SNOW LEOPARDS AND CLIMATE CHANGE
The future of the elusive Snow Leopard is threatened by the effects of climate change – Photo: Snow leopard © Cloudtail the Snow Leopard

ABOUT THE SNOW LEOPARD

Threats due to climate change

Names:
Scientific: Uncia uncia
English: Snow Leopard
French: Panthère des neiges
Spanish: Pantera de las nieves

The Snow Leopard’s high-altitude habitat, stretching over two million km2
of high Asia, is especially susceptible to climate change. The cats typically
spend all their time above the tree line where the breadth of their niche
is much smaller than those of other apex predators. Although spatially
expansive, these areas are shrinking as climate change increases average
temperatures, subsequently altering growing conditions of local flora.
More specifically, the alpine tree line is progressively moving higher in
altitude as temperatures rise. A higher tree line means that the habitat of
these cats is shrinking, pushing them higher into the mountains. In fact,
it has been estimated that on average 30 per cent of the Snow Leopard’s
habitat will be lost due to this phenomenon. This is expected to have
serious implications for a species that requires vast amounts of territory
per individual. The reduction in habitat area is also said to have a large
impact on the Snow Leopard’s prey. Due to the low productivity of these
alpine ecosystems, the carrying capacity for grazers such as Bharal is
limited, restricting the amount of food available to the Snow Leopard.

The Snow Leopard, Uncia uncia, is a powerful predator,
whose natural habitat consists of parts of Afghanistan,
Bhutan, China, India, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Mongolia,
Nepal, Pakistan, the Russian Federation, Tajikistan and
Uzbekistan. China contains the majority of the Snow
Leopard population - as much as 60 per cent. Though
their range spans over 12 countries, Snow Leopards
exist at low densities, sparsely distributed with a total
population ranging between 4,500 and 6,000 individuals.
They weigh between 27 to 45 kg and have dense, wooly
coats, relatively short limbs and strong back legs, which
can propel them extraordinary distances.
The Snow Leopard’s habitat is characterized by harsh
climates and rugged alpine terrain. Snow Leopards are
solitary animals, living in home ranges that vary in size
from 100 – 1,000 km2. These elusive and shy creatures
are crepuscular predators, coming out mostly at sunset
and sunrise to hunt. They feed mainly on Himalayan
Tahr (Hemitragus jemlahicus), Bharal (Pseudois nayaur),
Siberian Ibex (Capra sibirica) and Argali Sheep (Ovis
ammon). They generally hunt large prey on average
once a week and can take up to four days to consume
their kill. Mating occurs from January to March and the
females give birth to cubs in June and July. The cubs
then stay with their mother until they are approximately
18 to 22 months old.

The snow-capped mountains in Uncia uncia’s range surround the Tibetan
Plateau, which is nicknamed the ‘third pole’. This expanse, which lies atop
the mountains of Central Asia, holds a massive amount of permanent
ice and permafrost, the largest store outside the North and South Poles,
hence its nickname. There are several effects that climate change is
having on these landscapes including the rapid melting of seasonal and
permanent ice stores. The ability of the Earth’s surface to reflect incoming
solar radiation is being reduced as snow and ice disappear, leaving behind
the heat-absorbing vegetation, soil and rock. This in turn is leading to a
decreased availability of water to support the production of forage and
drinking sources for the Snow Leopard’s prey.
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A reduction of the area covered by permafrost due to climate change is also
expected to cause significant changes to the Snow Leopard’s natural habitat.
The top layer of permafrost, the layer that thaws during the summer and
freezes during the autumn known as the ‘active layer’, supports plant growth
during the warmer months. However, below this active layer lie horizons that
contain high amounts of organic matter (comprised of dead plant matter)
that remains frozen and cannot decay under freezing conditions. Warming
temperatures however cause thawing to occur faster and more intensely,
going beyond the active layer. As sub-surface layers melt, the water table is
lowered, resulting in the conversion of alpine meadows to less productive
steppe grassland. The conversion to these less productive ecosystems is
resulting in the reduction in carrying capacity for the Snow Leopard’s prey.
A reduction in available prey for the Snow Leopard will present additional
pressures for this species, which already lives in such an inhospitable habitat.

The Snow Leopard is assessed as
‘Vulnerable’ by the International Union
for Conservation of Nature (IUCN).
Uncia uncia was placed on Appendix I of
the Convention on the Conservation of
Migratory Species of Wild Animals (CMS)
in 1986. It is also covered by the CMS
Central Asian Mammals Initiative (CAMI)
involving 14 countries and 15 species.
The CAMI also covers some of the Snow
Leopard’s prey, such as the Argali Sheep,
aiming to provide a coherent framework for
the conservation of migrating mammals
in Central Asia. The species is also listed
on Appendix I of the Convention on
International Trade in Endangered Species
of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES).

Attentive snow leopard © Tambako The Jaguar; Snow Leopard Cubs © dingopup

About CMS
The Convention on the Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild Animals (CMS),
also known as the Bonn Convention, works for the conservation of a wide array of
endangered migratory animals worldwide through negotiation and implementation
of agreements and species action plans. It has 130 Parties (as of 1 February 2020).
CMS engages all relevant stakeholders in addressing threats to migratory species in
concert with all other aspects of wildlife conservation and management.

CMS Instruments
Animals receive protection under CMS through listing on its two Appendices, through
global or regional agreements and through action plans.
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