PANTHERA

SNOW LEOPARD PROGRAM
SECURING A FUTURE FOR ASIA’S MOUNTAIN GHOST

THE VISION

Front cover and above: A camera trap captures the
elusive snow leopard in Ladakh, India.
Panthera’s Snow Leopard Program Director, Dr. Tom
McCarthy, second from right, meets with local villagers
in Pakistan; rugged snow leopard terrain in India.
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Snow leopards are one of the most enigmatic yet iconic of the
wild cats. They live and travel in solitude over vast distances of
isolated and rugged mountain range across 12 countries in central
Asia, and are supremely adapted to thrive in some of the harshest
conditions on the planet. Seldom observed in the wild, or at best a
fleeting apparition, snow leopards have earned the title ‘Ghost of
the Mountains.’
Rare, cryptic and living in habitat that has been difficult to
access, this majestic creature has long remained understudied and
misunderstood. Until recently, very little was known about the
basic ecology of the snow leopard – and even less has been known
about how to protect them.
Panthera’s Snow Leopard Program aims to vastly expand
scientific knowledge of this magnificent species, improve the tools
used to monitor and research the species, convert scientific data
into conservation action, and to ensure the long-term protection and survival of the snow leopard in every country in which
it is currently found. We continue to make substantial strides in
gathering scientific data on these elusive and endangered cats. The
scientific knowledge we are gaining has immediate application to
our on-the-ground conservation actions which seek to cultivate
local expertise in key snow leopard countries, and advise governments, organizations, scientists, and communities on how to live
with and conserve snow leopards. These efforts come none too
soon; snow leopards are increasingly under threat due to habitat
degradation, retaliatory killing by livestock herders, and poaching
for their valuable pelts and bones.
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THE PROBLEM
The long-term outlook for snow leopards – a flagship species of
the mountain ranges of Asia – is uncertain at best. Sadly, as few
as 3,500 to 7,000 snow leopards may remain in the wild. Snow
leopards are believed to have been extirpated from as much as 15%
of their historic range, and though they are legally protected in 12
countries, the snow leopard remains Endangered.
Snow leopards are faced with three main human-caused threats
across their range:

•

•

•

Habitat degradation: Although relatively few humans live in
snow leopard habitat, their use of the land is pervasive. Snow
leopard habitat in many parts of the range has been vastly
degraded due to extensive livestock grazing, which leaves little
forage for wild sheep and goats such as ibex, argali, blue sheep
and markhor – all important natural prey of snow leopards.
Human-Wildlife Conflict: Herders often lose livestock to
hungry snow leopards looking for easy prey, especially where
natural prey numbers have declined. Even in protected areas,
snow leopards are being killed by people in retaliation for preying on livestock.
Poaching: Snow leopards are highly vulnerable to poaching
and recent evidence suggests that the demand for snow leopard
parts is increasing. The illegal trade in pelts and bones presents
a serious and immediate threat to the species.

Above from top: Local villagers harvesting grain in snow
leopard range; a young monk prays, resting on a snow
leopard pelt; a Mongolian painting depicts the conflict
between snow leopards and livestock herders.
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THE SOLUTION
Despite their declining numbers, hope remains for wild
snow leopards. Panthera’s Snow Leopard Program employs
a multi-pronged approach toward advancing conservation
of the species across its entire geographical range.
Through scientific research and the development of
enhanced and novel techniques for monitoring low-density
snow leopard and prey populations in remote rugged habitat, Panthera is contributing a wealth of ground-breaking
scientific knowledge on how best to conserve this secretive
and poorly understood species. Applying the robust data
our scientific studies yield, Panthera is driving national
conservation policy in snow leopard countries. We do this
by working with local governments and a broad range
of stakeholders to help create both regional and national
action plans that are assured of impacting snow leopard
conservation at the highest possible levels. Working on the
ground in snow leopard habitat, Panthera and our local
partners engage communities, seeking to encourage stewardship and minimize human-wildlife conflict through
innovative programs.
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CURRENT RANGE
POSSIBLE HISTORIC RANGE
Panthera’s approach is based on three fundamental
principles:

•
•
•

Identify the geographic gaps and opportunities where
Panthera can contribute to a range-wide approach in
conserving the species.
Undertake the best possible science on the species’ ecology to inform conservation policy on landscape scales,
addressing issues such as habitat connectivity and
fragmentation.
Work with existing partners to achieve greater coordination and effectiveness, and generate new partnerships
and projects to address existing gaps.

