
Saving Tigers at the Rooftop of the World
GUARDIANS OF THE WILD
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T he International Fund for 
Animal Welfare (IFAW) and 
Wildlife Trust of India (WTI) 

Guardians of the Wild Project helps 
protect critically endangered wild 
tigers by training and outfitting rangers 
who risk their lives to safeguard tigers 
from poaching and other threats in key 
range states. Since 2001, the project 
has trained and outfitted over 8,000 
rangers and frontline field staff in India. 
Because of its success, the governments 
of Bhutan and Nepal have requested 
the urgent assistance of IFAW in their 
own countries, where rampant poaching 
threatens the tiger’s very existence.

IFAW needs the support of Outdoor 
Industry Association (OIA) members to 
help, literally, put boots on the ground 
as quickly as possible. Extreme weather 
gear and clothing can make a real 
difference to the wildlife rangers working 
in the remote, challenging terrain of 
South Asia and the Himalayas. Without 
it, they may be unable to protect the last 
tigers in these remote regions from the 
myriad threats they face to their survival, 
including their biggest enemy – man.

 A wild, 13-year-old male tiger, named Bokha by forest rangers, Bandhavgarh National Park, India.
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Wild Tigers are in Crisis 
As few as 3,000 tigers survive in the wild. 
They could disappear forever in just a few 
years without immediate, direct action.

The few tigers that do remain live in vast, 
inaccessible forests protected by forest and 
park rangers who often lack proper training 
and equipment, and who are outmanned 
and outgunned by roving gangs of poachers 
seeking to kill wild tigers and sell their skins 
and parts on the black market. 

South Asia used to be a stronghold for tigers. 
Estimated at about 4,334 in 1989 and 3,642 
in 2002, tiger numbers in India are now 
down to about 1,700, according to recent 
census results.  About 350 tigers still live in 
Nepal and fewer than 80 survive in the small, 
mountainous country of Bhutan. Even so, 
the region accounts for more than half of the 
tigers that still exist in the wild. The rest are 
found in small, fragmented populations in 10 
other range states including China, Russia, 
Myanmar, Thailand, Bangladesh, Laos, 
Malaysia, Cambodia, Vietnam and Indonesia.

The picture for tigers is not all grim. India 
recently reported a population increase of 
about 300 tigers, mostly along the shared 
border between India and Nepal, thanks in 
part to stepped-up enforcement efforts and 
cooperation between the two countries. 
And, in the mountains of Bhutan, a small 
population of tigers was recently discovered 
living at a higher altitude than experts 

thought possible, providing hope for the 
resilience of the species. In 1994, the three 
countries first banded together with other 
tiger range states to form the Global Tiger 
Forum (GTF) and, more recently, joined 

leaders from the 13 tiger range states in 
adopting the Global Tiger Recovery Program, 
the goal of which is to double the number 
of wild tigers by the year 2022. However, 
despite international action and high-level 

A few years ago, the government official in charge of tiger conservation in 
India said that his country was losing tigers at the rate of one per day to 
gangs of poachers who supply the illegal wildlife trade to the Far East. 

And, as a result, tiger populations in some of the best- known tiger areas in India, 
as well as in neighboring Nepal and Bhutan, are about to be wiped out.
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Tiger found poisoned in the Sariska Tiger Reserve, Rajasthan, India.
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political will, tigers continue to face a severe 
threat from the twin problems of organized 
poaching and habitat destruction without 
effective, on-the-ground intervention and 
protection. 

Unfortunately, forest rangers in the area are 
too few and lack the training and equipment 
they need to effectively turn back the 

poaching onslaught, not to mention to deal 
with the realities of life in the most distant 
reaches of South Asia.

