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presence in non-government-
al reserves of northern Iran

Studying elusive animals like the Felidae family is difficult given their cryptic life
history and low detectability. Monitoring these species beyond government-protected
areas is challenging due to limited access to sufficient human resources and
equipment, as well as accessibility and security concerns. In these circumstances,
researchers can complement their gathered data by incorporating the extensive
information collected by Local Ecological Knowledge. Jashlobar and Neyzevaa
Private Conservancy represent two non-governmental reserves located in northern
Iran. While the former operates within the private hunting zone protocol established by
the National Department of Environment, the latter is characterised by a collaborative
conservation plan involving the concerted efforts of NGOs and local communities. The
coexistence of locals with wildlife in these areas is marked by persistent conflicts
between them, their livestock, herder dogs, and wildlife. This symbiotic equips them
with comprehensive information on wildlife and conflict records that could assist our
research. In this study, we attempted to gain information on three felids coexisting in
these areas; the Persian leopard Panthera pardus tulliana, Caucasus lynx Lynx lynx
dinniki, and manul Otocolobus manul. We have validated and improved our scattered
camera trapping monitoring and spoor survey by using semi-structured interviews to
collect Local Ecological Knowledge. We were able to collect ten records of these three
species in areas from 2013 to 2021, and 50% of them delineated the Human Wildlife
Conflicts. Furthermore, 80% of the gathered data from these regions pertained to Local
Ecological Knowledge, which shows the importance of using this method to collect
wildlife and conflict records in these types of areas as samples of private conservancy
protected areas. Additionally, the collaboration with local communities in Neyzevaa
revealed that it would be beneficial for feline conservation if governments were to
establish independent national mechanisms, beyond private hunting zones, to support
community-based protected areas.

ran IS located at the intersection of three
biogeographic realms (Paleartic, Oriental
and Ethiopian), and has elements of these
realms (Yusefi et al. 2019). This has resulted
in a high biological diversity of wildlife
species including diverse felines. Current-
ly, Iran is home to eight felid species after
the extinction of the Asiatic lion Panthera
leo leo and the Caspian tiger Panthera
tigris (Faizolahi 2016). Iran is also home
to the westernmost and the southernmost
population of manul, only home to the Asi-
atic cheetah Acinonyx jubatus venaticus,
and encompasses the largest population
of Persian leopard in the world (Bleyhl et
al. 2022). The Persian leopard is the largest
subspecies of leopard in the world and can
be found in most provinces of Iran (Farhadi-
nia et al. 2019, Ghoddousi et al. 2022). This
species 1s considered Endangered by both
the International Union for Conservation
of Nature (IUCN Red List of Threatened
Species) and regional assessment (Yusefi

et al. 2019). Different aspects of Persian
leopard ecology have been studied in diffe-
rent parts of the country (Ghoddousi et al.
2017, Farhadinia et al. 2019, Mohammadi et
al. 2021). On the other hand, the Caucasus
lynx is a subspecies of the Eurasian lynx,
which has the widest distribution in the Lynx
genus (Sunguist & Sunqguist 2002). Eurasian
lynx has been extensively studied in Europe
but studies in Asia except for Siberia are
limited. This species has been recorded in
the mountainous forests and scrublands of
northern and western Iran (Moganaki et al.
2010, Mousavi et al. 2016). The species is
categorised as Least Concern by IUCN glob-
ally however i1t has been suggested to be
considered as Vulnerable locally (Moganaki
et al. 2010, Breitenmoser et al. 2015). There
are a few opportunistic records available of
the species, and its ecology in the region
has yet to be understood. The same lack of
information applies to the manul in Iran. It is
mentioned in the literature that 0. m. ferru-

gineus subspecies occurs In Iran (Farhadinia
et al. 2016, Moganaki et al. 2019). Manul is
one of the least understood species in Iran,
and It 1s considered as near threatened re-
gionally and least concern globally (Yusefi
et al. 2019, Ross et al. 2020). This species
occurs in stony alpine steppes and upland
hilly areas of the northeastern and south-
central provinces of the country (Farhadinia
et al. 2016).

