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Rusty-spotted cat in Kalesar
National Park and Sanctuary,

Haryana, India

The rusty-spotted cat Prionailurus rubiginosus, endemic to India and Sri Lanka,
is one of the world's smallest cats. Listed as Vulnerable in the IUCN Red List sin-
ce 2002 (Khan & Mukherjee 2008), this species has only been moderately studied,
and increasingly new distribution records are a testimony to how little is known
about these small cats. We would like to report a new distribution record for the
rusty-spotted cat from the Kalesar National Park and Sanctuary KNPS in the state
of Haryana in northern India (Fig. 1). This forest is primarily a sal and khair forest
interspersed with grasslands and is also the westernmost limit of naturally occur-
ring sal forest in the country. KNPS is situated in the foothills of Himalayas in the
Shivalik Hill Range, which runs along the eastern side of the forest.

The rusty-spotted cat is a small felid which
is about half the size of a domestic cat but
differentiates itself from it by a characteristic
fawn coat and rusty-brown spots. In India it is
protected under the Schedule | of the Wild-
life Protection Act, 1972. For a long time the
distribution of this felid was thought to be
restricted to the southern part of the country,
but increasing numbers of records of the cat
from the north have been reported in the re-
cent past. The last confirmed records of the
northernmost limit for this species are from
the foothills of Himalayas in Jammu and
Kashmir (Chakraborty 1978), and there are
recent records from Katerniaghat Wildlife
Sanctuary (Anwar et al. 2012) in the state of
Uttar Pradesh. Our record from the state of

A

Fig. 1. Location of Kalear National Park in
India and in relation to the distribution of
sal forest in the country.

Haryana is a missing piece in the puzzle of the
distribution of this small felid which might be,
after all, found throughout the country from
the south to the north.

An intensive camera-trapping exercise was
carried out in the KNPS from December 2014
to April 2015. A total of 2,142 trap nights
yielded 15,326 captures of a wide range of
mammals. Although the camera-trapping
exercise was primarily aimed at studying
the leopard Panthera pardus population, it
was also aimed at investigating the overall
mammalian diversity of the National Park.
A total of 18 mammalian species were re-
ported from the survey which was carried
out for the first time in this lesser known
protected area. Leopard, elephant Elephas
maximus, goral Naemorhedus goral, sam-
bar Cervus unicolor, chital Axis axis were
a few of the species that were commonly
captured through the camera-trapping exer-
cise. The rusty- spotted cat was captured
on three occasions out of the total trap-
ping effort. This apparently nocturnal cat
was photographed on 12 December 2014,
22:56 h, and on 26 December 2014, 05:19 h,
both at 30° 22" 24.25'N/ 77° 31" 57.50°,
and on 23 April 2015, 23:45 h, at 30° 21"
10.6'N/77° 33" 00'E (Figs 2, 3). The cha-
racteristic rusty coat with brown spots, the
streaking on the neck and the pattern on the
flanks (Menon 2014) confirm the identity
of this cat (Figs 2, 3). A tail that averages
about 50% of the head- to-body length and
is unmarked is also a characteristic feature
of the species (Prater 1998).

Found throughout a wide habitat range
from moist and dry deciduous forest types

Fig. 2. Rusty-spotted cat in Kalesar Natio-
nal Park pictured on 12 December 2014.

to scrub and grassland and also crop fields
near human habitation (Nowell & Jack-
son 1996, Mukherjee 1998, Nekaris 2003,
Athreya 2010, Patel 2011). The rusty-spott-
ed cat is thought to be arboreal in habit.
One of the camera traps that recorded the
cat was deployed in scrub grassland near
human habitation and another was in dry
deciduous forest away from human habi-
tation, which suggests that the cat may be
adaptable to a certain degree of human di-
sturbance. The photographs clearly suggest
that the cats are not wild-cat hybrids, which
look similar but have more closely-spaced
spots on the back, terminal rings on the tail
and longer legs.

KNPS is located in the eastern district of
Yamunanagar, Haryana, at the juncture of
four state boundaries: Uttar Pradesh, Ut-
tarakhand, Haryana and Himachal Pradesh
(Fig. 1). The river Yamuna flows through the
eastern part of the forest, whereas the sou-
thern part has human settlements that put
immense pressure and disturbance around

Fig. 3. Rusty-spotted cat in Kalesar Natio-
nal Park pictured on 23 April 2015.
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the major river. Records of tigers using the
dry river bed to cross over from forests in
Uttarakhand and Uttar Pradesh suggest that
this forest might have been an important ti-
ger habitat as well. In the north the forest
is contiguous with the Simbalwada Wildlife
Sanctuary in Himachal Pradesh. In this set-
ting KNPS is an important habitat island at
the extreme end of the Terai Arc Landscape
that needs urgent conservation efforts.

An interesting finding from this study is
that the forest of Kalesar supports three
small cats: jungle cat, leopard cat and the
rusty-spotted cat. It would be interesting
to investigate further the niche segregation
and the level of competetion among these
felids in a small forest like Kalesar. Niche
segregation has been a popular topic in
studying the big cats like the tiger and le-
opard in Indian forests, but there is almost
no data available on the resource use and
partitiononing in small cats. KNPS provides
an excellent location to study small cats
and their intraguild interactions which are
little known.

short communication
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