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Towards Zero Poaching
in Tiger Heartlands
An assessment of the protection status
of 135 critical sites for tiger recovery

WWF’s mission is to stop the degradation of the planet’s natural
environment and to build a future in which humans live in
harmony with nature. WWF is one of the world’s largest and most
experienced independent conservation organizations, with over 5
million supporters and a global Network active in more than 100
countries.
This report has been made possible through the efforts of the
dedicated staff working in WWF’s 12 focal landscapes and tiger
range country offices to collect, compile and exchange data about
landscape conservation and protection work. Thank you to those
who reviewed previous drafts of this report.

Summary
In November 2010, leaders of the 13 Tiger Range Countries (TRCs) met at the International Tiger Forum (also known as the
“Tiger Summit”) in St. Petersburg and declared a visionary and ambitious goal of doubling the number of wild tigers by 2022. The
leaders also endorsed the Global Tiger Recovery Program (GTRP) as the plan for reaching the global goal. The GTRP recognises
tiger poaching as the most immediate direct threat to tiger recovery and describes country-specific objectives, activities, costs and
timelines for halting tiger poaching.
Two years on from the Tiger Summit, WWF is assessing the levels of protection presently in place against poaching, based on six
broad indicators in 135 critical sites for tiger recovery. The results of the assessment include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

90% of the sites surveyed are legally protected, and in over 75% of these sites tigers are a key reason
for this status.
Outside of Russia, 41% of the sites surveyed do not have specific protection management plans detailing
protection staff’s mandate, responsibilities in securing a site and a strategic method of operating to
maximize limited resources.
Current patrolling efforts are still far from the standards required to ensure effective protection. Outside
of Russia, only 12% of the sites surveyed reported having 90-100% of planned staffing in place.
Where data were available, there was an alarmingly low number of site-specific arrests and successful
prosecutions reported.
Outside of Russia, over 50% of the sites surveyed reported staff were not trained or equipped to an
adequate level.
Based on these collected data, many sites may be in danger of being “paper parks”, i.e. parks that are
legally protected but are not being actively managed and protected on the ground.
While a great deal of information was collected, much of it for the first time, there is a surprising lack
of information available on the level of protection and the occurrence of poaching. Without these data
it is impossible for the TRCs along with partners to monitor protection and adapt management needs
accordingly, and is therefore a significant barrier to effective protection management.

The TRCs and partners (including WWF) committed to double the number of tigers in 12 years. Two years since the St. Petersburg
Declaration, many places supporting the last remaining tigers, each one essential to the recovery plan, are vulnerable to poaching.
To send a clear and resounding message of intent, while stemming the greatest immediate direct threat to tigers, TRCs can jointly
launch an intensive and resounding effort to work as fast as possible towards Zero Poaching. The actions are simple, straightforward
and within the resources and capabilities immediately available to all TRCs.

To strengthen protection in tiger heartlands,
TRCs can take action to:
•
•
•
•
•
•
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Nominate their most critical sites for tiger recovery and commit to Zero
Poaching as fast as possible in these sites;
Draft/update and implement protection management plans;
Increase staffing in under-staffed sites to the levels needed for effective
protection;
Train field staff where staff are currently under-trained to an
internationally accepted standard, including modern techniques for
monitoring and adapting to increase effectiveness;
Better equip field staff who currently lack proper tools and resources;
and
Provide data on staffing, patrolling efforts, arrests and prosecutions to
demonstrate their commitment.

These activities should be conducted in tandem with well planned communications to
demonstrate to the public and tiger conservation supporters that TRCs are taking direct
actions to follow through on their commitments to double wild tigers through protection
efforts that deter tiger poaching.

Introduction

Elements of effective protection against poaching

Government recognition of poaching as the immediate barrier to
tiger population recovery

There are many elements that are required to be in place to ensure effective protection against poaching. Six essential
elements were selected as indicators of protection effectiveness in the critical sites chosen for this assessment.

