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The herpetofauna in Sarpang District,
Bhutan

Although  several  checklists  exist  of
herpetofauna in Bhutan, these are based on
citizen science data or report the diversity of
individual regions (Wangyal et al. 2020 and
references therein) and published records are
lacking for many areas. Like the country as a
whole, there is no formal checklist or report for
Sarpang District despite the fact that most of this
district is encompassed within three protected
areas namely Royal Manas National Park
(RMNP), Jigme Singye Wangchuck National
Park (JSWNP) and Phibsoo Wildlife Sanctuary
(PWS).

The Zoological Society of India (ZSI) and
the Naturhistorisches Museum Basel (NHMBA)
made collections in 1969 and 1972 respectively.
Bustard (1979) declared that the gharial
(Gavialis gangeticus) had been extirpated from
Manas River in Bhutan. Biswas (1976)
described a new Calotes species endemic to
Bhutan. Later, Bauer & Giinther (1992), Das &
Palden (2000), Wangyal (2011, 2012, 2014),
Das et al. (2016), Koirala et al. (2016),
Tshewang & Letro (2018), Dorji et al. (2019),
Tenzin & Wangyal (2019), Chaida et al. (2020),
Wangyal et al. (2020) reported herpetofauna
from Bhutan. In the recent reptile guide by
Wangyal & Das (2021) 102 species of snakes,
39 lizards, six species of testudines were
recorded.

Sarpang District is in south central Bhutan
and encompasses a total area of ~1,655km?
(MWHS 2019) (Fig. 1). The elevation for
Sarpang District ranges from 153 to 3,506 m
as.l. (Tenzin et al. 2021) with annual
precipitation of 3,500-5,500 mm. The district
has diverse forest types: subtropical broadleaved
forests, warm broadleaved forests, and cool
broadleaved forests (Nepal & Dorji 2020,
Tenzin et al. 2021). The District shares a border
with the northeast Indian state of Assam towards
the south and connects to Indian Manas National

Park (MNP) and RMNP towards the east.
Sarpang District also has a part of PWS in the
west which abuts Buxa Tiger Reserve (BTR) in
the Indian state of West Bengal. This network of
conservation areas forms one of the biggest tiger
conservation landscapes in Asia (Tenzin et al.
2021). After reviewing previous literature on the
herpetofauna of Sarpang, we listed only 34
reptile species for the district (Table 1). Sapkota
et al. (2020) indicated that snakes are a source of
fear and excitement whereby most Bhutanese
researchers don’t like to study them, which leads
to limited records. In this study, the occurrence
points of herpetofauna were plotted using
ArcGIS. This shows that most of the
herpetofauna were recorded from the proximity
of the national highway systems and farm roads,
with few recorded from distant or remote
locations. The distribution of herpetofauna was
analyzed based on gewogs (Administrative
blocks). Among 12 gewogs within the district,
the highest species richness was in Samtenling
(n=23), and the least in Tareythang (n=1). This
is because most of the past research and
opportunistic  observations were done in
Samtenling (see Das & Palden 2000). The
elevation range of these herpetofauna records
was from 180-1610 m a.s.l.

11 species of amphibians (out of 12) found
in Sarpang District (Table 2) are categorized as
of Least Concern (LC) and one species was not
assessed. Among the reptiles (out of 34), 21
species were categorized as LC, two were
Critically Endangered (CR), and rest of the
species were not assessed. Further, none of the
herpetofauna species were listed in Schedule I of
Forest and Nature Conservation Acts of Bhutan.
This means that they can and are deliberately
killed when people came across them. In
addition, few of the globally threatened species
such as gharial (Gavialis gangeticus), elongated
tortoise  (Indotestuda elongate), reticulated
python (Python reticulatus), saltwater crocodile
(Crocodylus porosus), and Burmese python
(Python bivittatus) are listed under CITES
Appendix | and I1.
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Figure 1. (Top): A map of Bhutan showing the Sarpang District (outlined in red); (Bottom): Sarpang District
in greater detail (shaded), showing field locations of amphibians and reptiles.
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