
12. INTERACTIONS BETWEEN RHESUS AND HUMANS IN
MALDA DISTRICT

12.1. Introduction

Rhesus monkeys in various parts of India live in close proximity with man 
specially in crop and fixiit producing areas. It is not clear why and from when they 
started commensal life with man. It is however, suspected that due to expansion of 
human habitations into forest areas, destruction of forests and woodlands for 
various developmental activities resulted in shrinkage of primate habitat which 
compelled them to adopt a commensal strategy in human ecosystems since recent 
past. The rhesus macaques are disreputed to be one of the most aggressive 
monkeys in India. This probably is due to the fact that they suffered most from 
expansion of human ecosystem into their original habitat. It may be mentioned 
that this species enjoyed extensive distribution throughout North India, where rate 
of increase of human population as also developmental activities have been one of 
the hipest after independence. Again the traditional protection on religious 
grounds is rapidly dwindling with time due to ever increasing human population 
density.

Raiding of crops by the primates is at present a global problem (Boulton, 
Horrocks and Baula, 1996; Naughton-Treves, Treves, Chapman and Wrangham, 
1998; Saj, Sicotte and Paterson, 1999). Different authorities have reported this 
incident from different parts of the world. Oda, Matsumoto, Tashiro, Hinami et al. 
(1997); Funakishi (1998); Hill and Agetsuma (1998); Saito and Tokida (1998) 
have reported the incident of crop raiding by the Japanese macaques in various 
parts of Japan. Hill (1997) and Naughton-Treves (1998) studied this incident in 
western part and around Kibale National Park of Uganda respectively. Chaiise 
(2001) and Ghimire (2001) followed this raiding in Nepal. Thus humans are 
becoming less and less tolerant to the exploits of the monkeys which intum makes 
the monkeys hostile to humans. Owing to leading a commensal life with humans 
they are well aware of human nature including their vulnerabilities under most 
circumstances. Thus they do not hesitate to harass, attack and even bite men when 
needed. This situation provides excellent opportunities for mutual transmission of 
diseases between man and monkey through air-borne and particulate infections 
agents because of close association and inoculation of disease agents through
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biting. Various authorities such as Southwick (1970); Lindsey and Melby (1966); 
Sedgwick, Parchen and Durham (1970); Latt (1975); Machotka (1975); Sesline et 
al. (1975); Fleischman et al. (1982); Holmberg et al. (1982); Houser (1982); 
Tryphonas and Wong (1982); Bellinger and Bullock (1988); Trenton (1990) 
reported incidents of transmission of diseases from monkeys to man and vice 
versa including rabies, harpes-B, hepatitis, shigella, salmonella and many others. 
As such study of biting attacks on human by monkeys is of significant medical 
and public health importance.

12.2. Methods

Direct observations were made at different habitats infested by monkeys and 
the amount of damage to crops and mango orchards were estimated with the help 
of data recorded in the district year book. Data on assult of human beings were 
collected by direct observations, responsible reports from villagers and hospital 
records. Attempts were made to authenticate observations by photographs on 
various interactions with man both damaging and altruistics.

12.3. Results and Discussions

Malda is one of the prime mango producing district of West Bengal as well 
as India. More than 33% of human population of the district depends directly or 
indirectly for their livelihood on this cash crop, particularly in the mango season. 
As human population gears up for mango production in the mango season, so does 
the monkey population for its consumption. The density of monkey population 
increased appreciably in the blocks with extensive mango cultivation. Monkeys 
cause damage to the mango right from the appearance of new foliages and 
continues with the job up to the ripening of the fruits. Thus the stage is set for 
conflict of interests among man and monkeys. The owners of most mango 
orchards employ guards round the clock, armed with bows-arrows and fire 
crackers to drive away the invading monkeys. This probably makes the animals 
more and more aggressive to human beings resulting in even direct attacks on man 
including bites. Interactions of this kind continues in the mango orchards through 
out the mango season and after the mango season in vegetable cultivation areas. 
Close association of monkeys and man over generations emboldenes the monkeys
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even to enter human households and get away with cooked and uncooked food 
materials particularly when the male members are away.

