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Landscape level initiatives for sustainable
snow leopard conservation !

With the passage of time, the frontiers of conservation have
been changing. Conservation efforts that started with controlling
poaching have today reached a phase of implementation of
biodiversity conservation based on the concept of conservation
beyond borders at the landscape level, through the conservation
of rare and endangered species, of important ecosystems and
habitats, integrated conservation and social development. Today,
the sustainable conservation of biodiversity is not possible without
thinking beyond political, organizational or commercial borders
or by focusing on preservation of only one ecosystem. On top of
that, when it comes to conservation of an animal like the snow
leopard, which has an expansive habitat, conserving a limited area
is not enough; it is impossible to conserve snow leopard without
conserving diverse and intricately tied ecosystems within the
country, and through leadership, cooperation and coordination
between various stakeholders, in and out of the country.

Landscape level programs have been implemented in Hindukush
region for the sustainable conservation of snow leopard, by
enhancing the locals’ livelihoods and ensuring co-existence between
the snow leopards and humans. The habitat of snow leopard
encompasses |2 nations around the Hindukush region, spreading
across 1,835,000 sq. km.About 27,432 sq. km of that falls in Nepal.

Following the concept of landscape conservation, Nepal had
launched such a program for the first time in Terai region in 2001
titled ‘Terai Arc Landscape Program’. Shortly afterwards, many
programs that extended beyond borders were launched—the
Kailash Landscape Program, which covered Nepal’s Darchula,
Bajhang, Humla and Baitadi district, including India’s Uttarakhanda
state and China’s Mansarovar region; Kanchanjanga Landscape
Program also covered Nepal’s Taplejung, Panchthar, llam and Jhapa,
India’s Sikkim and West Bengal and Bhutan; Chitwan Annapurna
Landscape Program that extends its remit from Chitwan to
Mustang and Kaligandaki corridor, and other districts; and Pabitra
Himali Landscape Program that connects eastern and central
Himalayan ecosystems. WWF Nepal and ICIMOD have made
important contributions for the development and expansion of the
landscape level initiatives.

Nepal’s Snow Leopard Conservation Action Plan (2017-22) has also
indicated the need for landscape programs to conserve the big cat
species whose habitat covers a large area. Likewise, according to
Global Snow Leopard and Ecosystem Protection Program (GSLEP)
goals, as part of the '20 within 2020’ program, which states that, by
2020, 20 landscapes in 12 countries where snow leopards thrive will
be preserved, Nepal has already secured three landscapes. These
are secured based on snow leopard’s natural habitat, distribution,
density, and availability of the prey base.

The Himalayan regions where snow leopards thrive are also integral
sources of drinking water, biodiversity, economic development
and human civilization for large population of Asia. It is necessary
to strike a fine balance between its sustainable conservation
and development. Thus, making it imperative that landscape level
conservation be advanced.
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Karan Bahadur Shah

We had reached Hilsa at the Nepal-China border after
trekking for five days from Simikot, Humla’s district
headquarters, to study the biodiversity of Limi Valley. We
were a group of ten people and about |6 mules/horses.
Hilsa is a small valley; China lies in its north-west, and Nepal
in south-east. Humla Karnali, the river flowing from China
has a newly-built bridge over it. We spent a night at Hilsa
and early next day crossed that bridge to reach Limi.After
making a steep climb for half an hour we arrived at a plain
landscape and spotted a trap made of nylon thread placed
to kill snow pigeons. Scattered in the ground were grains
of rice and white feathers suggesting pigeons were indeed
trapped there.The locals told us that people came there all
the way from Hilsa to poach and the possibility that other
wildlife were also being hunted could not be ruled out.

It must be a result of poaching that we couldn’t spot wildlife
like Blue sheep, Himalayan tahr and Himalayan goral as
expected after a nearly four-hour long trek. Butterflies,
lizards and snakes should have been spotted too because it
was morning but they were nowhere to be seen.We could
see the old excreta of animals like Red fox,Veasel and Beech
marten but not their footsteps with yaks, horses and mules
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trailing the road having erased them. After trekking for four

hours we found a newly-repaired stone spout along the side
of the road where there was also a long stone platform the
resting spot. Sitting there we had our lunch brought from
Hilsa.We drank from our water bottles and refilled them.