Rangers on the Front Lines
Being a park ranger in India, Nepal, or 
Bhutan is not the same as being a park 
ranger in Yellowstone or Yosemite, where 

field staff have the training and equipment 
they need to survive and accomplish their 
missions, and help is just a phone call away. 
Dense swamps, marshlands, thick tropical 
forests, vast savannahs, and the world’s 
highest mountain peaks form impenetrable 
barriers that make resupply and rescue 
virtually impossible. 

Rangers on the front lines in South Asia 
risk serious injury and their lives from road 
accidents, animal attacks or conflicts, disease 
outbreaks, attacks by insurgent groups, 
drowning, and a host of other menaces. And, 
there’s the constant threat from poachers. 
Well armed and motivated, poaching 
gangs roam the vast, oftentimes roadless 
landscape, taking a variety of animals with 
them as they seek the ultimate payoff – a 
wild tiger.  

The rangers and frontline field staff 
must fend for themselves or perish in an 
unforgiving environment. They patrol the 
network of remote, often inaccessible 

As few as 3,000 wild tigers survive, living in a small fraction of their former 
range. While tiger habitat continues to decline (by 40 percent over the past 
decade alone), relentless poaching of wild tigers continues, fueled by the 

demand for tiger bones and body parts for use in traditional Asian medicine and 
illicit international trade in tiger skins. In 2010,  a UN report found that as much 
as five percent of the remaining wild tiger population is killed for wildlife trade 
each year. ©
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Top: Tiger skins and other wildlife products bound for the illicit wildlife trade confiscated by Indian authorities in 2007.  
Bottom left: Examples of traditional medicine products using tiger bone. Bottom right: Tigers now occupy just a small 
fraction (green) of their estimated former range (yellow), according to experts.  In many of these areas, tiger populations are 
small and isolated, which makes recovery and genetic dispersal even more difficult.
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protected areas in South Asia at great peril, 
yet still work as hard as they can to keep 
both themselves and these wild places safe. 

They don’t always succeed. To date, 110 
wildlife rangers have been killed in the line of 
duty in India, while only about 10 have been 
seriously injured or disabled – a testament 
to the fact that the hazards they face are 
indeed life threatening.  

Guardians of the Wild
More than 60,000 square miles fall under 
India’s network of protected areas, which 
accounts for less than 5 percent of the 
country’s total area. Despite having one of 
the world’s most stringent set of wildlife 
laws, poaching and other wildlife crimes 
gravely threaten wildlife both inside and 
outside of India’s protected area network.

 In recent years, criminals have upgraded 
their techniques and equipment, making it 
even more difficult for the under-equipped 
forest staff to curb illegal activities. 

The Guardians of the Wild Project (known 
as the Van Rakshak Project or VRP in India) 
was created by IFAW in partnership with 
the Wildlife Trust of India (WTI) in 2001 to 
minimize wildlife crime by strengthening the 
capabilities of wildlife protectors throughout 
the country. 

The Project has a multi-pronged strategy 
abbreviated as TEAM, which stands for  
Training, Equipping, Awareness and Morale 

In 2001, IFAW and WTI launched 
the Guardians of the Wild project 
to help the government of India 

create a strong, well-equipped and 
motivated force of front-line field 
staff in order to curb poaching and 
habitat degradation in wildlife areas. 
The idea was simple – take care of the 
rangers and staff on the front lines 
and they will take care of the wildlife. 

Guardians of the Wild: Rangers train for duty at Chinnar Wildlife Sanctuary, Kerala, India.  
Top photo: A tiger peers through the brush in India’s famous Corbett Reserve, another area where IFAW/WTI 
have trained and equipped wildlife rangers. 
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boosting. In collaboration with India’s state 
forest departments, the Project provides 
rangers with in-depth training in the basic 
methods of investigation, preparing and filing 
legal cases against offenders, current threats 
to wildlife and human-wildlife conflicts, and 
crime prevention techniques. 

Upon successful completion of the program, 
personnel are given field kits to help them 
in field work. The field gear set is assembled 
according to the need of the concerned 
protected area. It includes specific items of 
local need in addition to general items such 
as a rain suit, a rucksack, a water bottle, a cap 
and a flashlight. 

