
 

Key tiger habitat swamped by deadly
Bangladesh cyclone
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Flooded land in Bangaldesh near Patuakhali. Cyclone Remal, which made
landfall in low-lying Bangladesh and neighbouring India on Sunday evening,
killed at least 38 people in both nations -- and impacted millions more.

Bangladesh forest experts warned Tuesday a key tiger habitat hit by a
deadly cyclone had been submerged by seawater deeper and longer than
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ever before, raising fears for endangered wildlife.

Cyclone Remal, which made landfall in low-lying Bangladesh and
neighboring India on Sunday evening, killed at least 38 people in both
nations and affected millions more.

More than a million people fled inland to concrete storm shelters before
the cyclone hit.

But it was the vast Sundarbans mangrove forest straddling Bangladesh
and India—where the Ganges, Brahmaputra and Meghna rivers meet the
sea—that took the brunt of the force.

The forest, which hosts one of the world's largest populations of Bengal
tigers, was swamped, said Mihir Kumar Doe, the head of Bangladesh's
southern forest department.

"The entire Sundarbans was under water for more than 36 hours during
the cyclone," Doe told AFP.

"All its freshwater ponds, numbering more than 100, were washed away
by saline tidal water."

At least 114 Bengal tigers live in Bangladesh's portion of the
Sundarbans, according to official figures.

Abu Naser Mohsin Hossain, Bangladesh's senior forest official for the
Sundarbans, had said he feared for the wildlife if the freshwater lakes
were tainted.

"We are worried," said Hossain. "These ponds were the source of fresh
water for the entire wildlife in the mangroves—including the endangered
Bengal tigers."
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Map showing the path of Cyclone Remal.

'Tigers can climb trees'

The Sundarbans, the world's biggest mangrove forest, is regularly
battered by intense monsoon storms.
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But Azizur Rahman, director of the state-run Bangladesh Meteorological
Department, said the cyclone was "one of longest in the country's
history", blaming climate change for the shift.

Doe said his teams had recovered dozens of dead spotted deer, as well as
boars, the tigers' main prey.

"We are very concerned over the wild animals including tigers," Doe
said.

"The Sundarbans is such a dynamic ecosystem, it is tough to know
whether any tigers or wild animals were washed away or died."

Mangroves grow mainly in seawater or brackish water but Doe said the
flooding was on a scale he had not witnessed before.

"This 36-hour inundation is very unusual," he said, noting that it was
three times longer than during Cyclone Sidr in 2007.

During the latest cyclone, areas nearer the sea were three meters (10
feet) underwater, while areas further upstream were under 1.2-1.5
meters (4-5 feet) of water.

"Even during low tide, the water did not recede," Doe said. "This is very
unusual."

Tiger expert Monirul Khan, zoology professor at Jahangirnagar
University, said he feared smaller animals such as deer would be hardest
hit.

"I fear for the animals who are less strong such as spotted deer," he said.

"Spotted deer are helpless to strong tides during cyclones or longer
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inundation of the forest. But Bengal tigers can climb trees."

© 2024 AFP
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