In November 2010, leaders of the 13 Tiger Range Countries (TRCs) met at the International Tiger Forum (also known as the “Tiger
Summit”) in St. Petersburg and declared their political will to take all action necessary to not only prevent the extinction of wild
tigers but also to set the species well on the road to recovery. The leaders declared a visionary and ambitious goal of doubling the
number of wild tigers by 2022 (since referred to as the “Tx2” goal). This would take the present global population, estimated to
be as low as 3200 to over 6000 in 12 years. The leaders also endorsed the Global Tiger Recovery Program (GTRP) as the plan
for reaching the global goal. The GTRP recognises tiger poaching as the most immediate threat and describes country-specific
objectives, activities, costs and timelines for halting tiger poaching as fast as possible1.

1.

2.

Poaching was again highlighted as a major barrier to achieving the Tx2 goal at the 2nd Asian Ministerial Conference on Tiger
Conservation held in Thimphu, Bhutan in October, 2012. The Ministers or the Heads of Delegations of the TRCs issued the Thimphu
Affirmative Nine-Point Action Agenda on Tiger Conservation. Point 1 of this agenda specifically addresses on-the-ground protection
needs to combat poaching: “Urgently enhance rewards, recognition, and resources for frontline staff (in the form of numbers,
institutional capacity, skills, tools, technology, infrastructure, operating costs, and insurance against loss of life and injury) in all
TRCs over the next three years”2. In addition, Point 6 emphasizes on-the-ground funding needs: “Significantly accelerate the flow
of national and external funds to support actions on the ground: Focus new support on gaps and accelerate projects to implement
National Tiger Recovery Priorities and fully fund the GTRP by 2014”2.

3.

It is critical to achieve Zero Poaching at this early stage of the tiger recovery process. Poaching must be eliminated as far as possible
if governments do not want their investments to go to waste and ensure a sound foundation population of tigers exists for recovery.
It has been two years since the commitments made in St. Petersburg; within these two years activities towards protecting the sites
where wild tigers can double in number should be well under way. This report presents the findings of an assessment of protection
levels in critical sites for tiger recovery and provides recommendations for immediate, direct actions that are easily implementable
and would provide a visible springboard towards recovery for the global tiger population.

4.

5.

The threat from poaching
and the role of the tiger heartlands within the recovery plan

While
poaching
will always
remain a
threat to
tigers while
demand for
tiger parts
persists, direct
action with
immediate
effect can be
taken by TRCs
to ensure this
threat is not
realised.

1
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The most immediate cause of tiger loss, witnessed regularly across the wild tiger’s range, is
poaching. Poaching, in this case refers the illegal killing of wild tigers for income (as opposed to
killing related to human-tiger conflict). Putting an end to poaching, or even significantly reducing it,
would have a dramatic impact on the growth of the global population and would ensure TRCs and
donor investments do not simply become financial gains for poachers and tiger traders.

6.

The solution for poaching is relatively straight forward. Poaching can be reduced by establishing
effective protection at sites where tiger populations still remain and where populations need to grow.
Enforcement of laws and engagement of local communities are the success factors for protecting
tigers and their prey from poachers. In the long term efforts need to be focused on reducing demand
as well as on protection.
Working towards Zero Poaching of tigers should also mean working towards Zero Poaching of
prey. This is challenging to manage and measure but the over-utilisation of prey, particularly in
protected areas, is a major contributor to tiger population declines. While it may be difficult outside
of protected areas, protecting prey within protected areas should be as much a part of the efforts
towards Zero Poaching as stopping tiger poaching itself. Fortunately many of the same methods
required to stop tiger poaching are also effective in halting tiger prey poaching.
Efforts against poaching should be first focused on those sites critical for tiger recovery. These include
the sites that will provide the source of tigers for recovery across wider landscapes and sites that are
vital to the dispersal to, and doubling of tigers in, new areas. These source and recovery sites are the
heartlands of the tiger landscapes and ending poaching in these sites is the first priority step on the
path to recovery. Poaching, if left uncontrolled, will eliminate the beating pulse of these heartlands
and kill possibilities for natural recovery as we have seen in many areas previously populated by
tigers.