To date, the field and support staff 

Case Study 

Kanha Tiger Reserve
Last summer, more than 600 frontline field 
staff were trained and equipped in Kanha 
Tiger Reserve, a massive protected area 
covering more than 750 square miles that 
was the inspiration for Rudyard Kipling’s 
classic tale “Jungle Book.”  

Kanha currently harbors one of the most 
important tiger populations in India. Most 
recent estimates revealed a population of 89 
tigers. The reserve has a mosaic of habitat 
types with large grasslands in the center 
that harbor a very high density of ungulate 
prey, which are the key to tiger survival. It 
is one of the best areas in the country for 
protecting a viable population of wild tigers 
because it houses one of only five tiger 
populations that are large enough to survive 
over the long term.

The training was joint effort of the Madhya 
Pradesh State Forest Dept. and IFAW/WTI, 
with US Fish and Wildlife Service support.

Since the inception of the 
Guardians of the Wild Project 
in 2001,  more than 8,000 

Indian field and support staff have 
been trained and equipped with basic 
outdoor gear. This represents more 
than a third of India’s entire anti-
poaching force working in protected 
reserves. In the areas where IFAW 
has trained and equipped frontline 
field staff, wildlife populations, 
including tigers, have increased and 
wildlife crime has decreased. 

Training underway for forestry service staff in Nawegeon, Maharastra, India, where the tiger population 
increased by more than 60%, from 105 in 2008 to 164 in 2010 after field staff were better trained and equipped 
through the IFAW/WTI project.

A Bengal tiger at Kanha Tiger Reserve, where 
IFAW/WTI recently trained more than 600 
rangers.
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responsible for protecting and managing 
more than 100 protected wildlife areas and 
25 non-protected wildlife areas in India 
have been trained and equipped through 
the Guardians of the Wild Project. In 2011,  
trainings were conducted in the volatile 
Kashmir region of India and in the Central 
Indian state of Maharashtra. 

In the areas where Guardians of the Wild 
Project has trained and equipped frontline 
field staff, many wildlife populations have 
increased and wildlife crime has decreased. 
Indian government officials have attributed 
the country’s recent increase in the 
population of wild tigers to the additional 
capacity of wildlife rangers to effectively 
patroll and safeguard of parks, reserves, and 
other protected areas. 

Next Stop:  
The Rooftop of the World
This year, Guardians of the Wild will turn 
its attention north and begin training and 
equipping forest rangers and frontline staff 
in Nepal and Bhutan, two smaller but vitally 
important countries in the global effort to 
save wild tigers. Rangers and frontline field 
staff in these countries face challenges 
similar to those in India, but some unique 
challenges as well. They have less ground 
to cover than in India, but also much higher 
altitudes and even greater extremes in 
weather and temperature in which to work 
in many cases.  

Case Study

Manas National Park
The Guardians of the Wild Project has been 
a key component of an effort to bring back 
Manas National Park in India’s Northeastern 
state of Assam. Declared a UNESCO World 
Heritage Site in 1985 because of its biological 
diversity and unique habitats, Manas is one of 
the most important wildlife conservation areas 
in India. Tigers, Asian elephants, one-horned 
rhinos, golden langurs and golden cats, swamp 
deer, and clouded leopards all inhabit the park. 

Manas lost many of its larger wildlife species 
during a prolonged period of civil unrest in the 
1980s and early 1990s, including almost all of 
its rhinos, swamp deer and wild buffaloes, and 
a large number of elephants and tigers. Now, a 
joint initiative of the Assam Forest Department, 
Bodoland Territorial Council (BTC), and IFAW/
WTI supports frontline field staff and local 
communities in an effort to protect the Park.

