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King Cobras (Ophiophagus hannah), the world’s larg-
st venomous snakes that can reach lengths to 5.85
m, are active mostly during the day and feed primarily on
other snakes (Das et al. 2008). This species is unique among
snakes as it constructs nests reaching heights to about 60 cm
(Shankar et al. 2013; Titus and Pereira 2013). King Cobras
mate early in the rainy season and females lay clutches of
20-40 eggs, which hatch after about 110 days (Titus and
Pereira 2013). These snakes occupy diverse habitats that
include lowland wet tropical forests, coastal rainforests, tropi-
cal and subtropical wet montane forests, dry forests, swamps,
marshes, mesic open scrublands, plantations, cultivated areas,
alluvial and terai grasslands, mangrove swamps, open country,
disturbed areas, and areas near human habitations (Narayan
and Rosalind 1989; David and Vogel 1996). Widely dis-
tributed in southern Asia and throughout much of India
(Uetz et al. 2025), in Assam the species has been recorded in
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Dibrugarh, Tezpur, Margherita, and the North Cachar Hill
District, the Garbhanga Reserved Forest (RF), along the Kulsi
River in Kamrup District (Das et al. 2008), and Bansbari,
Kasimdaha, and the Kuribeel Grassland in Manas National
Park (Narayan and Rosalind 1989). King Cobras currently
are listed as Vulnerable (VU) on the IUCN Red List (Stuart
etal. 2012) and, in India, are protected under Schedule II of
the Wildlife (Protection) Act of 1972 (Ministry of Law and
Justice 2022).

Habitats in Manas National Park are of five main types:
woodland, savannah grasslands, alluvial grasslands, bodies of
water, and areas covered by river sand (Ghosh et al. 2014;
Fig. 1). Savannah grasslands are characterized by tall grasses,
such as Saccharum narenga, Imperata cylindrica, Phragmites
karka, Arundo donax, Saccharum spontaneum, Themeda arun-
dinacea, Saccharum procerum, and Vetiveria zizanioides, inter-
spersed with trees like Bombax ceiba and Dillenia pentagyna.

Figure 1. Map of Manas National Park, Assam, India, showing locations where King Cobras (Ophiophagus hannah) have been recorded. Yellow dots mark
sites noted by Narayan and Rosalind (1989) and the red dot indicates the location of the new record in this report. Dark green denotes woodlands, light
green savannah grasslands, light brown alluvial grasslands, and blue indicates bodies of water around some of which are areas encroached upon by sand.
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Substantial changes in habitats occurred between 2000 and
2020 (Banerjee et al. 2022): in 2000, grassland covered 11.66
km? (79.17%), grassland woodland mosaic covered 3.03 km?
(20.57%), and woodland covered 0.036 km? (0.24%), but
by 2020, grasslands were reduced to 7.29 km? (49.54%),
woodlands increased to 0.75 km? (5.10%), and grassland-
woodland mosaics covered 6.67 km? (45.33%) of the area in
the park. Grasslands in particular are undergoing rapid deg-
radation primarily due to human activities, the proliferation
of invasive alien plant species like Chromolaena odorata and
Mikania micrantha, and the acceleration of the natural succes-
sion of woody species such as Bombax ceiba and Dillenia pen-
tagyna (Das et al. 2019; Thakur et al. 2024). The remaining
grasslands continue, at least in the present, to support a con-
siderable faunal diversity, including some grassland-depen-
dent species like the Pygmy Hog (Porcula salvania), Hispid
Hare (Caprolagus hispidus), and Bengal Florican (Houbaropsis
bengalensis) (Narayan and Deka 2017), and an array of herpe-
tofauna (Das et al. 2014; Lahkar et al. 2022).

At 1530 h on 28 September 2023, we encountered a
King Cobra (with an extended hood) that measured nearly 3
m in length (Fig. 2) near Doujeng Camp in the Bhuyanpara
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Figure 2. This King Cobra (Ophiophagus hannah) unfurled its hood along-
side a small canal in the Doujeng Camp next to grassland patches in the
Bhuyanpara Range in Manas National Park, Assam, India (RAJ 00010).
Photographs by Koushik Rajbongshi.
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Park, Assam, India. Photographs by Koushik Rajbongshi.

