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Background:  Wada’a has been identified as the source of most, if not all, of the leopards that have been captured in 

Yemen.  Initially, residents of Wada’a used traditional margabah (stone leopard traps) to kill leopards in retaliation for 

livestock attacks.  In the early 1990’s a live leopard from Wada’a was exhibited “behind the cinema” at Tahrir Square in 

Sana’a.  For five Yemeni rials punters were given a stick with which to poke a leopard that was later to be named Nimrod 

Felix (aka “Arnold”).   In 1994, the Arabian Leopard Trust (ALT) initiated negotiations with the Environmental Protection 

Authority (EPA) in order to obtain Arnold as a founder member of a captive breeding program which was being 

developed at the Desert Wildlife Park in Sharjah.   Although negotiations stalled due to the Yemeni Civil War, Arnold 

survived the conflict and negotiations resumed the following year.  Finally, the ALT obtained Arnold with expenditures 

amounting to around US$10,000, including the purchase price of approximately $3,000. 

Following Arnold’s sale, perhaps as many as thirteen more Arabian leopards were captured in Wada’a and sold or given 

to the president, Sana’a Zoo, and Taiz Zoo.  Given the number and frequency of leopard captures from Wada’a, the area 

was identified as having a high priority for the Sir Peter Scott funded project, “Assessment of the Arabian Leopard and 

the Initiation of a Capacity-Building Program in the Republic of Yemen” which commenced in December 2007.  A team 

consisting of Dr. David Mallon and Julien Fattebert of the IUCN Cat Specialist Group, Dr. Jane-Ashley Edmonds and Kevin 

Budd of the Breeding Centre for Endangered Arabian Wildlife (BCEAW) Sharjah, Drs. Abdul Karim Nasher and Masaa Al-

Jumaily of Sana’a University, and Omer Baeshen of the EPA visited Wada’a with Abdulrahman Al-Mu’allimi , head of the 

Amran EPA office where they met with residents and found compelling evidence of continued leopard presence.  Based 

on the results of this visit, the Yemeni Leopard Recovery Program decided to make a subsequent visit in February, 2008. 

Objectives:   

The current visit had three main objectives: 

1) As a means of introducing the YLRP and its mission to the inhabitants of Wada’a,  

2) to find out what the inhabitants of Wada’a hoped to attain as a result of ‘their’ leopards, and  

3) to gather such evidence as we could of continued leopard presence in Wadi Lefaj al Yamani. 

 

 



Itinerary:  

Wednesday, February 20: Depart in convoy from Sana’a in the afternoon and travel to Amran.  Stop in Khamr to 

purchase fruit as a gift for the villagers of Adh Dhil’ain.  Attend public meeting in the evening with Sheikh Mohamed Al-

Hashidi and village leaders.  Spend the night in the Adh Dhil’ain school compound. 

Thursday, February 21:  Hike into Wadi Lefaj al Yamani to assess the habitat and to look for leopard sign.  Camp at 

“Diwan al Lefaj.” 

Friday, February 22:  Hike back to Adh Dhil’ain and return to Sana’a 

Narrative Account of the Trip:  Traveling in convoy we were met in Amran by Sheikh Mohamed Al Hashidi who escorted 

us to the crossroads near Sananiyyah village, the small trading center where the track from Wada’a intersects the 

tarmac on the Amran-Sada’ah Road.  Prior to our arrival at Sananiyyah we stopped in Khamr in order to purchase fruit 

for the children of Adh Dhil’ain.  This consisted of several boxes of apples and a large carton of bananas which we 

entrusted to Sheikh Mohamed for eventual distribution.  

The track to Adh Dhil’ain was reasonably rough and it took about 20 minutes to traverse.  We were met at the village by 

what seemed like every male inhabitant and escorted to a vacant school building where we parked the vehicles and 

were assigned male and female sleeping quarters.  We packed as many people as possible into a mafraj where we 

discussed the conservation of leopards in Wada’a.  We were told that “we love our leopards so much that we don’t even 

shoot our guns near the wadi because we don’t want to scare them.”  We were also told that in addition to leopards in 

Wada’a they also have lions and that two weeks previously somebody had been eaten by one and all that remained was 

his feet and his clothes.  When asked what they wanted, Sheikh Mohamed stated that they wanted the area to be 

designated as a protected area.  After the discussion we had dinner and then the group disbanded.  I went outside and 

spoke with one of the village elders about leopards.  It was a bright moonlit night, and we could see into the depths of 

Wadi Lefaj al Yamani which is where the leopards are said to live.  The wind was fairly stiff, making conversation difficult 

and when I asked the old man what leopards ate he replied “Raanib” (rabbits), but what I heard was “Agaanib” 

(foreigners).  I didn’t know if this was a joke or a threat so I repeated what I thought I had heard and he laughed, saying, 

“leopards eat all the sons of Adam (i.e. people), not just foreigners.” 