Manas is an ideal place to release animals that 
are rescued and rehabilitated at IFAW’s Wildlife 
Rescue Centre in nearby Kaziranga National 
Park. Many Asian elephants, wild buffalo, and 
one-horn rhinos have been reintroduced. 
There are also indications that the area’s tiger 
population is growing after years of decline. 

In February, IFAW and WTI handed over 440 
daypacks and other equipment and supplies 
to the frontline field staff and rangers trained 
by the Guardians of the Wild Project during an 
event celebrating the return of Manas National 
Park.  

A team of just 223 forest staff  
manage and protect more 
than 50,000 square miles 

of protected areas in Bhutan - that’s 
one ranger for every 230 square miles 
of protected habitat.  Compounding 
the challenge, Bhutan’s park rangers 
patrol remote, high-altitude wildlife 
areas with little in the way of clothing 
or survival gear.
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Phuntsho Thinley, Chief Forest Officer, Jigme Dorji 
National Park, Bhutan, and his team of park rangers. 
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In places like the high mountain protected 
areas of Nepal and Bhutan, park rangers and 
field staff can sometimes trek up to seven 
days at a time at altitudes upwards of 16,400 
feet just to reach their base camps and begin 
their daily duties safeguarding tigers and 
other wildlife in protected areas. 

They have little in the way of safety 
equipment, cold weather clothing, or other 
gear to aide them in their efforts, and often 
must make do with what little they can bring 
from home to keep themselves warm, safe, 
and able to perform their jobs. 

There is an urgent need to provide these  
committed field staff with gear and 
equipment appropriate for extreme weather 
and high altitudes. The kits would remain the 
property of the State wildlife management 
authorities to ensure they can continue to 
aid in their efforts for years to come. 

Without terrain-appropriate training, 
cold weather gear and mountaineering 
equipment for the rangers on the ground, 
there is little hope for tiger habitats and 
protected areas of the southern Himalayas.

Nepal and Bhutan are part of the recent 
Global Tiger Initiative (GTI) and have 
produced National Tiger Recovery Plans 
(NTRPs) as part of their commitments to help 
double the number of wild tigers by 2022. 
Both countries identified the training and 
equipping of frontline field staff as among 
their highest priorities. 

Officials of these countries recently outlined 
their urgent needs to IFAW for warm 
clothing, sleeping bags, and tents, which 
are vital to helping rangers live and work in 
the mountainous national parks and other 
protected areas in the region.

OIA Members are the Key
Members of OIA produce some of the best 
technical outdoor clothing and equipment 
in the world. The brands that make up 
the Association are known and admired 
the world over for both the quality of 
their products and their commitment to 
protecting wildlife and wild places. 

Used by weekend enthusiasts and 
professional explorers alike, products 
manufactured by OIA members allow people 
to reconnect with wild places near home and 
around the world, and stay comfortable and 
safe in the process.  

On behalf of the Governments of the 
Kingdom of Bhutan and the Federal 
Democratic Republic of Nepal, we are asking 
for your urgent and immediate assistance 
in providing rangers and other field staff 

T he products made by OIA 
members can help save lives and, 
in the case of tigers, an entire 

species. In particular, frontline field 
staff in Bhutan and Nepal are in urgent 
need of terrain-appropriate training, 
cold weather gear, and mountaineering 
equipment in order to protect tigers in 
the southern Himalayas, the highest 
mountains in the world. 
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The rugged Himalayan mountains where rangers must sometimes trek up to seven days at a time just to reach 
their base camps and begin their daily duties safeguarding tigers and other wildlife in protected areas. 