Our journey began again after lunch there’s a distinct charm
to trekking inTibet’s rocky hills.Itis impossible to putin words
the sheer fun of it; you never know what exotic landscape
or object you'll encounter next. But the atmosphere there
was different.We had to walk across barren, steep land with
scarce presence of herbs. The Humla Karnali river flowed
downstream and across it a barren hill forming a right
angle. Around it revolved vultures. Looking at it through a
binocular one could spot the vultures’ habitat and vultures
resting.As for other four-legged wildlife however, they were
nowhere to be seen.We were surprised as to why despite
such a favorable environment wildlife feeding on grass such
as Blue sheep and Himalayan tahr were absent ones that
were supposed to be seen in hordes. Maybe because the
sun was approaching its zenith the wildlife was resting in
some obscure places or maybe they were disturbed by the
roar of helicopters carrying passengers from Simikot to
Mansarovar flying at low altitudes. But if these animals were
present then snow leopards must have been there too yet
even after walking such a long distance we couldn’t spot any
sign of their presence.



On course we came across five villagers traveling from Limi
and their two dozen yaks a few horses and dogs.Some friends
in our group knew those villagers so we began to exchange
pleasantries. | took a chance to ask them the reason why
the wildlife was nowhere to be seen. All of them blamed
poaching and also said that the poachers were outsiders.

We alternated between walking and resting at some places
we had to walk through the middle of dense barren hills
but the road was wide enough for loaded yaks and mules
to traverse.We were unable to find any water source once
we started trekking after lunch and we had heard that if we
walked fast we could reach the water source by five in the
evening.After walking for nearly five hours we began to spot
signs left by snow leopard perhaps because the land was
so far from human settlement there was presence of snow
leopard’s prey.The more we moved ahead more signs left by
snow leopard could be seen scrapes on the grounds, smell
of the urine, its stool. Some signs were fresh as if just four
or five days old.And it appeared that all those signs were left
behind by a single snow leopard. Some friends in our group
appeared to have taken joy at seeing those signs for the first
time. Measuring and photographing those signs according to
our necessity we kept on moving ahead.

It was about half past five in the evening when we reached a
makeshift source of water in Jhompalma.We could reach the
first village in Limi valley only after walking a full day that’s
why we decided on staying the night over there.There was
a large rock over the gorge beside which was a makeshift
fireplace. That was a place where porters setting out for
Limi from Hilsa would stay the night, out of compulsion.

We cleaned up the fireplace at first and thought of lighting
up the gas instead of firewood. There was not enough plain

ground so we set up five-six tents in a row in the road itself.

We left a flat-bottomed cooking pot under the water source
with a very narrow thread of water so that we could use the
accumulated water for contingent purposes.

After a short while boys in the kitchen fetched us black
coffee and biscuits. We began to chat relishing coffee and
biscuits. Even though the youths among us looked very tired
they feigned their exhaustion to the aged. Hence | and our
team leader Raju proposed we travel a little distance and
set up a few camera traps on the road. | politely said “If we
set up cameras at least we'd have information about the
wildlife’s movement in the region at night. It is highly likely
that we could capture Red fox and Beech marten because
they are the famous nocturnal animals and like to come near

human settlement. | have seen that they tend to feed on
bones and human’s leftover food etc. | will go too. Let’s go
and set up at least three cameras and by the time we return
the dinner would be ready here.”

We a team of three set out with three cameras and within a
range of 200m from our makeshift camp two roads diverged
upward and downward.We thought it the best place to set
up an automatic camera. And since the dark was getting
thicker we set up two other cameras at a little distance
from there and returned to the camp. On the road | said in
jest “If these cameras don’t capture the wildlife they’d let us
see the people who come to steal our goods.” The friends
burst out in laughter. | was filled with joy too.

Upon reaching the camp Raju said “I'd guarantee that if
nothing else the cameras would capture the Pika.” And there
were indeed Pikas frolicking around us maybe they loved the
company of humans.

After having our dinner the team started to make some
noise to enjoy ourselves. But our team leader Raju urged us
to stop, get inside the tent and sleep. He also said that we'd
have to empty the road by seven in the morning because by
then locals would already be reaching that spot with yaks
and mules. Some of us went to sleep others however were
reluctant and began to add a few more drinks.

