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Abstract

Traditional beliefs of local communities usually contribute to biodiversity conservation and management. We
studied status, existing traditional beliefs, explored cause and prevailing hunting practices on Chinese pangolin
(Manis pentadactyla) using semi-structured interviews in central and eastern districts of Nepal. All respondents
speculated rapid decline of pangolins in last five years and most of them perceived sighting/hunting of pangolin as a
bad omen in their traditions. Money is speculated as a driving force behind increasing the hunting of pangolins as
most of the people have low socio-economic status. The most commonly used hunting practices is filling burrows
with water and hitting on snout of pangolins when they attempt to escape from the burrow. We conclude that the
high monetary value of pangolins in China has overweighed the existing traditional beliefs to increase hunting and
decline of pangolin’s population. Awareness, understanding and uplifting livelihood of local communities with strong
law enforcement are necessary for the conservation of pangolins in Nepal.
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Introduction
Traditional beliefs of local communities are contributing to

biodiversity conservation and management [1-3]. These beliefs are
invisibly controlling people and ultimately preserving the biodiversity
from small to large scales [4]. Socio-economic status, particularly low
economic status of people also affects biodiversity conservation [5,6].
However, this interplay between biodiversity conservation, traditional
beliefs and socio-economic status of local people has not been well
understood, especially in Nepal.

People in Nepal have strong traditional, cultural and religious beliefs
which directly or indirectly contribute to biodiversity conservation
[7,8]. Establishments of sacred forests, temples, stupas, monuments etc.
by local/rural communities are some examples of these traditional
beliefs in Nepal. Unlike for some plants and animals [9], people also do
have strong traditional believes, a sign of bad luck towards the sighting
of Chines pangolin (Manis pentadactyla) (hereafter pangolin) in some
districts of Nepal [10,11]. However, there has been no study about the
impact of traditional beliefs on pangolin’s conservation. Now pangolin
is considered as one of the most highly traded mammals in Nepal and
Asia in broad manner although it is categorized as Critically
Endangered in IUCN Red List of Threatened Species [12-14]. Thus it is
necessary to understand scenario of existing traditional beliefs towards
pangolin and why such beliefs are not contributing on pangolin’s
conservation. For this, we interviewed people of central and eastern
districts of Nepal to know their perception on status and sighting of
pangolin including the motivating factor for its hunting. We also
explored the hunting practices commonly used by the local hunters.

Materials and Methods
We conducted our study in three districts of central

(Sindhupalchok-27°46'N 85°42'E) and eastern Nepal (Ilam-26°54'N,
87°56'E and Dhankuta-26°58'N, 87°20'E) in 2014 and 2016 (Figure 1).
Only Sindhupalchok district has direct open border with Tibet
(China). Moreover, all these districts lie outside the protected areas of
Nepal. Major ethnic groups living in these districts are Tamang,
Sherpa, Rai and Limbu, with few Brahmin, Chetri and Newar. Farming
and animal husbandry are two important ways of sustaining livelihood
in these districts and most people belong to low socio-economic status.

Figure 1: Map showing three studied districts at central and eastern
Nepal.

We used semi-structured interviews [10,12] from the district
headquarters to remote villages with people of different disciplines
such as community forest users’ groups, forest officers, police officials,
traders, teachers, ethnic groups and local hunters about status,
traditional beliefs towards sighting/hunting of pangolins, cause of
hunting and hunting techniques in their localities. We interviewed
adults and elders people. Traditional beliefs towards sighting/hunting
of pangolin were categorized as bad luck, good luck and nothing. We
used the word hunting to mean killing for trade, meat, medicine or any
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other purposes. Similarly, we also related the cause of hunting in terms
of money (income source), bush meat, ethno-medicine and don’t
know. In addition, we recorded the hunting practices that were
prevailing in the study sites. On completion of data collection, we
pooled all the views of the respondents in percentile form to
understand their perception.

Results and Discussion
Of all respondents (N-298), only 40% had seen live pangolins and

98% had seen their burrows. Sighting of live pangolin is very rare as it
is a nocturnal burrowing animal [15]. Burrows, which are also found in
agricultural lands and other open areas including forests, are observed
by most of the people when they go to forest and their agricultural
lands [11]. Like Kaspal et al. [11], and Challender et al. [16], majority
of the respondents (89%) reported that pangolins mostly feed on
termites.

All the respondents speculated that pangolin’s population has
declined rapidly in the last five years. More than half of the
respondents (60%) considered hunting, or even just sighting a
pangolin as a sign of bad luck, and 10% of them favored it as a good
luck while the rest said nothing will happen (Figure 2). People opined
that if someone kills or sees a pangolin, then disasters (like accidents,
illness and sometimes even death) follow in their family within a
couple of months. Such ill beliefs have also been reported in different
districts of Nepal [10,11,17]. However, this belief has not reduced the
hunting of the pangolins in these districts. In the past, pangolins used
to be hunted for meat and ethno-medicinal use, especially for local
consumption [10,11,16,18]. However, it is now done primarily for
money, high income source, ignoring the traditional beliefs [10,11]. In
our study, 46% of the respondents agreed that this was the case (Figure
3). Although the maximum penalty for trafficking of pangolin in Nepal
is NPR 75,000 or 10 years of imprisonment or both, seizures are
infrequently made despite trade being a problem in Nepal [10,11]. This
has been a motivating factor for local hunters to make money, between
NPR 20,000-25,000/kg (USD$ 200-250/kg), which is realized by local
poachers living in the source areas with higher profits further up the
trade chain e.g., when trafficking pangolins to China [10,17]. This is
qualified by the low socio-economic status of the people living in our
study districts where per capita income is <750 USD$ [19]. Thus high
profit margins in a short period of time is a key motivating factor in
local people getting involved in pangolin’s hunting and trade [20]. In
contrast, Challender et al. [21], and Ingram et al. [22], reported
hunting and trade were mainly driven by the use of traditional
medicine and luxury meat at international markets. Next to the money
was for meat (29% respondents) and very few respondents (11%)
agreed on medicinal uses while remaining opined of not having any
idea (Figure 3). However, we believe that hunting for meat is mostly in
the areas where there is low poachers influx.

Local people used different techniques to hunt pangolins. Around
35% of respondents stated that most hunters fill the burrows with
water and hit on the snout of pangolins as they attempt to escape the
burrows. In addition, 12% stated that hunters dig pangolins out of their
burrows in order to kill them, for e.g., we have reported large number
of excavated burrows for hunting of pangolins in Dhankuta. Similarly
7.61% respondents perceived for using trained dogs and 14.28%
asserted other methods like using fire, traps etc. at the burrows, 12.85%
of respondents recognized the use of all these methods by local hunters
while other remained unknown to it. Using of trained dogs to locate

the pangolins followed by digging them out of their burrows is also
reported by Newton et al. [12] in Vietnam.

Figure 2: Traditional beliefs towards the sighting/hunting of
pangolins.

Figure 3: Respondent’s perception behind the hunting of pangolins.

Our study concludes that traditional beliefs of local communities
are not contributing for reducing hunting of pangolins due to high
monetary value of pangolins in China. In addition, the use of
pangolins for medicine and meat locally in Nepal has been substituted
by its high trade value. Thus education, outreach activities and
ensuring sustainable livelihoods among local communities as well as
strong law enforcement are must do actions to secure the conservation
of the pangolin in Nepal.
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