Q&A:

ILLUMINATING THE BLIND SPOT: A STUDY ON ILLEGAL TRADE IN LEOPARD PARTS IN INDIA
1. What is TRAFFIC’s report ‘Illuminating the Blind Spot’ about?

TRAFFIC took up a study on illegal trade in Leopard skin, bones and other body parts with an aim; 
a. to provide indicators of the severity of the illegal trade in Leopard parts in India
b. to detect illegal Leopard trade hotspots 

c.  to identify regions where effective and enhanced enforcement measures can have a significant impact in curbing this trade. 
The study compiles and analyses data for 10 years from 2001-2010. We enumerate only those Leopard deaths which are related to illegal trade. Many Leopards are killed due to Leopard-human conflict, we do not assess these.
2. Why “Blind spot” in the title.

Even though media frequently reports on illegal trade and seizures of Leopard skins and other body parts, this subject has not received the attention that it deserves. The crime of illegal trade in Leopards seems to be our collective blind spot.
3. What motivated TRAFFIC to take up this study?
Reports of Leopard poaching and their illegal trade in India are frequent. However there was no systematic assessment regarding the magnitude of this trade and the prevailing trends. With no strategy in place to assess and take appropriate action, Leopard numbers could dwindly rapidly, just as happened to the Tiger. TRAFFIC has been concerned about the future of Leopards in India and the impact illegal trade can have on the species. It initiated the study to highlight the magnitude of the trade, its hotspots, trends and to suggest remedial actions. 
4. What is the population status of the Leopard in India?

Even though the Leopard is found all across India there is no reliable estimate of its population. A review of literature regarding population densities in Asia indicates that although the species may have a wide geographical range, it is unlikely to occur in relatively high abundance. 
5. What is the legal status of the species in India?

Leopard Panthera pardus is listed under Schedule I of the Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972. The Act provides the species complete protection against hunting and trade. Leopard is also listed in Appendix I of the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) that prohibits its commercial international trade. 

6. What are the main threats?

Illegal trade in Leopards’ body parts such as skins and bones continues to be one of the major threats to the species in the wild. Besides illegal wildlife trade, conflict with humans and habitat degradation and loss are taking a toll on the species. 
7. What drives illegal trade of Leopards in India?

The lucrative economic gains as a result of demand for skins and other body parts is the major driver of illegal trade of Leopards in India. Of the total seizure incidents recorded during for the 10 year period, almost 90% of seizures involved only skins. These are likely smuggled to East and South-east Asian countries. In traditional Asian medicines, Leopard parts are sometimes prescribed as substitutes for Tiger body parts. 
8. What are the key findings of the study in India?
1. Analysis of the 420 seizure incidents recorded during 2001-2010 estimated that body parts of at least 1127 Leopards were seized from illegal trade. This averages to a recorded seizure of 2.2 Leopards every week.
2. TRAFFIC’s study also estimates the undetected part of trade during this period. As per the analysis, the total estimated Leopards poached and in illegal trade in the decade 2001-2010 are around 2294. This gives an estimate of at least four Leopards poached and illegally traded, every week for the past 10 years. 
3. Delhi emerged as the most important hub of illegal trade in Leopards. It is followed by the bordering areas of Uttar Pradesh and Uttarakhand, Himachal Pradesh and Haryana. Uttarakhand emerges as a major source in contrast to Delhi which seems to be a major collection center. 
9. What is the methodology of the study?

The chief sources of data on Leopard seizure incidents for the period 2001-2010 were media reports and Forest department seizure records. Other records of mortality either reported as natural or due to conflict with people were not included. All data were geo-referenced and brought into a geographic information system for visualization and further analysis. A simple mapping of seizure locations provides an approximate understanding of where the concentrations of illegal trade are likely to be.

It was possible to arrive at a minimum number of Leopards involved in each incident, based on the seizure records. For example, in cases of recovery of bones, 6 kg of bones is assumed to account for one individual. Five skins meant five Leopards. (See page 13 of the report for more details) 
For the undetected part of the trade, ‘Mark-Recapture open population models’ were used. This method is well known for its use in estimating animal populations when it is not possible to count all individuals due to imperfection detection. 
10. What are the key recommendations? 
The study recommends the following:

· Improve understanding of illegal trade in Leopards

As a first step we need to better understand Leopard trade dynamics in India. Detail information on source areas, key trading centres, modus operandi of poachers and smugglers are required to curb this crime effectively. A Leopard seizure and mortality log should be maintained along the lines of the NTCA’s tigernet web portal.  
· It is generally assumed that the drivers for Leopard trade are similar to those which drive trade in other Asian big cats, especially because they share the same set of poachers, middlemen and traders. However human-Leopard conflict is a significant driver for Leopard mortality and while it has not been analysed, it would be realistic to assume that such conflict would also be a contributor to supplying the trade. It is important to study this connection.
· Strengthen Wildlife Law Enforcement

There is also a need to strengthen wildlife law enforcement efforts. Better information sharing mechanisms for law enforcement agencies needs to be in place, to address a source-to-end market continuum for trade in Leopard parts. 
· Ecological knowledge on Leopards should be gathered with a sense of urgency
Assessment of threats to Leopards and formulation of conservation strategy cannot take place in the absence of sound ecological and biological information on distribution, population biology and behaviour. The Leopard is one of our least studied large cats. This needs to change for better chances of survival of the species.