At about six in the morning we awoke a young teammate
after a difficult attempt and asked him to fetch the cameras.
The young man brought the cameras in a while. | asked him
to provide the cameras to Yadav Ghimire who was snoring
inside the tent beside mine.After a while another teammate
provided me with black coffee and biscuits. As | started
sipping the coffee Yadav started shouting excitedly “Oh god!
It’s great!”

| reciprocated the excitement and asked, “What happened,
bro?” “Snow leopard” was the reply. “The first set camera
captured a snow leopard, sir”” | wanted to ask “Its head or
tail?” but it was not a time for joke, because Yadav’s jubilant
voice made me hundred percent assured that the camera
had indeed captured a snow leopard. | left coffee and
biscuits at the tent and hurried to Yadav’s. Before | could
say anything Yadav flashed the laptop’s monitor in my face
as if declaring that the screen made more sense than he
could. What appeared in the screen was what is supposed
to be the signifier of a fresh healthy ecosystem of one of
world’s most beautiful Himalayan regions stepping out from
the edge of the dirt road—a snow leopard.
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Nepal's snow leopard habitats

have been divided into three landscapes
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positionsincluding Assistant Warden, Warden, Chief Wardenin the Protected
Areas of Tarai, Mountain and Himalayas for 22 years, for almost three years
as Deputy Director General in the Department and as Provincial Secretary
of Province 2 for one year. Dr. Kandel did his MSc in Wildlife Science from
the Wildlife Institute of India, Dehradun under the Saurashtra University and
obtained his PhD in Ecology of Asian Wild Buffalo of Koshitappu Wildlife
Reserve, Nepal from Mizoram University, India. He has published more than
20 scientific articles in the national and international journals. He shared the
updates of snow leopard conservation initiatives to Anil Adhikari, Editor of
the Snow Leopard Magazine.
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What are the contributions of landscape level initiatives
to snow leopard conservation?

By the concept of landscape conservation, Nepal had
launched such a program for the first time entitling
‘TaraiArc Landscape Program (TAL).Shortly afterwards,
many programs that extend beyond borders were
launched—the Kailash ‘landscape’ program, which
touched Nepal’s Darchula, Bajhang, Humla and Baitadi
district,including India’s Uttarakhanda state and China’s
Mansarovar region; Kanchanjanga ‘landscape’ program
touched Nepal’s Taplejung, Panchthar, llam and Jhapa,
India’s Sikkim and West Bengal and Bhutan; Chitwan
Annapurna ‘landscape’ program that extends its remit
from Chitwan to Mustang and Kaligandaki corridor,
and other districts; and Pabitra Himali ‘landscape’
program that connects eastern and central Himalayan
ecosystems. WWF Nepal and ICIMOD have made
important contributions to develop and extend these
programs.

Nepal's snow leopard habitats have been divided
into three regions, the eastern, central and western,
and declared as snow leopard landscape. These are
based on snow leopard’s natural habitat, distribution,
density and availability of the prey base. A climate
smart management plan has been implemented in the
eastern Himalayan landscape. Meanwhile, the snow
leopard conservation procedure has also emphasized
conservation on landscape level and coordination
beyond borders. Focus is also put on programs like
conservation of habitat and snow leopard prey base,
curbing human-snow leopard conflicts, prey research,
enhancing locals’ livelihoods,adapting to climate change
and coordination at the local and transboundary level
and beyond the borders. Snow leopard conservation
committee and anti-poaching control groups have
been mobilized to enhance locals’ participation in
conservation, to curb poaching and to contribute to
the research.

Do you think that the three secured snow leopard
landscape as per the goal of Global Snow Leopard

The
Snow Leopard |Page 10

& Ecosystem Protection Program help to safeguard
snow leopard’s food, and habitat and to protect and
increase snow leopard population? If yes, how?

In what is done for the first time in the world, Nepal
has implemented the ‘climate smart’ Landscape
Conservation and Management Plan. According to
the conservation areas’ annual programs, the illegal
international trade of snow leopard and poaching
have been curbed; research and monitoring have been
intensified;community-level participatory conservation
enhanced; challenges created by infrastructural
development controlled; climate smart management
planning implemented; stakeholders’ capacity has
been built; management of areas beyond borders and
implementation of law ensured; and conservation
education has been introduced.

