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EDITOR’S  DEN

Talking about enigmatic animals, they do not get 
more enigmatic than the snow leopard. So rare, 
so elusive and so hard to reach, you could almost 
believe that these animals were a myth. A myth 
as much as the Shangri-La like locales that they 
inhabit. 
 
Found among the snow-capped peaks of the 
Himalayas and other equally cold and perilous 
terrain, it is a wonder that a big cat can survive in 
such environs. And the Snow leopard does much 
more than just survive, they are the apex predator 
here and hunts practically every ungulate that 
is available in the habitat and also some smaller 
mammals. 
 
The smallest among the members of its 
genus(Panthera), the Snow Leopard is supremely 
adapted to survive the tough habitat that it 
lives in. Its specialized anatomy helps it tame 
the elements and reign over the terrain. A Snow 
leopard hunt over the treacherous slopes of a 
cold, icy mountain can be the most mesmerizing 
sight that one could ever behold. So If you have 
a chance to visit them, find a responsible travel 
partner and plan the epic journey of your life at 
the first chance. 
 
In this edition of PT Aware join Peter Hudson 
and Angus Fraser and relive their epic journey 
in search of these grey ghosts. Read about their 
amazing lives and their conservation issues. 
Learn how global warming is more dangerous 
for habitats in the high mountains and plateaus 
than the tropics. Understand the increasingly 
diminishing amount of forage and vegetation in 
the high mountains and the different contributory 
factors for this and the direct impact that it has 
on the Snow leopards. Snow leopards are the 
ideal flagship species for the conservation of the 
whole mountain ecosystem and hence highly 
important. 
 
PT Aware brings you interesting facts about 
different species and conservation issues from 
around the world. We associate with brilliant 
scientific minds and gifted photographers 
to bring you the best of both worlds, the 
latest scientific perspective, and spectacular 
photographs. Thanks to all the wonderful 
photographers who shared their Snow leopard 
images for this edition. Our next edition will 
focus on the Great Indian Hornbill, so prepare 
to upload your photographs of these amazing 
birds. Selected photographs will be published to 
portray the story of the Hornbill.

Raghul Patteri 

Editor 

Photo by: Todd Gustafson
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FOUNDERS’ NOTE

Finally, we get to do an edition on the Snow leopard. This edition has been so 
long in the making, with the paucity of data and the difficulty of sourcing good 
images all contributing to the delay. Photographing Snow leopards is virtually 
every wildlife photographer’s dream. Getting a decent shot can so difficult, the 
remoteness of the animal’s habitat, their elusive nature, the torrid terrain, and the 
cold weather all contributing to the difficulty. But, we could not have been happier 
with the photographs in this edition. 
 
We thank all the wonderful photographers of the Paws Trails Photo-community 
who have contributed the marvelous images in this edition. You are helping 
us fulfill our goal of using community photography as a powerful tool for the 
conservation of wildlife and ecosystems around the world. Thanks again for your 
wonderful Snow leopard images and your continuing support of this magazine, to 
help make people aware of the beauty and biology of the marvelous creatures that 
co-inhabit this planet with us. 
 
In recent weeks, Paws Trails has launched a new initiative – introducing Paws Tales. 
Twice a week, we will be reaching you with short webinars lasting 30 minutes each 
on the subjects on Conservation, Photography, Education, and Awareness building. 
Please subscribe to our channel: youtube.com/pawstrailsexplorers & follow us on 
facebook.com/PawsTrails and grab this chance of learning from the best minds in 
their fields. In these troubled times of the Covid Pandemic, we hope Paws Tales will 
be a welcome relief to you and help you feel less isolated. 
 
Once again, we urge you to be safe and exercise social distancing and other 
measures of disease prevention during these troubled times. Together we can 
beat this, with will and perseverance. Let us come together today, for a brighter 
tomorrow. It is time to drive home the point - Conservation is key, for the survival 
of the planet & humanity. We need to conserve what is around us in order to 
ensure the long term survival of humanity.

 
 
pawstrails.com/register  
pawstrails.com/magazine 
 
Hermis Haridas & Nisha Purushothaman  
Founders - Paws Trails Explorers
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THE STORY

Living with 
Leopards:   
The  
Enigmatic 
Snow  
Leopard    
By Peter Hudson,  
Conservation Director, Paws Trails 
& Angus Fraser
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Peter Hudson is a scientist, photographer 
and conservationist. He undertook his 
first scientific expedition to Africa at the 
age of 21 and has been a regular visitor 
ever since. Passionate about nature, 
he manages his own 36-hectare nature 
reserve in Pennsylvania which is home to 
bears, bobcats and other animals.  
 
