collections  and  old  papers  and  
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photographs, which were not examined in details in any of the recent works such 
as Johnsingh (2003), Chouhan & Singh (2006) and Yoganand et. al. (2006).  
     Hunting /poaching of all species of bears is going on at different scales in all 
the states of NE India, especially outside the protected areas for biles as well as 
meat (Choudhury & Rengma 2005). In the hill states of the region such as in 
Nagaland, Mizoram, parts of Assam, Arunachal Pradesh and Manipur, the village 
hunters/poachers often display the skulls on their walls. It may be mentioned 
here that the three sympatric species of bears in NE India have distinctly 
different skulls, which makes identification easier.   
 

     This project documented many such cases for a relatively clearer picture of the 
former and current range of the Sloth and Malayan bears in the region.       

      
     The main OBJECTIVES of this work were to find out the past and present 
distribution of the Sloth Bear and Malayan Sun Bear in NE India. 

 
 

 
 

Negotiating a stream during field work, Karbi Anglong, Assam. Photo: T.K.Barman 
__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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3.0  STUDY AREA & METHODS 
 
 
 
 
 
 

he study area covered north-eastern part of India comprising the states of 
Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland, 
Sikkim, Tripura and the three northern districts of West Bengal (Cooch 

Behar, Darjeeling and Jalpaiguri) (21°58'-29°27'N, 88°00'-97°24'E) (Fig. 1). Also 
see Introduction for physiography and vegetation.   
 
METHODS. The materials for this work were obtained through: (1) a thorough 
search of the old published literature such as hunting reports of ex-rulers, 
journals such as those of Bombay Natural History Society and the Asiatic Society 
and also unpublished materials with Forest departments including old photos 
with the department as well as ex-hunters; (2) examination of preserved skulls in 
some select villages, and (3) specimens preserved in the museums. In addition, 
unpublished data of last two-and-half decades with the P.I. (Principal 
Investigator) have been thoroughly searched for any information on bears. The 
museums located outside India were contacted through emails or contact persons 
and information on their collections were obtained. Field Assistants were sent to 
different locations for obtaining information on bear skulls / photos, etc.  

     Old published literature, especially books were searched in the libraries of 
Bombay Natural History Society (excellent collecton), Zoological Survey of India 
at Kolkata and at Shillong, and in the District/State Central Library at Guwahati. 
A good collection is available with the P.I. in the form of old books (reprints) and 
articles.    Museum  collections  visited  included  the  Indian  Museum,   Kolkata;  
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At a hunter’s house in eastern Arunachal Pradesh. Photo: Anwaruddin Choudhury 
__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Zoological Survey of India at Kolkata, Shillong and at Itanagar; Assam State 
Museum and Assam Forest Museum, both at Guwahati; Zoo Museum-cum-
interpretation centre at Aizawl, Mizoram and the museum of the Bombay Natural 
History Society. The following museums were visited prior to this study and the 
data is available with the P.I. These are the Smithsonians (National Museum of 
Natural History), Washington DC; American Museum of Natural History, New 
York; Field Museum of Natural History, Chicago; Museum of Vertebrate 
Zoology, the University of Berkeley, California; National Museum, New Delhi, 
Nagaland Museum, Kohima and the Forest Museum at Miao, Arunachal Pradesh. 
The Museum of Natural History, London was contacted through email.  

     Books and other publications consulted are listed in the reference section at 
the end. Names of various individuals with known expertise such as ex-hunters, 
naturalists,  knowledgeable Forest officials and villagers (interviewed from time to  
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Fig. 1. Study Area: the northeastern states of India.  
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time since 1980s) are mentioned in the acknowledgement and also in some cases 
in the text as ‘personal communication’. The bears photographed during camera-
trapping for tigers Panthera tigris by Aaranyak (NGO) were extremely useful.   

     For specimens displayed in hunters’ huts, select villages in Arunachal Pradesh 
(35 villages), Assam (districts of Karbi Anglong- 14, North Cachar Hills [Dima 
Hasao] -11, Cachar -3, Hailakandi -7, Karimganj-2), Manipur (9), Mizoram (13) 
and Nagaland (24) were visited since 1986. The last village visited was on 11 June 
2011. It may be mentioned here that innumerable other villages were also visited 
but many tribes do not traditionally display the specimens. 

    The unpublished data with the P.I. were mostly in the field note books, for 
which all such note books had to be searched thoroughly to collate information 
on these two bear species.     

 

 

   
 

                                                      The P.I. working at a museum (left) and in the field (at 
middle, on elephant back). Photos: Anonymous 

________________________________________________________________ 
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4.0  RESULTS 
 
 
 
 

4.1  SLOTH BEAR Melursus ursinus 
 

 
4.1.1  Arunachal Pradesh 
 

iterature, especially in the form of published books and articles having 
mention of the Sloth Bear in Arunachal Pradesh is few and far between. 

Choudhury (2003) mentioned that it is rare in the state and occurs in grasslands 
and forests, both in the plains and foothills. Protected areas where this species is 
found are Pakke Wildlife Sanctuary and D’Ering Memorial Sanctuary. Since it is 
the only species of bear that regularly occurs in wet savanna or elephant grass 
jungle (e.g., Kaziranga in Assam and Jaldapara in West Bengal), the sporadic 
records in the past of bears in the tall elephant grass jungle of D’Ering Memorial 
Sanctuary were believed to be of this species. Bohnur Ali (Forester; pers. comm. 
in 2001, who was familiar with the bears in captivity also indicated that the bears 
he encountered in the sanctuary, especially around Japang Beel were Sloth Bears). 
In Pakke Wildlife Sanctuary where the Asiatic Black Bear is common, the Sloth 
Bear was always very rare and its footprints were noticed in the flat plain areas 
along the Khari River (in 1994-95 by the P.I.).   
 

   Hinton & Lindsay (1926) mentioned that “Melursus ursinus. While in the Lohit 
Valley Mr Wells wrote, although I have not seen any, the Sloth Bear is evidently 
common as I have often come across large holes dug, by these animals (so that 
natives tell me) in their search for ants’ and bees’ nests, etc. To-day I saw four 
such holes within 20 yds.- one nearly 3 ft. 6 in. diameter and about 5 ft. deep.”  
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The riverine tracts of the Lohit River in Arunachal Pradesh are perhaps the easternmost 
habitat for the Sloth Bear. The Malayan Sun Bear is found in the forests towards south 
while the Asiatic Black Bear on all sides.   

Photo: Anwaruddin Choudhury 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 

    The area mentioned by Mr Wells, i.e., Lohit Valley is flat terrain with mixed 
woodland and tall grass (see photo above). Although he did not mention of any 
specimen, it could be assumed that the species in question was Sloth Bear 
considering the habitat and his confidence in the statement. During field works in 
the area by this P.I. in 1990s, the local hunters (not ordinary villagers) could 
recognize the Sloth Bear and also differentiate it from the Black and Malayan Sun 
Bears, both of which occur in the nearby hills and mountains. The hunters 
maintained that while the Sun Bear never comes down to the riverine grasslands, 
the Black Bear occasionally does, but the Sloth Bear mostly remains there as well 
as adjacent woodland. This is also the easternmost report of the species in its 
entire range (96°18'E) (Fig. 2).  
    East of Arunachal Pradesh, there is no report of the Sloth Bear so far. The 
Vernay-Hopwood Upper Chindwin Expedition of 1935 (Morris 1936) also did 
not mention of any evidence of the Sloth Bear in Myanmar (Burma).  
    The examination of skulls in the villages of Arunachal Pradesh did  not  have a  
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single Sloth Bear. However, hunters interviewed have reported of bears with 
shaggy hairs from the foothills, edge of the hills and grasslands in the state. They 
further said that it is very rare and was encountered or shot only once a while in 
their life time. Some of the areas where the experienced hunters could definitely 
identify the Sloth Bear included (other than mentioned earlier) were Doimara 
Reserved Forest, Papum Reserved Forest, Dibang Reserved Forest, Poba 
Reserved Forest and possibly Kane Wildlife Sanctuary.  
 