In investigating wildlife, the most common-
ly employed method has traditionally been
observations made by humans or signs they
leave behind (Sutherland 2008, Heyer et al.
2014). Among them, Local Ecological Know-
ledge (James 1996), or combined methods
(Moller et al. 2004) are considered effec-
tive methods. Local Ecological Knowledge
methods are more effective than expensive
methods such as camera traps, especially
whnen the goal Is to study rare and anthropo-
morphic species such as felines (Van Vliet et
al. 2023). For instance, In Iran, we have rare
records each year of Eurasian lynx and manul
(Mousavi et al. 2016, Moganaki et al. 2013),
while local people often report them as these
felids have coexisted with nomads and their
dogs (Nayeri et al. 2022).

In this manuscript, we report on the coexis-
tence of Persian leopard, Eurasian lynx and
manul in two private conservancies. These
reserves are important for felines, safeguard-
ed by the efforts of local communities. The
process of collecting data for this report in-
volved collaboration between local people
and researchers by semi-structured interview
method (Chevalier & Buckles 2008, Ayalew &
Melese 2024), aligning to promote conserva-
tion efforts centered around local communi-
ties. In new methods, the presence of local
people is valuable (Brockington 2004). So, this
collaboration allows conservationists and lo-
cal people to survey sides of common topics
and actions together (Milich et al. 2021).

Methods

This study focused on two private conservan-
cies in Semnan Province in northern Iran. The
first one is Neyzevaa, a community-based
protected area NCP with a size of 520 km?.
This area Is dominated by elevated steppes
as well as Juniper trees Juniperus spp. The
average rainfall in a year is 146.8 mm. In ad-
dition, the average annual temperature of
NCP is 12.1. The average elevation of the
area 1s 1,376 m and the highest elevation
in the area is 3,726 m. The NCP region is
known as a free zone area that falls outside

07

CATnews 81 Fall 2024




felid guild in NGO reserves in Iran

08

i
R

Fig. 1. A) Location of study sltes, and B) of records of Eurasian lynx (green dot

villages (gray triangle) in the study sites.

the government laws managing protected ar-
eas. Unofficially safequarded by the Iranian
Wildlife Shepherds NGO since 2016, by local
participation approach, owing to the signi-
ficance of its biodiversity. The second area,
Jashlobar Hunting Zone Area JHA is in the
south of NCP The area size is estimated at
220 kmZ. The average rainfall is 138.1 mm,
and the average temperature is 9.6 °C. The
northern region has a high density of juniper
trees, this area is the zone of Chashm village.
Since 2021, the Department of Environment
has allowed individuals or organisations t0
use and protect JHA under the Private Hunt-
ing Zone Protacol for five-year periods. In the
south of bath areas, nomads of Sangesar live.
Overgrazing of livestock is a threat in both ar-
eas, yet it is more alarming in the south of
JHA. Moreover, despite the network of [o-
cal people that we have mobilised in recent

years to conserve the area, poaching of prey
species like wild sheep, wild goats, and wild
boar is still a rampant threat. In addition to
felines, we have identified different species
such as brown bear Ursus arctos, grey wolf
Canis lupus, bezoar goat (apra aegagrus,
arial Ovis vignei, and wild boar Sus scrofa
Also, based on observations of elder mem-
hers of nomads, red deer Cervus elaphus had
3 historical distribution in parts of NCP. Al-
though these areas don't have high-densities
of large prey, they seem to have acceptable

densities of lagomorphs. Afghan pica Ucho-

tona rufescens is known as one of the main
prey items of manul across its range (Farhadi-
nia et al. 2016, Moganaki et al. 2019, Ross
et al. 2020).