In his professional career, Peter is 
the Willaman Professor of Biology at 
Penn State University. The focus of 
his research has been the infectious 
diseases of wildlife and in particular 
how new diseases emerge. He has been 
running scientific studies on the wolves 
in Yellowstone, tortoises in the Mojave 
Desert and bighorn sheep in Idaho. He 
is currently involved in a major project 
in Australia investigating the viruses 
associated with bats.  
 
Peter established a new global health 
institute at Penn State that seeks to 
develop the concept of One Health, 
whereby the future health of humans is 
dependent on that of the environment, 
livestock management and the 
conservation of wildlife. He is an adjunct 
Professor at The Nelson Mandela African 
Institute of Science and Technology based 
in Arusha, Tanzania and a Fellow of the 
Royal Society. 
 

peterhudsonphotos.com 

instagram.com/peter_hudson018

Angus Fraser is an Australian 
photographer, brought up in the wilds 
of Papua New Guinea where he took up 
wildlife photography at an early age.  
 
He was trained at the University of 
Queensland in Marine Ecology and has 
been undertaking ecological assessments 
of marine and terrestrial systems to 
reduce and mitigate impacts.  
 
He spent many years in Qatar working on 
environmental issues in the Persian Gulf 
and now operates out of Singapore – a 
very convenient place to travel around 
parts of Asia.

His passion and focus are the cats, taking 
photos of fishing cats, leopards and 
tigers. He has undertaken many trips 
to the high Himalayas and worked hard 
to capture images of these elusive and 
special snow leopards.
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Photo by: Angus Fraser
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Photo by: Angus Fraser
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When you travel to the Trans-
Himalayan region of Ladakh you 
expect to experience the expanse 
of cold and arid mountain lands 
and to see beautiful big mountains 
with glaciers and torrential rivers 
– and you do. But we were taken 
aback by the lack of forage – the 
food that sustains large herbivores. 
Everywhere we looked were rocks 
and boulders and scree and yet, 
this is a land that supports an intact 
assemblage of some 20 herbivore 
species that has survived since 
the Pleistocene. Among them are, 
Blue sheep (Psudois nayaur), urial 
(Ovis vignei vignei), ibex (Capora 
ibex siberica), argali (Ovis ammon 
hodgsoni), wild ass (Equus kiang) 
and the wild yak (Bo grunniens). 
Added to these are the abundant 
domestic livestock of yaks, cows, 
goats, sheep and horses. Lots of 
herbivores that provide a food 
source for the enigmatic and 
beautiful mountain predator – the 
snow leopard (Pan 3oC thera uncia) 
– but an ecosystem resting on poor 
vegetation. The future of the snow 
leopard depends on the vegetation 
and this ecosystem being healthy, 
and so when we consider the 
conservation of the snow leopard, 
we must think about looking after 
the whole mountain and plateau 
ecosystem. 
 
Climate change and the Himalayas 
 
Ladakh on the western side of 
the Himalayas is arid and so the 
vegetation and the ecosystem as a 
whole depends on water run-off that 

comes from the snow melt. In recent 
years the snow fall had declined by 
50-80% through climate change, 
so not only is there less vegetation 
available to the herbivores but the 
competition is exacerbated. The 
Tibetan plateau is now 30C warmer 
than it was and the water coming 
from the glaciers is being reduced 
as they shrink year by year. The 
tragedies of climate change hit the 
high mountains and plateaus harder 
than more tropical areas and are 
already affecting both the people 
and the wildlife community. In almost 
all situations where the competition 
between domestic and natural 
herbivores is exacerbated – it’s the 
free-living species that get pushed 
out and forced to live at higher 
altitude where there is less food and 
this in turn affects the success of the 
snow leopard.  
 
