
Partial Report N°2 

Understanding the relationship between the Andean cat and its habitat in 
the high Andes plateau: Implications for its long term conservation 

Project Leader: Nicolás Lagos 

Project Members: Jaime Hernández, Cristian Sepúlveda, Jorge Valenzuela, Magdalena Bennett, Dayana 
Vásquez, Claudio Correa 

Executive Summary 

Here I present the second partial report of this project, started in January, 2015.  The main objective 
of the project is to generate a potential suitable habitat map and characterize the populations of the 
rare and endangered Andean cat in northern Chile, an area extremely threatened due to 
increasing mining activities, through camera trapping and DNA analysis. The field campaigns 
ended on December, 2015, and we´re now finishing the DNA analyses on the laboratory. A total 
number of 18 new localities with presence of Andean cat were identified using camera traps and 12 
new localities with the DNA analysis. We also helped to the arrangement of the Andean Cat National 
Conservation Plan (ACNCP), whose elaboration started in May, 2016 and expected to finish in 
October, in order to be implemented on 2017. Meetings with the main stakeholders involved in 
the study area were made during the workshops of the ACNPC and in the locality of Enquelga, this 
last one involving only members of the community. 

Summary of main activities 

 Between February and December 2015 we deployed and checked 96 camera traps, all of
them located in new localities, where no Andean cats were recorded before. This is the
major effort ever made in a single project using this methodology to obtain records of this
species occurrence. Eighteen new localities with presence of the species were added to the
database using this methodology.

 Additionally, 112 faecal samples were collected during the field campaigns. DNA of those
faecal samples were extracted and sequenced in order to perform the species identification.
Twelve of the faecal samples correspond to Andean cat, 87 to pampas cat, 3 to Culpeo fox and
10 samples did not amplify, so we need to repeat the procedures in order to obtain the
sequences.

 Combining the two methodologies a total number of 24 new localities with presence of the
species inside the study area were recorded, representing an important increment to the 42
previously known localities.

 All previous and new Andean cat records were filtered, considering a radius of 5 km between
each record, obtaining a total of 53 records, used to elaborate the predictive model. We
started elaborating preliminary models using the package “dismo” for R, and modelled the
probability of occurrence of the Andean cat through Maxent and Random Forest (Figure 1),
two modelling procedures used widely in animal and plant species modelling studies. We
obtained preliminary distribution maps using all predictive variables: Digital Elevation Model
(DEM) for the area, a Topographic Position Index (TPI) derived from the DEM, which
measures the terrain ruggedness, slope, also derived from the DEM, a layer of the wetlands



of the area, a land cover use layer and the 19 WorldClim bioclimatic layers. We did 30 
iterations in each Maxent and Random Forest in order to reduce the number of predictive 
variables and reduce collinearity. With this subsample of predictors, we’ll develop the 
definitive model of occurrence of the Andean cat. 

Figure 1: Andean cat preliminary potential distribution map for the study area, using all 
predictive variables (example of one of the 30 iterations done with Maxent). Highly suitable 
areas are shown in green, non‐suitable areas are shown in light grey. 



 After efforts started last year with CONAF (National Forestry Corporation), institution in
charge of the administration of the protected areas in Chile, the central office of CONAF
decided to start to develop a National Conservation Plan for the Andean Cat, who will
be leaded by one of our project members, Jorge Valenzuela, who is also an Andean Cat
Alliance member and part of CONAF staff, in charge of the protected areas of the
Region of Tarapacá. The workshops to develop this plan started on April 2016 and in two
of them stakeholders of our study area  participated, including community members as
well as government agencies, local NGOs and a directive of one of the mining companies
working in the area. The last workshop was held in the past month (June 29th) and one
last workshop is expected to be held at the end of August.

 Between May 18th and 21st we developed a series of activities involving the community
members of Enquelga, a small town located inside our study area and inside Isluga
National Park. We developed a workshop with the community in which we highlighted the
importance to conserve the Andean cat and the Andean ecosystems, and asking them to
share their own view of the territory surrounding them. In the future we expect to
continue working with this community in order to mutually collaborate in conservation
actions who should help to the development of this remote community in the north of
Chile.

Plan for the upcoming months 

 Between July and August, we expect to finish with the DNA analysis of the faecal samples
who need to be repeated. The total analysis of obtaining the DNA and sequencing it
turned to be rather more expensive than we initially thought, since we needed to import
the extracting kits to Chile and pay importation and customs costs, in addition to repeat
the sequencing service of some of our samples. This additional costs unfortunately will not
allow us to continue with the microsatellite analysis of the faecal samples. Besides,
considering the number of samples positive to belong to an Andean cat are too small (12),
we think the information gathered from this analysis won’t be informative to identify
subpopulations and define management units based on their genetic structure.
Nevertheless, we expect to continue with this methodology in the upcoming years, and
expect to apply to a different funding opportunities, including a 2nd Rufford small grant in
order to increase the faecal samples positive to Andean cat and perform this analysis.

 In the upcoming months we’ll finish the modelling procedures and map the threats for the
Andean cat in the study area. Both information will be crossed in order to define priority
areas for the Andean cat conservation in northern Chile.

 We´ll continue with the elaboration of the National Action Plan for the Andean cat, in
collaboration with CONAF. The last workshop will be held in August and later we’ll
continue the work remotely. The plan is expected to be done in October 2016 and be
implemented in 2017. This Plan will allow us to strengthen the conservation of this species
inside the protected areas, favoring the collaboration between AGA and CONAF to
develop activities and programs focused on the Andean cat as a flagship species.



DNA analysis at the lab 

Participants of the Andean Cat National 
Conservation Plan workshop of July 29th. 
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List of Publications: 

Note on the webpage of CONAF covering the first workshop of the Andean Cat National 
Conservation Plan:  

http://www.conaf.cl/avanza‐elaboracion‐del‐plan‐nacional‐de‐conservacion‐ del‐gato‐andino/ 

http://www.conaf.cl/avanza


Andean cat included in the book "Endangered Chilean wildlife, 32 species to be preserved". 10% of the 
profits from this book will go directly to conservation initiatives of some of the species that appear in the 
book, including the Andean Cat Alliance. The book can be purchased online from:   

http://www.photosintesis.cl/fauna‐chilena‐amenazada‐32‐especies‐para‐conservar‐tomo‐i/ 

http://www.photosintesis.cl/fauna‐chilena‐amenazada‐32‐especies‐para‐conservar‐tomo‐i/

