
In July, I was privileged to travel to Malaysia to work with our 

field team and to attend Panthera’s Tigers Forever Annual 

Conference in Jakarta. Panthera is dedicated to the survival of 

the world’s 37 species of wild cats, and supports14 tiger con-

servation projects in six countries under their Tigers Forever 

Program. In 2012 Panthera and Woodland Park Zoo estab-

lished a ten-year, $1 million partnership to save tigers from 

extinction in Peninsular Malaysia. 

 

 

In concert with Malaysia’s National Tiger Action Plan, our part-

nership aims to strengthen tiger survival by mitigating threats to 

tiger existence, particularly breeding and population connectivi-

ty. We collaborative with the Malaysian government, several 

Malaysian non-profit groups and a team of local and internation-

al tiger experts. Our project area is located in and around Ta-

man Negara National Park, in northeast central Peninsular Ma-

laysia. Taman Negara is the country’s premier protected area, 

providing a one-million-acre home for countless tropical animals 

and plants, including endangered Asian elephants, hornbills and 

tapirs.  

 

A best, last place: Boots on the ground. Our two recon-

naissance trips in 2012 concluded that Taman Negara’s future 

as a crucial tiger habitat requires improved frontline monitor-

ing and protection. Demand for skin rugs and bone for Chi-

nese medicine fuels an illegal trade that is decimating the tiger 

populations in Malaysia, and across all 13 tiger range countries. 

Despite its listing as one of the world’s priority sites for tigers, 

and one of only three Malayan tiger source populations, Taman 

Negara lacks reliable data on tiger numbers. More worrisome, 

anti-poaching measures have been woefully inadequate.  
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To reduce poaching pressure on key tiger source sites,  

WPZ and Panthera partnered in 2012 and early 2013 with 

the Malaysian Conservation Alliance for Tigers (MYCAT)  

to train park rangers and managers to improve law enforce-

ment intelligence efforts in Taman Negara and to assess the 

impact of ranger patrol strategies. MYCAT was assisted in 

this work by staff from the Wildlife Conservation Society  

and Malaysia’s Department of National Parks and Wildlife 

(Perhilitan). Specifically, the MYCAT project trained 60 park 

rangers and managers on field data sampling and analysis 

methods to improve the effectiveness of anti-poaching  

patrols in this core area.   

 

In the fall of 2013 and early 2014, Joe Smith, Ph.D., Panthera 

Tiger Program Director, and I assembled our ground team by 

partnering with: Perhilitan, Dr. Reuben Clements (founder of 

RIMBA, a nonprofit organization), and Mr. Wee Siong Lim 

(founder of Permantau-Hijau, translated as Green Observers, 

also a nonprofit). Reuben oversees the project’s on-the-

ground aspects for Panthera and Woodland Park Zoo. Reu-

ben and Wee Siong have hired a team of three managers and 

nine field assistants. My time in Malaysia in July proved invalu-

able as I got to work with the project site team for five days. 

Our initial focus is 245,000 acres (375 sq. miles) in Taman 

Negara National Park’s northeast corner and adjacent forest 

reserves around Lake Kenyir. 

 

 

 

 
 

Counting tigers. Currently we have two working teams: 

one focused on researching tiger numbers and one focused 

on protection. Ms. Wai Yee from RIMBA leads the research  

Lake Kenyir, bordering northeast Taman Negara National Park, is a human-
made water body for hydroelectric power production. When dispersing into 
new territories, tigers can swim to and among the lake’s nearly 340 islands. 
The park’s rainforest is one of the world’s oldest and best habitats to protect. 

Tigers are highly endangered. More tigers exist in zoos than in the wild, where rising 

poaching pressures and loss of habitat have reduced them to inhabiting just seven 
percent of their original range.  
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team and Wee Siong leads the protection effort. Under the 

direction of Wai Yee and crew leaders Laurie Hedges and 

Jasdev Sohanpal, the research team from RIMBA and Perhilitan 

has done an amazing job since starting our tiger survey in 

March. The team has set up 95 photo stations, each with two 

automatic cameras, throughout a 147,000 acre (600 km2) 

trapping grid. “Camera traps” digitally photograph passing 

tigers by detecting their motion and body heat.  

 

Tigers are rare. With camera traps, researchers can identify indi-

vidual tigers’ unique stripe patterns, which they analyze to esti-

mate the number of tigers in the area. We hope to discover five 

to 10 tigers in the trapping grid, to better understand and pro-

ject current tiger density in the greater Taman Negara region.  
 

Saving more than tigers. On our team’s hikes to inspect 

the camera-trapping grid, I marveled at the plant and animal 

diversity — tapirs, sun bears, elephants, leopards, gibbons, 

macaques, countless birds, and insects. It felt especially re-

warding to observe a good many signs of tiger prey tracks, 

such as wild pigs and muntjac deer. My highlight was finding a  

set of tiger tracks! An even more welcome surprise came 

when we discovered one of the camera traps in Taman Nega-

ra had photographed a tiger. Our focus area has been little 

studied. While there is evidence of substantial poaching, we 

believe there are more animals in this remote section than in 

the rest of the park.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

RIMBA’s research team accesses the remote area by boat. 

Our newly purchased boat engine is a beauty! Although it 

cost $10,000, it makes a critical difference in efficiency and 

safety, especially in emergencies. (For example, it was a 

lifesaver when one of the team members was bitten by a 

viper and needed evacuation to a hospital.) Our field site’s 

working conditions are among the most difficult I have ever 

seen. Walking through a forest with tigers is humbling, but 

poisonous snakes and deadly mosquitoes with dengue fever 

and malaria, and steep slopes, lack of trails, and potentially 

dangerous elephants and sun bears add to the challenge. I 

so appreciate our team members for taking on this work – 

their enthusiasm is an inspiration. In August and Septem-

ber, the team will pull all the camera traps out and obtain, 

we expect, more tiger images. In October, we will analyze 

the data, and in November assess next steps and report 

our findings to government officials.   

