MEASURES TO ENHANCE THE EFFECTIVENESS

OF THE CHEER RE-INTRODUCTION PROJECT

1.
Pakistan has been blessed with some of the rarest and most magnificent species of pheasants in the world.  Pakistan’s Northern Himalayan Range is the natural habitat of many a regal inhabitant, such as the White Crested Kalij, Koklas, Himalayan Monal, Western Tragopan, and last but not least, the Cheer pheasant.

Cheer Pheasant
In beauty the Cheer Pheasant looks out of league, when compared to other pheasant species, however it certainly makes up for what it lacks by a graceful and an almost majestic posture, which keep it at par with it cousins.  

The Cheer pheasant happens to be the only specie belonging to genus “Catreus”. Unfortunately though it is also one of the rarest species in the world, (Enlisted in the Red Data Book of the IUCN).  The numbers of this bird were gradually decimated, until it almost, but vanished in 1976, when the last male bird was shot from the Margalla Hills, Islamabad.

The Cheer population was quite comfortable until the beginning of the 20th century, thereafter it fell prey to the shooting and hunting instincts of man.  Also, in the a  mid 60’s; large-scale construction and development work was commenced at the base of the Margalla Hills, to establish the new Capital.  The human interference and ruthless shooting and hunting of the bird affected the fragile bio diversity of the region, resulting in complete extinction of the Cheer from the wild. 

Cheer Re-Introduction Project



The extinction of bird in the wild triggered WPA to act.  Alongwith wild-life Department,  NWFP, a massive Cheer Re-introduction Project was launched.  In 1978 WPA collected 25 breeding pairs of the rare specie, and distributed them amongst aviculturists in the UK for breeding.  The eggs thus  gained,  were transported to Pakistan  courtesy of British Airways.  


Dhodial pheasantry was made the hub of the activities, where the eggs were incubated and hatched and chicks were reared.  Initially hatdied chicks were kept at Dhodial for building up stocks of further breeding birds.  Then subsequently the poults were shifted to pre-release pen at Jabri.

Pre-Release Pen at Jabri


It is very necessary that the birds, prior to their release in wild, are accustomed to the environment and climate of the particular region, in which they are to be released.  For this purpose a site near Islamabad known as “Jabri” situated in Margalla Hills was selected by WPA and GOP.  (This was the place from where the last bird was shot).  For the construction of Pre-Release Pens and for devising a strategy for the release of the Cheer poults, technical advice was sought from a UK national who was by profession a sportsman and a game bird breeder, apparently having no past experience in reintroduction.

Effectiveness of the Project


By scrutinizing at the past records & history of the project, which has been spread over a period of nearly a quarter of a century, it has reveals that the Cheer reintroduction programme has not been successful.  Although very sincere and whole-hearted efforts were put in, and people from different walks of life participated in it and an enormous amount of money was spent; yet the out put (in terms of released birds in the wild) has been very low.

Personal Experience


Last year on request, Dr Malik Mumtaz, Conservator, of the Wild-life Dep NWFP granted me a pair of Cheer for study and research purposes.  I was also provided with eggs from Dhodial Pheasantry which were successfully hatched; presently I am rearing the chicks.  The adult Cheer and chicks have been thoroughly studied under close observation, and a lot of data has been compiled, with special emphasis in the following fields:-

(a)
A detailed study of bird psychology (habits) and physiology, with a view to determine its probable behaviour in the wild.

(b)
Study of some of the common diseases along with suitable cures (which constitutes the main cause of high mortality among Cheer chicks and adults).

(c) Development of some very useful incubating techniques, which are well suited to the climate of Pakistan (i.e. very high temperature, coupled with low humidity).

(d)
Some very useful tips for the rearing of chicks, in terms of providing them a disease free environment, and achieving an optimum rate of growth.

The Causes of low success rates :-


The following, are the two major causes of the retarded pace of the Cheer Re-introduction Project:-

(a) The reasons that contribute towards a poor breeding or incidence of diseases are carried forward to the next year.  In other words lessons from the past are not being learned.

(b) We are relying upon the technical advice and expertise of western aviculturists, although they have a remarkable experience and knowledge in the field, our country has an altogether different environment and climate.  Resultantly, our birds suffer from diseases, which are not known to the West.

Recommendations:-

After considering different aspects of the project, and through personal experience, it is felt that the project has still a lot of potential, and its effectiveness can be increased many folds.  A very remarkable aspect about the project is that there are about 50–60 pairs of breeding birds which are very well kept at Dhodial.   A natural environment is provided to them, and they are enjoying the personal attention of the Conservator Wild-life Dr Malik Mumtaz and the DFO Abbotabad.  In order to make this project more effective the following recommendations need to be hastily implemented: - 

(a)
A Cheer Research Centre be established at Dhodial.  The centre should also serve as the computerised data bank.

(b)
A revolutionised pre-release pen strategy.

(c) Efforts be made to achieve maximum breeding results.

(d)
A thorough study of the predators in the area of release be carried out, with a view to determine their role in the bio diversity, and the extent of damage, they can cause to the released birds.  After that the predators should be controlled accordingly.

(e)
A comprehensive plan be prepared to educate local population on the importance of this bird.   Incentives, should also be offered to locals in order to seek their co-operation towards rehabilitation of bird. 

Expected Results.


With the implementation of above mentioned recommendation, A target of release of 800-1000 cheer poults per annum can be achieved, which will dramatically enhance the prospects of re-establishment of wild population of this species.   
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