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Conservation status of threatened Mekong megafi shes: a study 
using local ecological knowledge in northern Cambodia

PIN Kakada

Abstract
Pressures on freshwater biodiversity in Southeast Asia are accelerating and the conservation needs of threatened 
megafauna in the Mekong River remain unclear. Catches of large-bodied fi sh in the Cambodian section of the river 
have declined at a much greater rate than small-bodied fi sh and species such as Mekong giant salmon carp Aaptosyax 
grypus may already be extinct. Populations of other species such as Mekong giant catfi sh Pangasianodon gigas and giant 
pangasius Pangasius sanitwongsei are also likely to be declining. I interviewed fi shers to obtain local ecological knowl-
edge and determine population trends for seven megafi sh species in northern Cambodia over the last 20 years. Overall, 
my results indicate that the perceived population status of all species has declined at varying rates from 1998 to present. 
They also suggest that the Mekong giant catfi sh is the rarest species and this taxon had the greatest variation in esti-
mate data. Populations and body size of the giant pangasius also decreased greatly. The three most common species 
were the seven-striped barb Probarbus jullieni, Wallago micropogon and giant barb Catocarpio siamensis, with mean dates 
for last capture of fi ve months before present. However, their body size decreased considerably over time and while 
their populations are still relatively abundant compared to other study species, these should be considered as at least 
uncommon.  

Recent Master’s Theses 

This section presents the abstracts of research theses produced by Royal University of Phnom Penh graduates recently awarded the 
degree of Masters of Science in Biodiversity Conservation. The abstracts have been edited for English and brevity.



© Centre for Biodiversity Conservation, Phnom Penh

65Thesis abstracts

Cambodian Journal of Natural History 2019 (1) 64–68

The species diversity and distribution of gliding lizards in the 
genus  in Cambodia

SAMORN Vireak

Abstract
The reptile fauna of Cambodia has received limited a  ention compared to other countries in Southeast Asia, although 
recent interest has led to the discovery of many new country records and species to science. The aim of my study was 
to review the species diversity and distribution of gliding lizards in the genus Draco in Cambodia and compile species 
accounts for each taxon confi rmed, including details of morphology and notes on their natural history and conserva-
tion status. To achieve this, I reviewed the published literature and examined specimen material held in the zoological 
collection of the Royal University of Phnom Penh. In addition to historical material, my study examined included speci-
mens I collected in 2017 and 2018 in three sites in Cambodia: Bokor Preah Monivong National Park, Veun Sai-Siem Pang 
National Park and Keo Seima Wildlife Sanctuary. A series of morphometric measurements and scale counts and quali-
tative features such as colour in life and preservative were recorded for each specimen and compared with published 
species descriptions. Over the course of my study, I examined a total of 124 specimens and referred these to four species: 
Draco indochinensis, D. taeniopterus, D. maculatus and D. sp. The fi rst three taxa are clearly separable morphologically, 
whereas D. maculatus and D. sp. are very similar but can be separated by the colour of the dewlap in both males and 
females and statistical diff erences in morphometric data. They are also separated geographically, with D. maculatus 
occurring west of the Mekong River and D. sp. occurring east of the river. Confi rmation of the specifi c identity of D. 
sp. will require comparisons with additional specimen material and I suggest that a historical record of D. indochinensis 
from Bokor may have been in error because my data indicates the species likely only occurs east of the Mekong River.  
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Quantifying fi shing effort and mapping fi shing distribution in the 
Koh Sdach Archipelago to inform development of a new marine 
protected area 