 
4.1.2  Assam 
 

lanford (1888-91) stated that ‘but whether the bear of the Assam plains is 
this species or Ursus torquatus, I have not been able to ascertain.’ Lydekker 

(1924) mentioned “It is known to occur in eastern and northern Bengal, but 
whether it penetrates into Assam has yet to be demonstrated”. This indicated that 
the occurrence the Sloth Bear in Assam and the NE India was doubtful. How-
ever, the hunting party of the Maharaja of Cooch Behar shot two at Simlaguri 
(Barpeta Road) in 1895 (see photo below). This location is south of pre-sent day 
Manas National Park (The Maharajah of Cooch Behar 1908).  Simlaguri  is on the  
 
    

                          
 

Sloth Bears shot by the hunting party of the Maharaja of Cooch Behar near Simlaguri 
(Barpeta Road), Assam in 1895. The location is south of present day Manas National Park   

                                                                   

                                                                  (Source: The Maharajah of Cooch Behar [1908]). 
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border of present  Baksa and  Barpeta districts. Between 1981 and 1907, the 
hunting parties of the Maharaja of Cooch Behar had shot 133 bears in a part of 
northern West Bengal and western Assam. Unfortunately he did not specify how 
many were Asiatic Black Bears and how many were Sloth Bears as both the 
species were common in the area. The only photo showing bears killed in the 
book had the Sloth Bear.       
    Pocock (1941) in his Fauna of British India mentioned that the Sloth Bear is 
distributed “from the foothills of the Himalayas and Assam to Cape Comorin, 
but not in the western desert”. Although he mentioned of Assam but there was 
no indication of its easternmost range. 
 

    The landlord or the ‘Raja’ of Gouripur, Dhubri district had presented R.I. 
Pocock a skull, which was then in the Museum of the Bombay Natural History 
Society (Pocock 1932). The Raja had killed several bears in and around Gouripur, 
which included both Black as well as Sloth bears. Pocock (1932) also mentioned 
of Cuvier’s record of the Sloth Bear from undivided Sylhet district (part of which 
is in Assam although major portion is in Bangladesh). This record has taken its 
range further south in the Surma or Barak Valley region of Assam and 
Bangladesh. Further records from Assam came in the form of a very large skull 
from Mangaldoi, Darrang district, which was reported in 1945 (Editors 1945). 
This has extended its range farther towards east. It was perhaps the largest 
specimen of that time. It was shot by one Mr R.M. Pizey at Mangaldoi. Its 
measurements are given below: 
 

Length between uprights  = 369 mm. 
Width                               = 226 mm. 
Height                              = 172 mm.  

    The largest recorded by Pocock in Fauna of British India, Mammals, vol. ii (2nd 
ed., p. 145) are as follows: 

Condo-basal length  = 345 mm. 
Zygomatic width      = 219 mm. 

 It was from Balaghat, Madhya Pradesh (then Central Provinces). 
 

    The Sloth Bear occurs in Kaziranga National Park, which is currently the most 
important site for the species in NE India.  During high flood, especially between 
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June and October, every year, a number of these animals were observed (one 
even got crushed by speeding vehicle in 1998) crossing the highway towards 
North Karbi Anglong Wildlife Sanctuary (Karbi Anglong district), Bagser 
Reserved Forest (Nagaon district), Panbari Reserved Forest (Golaghat district) 
and in the unclassed forests of northern Karbi Anglong. There were reports of 
Sloth Bear from Laokhowa Wildlife Sanctuary and adjacent Burhachapori 
Wildlife Sanctuary till around 1980s. Stray animals might still occur as these are 
located just west of Kaziranga. In fact, Laokhowa and Burhachapori are included 
in Kaziranga Tiger Reserve. The Sloth Bear used to occur (probably not 
uncommon at places) farther east. The bear shot by one Hugh Brewerton in 
1920s near Jorhat (30 km west of, 93º46´E; in present Golaghat district) was of 
this species (see photo below).  
 

    Farther east, the bears reported from Dibru-Saikhowa National Park were both 
the Sloth as well as Asiatic Black Bear (Choudhury 1998, Late Narayan Sarmah, 
Ranger, pers. comm., unpub. data with the P.I.). The latter is still found in the 
park  although as stray or  visitors from the  north,  the former’s  presence is now  
 
 
 

 
 

A Sloth Bear shot by one Hugh Brewerton at a place 18 miles (30km) west of Jorhat in 
eastern Assam in 1920s. The easternmost photographic record of the species so far.                                                                  

                                                                                               (Source: Trisha Fermo [2005]). 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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             Top. Grassland at the edge of Himalayan foothills in Manas National Park, Assam where 

Sloth Bear and Asiatic Black Bear are sympatric.  
 

Bottom. Forests of Karbi Anglong in Assam are among the very few tracts in the world where  
three species of bears, Sloth, Asiatic Black and Malayan Sun are sympatric.  

 

Photos: Anwaruddin Choudhury 
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doubtful. Among other records from Assam, a Sloth Bear was sighted during an 
animal estimation exercise in Bansbari Range of Manas National Park in 1999. 
On 4th November 2004 a Sloth Bear came out from Nambor (west block) 
Reserved Forest, Karbi Anglong district through Deopani area and entered Sewa-
guri near Sarupathar in Golaghat district. It was chased by a mob when it returned 
as its tracks indicated (Arup Ballab Goswami, pers. comm., July 2011). Then a 
sub-adult female was caught on 22 December 2009 at Garo Basti (Ballamguri) 
near Kuklung, Chirang Reserved Forest. It was released in Manas National Park 
on 28 December 2009. However, no photos were available and hence, it remains 
a doubtful case (likely to be an Asiatic Black Bear as reported by Dr Prabhat 
Basumatary). On 28th January 2011, a Sloth Bear was photographed by a camera 
trap set up for Tiger by Aaranyak (NGO) in the eastern part of Manas National 
Park (Koklabari Beat under Bhuyanpara range; see below). The site is within 7-8 
km of Bhutan border.    
 

 
 

                                                            

                                            A photographic evidence of continued occurrence of the  
                                                    Sloth Bear in Manas National Park, Assam. In fact, this is perhaps  

the first picture of a live animal from the park. 28th January 2011   
 

Photo: Aaranyak/Mohd. Feroz Ahmed 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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  Kaziranga National Park has the largest known population of the Sloth Bear in northeastern India 
although Manas National Park has relatively larger potential habitat (may be population as well!).  

 

Photo: Kamal/Aaranyak 
 

 
 

  A Sloth Bear camera-trapped in Kaziranga National Park during a study on tigers.  
 

Photo: TRCI/Aaranyak 
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4.1.3  Manipur 
 

Literature, especially in the form of published books and articles having mention 
of the Sloth Bear in Manipur could not be traced out. There are reports from 
areas close to Assam-Manipur border, in Tamenglong, Jiribam sub-division of 
Imphal East and Churachandpur districts but these need confirmation.  
    
 

4.1.4  Meghalaya 
 

There is a specimen (skull of a male) at the Indian Museum (now Zoological 
Survey of India), which was obtained from Umsning (originally mentioned as 
Umsuing, near Shillong), Khasi Hills. There are two places having same name in 
Khasi Hills. One, a hamlet in Smit area in present East Khasi Hills district while 
the other Umsning, a township (earlier known as Naya Bangla) in present Ri-Bhoi 
district (Ri-Bhoi was a part of undivided Khasi & Jaintia Hills district). It is not 
known from which Umsning the specimen was obtained. It was collected by J. 
Cockburn (Sclater 1891). Although there is no subsequent specimen record, 
hunters near Nongkhyllem Wildlife Sanctuary in Ri-Bhoi district and in West and 
East Garo Hills could identify from visuals about the presence of a bear with 
shaggy hair. Old hunters in Garo, Khasi and Jaintia Hills are familiar with three 
species of bears, especially along the southern face of the plateau. Yoganand et. al. 
(2006) stated that the Sloth Bear reports from Garo Hills in Meghalaya need 
confirmation. He did not mention of any report from Khasi and Jaintia Hills.  

