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INTRODUCTION

GOALS

Mountains have always been a refuge for remarkable 
animals and plants. Until recently, the rugged landscapes 
and inaccessibility of these regions have provided shelter 
from significant human influence, but this situation is 
changing fast. 

About 16% of the world’s human population now lives 
in mountain regions. Mountains are also home to rich 
natural resources that are increasingly being exploited, 
most notably water.

While global temperatures have risen by an average of 
0.7oC since 1980, many mountain regions have  
experienced much higher temperature increases. The 
melting and retreat of mountain glaciers is the most 
visible change in these regions, but far from the only one. 

The Vanishing Treasures programme is tackling the 
climate and biodiversity crises by focusing on three 
iconic and endangered species in different mountain 
regions: the snow leopard in Central Asia (Tajikistan 
and Kyrgyzstan), the Royal Bengal tiger in Bhutan,  
and the mountain gorilla in the Virungas (Rwanda 
and Uganda).

In seeking to conserve these iconic species, the  
programme also works to conserve the wider  
mountain habitats and landscapes and to strengthen 
the resilience of the human communities living there. 

Within each region, the Vanishing Treasures  
programme works hand in hand with local  
communities, national governments, and regional 
bodies where relevant, as well as with authorities 
who oversee protected areas.  

To generate new knowledge of the impacts 
of climate change on these iconic mountain 
species and their habitats; human  
communities’ responses to climate change; 
and possible knock-on effects including 
changing human-wildlife conflict≤

To integrate climate-smart measures into 
conservation planning, including ecological 
connectivity measures to take into account 
shifting habitats and other changes resulting 
from climate change

To pilot ecosystem-based adaptation and 
other measures to increase communities’ 
resilience to climate change, including  
promotion of alternative livelihood options 
that reduce or diversify dependence on 
natural resources and reduce human-wildlife 
conflict



T H E  V A N I S H I N G  T R E A S U R E  O F  C E N T R A L  A S I A

The mountain gorilla (Gorilla beringei beringei) is one 
of two sub-species of the eastern gorilla. Adult males 
are known as “silverbacks” due to the characteristic 
silver hair that develops on their backs from maturity. 
Gorillas are almost completely vegetarian and live in 
social groups of between 7 and 16 individuals. 

The mountain gorilla exists in two isolated 
subpopulations straddling the borders between 
Rwanda, Uganda, and the Democratic Republic of 
Congo (DRC). One is in the Virunga Volcanoes region, 
which encompasses Rwanda's Volcanoes National 
Park, Uganda's Mgahinga Gorilla National Park, and 
the DRC's Virunga National Park. The other is in 
Uganda's Impenetrable National Park and the DRC's 
Sarambwe Nature Reserve. 

How it is threatened

Mountain gorillas are the only great ape in the world 
thought to be increasing in population size. An  
estimated 1004 individuals now live within the 
Virungas and Bwindi Impenetrable National Park. But 
despite an increasing population, mountain gorillas are 
exposed to a number of threats. They can get caught 

in illegal wire or rope snares that are intended to catch 
other animals. New threats include infrastructure 
development, disease, and climate change. Ongoing 
conflict and civil unrest in the region also present an 
ongoing risk, affecting people as well as wildlife.

How Vanishing Treasures is addressing the problem

The Vanishing Treasures programme focusses its 
efforts on mountain gorillas within Rwanda and  
Uganda and is working with authorities in protected 
areas and with communities adjacent to Volcanoes 
National Park, Mgahinga Gorilla National Park, and 
Bwindi Impenetrable National Park. While the  
programme will not be implemented in the DRC, it is 
anticipated to involve colleagues from the country in 
technical meetings.

Vanishing Treasures will work to better understand the 
diverse impacts of climate change on gorillas and their 
habitats and on human communities, as well as  
current and possible future vulnerabilities and  
responses. Programme activities will include  
development of measures to reduce human-wildlife 
conflict as well as sustainable buffer zone and  
land management. 

The snow leopard (Panthera uncia) inhabits remote, arid 
and rugged mountainous areas of Central and South Asia 
at altitudes ranging from 2700 metres to 5000 metres 
above sea level. It naturally preys on large ungulates 
including the Asiatic ibex and the Argali sheep. Protecting 
the snow leopard and its habitats can have positive 
effects for the conservation of other species including the 
grey wolf and Eurasian lynx. Snow leopards are estimated 
to number between 2500 and 10000 mature individuals. 

How it is threatened

Much of the snow leopard’s range overlaps with areas 
where people practice traditional pastoralism.  
Expanding human populations and growing livestock 
herds in some areas have led to the degradation of 
pastureland and wildlife habitats, resulting in increased 
competition for food and decline of the ungulates on 
which the snow leopard preys.

In some places, people hunt snow leopards to sell their 
pelts, or kill them in retaliation for livestock  depredation.   

Other threats include mining, which fragments habitat. 
Climate change is also affecting the distribution and 
abundance of prey species, and is contributing to the 
degradation of pastures, leading to increased human-
wildlife conflict.

How Vanishing Treasures is addressing the problem

The Vanishing Treasures programme focusses on the 
Central Asian countries of Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, 
working to better understand the direct impacts of 
climate change on snow leopards and their prey 
species, as well as current and possible future  
vulnerabilities and responses of pastoral communities 
to climate change.

This new knowledge will be used to implement pilot 
solutions on the ground with the aim to lessen or avoid 
human-wildlife conflict, sustainably manage pasture 
resources, promote alternative livelihood activities and 
reduce communities’ vulnerability to climate change.

The tiger is one of the world’s largest carnivores. Once 
ranging widely across Asia, the majestic tiger is now an 
endangered species, with fewer than 4000  
individuals currently in the wild. There are five sub-
species of tigers living in the wild today. The Royal 
Bengal tiger (Panthera tigris tigris) is the most 
numerous and is found in Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, 
and Nepal. 

As a top predator, tigers play an important role in 
maintaining a diverse and healthy forest ecosystem. 
In many countries, including Bhutan, tigers hold a 
strong cultural significance. Tiger reserves also act as 
a storehouse for carbon as large tracts of forest are 
protected. 

How it is threatened

Habitat loss, prey depletion, poaching and human-
wildlife conflicts are the major causes of the decline of 
tigers. Pressures from commercial logging, the  
expansion of agriculture and human settlements into 
forest landscapes, and barriers such as fences, roads

and dams all contribute to the fragmentation and loss 
of tiger habitats and to human-wildlife conflict. 

Climate change is an emerging threat that is driving 
changes in habitat. Climate-related hazards including 
heatwaves, wildfires, droughts, cyclones and floods 
are also adversely affecting tigers and their habitats. 
Human responses to climate change may contribute to 
human-wildlife conflicts as well.

How Vanishing Treasures is addressing the problem 

In Bhutan, Vanishing Treasures is working to enhance 
the understanding of climate change impacts on the 
Royal Bengal tiger and its habitats, and to address 
knowledge gaps. The programme aims to integrate 
climate change knowledge into tiger habitat  
management and promote climate-smart conservation 
practices. The programme will further support  
communities living in close proximity to tiger habitats 
by promoting ecosystem-based adaptation on the 
ground to reduce impact and further pressure on the 
tiger and its habitats.
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