SONG Det

Abstract
Recent research has shown that the Koh Sdach Archipelago has a high level of marine resources, including coral reefs 
and endangered species such as seahorses, and that these may be threatened by over-fi shing and use of inappropriate 
fi shing gears. My study focused on quantifying fi shing eff ort within the boundary of a community fi shery within the 
archipelago and aimed to 1) assess catch eff ort with three diff erent family-scale fi shing gears, and 2) map the hotspots 
for fi shing eff ort and locations where fi shing catch is landed. The overall purpose of my study was to generate infor-
mation to inform the potential development of a new marine protected area within the archipelago. To this end, I 
undertook boat surveys to determine fi shing yields and identify the major locations and routes of fi shing eff ort. My 
data suggest crab gillnets accounted for ≈55% of fi shing yields, whereas fi sh gillnets accounted for ≈26% of yields and 
fi sh traps accounted for ≈19%. I calculated catch per unit eff ort using three indicators (time, distance travelled and trap 
area) and found no correlation between fi shing yields and any of these indicators. Fishers did not appear to focus on 
particular locations, visiting diff erent areas on each occasion. However, the trail and point data generated from my fi eld 
surveys allowed me to map the distribution of fi shing activities within the archipelago and showed that several islands 
are visited on most fi shing excursions, namely Koh Chhan, Koh Toting and Koh Anderk. I conclude by recommending 
additional studies because these will provide crucial information for future conservation and management of coastal 
fi sheries in the region.  
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Conversion of wetlands to agriculture over the last decade in 
Beoung Prek Lapouv Protected Landscape, Takeo Province, 
Cambodia

SOPHATT Reaksmey

Abstract
Wetlands support important biodiversity and provide signifi cant services to people. The Boeung Prek Lapouv Protected 
Landscape in southern Cambodia is important for a distinct set of globally threatened and near-threatened species 
including sarus crane Antigone antigone, painted stork Mycteria luecocephala and Bengal fl orican Houbaropsis bengalensis. 
My study looked at factors infl uencing land use change in the protected landscape and aimed to 1) quantify land use 
change since the establishment of the landscape as a conservation area in 2007, and 2) identify factors underlying 
its conversion to agriculture. To achieve this, I obtained satellite images from 2007 to 2017 to classify land cover and 
quantify yearly changes in this. I also interviewed 112 respondents in a household survey to understand how wetland 
conversion has occurred. My fi eld research was carried out from March to July 2017. Overall, my results suggest that 
≈17% of wetlands in the Boeung Prek Lapouv Protected Landscape have been converted to agricultural fi elds over the 
last decade and that the main reason for this has been land-grabbing. They also suggest that local residents lack aware-
ness of the conservation importance of the protected landscape and that communication between local authorities and 
stakeholders has been limited. Community-based management and strengthened enforcement strategies are needed to 
reduce loss of wetlands in Boeung Prek Lapouv. Initiatives to develop sustainable livelihoods are also needed to ensure 
their conservation because preservation of wetland resources could make a signifi cant diff erence to the livelihoods of 
households in and around the protected landscape.  
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Genetic diversity of the striped snakehead fi sh  in 
the fl oodplains of Cambodia

UY Sophorn

Abstract
Aquaculture production of the striped snakehead fi sh Channa striata has recently begun in Cambodia after 12 years 
restriction. Genetic information from sites across the fl oodplains of Cambodia are required to inform domestication 
programmes for the species and specifi cally to ensure healthy populations and sustainable aquaculture development. 
In my study, wild striped snakehead fi sh were collected from eight sites in the fl oodplains of Cambodia, including fi ve 
sites in the Tonle Sap Lake (in the Ba  ambang, Siem Reap, Kampong Thom, Pursat and Kampong Chhnang provinces) 
and three sites along the Mekong River (in the Kampong Cham, Kandal and Prey Veng provinces). Genetic data of 
three cultured populations in Vietnamese hatcheries were also obtained for comparison. Sequence data were amplifi ed 
from two mitochondrial DNA markers (cytochrome b and D-loop region) and indicated the highest levels of genetic 
diversity occurred in most of the wild populations in Cambodia, whereas the lowest occurred in cultured populations 
in Vietnamese hatcheries. More specifi cally, statistical analysis revealed highly signifi cant genetic variation in all the 
wild populations in the Tonle Sap Lake, whereas moderate genetic variation was found in two of the populations 
sampled along the Mekong River (Kampong Cham and Kandal). The wild population in Prey Veng Province had low 
genetic diversity, similar to three cultured populations in Vietnamese hatcheries. As a consequence, wild striped snake-
head fi sh populations in the Tonle Sap Lake have good genetic resources for sustainable aquaculture development, 
including domestication and breeding programmes and brood-stock management to minimize genetic loss, inbreeding 
and random genetic drift associated with domestication. Conversely, cultured populations in Vietnamese hatcheries are 
not a good source of brood-stock for domestication programmes as these could lead to inbreeding depression.


