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ABSTRACT 
 

During the last few years’ study on some physical aspects of Mithun is available in 
Arunachal Pradesh (India) has been done by workers as mentioned elsewhere in this report. 
However, many of the information, like food habit and food plants, anatomy and histology 
of the internal organs have remained to be done. Mithun being a vulnerable and a flagship 
species of the state of Arunachal Pradesh, needs a detailed study and documentation of the 
pure breed in every scientific aspect like pathology, organ details, and histology, enzyme, 
hormone profiles, blood profiles and genetics, etc.  In this context, main objective of the 
present study is to focus on food (Plants) and feeding habit and ecological status of Mithun. 
To attain the goal of the objectives it is necessary to have a census of Mithun population 
which is not available till now. In this regards, firsthand knowledge were collected from 
certain tribes of Arunachal Pradesh and Mithun breeding farms run by the Department of 
Veterinary and Animal Husbandry under Government of Arunachal Pradesh.  
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INTRODUCTION 
Mithun (Bos frontalis) is a semi-

domesticated mammal among the tribes of 
Arunachal Pradesh1. Since the time 
immemorial, men’s civilization has been 
accompanied by the cattle’s in almost every 
aspect of his social life. Tracing the history 
of man and cattle relationship, every 
community or population of man is found to  

 

develop and practice an intimate relationship. 
As such, the communities in different parts 
of the world are associated with different 
cattle as per the geographical location and 
other ecological factors2.                                       

Likewise, some parts of the sub-
Himalayan region (i.e. Bhutan and N.E. 
region of India in particular) are found with 
communities rearing as culturally important 
cattle3   Mithuns   are   distributed  along   the  
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southern slopes of Himalayas covering an 
area around 53,000 sq. km. Due to their 
localized distribution and low population; 
Mithuns are grouped under vulnerable 
species in the Red list of IUCN, 20004. The 
North-Eastern States that rear the animal are 
Arunachal Pradesh, Manipur, Nagaland and 
Mizoram, each having their own indigenous 
and traditional ways of rearing1,2,5. The 
animal has its various names in the tribes to 
which it is associated. Few numbers are also 
found in Bhutan that has once been bartered 
from border districts of Arunachal Pradesh 
like East Kameng, West Kameng, Anjaw and 
Anini.  

Arunachal Pradesh among North Eastern 
States possesses the highest population of 
Mithun as per the 1991-92 livestock census2. 

Mithun (Bos frontalis), a bovine species 
has a hugely built body, strong horns and 
larger than the local cattle. They prefer cool 
forested areas with temperature ranging from 
20 to 300 C, hilly terrains below an attitude of 
5,000 to 6,000 meters also includes areas 
abundant with shrubs, trees, bamboos and 
coarse grasses but then they have their 
specific food plants3-7.  

Ethnozoologically speaking, they are 
deeply rooted in the culture of different 
tribes of Arunachal Pradesh. The tribes 
in the state that rears Mithun are Nishis, 
Adis, Apatanis, Akas, Mijis, Idus and 
Mishimis. The history and relationship 
with the indigenous people are reflected 
in the hymns and rituals of people of 
Arunachal Pradesh. Henceforth, the 
animal was flagged as the state animal in 
the year 1987, symbolizing the pride of 
the state. Despite being the state animal, 
Mithun has gained importance towards 

its conservation prospects if tallied with 
the State Population Census of 1990s. 
This is because of fragmentations in the 
indigenous knowledge system, mass sac-
rifices of the animal in markets, public 
places and occasions. For conservation 
and development of this important   
species, initiations are being taken by the 
Govt. of Arunachal Pradesh. The Govt. 
of Arunachal Pradesh and some research 
institutes has faster the upliftment, doc-
umentation and conservation of the 
animal. 