 
 
 

4.1.5  Mizoram 
 

Occurrence of Sloth Bear in southern Assam in areas close to Mizoram was 
reported by Choudhury (1983) and in the general area of Surma or Barak Valley 
by Cuvier in Pocock (1932). However, no specimen could be observed. Presence 
of this species in the state was doubtful; however, Mishra et al. (1994) reported of 
direct sighting of one with a cub in Dampa Tiger Reserve. However, Yoganand et.  
al. (2006) stated that the Sloth Bear reports from Mizo Hills need confirmation, 
and Johnsingh, who is also a co-author in Yoganand et. al. (2006) did not defend 
his (he was also a co-author in Mishra et al. 1994) earlier report of sighting indicating 
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that the original report was perhaps an unconfirmed or erroneous one. The 
Forest department brochures and reports also continued to mention its 
occurrence in Dampa but with no supporting material. The camera trappings in 
Dampa as well as in some other areas also did not reveal presence of the Sloth 
Bear although Malayan Sun Bear has been photographed.   
 
 
4.1.6  Nagaland 
 
There is no specimen record from this state although the relatively common bear 
in Intanki National Park is the Sloth Bear. Perhaps the species occurred along the 
foothills near Assam-Nagaland border as most of the old hunters could identify it 
and also differenriate it from the other two species. The shooting near Jorhat in 
Assam also indicates its presence in the past near Assam-Nagaland border. In the 
eastern Nagaland, especially along the India-Myanmar border, experienced 
hunters are familiar with the Malayan Sun and Asiatic Black bears but not with 
the Sloth Bear. A wildlife census team encountered 11 Sloth bears in Intanki 
National Park, then a wildlife sanctuary, during a census operation in 1978.      

 

 
4.1.7  Northern West Bengal 
 
Blanford (1891) mentioned that the Sloth Bear appears to be found, though not 
commonly, in eastern and northern Bengal. Between 1981 and 1907, the hunting 
parties of the Maharaja of Cooch Behar had shot 133 bears in a part of northern 
West Bengal and western Assam. In West Bengal, the main hunting sites were in 
Cooch Behar and Jalpaiguri districts. Unfortunately he did not specify how many 
were Asiatic black bears and how many were Sloth bears as both the species were 
common in the area. Apparently there were many Sloth bears as is evident from 
its continued presence today in areas such as Buxa Tiger Reserve and Jaldapara 
Wildlife Sanctuary. In Darjeeling district, it has been reported from southern areas 
especially  Mahananda  Wildlife  Sanctuary.   O’Malley (1907)  mentioned  that  the 
Sloth Bear was common in the plains. He quoted one Mr Möller who had said 
that  “being  very  fierce,  vicious  and  liable  to  attack  any one  it  comes  across 
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without provocation . . certainly applies to those found in the plains (i.e., the 
Sloth Bear); indeed, one could hardly pass a Mechi village 20 years ago without 
finding one or more of the villagers horribly mutilated, invariably in the face,  . . 
.” NEWS (1996), however, did not come across it during their brief study.           
    During the census of rhinoceros, 10 and three Sloth bears were seen 
respectively by the enumeration parties in Jaldapara Wildlife Sanctuary in 1980 
and 1996. On November 26, 2005, two Sloth Bear cubs had strayed into 
Nararthali village under the Buxa Tiger Reserve (eastern area), but died on the 
way to a rescue centre, allegedly due to mishandling. The media has blamed the 
Forest department staff as the cubs allegedly died due to suffocation as they were 
put into a gunny bag with their legs and snouts tied.  
 
 
4.1.8  Sikkim 
 

So far there is no record of the Sloth Bear although there is possibility of an odd 
animal from South District in the forests along the Teesta and Rangit rivers. The 
only mention of the species is found in White (1909). He mentioned of 
occurrence of three species, one in very high elevation (11,000 – 12,000 ft; 
perhaps the Brown Bear), then the ‘Common Black Bear’ occurring everywhere 
from 6,000 ft down, and the third, ‘also said to be common, inhabiting the lower 
valleys’ (apparently the Sloth Bear).  Avasthe & Jha (1999) also did not list it for 
Sikkim. The references of Sikkim terai in old records for any species actually refer 
to the plain areas of Darjeeling district of West Bengal.  

 
 
4.1.9  Tripura 
 

So far there is no specific record from the state. Yoganand et. al. (2006) stated 
that the Sloth Bear reports from Tripura need confirmation. However, Cuvier’s 
record of the Sloth Bear from undivided Sylhet district (part of which is in Assam 
although major portion is in Bangladesh) (in Pocock 1932) indicates that the 
species had once occurred in the state or a few survivors may still hang on. 
Undivided Sylhet district is contiguous and adjacent to Tripura through its entire 
northern boundary.  
 

 
 

 



  

Results   23 
___________________________________________________________ 

 

 
 

Fig. 2. Past and present records and inferred range of the Sloth Bear in NE India.  
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    Fig. 3. Past and present records and inferred range of the Malayan Sun Bear in NE India.  
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4.2  MALAYAN SUN BEAR Helarctos malayanus 
 
 
4.2.1  Arunachal Pradesh 
 

here is no specific mention of any part of Arunachal Pradesh in old 
literature (of 19th and early 20th centuries) (Blanford 1888-91, Pocock 
1941). In 1989, the P.I. got reports from Chakma hunters (who could 

identify it from pictures and also could differentiate it from the Asiatic Black 
Bear) of its occurrence in Miao Reserved Forest and Namdapha National Park in 
Changlang district. Subsequently, a skull was seen at Miao. Then in 1993, its 
presence in Kamlang Wildlife Sanctuary in Lohit district could be confirmed 
from skulls at Kalai basti, at the edge of the sanctuaty. In the same year, the 
hunters saw two Sun bears in a tree near the same area. The Miju Mishmis repor-
ted of two types of bears in the mountains with a third species in the grassy river 
valley of the Lohit River. In 1996-97, a Sun Bear was photographed in a camera-
trap in Namdapha (Karanth & Nichols 2000).  Choudhury (2003) mentioned that  
 

 
 

             A skin of a subadult unidentified bear at Walong, in eastern Arunachal Pradesh. 
Photo: Anwaruddin Choudhury 
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it is apparently rare and sighting records are few and far between. He further 
stated that it occurs chiefly in the hill forests, south of the Brahmaputra river (i.e., 
Lohit river in eastern Arunachal Pradesh), mainly in Tirap, Lohit and Changlang 
districts. It is also found in Anjaw (then part of Lohit) district. It has been 
recorded from two protected areas, Namdapha and Kamlang. Its range has been 
mapped in Choudhury (2003).   

 
 
 

4.2.2  Assam 
 

lanford (1888-91) did  not mention occurrence of Malayan Sun Bear in 
present Assam although he mentioned of Garo Hills (then part of Assam). 

Pocock (1939) stated about its occurrence as ‘possibly Assam’. He further 
mentioned that “No specimens were obtained by the Mammal Survey in any part 
of Assam”. Sclater (1891) mentioned of a female specimen at Indian Museum 
(now in Zoological Survey of India) from undivided Sibsagar (now Sivasagar) 
district. It was taken from somewhere of presentday Sivasagar or Jorhat or 
Golaghat district or easternmost areas of Karbi Anglong district (all were part of 
undivided Sibsagar district) to the zoological gardens at Calcutta from where its 
skin and skull were preserved. He mentioned of another specimen (skin and 
skeleton) from Assam (then undivided Assam with Nagaland, Meghalaya and 
Mizoram), which was obtained by H. Phillips but its exact locality was not 
mentioned. Lydekker (1924) mentioned that ‘a mounted specimen in the British 
Museum is from Assam’. However, there is no further details to know whether it 
is from some other states of NE India, which were then part of Assam.  
    Higgins (1932) reported that during his three years stay at Nowgong (now 
called Nagaon), he came across the Malayan Sun Bear only once. Some Mikirs 
(now called Karbis) had brought one killed animal as a ‘black tiger’ for claiming 
reward as at that time there was system of such rewards. He, however, did not 
mention the exact locality from where the specimen was obtained. At that time a 
part of Karbi Anglong was within undivided Nowgong district. Gee (1967) gave 
an excellent account of some of his records from Assam. In the year 1937, he got 
a  cub  from  Methoni  Tea  Estate ,  which  is  located  just  south  of   Kaziranga  
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National Park.  Methoni is located between the floodplains of Kaziranga and 
Karbi plateau (then Mikir Hills). Then after a few days, he got one more cub 
from Behora Tea Estate. This tea estate is located towards east of Methoni, at the 
edge of Karbi plateau. Both these tea estates are in Golaghat district but close to 
the boundary of Karbi Anglong (then Mikir Hills district) district. Although the 
Sun Bear was never recorded from the Kaziranga National Park proper (a 
floodplain area) but these records, especially the Methoni one, is within two 
kilometres of the park boundary. Karbi Anglong is perhaps a stronghold of the 
Malayan Sun Bear as the bear is recognised by hunters almost all over the district. 
In 1992, the P.I. had observed a wild caught cub at a village located near Mikir 
Hills Reserved Forest (now declared as East Karbi Anglong Wildlife Sanctuary) 
(see photo below). The villagers reported that such cubs are caught almost every 
year. Sometimes cubs are caught after killing their mother and sometimes 
whenever opportunistically met in the wild. Singhason area, Marat Longri Wildlife  
Sanctuary, Kaliyoni Reserved Forest,  unclassed forests of the north and Dhansiri  
 