12.3.1. Incidence of Monkey population in different blocks

Rhesus macaques in the study areas heavily depends on mango orchards and 
cultivated lands for food. In the present study it was found that number of 
monkeys was much higher in the blocks with extensive mango cultivation areas 
(Figure.3.8.) than in areas with moderate and poor mango cultivation.

Table. 12.1. shows that the average number of groups and average population 
per year varied from 67.28, 662 in the mango season to 50.28, 461.71 in the non
mango season in block with extensive mango cultivation. Similar figures for 
blocks with moderate cultivation are 1.28, 9.71 in the mango season and 0.86, 
5.71 in the non-mango season. Average group size in blocks in high and moderate 
mango cultivation areas does not vary much in the mango (9.83 ± 0.23 and 7.55 ± 
1,92) and non-mango (9.18 ± 0.46 and 6.66 ± 1.36) season. Further it may be 
pointed out that a much higher percentage of monkey population (69.75%) tend to 
stay on in the mango orchards even in the non-mango season in blocks with 
extensive mango cultivation than in the moderate cultivation areas (58.82%). This 
could be due to shelter and absence of threats mango orchard guards who are 
employed only in the mango season. Again the premise that monkey are higher in 
blocks with extensive mango cultivation areas does not apparently hold in case of 
some blocks such as Manikchak, Kaliachak-I and Ratua-I because recentiy Fruit 
Processing Industries and Horticulture, Govt, of West Bengal is taking active steps 
to increase mango-cultivation areas in these blocks. So, most of the areas under 
mango cultivation (Plate. 11.1.) shown for these blocks are young and the 
production of fruits is considerably low.

12.3.2. Crop raiding by monkeys

The district Malda is placed with fertile soil and several perennial river 
systems which provide water for irrigation in the cropland areas. Many crops are 
grown in the district of which rice, wheat, rape seed, gram, sugar cane and potatos 
are unportant. The whole district, however, is not equally productive. It has been 
observed that production per unit area is higher in the blocks infested with 
monkeys such as English Bajar, Ratua-I, Old Malda, Manikchak, Kaliachak-I and
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Ratua-II. These are also the blocks having extensive and moderate mango 
cultivation land.

It has been shown in chapter-5 that monkeys spent a considerable part of 
their time in the crop fields even during the mango season. Naturally, they 
consume significant amount of crop which they require in addition to the nutrients 
they derive from the mango orchards. Thus the loss in total production of crop is 
far from insignificant. Table. 12.11. shows type of crops, cultivation area, amount 
produced and the value of the produce at the present rate. From the study of their 
activity in the crop fields and from reasonable reports from cultivators it is 
estimated that loss induced by monkeys in the crop fields is around 12% of the 
total produce. One second clearly they make our poor formers even poorer.

12.3.3. Damage induced by the monkeys in mango production

Rhesus macaques cause a lot of damage to the production of mango fruits. 
They actually consume less than they damage by their other activities such as 
jumping (Platel2.1.) from branch to branch, branch shaking (Platel2.2.) and 
breaking branches (Platel2.3.). A lot of mangoes drop on the ground in premature 
stage due to those activities (Platel2.4., Platel2.5., Platel2.6.). It may, however, 
be pointed out that when they break the apical bud of a branch a number of axial 
buds come up from the closest nodes. Thus several new foliages come up and the 
tree becomes more productive.