Guardians of the Wild Field Kits

Each kit includes:

• Backpack (30 liters or 
greater)

• Lightweight rain suit

• Insulating jacket

• Sleeping mat

• Light hiking boots (ankle-
height, waterproof)

• +30°F (+0°C) sleeping bag

• Flashlight or head lamp

• Shatter resistant water bottle  
or internal hydration pack 

Extreme Ranger Kits 

Each kit includes:
• Cold-weather insulating 

base layers (shirt, bottoms & 
socks) 

• Waterproof, wind-resistant 
outer layers (expedition-
weight hooded jackets and 
pants)

• Cold-weather rated single-
person tents

• Heavy duty, water-proof 
trekking boots

• Sub-zero temperature-rated 
sleeping bags 

• Insulated cold-weather hats 
and gloves

You  can help. IFAW/WTI need 50 Guardians of the Wild Field 
Kits and 50 Extreme Ranger Field Kits for the upcoming training 
in Bhutan, which will begin in summer 2011. Without terrain-

appropriate training, cold weather gear and mountaineering equipment for 
the rangers on the ground, there is little security for tigers and protected 
habitat in the southern Himalayas. Only trained and committed field staff 
will receive the kits, and the kits will remain the property of the State wildlife 
management authorities to ensure they can continue to aid in their efforts for 
years to come. 
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While on a tour to learn more about Bhutan’s tiger 
population and needs for assistance in field staff 
training and capacity-building, IFAW Executive 
Vice-President Azzedine Downes (right) joined ranger 
Namgey Wangchuk at the highest point—an altitude 
of more than  13,000 feet—on a road in a biological 
corridor connecting two areas of protected habitat.   

in Nepal and Bhutan with the clothing and 
equipment they need to protect tigers and 
their habitats, including specific items to help 
rangers deal with the extreme, high-altitude 
environments in which some of these 
professionals work.

IFAW will work with partners to procure 
the field kits and additional specialty items. 
We will collect and package the items for 
transport to Bhutan and Nepal, where IFAW/
WTI staff will distribute the kits to graduates 
of the Guardians of the Wild training 
program. Representatives from corporate 
partners could also be on hand to help 
distribute the kits, as desired. 



In November 2010, IFAW President 
Fred O’Regan addressed the 
International Tiger Forum in St. 
Petersburg, Russia. At the close of  
the summit, leaders of the 13 tiger 
range states adopted the Global 
 Tiger Recovery Programme, in 
which IFAW is designated a key 
international partner in providing 
training and capacity-building 
support to tiger range states in need 
of assistance. The goal is to double the 
wild tiger population by 2022. 
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Our Partnership Commitment
OIA retailers or brands donating components 
of the field kits would be featured 
prominently in direct mail, email, social 
network, mobile, or other marketing and 
outreach to IFAW’s more than 1.2 million 
members worldwide. 

IFAW will acknowledge participating partners 
in paid media, including paid media in the 
burgeoning markets of India and China, if 
desired, and invite partners to participate 
in the trainings and other in-country events 
with national and local governments, 

national and international celebrities, and 
the rangers and frontline field staff receiving 
the field kits.

IFAW will also work with the marketing 
departments of each partner to determine 
how best it can further promote the partner’s 
brand and environmental responsibility 
values using both traditional outreach and 
new media technologies including mobile 
technologies, QR codes, and mobile location-
based tools, both in the U.S. and in South and 
East Asia. 



Secure Habitat: Protecting Tigers & People
Deforestation and human encroachment have isolated tiger 
populations in small pockets of scattered habitat. This is not 
just a threat to wild tigers but also to the forest ecosystems 
upon which many other species, including humans, rely. 

Habitat loss has also led to a dramatic increase in deadly confrontations 
between people and tigers as more animals stray out of core protected 
areas into human habitation. 

IFAW has been instrumental in establishment of India’s Greater Manas 
National Park, tripling a World Heritage Site and Tiger Reserve. We have 
worked closely with the Indian government for establishment of habitat 
corridors to connect fragmented populations of tigers and to help mitigate 
tiger-human conflict. IFAW has also rescued and rehabilitated orphaned 
and injured wild tiger cubs, and undertaken the first successful efforts with 
returning them to life in the wild.