Arunachal Pradesh with a total 
geographical area covering 83,743 sq. 
km. lies between 270 to 290 30’N latitude 
and 920 57’ to 970 12’ longitude. The 
state has total of 16 districts of which in 
13 districts, Mithuns are reared3,5. They 
are East Kameng, Papum Pare, Kurung 
Kumey, Lower Subansiri, Upper Suban-
siri and West Siang on the Western front 
while East Siang, Upper Siang, Dibang 
Valley, Lower Dibang Valley, Lohit and 
Anjaw on the Eastern front. Though 
Mithun is the most commonly reared 
animal among the major tribes of Aruna-
chal Pradesh, related species like yak, 
gaur and buffaloes are also reared at 
varying altitudes by rest of the tribes in 
the State8-10. 

Mithun (Bos frontalis) is a tropical forest 
animal preferring cool climate, large 
undisturbed forest tract with hilly terrains, 
moderate to heavy rainfall area. Their habitat 
is most significantly characterized by 
presence of streams, ponds and lakes formed 
in the villages11. Their continuous visit to 
freshwater areas makes easier for the owners 
to trace them. According to local people, 
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their habitats should be abundant with 
forage, grasses, bamboos, shrubs and trees. 
They have in herd of 7 to 8 individuals led 
by the adult mother3. A male calf on 
attaining maturity bids the herd and leads a 
solitary life. Vocalization is observed to be a 
high pitched short and a growling ‘mou’. The 
bulls are matured males growl for hours 
during mating. Licking can be categorized as 
a part of communication. Parents especially 
mothers licks calves to develop a stronger 
relationship. Licking can also observe in 
mating partners. They are seen to browse all 
the time. The feeding is maximum during 
day hours and continues till late evening and 
move closer to human settlement areas 
during night. During daytime when the sun is 
hot, they rest under shaded trees and cool 
areas, drinks water from streams. Their 
aggressive behaviour is observed on 
approaching of a stranger and predators like 
tigers and also during mating periods11. 

MATERIAL AND METHODS 
Study Area  

Arunachal Pradesh is the eastern most 
part of India with an area of 83,743 sq. km. 
lying between 270 to 30’N latitude and 920 
57’ to 970 12’E longitude. The state has 16 
districts, of which Mithun rearing districts 
are 13. The present study areas were 
concentrated only in 2 districts that are East 
Kameng  district and Papum Pare. The Papu-
mpare district possesses two breeding farms 
under the jurisdiction of Animal Husbandry 
and Veterinary Department of Nirjuli, Govt. 
of Arunachal Pradesh. 

Collection of Data/Information  
First hand information regarding 

Mithun’s habit, habitat, behaviour, use and 
social importance were gathered from the 
local people of the two districts. The 
collections of information were based on a 
questionnaire on above-mentioned topics 
with special reference to food habits and 
domestication. At the same time 
information’s about Mithun’s disease and 
treatment fodder plants, breeding features 
and population figures were collected from 
the breeding farm at Lichi village of Kimin 
located at a distance of about 55 km. from 
the district headquarter, Itanagar.  
Collection of Data / Information 
A Model Questionnaire 
1. What are the food plants of? 
2. What habitats do Mithuns prefer? 
3. Where are the Mithuns distributed in                                  
    Arunachal Pradesh? 
4. What is the total population of Mithuns     
    in  Arunachal Pradesh? 
5. What is the length of breeding cycle? 
6. What is the length of gestation period? 
7. Has any research work been done on in  
    Arunachal Pradesh? 
8. What are the diseases in and how are     
    they Treated locally? 
9.  Is there any ethno medicinal uses of     
     organs? 
10.How many breeding farms are there in     
     A.P?  Where are they located and are  
     they successful? 
11. What are objectives of the breeding  
     farms? 
12. How many breeds/ varieties are there in      
       A.P and what are their features? 
13. What is the average life span? 
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14. What are the main threats to the   
      population? 
15. How can we conserve the present    
      Population?  
16. What are the characteristic behaviors    
       in relation to their habitats? 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
Food Plants and Feeding Behaviour  

Mithun is a bovine species, herbivorous 
by nature and both a browser and a grazer. 
They feed on leaves, twigs of trees, shrubs 
and grasses of their particular choice. They 
cover long distances in search of their 
selective food plants, good sheltered areas 
and a fresh water source. They can climb 
hilly terrains and move about mountain 
tracts. Mithun are cool area preferring 
animals, and thus usually feed during 
morning and late evening. They takes rest 
near a cool, shaded area near water sources 
ruminating themselves when the sun is hot 
and retire into deep, secure places during 
evening  hours.  Besides  feeding  on  plants  

they like to lick salt fed by the owners, which 
is practiced by tribal people of Arunachal 
Pradesh to keep in touch with the animal. For 
salt licking, they visit the owner’s house, 
licks salt and return to its natural habitat once 
again. This makes easier for the owner to 
recognize his s and thereby to know their 
health, maturity and gestation periods.  