The mango growers recruit security men inside the orchards (Plate. 12.7., 
Plate. 12.8.) during the mango season to protect their crops. The security men use 
long sticks, bows and arrows, fire crackers etc. to drive the monkeys away from 
the orchards. Incidents of injury of rhesus by the orchard guards (Plate. 12.9.) is 
not frequent. Deaths of monkeys due to attack by security men is, however, not 
common. Several such incidents occurred in the orchard area during the course of 
the study. As stated earlier monkeys damage mango production by feeding on new 
leaves, inflorescence, green mango, mature fruits and by some of their behavioural 
patterns From our experience over the study period in the mango orchard and 
considering responsible reports from senior mango planters it may be stated that 
the total damage induced by monkeys on mango production in the study area is 
not less than 20% of the total production (40,450MT). The damage is
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proportionately much higher in the off-season when the total production is only a 
little more than one-third of an average of on-season production. As such the 
damage induced by monkeys can hardly be neglected even if there may be sound 
religious considerations.

12.3.4. Subsistence of monkeys in the non-mango season

In the non-mangoes season when the animals found their primary food 
source i.e. mangoes are not available they are compelled to move to other habitats 
in search of food materials. Table. 12.2. shows that percent of sightings are much 
higher (60.62%) in the mango orchards in the mango season than non-mango 
season (21.00%). During this period they invade human households (Plate. 12.10., 
Plate. 12.11) much more (16,99%) than the mango season (4.37%). Similarly, 
sighting record in the roadside habitat is poor (05.57%) in the mango season than 
in the non-mango season (16.51%). The picture is similar also in the grassland 
habitat. Percent sittings is, however, slightly higher (16.24%) in the mango 
season than in the non-mango season in the cropland habitat (13.57%). It may be 
pointed out that in the mango season crop fields provide more varieties of food 
items than in the non-mango season.

12.3.5. Direct competition and overt attacks on humans by monkeys

In absence of their primaiy food, the mangoes in the non-mango season the 
monkeys raid other habitats including cropland and human households. Overt 
conflicts between the animals and man thus arises in the non-mango season. Man- 
monkey conflict is not peculiar to Malda district or to India but is found in various 
parts of the world as reported earlier.

The monkeys not only raid human households but also get away with 
uncooked and cooked food materials (Plate. 12.12., Plate.8.11.). Householders of 
this area have taken some measures to protect their houses fi-om the monkeys such 
as : plantations of several species of xerophytes (Plate. 12.13.) in the open area of 
their houses, fix sharp iron and glass spikes on the top of the surrounding walls, 
fixing iron grills (Plate. 12.14.) in the windows and balconies and the like.

The monkeys are intelligent animals, they are aware of the limitations and 
vulnerabilities of man and do not hesitate to attack them if necessary. Such attacks
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often include scratching, stamping and biting. The over all area covered in this 
study is 1246.17 sq. km. and the human population in this area is 14,84,962 
(census, 2001) with a density of 1191.6 / sq. km. It may be mentioned that only 
the blocks with atleast 2000 hectares infested with monkey were considered. The 
monkey population in this area is 848 with density of 0.68 / sq. km. In this area 
the rate of bites by monkeys is 6.21/year/lOOOOO people.

Table. 12.3. shows number of injured people during 1997-2002 in the district. 
It is observed that attacks (Plate. 12.15.) on humans by monkeys are not random 
and wide variations exist in percent attacks on different age-sex groups. Thus, of a 
total of 466 attacks 50.43% were directed towards children (below 10 year age), 
16.31% to teens (11-20) and 33.26% to adults (above 20 years). Again considering 
all the males and females above 11 year, the females were significally targeted 
more often i.e. 71% in comparison to 29% to the males. Thus the monkeys seem 
to be cognizant of the relative weakness of human age-sex categories.

12.3.6. Assult on humans by the rhesus under various situations

A total of 466 attacks were inflicted on humans over the five years (1997-98 
to 2001-02) in the study site. Data show some interesting aspects on selections of 
victims by the monkeys. Table. 12.4. shows that monkey bite incidences were 
higher (55.58%) in the non-mango season than in the mango season (44.42%). 
The time of the day (Table. 12.5.) is one of the important factor. It was foimd that 
biting act were h i^  in the morning session (53.01%), moderate in noon session 
(34.76%) and low in the afternoon session (12.23%). It may be pointed out that 
most animals are more excitable and aggressive when they are hungry as also 
during feeding period. Thus, higher incidence of attacks during morning period by 
monkey in general, follows normal physiological process of excitability.

