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Introduction

Laos, nestled within the heart of Southeast Asia, is a nation graced with an astonishing
level of biodiversity and wildlife richness. The country’s dramatic topography—ranging
from the majestic Annamite mountains to tranquil stretches of the Mekong River—has
created a mosaic of habitats that support an exceptional array of fauna. This natural
inheritance, however, is both precious and precarious, balancing the wonders of newly
discovered species and endemic treasures with the reality of increasing threats to
their survival.

Despite being landlocked, Laos stands out as a vital ecological crossroads where
Indochinese, Chinese, and South Asian flora and fauna intermingle. Extensive tracts of
forests, diverse wetland systems, vast river networks, and unique limestone karst
landscapes provide homes to countless wildlife species, many of which are rare or
endangered. The country’s wildlife roster ranges from elephants, tigers, and secretive
wild oxen to hundreds of avian, reptilian, amphibian, and fish species—including some
found nowhere else on earth.

Over recent decades, researchers and conservationists have hailed Laos as a frontier
of biodiversity, with ongoing discoveries continually expanding our understanding of
its fauna. Remarkable finds, such as the enigmatic saola and the Laotian rock rat,
have captured global attention and underscored the ecological importance of the
region. At the same time, Laos’s role as a critical habitat for large mammals like
elephants, elusive wild cats, and rare primates further highlights its conservation
significance on a regional and global scale.

Yet, alongside its natural abundance come daunting challenges. Rapid deforestation,
habitat fragmentation, the illegal wildlife trade, overhunting, and a web of socio-
economic pressures threaten many of the country’s iconic species. Conservation in
Laos is also complicated by issues such as weak governance, limited enforcement, and
a lack of broad public awareness, all of which exacerbate the risks faced by the
nation’s fauna.

Encouragingly, Laos has taken substantial steps to counter these threats, including
establishing a system of protected areas, enacting conservation policies, and
partnering with international organizations. Progress has been made in engaging local
communities, promoting sustainable alternatives, and conducting vital ecological
research. However, safeguarding the unique wildlife of Laos demands sustained
commitment, adaptive strategies, and continual collaboration at all levels of society.

This book, “Wildlife and Fauna of Laos: A Guide to the Wildlife and Fauna of Laos,”

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

endeavors to provide a comprehensive, accessible, and up-to-date overview of the
country’s wondrous animal life. It navigates through the diversity of Lao ecosystems,
explores the lives and habitats of key species, and examines both the threats
confronting them and the vital conservation efforts underway. Through these pages,
readers are invited to appreciate the ecological wealth of Laos, recognize its fragility,
and take part—however small—in the journey to preserve one of Southeast Asia’s
most extraordinary natural legacies.
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CHAPTER ONE: Geography and Ecoregions of Laos

Laos, a landlocked nation in the heart of the Indochinese Peninsula, might not boast a
coastline, but it more than compensates with a dramatic and varied landscape that
underpins its incredible biodiversity. Imagine a crumpled piece of paper, all peaks and
valleys - that's a bit like the topography here. Around 70% of the country is composed
of mountains, highlands, and plateaus, carved by a network of rivers. This isn't just
scenic beauty; this complex terrain creates a multitude of microhabitats, each with its
own unique set of conditions favoring different species.

The mighty Mekong River, the lifeblood of Southeast Asia, flows through Laos for
almost 1,900 kilometers, forming a significant part of the western border with
Thailand. This colossal waterway and its tributaries are far more than just a
geographical feature; they are a vital freshwater ecosystem in themselves, supporting
a vast array of aquatic life. The river’s influence extends beyond its banks, shaping the
low-lying plains and wetlands that are crucial for many species, particularly during the
annual monsoon season.