The Grey Ghosts 
 
The snow leopards really are 
something else – they are the holy 
grail for cat photographers and 
simply surviving in this rugged 
and beautiful landscape is a truly 
amazing feat for any animal. Not 
surprisingly these elusive cats have 
captured the heart of travelers like 
Peter Mathieson, natural history film 
makers from the BBC and have even 
been the focus of some Hollywood 
films. This is all because the animals 
are so elusive, Mathieson and the 
great field biologist George Schaller 
spent months looking for them and 
never got a glimpse although in 
1971 Schaller did get the first ever 

Photo by: Angus Fraser
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Photo by: Gaurav Kalbhor
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Photo by:  Mohd Imran



P
T

 
A

W
A

R
E

 
J

U
L

/
A

U
G

 
2

0
2

0

22 23

photo of a snow leopard in the wild. 
Over the past 10 years, things have 
changed and now it is possible for 
you to fly into Leh, spend a couple 
of days acclimating to the altitude 
before being driven off to a remote 
house or cabin where guides work 
hard to get you a sighting of the 
elusive leopard. The cats are so well 
camouflaged that even when you 
see one, they can simply melt into 
the background. In a period of 5 
days, most people get to see a cat 
and sometimes close enough to 
take a photograph. Indeed, the IUCN 
lists this as an “amazing species”, 
and the ideal flagship species 
for the conservation of the high 
mountain ecosystem. The irony is 
that we probably know less about 
the biology of this species than any 
other of the big cats.  
 
Red Listings and conservation 
status 
 
In 1986, the snow leopard was listed 
by the IUCN as Endangered and its 
status remained like this until 2017, 
when the species assessment was 
down-listed to Vulnerable.  Currently, 
the global population of the snow 
leopard is estimated at about 
3,000 adults but the uncertainties 
in this estimate are large and the 
population could be twice this. 
The consensus is that numbers are 
falling, and the expectation is that 
these numbers will probably be 
10% less over the next 20 years. 
The good news is that the snow 
leopard population is not seriously 
fragmented so leopards can move 

Photo by: Mohd Imran
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Photo by: Gaurav Kalbhor

through suitable habitat, across 
fairly large distances to find mates. 
We don’t know much about snow 
leopard dispersal, but the use 
of satellite radio collars will help 
greatly to track the movement of 
the young dispersing males.  
 
The real issue the IUCN faces in 
coming with a sensible assessment 
of the snow leopard population 
status, is the paucity of data about 
how many leopards there are in the 
wild. Abundance is estimated from 
a conglomeration of data, some is 
detailed population survey data and 
other bits include local information 
about scrapes and scats and the 
sightings from local people. All this 
adds uncertainty, and so they must 
identify some reasonable estimates 
and proceed with a precautionary 
and credible approach. They do 
this by taking the sound data and 
extrapolating it to other areas, 
using a series of assumptions until 
they come up with a sensible range 
of estimates. The focus is on the 
lowest bound of abundance and 
from this, the assessment team, 
which includes the real experts 
on the species, then look to see 
how it fits with the Red Listing 
definitions. They decided that the 
2008 assessment was incorrect, 
the snow leopard should have been 
classed as vulnerable. Counter to 
this, the Snow Leopard Trust say the 
IUCN are not following their own 
precautionary guidelines and should 
not actively down-list the species 
when abundance estimates come 
from such a small proportion of the 
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Photo by:  Mohd Imran



P
T

 
A

W
A

R
E

 
J

U
L

/
A

U
G

 
2

0
2

0

28 29

Photo by: Angus Fraser
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species range and some areas have 
shown a worrying decline. 
 
Conflicts with local people 
 
Snow leopards do kill domestic 
animals like goats, and some of 
these livestock animals are very 
valuable since they are a source 
of special wool like high grade 
pashminas. As such it is not 
surprising there is conflict between 
pastoralists and the snow leopard. 
The interesting thing is that livestock 
depredations are highly variable 
between locations and in areas 
with high densities of livestock and 
few wild ungulates, then 58% of 
the leopard’s diet can be livestock 
and then this percentage falls 
when the snow leopards live in 
areas with less livestock and more 
ungulates1. Interestingly, in areas 
where there has been conflict and 
conservationists have introduced 
measures to try and reduce the 
depredations, the local Buddhist 
communities become more tolerant 
of the snow leopards. The Snow 
Leopard Trust and others take a 
three-pronged approach to handling 
this conflict2. First, helping to 
improve responsible and vigilant 
herding helps and making corals 
leopard-proof has had great success. 
Leopards that break into a coral 
can kill the whole herd of goats 
in less than an hour and leave the 
owner with nothing. Offsetting 
livestock loss with compensation 
is the second approach that helps, 
and the clever thing here is that a 
fixed amount of compensation is Photo by:  Mohd Imran
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Photo by: Sascha Fonseca
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given to the local community and 
then they decide who receives this 
compensation, as opposed to some 
bureaucrat in some far-off office. 
This is clever because the local 
people know who has been suffering 
and so prevents cheating. One of 
the most intriguing and important 
aspects is appreciating that remote 
mountainous areas should be looked 
at as multiple use landscapes and 
people need income from many 
different sources including that 

derived from ecotourists who come 
to see the snow leopards.  
 