Attacks were more frequent in roadside habitat (70.82%) than inside the 
human houses (29.18%). Table. 12.6. shows that attacks inside houses were much 
higher in the non-mango season (69.12%) than in the mango season (30.88%). 
Sudden loss of their prime food mango in the non mango season probably forced 
the monkeys to a irritable state. Percent attack outside households is higher in the 
mango-season (67.57%) in comparison to non-mango season (32.43%) because
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people of this area are very alert for protection of their valuable crops in the 
mango season against the monkeys.

Table. 12.7. shows that people in dirty cloths (63.52%) were attacked more 
often than people in moderate (26.18%) and well dressed (10.30%) ones.

Again Table. 12.8. shows that the male monkeys initiated the attacks more 
often than the females in both adult and juvenile categories. Of the 466 attacks 
62.2% were executed by adult males, 3.2% by adult females, 30.9% by juveniles 
males and 3.6% by juvenile females. Table. 12.9. shows the another interesting 
criteria is that attacks by rhesus monkeys is higher when they are alone 74.9% in 
comparison to when they in groups 25.1%. Group attacks were observed mostly 
when a group raids human households in search of food. This kind of attacks, 
however, are restricted only in the non-mango season.

Table. 12.10. shows that most victims were alone when attacked by monkeys 
(75.32%) than when they were in groups (24.68%). Again, it is seen that overall 
28.31% attacks occurred inside houses and 71.67% outside. It is to be mentioned 
that percent attacks inside houses were very high considering the frequency of 
encounters between man and monkey. One of the reasons for this situation may be 
due to the fact that monkeys raid the households when male members are away 
and that they are in extremely desperate attitude when they raid human households 
or else that a large number of attacks outside houses go unrecorded and without 
notice.

12.3.7. Diseases transmitted by rhesus on humans

hicidence of biting by rhesus on humans provides opportunities for mutual 
transmission of several diseases. Sometimes transmission of air-borne diseases 
occur because of close association for a long time.

Rhesus monkeys transmit a number of diseases to man such as : tuberculosis, 
shigellosis, rabies, salmonellosis etc. Trenton (1990) reported that about 12 
different mycobacteria have been isolated from non-human primates. Classical 
tuberculosis is rare in wild monkeys from areas away from human localities but 
more common in areas close to human habitats, hi general, TB is more common in 
old world monk^s and apes than new world primates. Macaques are generally
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considered to be one of the most susceptible species in this context. Keusch et al. 
(1986), Clerc et al. (1987) and Lindberg et al. (1988) noted transmission of 
shigellosis from rhesus macaques to hxraians.

12.3.8. Commensal and Altruistic Association between rhesus and man

Since recent past due to population explotion of humans as well as rhesus 
population along with the huge loss of wildland areas the two species are forced to 
live in close association. Despite conflict between the two species occasional 
altruistic association between them are still found in various parts of our coimtry. 
This type of association is also found in the present study area. Many people 
specially of Hindu communities feed them regularly as they consider rhesus as 
God. Several hanuman temples (Plate. 12.19.) are located in the study area where 
worship of the "Hanuman God" (Plate. 12.21.) takes place regularly. Many people 
begs with musks of hanuman in different festivals (Plate. 12.20.). Some people 
make their livelihood by showing their pet-monkey perform various tricks and 
dance sequences in both rural (Plate. 12.17.) and township areas (Plate.12.16.) as 
in circus. Some people simply keep (Plate. 12.18.) monkeys as pets in different 
comers of the study site.
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Table. 12.1. Season-wise population of monkey in the extensive and moderate mango cultivation
area during the study period (1995-2002).