Speaking of seasons, Laos experiences a tropical monsoon climate with distinct wet
and dry periods. The southwest monsoon brings heavy rains from around May to
September, while the rest of the year is generally drier and cooler. This seasonal
rhythm plays a significant role in the life cycles of both flora and fauna, influencing
everything from plant growth and flowering to animal breeding and migration
patterns. The amount of rainfall can vary considerably across the country, from around
1,300 mm in some northern valleys to over 3,700 mm in the higher elevations of the
south.

The mountainous terrain is most prominent in the north, characterized by rugged
peaks and dense forests. This region includes ranges like the Luang Prabang
mountains in the northwest. The Annamite Range, known as the Truong Son
mountains in Viethamese, forms a significant portion of the eastern border with
Vietnam and is a critical area for biodiversity, with many species found only here.
These mountains, stretching approximately 1,100 km, are often steep and rugged,
making access difficult in many areas.

While mountains dominate, Laos also has important plateau regions. The Xiangkhoang
Plateau is located in the north, and in the south lies the Bolaven Plateau. The Bolaven
Plateau, a fertile upland, is known for its volcanic soil, which supports extensive coffee
and tea plantations, and is punctuated by dramatic waterfalls. Situated at an elevation
of around 1,000 to 1,350 meters, it enjoys a cooler climate than the surrounding
lowlands.
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Nestled within this diverse landscape are several distinct ecological regions, or
ecoregions, each with its own characteristic habitats and species. These ecoregions
are like different rooms in a very large, complex house, each offering a unique
environment for the creatures that call it home. Laos sits at the intersection of several
critical ecoregions, contributing significantly to its overall biodiversity.

One of these is the Annamite Range Moist Forests, found along the border with
Vietnam. These evergreen forests are situated in the Annamite mountain range and
are particularly important for their high levels of endemism, meaning many species
are found here and nowhere else on Earth. This rugged region, with its limestone karst
topography, experiences varying rainfall and is a haven for diverse mammals and
birds.

Another significant ecoregion is the Indochina Dry Forests, which are primarily located
in the Mekong Plain. These forests, dominated by deciduous trees that shed their
leaves during the dry season, experience a distinct dry period, typically lasting five to
seven months, with rainfall between 1,000 and 1,500 mm. This ecoregion, covering a
large area across several countries, was historically home to vast numbers of large
mammals.

In the northern highlands, you find the Northern Indochina Subtropical Moist Forests.
This ecoregion, stretching across parts of several countries, including northern Laos, is
characterized by hills and valleys and a subtropical monsoon climate with annual
rainfall averaging between 1,200 and 2,500 mm. These forests, a transition zone
between tropical and subtropical regions, support a rich diversity of mammals and
birds.

The Mekong River and its extensive network of tributaries form a vital freshwater
ecoregion. This river system is incredibly rich in fish species, with approximately 500
indigenous species recorded in Laos alone. The health of this freshwater ecosystem is
crucial for countless species and also for the livelihoods of the people who depend on
the river.

Laos also boasts the Central Indochina Limestone Karst Habitat, a unique geological
formation that provides specialized habitats. These dramatic limestone landscapes,

with their cliffs, caves, and sinkholes, are particularly important for endemic species
that have adapted to these specific conditions. The Khammouane Province in central
Laos is a core site for this type of habitat.

Beyond these major ecoregions, Laos also has important wetlands and swamp forests,
particularly in the southern parts of the country, often near the Mekong River. These
areas are vital during the wet season, providing crucial habitat for a range of species,
including waterbirds, fish, and reptiles like the critically endangered Siamese
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crocodile. Laos joined the Ramsar Convention, an international treaty for wetland
conservation, in 2010, designating two sites as wetlands of international importance.

Historically, Laos had a much more extensive forest cover, estimated at over 70% in
the 1940s. While deforestation has unfortunately reduced this percentage, forests still
cover a substantial portion of the country, providing essential habitats for its rich
wildlife. These forests are not uniform and are managed under different classifications,
including Production Forest Areas, Conservation Forest Areas, and Protection Forest
Areas, reflecting varying levels of conservation focus.
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