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CONTENT‘A Series of Unfortunate Events’ 

 I have worked in nature conservation for close to a decade now. From people displaying 
selfless acts of kindness to some of the most grotesque human behaviours towards nature, I am 
can confidently say that I have seen and heard a lot. But this issue of Natura left me with mixed 
emotions, about the positivity of the planet but the negativity of our impact on it. 

 In this issue, you will read Hanniah Tariq’s poignant piece on the pandemic and the unexpectedly 
cruel treatment of pets in Pakistan. She speaks to representatives of many animal shelters across 
the country and what she reports is horrifying. With no research and assuming that these pets 
could be possible carriers of COVID-19, pet owners are abandoning ,and in the worst cases, 
poisoning their pets. And then the recent incident of the culling of dogs shook everyone. In times 
like these when good news is hard to come by, reading and hearing about atrocities on animals 
makes one think wonder whether we have really learned anything from the pandemic. 

 These updates come at a time when WWF releases a report that shows that conditions are ripe for 
another pandemic to rise, and COVID-19 may be just one of the many that we face in our lifetime. 
The reason is simple: we have become an unsustainable burden on the planet and the system is 
now collapsing. 

 In recent months, life as we knew has changed. There will be no going back to the previous 
‘normal’. As the human race determines what will be the new normal, I hope it is a just, kind and 
inclusive future for all. If we fail to understand how this moment shapes our planet, it makes me 
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F.

Recently, I met an old family friend after several years. She is one of the few people I know who is just 
as passionate about animal welfare as I am. That’s why she decided to become a veterinary doctor . A 
detailed conversation on the plight of animals in Pakistan brought us to the conclusion: at large, animals 
will never be cared for in this country. I was perhaps not as hopeless as she was but I understood her 
concern.

Campaigners have rallied for animal rights in Pakistan for a very long time but their voices come from a 
barely noticeable minority and, sadly, have fallen on deaf ears. They do not even evoke a response and 
fade away as soon as they are vocalized. Stray dogs have been targeted and murdered. Donkeys have 
been beaten up as part of political protests. Street animals are pelted, tied up and their tails yanked for 
amusement. Cart-driving animals are mercilessly beaten and overused in the crippling summer heat. 
Zoos fail to keep their animals in hygienic and suitable environments. It is no surprise that animals were 
left to die in pet shops during the recent lockdown in the country. The list of acts showcasing animal 
cruelty are endless.

This is a country that takes direction from religion for every matter, and showing love towards animals is 
part of our faith. Then why is it that people fail to develop a caring relationship with animals? Or, more 
so, why do we fail to successfully rally for the rights of animals? A common, yet flawed, argument made 
against a pro-animal stance is, “Who cares about animal rights in Pakistan when human rights are not 
guaranteed?” What a majority in Pakistan fails to understand is that animal rights and human rights are 
not mutually exclusive.

Still, there are signs that show progress in the right direction. Non-profit organizations and shelters set 
up in recent years are working towards safeguarding pet and street animals. Through social media, 
particularly Instagram, a lot of these organizations have helped carve out empathy amongst their

A PLEA FOR COMPASSION
Momin Masood teaches English at the Lahore Grammar School and 
is a nature conservation and animal rights enthusiast.

“Concern for animals has been raised in Pakistan for 
a very long time but these voices come from a barely 
noticeable minority and, sadly, have fallen on deaf 
ears. They fade away as soon as they are vocalized.” 

© Mauri Rautkari / WWF© Mauri Rautkari / WWF

© Tom Vierus / WWF-UK
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followers by sharing the journey of the animals they look after. As a result, animal adoptions are more 
frequent than they used to be and with more endearing content on animals, audeinces now have a  
connection, which was previously missing. 

Steps on a more institutionalized level are needed to bring about an incremental shift. Incorporating, 
through theory and practice, empathy and compassion in children can sow good beginnings, aside from 
the occasional trips to the zoo. Setting up animal sanctuaries in every province can specifically keep 
endangered species like markhors, vultures, etc safe. Hiring trained professionals for places like zoos, 
shelters and these would-be sanctuaries can guarantee animals receive the care they require to thrive, 
along with being a reliable source of information for every species. The Pakistan Prevention of Cruelty Act 
1890, an outdated law, needs to be updated at the very least. Increasing penalties for acts of cruelty 
could curb such instances. If taking these actions is difficult for Pakistan to do alone, collaborating with 
international animal-centric organizations can be instrumental in building the kind of support system that is 
needed. 

We should collectively work towards improving animal welfare standards to ensure that animals are 
treated with respect and are given credence as they are an equal part of our ecosystem. There is a dire 
need to have legislation and standards in place, the ratification and implementation of these rules and 
laws is equally important. It is imperative for us to expand the experience of the public with animals 
to engender empathy and an affinity towards them. This can be done by improving zoos, having well 
managed nature reserves and wildlife sanctuaries to protect indigenous wildlife species that also provide 
nature tourism opportunities to the people. 

When all is said is done, though, the matter comes down to funding and the availability of resources. 
With a number of issues that directly affect humans, all efforts focus on protecting them rather than any 
other species. Until then, any actions taken to protect animals will have to be those taken on an individual 
level, out of the goodness of a person’s heart. One can hope that this in itself will be enough to keep the 
animal population in Pakistan alive and healthy.

WHEN NATURE TAKES OVER
Umar Saud is a percussionist in Quadrum, the band, and WWF-Pakistan’s 
Goodwill Ambassador.

“Amidst the crippling outbreak of COVID-19, 
nature has literally taken over for a moment, which 
is lasting longer than expected.”

Humans are supposed to be the superior species begotten by the Creator, with the highest level of 
intelligence and a supposedly substantial emotional quotient. Unfortunately, taken over by consumerism, 
these claims about humanity have proven wrong. In the rut of confusion and not comprehending the 
mantras of ‘living beyond our means’ with ‘making ends meet’ we have become selfish rather than being 
selfless – contrary to what we were supposed to be on Earth.

Industrialization has done more damage than good to our planet.“
“

© Chris Linder / WWF-US© WWF-Switzerland / A. Weissen / WWF

Industrialization has done more damage than good to our planet. Cities suffocating with smog, forests 
burning for the good of a few, plastic waste from manufacturing industries polluting the oceans, 
irresponsibility of the big corporates who conceal this behind the veneer of corporate social responsibility 
has brought us to a crossroad where something drastic has to be done. Despite all the efforts of 
environmentalists, opinion makers, conservationists, and enthusiasts, flags were not raised high enough 
to make people realize that we had invaded and destroyed the habitats of almost every other species 
on Earth, with an almost shameless sense of entitlement. May it be developing skyscrapers in cities and 
building networks of roads or creating access to the most beautiful natural landscapes and destroying 
them with human filth, we have selfishly turned every place in to a money-making opportunity, giving back 
to nature only as a joke worth mentioning on channels such as National Geographic and Discovery.
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Amidst the crippling outbreak of COVID-19, nature has literally taken 
over for a moment, which is lasting longer than expected, all across 
the world. It makes us wonder how this industrial mayhem would 
have come to a halt otherwise. Now that it is a question of saving 
human lives, with the lockdown in place, we have begun to realize 
(which I still doubt) how endangered wildlife all over the world has felt 
when humans claimed and encroached on their land, making them 
unwillingly retreat to a compromised habitat thereby causing distress. 
Now that an intangible menace has incapacitated the entire human 
race, which is forced into lockdown for its survival, some of us feel the 
pain of birds, animals, fish and insects who suffer at our behest, some 
of which have become extinct because of humanity’s capitalist race 
and technological advancement.

