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A snow leopard walks down 
a slope in Hemas National 
Park, Ladakh, India – note 
the broad paws that work 
like furry snowshoes.
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GHO S T
OF  THE  MOUNTAIN

Famously agile and elusive, the snow leopard is  
feared by Himalayan villagers whose livestock it 

takes, but Janaki Lenin visits an innovative project 
helping both people and cats thrive.
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ANIMAL PERSONALITY

O
nce more I scan the barren, rocky slopes 
surrounding the village of Kibber. Even in 
this remote spot high in the Himalayan 
foothills of Himachal Pradesh in the far 
north of India, the odds of seeing a snow 
leopard are 100 to one. The secretive cat  
has a beautiful rosette-patterned coat to 

break up its outline, coupled with an unnerving ability  
to transform itself into just another rock.

“Even a trained researcher can pass within metres of 
a snow leopard without seeing it,” cautions Yash Veer 
Bhatnagar. A scientist with the Nature Conservation 
Foundation (NCF), and India programme director for the 
Snow Leopard Trust (SLT), Bhatnagar has worked in these 
parts for over two decades. His team set camera-traps, 
conduct field studies and strive to reduce the burden that 
wildlife conservation imposes on local communities. And, 
just sometimes, they spot one of these endangered big cats.

High above the village in the Spiti Valley, at the western 
tip of the Tibetan Plateau, yaks graze. These shaggy cattle 
plough fields and provide milk, wool, meat and manure 
– and they’re central not only to villagers’ livelihoods, but 
also to their religion. Every time a snow leopard takes a 
yak calf, the owner’s family suffers a substantial loss. And 
many calves are taken every year.

Perched at 4,200m, Kibber sits above the tree line. 
A veneer of grasses and short vegetation thinly covers 
the surrounding slopes. In the far distance I spot the 
village herder leading hundreds of sheep, goats, cows 
and donkeys up to a meagre pasture – effectively a high-
altitude desert. Below me, in irrigated fields, people  
gather grass and the stalks of harvested crops.

FARMERS UNDER PRESSURE
The four-month-long growing season is coming to an end, 
and the villagers have harvested bumper crops of green 
peas, their big cash earner, and barley, the traditional 
staple. Once winter takes hold, people and livestock will 
be confined indoors, living off stored rations. During 
the harsh working day, nobody has time to answer my 
questions. Neither does a snow leopard deign to show 
itself – but that’s no big surprise.

The feline is as mysterious as it is elusive. Even today 
much of its behaviour is still unknown, though advances in 
technology are starting to fill the gaps. How to protect such a 
sparsely distributed species across its range is a conundrum 
– but one that’s being tackled in innovative ways here.

Estimates made over two decades ago suggested that 200–
600 snow leopards roamed some 75,000km2 of the Indian 
Himalaya, at altitudes ranging from 3,200m to 5,200m. 
Ongoing research has refined those estimates, positing 
about 500 snow leopards across 100,000km2 – though  
vast expanses of these mountains are still to be surveyed.

Besides camera-trapping and genetic research, the 
ecology of snow leopards has been little studied in 
India. In 1989 Raghunandan Chundawat radio-collared 
an animal in Ladakh, part of the state of Jammu and 
Kashmir – it remains the only such study of the species 
to have been conducted in the country. Chundawat 
followed the cat for just over a month in late winter, 
measuring its home range at 1,900ha.

Koustubh Sharma, senior regional ecologist for the SLT, 

in Mongolia have followed many more individuals for 
longer periods. They estimated that a male has a range of 
250–400km2, and a breeding female 70–80km2. However, 
when one female Mongolian snow leopard was fitted with 
a satellite transmitter, she spent most of her time within a 
core zone of nearly 1,600km2 and walked ridges and cliffs 
covering over 4,500km2 – an astonishingly large area.

High-altitude protected areas in India account for no 
more than 20 per cent of snow leopard country, and can 
hold at best just a few cats. Besides, in Kibber villagers have 
customary rights to graze their animals within reserves. 
Competition between domestic and wild herbivores for  
the scant forage in this harsh landscape is severe.