There are many fodder plants for being 
grown in the breeding farms by the 
Veterinary and Animal Husbandry 
Department, Govt. of Arunachal Pradesh like 
i) Guinea grass, (ii) Oat grass, (Fig.1) (iii) 
Bahonia purparia, (iv) Plants of Musa 
species and (v) Bamboos, etc. Besides these, 
there are many food plants and trees found in 
the natural vegetation of Arunachal Pradesh 
like (i) Picus species, which includes Picus 
roxburgl, P. limpongua, P. insipida, etc. (ii) 
Dendrocalamus stractus, (iii) Dendrocala -
mus hamiltoniss, (iv) Plants of Musa species, 
(v) Orechnida integrefolia, etc. Some of the 
food plants are presented in Fig. 1 (A,B,C). 

 

  
Fig. 1 : Food Plants of Mithun, A. Oat Grass, B. Guinea Grass, C. Picus Insipida 
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Physical characteristics 
Mithuns are massively built and fleshly 
animals. Males are usually heavier and larger 
than the females.  
(a) Males: Height = 130-155 cm at shoulder, 
      Weight = 450-650 kg in average 
(b) Females: Height = little lesser than males,     
      Weight = 300-400 kg in average 
The young ones are brown by body coat 
(Fig. 2) that darkens with age while adults 
are dark or creamy white. Head is well 
developed, triangular in shape with well-
developed frontal bone. Horns are prominent 
with black to whitish in colour, slightly 
upward curve without terminal inward sweep 
well developed is present. Dorsal ridge is 
well developed while hump is absent. The 
legs  are  strong  enough  to   support    the                         

massive body.  Horns in males are greater in 
circumference than in females. Horn length 
varies from 10-20 cm. Neck length and 
circumference is higher in males. Dewlap is 
well developed in both the sexes. The body 
length, girth and depth increase with 
advancing age without any significant 
changes in both the sexes. In male body 
length is 113.33 cm and 104 cm in female in 
average. Body depth is almost same in both 
the sexes. Abdominal girth increases from 12 
months of age pouch girth is 179.80 cm in 
adult females while 179.40 cm in adult 
males. It is reported that forearm length, fore 
shank circumference increases after 12 
months especially in males. No report for 
comparison is available. The body coat 
colour in ranges from blackish to blackish 
brown with white stockings in between 
blackish color on mature.  

  
Fig. 2 :  A.Mithun Calf, B. Mithun in farm, C. Growth rings on horn (Arrow) 

Growing attention of the world towards 
Biodiversity Conservation has been obs -
erved from last 10 years. Conven -
tionally, Arunachal Pradesh   falls under 
the 2nd Biodiversity hot spot region of 
N.E. Himalayan range after Western 
Ghats, in India. Specifically, North-East 
region is regarded as 12th mega bio -
diversity hotspot of the world. Arunachal 
Pradesh has a wide diversification in its 
vegetation due to varying altitudes12. 
Every vegetation possessing its own rich 

 -ness in animal diversity. And the land 
is booned with a unique but a vulnerable 
bovine species Mithun (Bos frontalis), 
which is although semi-domesticated is 
entirely dependent on the natural 
vegetation of the wild, an important 
feature of the species. Thus, in the year 
1988, the animal was declared as the 
State animal for being deeply rooted in 
the cultural and social life of most of the 
dominant tribes of the State. It is clearly 
evident and to be noted that, the animal 
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is completely dependent on the natural 
vegetation for its food and shelter11. The 
natural vegetation being characterized by 
diversification in plant species, which 
harbors animal diversity13. Thus, it 
becomes necessary for us to pay priority 
importance to the Biodiversity Conserv-
ation as a conservation measure for the 
vulnerable species. In the present study, an 
attempt has been made to document ecology 
and present status of the species in 
Arunachal Pradesh.  Mithun pauses as the 
State animal of Arunachal Pradesh and is 
deeply rooted in the cultural harmony of 
majority of the tribal people of Arunachal 
Pradesh. It is being used in every aspect of a 
tribal life in the State, from bride price to 
case settlements and from ritual sacrifices to 
economic boosting.  