Malayan tiger camera-trapped in our study site! A good camera trap teaches us 
about wild tigers’ movements and behavior, while images of a tiger’s unique stripe 

pattern help us count individual tigers in the park. Panthera has generously con-
tributed 200 cameras to the project, a value of some $100,000. Data-gathering 
techniques will help us to establish a baseline of 50-plus tigers to protect in breed-

ing areas within the 6,500 km2 greater Taman Negara region. 

Densely covered forest floors make finding tiger signs like this paw print difficult. 
Other signs of tigers researchers document include scat, claw scrapes and spray. 

Wee Siong and Ruben Clements, Ph.D. Clements completed doctoral research on the 

effects of road development on Taman Negara’s tigers, making him well-versed in 
the challenging terrain, both geographic and political. 

Project Manager Wai Yee oversees the team’s on-the-ground organizational logistics and 
SMART software data reporting to “lock down” this huge area of forest from poachers. 
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Patrolling tiger highways. Our protection team has been 

up and running since June under contract to Permantau-Hijau 

(Green Observers). This team’s leader, Wee Siong, is a Malay-

sian who received his bachelor of arts degree in Business/

Information Technology from Washington State University —

a cougar dedicated to saving tigers. Among Wee Siong’s many 

compelling skills is drone pilot! North of our project site and 

Lake Kenyir, poachers use a paved road to access the lake 

and, after a 45-minute boat ride, the park. I accompanied 

Wee Siong on one of his team’s routine drives, a 45-mile 

stretch of this access road, looking for suspicious activity. We 

saw no problems during my visit, but the team has reported 

three instances of poachers to law enforcement thus far. To 

improve reporting and enforcement, in July Wee Siong held 

our project’s first training workshop, led by Panthera law en-

forcement expert Nick Beale, for three assistants and eight 

federal and state rangers.  

 

Sadly, tigers in Malaysia continue to decline. We expect the 

country’s tiger population estimate may be lowered from 500  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

to 300, and their status changed from “Endangered” to 

“Critically Endangered.” Of course, I had guessed this after 

my 2012 visit to Malaysia. The Malaysian government and 

World Conservation Union (IUCN) will declare the official 

estimate and status soon.  

Why we have hope. When they can stay alive, Malayan 

tigers are prolific breeders; a female averages 14 births in her 

lifetime. The good news is that our research and protection 

area is one of the best tiger habitats in Malaysia. If given the 

proper protection, the tiger population can rebound. To save 

this species from certain extinction, the entire North Central 

Forest Spine from Taman Negara to Lake Kenyir to Belum is 

where our efforts must focus.  

 

Our tiger conservation project is one of 14 Tigers Forever sites 

spanning Malaysia, Thailand, Indonesia, India, Bangladesh and 

Nepal. At Panthera’s Tigers Forever Annual Conference in Ja-

karta, Ruben, Wai Yee and I learned that colleagues elsewhere 

share similar challenges: identifying the best tiger populations 

and finding effective ways to protect them, their prey and habi-

tat. Panthera’s experts foster consistency and shared learning 

among all projects. For example, Panthera has sent Joe Smith 

and four other trainers to our site to teach the latest tiger sur-

vey methods, law enforcement and camera-trap technology.  
 

Tigers Forever has brought together the best researchers and 

conservation leaders in the world to work in concert. Joe, 

Reuben, Wai Yee and I are grateful that our partnership is a 

key part of such a well-integrated and robust effort. It is prob-

ably the toughest job we will ever love, and all our generous 

supporters have made it possible. 

A lack of trails in the dense forest makes finding and protecting tigers challenging. Monitor-
ing hikes focus on high ridge tops and low stream beds — the equivalent of tiger highways. 

From the length and burn rate of firewood logs, rangers and researchers can estimate a 

poaching group’s size and how long it might remain in the forest. Labels on trash left 
behind, such as cigarette boxes, help identify the countries from which the poachers hail.  

Many local and Orang Asli field staff help the core research and protection teams 
bolster their effectiveness. 

A healthy-looking and growing Malayan tiger cub, camera-trapped in our study 
area, inspires hope for the species’ future and for our work. 
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Addendum 

TIGERS FOREVER:  Lake Kenyir/Taman Negara National Park, summer 2014 

Research and protection field work 

In our first phase of work, the pro-

ject seeks to monitor and control 

access into the park and to identify 

the last remaining tiger breeding 

strongholds to secure them from 

illegal poaching (above). On the map 

(left), tear-drop shapes indicate 

where the project has discovered 

and documented illegal access points 

along a  stretch of paved road. The 

project is increasing and improving 

ranger patrol strategies and law 

enforcement to prevent poachers 

from launching, on foot or by boat 

across Lake Kenyir, into the protect-

ed forest reserve. 

On the camera-trapping grid (left), 

each square represents a 2.5 x 2.5 

kilometer area. White boxes indi-

cates systematic camera trap de-

ployment  to identify the key habi-

tats tigers use to hunt and breed, 

and to determine the density of ti-

gers in the study area. Tracked with 

modern software customized for 

field conservation, called SMART 

(Spatial Monitoring and Reporting 

Tool), the data allow researchers 

and rangers to map routes for the 

most effective anti-poaching patrols. 

 
Camera trap recovery by RIMBA and  Perhilitan (Aug-Sept) 

Identify and monitor access points into core area (Jun-Jul) 