GTI (2011). Global Tiger Recovery Programme 2010-2022. http://www.globaltigerinitiative.org/download/St_Petersburg/GTRP_Nov11_Final_Version_Eng.pdf
GTI (2012). Thimphu Affirmative Nine-Point Action Agenda on Tiger Conservation. http://www.globaltigerinitiative.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/Thimphu_Action_Agenda_Approved_23Oct2012.pdf

Legal Protection
Legal protection is a fundamental first step in securing an area against poachers as it provides
a clearly delineated area with clear consequences for illegal activities. If the site has protected
status, there are rules that govern the impact humans have in these
Protection Management
Having a specific plan for the protection of a site is a critical first step in planning for effective
on the ground enforcement. Protection plans clearly define protection staff’s mandate and
responsibilities towards securing a site and creates a strategic method of operating to maximize
limited resources.
Effective Patrolling
Protection staff must be of sufficient number and have the appropriate tools to thoroughly
monitor sites for illegal activity. To effectively deter poaching in both the long and short term,
well-staffed, well-equipped patrols need to occur regularly and cover a significant proportion
of the site year-round. Research has shown that increases in enforcement presence can lead
to decreases in poacher presence3. Digitally tracking enforcement data is critical to effective
protection work as these data not only inform managers on the dynamics of past/current
patrols but also allow for the targeted planning of future patrols to potential poaching hotspots
within sites.
Intelligence Networks
Informant networks provide information that, when assessed and analysed, can support an
intelligence-led approach that directs focus to where problems are occurring. They also
can allow for protection teams to be more efficient in where and when resources are used.
Intelligence gathering at a landscape level feeds into the bigger picture of the organised global
tiger trade.
Arrests and Prosecutions
Widespread poaching continues because there are few deterrents and high payoffs for tiger
products4. Tiger poaching is a punishable offense within every tiger range country, regardless
of the legal protection status of a site. Penalties for poaching must be consistently applied to
deter current and future lawbreakers.
Training and Resources
Basic gear and training is crucial to enabling staff to carry out protection tasks such as recording
patrol information, successfully arresting poachers and maintaining their own personal safety
in the field. In many tiger range countries protection/enforcement positions are government
positions and therefore levels of provision are often an indicator of government commitment
to tiger conservation.

Methods
In April 2012, WWF carried out a rapid preliminary assessment, entitled How vulnerable are wild tigers to poaching in the sites
critical for their survival? The assessment concluded that although many sites are protected by law, most remain highly vulnerable
to poaching5. To further explore the underlying dynamics of this vulnerability and identify gaps for future investment, WWF carried
out an expanded assessment focused on protection in critical tiger sites between June and October 2012.
This expanded assessment, similar to the earlier rapid assessment, focused on a subset of sites within the 12 landscapes where
WWF currently works on tiger conservation. These sites are critical heartlands where the tiger populations can be maintained,
dispersed from or increased in to contribute towards the Tx2 goal. Field staff and managers of 135 sites were asked questions on
the six elements detailed above: legal protection, protection management, effective patrolling, intelligence networks, arrests and
prosecutions and government resources. Responses were submitted for all 12 landscapes and data were analysed to show overall
percentages.
3
4
5

Messer, K. (2000). The Poacher’s Dilemma: The Economics of Poaching and Enforcement. Endangered Species UPDATE 17(3):50-56.
Verheij, P.M., Foley, K.E.and Engel, K. (2010). Reduced to Skin and Bones. An Analysis of Tiger Seizures from 11 Tiger Range Countries (2000–2010). TRAFFIC International, Cambridge, `.
WWF (2012). How vulnerable are wild tigers to poaching in the sites critical for their survival? WWF Tigers Alive Initiative, Malaysia.

Results
Sites Surveyed

Yes

Landscapes

No

Data
Unavailable

1. Legal Protection

2. Protection Management

4. Intelligence Networks

1a: Is this site legally protected?

2a: Is there a protection management plan in place?

4a: Is the site supported by an intelligence network?