Figure 3. A shed skin of a King Cobra (Ophiophagus hannah) found among patches of grasses following the yearly gras
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Range in Manas National Park (26.75861, 91.09273). This
snake, which matched morphological characteristics listed in
Ahmed etal. (2009), was moving along a small stream among
grassland patches near the Doujeng anti-Poaching Camp
Road. A photographic voucher has been submitted to the
Reptiles & Amphibians Digital Repository (RAJ 00010). The
identity of the species was confirmed by Benjamin Tapley,
currently serving as Curator of Herpetology and Team Leader
at the Zoological Society of London.

In addition, shortly after the annual grassland burning
in March 2024, we found a shed skin (length 252 c¢m) from
a King Cobra (Fig. 3) in an area 1.5 km southeast of where
we encountered the King Cobra noted previously. Vegetation
was composed primarily of Saccharum spontaneum, Saccharum
narenga, Imperata cylindrica, and Alpinia nigra.

This report is the first documented record of a King
Cobra in the Bhuyanpara Range of Manas National Park. In
northeastern India, sub-Himalayan tall grasslands can support
King Cobra populations by offering abundant prey; cover for
hunting, breeding, and nesting sites; opportunities for effec-
tive thermoregulation; and they can function as migration
corridors (Narayan and Rosalind 1989; Martino et al. 2011;
Rao et al. 2013).

Effective management of successional grasslands, includ-
ing sub-Himalayan grasslands, relies on controlled annual
burning that encourages new grass growth, hinders tree suc-
cession, and maintains vital nutrient cycles; however, unreg-
ulated burning can have negative impacts on King Cobras
and other species. Implementing controlled systematic burns
can mitigate fatalities of vulnerable animals (Rajbongshi et al.
2023). Preserving sub-Himalayan grasslands is essential for
the conservation of biodiversity in the region.

Literature Cited

Ahmed, M.F., A. Das, and S.K. Dutta. 2009. Amphibians and Reptiles of Northeast
India. A Photographic Guide. Aaranyak, Guwahati, India.

% 3 f{ 4—-“",*,7‘( i

\L € 1% = 1

sland burning in Manas National



RAJBONGSHI ET AL.

Banerjee, S., D. Das, H. Zhang, and R. John. 2022. Grassland-woodland transi-
tions over decadal timescales in the Terai-Duar savanna and grasslands of the
Indian Subcontinent. Forest Ecology and Management 530: 127064. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.foreco.2022.120764.

Das, A., M.V. Nair, M.F. Ahmed, and P.K. Sharma. 2008. Distribution of King
Cobra (Ophiophagus hannah) in northeastern India with new altitudinal
record and notes on its habitat. Tiger Paper 35: 1-6.

Das, A., P. Sharma, S. Harikrishnan, S. Ghosh, A. Nath, D. Dhar, J. Mondol, and
Y. Wangdi. 2014. A Rapid Assessment of Herpetofaunal Diversity in Manas-
Bhutan Transboundary Landscape. Unpublished report submitted to Field
Directorate, Manas Tiger Project, Government of Assam, Guwahati, India;
Park Manager, Royal Manas National Park, Royal Government of Bhutan,
Gonphu, Bhutan; and Wildlife Institute of India, Dehradun, India.

Das, D., S. Banerjee, and R. John. 2019. Predicting the distribution and abundance
of invasive plant species in a sub-tropical woodland-grassland ecosystem in
northeastern India. Plant Ecology 220: 935-950. https://doi.org/10.1007/
$11258-019-00964-7.

David, P. and G. Vogel. 1996. The Snakes of Sumatra: An Annotated Checklist and Key
with Natural History Notes. Edition Chimaira, Frankfurt-am-Main, Germany.

Ghosh, S., B.P. Lahkar, K. Deuti, A. Nath, G. Banerji-Bhattacharya, N. Brahma,
J.P. Das, A. Sinha, D. Lahkar, B. Barukial, L.P. Charles, and A.S. Adhikari.
2014. Survey for Endangered Grassland Species in Manas National Park.
Technical Report—1 submitted to the Field Directorate Tiger Project, Manas
Tiger Project, Government of Assam, Guwahati, Assam, India. <https://
www.researchgate.net/publication/277324648_Survey_for_Endangered_
Grassland_Species_in_Manas_National_Park_Survey_Report_submitted_
to_Field_Directorate_Tiger_Project_Manas_Govt_of_Assam>.

Lahkar, L., P.K. Saikia, M.K. Saikia, B.P. Saikia, K. Sarma, and A. Bhuyan. 2022.
Inventory of herpetofauna species assemblages and distribution in different
habitat types of Manas National Park, Assam, India. Journal of Bioresearch
1: 49-59.