The blue sheep, or bharal, is the primary prey of snow 
leopards in Kibber – but there were only about 100 in this 

area in 1998, when scientists  

first counted them. 
Himalayan ibex were 
rarer still. To increase  
the population of  
snow leopards it  
was first necessary to 
increase the supply  
of prey. But instead  

of simply declaring an area off-limits to grazing and 
throwing residents off their own land, a clever initiative  
has demonstrated truly collaborative conservation.

COMMUNITY COLLABORATION
In 1998 the NCF and the SLT struck a deal with the villagers 
of Kibber. Charudutt Mishra, both SLT director of science 
and conservation and a trustee at the NCF, identified 
unprotected areas of prime blue sheep and ibex habitat. 

He proposed that villagers set aside 5km2 – 
about 6 per cent of their grazing area – to 
create reserves for wild herbivores. In return 
the NCF agreed to pay a lease fee of 20,000 
Indian rupees per year (about £197).

Mishra convinced the villagers that if wild 
herbivores had more access to natural forage, 
their numbers would increase – and with 
a greater supply of wild prey, the leopards’ 
predation of livestock would fall. Sure enough 
a 2003 survey showed that blue sheep in this 
reserve increased three-fold in five years. In 
2004 villagers agreed to set aside more land, 
bringing the total to 2,000ha.

TO INCREASE THE SNOW 
LEOPARD POPULATION IT WAS 
FIRST NECESSARY TO INCREASE 
THE NUMBERS OF PREY.
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SNOW LEOPARDS
ARE SUPERBLY 
ADAPTED TO  
THEIR HABITAT.

 The pelage is smoky 
grey with dark rosettes and 
spots – ideal camouflage 
among rocks and scree 
slopes. Woolly, whitish fur 
comprising 12cm-long outer 
hairs keeps the belly warm.

 Enlarged nasal cavities 
warm chilly mountain air 
before it reaches the lungs.

 Short forelimbs and long 
hind legs enable the cat to 
spring up to 9m – handy 
when targeting nimble  
blue sheep and ibex. 

 This stocky cat is 0.9– 
1.15m from head to rump 
and weighs 35–55kg, and 
has a large, muscular chest. 
Deep breaths help it to 
absorb oxygen from the 
thin, high-altitude air.

 The thick, metre-long 
tail assists with balance – 
important when cresting 
narrow ridges and negotiating 
treacherous crevasses. A 
resting cat can wrap its tail 
around its body like a scarf.

 Broad, furry paws act as 
snowshoes, enabling the leopard 
to traverse soft snow. They’re 
also thickly padded, providing 
maximum insulation and traction.

Yak predation is 
a major cause of 
conflict between 
the villagers  
of Kibber and 
snow leopards.

Top: adult snow 
leopards are 
generally solitary; 
mating takes 
place between 
early January  
and mid-March.
Above: UK tour 
operators offer 
guided trips to 
see the snow 
leopards of Hemis 
National Park.

cites one reason why researching these cats is so challenging. 
“They can climb up and down these mountains,” he says. 
“Humans can’t. Researchers discontinued radio telemetry 
because they realised that, in trying to walk with the snow 
leopards, they were estimating their own home range. They 
couldn’t cross those ridge lines like snow leopards did.”

Even setting trailcam units can be a gruelling process. 
“Imagine checking batteries and changing rolls of film on 
a 600m-long ridge line every day,” says Sharma. “I’d have 
a burn-out in the first week. Now at least we have better 
camera-traps that can be left in place for six months.” Other 
advances such as satellite telemetry and infra-red motion-
sensor digital cameras have revolutionised the research.

One revelation from this work has been the huge 
variation in the size of the leopards’ range. Scientists 
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SNOW LEOPARD

After dark a group of villagers huddle in Tanzin Thinley’s 
living room to discuss their efforts. “There are advantages 
and disadvantages to having reserves,” says Dorje ‘Changaiz’ 
Chhering, one of the village elders. “When the number of 
blue sheep increased, they started coming to our fields.”