86 sites (64%) reported having a protection management plans
while 36 (27%) did not (2a). A proportion (47 of 86) of the sites
with protection-specific management plans were in Russia;
without the inclusion of Russia, the percentages change (2b).

Of the 135 sites, 121 (90%) responded that the site is
protected by law (1a). Of the sites that have protected
status, 76% confirmed that tigers are a key reason the site
is protected (1b).
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2b: Data
without the
inclusion
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86 (64%) reported having an intelligence network in place, compared
to 28 (21%) who did not; 21 (15%) stated data were unavailable (4a).
Half of those using an intelligence network were from Russia (47);
without Russia the percentages change (4b).
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5. Arrests and Prosecutions

Sites were surveyed for how many arrests were made
for poaching-related activities last year (2011) and
how many arrests were successfully prosecuted.
Site-specific data were unavailable for the majority
of sites (86 and 110, respectively). Of the sites able
to report site-specific data, 41 reported having arrests
but only 15 reported successful prosecutions (5).

24%
44%

32%

5: How many arrests and successful
prosecutions have been made in the last year?

3. Effective Patrolling

Data
Unavailable

96 sites of 135 were asked about staffing
fulfilment. 49 (51%) reported staffing
levels at 90-100% of the planned amount,
14 (15%) reported between 50-90% and 11
(11%) reported below 50% of planned (3a).
The majority (42 of 49) of sites with 90100% were in Russia. Without Russia only
12% of sites have 90-100% of the planned
amount of staff (3b). 112 sites (83%)
reported not having a software-based LEM
system in place (3c). 47% of sites reported
patrolling efforts of 22+ days/month; many
of which were from Russia (3d). Sites also
were asked about area coverage by walking
patrols (3e), however a significant portion
of data was unavailable for both average
patrol days/month and area coverage.
3c: Is there
a softwarebased LEM
system in place
producing
detailed
monthly
reports?
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3e: What percentage
is covered by foot
patrols?

3d: What is the
average patrol
days/month?
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6a: Are protection field staff adequately equipped when they go on patrol in this site?
Are protection field staff working in this site trained to an accepted basic standard?

83%

<<50%
50%of
of
planned
planned
15%

40%

A majority (87; 64%) reported protection field staff
are adequately equipped when they go on patrol
however patrols in several sites are reportedly underequipped (35; 26%); data were unavailable for 13
sites (10%) in primarily Malaysia and Thailand.
Similarly, a majority (89; 66%) reported protection
field staff are trained to an accepted basic standard.
Thirty-four sites (25%) stated field staff are not
trained to an accepted basis standard and 12 sites
(9%), again in Malaysia and Thailand, were unable to
provide data (6a). A high proportion of the sites with
both adequate equipment and training are in Russia;
without which the percentages are very different.
Well over a third of sites across the other countries
are without adequate equipment and/or training (6b).

16%

50-90%of
of
50-90%
planned
planned

20%

6. Training & Resources

1%

3a: What is the
current staffing level
of the planned level?
11%

0%

Reported
Prosecutions

Reported
Arrests

Data unavailable

6b: Data
without the
inclusion of
Russia

100%	
  

15%	
  

14%	
  

40%	
  

38%	
  

45%	
  

48%	
  

Adequately	
  
Equipped	
  

Adequately	
  
Trained	
  

80%	
  
60%	
  
40%	
  

64%	
  

66%	
  
20%	
  

20%	
  

0%	
  

0%	
  
Adequately	
  
Equipped	
  

Adequately	
  
Trained	
  

Discussion & Conclusions
This assessment is part of efforts to ensure protection is considered a specific discipline in tiger conservation along with other
disciplines such as ecological and population monitoring, habitat management, human-tiger conflict and landscape management.
This assessment is possibly the first attempt to systematically understand current protection levels across a representation of critical
sites for tiger recovery. The results of this expanded assessment reveal:
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