Stop Poaching: Training & Capacity-Building
Poaching - of both tigers and their prey - is considered 
the most direct threat to the survival of this magnificent 
species. Without greater capacity and enforcement to crack 
down on poaching and trade, wild tigers could disappear 

forever in the next 20 years. We train and outfit wildlife rangers working 
on the front lines of tiger protection in key range countries, including India 
and Russia. In India, IFAW/WTI have equipped and trained more than 8,000 
wildlife guards, a third of India’s anti-poaching force working in protected 
tiger habitat. 

In Russia, IFAW outfits the most effective anti-poaching ranger team in the 
Khasan area of Primorskyi District. With IFAW support, the team developed 
a new way of patrolling the border area with China by air using a motorized 
glider, the first of its kind in Russia. To promote cross-border cooperation, 
IFAW conducts bilateral trainings and visits between Russian and Indian 
rangers to share best practices about tiger conservation.

End Trade: Enforcement & Demand Reduction
Tigers are in danger of being bought and sold to extinction. 
History shows that the most effective way to wipe out 
a species is to assign it a monetary value and treat it as 
a marketable commodity. The main reason poachers 

kill tigers is to supply wildlife trade, which is conducted along the same 
international smuggling routes as trafficking in drugs and arms. It is a 
vicious cycl: Poaching supplies the black market for dead tigers, then trade 
in tiger parts and products stimulates consumer demand, which in turn 
fuels more poaching. Allowing any trade in tigers and their body parts will 
stimulate consumer demand, incite poaching and expand opportunities for 
illegal trade. IFAW is committed to ending all trade in tiger body parts and 
products from all sources. Following IFAW campaigns in China, which is one 
of the world’s largest markets for tiger bones and other body parts, the 
Traditional Chinese Medicine community now rejects the use of wild tiger 
parts and promotes the use of alternatives. Our ongoing tiger protection 
work in China focuses on reducing consumer demand for tiger parts and 
closing down tiger farming businesses.

Speak Out: Will Only Words Remain?
The good news is: we can save the tiger. To do so, the 
world community must find new ways of working together 
and the political will to translate talk into action. IFAW is a 
partner of the Global Tiger Forum, the World Bank’s Global 

Tiger Initiative, the International Tiger Coalition, and other international 
and regional initiatives focused on protecting wild tigers. We advocate 
for tigers and other wildlife at the Convention on International Trade and 
Endangered Species (CITES) and other international policy-making fora. 
IFAW works around the world to raise awareness about tigers and the 
threats they face. We help to organize annual Tiger Day celebrations in 
Vladivostok in the Russian Far East, home to the last few hundred Amur 
tigers. In 2010, IFAW’s Animal Action education initiative launched an 
international program focused on tigers that reached 5,000,000 people in 
15+ countries.

W ild tigers, the biggest of all cats, once roamed across vast stretches of Asia, from the Caucasus throughout most of 
South and East Asia. Today, they live in a fraction of their historic range - and their population has plummeted by 
97% in the past century. IFAW is working to save tigers in the wild throughout their range. 
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Offices in:  Australia • Belgium • Canada • China • France • Kenya • Germany • India • Japan  
Netherlands • Russia • South Africa • United Arab Emirates • United Kingdom • United States
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About IFAW  
Founded in 1969, IFAW (the International Fund for Animal Welfare) 
saves animals in crisis around the world. With projects in more than 40 
countries, IFAW rescues individual animals, works to prevent cruelty to 
animals, and advocates for the protection of wildlife and habitats. 
For more information about IFAW’s work to safeguard wild tigers,  
please visit www.ifaw.org/tigers.

To join the Guardians of the Wild campaign or for more 
information, contact: 
Paul Todd, Campaigns Manager
IFAW Washington D.C. Office
1350 Connecticut Ave. NW, Suite 1220
Washington, DC 20036
+1 (202) 536-1917  •  ptodd@ifaw.org