At the beginning of April, after the first glacial meltwater 
trickles downhill, villagers sow their crops. Since these 
sprout much more quickly than wild grass after the cold 
winter, blue sheep gravitate towards their fields. “As soon 
as we go home, they destroy our handiwork,” one villager 
complains. To offset this unexpected development, the 
NCF employs a guard to chase the wild herbivores away.

DOMINO EFFECT
This issue has been overtaken by another problem, 
however. “Everyone gets upset when blue sheep eat green 
peas because they are a cash crop,” says Thinley. “So some 
people built rock walls around their fields. But then pikas 
[small, marmot-like mammals] began sheltering in the 
walls, emerging to browse at their leisure. At least blue 
sheep leave something – pikas leave nothing.” Now the 
NCF plans to test solar-powered electric fences to keep  
out the 500 or so hungry blue sheep.

Community reserves aren’t the only reason for the 
resurgence in blue sheep – an increase in the number 
of green peas being grown left insufficient manpower 
to look after livestock. This forced local residents to cut 
the size of their herds of goats, sheep and cows, which 
in turn reduced competition with the blue sheep.

More blue sheep means more prey for snow leopards. 
Good news, you might think, except that the NCF 
anticipated that more snow leopards would also result 
in more predation of yaks. Small livestock, cows and 

donkeys return to the village every evening accompanied by 
the herder, so run little risk of being taken by snow leopards. 
But because yaks range freely high above the village from 
spring to autumn, bringing them back down each day isn’t 
practical. During this period, the yak calves are particularly 
vulnerable to attacks by snow leopards.

There is a state-run compensation scheme for predated 
yaks – but it pays a pittance, takes ages and often rejects 
villagers’ claims. In 1997 Mishra noted that the annual 
loss to each family amounted to 12 per cent of its livestock 
holding: about £80 annually. The Forest Department 
recompensed just 3 per cent of this loss, roughly £2.40.

Most of the villagers are Buddhists so hesitate to take the 
life of any sentient being, yet they have systematically killed 
Tibetan wolves (a subspecies of the grey wolf). When the 
canines – one of the two main Alpine predators – became 
rare, snow leopards were naturally blamed for most of the 
livestock losses. Fortunately, although people have been 
unhappy with the cats they haven’t killed any since the 
early 1990s. But the threat of retaliation remains.

When Mishra broached the idea of an insurance scheme, 
he found immediate takers. The scheme would be managed 
by a committee of villagers which sets premiums – as little 
as 240 rupees (£2.36) per year for a demo, or cow yak. 

Compensation for a predated demo is 13,000 
rupees (£128), much better than sums paid 

by the Himachal Pradesh Forest Department. 
The premium for a yak calf is 600 rupees  
(£5.91) annually, since it is at greater risk.

At the time of writing, 43 households have 
insured 194 animals. Are villagers happy with 

the scheme? Everyone nods vigorously. “What’s 
not to like?” one asks. “There are niggles, but we’re  

YAKS RANGE HIGH ABOVE THE 
VILLAGE FROM SPRING TO 
AUTUMN. THE CALVES ARE 

PARTICULARLY VULNERABLE TO 
ATTACKS BY SNOW LEOPARDS.

Above: the 
leopard is an 
expert climber. 
Much of the 
cat’s range 
crosses national 
borders, making 
conservation 
more difficult.
Opposite: its 
beautiful fur was 
formerly in high 
demand in the 
global fashion 
industry.
Below: the blue 
sheep is the cat’s 
main prey around 
Kibber village.
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JANAKI LENIN is a writer. 
Her My Husband and Other 
Animals (Westland) explores 
her life with herpetologist 
Romulus Whitaker.

FIND OUT MORE

Learn more about snow leopards 
at www.snowleopard.org, www.
worldwildlife.org/species/snow-
leopard and www.ncf-india.org.
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CHINA
China is home to perhaps 60 per 
cent of the world’s population of 
snow leopards, with over 1 million 
km2 of the species’ habitat spread 
across the far west and around the 
Tibetan Plateau. Since 2009 the 
charity Panthera has worked with 
partners including Chinese NGO 
Shan Shui and the Snow Leopard 
Trust on research and community-
based conservation activities in 
Qinghai, Sichuan and Xinjiang.