The outbreak has awakened the realization that self-created haste and 
urgency was never really of any consequence, and has prioritized 
what we truly need for survival. Deadlines postponed, targets 
reconsidered, plans cancelled, vacations rescheduled, weddings 
made simpler and smaller, working from home, family time valued, 
spirituality revived, bodies rejuvenated, time crawling than running 
by. A lack of urgency is one of the gifts given to us all during this 
pandemic. 

How else would you have gotten to breathe clean air in Lahore 
during the lockdown, which only a few months earlier was the most 
hazardous and deadliest in the world? How else would the sky be 
so blue during the week? How else would the wild animals have felt 
secure in their habitats? How else would we get to see clean oceans 
and beaches, less burdened by plastic waste hurled by humankind? 
And above all, how else would we have appreciated the beauty of 
our natural world and had a chance to be intimate with nature?

All these questions need answering, not to prove anything or to 
be right or wrong, but for ourselves to make amends and realize 
how difficult we have made our own lives because of self-imposed 
compulsions of filling our trolley with junk that eventually makes our 
planet a less hospitable place to live. No matter how much you sell 
the idea of making terrestrial bodies like the moon or Mars the next 
destination, where you were sent by the Creator will always be a 
better place to live. The choice is entirely ours.

Conserve today for a better tomorrow.

© Mauri Rautkari / WWF

© Mauri Rautkari / WWF
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Pipe water coverage in villages around the Central Karakoram National Park (CKNP) is 
similar to the rest of the region. A large number of villages around CKNP do not have 
access to piped drinking water supply and are dependent on traditional drinking water 
delivery systems, mainly irrigation channels and shallow water pits (locally called gulko). 
These shallow water pits are not only used to reduce turbidity in water in summer but to 
store butter and other food items. Piped water supply systems in these villages have been 
constructed by the Local Government and Rural Development department (LG&RD, 2000), 
consisting of a storage tank connected either with man-made channels or with streams 
without a proper design and treatment facilities in the majority of cases.

WWF-Pakistan, under the Mountain Protected Areas (MPA) project of the United Nations 
Development Program (UNDP) and government of Italy, carried out a risk assessment of 
the existing drinking water sources, delivery systems and household storage containers 
in 10 selected villages in the buffer zone of the CKNP. Ten representative samples from 
each village were analysed in-situ for biological (E.coli) and selected physico-chemical 
parameters.

Biological analysis of the water samples showed that almost all traditional and improved 
drinking water supply systems in the project villages are grossly contaminated with faecal 
material and were not fit for human consumption as per Pakistan’s National Drinking 
Water Quality Standards (NDWQS), and WHO guidelines of drinking water quality for 
developing countries. The observed contamination levels were much higher. According to 
the WHO and NDWQS, there should not be a single colony of thermotolerant bacteria in 
a 100 ml of drinking water sample. The biological contamination levels recorded were in 
the range of 20 - 320 E.coli/100 ml in 100 water samples.

SAFE WATER - A BASIC 
HUMAN RIGHT
Haider Raza is Regional Head - Gilgit-Baltistan, WWF-Pakistan.

“A lack of water treatment facilities in public 
water supply systems has resulted in considerable 
environmental and health problems in the population of 
Gilgit-Baltistan.”

Access to safe drinking water has been considered a basic human right by the United Nations General 
Assembly and is a basic need for existence. Eighty per cent of diseases in developing countries are 
associated with poor quality of water. According to the World Health Organization (WHO), about 2.2 
billion people die every year due to diarrhea caused by polluted water.

Seasonal snow, glaciers, rivers, streams (nallahs), natural lakes and springs are the water sources in 
Gilgit-Baltistan. Meltwater enters streams, which subsequently feed man-made channels (kuhls) that bring 
water into settlements to fulfil agricultural, domestic and commercial requirements. However, in rural 
areas, a shallow water pit is commonly used to reduce the turbidity (cloudiness or haziness of a fluid 
caused by individual particles like suspended solids that are generally invisible to the naked eye) of water 
at the household or communal level.

The situation of safe drinking water in Gilgit-Baltistan is like the rest of the country where statistics show 
61 per cent coverage of piped water, out of which 13 per cent of systems are non-operational. 

As a result, more than 50 per cent of the population uses polluted surface water 
sources for drinking purposes such as streams and man-made water channels. “ “

As a result, more than 50 per cent of the population uses polluted surface water sources for drinking 
purposes such as streams and man-made water channels. The drinking water sources and systems are 
highly contaminated with faecal materials (animal and human excreta), especially in the summer seasons 
with high levels of suspended solids. Additionally, water is also polluted with industrial effluents and 
agricultural runoff. A lack of water treatment facilities in the public water supply systems has resulted in 
considerable environmental and health problems in the population of Gilgit-Baltistan.
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About 2,585 students are now benefiting from these safe drinking water facilities. “

“
Since school children are most vulnerable to water-borne diseases, the provision of safe, potable water in 
schools is a fundamental public health prerequisite. Therefore, under the project WWF-Pakistan provided 
safe drinking water facilities in 10 selected girls schools. The safe water facilities were selected based 
on physical, biological and physico-chemical characteristics of the existing drinking water facilities 
in schools. In five schools having less turbid water (< 10), water purification units were installed at 
appropriate places in the school vicinity. These water purification units consist of ceramic, granulated 
activated carbon, silver-coated sand and UV lamps. For highly turbid water, water treatment facilities with 
three compartments of gravel and sand as filter were constructed in five schools. 

What do we need to know about the water crisis in Pakistan?

It is a common perception that the water crisis in Pakistan is a distant threat. Contrary to this belief, we 
are currently amidst a ticking timebomb where more than 200 million people will find themselves water-
starved if we do not act now. This is increasingly evident from growing water scarcity, resource depletion 
and contamination in many parts of the country.

Surprisingly the primary reason for this growing crisis is not that we are running out of water, but that we 
are not able to manage and value water as a resource. In fact, Pakistan has enough water present in 
nature that the World Bank recently reported only 35 countries are more water abundant in the world 
than Pakistan. Yet, our population is categorized among the band of countries facing extreme water risk.

To further add to our vulnerability in managing water, climate 
change is inducing pressure on our existing systems through 
invariable rainfall, frequent droughts and flooding. Pakistan 
is currently reported as the fifth most vulnerable country to 
climate change by the thinktank, Germanwatch. The way 
climate change acts is that it creates uncertainty. For instance, 
too little water at a time when it is needed most can result 
in droughts and food insecurity. Conversely, too much water 
in the form of floods or storms can devastate an entire 
population. Between 2000 to 2011, Pakistan faced an 
economic loss of US$10 billion, which is the third highest in 
South Asia, after India and China. In 2010 alone, Pakistan 
saw one of the most devastating floods in the history of the 
country, affecting approximately one-fifth of the total land area 
of the country, impacting 20 million people, and causing an 
economic impact of US$4.5 billion.  

IS PAKISTAN’S WATER CRISIS A NATURAL 
CALAMITY OR MAN-MADE?
Sohaib Waseem Anwar is Coordinator Projects - AWS, Freshwater 
Programme at WWF-Pakistan.

“Knowing that a looming water crisis is a real threat 
to Pakistan, as science and evidence proves it, the 
question that needs to be answered is how big is this 
issue for us?” 

