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short communication

TASHI DHENDUP1*, TSHERING TEMPA1, 2 AND NAWANG NORBU1

Camera trap records of Asiatic 
golden cat at high altitudes 
in Bhutan
Recent camera trap evidence from a biodiversity survey in eastern Bhutan recorded 
an Asiatic golden cat Catopuma temminckii at 4,282 m making it the highest altitudi-
nal record for the species to date. There have been several previous records of the 
species at high altitudes in Bhutan and India. This suggests that the highlands may 
be an important habitat for the species, and may also act as movement corridors. 
Hence, it is important that these habitats are considered in the course of conservati-
on initiatives and decisions for the species.

In 2015, a camera trapping exercise was 
carried out in the unexplored frontiers of eas�
tern Bhutan. The study area covered parts of 
Wangchuck Centennial National Park, Phrum�
sengla National Park and Bumdeling Wildlife 
Sanctuary. The terrain is undulating, and 
elevations within the study area range from 
2,485 m to 4,958 m. In total, 100 grids were 
laid across the entire study area and at every 
camera trap station; two cameras (Reconyx 
HC500 Hyperfire “passive infra-red cameras”) 
were placed so as to capture both flanks of 
the animal that passes by. The cameras were 
deployed from June to September 2015.
During the survey, a common morph of the 
Asiatic golden cat was recorded at a camera 
trap (27°42’56.6” N / 90°55’37.1” E) at an 
elevation of 4,282 m in the montane forests 
of Wangchuck Centennial National Park, 
the largest protected area in Bhutan (Fig. 
1). The animal was photographed walking 
along a game trail in a rhododendron scrub. 
This is thus far the highest recorded elevati�
on at which Asiatic golden cats have been 
detected throughout their entire range. The 
previous highest record was at 4,033 m in 
Jigme Dorji National Park in northern Bhutan 
(Jigme 2011). 

During the same survey, a spotted “ocelot” 
morph of the Asiatic golden cat was also 
detected at a record elevation of 3,999 m 
in rhododendron forest of Phrumsengla Na�
tional Park (27°35’00.2”N / 90°58’34.4” E) 
in Central Bhutan (Fig. 2). Historically, the 
morph was known only from China; however, 
it was first reported in Bhutan in Serphu in 
Jigme Singye Wangchuck National Park at 
3,738 m (Wang 2007). In 2014, the morph 
was recorded in a conifer forest at 3,717 m 
in Bumthang (Vernes et al. 2015). So far, the 
ocelot morphs have only been camera trap�
ped above 3,600 m suggesting that there may 
be a selection for specific morphs at different 
altitudes (Jigme 2011). 
To date, very few targeted studies have been 
conducted on the Asiatic golden cat in its 
range countries; however, many by-catch 
camera trap photographs of the species 
have been recorded at high altitudes. A sur�
vey in Sikkim, India reported the species in 
altitudes ranging from 1,980 m to 3,960 m, 
all comprising of the melanistic morph, and 
suggested that the species is more common 
in montane forests (Bashir et al. 2011). In 
Nepal, it was photographed at an elevation 
of 2,517 m (Yadav & Pal 2009), and in China 