 

 
 

A wild caught Malayan Sun Bear cub at a village in Karbi Anglong in 1992.    
                                                                   

                                                                  (Photo: Anwaruddin Choudhury). 
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Reserved Forest are other key areas for the species as indicated by hunting 
records of the local hunters.         
    Gee (1967) also quoted tea planter friend, Mr Oliver Caruthers, who had long 
experience in Cachar district of southern Assam (at present divided into two 
districts, Cachar and Hailakandi) on its status. According to him, Malayan Sun 
Bear was observed by many tea planters, especially those near the foothills of 
Mizo Hills. Mr Caruthers himself saw one in the wild and one captive in a tea 
garden.   
    In North Cachar Hills (now Dima Hasao) district the Sun Bear occurs in the 
Barail Range (skulls seen in Naga and Kuki villages between Asalu and Laisong in 
1989) and also elsewhere, especially Krungming Reserved Forest and Sangbar 
(reported in 1997).  
    In far eastern Assam, it occurs in Tinsukia and Dibrugarh dictricts. In Tinsukia 
district, it has been reported from Dirak Reserved Forest (now part of Dihing-
Patkai Wildlife Sanctuary). It might have also occurred in Upper Dihing (west 
block) Reserved Forest (a part of this forest is inside Dihing-Patkai Wildlife 
Sanctuary)  but  no  definite information.  In  Dibrugarh,  it  is recorded in Joypur 

 
 

                                          
               Rainforest in Inner Line Reserved Forest, Cachar district, Assam.  Malayan Sun and 

Asiatic Black bears are recorded while the Sloth Bear’s presence needs confirmation.   
Photo: Anwaruddin Choudhury 
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Reserved Forest (a part of this forest is inside Dihing-Patkai Wildlife Sanctuary). 
A Sun Bear was also camera-trapped in this forest (Kashmira Kakoti, pers. 
comm., 2008) (Fig. 3).         
 
 

4.2.3  Manipur 
 
Higgins (1932) reported of occurrence of the Malayan Sun Bear in this state. He 
recorded one that was shot by a sepoy at about 93º25´, 25º07´. Higgins stated 
that the Sun Bear is distributed throughout the hills of Manipur but is not 
common. In his (Higgins 1934) monograph on the game birds and animals of 
Manipur also he mentioned that it is rare. Its rarity was evident from the fact that 
between 1910 and 1917, as many as 1389 bears were killed in Manipur as per 
official records out of which ‘not more than one per cent’ was Sun Bear (Higgins 
1932). During sporadic field works in Manipur by this P.I. between 1987 and 
2001, it was found widespread but rare. Its presence could be confirmed through 
local reports, skull, other body parts and footprints in Chandel (especially in 
Yangoupokpi Lokchao Wildlife Sanctuary), Churachandpur (especially in Kailam 
Hill Wildlife Sanctuary), Senapati, Tamenglong (one skull at Kai Kao village in 
January 2001), and Ukhrul (Shiroi and Anko) districts. Choudhury (1992) also 
mentioned of its continued occurrence in the state including presence of a locally 
caught animal at the Imphal zoo.  Chouhan & Singh (2006) based on interviews 
in the Ukhrul and Chandel districts and Yangaoupokpi Lokchao Wildlife 
Sanctuary, during 2004–05, said that a small population is still extant in Manipur.      

 
 

4.2.4  Meghalaya 
 

lanford (1888-91) mentioned occurrence of Malayan Sun Bear in Garo Hills.  
(then part of Assam). Sclater (1891) mentioned of a male specimen at Indian 

Museum (now in Zoological Survey of India) from Garo Hills. It was in the 
zoological gardens at Calcutta from where its skin and skull were preserved. 
Hinton & Lindsay (1926) mentioned of a collection of a juvenile female from 
Darugiri ( mentioned as Duragiri ).  Darugiri  is  now  a reserved  forest located in  
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Owing to difficult terrain, the pristine forests of Balpakram canyon-cum-gorge  
in South Garo Hills remain a relatively safe home for the Malayan Sun Bear.  

 

Photo: Anwaruddin Choudhury 
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
East Garo Hills district. They also mentioned that ‘these bears are frequently seen 
on the very high trees, seeking berries’. In early 1980s, skin of a freshly killed 
animal from Balpakram National Park (before declaration of national park) was 
seen by noted conservationist Mrs Anne Wright (pers. comm. 1987). Interviews 
with experienced local hunters suggest its presence in Nokrek National Park, 
Baghmara Reserved Forest and Balpakram National Park (all in Garo Hills), 
unclassed forests in Trongpleng, on south facing slopes between Cherrapunjee 
(Sohra) and Mawsynram (in East Khasi Hills), forests of West Khasi Hills and 
Narpuh and Saipung Reserved Forests in Jaintia Hills.      
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4.2.5  Mizoram 
 

robably the earliest reference of occurrence of the Malayan Sun Bear near 
Lushai Hills was by Lewin (1869) who mentioned of its occurrence in 

Chittagong  Hill Tracts.  Mizoram was earlier known as Lushai Hills and later as 
Mizo Hills. Shakespear (1929) wrote on the valleys of the Mat and Kolodyne 
rivers and the peak of Darjow Klang (5700 ft), all in southern Mizoram, “These 
valleys were full of bird and wild animal life. The author remembers while the 
stockaded post at Lengleh (now called Lunglei) was in course of construction, a 
two-horned rhinoceros (apparently the Sumatran Rhinoceros), a couple of tigers 
and a Malayan Sun Bear were shot on different occasions by men of the escorting 
parties in the valley below”.  
    Gee (1967) mentioned of a female Sun Bear at Guwahati (then called Gauhati) 
zoo that he saw in 1966. That bear was given to the zoo by Mr. K.K. Gogoi, then 
Director of Inland Water Transport who collected it from the village of 
Kangphui (Kawnpui N, Kolasib district), about 40 miles (60 km) north of Aizawl,  
 
 

                                         
 

A Malayan Sun Bear from Mizoram at Guwahati zoo in November, 1966.  
 

Photo: Brian Bertram/BNHS 
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the capital of present Mizoram state. Mr Gogoi further reported that according to 
villagers the mother with two other cubs had escaped. The villagers also said that 
this kind of bear was common and relatively more abundant than the Asiatic 
Black Bear. Gee (1967) also quoted Mr Gogoi on one more record of the Sun 
Bear from Mizoram. This time a mother was killed by a member of the defence 
services when it charged him. There were cubs. Gee (1967) surmised that the Sun 
Bear in Thiruvanthapuram (then called Trivandrum) zoo in Kerala, which was 
presented in 1964 was perhaps one of these cubs.   
    Then after a long gap, in 1986, this P.I. got evidence in the form skull, skin and 
other body parts from unspecified localities of northern Mizoram bordering 
Assam’s Cachar and Hailakandi districts. In one of the sites, south of Assam’s 
Cachar district, a Sun Bear was photographed through camera trap set up by the 
state Forest department on 7 February 2009. This area is now Pualreng Wildlife 
Sanctuary in Kolasib and Aizawl districts. Prior to that, the species was 
photographed by camera trap in Dampa Tiger Reserve and Wildlife Sanctuary, 
Mamit district in 2007. Dampa is the largest protected area in Mizoram and is 
located  on the  India-Bangladesh international border.  On 19  February  2001,  a  
 

 
 
 

 
 

   

 Dampa Sanctuary & Tiger Reserve, Mizoram. Located on India-Bangladesh border, it has both 
Sun and Black Bears while there is a report (unconfirmed!) of the Sloth Bear as well.   

