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We Stand
for Wildlife.

SM

We have more boots on the ground than
any other organization conserving big cats.
We protect all big cat species across Africa,
Asia, and Latin America.
We manage big cat field programs
in 44 landscapes in 30 countries.
We have studied and conserved big cats for
over 50 years.
We are the world’s leading scientific authority
on big cat conservation, with over 50 papers
published annually.
We have the largest field veterinary program
in big cat conservation.
We have demonstrated success in recovering
vulnerable big cat populations around
the world.
We are saving big cats.
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EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY

Big cats are among the most beloved and threatened species
on earth. With a well-established track record, long-standing
partnerships, and more boots on the ground in more
landscapes than any other organization working on global
big cat conservation, WCS is securing a future for these
majestic animals.
WCS conserves all big cat species, with long-term programs
in 44 landscapes in 30 countries across Africa, Asia, and Latin
America. These programs have demonstrated success over decades
of sustained conservation. We understand the threats in these
regions and address them using rigorous science and action. WCS
is the global leader in big cat conservation, combining expertise
in ecology, protected area management, law enforcement, health,
and community engagement. Within our 2020 strategic plan,
we have committed to big cats as global priority species for which
we will mobilize efforts to ensure their survival.

Our goal is to recover tigers, lions, cheetahs, and
snow leopards while stabilizing populations of jaguars,
leopards, and both the Indochinese and Sunda
clouded leopards.
We have established the WCS Big Cat Fund to raise $2 million
annually in support of our global endeavor to save big cats.
Join us. If we act now, we can protect these iconic and vulnerable
species so they do not disappear.
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WHY BIG CATS?
As some of the most iconic, enigmatic, and acutely
threatened species on Earth, big cats embody the
extremes of power and fragility. These animals
are among the most recognized and revered in
both modern and traditional cultures—yet their
future is increasingly uncertain. The inescapable
fact is that all big cat populations are currently
in decline. Despite our progress in key sites, on a
global scale their numbers, as well as their ranges,
have been dramatically reduced by habitat loss,
hunting, and human-wildlife conflict. Of the big
cats, tigers and snow leopards are the most at risk
and are characterized on the International Union
for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Red List as
Endangered. These animals have been celebrated
cultural icons throughout human history. The world
would be tragically poorer without the tiger, India’s
national animal, or the lion, a symbol of bravery
around the world.
Thriving big cat populations both require and sustain
healthy ecosystems. As apex predators, these stealth
hunters regulate prey populations, creating cascading
effects in both the animal and plant communities,
and throughout the entire ecosystem. We have seen
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this phenomenon play out in North America, where
the disappearance of carnivores like mountain lions
spurred an eruption of unchecked white-tailed deer

populations. Big cats are culturally and ecologically
irreplaceable, and we have an urgent responsibility
to conserve them.

WCS has been saving wildlife and wild places for
over 120 years. During this time we have expanded
across the globe, and our international footprint
helps protect more than 50 percent of the world’s
biodiversity. At this critical moment for conservation,
the pressures on the planet have never been greater.
We have developed a comprehensive 2020 strategic
plan aimed at amplifying our impact and engaging a
global audience as wildlife advocates. Our 2020 plan
identifies 6 priority species groups, including big cats.
By protecting these keystone species, we also conserve
vast swaths of habitat, and in doing so, ensure the
safety of countless other species. Throughout our
history, WCS has been at the forefront of big cat
conservation. Today, we are taking measures to
expand our model to stabilize and grow more of
these populations.

ADDRESSING THE THREATS
Big cats face a multitude of threats to their survival.
Since they require large wild spaces to roam and
prey to hunt, they are highly vulnerable to loss and
degradation of their habitat. The ranges of many big
cats have been fragmented, and their populations
limited to small, segmented areas that are hemmed in
by human communities and farms. When populations
of their prey are depleted, they lose their vital food
sources. Parks and protected areas typically do not
provide adequate space, and since these areas often
straddle adjacent landscapes, the animals come into
contact with humans and their domestic animals.
Big cats are susceptible to diseases, such as canine
distemper, which has spread from domestic dogs
and cats. Because they sometimes prey on livestock,
they are often victims of retaliatory killing or active
poisoning. Sadly, they are also subject to hunting for
their fur and body parts, which are used in traditional
medicine and as souvenirs and talismans. The plight
of a top predator is not a comfortable one.

