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Results of a Decade of Involvement 

By Rosa Jordan 
 
Ten years ago I first traveled to Playa de Oro in the Chocó rainforest of northwest 
Ecuador to present to the community the idea of designating its 10,000 hectares 
as a protected area for jungle cats.  At that time the community was planning to do 
selective logging of its forests.  This we felt would not seriously interfere with the 
cats, as long as they were not hunted.  Luckily, after a brief attempt at small-scale 
commercial logging, the community decided to retain all of their trees for their own 
use.  They designated the entire 10,000 hectares to which they hold title as a 
protected habitat for all species of neo-tropical felids, as well as for certain 
endangered birds.  Earthways supported the community by providing seed money 
for the recycling of an abandoned military barracks into a jungle lodge as a means 
of providing a sustainable income for the community and supporting the reserve.  
The lodge opened at the end of 2000.  Eco-tourism income is slowly increasing, 
but the project has yet to become self-sufficient, despite excellent management.  
Donations continue to make up the difference between what the lodge earns and 
the approximate $1500/month needed to operate it and maintain the reserve. 
 
Proyecto Tigrillo , as it is known locally, 
provides full-time jobs for four people, regular 
part-time jobs for six more, and occasional 
work for most of the adults in the village who 
wish to work at such things as carpentry, 
plumbing, boat building, and cement work.  
The community’s artisans are able to sell such 
crafts as traditional drums, and a children’s 
dance troupe is paid $25 to perform, this going 
to the school to buy much-needed supplies.  
Some small amount of food is purchased from 
women in the village for the lodge, but this is 
minimal because food production by the villagers 
does not much more than meet their own needs.  
Income from all of these sources is tiny (the best-
paid person, locally-born Mauro Caicedo who 
manages the reserve, earns only $300/month), but 
the trickle is steadily growing. 
 
Nevertheless, the community now has a vested 
economic interest in protecting the exotic cats with 
whom they share this pristine piece of rainforest.  
Visitors continue to arrive, sometimes as 
independent travelers, and sometimes as 
members of small groups organized by Tracy 
Wilson.  
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The enthusiasm of eco-tourists for the reserve’s natural beauty heightened the community’s appreciation of 
what it has, and reinforced the importance of protecting this precious habitat.  The community is encouraged 
and rewarded for its conservation efforts by various forms of support from visitors to the reserve.  For 
example, two visitors to the reserve, one from Sacramento and one from Toronto, spontaneously began 
raising money to buy supplies and hire a teacher for the community’s 84 school-aged children.  Private 
donors have contributed a new roof for the lodge, a boat motor, and funds for various community medical 
emergencies.  Many visitors return for a second and even third trip to bring friends and family members to 
Playa de Oro. 
 
This year much energy has been expended on one looming threat and two positive developments.  The threat 
is deforestation, which began at the coast about 30 miles away and has moved upriver until logging is now 
occurring on the very borders of Playa de Oro territory.  Throughout the Chocó rainforest, companies have a 
pattern of offering to buy timber, and if a village refuses, simply taking it.  For several years communities in 
the Chocó have complained to authorities about this, and at least two dozen took the matter of illegal trespass 
and stolen timber to the courts.  Ecuador’s Ministry of Environment has admitted publicly that it is incapable of 
controlling the corruption of its own officials, who are routinely bought off by the big logging companies.  As 
are judges.  The Ecuadorian media recently reported that twelve judges who had ruled against communities 
in favor of logging companies had been convicted of accepting bribes.  The communities have yet to be 
compensated.  Faced with this situation, many communities sell to the logging companies rather than try to 
fend them off when they can’t count on support from either the Ministry of Environment or the courts.  Logging 
roads have reached the boundaries of Playa de Oro’s 10,000 hectares of near-virgin rainforest, and any day 
now, the large multinational which is clear cutting its neighbor’s land will make Playa de Oro an offer.  When 
that happens, it will set off a debate within the community as to whether they should accept the thousands of 
dollars the company is expected to offer, or whether, if they turn it down, they have any chance of 
withstanding the giant. 
 