In the three Landscapes that Nepal has already
secured, including Kangchenjunga Conservation
Area, Lamgtang and Shey Phoksundo National
Park, special programs focusing on snow leopard
conservation have been implemented with the
support from WWF Nepal. Likewise, Gaurishankar,
Annapurna and Manaslu Conservation Areas which
have been managed by the National Trust for Nature
Conservation (NTNC) is running programs such as
snow leopard conservation, awareness building and
stakeholders’ capacity enhancement, and research.
Efforts have also been put in by the Ministry of Forests
and Environment, Department of National Parks and
Wildlife Conservation, Forest and Soil Conservation
Department, provincial and local governments, various
organizations, educational institutions, NGOs and civil
society. These programs have made a positive impact
on snow leopard’s habitat, prey base and population.

The Livestock Insurance Program currently in operation
feels like it has only provided relief to farmers because
they don’t cover hundred percent loss as national level
insurance programs do, because of which the farmers
do not seem supportive about insurance. How can we
improve this situation?

A livestock insurance program has come into effect
at the local level in Kangchenjunga Conservation Area,
a habitat of snow leopard, since 2010. The program
that is launched jointly the Department of National
Parks and Wildlife Conservation and WWF Nepal has
initiated the Snow Leopard Conservation Committee
under Conservation Area Management Committee
(CAMC) and under which a Snow Leopard Provident
Fund is managed. The interest out of which is being
provided as relief to the farmers, who have become
victims of snow leopard attacks on their livestock. A
program of same nature is also being launched in Shey
Phoksundo National Park. The Livestock and Crops
Insurance scheme is being implemented since 2012
for mitigation of the risk for the commercialization of
agriculture and loss reduction.



ir_']r”I"AI

The government through the Ministry of Agriculture
has brought a directorial to provide compensation for
crop and livestock damage. From this provision, the
farmer gets 75 percent subsidy on the total premium
amount to pay to the insurance companies. It hasn’t
been able to effectively implement the insurance
programs in the Himalayan and rural areas because
of their remoteness and lack of awareness among the
farmers. The insurance scheme has helped farmers
receive compensation easily.

Does the department have a concrete plan to promote
and expand snow leopard tourism or has it put forward
such a plan?

The department has placed wildlife-based tourism in
high priority.A snow leopard research center has been
established in Kangchenjunga Conservation Area to
help tourists. Information centers have been set up in
Sagarmatha, Shey Phoksundo, Lamgtang National Parks
and Kangchenjunga Conservation Area. Likewise, the
department has facilitated facelift and construction
of trekking routes, and construction of infrastructure
on private-public partnership basis. Further, it is
essential to identify strategic locations for promotion
of ecotourism in high Himalayas, construct tourism
friendly infrastructure, enhance reach and participation
of locals, ensure development of private sectors and
promote wildlife tourism friendly places.

How are Nepal, Bhutan, China and India collaborating
on the landscape level initiatives for protecting snow
leopards?

[l

ffera
e el Tl | [ @

o ifica PP

gl feromEd

Presently, there have been lesser instances of
coordination and communication between stakeholders
at landscape level due to the Covid 19 and its impacts.

Human -wildlife conflict is emerging as a critical issue for
snow leopard conservation.As a result, snow leopards
are being killed. What plans are the Government of
Nepal taking to sustainably conserve the snow leopard
in the future?

We are adopting strategies to make snow leopard
conservation more effective by habitat management,
controlling illegal trade, upgrading the shelters for
livestock, livestock insurance, study and research,
mobilization of local organizations and communities
and expanding education publicity.

How is the central level Ministry of Forest and
Environment (MoFE) planning to coordinate the
National Snow Leopard Survey, Snow Leopard
Conservation Action Plan (SLCAP), streamlined
compensation mechanisms, veterinary services with
Provincial and Rural Municipality level government
bodies as these are important issues to be addressed
for the snow leopard conservation?

These issues are still under discussion.We are working
on putting in place a more effective coordination and
collaboration and results based mechanism in the
future.