Study Year

1995-96

1996-97

1997-98

1998-99

1999-00

2000-01 

2001-02 

Total

Monkey/Group

Mango Season 

BEMC Area BM

Non-Mango Season

TP

477

554

600

632

722

809

840

4634

NOG

52

57

62

71

72 

74 

83 

471

TP

19

00

21

11

00

17

00

68

9.83 ± 0.23

Area BEMC Area BMMC Area

NOG TP NOG TP NOG

02 380 42 07 01

00 437 38 06 01

03 328 44 00 00

02 466 54 12 02

00 427 52 07 01

02 563 59 00 00

00 631 63 08 01

09 3232 352 40 06

1.92 9.18 ± 0 ,,46 6.66 ± 1.36

* TP = Total population, NOG = Number of group, BEMC = Blocks with extensive mango 
cultivation, BMMC = Blocks with moderate mango cultivation. Mango Season = February to 
July, Non-mango season = August to January, ± standard error.

Table. 12.2. Habitat-wise number and percent sightings o f monkeys in Mango and 
Non-mango season in Malda district for the year 1995-2002.

Number of monk^s % of sightings
Habitat Mango Season Non-mango Mango Season Non-mango

Season Season
Mango orchard 2972 645 60.62 21.00
Crop field 796 417 16.24 13.57
Grassland 647 981 13.20 31.93
Human household 214 522 04.37 16.99
Roadside 273 507 05.57 16.51
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Table. 12.4. Season-wise (Mango and Non-mango) monkey bite incidences in Malda district 
during the year 1997 to 2002.

Years o f Study

1997-98

1998-99

1999-00

2000-01 

2001-02 

Total 

Percent

Mango Season Non-Mango Season Total

25 26 51

49 68 117

55 74 129

38 43 81

40 48 88

207 259 466

44.42 55.58

Table. 12.5. Influence o f time o f the day on bite by rhesus monkey to human beings in Malda 
district.

Session

Year
Morning 

(6 AM to 10AM)
Noon 

(10 AM to 2 PM)
Aikraoon 

(2 PM to 6 PM)

Total

1997-98 27 16 08 51

1998-99 61 45 11 117

1999-00 64 49 16 129

2000-01 44 25 12 81

2001-02 51 27 10 88

Total 247 162 57 466

Percent 53.01 34.76 12.23
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Table. 12.6. Place of attack of rhesus monkey towards humans in Malda district.

Year

Attacks 
inside households

Attacks 
outside households

Total

MS NMS Total MS NMS Total

1997-98 03 13 16 24 11 35 51

1998-99 11 20 31 57 29 86 117

1999-00 11 26 37 64 28 92 129

2000-01 08 18 26 36 19 55 81

2001-02 09 17 26 42 20 62 88

Total 42 94 136 223 107 330 466

Percent 30.88 69.12 29.18 67.57 32.43 70.82

' MS -  Mango season, NMS = Non-mango season.

Table. 12.7. Influence o f cloth type and attack by rhesus monkey.

Year Cloth Type Total

Tiptop Moderate Dirty

1997-98 04 12 35 51

1998-99 14 27 76 117

1999-00 13 29 87 129

2000-01 11 23 47 81

2001-02 06 31 51 88

Total 48 122 296 466

Percent 10.30 26.18 63.52
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Fable. 12.8. Age and sex of the attacker (Rhesus monkey).

Year
Male

Adult

Female Total

Juvenile 

Male Female Total
Total

1997-98 39 02 41 08 02 10 51

1998-99 67 06 73 , 43 01 44 117

1999-00 76 06 82 40 07 47 129

2000-01 50 01 51 23 07 30 81

2001-02 58 00 58 30 00 30 88

Total 290 15 305 144 17 161 466

Percent 62.23 3.22 65.45 30.90 3.65 34.55

Table.12.9. Attacks by rhesus monkeys when in groups and when alone.