Despite being the State animal, Mithun 
(Bos frontalis) remains to be a vulnerable 
and a poorly documented species6. Its 
vulnerability is expressed in the words of 
tribal people rearing the animal. It has been 
observed that the Mithun population used to 
come out from the dense forest in the night 
and prefers to stay in the jungle during 
daytime. As such, it is very difficult to carry 
a proper census of Mithun population. Till 
now, the population Mithun has been 
determined from the secondary source like, 
questionnaire and statistical reports of 
Arunachal Pradesh. As such there is no 
concrete report on their population figure in 
the whole State, which is a proof of its poor 
documentation. Their preference for a habitat 
below 5,000 m above sea level abundant 
with food plants of subtropical vegetation is 
a limiting factor in context of management. 
Since Mithuns are selective browsers, they 

have specific wild food plants besides those 
that are consumed by other domesticated 
ruminating cattle13. But except for few plant 
species like Musa species, Dendrocalamus 
species, etc. no proper documentation of 
Mithun’s wild food plants have been done 
till date. Method of rearing and domestica-
tion by the tribal people does not encourage 
maximum communication from the owners 
to them, whereby the Mithuns are left over to 
graze for themselves for months long. This 
paves danger for them to be attacked by wild 
beasts and other epidemic diseases that could 
lead to their steep population decline2. It is 
often difficult to trace a Mithun in the deep 
forests for vaccination. So, there needs to 
implement the modern techniques of rearing 
and domestication for better vigilance, 
vaccination, census reports, biomedical 
researchers including artificial insemination 
techniques, breed characterization and docu-
mentation, etc. The animal husbandry and 
veterinary department, Govt. of Arunachal 
Pradesh, have set up recently three breeding 
farms. Two are in Papum Pare district 
(Sagalee and Lichi) and one in West Siang 
district (Kamki). But the State Govt. to carry 
out any research works forbids these farms 
of sufficient infrastructures.  

CONCLUSION 

Increasing urbanization with unplanned 
strategies is depleting the natural environ -
ment of the Mithuns. Arunachal Pradesh 
being one of the biodiversity hotspots in 
India, Mithun one of its unique species 
remains to be vulnerable. Still, with more 
interest and concern, the Govt. of Arunachal 
Pradesh can conserve the diversity in the 
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State with special interest on Mithuns 
through some of the following points 

Conservation strategy 

(a) Through Conservation of Natural 
habitat                         
Which can   be   achieved  maximum through 
ban on shifting cultivation (Jhum) and 
development of a new agro forestry 
practices.  
(b)Education and Awareness Programmes         

 Awareness can play the greatest role in 
understanding the significance of biological 
diversity. Lack of proper awareness 
programme is one of the limiting factors for 
biological conservation in the state today. 
Through Awareness Campaign local beliefs 
like unending races of Mithuns can be 
replaced by its vulnerability status.  

(c) Complete Domestication  
Complete domestication could be one of the 
alternatives for propagation of the Mithun 
population. This could be achieved through 
establishment of more breeding farms. Com -
plete domestication would then facilitate 
timely vaccination preventing from epidemic 
and endemic diseases. This would on broader 
scale facilitate easy breeding researches, 
genetic exploitation, germplasm conservation 
programmes and other biomedical              
researches.  

(d) Ban on mass sacrifices  

Mithun being closely associated with 
tradition and culture of the tribes of 
Arunachal Pradesh are scarified for rituals 
and matrimonial functions. Public awareness 
and Government should take proper steps for 
sustainable population of Mithun. 
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