Playa de Oro is a very democratic community, with every citizen over the age of 14 having the vote.  No 
outside agency can make this decision for them.  All we can do is offer to help, for as long as they are 
determined to resist.  To this end, the Feline Conservation Federation has funded a two-man border patrol to 
walk the boundaries of Playa de Oro to spot and report any incidents of timber theft or slash-and-burn 
squatters moving into their territory. 
 
Meanwhile, Olaf Jahn, the world’s foremost authority on the birds of Playa de Oro, introduced Playa de Oro to 
Xavier Muños, head of Neblina Tours (Quito’s top birding tour agency).  Xavier was greatly impressed by the 
beauty of the reserve and variety of its birds, and is now bringing birding groups there.  He has also offered 
the community other benefits, providing it continues to stand firm against the logging companies.  The 
community readily agreed, because no one in Playa de Oro wants to see their forest cut.  They have seen 
with their own eyes the devastation wrought by deforestation in down-river communities. 
 
But then, neither do they want to continue living without a community doctor, without electricity, without mail 
service.  What would the amount offered by a logging company buy?  What would it not?  What if the 
community turns down the money offered by a logging company, only to have their trees stolen from them?  
These are the questions Playa de Orans are asking themselves now, and must find answers to within the 
coming year.  They know that letting the loggers in will wipe out both their traditional lifestyle and the small 
sustainable income from ecotourism developed so painstakingly over the past decade.  But they do not know 
—nor do we—whether they can stop them.  All we know is that the community and the exotic cats who dwell 
in this unique habitat, need our ongoing support if they are survive.  The struggle to protect them must 
continue, or they, and we, are doomed.                                                   
 
Source:  BigCats.com article by Rosa Jordan                                          For more information, see http://www.touchthejungle.org  
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Two animal-protection groups will drop a lawsuit against the Minnesota 
Department of Natural Resources after the agency said it would do 
more to keep Canada lynx safe from traps.  The Humane Society of the 
United States and Help Our Wolves Live filed the suit in federal court in 
Minneapolis last summer, arguing that a trapping program authorized 
by the DNR for animals such as red fox, bobcats and martens was   
allowing too many lynx to get caught, injured and killed.  The Canada 
lynx is a threatened species in the lower 48 states, and is protected by 
the federal Endangered Species Act. 

Jonathan Lovvorn, an attorney for the Humane Society, said the lawsuit will be dropped because the DNR 
has agreed to work with federal officials to reduce the chances that lynx will be harmed.  "This settlement is 
an important first step in protecting lynx from cruel and indiscriminate fur traps in Minnesota," Lovvorn said.  
Mike DonCarlos, DNR wildlife research and policy manager, said that 13 lynx have been accidentally caught 
by private trappers during the past five years, and that five of the cats died.  DonCarlos said the agreement 
requires DNR to file a conservation plan with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, which enforces the Endan-
gered Species Act.  "We need to show in this plan that we're doing everything we can to avoid any incidental 
take" of lynx, he said. T he agreement has been submitted to a judge, said DonCarlos, but is not final until it 
has been reviewed and accepted.  Scientists estimate that 80 to 200 lynx live in the state, and that some of 
them migrate between Minnesota and Canada.                                   Source:  http://www.carnivoreconservation.org 
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Photographic history has been made with the first-ever pictures of a wild cougar roaming rural Manitoba.  

Retired miner and farmer Guy Dew took the photos last September after encountering the male animal on 
land adjacent to the edge of the Duck Mountains, five hours northwest of Winnipeg and about 15 minutes 
east of the Saskatchewan border. 

Bill Watkins, a zoologist with Manitoba Conservation, says Dew's shots are the first showing a live cougar in 
the province.  "Over the years that I've been with the wildlife branch, a lot of people have submitted photos.  
But this was the first one that was unequivocally a cougar.  There's no doubt whatsoever.  "I feel excited 
about it," he said, adding that cougars are a protected species under the provincial Wildlife Act.  

Dew's adventure began on a drizzly afternoon last September when he came upon a dead elk calf while 
scouting for a place to hunt elk.  "It was recently dead and still warm.  It was apparent to me that the calf had 
been killed by a cougar because of the puncture marks on its neck and the manner in which it was covered 
with grass and dirt.  