The next morning we arose early and stumbled into the wadi with our impractical equipment.  I carried Sharon’s and my 

gear in a duffle bag, Ursula had hers in a plastic garbage sack, and our guides Hussein, Yehia, Munasser, and Ali carried 

little except for a tea kettle and AK-47s.  Only Lonnie and Yousuf were adequately prepared with proper backpacks.  It 

was rough going into the wadi with no clear tracks through steep, shifting terrain to the wadi bed approximately 400 

meters below the village.   During the descent we were shown a track of what we were told was a Caracal (Caracal 

caracal schmitzi) and were eventually taken to a margabah on a ledge above the wadi bed.  When we reached the wadi 

bed we hiked up wadi towards a 200 meter waterfall which is known locally as “Diwan al Lefaj.”  At the point where we 

first entered the wadi we found old Rock Hyrax (Procavia capensis jayakari) middens although we didn’t see any living 

specimens.  We located a Hamerkop (Scopus umbretta) nest in the cliff, and we found some Arabian partridge (Alectorus 

melanocephala) feathers which we were told were the remains of a leopard kill.  We also saw what appeared to be 

Hamadryas Baboon (Papio hamadryas) tracks and Striped Hyena (Hyaena hyaena sultana) tracks and scats, but we 

didn’t find any definite leopard tracks or scat.  During the trek up-wadi we stopped at a permanent pool for lunch and 

tea and then continued the arduous trek to our camping spot. 

Hiking up to Diwan al Lefaj was quite difficult with our poor equipment and we were quite tired by the time we arrived.  

Diwan al Lefaj is a beautiful spot where water trickles over a 200 foot cliff into a reasonably large pool below.  Dripstone 

formations exist in various parts of the overhang and there is a profusion of vegetation including mosses and ferns and 

other hydrophilic species.  Sharon and I wanted to camp at the bottom of the waterfall but were strongly advised against 

it.  First we were told that a white, donkey-sized animal that eats people would come out at night and get us.  Then we 

were told that someone might throw a stone at our tent from the cliff-top and after much argument we capitulated and 

set up our tent on a ledge. 



 

           
Fig. 1: Munasser, Hussein, and Yehia show us a margabah          Fig. 2: Inside Diwan al Lefaj 

The next morning after tea we hiked back to Adh Dhil’ain by a different route which ascended the scree slope from the 

diwan up to the wadi rim which we followed back to the village.  There we were shown the portable cage which was 

used to transport trapped leopards from the margabah to the village and thence to civilization.  Villagers voted in the 

National Bird Election and we attempted to distribute the fruit in an orderly manner.  This proved more or less 

impossible to achieve and what ensued was a veritable feeding frenzy.  We soon left for the return to Sana’a though 

Sharon got a flat tire on the way out of the compound and practically everybody in the village “helped” us fix it.  On the 

drive back to Sana’a we stopped to photograph a gate which appeared to depict twin leopards, further reinforcing our 

impression from the visit that leopards are on the radar of area residents.  

 

Fig. 3: “Leopard Gate” en route back to Sana’a 



Conclusions:  During the course of this expedition we succeeded in establishing a positive relationship with several key 

members of the community including Sheikh Mohamed Al-Hashidi, “former” leopard trapper Hussein Al-Qahzem, and 

his assistants/friends Yehia, Munasser, and Ali.  We established that leopards are still believed to frequent Wada’a and 

that (at least some of the more vocal) residents of Adh Dhilain were hoping that “their” leopards would lead to an 

increase in prosperity through the establishment of a protected area.  We had an opportunity to visit and enjoy the 

beauty of a place that is seldom visited by foreigners, and we found that the possibility of continued leopard presence in 

Wada’a is real though we failed to find any conclusive evidence in the form of footprints, scrapes, scats, or any other 

sign.  We also established that there are some interesting local beliefs with regards to the wildlife that inhabits Wadi 

Lefaj al Yamani. 
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