Shadows of extinction
By Mohammad Niaz


[image: image1.jpg]


As the world is fast becoming a global village, the world of nature is shrinking too because of the indiscriminate use of resources and an increased biotic pressure. Wildlife territories have been encroached upon by human beings. Today, the shadows of extinction loom large over many flora and fauna all around the world.

This observation is true with regard to wildlife species found in the natural habitats of Pakistan as well. In our country, the expansion of human population in hilly areas has threatened the fragile ecological equilibrium and altered the habitat of top predators like leopards. This phenomenal alteration often causes conflicts between wildlife and human beings that result either in timely interventions or extinction of different species.

In Pakistan, there are only two species of leopards: one is the common leopard and the other is snow leopard. Both types of leopards are listed in the Convention of International Trade in Endangered Species of flora and fauna (CITES) Appendix 1. The snow leopard, a majestic animal, is listed as “critically endangered” among the 195 mammals that the World Conservation Union has placed on its national “red list”.

Leopards belong to the group of big cats. With diverse distribution, common leopards are found throughout Africa and Asia. They can also be seen in India, Sri Lanka, Malaysia, Burma, India, Pakistan, and the Middle East. In Pakistan, the species is confined to Himalayan forest regions up to the tree line or lower altitude valleys in the more arid mountainous regions further north. It is also found in the mountainous areas of Waziristan, Balochistan, Sindh Kohistan, Swat Kohistan, and Hazara.

The habitats of both leopards are heavily used by human beings for different purposes including livestock grazing, fuelwood collection, grass cutting, timber extraction, medicinal plants collection, deliberate fires, and illegal hunting. Due to this, their free roaming in their natural habitat gets confined to certain limits.

It often happens with leopards that in search of their prey they get into livestock enclosures in which the animals are penned for the night where they kill many of them. So they are always regarded with fear and even contempt in Pakistan and have been ruthlessly persecuted whenever encountered. Though common leopards feed on crop destroying Rhesus monkeys and porcupines, because of their livestock predation the fact is considered a threat to their survival too.

Many years ago, common leopards became extinct in many parts of the NWFP. In Galiat too they disappeared in the late ‘70s. It was the establishment of the Ayubia National Park in 1984 that helped rehabilitate monkeys and other species. Consequently, the population of leopards increased in Galiat in the late ‘80s.

Leopards perform an important ecological function in the ecosystem by playing a pivotal role in maintaining food chain or food web. Leopards attack livestock while they’re grazing inside or their main prey species are less in number due to biotic pressures. This disturbs natural equilibrium and the conflict between wildlife and human beings becomes a natural outcome which ultimately results in the killing of leopards.

Another worth mentioning aspect of the leopard dilemma is the ever-increasing households in the hilly areas where the people require land for housing and agriculture, something that makes wildlife habitat shrink. It becomes evident when at night the lights in houses appear like stars. In such a situation predators in search of their natural prey often encounter domestic cattle or human beings while cutting, felling or collecting fodder or fuelwood. So leopards are blamed for all this. That’s not correct. Who is to be blamed? Leopards can only bring restlessness in their lives at the expense of people intruding into their territory. And that’s why leopards often strike back.

Snow leopards are found in the high mountains of Central Asia and the Himalayan region in Afghanistan, Bhutan, China, India, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Mongolia, Nepal, Pakistan, the Russian Federation, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan. China has the highest number of snow leopards in the Himalayan range while Bhutan, Nepal, India, and Pakistan together have about 25 per cent of their total population; the remaining are in Central Asia. The species is considered endangered throughout its 12 ranges. Scientist estimate that there could be around 3,500-7,000 snow leopards left in the wild.

Last year, over 30 experts, including conservationists, scientists and policy-makers from Bhutan, China, Finland, India, Nepal, Pakistan, the UK and the US met in Bhutan from 14-17 March 2005 at a workshop that aimed at developing a regional conservation strategy and action plan for the endangered snow leopard in the Himalayas. It is said that snow leopards in the world are facing a crisis of existence due to their hunt for bones, pelts and other body parts, which earn high prices in the international market.

In Pakistan, they inhabit the inner Himalayan ranges where both snowfall and rainfall are scant. According to some reports, in Pakistan in 1979 there were possibly fewer snow leopards than 250; in 1992 their population was between 100 and 250; in 1995 it was in the range of 400 plus; while in 2003 it was between 200 and 420.

The World Wide Fund (WWF), the IUCN, and the Wildlife Department are striving hard to save the existing population of snow leopards through implementation of certain projects. In this regard, concrete steps for habitat conservation, conservation of prey species, illegal trades control, anti-poaching and unlawful activities, improvement in the leopard-human relationship and awareness and public mobilization programmes must be taken. There is a need for implementing composite and innovative programmes to help people and herders protect their livestock from snow leopards, providing alternative income generation means to communities and reducing the exploitation of their habitat through pragmatic management plans.


