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This study focuses on the status of large mammal conservation in Bhutan, its
conservation challenges and the measures that should be taken to conserve large mammals
with special reference to Takin, Bhutan’s National Animal. With an increasing population,
rising economic expectations and economic development gaining importance over
environmental concerns, Bhutan’s natural base is at risk. To date, only about 3% of its
flora and fauna have been described. Since about 85% of the population lives in rural
communities and depend on biological resources either directly or indirectly, there is the
risk of rare species slowly being extirpated in the near future. As large mammals are
amongst the first wild life to be affected by anthropogenic activities.

The present status of large mammal conservation was determined from a detailed
analysis of available references and other sources of information. In addition, an
ecological and behavioral field study of Takin was conducted in its natural habitat in
Damji/Gathana valley of northwestern Bhutan, described as one of the primary winter
habitats of the species.

Of 9 threatened mammal species, only Pygmy Hog (Sus salvanius) is considered
critically endangered in Bhutan, though the statuses of species like Argali (Ovis ammon)
and Sloth Bear (Melursus ursinus) are also very uncertain. They probably have become
extinct in the country. Out of 11 species listed as endangered by UNEP-WCMC, 9 are
mammals. Similarly, 17 species of mammals in the country are listed as vulnerable, and
Takin (Budorcas taxicolor whitei) is one of them. Takin is restricted to the north and
northwestern part of the country. About 330-410 Takins are estimated to occur throughout '
their range, of which 2/3 are concentrated within Jigme Dorji National Park in north-
western Bhutan. Herd size in their winter range varies from 1-6 animals with an average
of 2.4 (N=13). Their activity begins at dawn, reaches a peak at around 09.00-11.30 a.m.
and drops steadily around mid noon. It then rises gradually until dusk. On average, Takins
exhibits two cycles of activity during the daytime and spend half of their activity period
(47%) on feeding. Other behavioral activities such as resting, grooming, moving and
playing cover 35, 8, 5 and 5 percent, respectively. Fecal analysis indicated that 80% of the
foraged plant species consists of browsed food plants. Species such as Elatostema
lineolatum, Brassaiopsis glomerulata and Diplacium esculanta contributed about 50% of
the animal’s diet. Tigers are potential predators of Takin. Another mortality factor, i.e,
poaching, appears to be having a negative impact on their population size in some Takin
areas. ‘

Since the animal requires large areas for their annual migration, conservation efforts
for the species, particularly habitat conservation, will also help conserve a wide range of
other high altitude fauna.
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