About 2,585 students are now benefiting from these safe drinking water facilities. Post-intervention 
water quality monitoring of the facilities has been designed and will be carried out, after the opening of 
schools, by the Gilgit-Baltistan Environmental Protection Agency (GBEPA). School management and the 
community highly appreciated WWF-Pakistan and UNDP’s efforts for the provision of safe drinking water 
facilities in schools. 
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Knowing that a looming water crisis is a real threat to Pakistan, as science and evidence proves it, the 
question that needs to be answered is how big is this issue for us? How quickly is it building up and how 
should we prepare for it? Any delays in finding answers to these questions will only let the issue grow 
and keep us from finding solutions.

Before answering these questions, let us first understand the macro context of the water situation in the 
country. Pakistan’s total water availability is 250 billion cubic metres  (BCM), out of which 90 per cent 
goes to agriculture, four per cent to industry and six per cent to domestic consumption. This means that 
out of 250 BCM, 15 (BCM) is available for domestic consumption - that is about 15 trillion litres of 
bottled water, to put it into context.

Keeping agriculture and industrial water consumptions aside, if we only analyze our domestic water 
systems, out of more than 200 million people, 70 per cent do not have access to safe drinking water, 
and 80 per cent do not have access to both safe drinking water and sanitation combined.

This means only 20 per cent, i.e. 40 million people have access to safe drinking water and sanitation. 
We continue to witness a decline in per capita water availability in Pakistan every year. Our access 
to water is currently 950 cubic metres per person, which is well below the Falkenmark Water Stress 
Indicator, a common indicator used by water experts which has a threshold mark of 1,000 cubic metres

What is the scale of the water crisis in Pakistan?

What happens if we continue to undervalue water as a resource and what impact 
can it have? 

If we only analyze our domestic water systems, out of more than 200 million 
people, 70 per cent do not have access to safe drinking water, and 80 per cent do 
not have access to both safe drinking water and sanitation combined.

“ “

per person, putting us in the category of a water-stressed nation. 

In terms of total storage, our current water situation is such that the entire population only has a
30 day water reserve. Comparatively, India has a reserve of 220 days, while USA, Canada 
and Australia have reserves of over 1,000 days. On top of this, inefficiencies in our current water 
management systems in agriculture and industry continue to grow, as more and more water is pumped 
out, in many cases unregulated, from surface and groundwater bodies, with lesser contributions to 
recharging our water resources. For example, we pump between 45 to 55 Million Acre Feet (MAF) 
of water from groundwater reserves and are returning only 30 to 35 MAF, causing our groundwater 
resources to deplete fast. The city of Lahore, for instance, is experiencing a three to four feet drop in 
groundwater, while Karachi is facing a deficit of 500 Million Gallons per Day (MGD). Islamabad too is 
losing the capacity of its main source of water, the Rawal Dam, of which we saw glimpses of dry patches 
last year. Similar evidence is building up for every city and village in Pakistan!

Even at the micro-level, our water utilization is highly inequitable, where affluent communities can afford 
water for their use whereas poor communities in rural and urban centres are already facing frequent 
drought conditions and sanitation problems. For instance, affluent communities consume 10 times more 
water than the global average, i.e. they consume 100 gallons per day versus a global average of 10 
gallons. Whereas, the poor have no access. Our internal water usage is discrepant, as wastage of 
water continues at household levels, for instance excessive car washing, shower times, kitchen waste 
etc. without the realization that this resource is highly invariable and disproportionately distributed. All 
because there is no price associated with water and it is not properly metered.

© Jaime Rojo / WWF-US

© Karine Aigner/WWF-US

© Karine Aigner/WWF-US
© James Suter / Black Bean 
Productions / WWF-US
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So, what happens if we continue to undervalue water as a resource showing a lack of appreciation? 



How should we go about addressing the current water situation in Pakistan? 

Our current water systems will start facing external pressures, both natural and human-induced, which 
continue to grow until our systems reach points of failure, which will be irreversible in a short span of 
time. The macro issues we are witnessing, such as declining storage capacities, resource exploitation 
and contaminations will trickle down to reach our homes. With increasing pressure, we will face a 
challenge to keep pace with the rising demand for water for the over 200 million population of Pakistan. 
For example, densely populated urban clusters will continue to grow, shrinking per household water 
accessibility. More wealthier populations might sustain the situation a little longer as they would be 
able to purchase access to water, however the less fortunate will suffer the most, causing inequitable 
water distribution. With a growing demand for food, every cropping season will face difficulties in 
meeting agricultural water demands, leading to a shortage of food supplies in local markets and with 
a possible hike in prices, increasing abstraction of groundwater by industries, housing communities and 
the agriculture sector combined, and invariable rainfalls extracting water from our water storages at a 
much faster rate than they are recharged at. Eventually, we will witness situations where running tap water 
will be a luxury as there will be frequent water load shedding, price hikes in water-related commodities, 
sanitation inaccessibility, biodiversity loss, increase in waterborne diseases, possible communal conflicts 
or a worst-case scenario - a water emergency in the entire country!

Let us address each issue one by one. Firstly, at the macro scale, we must pressurize our government, 
at the national, provincial and municipal levels to prioritize water resource management through policy 
interventions such as commercial water use pricing, water metering, groundwater abstraction caps etc. 
Second, it is very important for the government to prioritize and proactively work to increase storage 
capacities to ensure the quota of at least 120 days of storage capacity, for both natural and 
man-made storages, and invest more to improve the water supply and sanitation service delivery. Third, 
our government and citizens collectively need to protect our natural ecosystems, our rivers, lakes and 
oceans. Our small, large, urban and rural nullahs (drains) need regular cleanups and proper waste 
disposal so that the natural ecosystem can maintain its balance. The best indication of healthy waterways 
is when you can find small fish floating in them.

Fourth, we must realize that water is not a free resource, it has a price that we need to acknowledge. 
People misuse water running from their taps because they do not pay enough for it. But just consider the 
fact that 20 years ago you could drink water from your taps because it was obtained from a local source 
and was clean. Now we pay private companies and the water they bring us is highly processed, and 
from far off sources. Paying for water services to the government can ensure that this money will be spent 
to protect local water resources. However, with no action in place, the crisis is already staring in our 
faces. And it will only be a matter of time before we lose all access to water resources because we did 
not pay enough to sustain them.

In conclusion, it is necessary to reiterate that the water crisis in Pakistan is associated with how less we 
appreciate our water resources. It is not due to the non-availability of freshwater, but because of non-
accessibility due to mismanagement and lack of appreciation. The only way to resolve this is to manage 
it through an increased level of appreciation at all levels!

The heartening news is that approximately 89 per cent of people around the world 
are now connected to some level of electricity, an increase of 150 million people 
who have gained access since 2018. 

“ “

A DREAM OF SUSTAINABLE 
ENERGY FOR ALL  
Sameer Ahmad works as Operations Manager, Sustainable Energy for All /
UNOPS, Vienna, Austria.

“Much has been written and debated about what the 
world should look like in 2030, but that is all for naught 
if incremental progress isn’t made in the lead-up to 
2030.”

It is eight years since the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were agreed upon in Rio de Janeiro 
bringing together the world to set ambitious targets on the well-being and prosperity of our planet and its 
people. Much has been written and debated about what the world should look like in 2030, but that is 
all for naught if incremental progress isn’t made in the lead-up to 2030.

The last few years, in particular, have shone a garish light on the centrality of clean and sustainable 
energy in not only addressing the problem of the lack of access to electricity, but also enabling progress 
in other Sustainable Development Goals – reducing poverty, fighting hunger by fixing food storage 
chains, and combating climate change. Despite the importance of reliable, affordable, modern and 
clean energy to achieve the SDG goals and climate ambition, the world is, unfortunately, lagging behind 
in meeting targets.