at 3,170 m (Smith & Xie 2008). In Bhutan, 
Jigme (2011) reported grey, ocelot and black 
morphs above 2,500 m, with the grey morphs 
at relatively higher altitudes of 3,900 m, and 
golden morphs between 1800 m to 4,033 m. 
A recent survey in central Bhutan reported 11 
occurrences of the species between 2,985 m 
to 3,900 m (Vernes et al. 2015). Thinley et al. 
(2015) reported its occurrences between ele�
vation ranges of 3488 m to 3,810 m in Jigme 
Dorji National Park. In the present survey, 
the species was recorded between 3,161 m 
to 4,282 m. 
The findings from this and other recent stu�
dies suggest that the highlands may play a 
significant role in terms of conservation of 
the species in Bhutan and in the region. The 
South and South-east Asian region is cur�
rently undergoing the world’s fastest defore�
station rate. As a result, the Asiatic golden 
cat, which is primarily a forest dependent 
species, is threatened by significant habi�
tat loss and fragmentation across its range 
(McCarthy et al. 2015). It is widely percei�
ved that human intercession in land use has 
changed forest cover over time and become 
a proximate component that catalyses de�
forestation and forest degradation (Ives & 
Messerli 1989). In many instances, human 
pressures on natural resources are higher at 
lower elevations which can be more readily 
accessible. In Sikkim, India, extensive clear 
cutting continues, especially in more easily 
reachable southern districts, while the nort�
hern highlands seem to have good forest 
cover. In Nepal, lowland Terai have suffered 
extensive planned and spontaneous defo�
restation over the years (Ives & Mersserli 
1989). In Bhutan, a net forest loss has been 
observed mainly along the southern, more 
lowland half of the country (Bruggeman et 
al. 2016). Here, development coupled with 
rising population pressure on the forests, 
and land conversion is a noteworthy threat 

Fig. 1. Photo of the common morph of the golden cat at 4,282 m, 
Wangchuck Centennial National Park (Photo UWICE/DoFPS).

Fig. 2. Photo of the spotted “Ocelot” morph of the golden cat 
at 3,999 m in Phrumsengla National Park (Photo UWICE/DoFPS). 
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to the species (McCarthy et al. 2015, Dhen�
dup 2016a, b). 
With lowland areas becoming more prone to 
fragmentation and degradation as a result of 
increasing human activities, highland regions 
represent an important refuge for the Asia�
tic golden cat. Because of their remoteness 
and inaccessibility, the highlands are less 
infringed upon by human activities, and are 
often more pristine, providing a relatively un�
disturbed habitat for the species. They may 
also act as natural corridors for individuals 
traversing between different forest patches 
(Mohamad et al. 2013). As such, it is impera�
tive that these highlands are well preserved 
and are  given special consideration for the 
species while planning conservation initiati�
ves and other developmental activities.
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Indochinese leopard has dis-
appeared from 94% of its 
historical range
Only two major strongholds remain for the Indochinese leopards, according to a new 
review study: one in Peninsular Malaysia, and the other in the Northern Tenasserim 
Forest Complex on Thailand-Myanmar border.

Once widespread across southeast Asia, 
the leopard subspecies has been wiped out 
from much of its habitat, and now occurs 
only in six percent of its historical range, a 
new study published in Biological Conserva�
tion has found.
“Nobody was expecting this,” co-author Jan 
F. Kamler, Southeast Asia Leopard Program 
Coordinator for Panthera, the global wild 
cat conservation organization, told Monga�

bay. “All had assumed that the leopard was 
still quite common throughout the forests 
of Southeast Asia. Conservationists had 
recognized that tigers had decreased dra�
matically throughout all of South-east Asia, 
but they hadn’t yet realised a similar range 
collapse occurred for the leopard as well.”
After reviewing data from 146 wildlife 
surveys spanning across the last 20 years, 
an international team of researchers have 

found that an estimated 973 to 2503 In�
dochinese leopards remain in the wild. Only 
409 to 1051 individuals are breeding adults.
Country-wise data revealed that the Indo-
chinese leopard is now extinct in Singapore 
and functionally extinct in Laos and Viet�
nam, with no viable populations remaining 
in the wild. The subspecies is also nearly 
extinct in Cambodia and China.
The leopard now occupies only eight percent 
of its historical range in Cambodia, the study 
found, with just one remaining viable popu�
lation in the Eastern Plains Landscape. Simi�
larly, in China, the leopard now occurs only 
in 0.4% of its historical range. The leopard’s 
habitat in Malaysia, Myanmar and Thailand 
has also shrunk dramatically, the study found.
In fact, only two major strongholds remain 
for the Indochinese leopard, the scientists 
conclude – one in Peninsular Malaysia, and 
the other in the Northern Tenasserim Forest 


