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LADAKH’S SNOW LEOPARD s

A fighting chnnce

Rinchen Wangchuk outlines how community-based conservation
efforts can help local villagers and the elusive mountain cat
live in peaceful co-existence.

T was a frosty November morning. T sat hud-

dled with a group of travel agents outside the

Mani (large prayer wheel) in Rumbak village.
Rumbak was the first village in Ladakh’s Hemis
National Park to offer traditional home stays to
foreign and domestic rourists, The travel agents
from the nearby capital of Leh, had gathered with
the villagers and Snow Leopard Conservancy staff
to cvaluate the community-hased tourism pro-
gramme, following the summer season.

Inviting local participation

Some 4,000 tourists trek through the park each
vear, with litele or no henefit to the local commu-
nities: Bue over the past two years, villagers —
especially the women — worked hard to ger a share
in the income from tourisi.

And their cfforts paid off! Fach family had
earned abour Bs, 4,000 in che last season (2003);
an amount that meant a significant difference in
the lives of some, Padma Diolma suid, “The income
from the home stays cnabled me tw send my
daughter to a good school in Shey village — some-
thing | would have nor dreamed of abour a year
ago.” Similarly, Deskic from Hemis-Shukpachen
village said that the money that they earned was a
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Arcund SO -souriies vise the Park every year

direct income to the women at home, which en-
abled them to provide additonal support to their
family and children.

In 2002, the Snow Leopard Conservancy, in
callaborarion with Pars-based UNESCO and rthe
L5, -based The Mountain Instirure, had invited
village participation in developing eco-friendly al-
ternative livelihoods requiring minimal outside in-
vestment, linked to conservation action. The
Hemis National Park is home to the elusive snow
lcopard, whos¢ numbers are declining glabally
across the cats vast, 12-narion range, partly due to
poaching for i beaurifl fur. Although the com-
munities living within Hemis National Park do
not hunt it for mear or ies fur, thete has been a
tendency to kill the snow leopard in retaliation for
the killing of domestic livestock. In addition, the
waolf is also sometimes killed in reraliation when it
attacks domesac livestock.

The community-based rtourism activities in
these villages were concerved as a result of a plan-
ning process where villagers were asked to "discov-
er” their community strengths, local resources and
skills. Based on their answers, they were then asked
to “dream” short-term and long-term development
scenarios if necessary resources were mobilised and
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home stays. Ladakh's rich biodiversity and astrong
cultural experience make the home stays a popular

the community acted together. Finally a plan was
developed for “desipn” and “delivery™ with mini-
mil support from outside. In these workshops.
traditional home stays emetged asa viable business
that the women could conduce while continuing
their agricoltural activitics.

The Snow [_.:Lr[r;ﬂ'd Conservancy offers tech-
niczl support andfor shares the cost of activiries
based upon certain conditions being met by the
village. These conditions elearly state thar all acuv-
ities must be linked o wildlife conservation; that
there must be no killing of wolf pups and no retal-
i:alur}' l{illillg of =IO ]:_'upar:in, and that 10 per
cent of the profic fromithe tourism activities must
g0 ito 4 village conservation fund.

Strong cultural experience

Today, apart from Rumbak, nine other villages
within and outside Hemis: Mational Park offer

producr for bath domestic and intérnational vis-
itors, Last year, capacity building took the form of
training village yourh as nature puides, and many
visitors were tempied to spend a few extra days
exploring the surroundings, and discovering its
wild Hora and fauna with their guide.

When we first initated the Snow Leopard Con-
servancy four vears ago, the villagers: conld not
understand why we had chosen the name of a de-
spised predator for our organisation. Today, their
3-L".I1Iil'[!||.!l'|[.‘. are |.:r,|:1cllr::l in |:ih: w:’rnls nl!' One, I"1'l'|r_'
wildlife of Rumbak. is like the ornaments of our
mountains!” Such statements llustrate the impace
of our interventions, and contribire towards our
mission of artitudinal change of the local inhabit-
ants towards wildlife, particularly predators. At the
same tme, we know that changing attitides will
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The snow lcopard stands as the flagship species and an indicator of a
healthy environment in Central Asia and the Himalayas.
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Snow Leopard, the elusive prediacor

not happen overnighe and that the eommunitics
misr see social and economic benefits associated
with wildlife protection.

Attitudinal change

Last year, the moncy generated for the conser-
varion fund was lower than expected. This hap-
pened despite a good tourism year, and our
evaluation pointed to che fact thar a more effective
marketing strategy was needed. However, the
women used the money very ettectively. They col-
lected the garbage generated at the camping sites
during the tourist season, They filled several sacks
with cans and plastic bortles and hired packhorses
from the village to ferry them across to Leh where
they could be reeyeled. Small as this action may
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seem, it marks an initial conservation action at the
commurity level and serves as an indicarar of arri-
tudinal change in the right direction.

Another major focus of the Snow Leopard
Conservancy has been to work with herders to
improve their animal husbandry practices. We
help them find locally appropriate solutions to im-
prove their livestock enclasures so that snow leop-
ards cannot get inside and devastate the herds. For
cach village, where the livestock pens are made
predator-proof, five or more snow leopards are
protected from retaliatory killings. Tashi Largyal
from Sku-Kaya village, speaks for the herders: “In
the late evening, we put our sheep and goats inie
the new pen and walked the two miles to our
home. When we returned in the morning, there
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Animal herder) learn to cosexise Wik e smow degpard

were tracks of a snow leopard all around the pen.
This happened two nights in a row, but we lost
none of our animals. As Buddhists, we are very
happy. for the sake of our livestock, and far the
snow leapards who might now go back to hunting
blue sheep. Alsowe are very happy because now we
no longer have 1o lic awake on the cold ground

Traditional home stays emerged as
a viable business that women could
conduct while continuing with
their agricultural activities.
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next to the pen. We can go home and get a good
night's sleep.”

Simultaneously, under the leadership and guid-
ance of Dr. Rodney lackson (a leading expert on
snow leopards) we have been monitoring snow
leapards and their prey popularions, We are using
remote camera “traps” to identfy individual snow
leopards, and closely estimate the number of cats

using the area.

Like the tiger mn the jungle, the snow leopard
stands as the fagship species and an indicator of a
healthy environment in the mountains of central
Asia and the mighty Himalayas, Known for its
stealth and agility on steep rocks, this mysterious
cat remains synonymous with the word “elusive”.
However, this highly endangered and protected cat
does not live without threat from man for its sur-
vival, And likewise, man can learn to co-exist with
snow leopards:

As the last rays of the sun disappear over the
rust-colored mountains of Markha, Tashi herds his
livestock bick into the predator-proof pen after
another day's grazing. As a result of the improved
animal husbandry praceces, “neither does the
lamb die nor goes the wolf bungry” (an old Ladak-

Rinchen Wangchuk 15 Director, Snow Lenpard Conser-
vancy-India in Ladakh.

hi saying),
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