PANTHERA’S SNOW LEOPARD FOOTPRINT

The snow leopard’s range encompasses approximately two million square kilometers across 12 central Asian countries. These big cats are currently found in
Afghanistan, Bhutan, China, India, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz Republic, Mongolia,
Nepal, Pakistan, Russia, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan. Through partnerships, programs and grants, Panthera’s reach currently extends to nine of these countries,
and we expect to expand over the next few years to engage all 12 snow leopard
range states. Some country program highlights include:
1
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CHINA China is home to as many as
half of the remaining wild snow leopards and contains over one third of the
world’s snow leopard habitat. Panthera
partners with Shan Shui, a prominent
national conservation NGO, and jointly
undertakes activities in China including
mapping snow leopard range, interviewing local communities to assess threats
to snow leopards, and establishing
community-based conservation projects
at key sites. A novel approach being
used in our China program, which
is currently focused on snow leopard
habitat on the Tibetan Plateau, is building our conservation projects around
monasteries. Monks are encouraging
the local residents to conserve snow
leopards and their prey, and are even
taking a lead in monitoring the results
by placing camera traps in the field to
see if cat numbers increase under their
care.
MONGOLIA In 2008, Panthera and
the Snow Leopard Trust (SLT) initiated
the first ever long-term comprehensive study of snow leopards. Based in
Mongolia’s South Gobi province, on
the edge of the Great Gobi Desert,
the study employs methods such as
GPS-satellite collaring, non-invasive
genetic sampling (i.e. scat collection),
and camera trapping to gather critical
and ground-breaking ecological data on
snow leopards and their prey. To better
guide conservation actions, studies of
human-snow leopard interactions are
also underway. The J. Tserendeleg Snow
Leopard Research Center, established

fauna. Panthera has helped pave the
way in Tajikistan by facilitating the
formulation of a Tajik Snow Leopard
Action Plan. We are now assisting in
its implementation by training national
biologists, surveying snow leopard
territory and identifying key threats.
Early findings suggest that the loss of
large prey to legal and illegal hunting
may be widespread and impacting snow
leopards which rely on that food source.
In a novel approach, Panthera plans to
collaborate with government and hunting organizations to foster scientific
management of Marco Polo sheep and
ibex, bring greater benefits to local
people from legal hunting revenues, and
ultimately help snow leopards thrive.