HEMIS NATIONAL PARK  
AND ULLEY VALLEY,  
INDIAN HIMALAYA
A number of commercial 
companies run tours to Ladakh 
with expert guides and trackers, 
claiming sighting success rates of 
up to 50 per cent. UK operators 
offering dedicated snow leopard 
trips include Naturetrek (01962 
733051, www.naturetrek.co.uk); 
Steppes Travel (01285 787419, 
www.steppestravel.co.uk); and 
Wildlife Worldwide (01962 302086, 
www.wildlifeworldwide.com).

NEPAL
An estimated 350–590 snow 
leopards survive in Nepal – one of 
the larger populations within the 
species’ range. A network of Snow 
Leopard Conservation Committees, 

established in conjunction with 
WWF set camera-traps in remote 
locations, work to reduce human–
animal conflict through livestock-
insurance schemes and protective 
corrals, and act as citizen scientists 
assessing populations.

SOUTH GOBI, MONGOLIA
The second-largest population 
of snow leopards – estimated at 
500–1,000 individuals – survives 
mostly in the west of Mongolia. 
The Snow Leopard Trust co-
ordinates conservation and 
research programmes, including 
livestock-insurance schemes run 
by the community. A long-term 
study in the South Gobi region has 
collared 21 cats to date, revealing 
valuable insights into behaviour 
as well as the size of their range.

WANGCHUK CENTENNIAL 
NATIONAL PARK, BHUTAN
More than half of the land area 
of this small Himalayan kingdom 
is protected. It hosts probably 
fewer than 200 snow leopards, 
but they are occasionally sighted 
during high-altitude treks. WWF 
camera-trap surveys of Wangchuk 
Centennial National Park revealed a 
population of snow leopards as well 
as Tibetan wolves, Himalayan serow 
and healthy numbers of blue sheep. 

The species lives in 12 countries in and around Central Asia. Estimates of the 
total population vary: the IUCN says 4,080–6,590; Panthera, 4,500–10,000.

SNOW LEOPARD HOTSPOTS

sorting them out.” One rule for claiming a predated animal 
is that the carcass cannot be retrieved – the snow leopard 
must be allowed to eat its fill and leave the rest for vultures. 
A couple of villagers with ‘high-risk’ animals feel that they 
would get more money if they sold the meat from predated 
livestock, so don’t subscribe to the insurance scheme. Why 
don’t others do the same?

ART OF PERSUASION
The answer demonstrates the success of the conservation 
programme in changing attitudes. “Sure, the snow 
leopards trouble us,” Changaiz says, “but protecting 
animal life is also important. When there are many kinds 
of wildlife, these species are the pride of the village.”

Altogether the NCF and its collaborators invest 325,000 
rupees (£3,202) in the scheme each year, covering more 
than 500 animals in nine villages in Spiti and Ladakh, 
conservatively valued at 6,500,000 rupees (£64,039). In 
addition, 450km2 of reserves are leased from eight villages at 
a cost of 575,000 rupees (£5,665) per year. The next step is to 
scale up both programmes to include more villages, though 
that would be a huge investment for a small non-profit.

“We didn’t achieve this alone,” Bhatnagar says. “We had 
support from communities, the district administration and 
the Forest Department.” Collaboration is the backbone of 
Project Snow Leopard, the conservation strategy by which 
each of India’s five snow leopard states (Himachal Pradesh; 
Jammu and Kashmir; Uttarakhand; Sikkim; and Arunachal 
Pradesh) will work with communities to demarcate an area 
of 2,000–5,000km2 as a conservation zone.

Next morning a villager tells us that his yak calf was 
attacked during the night. As the barn door opens, the 
shaggy little thing nervously springs to its feet in the dark. 
Neck wounds are the only evidence I’ve encountered to prove 
the presence of snow leopards. I’ll have to return for another 
chance to see these ghosts in the flesh.

In cold conditions 
the feline will wrap 

its long, thick tail 
around its body  

for warmth.




