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Field Visit to Wadi Sharis, Hajjah - February 25, 2010 

 
Background:  Wadi Sharis is one of several major tributaries in the Wadi Mawr system.  Draining a large section of the 

northern portion of Yemen’s Western Escarpment, this watershed is contiguous with the drainages of Wada’a and 

Shaharah and possibly represents a large complex of interconnected territories in which a free-ranging population of 

wild Arabian leopards (Panthera pardus nimr) persists.  The current field visit was organized on the basis of recently 

confirmed DNA evidence in scats collected at Wadi Sharis during January, 2009; evidence that documents the presence 

or Arabian leopards in the area. 

 

Objectives: The objectives of the current visit to Wadi Sharis were: 

1) To establish a working relationship with Mohamed Mokbil Nasser Da’qain, the man who collected the scats, 

2) to assess the habitat for a variety of factors vital to sustaining a population of wild leopards, 

3) to identify suitable locations for trail camera placement, and 

4) to deploy one or two cameras. 

 

Participants:  Left to Right: Dr. Abdul Karim Nasher (AKN), Mr. Mohamed Da’qain, Mr. Ibrahim Shamakh (IAS), Dr. Masaa 

Al-Jumaily (MAJ), Ms. Sharon Beatty (SEB), and Mr. Yousuf Mohageb (YMM).  [Not pictured: Mr. David Stanton (DBS)] 

 

 



  
 
 

Itinerary:  

Thursday, February 25: Depart Sana’a in two vehicles at circa 6:00 AM.  Drive via Sabaha to the Shibam Road.  Breakfast 

at Mafraq Shibam, continue past Thula towards Wadi La’ah and beyond Kohlan Afar to Wadi Sharis.  Rendezvous with 

Mr. Mohamed Mokbil Nasser Da’gain in Wadi Sharis.  Drive to mouth of Wadi Ma’atqah and hike to first site at 

15°4315.3 North and 43°3923.4 East.  Following lunch at the mouth of Wadi Ma’atqah, drive to trailhead for hike to cave 

at Al Hayjah on Jebel Hurbah (15°4159.5 North and 43°4011.1 East). 

 

Narrative account of the trip:  Following an early start we drove past Sabaha where we were surprised to find the 

checkpoint had been moved.  Our convoy of two vehicles proceeded to the Shibam Road which we joined west of the 

Bait Na’am checkpoint.  We continued towards Shibam, stopping in the vicinity of Wadi Hadoor where we saw three 

juvenile Imperial Eagles (Aquilla heliaca) and up to 30 Steppe Eagles (A. nipalensis) in various plumages.   It appears that 

local poultry farmers dump dead fowl in this area which the wintering eagles have discovered is a rich food source.  

After stopping for breakfast at the Thula turnoff, we continued in a northwestern direction past Thula, joining the Amran 

– Hajjah Road not far from Wadi La’ah.  Proceeding towards Hajjah we stopped at an overlook where we collected 

bivalve fossils and admired the view towards Shaharah and Khamr, Amran. 

Remarkably, we did not encounter a checkpoint until we reached the bridge at Wadi Sharis.   Crossing the bridge we 

realized that the track leading into the wadi left the main road prior to the checkpoint, so we turned around and 

descended into the wadi bed, parking SEB’s car and traveling together in YMM’s.  AKN called Mohamed Da’qain and we 

eventually agreed to rendezvous near a school on the western banks of the wadi in a village whose name we did not 

record.  When we met Mohamed, he pointed out a location high up on the eastern wall of the wadi which he claimed 

was a ‘leopard den.’  We then drove down wadi to its confluence with Wadi Ma’atqah, a small tributary, stopping en 

route to look at another ‘leopard den’ through the telescopes. 

Perhaps a kilometer up Wadi Ma’atqah we stopped the car near a small village and walked up an even smaller wadi up 

which Mohamed told us there was a ‘leopard den.’  The wadi had apparently been more heavily populated in times past 

as there were abandoned terraces in several places.  We found hyena tracks, lots of porcupine quills and droppings and 

walked for perhaps 15 minutes before Mohamed pointed out the ‘den.’  This was located on the western slope of the 

wadi bank perhaps 25 meters above the gravelly wadi bed.  Although no major path led to the ‘den’ it was easily 

accessible and had clearly been recently visited by people as evidenced by shrubs at the den’s mouth which had been 

chopped with an axe.  An area of disturbed soil under some sparse shrubs near the den’s mouth was said to be al 

markaz (i.e. “the center” – the place where the leopard lounged) and at the den’s mouth were scraps of sheep wool and 

goat hair.  Inside the entrance were two long porcupine quills, one of which was weighted with a small stone.  There 

were no footprints apart from a small print that appeared to have come from a small carnivore, possibly Gordon’s 

Wildcat (Felis sylvestris) or a feral house cat.  The shaded entrance to the den was infested with fleas and anyone who 

spent any time there soon had a few dozen of them crawling up their pant legs.  Two small scats were collected, one 

from the den mouth, and another from several meters outside of the mouth.  A pile of what appeared to be fox scat also 

lay several meters from the den’s mouth, but was not collected.  Across the wadi we could see a pair of small caves, one 

of which contained a midden of what appeared to be Rock Hyrax scat although no hyrax were in evidence. 