by SLT at our South Gobi site, provides
a base for our studies and is also used
to train students and conservation
practitioners from around the region
in snow leopard research, ecology and
threat mitigation methods. In just the
first two years of the project, researchers
and students from nine countries on five
continents have participated.
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PAKISTAN As many as 400 snow
leopards are believed to exist across the
two northernmost provinces of Pakistan
where the Hindu Kush and Karakorum
ranges merge. That juncture provides a
corridor between Ladakh and Kashmir,
China, Central Asia and Afghanistan,
allowing for genetic flow between these
distinct portions of snow leopard range,
which is critical for the cat’s long-term
survival. Herders here live a fragile
existence and losses of livestock to large
predators compel them to kill snow
leopards in retribution. Panthera is
partnering with SLT and the Wildlife
Conservation Society on collaborative
programs that include surveys of snow
leopard territory, assessments of key
threats to the species, and the urgent
implementation of practical and effective community-based conservation
actions such as livestock vaccination and
insurance programs.
TAJIKISTAN Tajikistan supports a
significant population of snow leopards
and other rare mountain species, such
as the magnificent Marco Polo sheep,
yet has historically lacked conservation efforts to protect their native
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INDIA The Trans-Himalayan region of
Ladakh, India is dominated by a unique
and fragile cold desert ecosystem where
the snow leopard is the apex predator.
Retaliatory killing of the cats by communities whose livestock are depredated
is all too common. The Snow Leopard
Conservancy –India Trust (SLC-IT),
a local grass-roots NGO, has had
remarkable success in changing human
attitudes and stemming retribution on
snow leopards through a mix of conservation education, improving economic
livelihoods, and importantly, reducing
losses of livestock by building predatorproof corrals. Panthera, in partnership
with SLC-IT and other Indian NGOs,
plans to emulate this successful model
in other critical sites across the TransHimalayas.
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PANTHERA’S EXPERTISE AND APPROACH
Panthera was founded in 2006 with the sole mission of conserving
the world’s 37 species of wild cats. Today, Panthera is the world’s
leading wild cat conservation group and a pioneer in range-wide
strategies. Since Panthera’s Vice President George Schaller
captured the first known photograph of the snow leopard in the
early 1970’s, almost nothing was known about this elusive wild cat.
Until recently, even basic life history questions for snow leopards
remained unanswered.
The first step to saving this species is gathering the essential
scientific data needed to inform conservation planning. Toward
this end, Panthera and the Snow Leopard Trust initiated a longterm comprehensive study of the species. Since program inception
we have gained critical data on snow leopard ecology by tracking 12 GPS collared cats in Mongolia, and helped translate that
knowledge into conservation action through the establishment of
a new protected area for the species.
Panthera’s Snow Leopard Program is unparalleled in its ambition – to vastly expand scientific knowledge of this magnificent
species, improve the tools used to monitor and research the species, convert scientific data into conservation action, and to ensure
the long-term protection and survival of the snow leopard in every
country in which it is currently found.
Above from top: High in the Himalayas a snow leopard stares into a
camera trap; Dr. McCarthy shows Pakistani scientists how to track radiocollared snow leopards; a predator-proofed corral in Ladakh, India;
Panthera VP Dr. George Schaller counts snow leopard prey in Tibet.
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SNOW LEOPARDS NEED YOUR SUPPORT
The snow leopard is a wondrous creature that has inspired myths
and cultural beliefs; it is also an umbrella species, and protecting them and their habitat helps maintain a diversity of life in
their high mountain ecosystem, benefitting both humans and
wildlife. It is the only “big cat” that does not roar, and with its
camouflaged coat and ethereal nature, snow leopards are known
to locals as “Mountain Ghosts.” But Panthera is working to ensure
that this cat remains in the wild forever. In just a few short years,
Panthera’s Snow Leopard Program has been in the forefront in
collecting critical data that has led to the direct conservation of
snow leopards in the wild.
Panthera’s program has led to many “firsts” – the first ever comprehensive long-term study of the species, the first snow leopards
successfully collared and monitored using GPS-satellite technology, the knowledge-based mapping of the species’ currently occupied range, and initiating the first regional assessment of genetic
corridors that are critical to maintaining the health of the species.
Panthera continues to engage a myriad of partners to advance the
protection and conservation of this magnificent species – but we
cannot do this alone, and we need your help.
Join Panthera as we continue to make great strides toward securing a long-term future for the snow leopard.
Panthera is a U.S.-based, 501(c)3 public charity. Donations, of
any denomination, are tax deductible. Making your gift online is
an efficient way to support Panthera’s Snow Leopard Program.
100% of your donation will go directly to the field, where your
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contribution matters most and has the greatest impact.
To support our work, please visit us at www.panthera.org. To
inquire about other ways to donate, or how you might be able to
help, please contact us at info@panthera.org or +1 (646) 786-0400.
We would love to hear from you.
Above from top: A snow leopard marks his territory; a villager in
Chitral, Pakistan stands at the entry to a snow leopard reserve;
Panthera’s Media Director, Steve Winter, photographing snow
leopards in the Himalayas.
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