The heartening news is that approximately 89 per cent of people around the world are now connected
to some level of electricity, an increase of 150 million people who have gained access since 2018. 
On the flip side, this also means 840 million people in the world still do not have access, and 573 
million of them live in Sub-Saharan Africa. With just a decade to go until 2030, that figure is staggering. 
Moreover, the number of people who lack access to clean cooking, known as energy efficient solutions 
like clean cooking fuels and technologies like fuel efficient cooking stoves has remained even more 
stagnant, with almost three billion people without clean cooking solutions, which is equivalent to two in 
every five people on the planet! This inaction condemns an entire new generation of women and children 
to indoor air pollution, stalls economies because of health and environmental impacts and threatens
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significant deforestation due to the use of forest wood for burning. 

The data also shows that progress on energy efficiency is not up to the mark. Work on energy efficiency 
remains our most reachable and inexpensive step to decarbonize the global economy, clean the air 
we breathe and expand energy access. However, data shows the largest energy-intensive economies 
are seeing improvements in energy intensity slowing or even coming to a standstill. Worryingly, some 
countries are even moving backwards.

So, all this begs the question – where is it going wrong, and how can we get back on track? Data 
shows that countries which made significant progress are those which made “access” a political priority 
at all levels of government. This means a greater emphasis on integrated electrification planning and 
embracing both on-grid and off-grid solutions. Access must also be defined as productive access; 
meaning, energy that allows people to contribute to the local economy, have access to adequate 
healthcare, and enough power to enable education. This requires us to shift the conversation of energy 
access from beyond just keeping the light on. Moreover, despite available technology and the high 
demand for modern renewable energy solutions, the growth in this sector has slowed. Governments will 
need to reprioritize the shift to renewable solutions across the end uses of electricity, transport and heat.

True, the magnitude by which change is required in rejuvenating the dream of sustainable energy for all 
by 2030 is daunting, and much of it is in the hands of government bodies, as well as big players across 
the public and private sector. The demand, however, remains in the hands of consumers. As long as we 
play an active part in making shifts in our lifestyles and calling for sustainable solutions in our homes, 
schools and workplaces, we will find that sustainable energy for all is within our grasp.
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We currently live in unprecedented times that has everyone 
worried. The future is uncertain; the past seems dim, while the 
present is all we know, so we must make the most of it. Think 
of it in a way that the spirit of the Earth became so weak with 
the havoc wreaked over the last few decades, that it had to 
rejuvenate itself in order to survive. The world is now at a 
standstill because of COVID-19 and the normal we know, 
doesn’t exist anymore. Everyone seems to be praying for 
things to go back to the way they were but the real question 
is, was our past, the “normal” that we should strive for? And 
was it any good for us? Nature is blooming, animals are 
happy, the universe seems to be singing and the environment 
is flourishing. A thought to ponder, perhaps?

Enough words have been spoken; it’s time for action. We had 
the power but what did we do in the past? 

The new normal shouldn’t have so many vehicles on the road; 
it needs a sustainable and eco-friendly public transport system. 
The new normal shouldn’t have so much greed, capitalism 
and commercialization; it needs happiness, contentment and 
gratitude. The new normal shouldn’t have water wastage, 
rampant plastic pollution, or cruelty to animals; it needs 
energy conservation, kindness and room for everyone to 
coexist. Every mistake is a lesson learnt; perhaps it’s time for 
us to make our ‘new normal’. They say that we don’t inherit 
the Earth from our ancestors, we borrow it from our children. 
So kind of world do we want to leave for our children? 

We were always planeteers, we just need to realize our 
power to make change. What’s the future going to be? The 
spirit of the Earth awaits us. After all, the power is YOURS.

“ “

THE POWER IS YOURS
Sophia Anjam is an RJ on FM 91, a television personality, influencer and 
WWF-Pakistan’s Goodwill Ambassador 

“Enough words have been spoken; it’s time for action. 
We had the power but what did we do with it in the 
past?”

The new normal shouldn’t have so many vehicles on 
the road; it needs a sustainable and eco-friendly public 
transport system. 

20 21

Since I was a kid, I always wanted to become a planeteer. I was so intrigued by the idea of Captain 
Planet and harnessing the power of nature to make a difference that as an adult I always thought of 
nature and the environment. I truly believed that the Earth had a spirit, which weakened with every bit of 
pollution that engulfed our dear planet and that we had to clean it to reverse the effect. This led me to be 
environmentally conscious in both my professional and personal life and inherently made me cognizant 
and aware of the decisions that I took.



THE ENVIRONMENT AND CORONA: 
WHEN NATURE STRIKES

“The skies seem to be bluer and brighter. Rivers are 
clearer, and the temperature has dropped by a few 
degrees. All it took was a microscopic incorporeal virus 
that thrives on human interaction to play its part.”

Vicky Zhuang Yi-Yin is the Director at Olomopolo Media 
and Drama Teacher at the Lahore Grammer School.

Coronavirus is one of the most common terms used in our vocabularies these days. It is not just trending 
on social media but also in everyday conversations. The novel coronavirus began as a mild virus 
infecting people in China in December 2019, yet it has now taken the whole world hostage. Many 
governments imposed strict lockdowns and curfews in order to curb the spread of the virus, but despite all 
efforts, the numbers keep going up, and as of writing this, we now have more than 10 million confirmed 
cases worldwide.

Scientists confirm that the virus is probably zoonotic, which means that it developed from an animal and 
at some point spread to humans in China, and we all know what happened after that. There is evidence 
that it evolved through the recombination of coronaviruses from pangolins as there is evidence of frequent 
recombination of pangolin and bat coronaviruses, which allowed it to evolve for transmissions across 
different species. Recently, eight tigers and lions in the Bronx Zoo tested positive and contracted the virus 
from an asymptomatic zookeeper. However, this article is not about the spread of the virus. But in fact, 
about how it has been able to do something peculiar: become nature’s self-care routine. It has humbled 
human beings by teaching us a lesson. A lesson that our reckless and apathetic behaviour towards the 
environment and nature has resulted in the outbreak of such a pandemic. This is a wakeup call for us to 
introspect and contemplate our actions and responsibility. 

Humans have been doing unspeakable harm to the environment and the natural world. We have cut 
down trees, dumped mountains of plastics in landfills, heaped waste into the seas, burnt a hole in the 
ozone layer; the list of crimes committed goes on and on. And in many cases, despite all conservation 
efforts, scientists claim the damage is irreversible. 

Basically, our existence has proven to be toxic for mother nature.  “
“
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However, what we have seen over the past few months is nature 
reclaiming its hold on the planet. Animals have returned, there 
have been sightings of whales in North America, tiger sightings in 
the Sunderbans, India, civets have been seen strolling in markets 
and lions sleeping on the roads. There is a ban on the trade of 
exotic animals. But it is not just animals gaining from this temporary 
reprieve. The skies seem to be bluer and brighter. Rivers are clearer, 
and the temperature has dropped by a few degrees. All it took was 
a microscopic and incorporeal virus that thrives on human interaction 
to play its part.

          

Mother nature has taken this as a moment of “me-time”, as            
some self-care is in order. Carbon dioxide emissions have almost 
halved within the span of a few months. This is mainly due to the 
reduction of travel, which has also created a massive decline in 
the demand for fossil fuels. The air became cleaner for the first time 
as the Air Quality Index in Pakistan stayed well below the100s in 
March 2020.  