The next morning, he and three friends went out archery hunting.  Dew said he made a point of walking to a 
site about 275 metres from the dead elk calf.  "The light was just coming up and we were lucky enough to see 
the cougar feeding on the kill.  The four of us watched for a few minutes and then retreated without disturbing 
it.  We left him at the kill and then went on with our hunt," he said.  After returning home, Dew and one other 
hunting buddy went out again early that same evening. This time Dew took along his digital camera. They 
walked back to the dead elk calf, but there was no sign of the big cat.  

"We stood there looking around for several minutes and suddenly he appeared, walking towards the kill.  He 
began to feed again. "I took several shots with my camera and then made the decision to get closer," Dew 
said.  "There were a number of round bales of hay, so I picked out a route from bale to bale to keep hidden, 
taking pictures all the way.  During this time, he fed on the kill and after he finished feeding, he proceeded to 
cover it over with dirt and debris."  Watkins said Dew is the first person since November 2004 to sight a 
cougar in Manitoba. 

Source : http://www.winnipegfreepress.com    Author—Martin Zellig 
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Barely a few months into the formation of the National Tiger Conservation Authority, three back-to-back     
incidents in three tiger reserves across the country over the last week, have once again brought the problem 
of man animal conflict into sharp focus.  Two tigers and one woman were killed in three separate incidents.  
On Wednesday Kishenpur Sanctuary under the Dudhwa tiger reserve in UP, about 35-40 kg meat without any 
skin or bone was discovered.  Senior forest officials visited the spot and sent the meat for DNA testing to the 
Wildlife Institute of India and the Indian Veterinary Research Institute.  Md Hassan, chief wildlife warden of the 
state said, "The meat had very small amounts of skin attached.  Moreover there were absolutely no bones.  
The two circumstances make it look like a case of tiger poaching.  We have sent the meat for forensic        
examinations but we are working on the hypotheses that it is tiger meat." 

On Thursday morning, the partially decomposed body of a dead tiger was fished out of a well in Katwal      
Village in the Tadoba Andheri Tiger Reserve in Maharshtra.  The body has been sent for forensic tests.     
Forest department sources say initial suspicions are that this may be a case of retaliatory killing by poisoning.  
A tiger in the area had over the past few months killed several cows. 

While the two incidents have left tiger conservationists worried, forest officials in Uttaranchal are gearing up to 
prevent retaliatory killings like those in the wake of a villager being killed by a tiger in the Terai East division of 
Corbett National Park in the Surai Range.  On January 5, a 32-year-old woman who had gone to the forest to 
collect firewood, was mauled to death by a tiger.  Tempers are running high and the forest department are 
particularly worried about the safety of one tigress who has been sighted several times in the area along with 
her three cubs, has deputed extra personnel to ‘‘talk to the villagers’’. 

K Vidyasagar, divisional forest officer of the Terai east division told TOI, "There have been several sightings 
of the tigress.  Though we do not know if she killed the woman, we have made arrangements to ensure her 
and the cubs’ safety.  We have to be careful though so as not to curtail her territory any further in our efforts 
to ensure their safety."  The forest department, he said, has made alternate routes for villagers who go to   
collect firewood. Source:  http:www.carnivoreconservation.org 
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A toothy 24-pound cat known as a clouded leopard seized an opportunity and escaped from its enclosure at 
the National Zoo in Washington, DC.  The zoo went on emergency alert, but as it turned out, no harm was 
done.  The leopard, named Mook, was found lying inside the zoo grounds not far from its enclosure and was 
safely returned to custody.  However, the clouded leopard exhibit was temporarily closed while officials      
reviewed security. 
 
Mook fled her enclosure after she or her mate clawed or chewed a hole in the fence, zoo spokesman John 
Gibbons said.  He said the hole was about the diameter of a soccer ball.  "We're looking at heavier-gauge 
wire for the mesh so they wouldn't be able to create a hole again," Gibbons said.  "It seems that the mesh 
was too thin."  
 
Gibbons said the leopard habitat is completely enclosed by wire mesh affixed to a metal frame 20 feet tall.  
Some zoo officials believe Mook was not acting on an irresistible urge to be free but rather simply saw a hole 
and stepped through. 
 