 

Photo: Anwaruddin Choudhury 
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skull was examined by this P.I. at Tuipui, 750m elev., in Champhai district. 
    Footprints were noticed in 1987 in Inner Line Reserved Forest of northern 
Mizoram bordering Assam’s Cachar district.  Forest staff and experienced hunters  
familiar with the species have reported its presence in Lengteng Wildlife  
Sanctuary, Murlen National Park, Ngengpui Wildlife Sanctuary and Phawngpui 
(Blue Mountains) National Park besides unclassed forests scattered all over the 
state including Thorangtlang, Tawi and Saza wildlife sanctuaries. 
    ZSI (2007) staff saw the Sun Bear on two occasions in 1987, once in Lunglei 
district and then in Chimtuipui district (it has now been bifurcated into Lawngtlai 
and Saiha disticts).    
 

 

   
 

             
 

 
Camera-trapped pictures of Malayan Sun Bear from Mizoram. The photos (likely to be same 
animal) are from Dampa Tiger Reserve & Wildlife Sanctuary. There are also camera-trapped 
photos of Sun Bear from Pualreng Wildlife Sanctuary.  

Photos: Environment & Forest department, Mizoram 
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4.2.6  Nagaland 
 
Gee (1967) surmised that Sterndale’s (1929) description of Sun Bear’s habitat as 
‘Garo Hills east and south to the Malay Peninsula . . .’ would include Nagaland 
although it was not specifically mentioned. Interviews of experienced hunters and 
Forest staff indicated its presence in all the districts at varying degrees. In Peren, 
Mon, Tuensang and Kiphire, it is relatively more abundant than other districts where 
only stray encounters have been reported. However, everywhere it is rarer than the 
Asiatic Black Bear. Body parts in the form of skulls were seen in Peren (Barail 
Range), Tuensang and Kiphire (Saramati area) districts. Latter area is on India-
Myanmar border. One locally caught individual was seen at Kohima zoo in 1996.       
 
 
 

 
 
 

Saramati on India-Myanmar border is still a stronghold of both Asiatic Black  
and Malayan Sun bears although hunting pressure also is quite heavy.  
 

Photo: Anwaruddin Choudhury 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
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4.2.7  Northern West Bengal 
 
Normally outside the known range of the Malayan Sun Bear. However, O’Malley 
(1907) mentioned that “The Malayan Sun Bear has also once been met with” (in 
Darjeeling). Till further evidences are found, this report may be treated as 
erroneous.       
 
4.2.8  Tripura 
 
So far there is no specific record from the state, however, owing to its occurrence 
in Dampa Wildlife Sanctuary in Mizoram, it perhaps occurred in Jampui Tlang 
area of North Tripura District. The Mizo villagers, especially old hunters could 
identify it from visuals and also differentiate it from the Asiatic Black Bear. They 
also reported of past hunting in Jampui Tlang, which is just north-west of Dampa 
Tiger Reserve & Wildlife Sanctuary of Mizoram.  
 
 

 
 
 
4.3  CONSERVATION ISSUES 
 
 
4.3.1  THREATS 
 
4.3.1.1  Sloth Bear 
 

he Sloth Bear’s main threat in Assam is habitat loss. Unlike primarily hill 
forest dwellers such as the Asiatic Black Bear and the Malayan Sun Bear, 
this species occurred mostly on the plains, edge of the hills and foothills 

where the habitat is under maximum pressure. While on the flat terrain, land has 
is cleared for agriculture, the foothill areas are under threat as the neighbouring 
states  of  Assam   are  now  developing  these  areas  with  more  and  more  new 
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settlements coming up on a regular basis. The Sloth Bear’s main habitat in Assam 
is confined to a few protected areas only.  
    The situation in northern West Bengal is also similar to Assam. In Nagaland, 
the last major habitat of Intanki National Park is under severe threat from 
encroachment.  
    Unlike the Asiatic Black Bear, which is under severe threat from poaching for 
its biles, the threat to Sloth Bear from this aspect is insignificant, at least in NE 
India. This is mainly because of its rarity and confinement to a few protected 
areas.  It has already vanished from bulk of its range in Assam and northern West 
Bengal due to habitat alteration and opportunistic hunting well before the 
poachng for biles started.  
   A major concern for the species is its small and fragmented populations, which 
could be a threat for its long-term survival in its easternmost range.  
 
 
4.3.1.2  Malayan Sun Bear 
 

he Malayan Sun Bear still has large tracts of habitat in eastern Arunachal 
Pradesh, central Assam and smaller tracts in some pockets of Manipur, 
Meghalaya, Mizoram and Nagaland. Although its range has lost at least 

50% good forest cover since 1950 (based upon data of Forest Survey of India as 
well as National Remote Sensing Agency), the habitat is still significant. The 
threats faced by its habitat are felling of trees, slash-and-burn shifting or jhum 
cultivation, construction of roads and dams, and also setting up of new villages 
inside forest and to some extent mining, especially coal. Many large dams have 
been proposed in Arunachal Pradesh, which are likely to submerge bear habitat. 
A few of these dams are already under construction. Coal mining in Garo Hills 
and Jaintia Hills of Meghalaya, and in Patkai range in Assam are also threats to 
Sun Bear habitat.  
    Poaching for its bile is a serious threat but the poachers do not target it 
specifically and hence, many more Asiatic Black Bears are getting killed. Its rarity, 
relatively smaller size and its habit of spending more time in trees could be in its 
favour when compared to the Black Bear. 
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4.3.2  PROTECTION STATUS 
 
 

he Sloth Bear is mainly confined to a few protected areas of the region 
with Assam’s Kaziranga and Manas National Park as its main stronghold. 
Its presence in 13 protected areas and 11 reserved forests in NE India is 

confirmed (including past records). However, its current status in five each of 
these protected areas and reserved forests is uncertain with no recent record. The 
Sloth Bear could occur in 13 more protected areas as well as 19 more reserved 
forests, may be as stragglers as there are several reports (Tables 1 and 2). 
Although some of these reports seemed to be authentic (e.g., in D’Ering 
memorial Sanctuary) owing to lack any supporting evidence these have been 
considered as ‘unconfirmed’.  
    The position of the Malayan Sun Bear is relatively better and is recorded in 
more protected areas (17) and reserved forests (19) of the region. However, its 
current status in two of these protected areas and five reserved forests is 
uncertain with no recent record. The Sun Bear could occur in 13 more protected 
areas as well as 23 more reserved forests, may be as very rare. There are several 
reports from these areas (Tables 3 and 4).  
    Both the species are protected under law in India. The country’s Wild Life 
(Protection) Act 1972 accorded them the highest conservation status, i.e., listed in 
Schedule I. This schedule prohibits their killing or capture dead or alive.  IUCN 
(2011) has treated both the species as ‘vulnerable’.  
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Table 1. The Sloth Bear in protected areas of NE India 
 

Name of Area State Size in 
km² 

Remarks 

Presence confirmed 
Pakke WS  (26º55´-27º14´, 92º30´-93º02´) Arunachal 

Pradesh 
862 Very rare. Last record in 1994-95.    

Chakrashila WS (26º15´-24´, 90º16´-24´) Assam 46 No recent report. The specimen of ‘Raja’ of Gouripur 
(Pocock 1932) was from the same general area.  

Dibru-Saikhowa NP (27º35´-45´, 95º10´-
40´) 

″ 340 Probably extinct in late 1990s.  

Kaziranga NP (26º34´-46´, 92º55´- 
93º36´) 

″ 850 Largest population in the region. Often sighted. 