Monkeys might be monkeying around, but the challenge for humans 
is when we return to the new normal, when we have figured out 
how to definitively fight off this virus, will we go back to the same 
destructive ways or will we truly usher in a time where we are more 
environmentally aware of our actions? Only time will tell.

© Linda de Heer / WWF-Netherlands
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“

Mother nature has taken this as a moment of “me-time”, as            
some self-care is in order. 
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LIKE STURGEONS TO 
WANTON BOYS
“In the past overfishing has been the major threat to 
sturgeons. The value of their products inspired the 
merciless persecution of these helpless beings. The year 
1977 witnessed the peak of sturgeon catch: 32,000 tons…”

Syed Muhammad Khan is a Biologist, a teacher and history enthusiast.

For more than 200 million years, sturgeons have been swimming peacefully in the waters of the 
northern hemisphere. They witnessed the age of dinosaurs, the cretaceous mass extinction, the dawn 
of mammals, the ice ages, the great American interchange, the appearance and disappearance of the 
Bering Bridge, and they lived on, undisturbed. This was until we showed up.

Their scale-less bodies, covered with laterally running bony plates and their shark-like heterocercal tail 
(despite sharing no ancestry with sharks), all make the sturgeons very unusual animals. Evolution has 
been so slow that it is as if they were transferred here via time travel, intact in their primitive form. In 
their extraordinary lifespan of about 100 years, their body sizes cap at around eight metres and their 
weight reaches a metric tonne. They are easily among the largest fish present in freshwater bodies and 
may as well have inspired famous legends like that of the Loch Ness monster and many other long-
feared underwater behemoths. But sturgeons are far from being dangerous, they are our victims and 
we, their assailants.

With 23 out of 27 sturgeon species on the brink of extinction, they are the most critically endangered 
animal group according to the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN).These beings 
thrived for millions of years, until now. From time immemorial, sturgeons were prized for their rarity 
and elusiveness. Their meat was considered a luxury food, to be consumed on special occasions, by 
special people. But there is something else that has brought upon them the wrath of humankind – their 
roe.

With 23 out of 27 sturgeon species on the brink of extinction, they are the most 
critically endangered animal group according to the International Union for 
Conservation of Nature (IUCN). 

“ “

Roe is the internal unfertilized egg-mass of fish. Most notably Beluga sturgeons are raised 
for their caviar, a prized luxury food. Initially a peasant’s diet, roe is now one of the most 
expensive edibles on the planet. Its nicknames, “black pearls” and “black gold”, fail to 
do justice with its actual price, which is far more in comparison, a whopping €10,000 
per kg! A single lucky catch transformed the lives of fishermen, from poverty-stricken 
anonymity to one of comfort and joy. But this came at a price for the sturgeons.

Sturgeons are rare and elusive for a reason. Their longevity necessitates a slow 
procreation rate, otherwise, the water would be teeming with them. They mature very 
slowly; females can take up to 20 years to reach the reproductive age; males, too, 
require around 15 years before they produce viable gametes. Moreover, females don’t 
mate every year and mating usually resumes three to five years after the previous mating 
season. This is primarily the reason why overexploitation causes irreparable damage to 
sturgeon populations.

In the past overfishing has been the major threat to sturgeons. The value of their products 
inspired the merciless persecution of these hapless beings. The year 1977 witnessed 
the peak of sturgeon catch: 32,000 tonnes, the number was never matched again and 
has dropped steeply by 99 per cent. With the enforcement of protection laws securing 
sturgeons against human exploitation, the direct risk has largely been averted. But 
poaching and indiscriminate fishing practices such as using nets continue to haunt the 
fish even to this day.

Even though they may inhabit coastal waters and inner seas, sturgeons still have to 
migrate up rivers to spawn; other river-dwelling species also swim upstream to lay 
eggs. They travel thousands of kilometres for this purpose, but this voyage poses threats 
of its own. Infrastructure and dams constructed along the length of rivers interrupt their 
migrations, keeping them from reproducing. Predictable migratory patterns also put them 
at risk of poaching.

© Edward Parker / WWF
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Sturgeons are also generally very sensitive to water pollution; 
they act as bio-indicators of pollution. Silt is especially 
destructive for their eggs. Sturgeon eggs are sticky and 
remain so for 30 minutes after being laid, which allows 
them to adhere to surfaces. With silt, however, this becomes 
impossible and the eggs are often wasted and drift away due 
to water currents. Similarly, the influx of saltwater, as a result of 
anthropogenic activities, is detrimental for the eggs. The heavy 
presence of motorboats is also a potential risk; impact with 
boat propellers is usually fatal and always painful.

For the first time in over 200 million years of their existence, 
sturgeons face the risk of extinction. These highly-prized 
beings deserve our attention and require our help to ensure 
their survival. Habitat restoration and a switch to sustainable 
development are a decent start, but a sense of responsibility is 
desperately needed for the general public. Sturgeon products 
ought to be boycotted to root out the problem.

Water pollution, a consequence of unsustainable 
industrialization, must also be checked in time before it 
becomes a more serious problem than it already is. Fishermen 
must be trained to practice better fishing techniques, targeted 
towards readily available species, leaving endangered 
varieties in peace. Ex-situ conservation efforts are also 
underway in protecting these species from extinction. One 
fortunate thing is that they do lay a lot of eggs, so effective 
nourishment of the fry will allow us to reimburse the natural 
population for the losses they have sustained, once the natural 
environment has been made safe again.

Care must be taken not to introduce another competitive 
species in the habitat of another species. Most sturgeons are 
capable of breeding with members of other species from their 
order. If a mixture of sturgeon species coexists in an area, the 
possibility arises that members of both species might prefer to

breed interspecifically (between species) rather than 
intraspecifically (within species). Different genotypes, or 
genetic variants of the same species, can shift the population 
gene pool towards a lower survival state. Genes tend to be 
modelled by environmental stresses, so any adulteration in this 
regard will have far-reaching consequences on the fate of the 
population.

In the midst of all the gloom, there is also hope. The WWF 
network has been working for the conservation of sturgeons 
actively with not only communities but scientists, civil society 
organizations and law and enforcement agencies to save 
and protect this extraordinary fish.  They introduced a 
sturgeon policy in 2017 which mentions that by 2025 and 
beyond the level of exploitation of wild sturgeons should 
be reduced to a point where it no longer poses a threat to 
the populations through different initiatives but not limited to 
market transformation, traceability, developing incentives for 
fishing communities to reduce poaching/bycatch etc. The 
organization is also working on short and long term strategies 
for the conservation of sturgeons by partnering with TRAFFIC 
and fighting black markets in key countries by collecting 
evidence of illegal caviar trade, raising public awareness and 
advocating stronger enforcement of policies.

Sturgeons, despite their remarkable adaptations and excellent 
survival history, have finally met their biggest threat ever - 
humans. We are responsible for putting them in this condition 
and it is up to us to help them out of it. Experts claim that we 
may already have started the sixth mass extinction event in our 
planet’s history. If we keep on losing species at this alarming 
rate, life as we know it may cease to exist. Shakespeare’s 
resonating words: “like flies to wanton boys we are to these 
gods, they kill us for pleasure”, have been rendered ironic by 
recent events in the history of our planet. Nature is now like 
those flies and we are the wanton boys. 