Gibbons said zookeepers are not surprised that Mook did not venture far once she escaped.  "Most animals 
know where they're most secure, and she associates that exhibit with security," he said in an interview on 
Washington Post Radio.  "How she got on the wrong side of the fence -- that's something for us to look at." 
 
Source:  http://www.washingtonpost.com 
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ISEC member Dwight Knapik is an avid reader of nature magazines and periodicals.  To keep us all aware of 
what is being written about the wild cats, Dwight will occasionally be profiling the articles he comes across for 
Cat Times.  
 

Malaysian Mystery Leopards 
Fiona Sunquist National Wildlife magazine 
(December/January 2007, Vol. 45, No. 1 

 
Biologist, Kae Kawanishi has set up a number of camera traps 
in Taman Negara National Park as part of a 3 year tiger study 
there.  She recorded many species in the park, including 
tigers, tapirs, elephants, porcupines, clouded leopard, dhole, 
golden cat, and serow.  One of the most interesting things that 
she found was that in over 100 photos of leopards, every one 
of them was a black leopard.  The natives that live in the area 
say they have never seen a normally spotted leopard.  There 
have been historical records that say as many half of the 
leopards in the past may have been normally spotted. 
 
Black individuals have been photographed for at least 11 of 37 wild cat species (domestic cat, jungle cat, 
leopard, jaguar, bobcat, serval, Geoffroy's cat, kodkod, oncilla, pampas cat, caracal), and anecdotal evidence 
suggests that as many as 22 species may have black colour morphs.  Black leopards are black due a genetic 
mutation in the gene responsible for coat colour, and this mutation can have an effect on other seemingly 
unrelated physical effects.  Lack of pigment cells is implicated in deafness that is typical of white domestic 
cats with blue eyes.  The link between pigment genetics and deafness is indicated by the fact that white cats 
with one blue and one yellow eye are often deaf on the side with the blue eye.  Similarly, the dark ears, nose 
colour and crossed eyes of Siamese cats are all caused by the same gene.  
 
Black coloring in leopards has been speculated to be an adaptation for better camouflage in the dark humid 
forest environment.  African leopards live in generally more open habitats where dappled sunlight would make 
a spotted coat more useful for camouflage.  Another idea is the link to protection against viruses in the 
tropical forest environment.  The types of receptors in immune systems cells that viruses use to enter cells 
are also used for coat colour.  It is plausible that some of these colour mutations are adaptive - relics of 
historic epidemics. 
 
Fiona also has an information box that says that although cats have overtaken dogs as the world's most 
popular pet, a recent attitude survey indicates that cat haters outnumber dog haters nearly 7 to 1, possibly 
due to all of the past superstitions about cats and their former bad reputation by religious forces. 

Melanistic jaguar by Peter Cromer 

Bird Flu Now Found In Cats 
C.A. Nidom, head of the Avian Influenza Laboratorium at the University of Airlangga, in Indonesia, has found 
the H5N1 Bird Flu virus in dozens of cats in various cities from Java to Sumatra.  Some 500 cats were tested 
and about 20 per cent were found to carry the virus. 

This shows that it is evolving and that there is a possibility that the virus might be able to affect humans not 
only through poultry but also through cats.  Cats, Nidom explained, are much closer to humans than birds, but 
further studies are needed before one can be sure whether they can pass on the disease or not. 

Tested cats were eventually released.                                                            Source : http://www.bestsyndication.com 
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Our website has a new look—take a peak at www.wildcatconservation.org!  We’ve made it much easier to 
navigate, and web surfers can now purchase products, adopt a cat or sponsor a field research project online.  
Stay tuned for more additions to the website—we plan on adding more pictures, news items and videos. 
 