Manas NP (26º35´-40´, 90º45´- 91º16´) ″ 500 Potentially the largest habitat.  
Nameri NP (26º49´-27º02´, 92º42´-93º0´) ″ 200 Very rare. Last record in 1994-95.    
North Karbi Anglong WS (26º34´, 93º22´) ″ 96 Kaziranga animals migrate during summer flood 

every year. A few are seen in winter also. 
Nongkhyllem WS (25º52´, 91º48´) Meghalaya 29 The specimen at ZSI (Sclater 1891) was from the 

same general area. 
Intanki NP (25º27´-41´, 93º20´-35´) Nagaland 202 A wildlife census team recorded 11 in 1978.      
Buxa TR (26º35´-48´, 89º30´-51´) West 

Bengal 
759 On November 26, 2005, two Sloth Bear cubs had 

strayed into Nararthali village under the Buxa Tiger 
Reserve (eastern area), 

Jaldapara WS (26º35´-49´, 89º29´) ″ 216 Forest deptt. team saw 10 in 1980 and 3 in 1996. 
Mahananda WS (26º50´, 88º29´) ″ 144  
Gorumara NP (26º49´, 88º49´) ″ 80  

Presence unconfirmed 
D’Ering Memorial WS (26º56´, 95º26´)  Arunachal 

Pradesh 
190 Unconfirmed reports. 

Itanagar WS WS (27º07´, 93º30´) ″  140 ″ 
Amchang WS (26º15´, 91º47´) Assam 79 ″ 
Barail WS (25º06´, 92º24´-93º02´) ″ 326 ″ 
Barnadi WS (26º47´, 91º45´) ″ 26 ″ 
Burhachapori WS (26º33´, 92º42´) ″ 44 ″ 
Laokhowa WS (26º30´, 92º42´) ″ 70 ″ 
Nambor-Doigrung WS (26º25´, 93º52´) ″ 97 ″ 
Nambor WS (26º22´, 93º51´) ″ 37 ″ 
Sonai Rupai WS (26º50´ -59´, 92º24´-39´) ″ 220 ″ 
Balpakram NP (25º15´, 90º42´-55º´) Meghalaya <200 ″ 
Dampa WS (23º35´, 92º23´) Mizoram 500 ″ 
Chapramari WS (26º55´, 88º49´) West 

Bengal 
10 ″ 

RF= reserved forest; NP= national park; WS= wildlife sanctuary.  
 
 
 



  

Results   39 
___________________________________________________________ 

 
Table 2. The Sloth Bear in reserved forests of NE India 
 

Name of Area State Remarks 

Presence confirmed 
Bagser RF  Assam Adjacent to Kaziranga NP 
Batabari RF ″ Adjacent to Manas NP 
Daodhara RF ″                 ″ 
Chirang RF ″ Occurred in the past; no recent report 
Guma RF  ″ Occurred in the past; no recent report. The specimen of ‘Raja’ of Gouripur 

(Pocock 1932) was from the same general area. 
Kukurakata RF  ″ Adjacent to Kaziranga NP 
Mahamaya RF  ″ Occurred in the past; no recent report. The specimen of ‘Raja’ of Gouripur 

(Pocock 1932) was from the same general area. 
Manas RF  ″ Adjacent to Manas NP 
Panbari RF ″ Adjacent to Kaziranga NP  
Ripu RF ″ Occurred in the past; no recent report 
Nongkhyllem RF Meghalaya The specimen at ZSI (Sclater 1891) was from the same general area. 

Presence unconfirmed 
Amortola RF Arunachal Pradesh  Unconfirmed reports 
Dibang RF ″ ″ 
Doimara RF  ″ ″ 
Drupong RF ″ ″ 
Papum RF ″ ″ 
Bogaikhas RF Assam  ″ 
Doboka RF ″ ″ 
Garbhanga RF ″ ″ 
Inner Line RF ″ ″ 
Katakhal RF ″ ″ 
Khalingduar RF  ″ ″ 
Langting-Mupa RF ″ ″ 
Lumding RF ″ ″ 
Patharia RF  ″ ″ 
Rani RF ″ ″ 
Baghmara RF Meghalaya ″ 
Chimabongshi RF ″ ″ 
Narpuh RFs (Bl. I & II) ″ ″ 
Inner Line RF Mizoram ″ 
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Table 3. The Malayan Sun Bear in protected areas of NE India 
 

 

Name of Area State Size in 
km² 

Remarks 

Presence confirmed 
Kamlang WS  (27º40´, 96º35´) Arunachal 

Pradesh 
783 Skull record. Two seen in a tree by local hunters in 

1993.  
Namdapha NP  (27º30´, 96º30´) ″ 1,985 Skull record (at Miao); camera-trapped photo (Karanth 

& Nichols 2000).    
Barail WS (25º06´, 92º24´-93º02´) Assam 326 Occasionally shot by local tribes.  
Dihing-Patkai WS (27º15´, 95º30´) ″ 111 Camera-trap record (Kashmira Kakati, pers. comm.) 
East Karbi Anglong WS 
(26º22´-29´, 93º13´-30´) 

″ 222 Cub caught seen by P.I. (photo on p. 27). 

North Karbi Anglong WS (26º34´, 
93º22´) 

″ 96 Gee (1967)’s records from the same general area.  

Jiri-Makru WS (24º55’, 93º15’) Manipur 198 The specimen in Higgins (1932) was from this area.  
Keilam Hill WS (24º13’, 93º25’) ″ 187  
Yangoupokpi-Lokchao WS (24º15’, 
94º18’) 

″ 185  

Balpakram NP (25º15´, 90º42´-
55º´) 

Meghalaya <200 Specimen records. 

Dampa WS  (23º35´, 92º23´) Mizoram 500 Camera-trap record (Forest deptt.) 
Lengteng WS (23º50´, 93º13´) ″ 60  
Murlen NP (25º37´, 93º18´) ″ 100  
Phawngpui (Blue Mountains) NP 
(22º37´, 93º01´) 

″ 50  

Pualreng WS (24º12´, 92º54´) ″ 50 Camera-trap record (Forest deptt.) 
Ngengpui WS (22º24´, 92º47´) ″ 110  
Fakim WS (25º51’, 95º02’) Nagaland 6  

Presence unconfirmed 
Amchang WS (26º15´, 91º47´) Assam 79 Unconfirmed reports 
Garampani WS (26º23´, 93º53´) ″ 6 ″ 
Marat Longri WS (25º46´-26º0´, 
93º10´-23´) 

″ 452 ″ 

Nambor WS (26º22´, 93º51´) Assam 37 ″ 
Nambor-Doigrung WS (26º25´, 
93º52´) 

″ 97 ″ 

Nokrek NP (25º28’, 90º29’) Meghalaya 68 ″ 
Nongkhyllem WS (25º57’, 90º48’) ″ 29 ″ 
Khawnglung WS (23º10´, 93º0´) Mizoram 35 ″ 
Saza WS (22º56´, 92º45´) ″ 15 ″ 
Tawi WS (23º32´, 93º0´) ″ 36 ″ 
Thorangtlang WS (23º15´, 92º33´) ″ 50 ″ 
Intanki NP (25º27´-41´, 93º20´-35´) Nagaland 202 ″ 
Gumti WS (23º32’, 91º48’) Tripura 389 ″ 

In Kaziranga NP, it has been recorded just outside the park 
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Table 4. The Malayan Sun Bear in reserved forests of NE India 
 

Name of Area State Remarks 
Presence confirmed 

Barduria RF Arunachal Pradesh Contiguous with Assam’s Dihing-Patkai WS. 
Kamlang RF ″ Contiguous with Kamlang WS. 
Miao RF ″ Contiguous with Namdapha NP. 
Namsang RF ″ Contiguous with Assam’s Dihing-Patkai WS. 
Barak RF Assam Contiguous with Inner Line RF. 
Dhansiri RF ″ Contiguous with Intanki NP of Nagaland. 
Dilli RF  ″ Contiguous with Dihing-Patkai WS. 
Doboka RF ″ Contiguous with Assam’s Dihing 
Inner Line RF ″ Contiguous with Assam’s Dihing 
Joypur RF ″ A part is in Dihing-Patkai WS. Camera-trap record (Kashmira Kakati, pers. 

comm.) 
Kaliyoni RF ″ Contiguous with East Karbi Anglong WS. 
Katakhal RF ″ Contiguous with Inner Line RF. 
Langting-Mupa RF ″ Contiguous with Dhansiri RF and Intanki NP. 
Upper Dihing (WB) RF ″ A small part is in Dihing-Patkai WS.  
Baghmara RF Meghalaya Contiguous with Balpakram NP. 
Darugiri RF ″ Specimen record (Hinton & Lindsay 1926). 
Narpuh RFs (Bl. I & II) ″ Contiguous with Assam’s Barail WS. 
Saipung RF ″ Adjacent to Narpuh RFs and Assam’s Barail WS. 
Inner Line RF Mizoram Contiguous with Inner Line RF. 