Photo source: Ram Chandra Kandel
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Meal of SNOW LEOPARD

All beings need plenty of food for survival and energy
Diverse and balanced diet support life full of synergy

Snow leopard feed on the wild animals in their very habitat
These are in the risk of extinction for poaching and other threat

Blue Sheep and Himalayan Tahr of high mountain are its main kill
But relish on the tiny tailless Pika if other big animals are nil

Musk Deer and Tibetan Ass also become its food
Live on Himalayan Marmot if it is deprived of something good

It also loves Argali and Common Goral
Wild Boar falls prey to its deadly attack

Shrewd Langur cannot save itself from Snow leopard
When found in habitat Himalayan Monal is also not spared

Habit of eating the grass is still a big mystery
Trot to the water source when feeling thirsty

Snow leopard prey on the Tibetan Wooly Hare to survive
Conflict with the human when it attacks livestock’s life
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Story of SNOW LEOPARD

Elusively live in the rugged mountains slope
Very few study and research to increase our hope

Depends on Blue Sheep and Himalayan Tahr to live
But prey on sheep, goat, horse and yak when in need

Belong to the family of carnivorous big cat

Aarati Khatri Ambush the livestock when they get close

Destroy much of the livestock every year
How we can keep the shepherds out of fear

Criminal and illegal to trade trophy of snow leopards
Fifteen years of imprisonment whoever involves in the actions

Nepal estimates three hundred one to four hundred in the number
But vulnerable for the retaliation killings and conflicts with farmers

Predator proof corral is the best remedy for the long-term conservation
Livestock insurance is the only solution for livelihood protection

Lets' not harm the snow leopards, the gift of nature, my friends
Lets' create awareness in society and school to make it a grand
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This story portrays an unforgettable incident on how
field biologist Kamal Thapa and his colleague Lalu
Gurung rescued and rehabilitated a snow leopard at
Manang’s rural Phu village.

On April 12,2021, | along with my friend Lalu Gurung,
a native of Tanahun, headed off to Nar-phu, the rural
village in Manang. Nar-phu, which lies in the Narpabhumi
Rural Municipality, is the habitat of snow leopard and its
main prey species the blue sheep.The objective of our
trip was to study the blue sheep.

It had been four years since Lalu and | were
frequenting Phu village after leaving work at Annapurna
Conservation Area Project (ACAP). On that trip we
were treated with the rare view of the snow leopard
just in the second day of the arrival at the village—
either because Phu had a dense population of the snow
leopard or because we had an experience of over two
decades. We were very hopeful this time around too.
We didn’t get to see the snow leopard on the first day.

At dinner time, Tasi Khanto Lama, the landlady of the
hotel we were staying at, informed us that a snow
leopard had killed a blue sheep near the Phu gate. |
have known her for over 20 years. But we couldn’t get
to experience that incident on the way. “People might
have already taken the meat left behind by the snow
leopard; what would you see?” Tasi said, curtly. It was
already late into the night, so we planned to go visit the
incident site tomorrow and hit the bed.

The next day around four pm, we headed off to the
incident site. As we approached it, Lalu signaled that
| had my camera ready. | clicked three shots quickly. |
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felt grateful to the snow leopard for gracing us with
its presence. Even though the picture was hazy, it was
enough to recognize the animal.

We were sure that the Snow leopard would come back
to find its hard-earned kill. It’s not so easy for the Snow
leopard to hunt the blue sheep.| remember what snow
leopard expert Dr. Som Ale once had said, “Blue sheep
takes great risks to save its life. A small mistake can be
a cause for its death. But the snow leopard doesn’t take
as much risk.”

A few days later, a snow leopard that was calling
incessantly at a grassland above Phu village, scared us.
We were surprised, hearing an out-of-season call. Later,
when we went investigating, we found it had killed a yak
of three or four years. Perhaps it was a warning call to
us to stay away from the place.

On April 21, we planned to visit Nar early in the
morning.We requested the landlady to prepare a heavy
breakfast and pack the lunch. Just as we were sipping
tea, a rumour began to spread that a snow leopard had
killed goats. | peeked outside from the hotel kitchen
and observed the scene. People were roaming around,
making noise.