In this study, we conducted semi-structured
interviews with 48 lacal indigenous people
about their observations of felines in 5 vil-

Table 1. Felid records in NCP and JHA from 20162021 in Northern [ran.

s), Persian leopard (blue dots), manul (red dots), and ot

lages (Fig. 1). We validated their records with
a species identification picture test. How-
aver. we restricted the small cats’ records
more than other felines to the direct photos
because feral DSH cats live in the buffer of
the villages and farmland. We augmented
the data collected by the local people with
opportunistic camera trapping from 2016 t0
2021. To detect feline species in the area,
we used three camera traps (one Stealth
Cam G42N and two Agitato A323 Trail cam-
aras). After investigating paths in NCP and
JNA. we chose 12 points and set the camera
traps from May 2016 to March 2021 in four
sessions. All of the cameras were infrared,
and all the time set in video mode. Due to
the presence of nomads in the area from
June to September, we limited our camera
trapping and avoided using them during
this period. Our camera trapping periods

Common name Global conservation National conservation Reliability* Record type Sex Record date
status' status™
Caucasus lynx LG VU C1 Carcass (cause of death unknown) ~ Female 27 May 2013
C1 Carcass (drowning in the farm pool) Female 24 February 2020
C1 Direct photo Historical’
C1 Camera Trap 28 Nov. 2020
C3 Interview 19 March 2020
= Interview August 2018
Manul LC NT C1 Interview (Fig. 3) 3 October 2013°
C1 Roadkill 31 July 2019
Persian leopard EN EN C3 Scats 28 Jan. 2021
C3 Conflict report’ 14 July 2021

TJUCN (2021); 2 LC = Least Concern; NT = Near Threatened; V
dence. ® The person captured a picture could not exactly remember a date.

same place and the same husbandry in 2 weeks.

U = Vulnerable; EN = Endangered. * Yusefi et al. (2019). * C1 = hard evidence, C3 = probable evi-
§ This record was obtained from an interview in 2016. Three attacks on the herd in the
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life Shepherds NGO).

were between 26 to 28 days. Also, during
these four sessions of camera trapping, we
conducted spoor surveys within a radius of
700 meters of each station to collect foot-
prints and mark signs of felines. Finally, we
combined the data collected by the local
people with the data we recorded ourselves.

Results

We were able to collect one record of fe-
lines through scattered camera trapping
and one footprint recorded by local com-
munities (Table 1). Moreover, we collected
eight records based on Local Ecological
Knowledge. Of these ten records, five were
related to human-wildlife conflicts, which in-
cluded road kills, attacks on herds, drowning
in a farm pool, and unknown factors. All the
records of Persian leopards in the area were
historical notes by some elder members of
nomads. But while running this study and
after 5 years of working with local people,
in the winter of 2021 we received two Per-
sian leopard observation reports. Finally, we
found a Persian leopard scat at an altitude
of 2,700 m in NCP (Supporting Online Ma-
terial SOM Fig. F1). Then in the summer of
2021 when nomads came to the region, we
received reccords of three leopard attacks in
the same location from NCP in two weeks
and considered them as one record to avoid
skewing the data (SOM Fig. FZ). However, af-
ter our camera trapping, we were not able to
capture any Persian leopard. This report came
from our native network. After our field sur-
vey, we realised that some of the conflict was
related to human error because the shepherd
lost several sheep in the fog and found three
carcasses after the attack.

In May 2019, we received a report and found
a female carcass of lynx. Since a lot of time
passed after its mortality, we could not
identify the cause of death (SOM Fig. F3).
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Fig. 2. The first camera trap picture from Caucasus lynx in NCP,
the north of Iran, taken on 28 November 2020 (Photo Iranian Wild-

Rezaeian et al.

o

Fig. 3. Only hard evidence of manul after interviewing nomads
and native people to identify small cats, North of JHR. This relates

to C1 Interview in Table 1 (Photo M. Besharati Rad).