Presence unconfirmed 
Manabhum RF Arunachal Pradesh  Unconfirmed reports.  
Pangsau RF ″ ″ 
Rima RF  ″ ″ 
Tengapani RF ″ ″ 
Turung RF ″ ″ 
Abhoypur RF  Assam ″ 
Daldali RF ″ ″ 
Disoi RF ″ ″ 
Disoi Valley RF ″ ″ 
Geleky RF ″ ″ 
Krungming RF ″ ″ 
Lumding RF ″ ″ 
Lungnit RF ″ ″ 
Nambor (wb) RF ″ ″ 
Patradisa RF ″ ″ 
Tinkopani RF ″ ″ 
Tiru Hill RF ″ ″ 
Irangmukh RF Manipur ″ 
Tolbung RF ″ ″ 
Nongkhyllem RF Meghalaya ″ 
Rongrengiri RF ″ ″ 
Songsak RF ″ ″ 
Singphan RF Nagaland ″ 
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5.0  DISCUSSION 
 
 

he NE India has the highest diversity of bears (Ursidae) in India with 
three confirmed and a possible species. The significance of bear 
distribution in the region lies to the fact that for the Sloth Bear, is its 

easternmost limit and for the Malayan Sun Bear, it is the westernmost. In India, 
the Malayan Sun Bear is restricted to North-east only while the Sloth Bear occurs 
widely across the country. Details of their range in this part of India were lacking. 
Owing to similar body colour and whitish patch on breast of all the three species 
(including the Himalayan Black Bear) field identification by villagers, hunters or 
Forest staffs who do not have detailed knowledge is unreliable. The results of 
questionnaire surveys in areas with three similarly coloured and overlapping range 
is always doubtful.   
 

    This study has obtained information on whatever specimens are there in the 
museums, although not many. Several old books and papers also provided 
valuable information; however, many were on completely different subject but 
with one or two mention of bears. Hence, these are not consulted before by any 
authority or are unlikely to be consulted by any researcher (for e.g., Lewin 1869; 
Shakespear 1929). All such records helped map the approximate range of these 
species in around 1900. The unpublished materials including photographs with 
this P.I. also provided valuable data. For e.g., photograph of a Malayan Sun Bear 
cub on p. 25 was kept in a container with less important ‘disposable’ slides! 
 

Hunting /poaching of all species of bears is going on at different scales all over 
for biles, which is the most serious conservation issue now. For the Sloth Bear, 
however, habitat loss owing to conversion to farmland (on the plains) has already 
pushed it into local extinction at several sites.    

 

   No evidence of occurrence of Sloth Bear could be found in Manipur, Sikkim 
and  Tripura.  In case of  Mizoram,  although  there was mention in  Mishra  et al.     
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(1994), one of the co-authors in Yoganand et. al. (2006) himself has doubted it ! In 
case of Meghalaya, there remains only one confirmed record, which is also quite 
old. In Arunachal Pradesh, there is no specimen or museum record.  
 

    From the records and reports, it seems that the Sloth Bear occurred 
throughout the plain areas of the Brahmaputra and Barak valleys, adjacent 
foothills and low hills, and the plateau of Meghalaya and Karbi Anglong. While it 
apparently occurred in Bangladesh, and its continued presence in Bhutan is also 
confirmed through camera-trapping photos from Manas (within 7-10 km of 
international boundary having contiguous habitat across the border), there is no 
chance of occurrence in Myanmar (Burma). The highest elevation of report or 
record was around from 600 m a.s.l. (approximate as the exact spot was not 
mentioned) at Umsning, Meghalaya.    
 

    No evidence of occurrence of Malayan Sun Bear in north of the Brahmaputra 
river could be found. This river has acted as a zoogeographic barrier to the 
species in its westward and north-westward range extension. It may be mentioned 
here that the Brahmaputra river has acted as a zoogeographic barrier to several 
mammals, especially primates such as the Pig-tailed Macaca nnemestrina leonina and 
Stump-tailed macaques M. arctoides (Choudhury 1989). South of the river, it has 
been recorded from all the states except Tripura.   
 

    From the records and reports, it seems that the Malayan Sun Bear occurred 
throughout the hilly areas south of the Brahmaputra river. However, in the 
eastern sector, it is still not clear whether it occurs north of the Lohit river. The 
highest elevation of report or record was from around 3,000 m a.s.l. above 
Thanamir on the slopes of Mt. Saramati, Kiphire district in Nagaland. It is likely 
to occur higher also in the area as well as in Namdapha-Kamlang areas in 
Arunachal Pradesh.     
 

    There is significant overlapping of ranges of Sloth and Sun bears, especially in 
Assam and Meghalaya. With Asiatic Black Bear, the overlapping is partial in case 
of Sloth Bear but almost entire in case of Sun Bear. In at least one protected area 
(North Karbi Anglong Wildlife Sanctuary) where three species are sympatric. It is 
likely that they are sympatric in three more protected areas and a few reserved 
forests.       
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CONSTRAINTS OF THIS STUDY 
  

1. Many past literarute including a vital one, the Maharajah of Cooch Behar 
(1908), for instance, did not mention the exact species of 133 bears shot by 
the hunting parties organised him. Hence, vital data on three species (the 
hunting parties of the Maharaja also shot in Garo Hills, home of the Malayan 
Sun Bear) are virtually lost.  

 

2. All the three species of bears found in NE India are black in colour and have 
whitish patch on chest. During interview, it becomes very difficult for 
ordinary villagers, hunters or even Forest staff to correctly identify the 
species. The general replies were ‘black-coloured bears with whitish on chest’, 
and size such as large or small. From such reply it is impossible to 
differentiate the species. Hence, all such reports were treated with caution or 
rejected. Reports of only those Forest staff, who are familiar with all three 
species (Guwahati zoo had all at different times), experienced hunters who 
either shot or observed bears for longer duration in the wild and naturalists 
with experience with bears were accepted.  

 

3. On many occasions, the hunters (read poachers) were reluctant to allow 
photography of the specimens displayed at their house. Hence vital evidences 
could not be recorded permanently.  

 
 
 
 

6.0  RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

 
ield surveys including camera-trapping should be done in the areas where 
there are unconfirmed reports of occurrence of the Sloth and Sun bears. In 

the known areas of their occurrence also, surveys including camera-trapping is 
recommended for assessing the current status of both the species. Surveys to 
cover more villages with specimens collections also should be made.    
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7.0  CONCLUSIONS  
 
 

►This study is the first such detailed exercise on the Sloth and Sun bears 
encompassing entire NE India where attempt is made to document all the 
museum records, consult many old documents, examine a large number of village 
collections and other available records. Many hitherto unrecorded sites have been 
listed and mapped for the first time. 
►Some of this information was used for mapping exercise done at Karuizawa, 
Japan in 2006 that gave a near realistic picture of the range of these two species in 
NE India.  
►North Karbi Anglong Wildlife Sanctuary in Assam is one protected area 
where presence of all three species is confirmed. It has Asiatic Black Bear, which 
used to be sighted even near the tourist complex of Kaziranga as late as 1990s. 
The recod of Malayan Sun Bear from near Methoni Tea Estate by Gee (1967) 
was from the same tract. While it is not clear whether the Sloth Bear occurs 
permanently or not, during flood season, from June to September, many of these 
animals from Kaziranga take refuge in this sanctuary.     
►Intanki National Park in Nagaland, and Marat Longri and East Karbi 
Anglong Wildlife Sanctuaries in Assam are other protected areas where all three 
species are likely to be sympatric.      
►Kaziranga – Karbi Anglong Elephant Reserve is the key landscape for 
conservation of these three sympatric species of bears in their range (see 
Appendix 1). The world famous Kaziranga National Park in Assam has the 
largest known population of Sloth Bear in NE India. The record of Malayan Sun 
Bear from near Methoni Tea Estate by Gee (1967) was from 2-3km radius of 
park boundary while the Black Bear occurs in the fringe areas. Along with North 
Karbi Anglong Wildlife Sanctuary and other adjacent forests, this tract forms an 
important area for planning future conservation of these “three species in one 
conservation unit” as a vital BEAR CONSERVATION LANDSCAPE of global 
importance. 
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APPENDIX 1:  Notification of Kaziranga–Karbi Anglong  
                            Elephant Reserve 
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APPENDIX 2: Skulls of three partially sympatric species  
                           of bears of north-east India 

