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Abstract: The COVID-19 pandemic and political turmoil in Myanmar 
has dealt a severe blow to the country’s progress in herpetological 
research and the protection of limestone habitats. Both afflictions 
have reversed much of the scientific and conservation gains made 
in the past decade, and continue to hinder exploratory surveys and 
continued monitoring of threatened karst ecosystems. There is an 
urgent need to resume field studies and conservation effort as soon 
as possible and continue enhancing the capacity of local scientific and 
technical staff in Myanmar.

Keywords: Biodiversity, Cyrtodactylus, endemism, geckos, limestone.

In the last decade, Myanmar was riding the crest of 
a wave of renewed interest in herpetological research, 
particularly in karst ecosystems (Grismer et al. 2020c). 
Karst habitats are generators and refugia for biodiversity 
but are unfortunately also amongst the most threatened 
ecosystems in the world (Grismer et al. 2020a,c, 
2021; Quah et al. 2021). Despite there being a great 

concentration of karst in Myanmar, many locations are 
already being quarried to produce cement (Grismer et 
al. 2018a).

The resurgence in herpetological research in 
Myanmar resulted in the staggering discovery of nearly 
50 new species of reptiles and amphibians, especially 
geckos of the genus Cyrtodactylus, of which most species 
are micro-endemics (Figure 1; Grismer et al. 2018a, 
2020b). Among the discoveries was a new species of 
slender gecko, Hemiphyllodactylus tonywhitteni, named 
in honour of the late Dr. Tony Whitten of Fauna and 
Flora International, who championed karst conservation 
throughout southeastern Asia (Grismer et al. 2018b). 
The results of these discoveries in turn have aided in the 
formal protection of some karst landscapes in Myanmar, 
that not just benefit the endemic geckos but all other 
flora and fauna that inhabit them (Komerički et al. 2020).
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Unfortunately, this progress came to a sudden halt 
in 2020 due to the severe acute respiratory syndrome 
coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2 or COVID-19) pandemic 
which prevented travel for field work as nations around 
the globe went into lockdown in an effort to curb the 
spread of the virus (Corlett et al. 2020; Zahawi et al. 
2020). Matters were compounded by the civil unrest 
which erupted in Myanmar beginning early 2021 which 
has once again caused great discord in the country. 
Apart from having cost numerous lives and crippled the 
economy, both these afflictions have reversed much of 
the gains that have been made in the past few years in 
terms of cataloguing the biological diversity of Myanmar, 
conserving critical habitats, and the enhancement of 
local capacity of scientific and technical staff in Myanmar.

With the COVID-19 pandemic continuing to rage on 
around the world and political instability in the country, 
it may be many more years before research efforts can 
resume safely in the country. By which time, some of 
the karst outcrops may have already been completely 

Figure 1. Numbers of Cyrtodactylus gecko species known from Myanmar at time intervals of the descriptions of new species (i.e., at the pie 
charts) and the percentage of those species at those time intervals that are karst-associated (adapted from Grismer et al. 2020c)

destroyed and along with it the many countless species 
found on them, similar to what has happened in Brazil 
due to weakened environmental protection (Schwartz 
et al. 2020; Vale et al. 2021). The undoing of a decade 
of progress in research and conservation is a woeful 
reminder of the urgency to lay the foundations for on 
the ground conservation efforts by local stakeholders 
through knowledge transfer and training. Nevertheless, 
we remain hopeful that the in-country situation will 
improve, and researchers will be able to continue the 
much-needed exploration and discovery phase of the 
conservation process in the Indo-Burmese biodiversity 
hotspot.    
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