© Thomas Neumann / WWF
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ANIMALS IN A POST-
COVID WORLD 
“Various animal rescue and shelter organizations contacted 
revealed that they have received escalating cases of animal 
abandonment and abuse in the past few weeks.”

Hanniah Tariq is the Founder and CEO of High Altitude Sustainability Pakistan 
and has over 15 years of experience in international development and social research.

The spread of COVID-19 has had massive implications for animal welfare, both under human care and 
in the wild. Domestic, neighbourhood, residents of manmade habitats (zoos, sanctuaries, and shelters) 
and undomesticated animals, have all been impacted by the lockdowns worldwide.

Starting from those closest to us, our domesticated companions, it already begins with heartbreak. In 
a time when tolerance, patience, and compassion are key, it seems that local experience has been 
the opposite. Various animal rescue and shelter organizations contacted revealed that they have 
received escalating cases of animal abandonment and abuse in the past weeks. The main problem is 
misinformation, according to Prof. Masood Rabbani, Pro Vice-Chancellor, University of Veterinary and 
Animal Sciences, Lahore. In early April, he clarified that if domestic pets had a role to play in spreading 
the coronavirus, it would have been obvious by now. He also mentioned that WHO’s Centre for Disease 
Control’s advisory correspondingly states that there is no evidence that pets are involved. The World 
Organization for Animal Health (OIE) similarly confirms that ‘there is no evidence that animals are playing 
a significant epidemiological role in the spread of human infections with SARS-CoV-2.’ Regardless of 
such guidelines, relentless circulation of hearsay about animals potentially becoming COVID-19 vectors 
has led to an alarming rate of pet abandonment in Pakistan. To counter this trend, official sources like the 
Ministry of National Health Services Regulations and Coordination (NHSRC)’s COVID-19 health advisory 
platform need to clarify instructions like ‘Avoid Contact with Animals (alive or dead), animal markets, and 
products that come from animals (such as uncooked meat).’ The current economic pressure felt by some 
families is also leading to more pets being thrown out or killed.

Shelters overwhelmed by cases are attempting to dispel fears. According to Ayesha Chundrigar, founder 
of the Ayesha Chundrigar Foundation (ACF), “When the news got out that cats can contract it, without 
realizing it or conducting any proper research people started abandoning their pets. It didn’t matter if it 
was a cat or a dog; we started receiving frantic and frenzied messages for us to take their pets away.” 
Chundrigar also noticed the abnormal development of increasing abuse cases. “They doubled, 

© Copyrights 2010:www.signsofnature.net
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which is very strange. We receive more than 200 calls and messages via social media from across 
Pakistan, displaying that in lockdown, animal abandonment and abuse cases have become ridiculously 
high. I’m talking about proper abuse like burning puppies alive and poisoning kittens. By the time they 
get to us, they are in such a grave state that they can’t survive. Considering that the pandemic is linked 
to animal cruelty, it is bizarre that instead of things becoming better for animals, they have become far 
worse,” says Chundrigar.

Mahera Omar, Co-founder of Pakistan Animal Welfare Society (PAWS), has observed a similar trend. 
“There is compassion fatigue even on regular days, but we are receiving a lot more calls for abandoned 
pets literally thrown on the street now. People can’t even tolerate newly born kittens near their house. We 
were already scrambling with injured animals, but now with the virus, we are overwhelmed, guiding 
people what to do with the additional abandoned animals they are finding,” she states. Similarly, IPS 
Animal Rescue has also received cases of people abandoning their pets and throwing friendly animals 
out of their apartments due to fear that they can infect them.

This unfortunate occurrence is not inevitable, though. For example, in New York, the American Society 
for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA) has noted no major negative effects on domestic animal 
welfare. In a statement to the press, Matt Bershadker, President and CEO of the ASPCA, said “While 
stresses and challenges have arisen in an unprecedented fashion, the ASPCA has not seen an increase in 
owner surrenders or stray intakes at the ASPCA Adoption Center in New York City due to COVID-19.”

Future pets have also suffered at this time. Due to the lockdown, several pet shopkeepers with no previous 
experience of the situation closed their shops leaving animals without care. Gulf News reports that 
hundreds of animals perished as a result in pet markets. “For ten days, those animals were completely 
locked and crying for help. I got in touch with the government, we got a whole bunch of volunteers, and 
together we got out a lot of animals. The government is being fantastic and sending people to check up 
on the pet shops every week or so now,” says Chundrigar.

IPS Animal Rescue has also received cases of people abandoning their pets and 
throwing friendly animals out of their apartments due to fear that they can infect “ “

© David Lawson / WWF-UK© Michel Gunther / WWF© WWF-US / Narendra Shresth © WWF-US / Narendra Shresth

Working animals are also suffering as most of them are owned by daily wage earners. So, while the 
owners are struggling financially, the animals are slowly starving to death. For instance, ACF rescued 
numerous donkeys literally down to skin and bones in this period. As far as livestock is concerned, Eric 
Fèvre, International Livestock Research Institute, feels that there is no reason for alarm, “From a farming 
perspective, there doesn’t seem to be any anthropo-zoonotic cases despite the fact it came from animals 
originally.” However, the availability of livestock feed is critical for the survival of millions of animal 
rearing households across the country. Keeping this in mind, the Food and Agriculture Organization 
(FAO) has shown support by donating 315 kg of animal compound feed to 1,400 families in rural 
Sindh. 

Just like domestic abuse cases have increased exponentially, so has widespread abuse of stray animals 
in cities. Street animals are starving with their primary food sources like restaurants closed for weeks. 
Without regular sources of nutrition, they are obviously distressed. Dogs barking in misery due to hunger  
is leading to civilians poisoning or shooting dogs on the street. “People are taking animal lives into their 
own hands and not realizing that the barking is a cry for help. We have a bunch of puppies with us 
that are bleeding from their mouths because they were poisoned. This is the standard case we see day 
after day. I wake up to this, and I sleep to this. I had no idea it was going to be this intense,” discloses 
Chundrigar.

Rescue capabilities of animal welfare organizations are also being stretched. Todd’s Welfare Society in 
Lahore, for example, is under quarantine due to the virus and has suspended rescue operations to protect 
their animals and shelter staff. Innocent Pet Shelter (IPS) Animal Rescue is trying to accommodate as many 
cases as it can but stated that it’s “really hard as our rescue work focuses on injured animals, and we are 
running out of space. Plus, people who give up these animals take no responsibility; they usually dump 
them in shelters and vanish. We are trying to educate people about COVID-19 protocols related to 
animals and finding new families for abandoned animals. The support we need from people is that they 
should step up and adopt animals from shelters, we need to have space to cater to more cases, and we 
can’t leave our rescued victims on roads, so we need good families for them. Plus, people can foster sick 
animals to share our burden, and donations in any form are always helpful.”

In the words of Professor Rabbani,“We are already not very caring about animals. But just like humans 
need help, so do animals. For their nutrition, the government and private organizations need to think so
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that the animals don’t get affected.” Chundrigar agrees on the need to start feeding programmes to get 
people on board. “If all of us can just give a little bit, whatever leftovers you have at home or keep a 
clean bowl of water outside, we can take care of these animals. Giving grass to goats and cows, and 
carrots and apples to donkeys can save a lot of lives,” says the activist. The ACF also has a survey form 
on its website, which allows residents to enter details of the number of animals in their area so that a 
feeding programme can be coordinated. They have volunteers to carry out the feeding and brokered 
cheaper deals with vendors for food. But they are in dire need of donors to come forward for the project 
to be started on a larger scale. “We have a lot of people who are very keen about doing this but do 
not have the funds. ACF wants to act as a platform to connect them with the donor,” she adds. From an 
advocacy point of view, Omar of PAWS stresses the importance of education and cultivating compassion 
for animals. “We need to create educational materials to increase tolerance among people who don’t 
seem to need an excuse to be cruel to animals. It is important to instil a message of caring for the animals 
we share cities with because it’s not just us living in these cities,” she states.