The carpenter and the leopard 
spotter 

We went to photograph leopards 
and stayed at the remote mountain 
village of Hemis-shukpachan 
in Ladakh. We home stayed in 
an extension of a local farmer’s 
house where they provided 
accommodation and support and 

we spent every daylight hour out in 
the field looking for leopards with 
a remarkable man called Morup 
Tsewang. He spots more leopards 
than everyone else in this part of 
Ladakh.  During the summer he is 
a carpenter and spends most of his 
time building houses for people, 
but once the weather starts to close 
in, and it becomes difficult for him 
to undertake his normal work, then 
he takes paying tourists out to find 
snow leopards. This income from 

snow leopard spotting has allowed 
him to build his own house and send 
all three of his children, including 
2 daughters to higher education 
in Leh. In a similar way, multiple 
people in the villages gain from 
the ecotourists and more money is 
flowing into the communities for 
education and health. We travelled 
with two local wildlife film makers 
from Ladakh, Gulzar Hussain and 
Mohd Imran– the owners of Frozen 
Himalayas. These guys are filming 

Photo by: Todd Gustafson
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Photo by: Angus Fraser
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Photo by: Sascha Fonseca
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the leopards and working with the 
local nomads to provide educational 
resources for the young including 
special training of traditional 
activities. Incredible photographers 
and really engaged in a generous 
way with the local people – what 
ecotourism is all about.   
 
The rising threats

Mining and disturbance from roads 
and the military is an increasing 
issue for the snow leopards. Just 
this week Chinese military invaded 
the Galwan valley of India and killed 
20 Indian troops with clubs and 
bludgeons and history tells us that 
wildlife never does well in war torn 
areas. Naturally the Indian army 
has a significant presence in this 
region, and they encourage the local 
feral dog population to live close 
to their camps and act as sentinels. 
To encourage these feral dogs, they 
provide food and unfortunately the 
dogs have multiplied and take to the 
hills to chase the local ungulates. 
Indeed, while we were in one valley, 
we heard of a snow leopard kill 
and rushed to see if we could get 
a photograph, only to discover 
the local dog pack had chased the 
leopard off and were devouring the 
dead animal. In most parts of the 
world a solution to feral dogs and 
cats is to shoot them but this is not 
an agreeable form of action to the 
Buddhist community and we need to 
find a good alternative.   
 
Final word

We leave the final words to our 
Photo by:  Mohd Imran
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Photo by:  Mohd Imran
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good friend and 
companion Gulzar 
Hussain who tells of a 
pastoralist, who had 
lost many goats to a 
snow leopard, and he 
assumed he would 
express anger at the 
leopard. Instead the 
man pondered and said 
he did not want to see 
the leopard go because 
“The mountains would 
be quiet without the 
snow leopards” - a 
wonderful sentiment 
that will help conserve 
this charismatic cat. 
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Photo by:  Mohd Imran
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Photo by: Sascha Fonseca

A
W

A
R

E

C O N S E R V A T I O N & P H O T O G R A P H Y
J U L  /  A U G  2 0 2 0

A
W

A
R

E

C O N S E R V A T I O N & P H O T O G R A P H Y
J U L  /  A U G  2 0 2 0

Sascha 

Fonseca



P
T

 
A

W
A

R
E

 
J

U
L

/
A

U
G

 
2

0
2

0

50 51

A
W

A
R

E

C O N S E R V A T I O N & P H O T O G R A P H Y
J U L  /  A U G  2 0 2 0
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Photo by:  Mohd Imran
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Photo by: Sascha Fonseca
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Photo by:  Mohd Imran
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Photo by:  Mohd Imran
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Photo by: Sascha Fonseca
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Photo by: Manan Parekh
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Photo by: Peter Hudson
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Photo by: Sascha Fonseca
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WIDE IN THE WILD 
By Nisha Purushothaman
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