We seem to be reaching an ever more international audience with our emails lately.  Here is a sampling: 
 
· I find your address thanks to a lot of research on the Web.  I would like to have some information 

concerning the actors in the felines conservation.  In fact I am interested by this predators until my 
childhood.  And, now that I have finished my courses (in conservation and protection of nature and in 
ecotourism), I want to create an association for the valorisation of felines (big but more specially the little 
ones because of their unknown).  Nowadays, I search contacts which permit me to be involved in that way 
of conservation.  If I contact you is because I am actually reading "Larousse des félins" and an article 
deals with your action for the studie of the Kodkod, so I though you can help me giving me such 
information.  PS: I want to apologize for my english mistakes.  France 

 
· Hello.  We are a Buddhist monastery in Thailand and we look after 18 Indochinese tigers and one Asian 

leopard.  We are very interested in your wild cat facts booklet.  We are not sure if we qualify as a third 
world country, we just wanted to ask.  Thailand  

 
· I am keen to know about the Clouded leopard project your organization had funded in India. I would 

appreciate to receive any reports etc. about it.  India  
 
· We are a film production company based in Germany and we are actually planning a film on the three 

North American wildcats, cougar, Canada lynx and bobcat.  I would like to ask you if you could give us 
some helpful addresses of biologists working on those cats.  Further on we are looking for wild cats with 
implanted microchips which could be filmed in the wilderness...It would give us great pleasure if you could 
assist us finding those addresses!  Germany  

 
· My name is *** and I am Spanish.  I finished my veterinary degree some time ago and I am working in a 

small animal hospital nowadays. I would love to do some practices with wild animals in the field.  I am 
interested in mammals, felines specially.  As you will see from my cv,  I have some experience in this area 
and I am keen to learn and cooperate on one of your projects.  I know you do not recommend volunteers 
for field projects but I am a very enthusiastic and hard worker person.  Spain  

 
· I have heard there are only 36 species of wild cat.  Obviously that doesn't include subspecies like: Bengal 

tiger, Siberian tiger, or Javan Tiger and so forth.  Is that a correct assumption?  Also, if you included 
subspecies of those 36 species how many wild cats would there be then?  USA 

 
· I am interested in the evolutionary adaptation of the Canadian Lynx and its development of the specialized 

"snow shoes" it has for feet.  If you have any information or links to articles about some selective 
pressures for these adaptations please let me know.  USA 

 
And from the researchers: 
 
· I will be establishing a second comparative ecological study on black-footed cats in South Africa. I just 

came back from there where I caught 4 cats in 3 weeks and radio-collared one. I will fly back there in May 
2007 to start the proper study. Any chance for a bit of funding for such a study from ISEC? We will need 
telemetry equipment and a vehicle! Any contribution will help. Alex Sliwa, Germany 

 
· Perhaps you recall we had been in touch about linking action plans and that I manage the website 

carnivoreconservation.org. I'm presently in Banff until early February, and was just thinking that since you 
are not that far, perhaps we could meet and discuss cat conservation. Guillaume Chapron, France/
Banff 
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Ocelots are one of the most beautiful feline species.  Their coat 
is short and soft, forming two whorls on the shoulder, the 
hairline on the neck being directed towards the crown.  Ground 
color varies from whitish or tawny yellow to reddish-grey.  
Markings run into chainlike streaks and blotches, forming 
elongate spots bordered with black enclosing an area darker 
than the ground color.  The head is rather large with two black 
cheek stripes on each side surrounding an almost white area. 
Irises are brown or golden.  The underside is snowy white with 
black spots, and the tail is ringed or barred with black on the 
upper side, whitish on the underside, and black tipped.  

Relatively short, stout legs, with large padded feet, are marked with solid black spots and bars.  Like most wild 
cats, the backs of the rounded ears are black with a white central spot.  
 
Ocelots occur today primarily in subtropical areas, from Mexico through Central America and most of tropical South 
America.  At one time they ranged across much of the southern United States, and into northern Argentina.  
Fossils of this species have even been discovered in Florida. Although some authors believe that the species may 
still exist in Arizona, they are probably occasional wanderers from Mexico.  Recent investigations have 
documented remnant populations in the brush country of southern Texas, and a feral population of released/
escaped pets has been reported in Florida.  
 
In the wild, ocelots inhabit a wide variety of habitats, from humid tropical forests, dense thorny chaparral, dry scrub, 
savannas, coastal mangrove and swamp forests.  In Bolivia a wide distribution is seen with the cat occurring from 
the tropical valleys of the Andes at 3,800 meters, to lower areas in the east.  The crucial habitat component is 
dense cover, with ocelots completely avoiding open country.  They are moderately tolerant of human disturbance, 
and can co-exist with them if not persecuted.  
 
