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To Help Jaguars Survive, Ease Their Commute

Steve Winter/Panthera

A jaguar in the Pantanal, Brazil, the world’s largest wetland.
By ELISABETH ROSENTHAL
Published: May 11, 2010

LAS LOMAS, Costa Rica — Héctor Porras-Valverdo tried to adopt a
Zen attitude when he discovered recently that jaguars had turned two
of his cows into carcasses.
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The jaguars’ numbers may have
dwindled, but they still roam the
forests here in eastern Costa Rica,
making their presence known by
devouring the occasional chicken, pig
or cow.
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“I understand cats do this because they need to survive,”
said Mr. Porras-Valverdo, 41, a burly dairy farmer.

The New York Times Steve Winter/Panthera

A representative of Panthera teaches
schoolchildren in Bajo del Tigre, Costa
Rica, about conservation efforts for
jaguars.

A few years ago, he acknowledged, his first reaction might
have been to reach for a gun. But his farm now sits in the
middle of land that Costa Rica has designated a “jaguar
corridor” — a protected pathway that allows the stealthy,
nocturnal animals to safely traverse areas of human
civilization.

In the past few years, such corridors have been created in
Africa, Asia and the Americas to help
animals cope with 21st-century threats,
from encroaching highways and malls to climate change.
These pathways represent an important shift in conservation strategy. Like many other
nations, Costa Rica has traditionally tried to protect large mammal species like jaguars by
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creating sanctuaries — buying up land
and giving threatened animals a home
where they can safely eat, fight and
breed to eternity.
But in the past decade or so, scientists
have realized that connecting corridors
are needed because many species rely
for survival on the migration of a few
animals from one region to another, to
intermix gene pools and to repopulate
areas devastated by natural disasters or
disease. Placing animals in isolated
preserves, studies have found, decreases
diversity and risks dulling down a
species — like preventing New Yorkers
and Californians from getting together
to procreate.

A New Paradigm in Big Cat Conservation

“It was kind of an epiphany,” said Alan
Rabinowitz, a zoologist who is president of Panthera, an organization that studies and
promotes conservation of large cats. “We were giving them nice land to live on when what
they were doing — and what they needed — was an underground railway.”
He said critical migration routes were especially vulnerable in rapidly developing
countries, where new roads, shopping malls, dams, playgrounds and subdivisions could
spring up overnight, blocking the animals’ passage. To correct this oversight, Costa Rica
and other countries have begun identifying and protecting corridors for jaguars and other
large mammals, like tigers, snow leopards and pandas.
Most of the corridors are not obviously demarcated pathways, but virtual trails, “protected”
in the sense that builders and planners are not permitted to introduce obstacles to the
animals’ movements through the area.
The idea is not to stop building entirely, but to adjust development so that animals can
move through landscapes that humans also occupy. A tall fence surrounding a shopping
mall may be forbidden, for example, or a two-lane road may have to be substituted for a
proposed four-lane highway.
Local residents must also be persuaded not to shoot wild intruders or otherwise drive them
away when they are in transit, a shift in thinking that is already taking root here.
“Of course jaguars sometimes have conflicts with communities, but now people have been
educated to change their thinking — not to see them as so dangerous,” said Víctor Fallas
Ramírez, an agronomist who grows ornamental plants here.
The threat of global warming has added to the urgency of creating corridors because
animals will need to shift habitats as temperatures rise from climate change.

“This is an idea that people are finding very compelling, and especially compelling now
because with changing climate, species will need the capacity to move,” said Norman
Christensen, a professor of ecology at Duke University, whose team is working to define
corridors in Central America, India and Africa.
While Dr. Christensen called Costa Rica “the poster child” for its efforts, he said corridors
for large mammals were also being created in places like Uganda and China. The World
Bank is financing corridor projects in Brazil and Peru; more important, the bank’s
transportation planners are working with conservationists to ensure that building
highways and laying train tracks so humans can move freely does not destroy that
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movement for animals, Dr. Christensen said.
Part of the reason that conservationists had in the past focused exclusively on preserves
was that there was a lack of good data on the travel and breeding patterns of large animals
like jaguars; these big predators favor dense jungles and are nocturnal and extraordinarily
shy.
So when new techniques allowed scientists to take a first look at the jaguar genome a
decade ago, they were shocked to discover that jaguars from the northern reaches of
Mexico had exactly the same genetic makeup as those from the southern tip of South
America.
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A version of this article appeared in print on May 12, 2010, on page A9
of the New York edition.
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