Clearly, regardless of present circumstances, people need to have an ethical and humane treatment of 
all sentient beings. A way forward is to urgently update and implement a stricter version of the Prevention 
to Cruelty to Animal Act, 1890. Punjab is currently the only province with a “Society for Prevention of 
Cruelty (SPCA) to Animals” established under the Act. This society is under-resourced and has meagre 
funding, while the government is struggling with various economic challenges. Civil society bears more 
responsibility under these unprecedented circumstances where the media can also play a significant role 
in raising awareness and countering misconceptions. 

The Nation reported in 2018 that through this society, “people are fined, though nominally, for 
maltreating animals, while there is no custodian of the 1890 Act for implementation in the other three 
provinces.” The right of all animals to nourishment, shelter, and freedom from abuse must be legally 
reinforced across the country if we as a nation are to start treating cohabiting species better.  Misleading 
information on COVID-19’s interaction with animals must also be countered as it continues to threaten the 
welfare of fauna around the world. As pointed out by Omar, “It’s not the animals that have given us the 
virus but how we have treated nature, ecosystems, and wildlife. But I feel people have ended up blaming 
animals, and it’s translating to this situation.” Indeed, as we move forward into a new world order, it 
is essential to be mindful that current or future pandemics are not rational justifications for abandoning, 
abusing, or killing animals.

© Rob Webster / WWF

WHAT IF FOOD FOR SUSTENANCE RUNS 
OUT? SHOULD I STOCK UP?

“People have recognized their fragility and they want 
to take action. The first action that most people take is 
vegetable gardening.”

Bashir Ahmed is a professional mixed martial arts athlete 
and a WWF-Pakistan Goodwill Ambassador.

Empty shelves in grocery stores, images and stories of people stockpiling food and news articles 
discussing the possibility of supply chains being disrupted is common these days. Many of us have 
taken a moment to question what was once taken for granted. Will there be enough food to go around 
during this pandemic? This moment in history has made us all realize that if the comforts of our modern 
world are taken away, we are at a loss in how to take care of ourselves and this has opened up a new 
window or rather a resurgence of interest in self-sufficiency throughout the world.

A quick google search will show you that interest in home vegetable gardening has surged around the 
world in light of the current situation. From the United States to Malaysia, news headlines show that the 
public at large has shown an increased interest in learning how to grow vegetables on their own.

My own interest in vegetable gardening began about a year and a half ago and resulted as an offshoot 
of the general increase in environmental awareness that occurred within me after becoming a Goodwill 
Ambassador for WWF-Pakistan.
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Our current lifestyles of extreme convenience come at a cost to mother nature. Eating exotic fruits, which 
would normally be out of season, comes not only at a cost of an increased carbon footprint but makes 
us less conscious of the ebbs and flows of natural life. Just a hundred years ago, it would be very hard to 
imagine eating produce that wasn’t in season. I have even heard theories that our bodies are adapted to 
eating certain foods in certain seasons. But what does this have to do with the current situation?

Just like I became more aware of my place in the environment, COVID-19 has helped propel millions 
of people towards the same frame of mind. We watch as our skies become clearer, we read stories of 
how animal behaviours have changed, and many of us for the first time in our lives experienced thoughts 
of food not being available and of going hungry. These and other experiences have put our role on this 
planet into perspective for many people who may not have given it much thought before.

People have recognized their fragility and they want to take action. The first action that most people 
take is vegetable gardening. Once one starts getting involved with growing their own food they become 
connected to nature, and educate themselves on the basic life systems. They take time out of their day 
to care for living beings that will provide sustenance for them. To think about your food as a living being 
instead of a processed commodity to be rushed through a check-out lane to stuff your face with makes a 
world of a difference.

This pandemic has changed the world forever. It has changed behaviours and outlooks towards life and 
our existence on this Earth. Let those changes that occur be the most positive they can be.

Our current lifestyles of extreme convenience come at a cost to mother nature. “
“
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WHY WORRYING ABOUT MONKEY 
BUSINESS SHOULD BE EVERYBODY’S 
BUSINESS !

“Monkeys used in performances are poached (illegally 
captured) from their natural habitats, snatched from their 
mothers at a very early age and raised under extremely 
stressful conditions.”

The article is co-written by Hamera Aisha, Manager Wildlife Consevration 
at WWF-Pakistan and Javed Ahmad Mahar, Conservator, Sindh Wildlife Department.

A bandarwala or monkey charmer is not an unfamiliar character for most of us, he is usually seen 
carrying an adult monkey (rhesus macaque) around crowded places, streets and markets. The monkey 
is usually dressed in fancy attire and performs athletic and acrobatic acts following the moves of the 
monkey charmer’s stick. There is always a crowd which gather around these shows, often showering 
the performer with a few rupees for the unbridled entertainment and amusement being provided.

Children at such shows are seen beaming with excitement as the monkeys do a variety of tricks. These 
monkey charmers are often seen at traffic signals, on busy thoroughfares where they wait for a car to 
stop at the signal so that they may beg the drivers for money. The premise of their plea is to feed the 
starving animal, which many of us do not mind considering as it also helps the poor monkey charmer 
to support himself and the monkey. This apparently harmless act, witnessed throughout the subcontinent 
since long has a darker side too, which most of us are not familiar with.

Monkeys used in such performances are poached (illegally captured) from their natural habitats, 
snatched from their mothers at a very early age and raised under extremely stressful conditions. Rhesus 
macaque, like many other wildlife species, are also protected under most wildlife protection laws 
of the country, which means that they cannot be captured from the wild, kept as pets or trained for 
entertainment purposes.Yet this illicit business continues due to their persistent demand as pets and in 
street performances. Pakistan is not very rich in primate diversity in comparison to other parts of the 
world. The bandar or rhesus macaque (Macaca mulatta) is one of the most wide-ranging primates on 
Earth. There has been limited research conducted in Pakistan in comparison to the scale of poaching 
of macaques, their use in street performances and other threats to their survival.

Monkeys like other wild animals are not meant to live in cages due to their natural behaviour and 
needs, which are not limited to just food and shelter. Like humans, primates have their own complex
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THE RETURN OF THE 
CHEER PHEASANTS

“It took around three years to see the positive impact of 
this strategy where a significant rise in their population 
was observed.”

Adeel Saeed is a Peshawar-based journalist who contributes 
stories on the environment, climate change and wildlife.

The cheer pheasant, an elusive wild bird, has been successfully reintroduced in the natural forests of 
Pakistan, a testament to the incessant efforts for the conservation of this threatened species in the country. 
The Wildlife Department of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa recently avowed to explore, study and understand the 
vulnerable population of this pheasant in the forests of Manshera district. Taimur Ali Shah, Divisional 
Wildlife Officer, Manshera district gave an update on the situation and stated that they have successfully 
explored a thriving population of around 15 to 20 pairs of pheasants in the wild. A few pairs of the rare 
cheer pheasants were released from Dhodial Pheasantry into the surrounding forest area around three 
years ago. The released birds have now grown into a flock of around 20 pairs. 