SPECIES

Tiger

CONSERVATION
STATUS
EN
ENDANGERED

Jaguar

NT

WCS is actively protecting eight imperiled big cat
species on the ground within our field sites. Our
long-term commitment to these initiatives enables us
to achieve real conservation outcomes, and we have
demonstrated staying power in the face of political
instability. We are also the leading authority in
carnivore health and captive breeding. By combining
expertise in ecology, protected area management,
conflict mitigation, law enforcement, and strategic
partnerships, WCS has created comprehensive action
plans to address the diverse needs of big cats with
unique approaches in each site.

CURRENT RANGE

GLOBAL POPULATION
ESTIMATE*

South and Southeast Asia,
Russian Far East

3,200

Mexico to northern Argentina

60,000**

Wide range, primarily sub-Saharan
Africa and tropical Asia

Range-wide estimate not
currently available.

High mountains of Central Asia

4,000 - 6,000

Primarily in sub-Saharan Africa with
one small population in India

23,000 - 39,000

Eastern, central, and southwest
Africa as well as a small population
in central Iran

6,400 - 6,800

Himalayan foothills in Nepal through
mainland Southeast Asia into China

Range-wide estimate not
currently available.

Islands of Sumatra and Borneo

4,000 - 5,000

NEAR THREATENED

Leopard

NT
NEAR THREATENED

Snow leopard

EN
ENDANGERED

Lion

VU
VULNERABLE

Cheetah

VU
VULNERABLE

Indochinese clouded
leopard
Sunda clouded
leopard

VU
VULNERABLE

VU
VULNERABLE

*Source for status, range, and population estimates: Red List of Threatened Species by the International Union for Conservation
of Nature (IUCN), supplemented by WCS data.
**No reliable global estimate available from IUCN; this estimate comes from WCS data across various field sites, as well
as data from partners.
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WCS BIG CAT
CONSERVATION FOOTPRINT

Map created with GIS support from ESRI, April 2016.

WCS: 2020 STRATEGY
We envision a future where big cats thrive across their ranges,
playing their full ecological roles in wild habitats around the world.
Through 2020, we aim to support the recovery and stabilization of
the populations of big cats in all our priority regions.
1. Stop illegal hunting and trafficking of big cats for their pelts
and other body parts.
2. Protect the prey species on which big cats feed, such as deer
and wild pigs.
3. Halt habitat loss and strengthen habitat protection,
while restoring connectivity in fragmented landscapes.
4. Prevent retaliatory killings and reduce conflicts between big
cats and ranchers, farmers, and other communities.
5. Conduct conservation research that enhances knowledge
of big cat species.
6. Monitor populations to inform conservation actions.
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“The great cats represent
the ultimate test of our
willingness to share this
planet with other species.”
– GEORGE SCHALLER

MEASURING OUR IMPACT
Each year WCS will produce a report summarizing our key
wins, losses, and challenges as we make progress toward our
goal. We regularly collect data from each field site on a wide
range of metrics, such as those below.
• Population trends
• Percentage of big cat habitat protected
• Number and size of new protected areas
• Enforcement efforts: foot patrols, poachers
arrested, prosecutions
• Number of communities supported with conflict
mitigation programs
• Conservation research published on big cats
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BIG CAT CONSERVATION LEADER

WCS is working to protect more big cat species in a greater number of sites than any
other organization. We actively conserve all big cat species across Africa, Asia, and Latin
America and maintain active programs in 44 landscapes in 30 countries. Each year we
publish, in both scientific and conservation journals, approximately 50 papers which
influence global efforts to save big cats. Since its inception, WCS has been on the leading
edge of research and field conservation. WCS’s George Schaller conducted seminal
studies of lions in Tanzania in the 1960s, snow leopards in the Himalayas in the 1970s,
jaguars in Brazil in the 1980s, as well as the first scientific study of wild tigers in 1963
in India. Since then, we have built long-term programs across the globe with clear,
lasting results.

In southwest India, our 25 years of field work have led to a rise
in tiger populations of over 400 percent. Under the leadership of
world-renowned tiger expert Dr. Ullas Karanth, our approach has
been successful in the Western Ghats where we have focused on
tiger “source sites” containing breeding tigers with the best chance
for survival. These protected areas now harbor the largest wild
tiger population in the world, with approximately 400 wild tigers.
To ensure their protection, we train and equip rangers, identify
poachers and traders, use our science to help establish protected
areas, and engage people of all ages to help protect tigers. In the
Bhadra Tiger Reserve, WCS has grown the number and habitat
of tigers while improving livelihoods for 4,000 people through
a voluntary resettlement program. The number of families with
basic amenities has grown from 10 to 100 percent.