After a thorough examination and discussion we descended to the wadi bed where we engaged in further discussion.  

Upon reflection we decided that the “den” had been a ‘set-up’ and that there was no real point in placing a camera trap 

by it; the risks seemed to outweigh the benefits.  MAJ suggested that the wadi would act like a conduit for wildlife and it 

would be an appropriate place to install a camera, and though we agreed with her assessment, we decided not to install 



  
 
the camera because Mohamed could not guarantee its safety.  We returned to the car by the same route that we had 

entered the wadi by, and Mohamed pointed out a pair of hyrax in a small opening.  Further down the wadi MAJ spotted 

another hyrax and during the course of our observations we noticed at least one, and possibly two, more. 

            
      Porcupine quills weighted with stone at mouth                      The cave at Al Hayjah did not appear to be regularly occupied by leopards. 

             of the “leopard den” in Wadi Ma’atqah 

At the car we picnicked and talked to people from the village.  A resident whose name we did not record claimed that 

three days previously he had seen a leopard near his house and that six days before that a leopard had killed one of his 

sheep.  We were told that when a leopard kills a sheep it eats only the liver and drinks some blood, something that AKN 

stated Dr. David Mallon had told him was also true of Snow leopards.  Prior to our departure we viewed the man’s hand-

dug well, which was at least 4 meters in diameter and perhaps 15 meters deep with only a shallow muddy pool at the 

bottom.  We were told that it had taken him a year to dig but there was much work left to do as he was in the process of 

lining it with cut stones. 

After lunch we went to a second site which turned out to be the same cave that we had observed by telescope on the 

way to Wadi Ma’atqah.  This cave was called Al Hayjah and was located on the slopes of Jebel Hurbah to the west of 

Wadi Sharis.  Reaching Al Hayjah involved driving about half-way up the escarpment on a rough track and walking for 

about a half hour on a very rough trail that was difficult to discern in sections.  The final few meters to the cave involved 

somewhat difficult climbing, but the cave entrance nevertheless showed evidence of frequent human visits in the form 

of some pieces of rubbish and cleared vegetation.  Al Hayjah is about eight meters deep and probably four meters wide.  

We found no footprints in or near the cave and there were no fleas as in the previous site.  Mohamed showed us some 

scats and a hyrax skull which we collected, although following our experience in Wadi Ma’atqah, there can be no 

guarantee that these had not placed there for our benefit.  Initially, it appeared that this might be a suitable place to 

install a camera, but after some consideration we decided that there was simply no way to secure the equipment.  As we 

left the cave we noticed three girls herding sheep observing our every move from a nearby ridge. 

We returned to the car where Mohamed was paid for his contribution after which we dropped him off at his house. He 

invited us to stay the night, but since YMM, AKN, MAJ, and IAS intended to return to Sana’a that evening, we departed.  

SEB and DBS picked up the former’s car where we had left it and the two groups parted company, the former for the 

drive to Sana’a, and the latter for a night in Hajjah.                



  
 
Results: During the course of our time in Wadi Sharis DBS took rough notes of what we observed with an eye to 

recording conditions that might be conducive to sustaining a leopard population in the area. 

   1) Terrain:  Wadi Sharis covers a large area with numerous side wadis, and numerous inaccessible places that leopards 

could move through the area in relatively safety, although never far, as the crow flies, from human habitations.  Much of 

the area is steep, but it appears that people range widely on the wadi slopes to graze livestock and harvest firewood. 

   2) Vegetation:   Some of the hillsides are fairly densely covered with stands of Acacia mellifera and other species 

including a small shrub that Mohamed stated leopards nibble the tops of.  The wide wadi bottom has an almost park-like 

appearance with huge Ficus vasta, Cordia africana, and various cultivated trees including date palms and bananas.  At 

first glance it does not appear to be ideal leopard habitat.  However, in spite of the density of the human population, it 

would be possible for leopards to move through the area undetected, especially at night.  

   3) Water: A permanent stream winds through Wadi Sharis although it only flows above the surface for small stretches.   

Nevertheless, leopards and prey could conceivably drink from these sections.  

   4) Local Attitudes:  Local people insist that there are leopards in the area and that they are a problem because they kill 

livestock.  When asked why people don’t hunt the leopards, Mohamed replied that it was too difficult. 

   5) Potential Prey:  Apart from large numbers of livestock, there appear to be numerous potential prey items in this 

area.  Indian Crested Porcupine (Hystrix indica) scats and quills abound, the Rock Hyrax (Procavia capensis syriacus) 

population appears to be quite robust, and we found evidence of Arabian Partridge (Alectoris melanocephala). 

