The Decline of the Great Tonle Sap Snake Hunt

By JEREMY GANTZ
AND Lor CHANDARA

THE CAMBODIA DALY
EK PHNOM DISTRICT, Battambang
province - When fish became
scarce in his comer of the sprawt
ing Tonle Sap, Ly Pov did what
thousands of others barely surviv-
ing in the lake's floating villages do:
He joined the world’s largest snake
hunt, putting his womn fishing nets
to a lucrative new use in the flooded
forests ringing the lake.

But today, two vears after he join-
ed the monsoon season hunt—
which annually pulls an estimated 7
million water snakes from South-
east Asia’s largest lake—Ly Pov's
daily haul is a fraction of what it
once was, falling from a daily aver-
age of X0 kg tojust 15 kg,

That signals trouble for the fam-
ously fertile Tonle Sap.

Snake hunting became increas-
inglv popular in the last two dec-
ades, as the number of fish in the
ke declined, according to Sharon
Brooks, a doctoral student in bio-
logical sciences at the University of
East Anglia in England who has
been studying the snake hunt and
market for the last three vears.

Seven of the lake’s estimated 14
snake spedies, including the en-
demic Tonle Sap water snake, start-
ed being sold as an inexpensive al
ternative to fish, primarily as croco-
dile food for the hundreds of aroco-
dile farms around the lake, but also
as food for people.

“The fact that [water snakes) are
s0 abundant across the Tonle Sap,
occupying so many ecological nich-

es, makes it likely that their over-

harvesting will have a profound

develop government policies to
manage the snake population.

But bevond observations of wor-
red Tonle Sap fishermen. the gov-
ermment is unsure how rapidly
each snake species is disappearing,
and what would happen to the lake
and its residents if they were to van-
ish. “At the moment we just don't
know enough,” Walston said.

Both Walston and Brooks said

thev believed the number of

snakes collected annually on the
Tonle Sap to be larger than any
other snake hunt in the world. At
the present time, at least half of the
15,000 households living on the
lake rely on snake hunting for in-
come, Brooks wrote by e-mail
“Everything about this system—
from the hydrology of the lake and

the abundance of snakes, to the
trade dynamics and markets—is
unique,” she added.

But Brooks fears that the snake
humt is unsustainable, with the aw
erage snake catch per fisherman
declining by approximately 70 per-
cent in recent years. And if the
water snake is hunted into oblvion,
the effect could be devastating both
for the lake and its residents, she
said.

The most abundant species,
such as the rainbow water snake,
which forms 70 percent of hunters'
annual catch, are an important food
source for large water birds—
many of which are endangered,
Brooks said.

“We can't really say what would
happen if the snakes disappeared,

negative impact on the ecology of ty.” Brooks said. balance of the lake

the lake,” said Joe Walston, country

has already been severely disrupt-

director for the Wildlife Conserva- ed, but it is likely to be quite pro-

tion Sodety, which is working with
the Ministry of Environment to

found due to the loss of biodivers-
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Next vear, the government plans
to conduct its own research to cor-
roborate Brooks' findings, and to
develop a management plan to
nurse the snake population back to
health, said Heng Savannara of the
Ministry of Agriculture’s Fisheries
Administration.

“If Cambodia has good manage-
ment of the water snakes, we think
that there's still potential for plenty
of snake huntng,” he added.

Policy options could include cre-
afing a hunting offseason. banning
some hunting methods, placing
certain species on a Protected Spe-
ges list, or ceating addiional gov-
emment-protected wildlife sancti-
arles. Walston said.

But writing policies may be easi-
er than enforcing them. Banning
snake hunting in the Prek Toal
Core Area, one of the lake's three
wildlife sanctuaries, has not stabi-
lized the local water snake popula-
ton, said Ly Son, head of the pro-
tected area’s tourism office.

“The snakes are decreasing ev-
ery vear,” he said last week in his
floating office in Prek Toal village.
“It's very difficult to control the
hunt.... It's sl anarchy.”

Walston believes that it will be
virtually impossible for provincal
authoritdes to enforce anv new
snake-hunt regulatons,

And with arocodile farms buying
snakes despite the mdustry down-
turn, it seems unlikelv that the
thousands of snake hunters plying
the Tonle Sap's waters will be able
to pass up profit anvtime soon.

For Ly Pov, 31, snake hunting is
a matter of survival. Asked at his
Prek Toal village home what he
would do during the wet season if
the Tonle Sap's snakes disappeared
altogether, he had a simple answer:
*Nothing.”
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