In February 2020, we received a report from
people that one female lynx died in a farm
pool. After we checked the stomach con-
tents of the carcass, we identified Afghan
pica and Eurasian magpie Pica pica remain-
ings (SOM Fig. F4). Lastly, on 28 November
2020 after 327 trap nights, we captured a
lynx at 3,200 m elevation (Fig. 2). In addi-
tion, we gained some historical lynx records
from our interviews with our local people
network (Table 1).

Concerning manul records, we received
some historical records from the local
people in our areas (Table 1, Fig. 3). On 20
October 2013, we got a roadkill report of a
manul near an active colony of Afghan pika
in NCP (SOM Fig. F5). This colony was lo-
cated on the side of the road. Afghan pikas
have a high density in both study areas, and
we identified many other colonies next to
the Chashm road.

Discussion

Based on the results of this study, we were
able to collect ten records of felines in pri-
vate conservancies by combining the scat-
tered camera trapping, spoor survey and
Local Ecological Knowledge. The results of
the semi-structured interviews were 80%
of the total information collected and ad-
ded human-wildlife conflict data that was
not accessible with the scattered camera
trapping and spoor survey method. This de-
monstrates the effectiveness of integrating
costly techniques like camera trapping with
local ecological knowledge to document
the presence of elusive felines, particularly
gathering data on their conflicts with local
communities. These findings align with the
recommendation of Moller and colleagues
(2004) as well as Van Vliet and colleagues
(2023) to leverage local ecological know-
ledge or a combination of methods. Also,

we managed to record the first lynx with
camera traps in Iran. A previous study was
not successful in documenting this species
in the northwestern of Iran (Moganaki et al.
2010). Before this study, it was believed that
Khosh Yeilagh Wildlife Refuge was the only
region in Semnan province that has manul
(Ziaie 2008). However, in recent years Far-
hadinia et al (2016) revealed reports from
western Semnan near Shahmirzad County.
With our current records, we found NCP and
north of JNA could be important habitats
for manul and can act as a corridor for the
western manul population. Given the fact
that Northeastern Iran hosts a source for the
manul (Farhadinia et al. 2016, Mohammadi
et al. 2022).

Habitat loss and fragmentation, as well as
poaching and prey depletion, are considered
the main threats to all felid species (Mousa-
vi et al. 2016, Farhadinia et al. 2016, Ghod-
dousi et al. 2022). Moreover, free-ranging
dogs are another threat to the Caucasus lynx
and manul (Nayeri et al. 2022). Although
manul has recently been downlisted from
near threatened to least concern, still more
studies and conservation initiatives are need-
ed (Ross et al. 2020). NCP is connected to
the Parvar Protected Area in the east. In the
east of this protected area there are Kiasar
National Park and Dodange Wildlife Refuge.
In addition, in the north of NCP. there is Boola
Protected Area (Fig. 1). This means that with
an improvement in the conservation of NCP
and JHA, a corridor across these protected
areas will be formed that can be used by
Persian leopard, Caucasus lynx, and manul.
While international guidelines have been
established for managing community-based
protected areas to preserve biodiversity (Mit-
chell et al. 2018, Palfrey et al. 2022), many
regions, including our study country in this re-
search, continue to rely on national laws and
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government oversight based solely on the
goals of hunting zone areas. We believe that
emphasizing the welfare of local communi-
ties in the broader public interest, rather than
catering to a limited demographic, and explor-
ing alternative livelihood solutions aligned
with sustainable development goals such as
fostering ecotourism (Hiwasaki 2006) can be
viable strategies to advance the conservation
of these areas and their valuable species,
such as endangered felines. The findings
of this research underscore the potential of
governments to formulate comprehensive
quidelines and monitoring methods for the
collaborative conservation of such areas.
This approach could facilitate higher-quality
research and protection planning, encourag-
ing broad participation from local communi-
ties and non-governmental organisations.
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