 

       
 

 

 
 

        
       At the American Museum of Natural History, New York. Photo: Anwaruddin Choudhury 
 
 
 
 



  

References   51 
___________________________________________________________ 

 
 
 

REFERENCES 
 
 

 

Avasthe, R. & Jha, A. (1999). Mammals of Sikkim. World Wide Fund for Nature- 
    India, Sikkim Field Office, Gangtok, India.  
Blanford, W. T. (1891). Fauna of British India including Ceylon and Burma. Mammalia,  
    part 2 : 251-617. Taylor and Francis, London, UK.   
Choudhury, A.U. (1983). Plea for a new wildlife refuge in eastern India. Tigerpaper    
    10(4):12-15.  
Choudhury, A.U. (1989). The primates of Assam: their distribution, habitat and  
    status. Ph.D. thesis, Gauhati University, Guwahati, India. 300pp.  
Choudhury, A.U. (1992). Wildlife in Manipur - A preliminary survey. Tigerpaper 19  
    (1): 20-28. 
 Choudhury, A.U. (1997). Checklist of the mammals of Assam. Revised 2nd edition.  

Gibbon Books & Assam Science Technology & Environment Council, 
Guwahati, India. 103pp. 

Choudhury, A.U. (1998). Mammals, birds and reptiles of Dibru-Saikhowa  
    Sanctuary, Assam, India. Oryx, 32(3):192-200. 
Choudhury, A.U. (2001a). A systematic review of the mammals of North-East  

India with special reference to the non-human primates. D.Sc.Thesis. Gauhati 
University, India. 209pp. 

Choudhury, A.U. (2001b). Devastating flood in Kaziranga National Park.  
    Tigerpaper 28 (3): 24-26. 
Choudhury, A.U. (2003). The mammals of Arunachal Pradesh. Regency Publications,  
    New Delhi. 140pp. 
Choudhury, A.U. & Rengma, K.T.T. (2005). A survey of animal use extraction  

pattern in some areas of Indian Himalayas: Nagaland and Arunachal Pradesh 
[phase 1]. WPA- India, Guwahati, India. 34 pp.  

Chauhan N.P.S. & Lalthanpuia (2008). Status and distribution of Malayan sun  
                    bear (Helarctos malayanus) in North-Eastern states, India. Indian Forester, 134  
                    (10): 1339-1348.  

Chouhan N.P.S. & Singh R.K.J. (2006). Status and distribution of sun bears in  
    Manipur, India. Ursus 17(2): 182–185. 
Editors (1945). Measurements of a sloth bear’s skull from Assam. Journal of the  
    Bombay Natural History Society  45(3): 413. 
 
 
 
 



  

52   Sloth & Malayan Bears in NE India 
___________________________________________________________ 

 
Fermor, T. (2005). Kipling’s India revisited: Assam 1920s. Kaziranga Centenary  
    1905 – 2005  (a commemorative volume to mark completion of 100 years of  
    Kaziranga). Pp. 20-23.   
Finn, F. (1929). Sterndale’s  mammalia of India. Revised edn. Thacker, Spink,  
    Calcutta and Simla. 
Gee, E. P. (1967). A note on the occurence of the Malayan sun bear Helarctos 

                malayanus Raffles within Indian limits. Journal of the Bombay Natural History Society  
                64: 352-354. 

Higgins, J.C. (1932). The Malay bear. Journal of the Bombay Natural History Society  
     35: 673–674. 
Higgins, J.C. (1934). The game birds and animals of the Manipur State with notes  
    on their numbers, migration and habits. Part VI. Journal of the Bombay Natural  
    History Society 37(2): 298-309.  
Hinton, M.A.C. & Lindsay, H.M. (1926). Report No. 41: Assam and Mishmi    
    Hills. Bombay Natural History Society’s mammal survey of India, Burma and  
    Ceylon. Journal of the Bombay Natural History Society 31: 383-403. 
IUCN (2011). IUCN Red List of Threatened Species. Version 2011.1.  
    <www.iucnredlist.org>. Downloaded on 09 September 2011. 
Johnsingh, A.J.T. (2003). Bear conservation in India. The Journal of the Bombay 
    Natural History Society 100:190-201. 
Karanth K.U. & Nichols J.D. (2000). Ecological status and conservation of tigers  
    in India. Final technical report to the Division of International Conservation,  
    US Fish & Wildlife Service, Washington DC and Wildlife Conservation  
    Society, New York. Centre for Wildlife Studies, Bangalore, India. 
Lewin, T.H. (1869). The hill tracts of Chittagong and the dwellers therein. Bengal   
    Printing Co., Ltd., Calcutta. 151pp. 
Lydekker, R. (1924). The game animals of India, Burma, Malaya and Tibet. Rowland  
    Ward, London.   
Mishra, C., Shankar Raman, T.R. & Johnsingh, A.J.T. (1994). Survey of primates,  
    serow and goral in Mizoram. Wildlife Institute of India, Dehra Dun, India.  
    36pp.  
Mittermeier, R.A., Gil, P.R., Hoffmann, M., Pilgrim, J., Brooks, T., Mittermeier,  
    C.G., Lamoreux, J. & Da Fonseca, G. A. B. (2004). Hotspots Revisited: Earth’s  
    Biologically Richest and Most Endangered Terrestrial Ecoregions. Cemex Books on  
    Nature, USA. 
 
 
 
 



  

References   53 
___________________________________________________________ 

 
Morris, R.C. (1936). The Vernay-Hopwood Upper Chindwin expedition. Journal of  
    the Bombay Natural History Society 37(4): 647-671. 
NEWS (1996). Survey of flora and fauna of Mahananda Wildlife Sanctuary. Nature Envir- 
    onment & Wildlife Society, and Forest department, West Bengal. Calcutta.  
    34pp + plates. 
O’Malley, L.S.S. (1907). Bengal District Gazetteer : Darjeeling. Reprint 1985 by   
    Logos Press, New Delhi, India. 239pp. 
Pocock, R.I. (1932). The black and brown bears of Europe and Asia. Part II.  
    Journal of the Bombay Natural History Society 36(1): 101-138. 
Pocock, R.I. (1941). The fauna of British India : Mammalia. Vol. 2. Taylor & Francis,  
    London. 503pp.  
Prater, S. H. (1980). The book of Indian animals. 4th edition (reprint with  
    corrections). Bombay Natural History Society, Bombay, India.  
Sclater, W.L. (1891). Catalogue of mammalia in the Indian museum, Calcutta. Part II. 
    Indian Museum, Calcutta. 
Shakespear, L.W. (1929). History of Assam Rifles. Macmillan, London. 
Stattersfield et al, 1998 Stattersfield, A.J., Crosby, M.J., Long, A.J. & Wege, D.C.    
    (1998). Endemic Bird Areas of the World, priorities for Biodiversity Conservation.  
    BirdLife International, Cambridge, UK.    
The Maharajah of Cooch Behar (1908). Thirty-seven years of big game shooting in Cooch    
    Behar, the Duars and Assam: A rough Diary. The Times Press, Bombay, India  
    [reprinted in 1985 as Big game shooting  in eastern and north eastern India by Mittal  
    Publications, Delhi, India]. 
White, J.C. (1909). Sikhim & Bhutan: twenty-one years on the north-east frontier. Edward  
    Arnold, London. 
Yoganand,  K., Rice, C.G., Johnsingh, A.J.T. & Seidensticker, J. (2006).  Is the  
     sloth bear in India secure? A preliminary report on distribution, threats and  
     conservation requirements. Journal of the Bombay Natural History Society 103 (2-3): 
     172-181. 
ZSI (2007). Fauna of Mizoram. State Fauna Series 14. Zoological Survey of India,  
     Kolkata, India. Pp. 691. □ 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 