While 90% of the sites surveyed are legally protected, and in over 75% of these sites tigers are a key reason
for this status, many are lacking the vital protection elements to effectively halt poaching and provide a safe
refuge for tigers.
Outside of Russia, 41% of sites do not have specific plans for protection efforts even within their wider
management plans. A protection management plan is an essential element of effective protection and without
one, the management of a site is unlikely to have considered the needs for protection adequately.
Current patrolling efforts are still far from the standards required to ensure effective protection. Outside of
Russia, only 12% of the sites surveyed reported having 90-100% of planned staffing in place. Often the staff
regarded as protection staff have multiple responsibilities distracting them from the role of protecting the site
from poachers and other illegal activities. Field staff responsible for protection often work in the toughest, most
demanding conditions but very often have the least training and equipment of management staff. This not only
reduces their effectiveness but reduces their morale and the levels of respect given to them by neighbouring
communities and poachers.
Where data were available, there was an alarmingly low number of site-specific arrests and successful
prosecutions reported. Without an effective deterrent provided by prosecutions, there is little hope to stem the
tide of poachers.
Outside of Russia, over 50% of the sites surveyed reported staff were not trained or equipped to an adequate
level. The job of protecting tigers needs to be increasingly professionalized to ensure field staff are thoroughly
enabled to protect tigers from poaching, as well as themselves in dangerous situations.
Based on these collected data, many sites may be in danger of being “paper parks”, i.e. parks that are legally
protected but are not being actively managed and protected on the ground.
While a great deal of information was collected, much of it for the first time, there is a surprising lack of data
available on the level of protection and the occurrence of poaching. Without these data it is impossible for the
TRCs along with partners to monitor protection and adapt management needs accordingly, and is therefore a
significant barrier to effective protection management.

The exception to the general trend found across the landscapes were the results from Russia which reported nearly all sites having
protection management plans, with 90-100% of planned staffing in place, a high number of patrol days/month, intelligence networks,
high numbers of arrests and prosecutions and well-equipped, well-trained field staff. Recent reports from Russia reported overall
increases in tiger abundance/density in five of the critical sites included in the assessment.
In addition nine sites in India and three sites in Nepal reported increasing tiger numbers. In all cases, these sites had several of the
key elements of effective enforcement outlined above, in addition to legal protection. Correlations such as these indicate direct links
between effective on-the-ground enforcement patrolling and increasing tiger numbers. However, more data is required to determine
how specific management interventions relate to poaching incidences and increasing population trends.
Some good examples of best practice were also revealed during the assessment. In Thailand, for example, the government has
developed and implemented a system of Smart Patrolling aimed to professionalize patrolling efforts in critical sites; a model that
is becoming increasingly adopted and implemented by other TRCs in the fight against poaching. The recent development and
continuing roll-out of law-enforcement monitoring software tools, such as SMART and M-STrIPES, will further increase the
effectiveness of protection efforts. Increasing the development, adoption and sharing of such best practices will be an essential part
of the efforts towards Zero Poaching.
To strengthen protection in tiger heartlands, TRCs can take action to:
• Nominate their most critical sites for tiger recovery and commit to Zero Poaching as fast as possible
in these sites;
• Draft/update and implement protection management plans;
• Increase staffing in under-staffed sites to the levels needed for effective protection;
• Train field staff where staff are currently under-trained to an internationally accepted standard,
including modern techniques for monitoring and adapting to increase effectiveness;
• Better equip field staff who currently lack proper tools and resources; and
• Provide data on staffing, patrolling efforts, arrests and prosecutions to demonstrate their commitment.
These activities should be conducted in tandem with well planned communications to demonstrate to the public and tiger conservation
supporters that TRC governments are taking direct action to protect tigers and provide serious deterrents to tiger poaching.

Zero Poaching
is the first vital
step on the path
to tiger recovery
and achieving
the Tx2 goal. In
filling these gaps,
TRCs will clearly
demonstrate
where and how
their commitments
made in St.
Petersburg and
Bhutan are being
pursued.
Action must
be taken now
to secure tiger
heartlands and
ensure they beat
with the pulse of
more wild tigers in
the near future.
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