Yeflr In Group Solitary Total

1997-98 13 38 51

1998-99 29 88 117

1999-00 36 93 129

2000-01 18 63 81

2001-02 21 67 88

Total 117 349 466

Percent 25.11 74.89
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Table.12.10. Effect of being in single and in group of the victim on biting incidence.

Year
Inside
house

Victims in Ciroup

Outside
house

Total
Inside
house

Victim Alone

Outside
house

Total
Total

1997-98 13 01 14 05 32 37 51

1998-99 21 06 27 07 83 90 117

1999-00 23 08 31 11 87 98 129

2000-01 21 02 23 05 53 58 81

2001-02 19 01 20 07 61 68 88

Total 97 18 115 35 316 351 466

Percent 20.82 3.86 24.68 7.51 67.81 75.32

Table.12.11. Major crops, cultivation area, amount o f production and their values in rupees of 
Malda district as well as monkey infected six blocks.

Type of Cultivation area Amoimt produced Value of the produce
Crop (in 1000 hectares) (in 1000 ton) (in crores)

District MIB District MIB District MIB

Rice 242.00 80.80 388.00 130.50 465.50 156.60

Wheat 49.20 17.40 71.10 23.70 71.10 23.70

Rape Seed 19.60 6.80 15.90 9.30 12.70 7.40

Gram 4.80 1.70 7.20 4.20 5.00 2.90

Sugar cane 2.80 0.90 72.00 34.90 57.60 28.00

Maize 6.40 2.20 9.40 5.20 7.50 4.10

Potato 2.00 0.70 15.10 7.20 6.00 2.90

MIB = Monkey infested blocks.

124



Plate. 12.1. A monkey searching for food on a mango tree in noon hours (I).

Plate. 12.2. On locating mangoes the monkey took position forplucking the fruit (11).

Plate. 12.3. The monkey holds the branches o f  the tree where the fruits are 
located (111).



Plate. 12.4. The monkey plucking the mangoes from the tree branches (IV).

Plate. 12.5. The monkey cleaving the fruits from the branches using 
teeth (V).

Plate. 12.6. Finally it sat down on the ground and started feeding the 
mango (VI).



Plate. 12.7. Security men posing for the picture with bows and arrows in an 
orchard o f  English Bajar block.

P la te . 1 2 .8 . T he tee n s  are a lso  en g a g e d  in se c u r ity  at Ratua-1 b lo ck .

P la te . 12 .9 . An ad u lt m a le  in ju red  by se c u r ity  m en in a m an go  orchard  at 
M a n ik p u r o fE n g lis h  B ajar b lo ck .



Plate. 12.10. A rhesus group on a raiding mission in a human household at Baluchar, 
English Bajar block.

' f

•

Plate. 12.11. Raiding households by an adult male at Manikpur, English Bajar block.

> * 1 ^

•** *:

Plate. 12.12. Another raiding o f  monkey group in a human household at Bachamari 
Old Malda block.



Plate.12.13. Householders use xerophytes for protection o f  their dwelling 
houses against the monkey at Bachamari, Old Malda block.

Plate. 12.14. Householders protect their houses from invation o f  monkeys fitting 
iron-grills.

Plate.12.15. Children victim  o f  Rhesus attacks on roadside at Manikpur, English
Bajar block.



Plate. 12.16. Monkeys show in township area at English Bajar block.

5V>oW)
Plate. 12.17. Monkey^in a rural area o f  Moulpur, Old Malda block.

Plate. 12.18. A pet rhesus interacting with the lady o f  the house at Gopalpur, English 
Bajar block.



Plate. 12.19. A Hanuman temple at roadside 
area at Mangalbari, Old Malda block.

Plate. 12.20. An adult male wearing the musk o f  Hanuman on the last day o f  
Bengali Year Festival (Charaka).

Plate. 12.21. An idol o f  Hanuman being 
worshiped in a temple at Baluchar o f  English 
Bajarblock.