At the same time, upon seeing a middle-aged woman
heading off to Okhal corral sobbing, Lalu and | glanced
at each other.There were other people running behind
her too. Okhal is about some |5 minutes’ walk away
from where we were staying. On the night of April
20, news spread out that a snow leopard had caused
havoc in the corral of local person Tenjing Karsang
Lama, preying on the goats. We headed off to Okhal



with our camera. But near Okhal’s shed, a middle-aged
man scoffed at us, “Hey sir; why are you here? Please
return right away.” We did as tell quietly. As strangers,
we had no other option.

| heard a whistle blowing before reaching the village.
Tenjing Karsang had gestured us to stop by.VVe stopped.
“Sirs, please stay in the village. In the afternoon, | will
provide you with pictures of dead goats. And please
hand them over to ACAP.That way, it would be easier
for me to get compensation,” Karsang said. But he
looked heartbroken. His body language and look in the
eye told as much. For me, it had been over 20 years
since | knew Karsang brother. Back then he was a
cheerful young man of 45. Only two days ago, | had a
video interview with him about the foxlight.

A Fox light is an instrument which gets charged on
sunlight and radiates light of different colours in the
night. It is used to keep predators such as snow leopards
away from attacking livestock. In Phu village, fox light
was distributed to livestock farmers. Tenjing was also
using the instrument. In the interview, he had thanked
me as the light was working. But the subsequent
incident posed a question on the instrument’s efficacy.

Lalu and | were getting ready for dinner when a group
of youths and school teachers requested me, in a
hurried tone, to go to Okhal. | wondered why they had
asked me to go after stopping me earlier. Only then did
| know that a snow leopard had been trapped in the
corral. They expected that | would take photos of goats
and submit it to the government, but | had not imagined
that a snow leopard would be at the corral till that late.
Lalu and | immediately hurried off to Okhal just leaving
the food we were about to take. The incident scene
was not how | had imagined. Even for a small village, a
crowd had already gathered at the scene.

Some villagers were arguing that the snow leopard
should be rescued and taken to Central Zoo in
Kathmandu. And if that is not possible, then monetary
provision should be made for immediate relief. Because
| had been visiting the village for years and was working
on snow leopard and blue sheep, it was natural that
they were expressing their grievances to me.

But | informed them that | was not an authorised
person. Instead relayed the situation to ACAP Chief,
Raj Kumar Gurung, and deputy chief of Narpabhumi
Rural Municipality. In the wild, it takes a lot of time
and resources to trap a snow leopard. But there, the
predator was right in front of us.“It would be good if
we could place a transmitter in its neck,” | told Lalu. It
was the right time for research. | requested the ACAP
administration to consult with the stakeholders to
make available a satellite GPS collar.

After a day of chaos and debate, it was already 4 pm.
The weather was getting adverse, thanks to snowfall.
Three Nepal Police personnel were already at the
incident site. | felt some sense of relief thinking that
now the snow leopard would survive. | felt safe too.
But despite the presence of the police, the problem
remained intact because the ACAP headquarters was
not addressing my and the villagers’ demands. The
authorities were saying the snow leopard should be left
in its natural habitat. But in front of a crowd of people,
it was not possible.

That chaotic moment was not over. It was already 10
in the evening. After that, we all left to have dinner. A
discussion ensued while we had our dinner. Only then
did the villagers agree to let the snow leopard escape.

At | | pm, we again headed off to the incident site. But
within an hour, the snow leopard had already escaped.
Villagers pointed to a hole from where the cat had
escaped. Around the corral, there were footprints. It
was easy to identify the footprints as the floor was
covered with snow. Now it was clear that the snow
leopard had escaped in our absence.

But even then, | felt doubtful. If anything, untoward
happened in our absence. While | was wondering,
suddenly from another corral came a sharp sound of
‘penyee’, made by a goat. That corral was about 20
meters away from the one where the snow leopard
had escaped earlier. We suspected whether the snow
leopard entered that corral. The sound of the goat was
a little peculiar, like it was attacked.

We inspected the corral through a peephole of its door.
There indeed was a snow leopard lurking. It felt like a
dream. Does anything like this ever happen? The snow
leopard that had killed 44 ou