Martino, J.A., R.G. Poulin, D.L. Parker, and C.M. Somers.2012. Habitat selection
by grassland snakes at northern range limits: Implications for conservation.
The Journal of Wildlife Management 76: 759-767. https://doi.org/10.1002/
jwmg.313.

Ministry of Law and Justice. 2022. The Wild Life (Protection) Amendment Act,
2022. Registered No. DL—(N)04/0007/2003-22. The Gazette of India No.

REPTILES & AMPHIBIANS e 33: 22240 * 2026

27, New Delhi, India. <https://prsindia.org/files/bills_acts/bills_parlia-
ment/2021/The%20Wild%20Life%20(Protection)%20Amendment%20
Act,%202022.pdf>.

Narayan, G. and P.J. Deka. 2017. Pygmy Hog Porcula salvania (Hodgson, 1847),
pp- 234-245. In: M. Melletti and E. Meijaard (eds.), Ecology, Conservation
and Management of Wild Pigs and Peccaries. Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge, UK. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316941232.024.

Narayan, G. and L. Rosalind. 1989. King cobra in grassland: an unusual habitat.
Journal of the Bombay Natural History Society 87: 309-310.

Rajbongshi, K., J. Kalita, D. Das, and P.J. Deka. 2023. Reptiles fatality records
during grassland burning: A short note from Orang National Park, Assam,
India. Indian Forester 149: 1033-1037. https://doi.org/10.36808/if/2023/
v149i10/168179.

Rao, C., G. Talukdar, B.C. Choudhury, P.G. Shankar, R. Whitaker, and M.
Goode. 2013. Habitat use of king cobra (Ophiophagus hannah) in a hetero-
geneous landscape matrix in the tropical forests of the Western Ghats, India.
Hamadryad 36: 69-79.

Shankar, P.G., A. Singh, S.R. Ganesh, and R. Whitaker. 2013. Factors influencing
human hostility to King Cobras (Ophiophagus hannah) in the Western Ghats
of India. Hamadryad 36: 91-100.

Stuart, B., G. Wogan, L. Grismer, M. Auliya, R.F. Inger, R. Lilley, T. Chan-Ard,
N. Thy, T.Q. Nguyen, C. Srinivasulu, and D. Jeli . 2012. Ophiophagus han-
nah. The IUCN Red List of Threatened Species 2012: . T177540A1491874.
heep://dx.doi.org/10.2305/IUCN.UK.2012-1.RLTS.T177540A1491874.en.

Titus, A. and G.N. Pereira. 2013. The Mystical King Cobra and Coffee Forests. In:
A.T. Pereira and G.N. Pereira (eds.), EcofriendlyCoffee Archive. INeedCoftee,
Jupiter, Florida, USA. <https://ecofriendlycoffee.org/the-mystical-king-cobra-
and-coffee-forests/>.

Thakur, M., J. Kalita, N. Brahma, K. Rajbongshi, K. Bhattacharyya, A.C. Sarmah,
A. Sinha, D.K. Dutta, D. Das, and B.P. Lahkar. 2024. Current conservation
status of Bengal Florican Houbaropsis bengalensis in Manas National Park,
Assam, India. Journal of Threatened Taxa 16: 25507-25515. https://doi.
org/10.11609/jott.8247.16.7.25507-25515.

Uetz, P., P. Freed, R. Aguilar, F. Reyes, J. Kudera, and J. Hosek (eds.). 2025.
Ophiophagus hannah (Cantor, 1835). The Reptile Database. <https://reptile-

database.reptarium.cz/Ophiophagus/hannah?search_param=%28%28search
%3D%27Ophiophagus+hannah%27%29%29>.


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foreco.2022.120764
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foreco.2022.120764
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11258-019-00964-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11258-019-00964-7
https://doi.org/10.1002/jwmg.313
https://doi.org/10.1002/jwmg.313
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316941232.024
http://dx.doi.org/10.2305/IUCN.UK.2012-1.RLTS.T177540A1491874.en
https://ecofriendlycoffee.org/the-mystical-king-cobra-and-coffee-forests/
https://ecofriendlycoffee.org/the-mystical-king-cobra-and-coffee-forests/
https://doi.org/10.11609/jott.8247.16.7.25507-25515
https://doi.org/10.11609/jott.8247.16.7.25507-25515

