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Introduction by Alan Knight OBE



International Animal Rescue (IAR) has been working in India since 1995 when we first began rescuing and treating stray dogs and cats that were in desperate need of help.


We started off in a rented house where the vets sterilised animals on the kitchen table. However, we soon decided that a permanent rescue centre was needed. We also needed to register the charity in India and deal with the copious documentation required by the Indian Government.


To help us navigate the complex corridors of power that make up the Government of India, we were introduced to Geeta Seshamani who runs Friendicoes SECA – an animal rescue charity based in the centre of New Delhi. Geeta steered us on a steady course and arranged for us to meet Maneka Gandhi who was a minister at the time and responsible for animal welfare. With Maneka’s help we purchased a small property, set up a veterinary clinic and erected dog kennels to enable us to continue our work in Goa.


During a visit to Geeta’s house in Defence Colony in New Delhi I noticed huge stacks of leaflets describing the plight of the dancing bears in India. I asked Geeta about the project and she explained that she had set up a charity to help India’s wildlife called Wildlife SOS (WSOS). Geeta and co-founder Kartick Satyanarayan had identified a total of some 1200 sloth bears in desperate need of rescuing from the streets of India.


It was clear that Wildlife SOS needed help if they were to achieve their goal.
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Geeta Seshamani receiving a sloth bear into our Agra facility.





Geeta introduced me to Kartick and together they told me about the plight of the sloth bear. They explained that these bears had been used as dancing bears all over India for more than 300 years.


A nomadic tribe called the Kalandars used bears and other animals to earn a living by entertaining the courts of the Mughal emperors.


Over the centuries the Kalandar tribe had become more and more marginalised from society, both socially and economically. They were forced to become nomadic, travelling long distances with their bears in order to scrape a meagre wage with which to keep their families alive.
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Map of India showing the 3 bear sanctuaries:
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The Sloth Bear



Sloth bears (Melursus ursinus) have shaggy black coats, pale, short-haired muzzles and long, curved claws which they use to excavate termite and ant colonies. They have a distinctive cream coloured “V” mark on their chests. Sloth bear nostrils are capable of closing to protect the bears from dust or insects when raiding termite or ant nests. They have a gap in their teeth which allows them to suck up insects by making a tube with their lips.


Sloth bears can grow up to five or six feet long. They stand two or three feet high at the shoulder and weigh from 55Kg or 120lbs (female) to 140Kg or 310lbs (male.) They can be found from the far north to the far south of India and Sri Lanka. They also live in southern Nepal and have been reported in Bhutan and Bangladesh. The sloth bear is listed as Vulnerable on the World Conservation Union (IUCN) Red List of Threatened Animals and the population trend is classed as decreasing. Sloth bears live in a variety of dry and wet forests and also in some grasslands where boulders and scattered shrubs and trees provide shelter.


When trees are in fruit, sloth bears dine on mango, fig and other fruits, and also on some flowers. However, ants and termites, dug out of their cement-hard mounds, are the year-round staple. Sloth bears are good climbers and will scale trees to knock down honeycombs and eat the sweet honey found inside. They also eat beetles, grubs and other insects to supplement their diet. Sloth bears sometimes come into conflict with humans, particularly in lean times when hunger drives the bears to raid villagers’ crops.


Sloth bears mate during the hot season – May, June and July – and females usually give birth to two cubs six to seven months later. Cubs are born in underground dens and stay there for several months.


Sloth bears are normally solitary and most are nocturnal. In protected areas they may be active during the day. If threatened they will stand on their hind legs and use their sizeable claws for protection.
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AGRA



The Agra Bear Rescue Facility (ABRF) lies a few kilometres north of the famous Taj Mahal in the north of India. Chosen for the first rescue centre because of its close proximity to the homes of many Kalandar families, it is run by IAR’s Indian partners Wildlife SOS and their expert team of vets and keepers. Covering over 400 acres, the facility is situated on land within the government-owned Sur Sarovar Bird Sanctuary, under the overall supervision of the Uttar Pradesh Forestry Department. The sanctuary is the largest sloth bear rescue facility of its kind in the world, providing a beautiful natural forest habitat where over 180 bears roam freely after a period of quarantine and rehabilitation. The socialisation areas have freshwater bathing pools, purpose-built dens, feeding and resting areas, as well as climbing frames and other types of environmental enrichment. The facility first became operational on 18th December 2002 when the first six dancing bears were surrendered at its gates.
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The torturous life of a dancing bear always began as a cub. Captured most likely from deep inside a cave while their mother was away finding food, all her terrified cubs would be taken away in sacks often over long distances with no food or water. This was only the beginning of their lives as slaves to those who went on to torture and starve the bears until they submitted to their captors. It’s thought as many as 80% of all cubs stolen and traded died from their wounds or from malnutrition before adulthood.
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The sanctuary is fully equipped to treat and rehabilitate rescued bears with a state-of-the-art veterinary surgery allowing accurate diagnosis of injuries and ailments for swift and efficient treatment. As well as suffering from malnutrition and often from diseases such as tuberculosis and leptospirosis, the rescued bears also often need surgery for horrific nose wounds, broken teeth and infected gums.


Building secure homes for over 200 bears was never going to be easy or cheap. The kind and dedicated supporters of IAR and Wildlife SOS made the construction of the Agra Bear Rescue Facility and the two additional facilities in Bangalore and Bhopal possible. Without one kind and caring donor in particular the rescue of so many bears would never have been possible.
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Building a future for suffering bears, brick by brick.
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As soon as the Agra Bear Rescue Facility was built it was time to provide the bears with some creature comforts. The rescued bears can often be found in a comfy hammock sleeping off a good meal, safe in the knowledge that they no longer have anything to fear.





In 2006 International Animal Rescue and Wildlife SOS signed an agreement on an additional area of land across the Yamuna river to expand the facility to an overall size of about 400 acres of mixed forest and scrubland. More dens were needed, as well as extensive planting of trees and other vegetation to reforest the former farmland. Gradually, a perfect paradise was created where the bears could rest and recover from the trauma of their lives on the streets. A further two rescue centres are located in Bangalore and Bhopal.
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