             
             Indian Crested Porcupine scats and quills were common in Wadi Ma’atqah                A site occupied by Rock Hyrax in Wadi Ma’atqah 

Taxon Observations Comments 

Hamadryas Baboon 
(Papio hamadryas) 

One scat that could have been from 
this species was noted in Wadi 
Ma’atqah. 

Very little evidence of this species was 
found although we were informed 
that “baboons visit Wadi Sharis during 
the harvest.” 

Rock Hyrax  
(Procavia capensis syriacus) 

A scat midden at one location and 
and four or five live individuals at two 
locations in Wadi Ma’atqah were 
observed.  A skull was found in the 
cave at Al Hayjah on Jebel Hurbah. 

Rock Hyraxes achieve a high density in 
Wadi Ma’atqah and presumably in 
other parts of Wadi Sharis as well.  
There is no convincing evidence that 
the skull collected at Al Hayjah had 
been predated by a leopard. 



  
 

Striped Hyenas (Hyaena hyaena 
sultana) 

Numerous footprints of this species 
were seen in Wadi Ma’atqah.   

No other information available 

Small-spotted Genets (Genetta 
genetta) 

Not observed No other information available 

White-tailed Mongoose (Ichneumia 
albicauda) 

Not observed No other information available 

Cape Hare (Lepus capensis) Not observed No other information available 

Brandt’s Hedgehog (Hemiechinus 
hypomelas) 

Not observed No other information available 

Honey Badgers (Melivora capensis 
pumillio) 

Not observed No other information available 

“Foxes” (Vulpes vulpes arabica) and/or 
(Vulpes cana) 

A pile of scats below the mouth of the 
first site was probably fox scat. 

No other information available 

Gordon’s Wildcat (Felis silvestris 
gordonii) 

Not observed No other information available 

Arabian Partridge 
(Alectoris melanocephala) 

A feather, apparently of this species, 
was found in Wadi Ma’ataqah 

No other information available 
although familiar to Mohamed 

Monitor lizards (Varanus sp.) Not observed No other information available 

Hadhramawt Agama (Acanthocercus 
adramitimus) 

Not recorded No other information available 

Dhubs (Uromastyx sp.) Not observed No other information available 

Caracal (Caracal caracal schmitzi) Not observed Said to be present and dangerous to 
humans, grabbing the throat in the 
jaws, grasping the shoulders in front 
paws, and ripping the stomach with 
hind claws 

Gazelles (Gazella gazella cora) Not observed Locally extinct or never present 

Ibex (Capra ibex nubiana) Not observed Locally extinct or never present 

Table 1: Potential Leopard Prey Observations 

 

   Birds:  The avifauna observed during this field visit was surprisingly sparse.  Only five species were noted as recorded in 

Table 2 below: 

Species Comments 

Hamerkop 
(Scopus umbretta) 

One individual observed foraging in the stream that runs through the main wadi. 

African Grey Hornbill 
(Tockus nasutus) 

One individual observed in the main wadi. 

African Rock Martin 
(Ptyonoprogne fuligula) 

Two individuals spotted foraging above Wadi Ma’atqah. 

Blackstart 
(Cercomela melanura) 

At least two individuals were observed in the main wadi. 

Shining Sunbird 
(Nectarinia habessinica) 

Surprisingly, the most commonly observed bird which was seen at Wadi Ma’atqah and Al 
Hayjah foraging in Acacia mellifera.  

Table 2: Bird Observations 

 

Conclusions:  Scats collected in Wadi Sharis in January 2009 by Mohamed Da’gain tested positive for Arabian leopard 

DNA.  Although the scats were not dated and could theoretically have been imported to Wadi Sharis, we assume that 

the scats are recent and were collected in situ.  Although we did not achieve our goal of installing trail cameras in Wadi 



  
 
Sharis, we did obtain some useful information.  In the first place, the fact that the ‘leopard den’ in Wadi Ma’atqah had 

been staged, calls into question our informant’s integrity.  Secondly, we established that the conditions are, indeed 

potentially suitable to host Arabian leopards, at least on an occasional basis.  This is significant in the sense that Wadi 

Sharis is quite heavily populated and until this survey the consensus was that it seems doubtful that Arabian leopards 

could, like their African and Asian cousins, live in the close proximity to people.  This finding gives us hope that there 

may be other leopard populations in Yemen living in areas that upon first inspection may seem unsuitable for these 

animals.  

Recommendations:  Wadi Sharis represents a good opportunity for the foundation to document the continued 

existence of Arabian leopards in Yemen.  However, it is not feasible to do this until we have established an appropriate 

protocol for conducting trail camera research in Yemen.  At the time of writing, such a protocol is under development.  

In the mean time, the foundation should schedule a follow-up visit to Wadi Sharis to investigate the sites identified by 

Mohamed Da’gain as harboring leopards, but which we didn’t have time to visit in February.  A follow-up visit will 

provide us with a more complete picture of potential sites in Wadi Sharis and a better understanding of Mohamed’s 

capacity as an informant and possible field worker.  Both pieces of information will be useful in determining future 

foundation activities in Wadi Sharis. 