Ocelots are one of the few small cats that have been studied in several different habitat 
types.  Primarily nocturnal, they are solitary and territorial.  Radio telemetry studies found 
adult females defend an exclusive territory of up to 14.3 square km (Belize), while the 
territories of males (up to 31.2 square km in Belize) overlap one or more female territories.  
One researcher has found that these cats cross and re-cross their home range in search of 
prey, sometimes crossing their entire range every two to four days.  Males generally travel 
twice as far as females.  This is a consequence of energy requirements, and the need to 
check on the sexual condition of the females within their range.  They feed on a wide variety 
of small and medium size mammals and birds, as well as some reptiles, amphibians, and 
insects.  A high portion of grass (20%) is consumed, a trait shared by other New World 
carnivores.  They are excellent swimmers and climbers, but not as agile as the margay 
Leopardus wiedii.  
 
After a 70 - 80 day gestation, one to three kittens are born in a dense thicket or among the roots of a fallen tree.  
The young remain in and around the den for several weeks, and remain dependent on their mother for several 
months.  Sexual maturity is reached at about a year and a half for females and two and a half years for males.  
They disperse from their mother’s range at about two years.  Wild ocelots may breed year round in the tropics, 
however the Texas cats show a fall breeding peak which could be a factor limiting their expansion into more 
northern habitat.  Longevity has been reported at 27 years in a captive situation. 
 
Ocelots have in the past been held in many zoo collections, and are probably the most well known small cat.  
Unlike most small cats, their breeding record in captivity was fairly good, but the breeding of these cats was not 
regulated, and many zoos are now faced with the problem of an overabundance of offspring of unknown lineage.  
In addition, many zoo animals are cast off pets which have been declawed or otherwise  
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rendered useless to a breeding program.  A large number of these cats are also held by private breeders in North 
America, often for sale as pets.  
 
Emphasis is increasingly turning towards in-situ management programs for the tropical cats.  The Sao Paulo Zoo in 
Brazil has built an off exhibit breeding facility for several small native felines, including the ocelot.  It is hoped the 
natural conditions and familiar food will induce normal reproductive behaviour in these shy animals.  A nuclear 
population will be established to maintain a level of genetic diversity, ensuring the survival of the species in South 
America.  
 
This species has also been exploited in the wild by the pet trade, with the usual method of capture being to kill the 
mother to obtain the kittens.  These cats can still be found in local markets in Central and South America for sale to 
the tourists as pets, although it is illegal to transport them without permits.  As with most predators, they are 
occasionally shot on sight as alleged livestock killers.  
 
One of the greatest threats to the species in Texas has been the automobile.  Patches of suitable habitat are 
widely spaced and the migration of juveniles between these patches results in the death of many animals as they 
cross roads.  The Caesar Kleberg Wildlife Research Institute is currently working on plans to create corridors 
between habitat patches that will allow the animals to migrate safely, and is also creating new habitat areas from 
previously unsuitable open areas.  The estimated population of the Texas ocelot is less than 100 animals, which 
exist in small, isolated groups.  
 
During the 1970's and 80's, the ocelot population was decimated by the fur trade, with hundreds of thousands 
taken.  The implementation of strict controls, as well as the declining population, has seen a marked decrease in 
the number killed, although they are still taken illegally.  The population is also declining due to pressures from 
habitat destruction, and the resulting lack of prey species.  Although protected over most of their range, hunting is 
still allowed in Ecuador, El Salvador and Guyana.  CITES has placed them on Appendix I.  
 
The ocelot conservation story is filled with irony.  It was because of their popularity as fur coats and exotic pets that 
we became familiar with them.  While their wild populations continue to plummet, zoos are faced with an unwanted 
population.  Perhaps the best thing to be said from the ocelot situation is that we have learned how not to manage 
a species, and perhaps we will learn from our mistakes. 
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Our Mystery Cat from the October Issue was an Asiat ic Golden cat cub 

Mystery Cat Photo 