In Afghanistan, WCS helped establish Wakhan National Park
in 2014, protecting roughly 70 percent of the country’s snow
leopard habitat. Our ongoing partnership with the national
government and local community associations has resulted in
Afghanistan’s first suite of protected areas. Following the formal
designation to protect the snow leopard habitat, WCS began
conducting scientific research and addressing threats within the
park and surrounding areas. Our field staff have improved park
management, monitoring, and security by training more than
70 community rangers. To counter human-wildlife conflict, the
team has helped construct approximately 150 predator-proof
corrals, which directly reduce incidents of livestock loss and
retaliatory killings of snow leopards. Our research efforts in this
remote region include both camera trapping and GPS monitoring
of snow leopards. Through these technologies, we further
our understanding of their movements and collect thousands
of photographs to estimate how many snow leopards are
in the landscape.
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In the Russian Far East, WCS scientists have successfully
reclaimed former tiger habitat by reintroducing orphaned
tigers back into the wild. In consultation with WCS’s Bronx Zoo,
conservationists in Russia leveraged WCS’s captive breeding
expertise to design a recovery center for tigers and other
rare animals, which has rehabilitated five wild tigers. At the
center, cubs are given room to roam and hunt while carefully
discouraging acclimation to humans. The first of these tigers was
Zolushka, or Cinderella in Russian. She was released into the
Bastak Reserve, an area which had been devoid of tigers for over
40 years. After her successful release, Zolushka later became the
first rehabilitated tiger ever to mate and give birth in the wild. In
2015, she was photographed by a camera trap showing that she
had two healthy cubs. With others pairing from this reintroduced
group, efforts continue to breed more tigers within this landscape.

In Central America, we have supported national governments to
establish new protected areas in more than 20,000 square miles
of critical jaguar habitat. In Madidi National Park in Bolivia, the
number of jaguars has increased fivefold over a decade, due to
increased protection and community conservation efforts. Within
the Maya Biosphere Reserve in Guatemala, WCS helps protect 90
percent of the country’s remaining jaguar population. We have
also expanded the impact of the protected area by working with
hundreds of ranchers in the neighboring buffer zone of the reserve.
By enhancing ranching techniques, we have improved local
livelihoods and reduced deforestation and human-jaguar conflicts,
while building a strong constituency for jaguar conservation.
As of 2015, our team had secured approximately 30 percent of
the eastern buffer zone around the Maya Biosphere Reserve and
helped educate almost 300 ranchers representing 10 communities
along 2 access routes into the reserve.
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PARTNERS AND FUNDERS

WCS’s approach to big cat conservation requires a diverse and extensive
group of international allies. We forge strategic partnerships with
governments, local communities and conservation organizations, and
others to maximize our collective impact.
In every site, we partner with national and local governments to catalyze
policy change, strengthen law enforcement inside and beyond protected
areas, and garner public support for big cat conservation. We collaborate
with local communities to prevent conflict with big cats and with other
conservation organizations to share best practices.
OUR CORE PARTNERS AND
FUNDERS INCLUDE:

Association of Zoos and Aquariums
Tiger Species Survival Plan
Disney Conservation Fund
Global Environmental Facility
Liz Claiborne and Art Ortenberg
Foundation
Niassa Carnivore Partnership
Panthera

1
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www.smartconservationtools.org

SMART Conservation Coalition1
U.S. Agency for International Development
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
The Howard G. Buffett Foundation
Zoological Society of London
Zoo Zürich

SUPPORT THE WCS
BIG CAT FUND
The annual goal for the WCS Big Cat Fund is
$2 million, which supports conservation
measures that protect the most imperiled big cats
across the globe.
Proceeds from the Fund provide our field staff the
resources to address developing situations on the
ground and extend the work made possible by
restricted grants, such as those from governments
and foundations. Your support enables WCS’s
conservationists to take immediate action as
needs arise, such as a sudden outbreak of tiger
illness or inadequate habitat protection in the
face of escalating threats. Each contribution will
provide critical funding that allows WCS to direct
resources where they are most needed to support
both core conservation efforts and emerging
conditions.
Without this continued field work, these majestic
animals face an uncertain fate. They deserve a
place in the future as much as we do. Your gift to
the WCS Big Cat Fund will equip WCS with the
resources to help save the iconic tigers of Asia,
lions of East Africa, jaguars of the Amazon, and
other fellow big cat species.
Please consider a gift
to this Fund today.
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To learn more, contact
Catherine Durand-Brault
718 741 1698 or 718 220 3118
cdurandbrault@wcs.org

April 2016
Wildlife Conservation Society
2300 Southern Boulevard
Bronx, NY 10460
wcs.org
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