This is a feat worth mentioning as it will provide new and valuable insights for the conservation and 
protection of such threatened and rare species in Pakistan for the future. These marvelous and visually 
resplendent birds are an indigenous species of Pakistan and we recently saw their numbers decline 
from the natural habitat. In Pakistan, five species of pheasants are found including khalij (Lophora 
leucomalana), koklass (Pucrasia macrolopha), cheer (Catreus wallichii), western tragopan (Tragopan 
melanocephalus) and monal (Lophophorus impejaus).

The population of cheer pheasants, which is listed as vulnerable in the IUCN’s Red List of 
Vulnerable Species, witnessed a significant decline in Pakistan in the late eighties as it was 
on the verge of extinction due to many threats such as poaching, hunting, grass burning and 
shrinking of habitats.

“ “
social systems and interactions as well as specific natural habitat requirements needed to grow normally. 
It is also pertinent for us to understand (from the perspective of safety) that it is nearly impossible to tame 
wild animals no matter how long you keep them.

With the surge of social media and its ubiquitous nature, there is widespread public access to 
information, which offers opportunities to make content viral and get the attention of followers and users. 
One such tactic is posting videos and pictures with native or exotic wildlife pets, often purchased from 
illegal traders, which further promotes and exacerbates the illicit practices.

In metropolitan cities like Karachi where permanent and temporary illegal wildlife trade markets persist, 
seeing monkeys on display for sale is not an uncommon sight, for example nine monkeys at the Lalukhet 
market in Karachi have been recorded to be sold during the last two years. They are supposedly 
captured and sold in these markets to become pets in homes and private zoos.

There is a great deal of research, which confirms that monkeys cannot make good pets. While young 
monkeys may look endearing and harmless, adult monkeys, after reaching an age of sexual maturity, may 
act aggressively and are even dangerous. Once this aggression becomes a threat, owners usually prefer 
to find an alternate home for them and they, unfortunately, end up being sold in the market again. In 
many cases, the adults are abandoned by their ‘illegal’ owners resulting in some zoos in Pakistan being 
overcrowded by such macaques.

While we must acknowledge the role of wildlife protection departments for their dedicated efforts to halt 
illegal monkey trade and other wildlife crimes, there are still an array of issues which let poaching, illegal 
trade and acts like street performances persist in our society. The most important of these are inadequate 
law enforcement measures, improper monitoring and management systems, and extreme poverty which 
provides a fertile environment for such acts to flourish at the source. Our role as citizens is critical in 
supporting solutions, as without changing our behaviour to discourage displays and purchase of wildlife 
as pets, illegal and illicit trade of monkeys and many other wildlife species can never be halted. We are 
in the midst of a global pandemic, believed to have arisen from wildlife. Primates including monkeys are 
close relatives to humans, which also means that their vulnerability to contracting this zoonotic disease is 
also high.

We must all play our part by bringing change from within by taking the first step. With introspection and 
a great deal of contemplation, we need to change our behaviour so that the demand for not only monkey 
street performances but the desire to keep wild animals as pets goes down and eventually stops. This will 
ultimately lead to a reduction in illegal trade and poaching of wildlife.

There is a great deal of research, which confirms that monkeys cannot make good 
pets. “ “
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However, after repeated efforts, numerous attempts and considerable hard work, the 
efforts ultimately bore fruit.  The forest was enclosed with the help of the locals, which 
ensured that the birds remained undisturbed from any anthropogenic activities. This 
was an emphatic victory for them. For all those who worked sedulously to introduce 
the cheer pheasant into the wild, the Wildlife Department of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and 
Dhodial Pheasantry, their unmitigated efforts for over thirty years finally showed tangible 
results as the birds not only increased in number but can now be found in their natural 
environment.

There is an urgent need for strict protection of the area so that the population of the 
birds grows and they may thrive. To further the cause, by ensuring the participation and 
involvement of the locals, the Divisional Wildlife Officer, Manshera, proposed offering 
benefits to the local communities to play an effective and active role in protecting the 
cheer pheasant. In this regard, the Chief Conservator, Wildlife Department KP was 
requested to create at least two posts for watchers to be filled by locals to engage them 
in the protection of cheer pheasants, which would further help in increasing their number. 

To make sure this does not stop and their conservation continues, it is imperative to 
declare the area a conservancy. The reintroduction of any species is a challenging 
prospect, for there is a need to address the threats that caused the problem in the first 
place. In this case, it is essential that the captive-bred birds are prepared for the tough 
conditions of the wild by equipping them with necessary survival skills with the help of 
the local communities. 

For now, the exact location of their population’s whereabouts, where they dwell and are thriving is 
deliberately being kept under wraps and the department of Divisional Wildlife did not divulge the details. 
The reason was simple: to protect the species from any external threats. The discovered forest area is 
vulnerable and faces a multitude of challenges from the local population such as poverty, use of forest 
flora for medicinal purposes, fuelwood collection and illegal hunting. If poachers acquire information 
about the location, they will attempt to lure in locals to catch and sell the rare birds in the open market at 
exorbitant prices.

This is not the first time the Wildlife Department has made an attempt to re-introduce cheer in its natural 
habitat. For the last 30 years, since the early nineties, the department has been engaged in resolute 
conservation efforts through the development of a breeding stock at Dhodial Pheasantry where the birds, 
once rehabilitated are eventually re-introduced in their natural habitat. Unfortunately, these efforts were 
not fruitful due to a number of reasons such as high mortality rates among the birds and mostly because 
of their elusive nature as they are inhabitants of dense forests and prefer complete isolation. The recent 
increase in their number was only achieved by enclosing and cordoning off the forest area with the help 
of local communities engaged in the protection of planted trees under the Green Pakistan Project. It took 
around three years to see the positive impact of this strategy where a significant rise in their population 
was observed, proving the plan had worked.

Sharing his thoughts about the conservation efforts for cheer pheasants in Pakistan, Dr Mumtaz Malik, 
former Chief Conservator of the Wildlife Department and founder of Dhodial Pheasantry said that in 
the early nineties, the department approached the World Pheasants Association (WPA) with the request 
to provide them with cheer pheasant eggs in order for them to be introduced in the natural ecosystem 
in Pakistan. The association dispatched 90 eggs to Dhodial Pheasantry as per the request. These eggs 
subsequently hatched and the chicks were meticulously cared for as the plan at the time was to foster and 
nurture the breeding stock of birds and ultimately release them in the wild. What could not be foreseen 
was the high mortality rate among the chicks and even mature adult birds, which hampered progress 
considerably.

The department worked ardently to foster and nurture the acquired eggs and the chicks, and made 
repeated attempts to introduce them in to the wild. In 1997 a breeding stock of cheer pheasants was 

obtained at Dhodial Pheasantry. The result of this endeavour fwas far from successful. Several other 
attempts were also made by releasing birds in different locations but unfortunately, the desired results 
could not be achieved as the birds disappeared within a few months.

In early 2000, a plan to engage local farmers living within the habitable area of the cheer pheasant was 
chalked out. Farmers were offered a monthly stipend of PKR 500 for the hatching of cheer eggs in their 
custody, raising the chicks and later on releasing the adult birds into the natural habitat. Unfortunately 
this plan had to be abandoned due to the devastating earthquake in 2005, which wreaked havoc and 
caused wanton destruction in the region.

The department worked ardently to foster and nurture the acquired eggs and the chicks, and 
made repeated attempts to introduce them in to the wild. In 1997 a breeding stock of cheer 
pheasants was obtained at Dhodial Pheasantry. 

“ “
© Moheebullah Naveed
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