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It was warm, bright and sunny after several days of 
overcast skies and high winds. Our base camp in 
the Kibber village of Spiti Valley was perched atop 

a plateau surrounded by the glistening snow covered 
peaks of the mighty Himalayas, and was buzzing 
with activity. The view outside was beautiful, but the 
multi-colored hues of the receding spring were slowly 
fading away as the cold winter advanced rapidly over 
the Trans-Himalayas. Our team decided to drive up 
to Tashigang village for a resource mapping exercise 
where, with the help of knowledgeable members of 
the local community, we would map natural resource 
used by people (such as grazing lands) and areas 
with high wildlife usage. The winding dirt road cut 
across the large meadow, dissecting it at various 
points, a reminder that even here, on the ‘roof of the 
world’ there is no escaping modern development. 
Livestock ranging from the small bodied sheep and 
goat to the larger cows and donkeys grazed peace-
fully as the herder lazed in the morning sun, covering 
his eyes with a thick, tattered jacket. A few hundred 
meters above the slope, a group of 15 wild blue sheep 
grazed too on the fast disappearing bounty of herbs 
and forbs. Unlike livestock, the blue sheep however 
were alert, taking a break from grazing and scanning 
the surroundings every few minutes. 

We looked at the blue sheep through binoculars and after noting 
their numbers, age and sex, set out to meet the herder to gather 
some data on livestock numbers, their grazing patterns and live-
stock losses to carnivores, especially snow leopards. Spiti Valley is 
prime snow leopard habitat, but the landscapes is also well-suited 
to livestock rearing and livestock forms the backbone of the local 
culture and economy. Though livestock also forms a food source 
for snow leopards, their role in sustaining snow leopards is not 
clearly understood. On one hand livestock can form the bulk of 
snow leopard diet and is thought to play an important role in sus-
taining the cats; but on the other hand, overstocking of livestock 
can reduce rangeland quality and depress wild prey populations, 
thus adversely affecting snow leopards. Livestock depredation also 
brings snow leopards in conflict with local communities. Snow 

leopard persecution in response to livestock depredation is con-
sidered an important threat to the long-term survival of the cat.

We were in Spiti to find out whether livestock ultimately benefit 
or harms snow leopards. Thanks to support from The Association 
of Zoos and Aquariums (AZA) Conservation Grants Fund (CGF), we 
were able to set up Reconyx infra-red camera traps at sites with a 
varied abundance of livestock, wild prey and human populations to 
see just how snow leopards reacted at each site. We then compared 
snow leopard habitat use against key response variables including 
abundance of wild prey, and livestock and human population size. 

What we discovered is that wild prey is the primary determi-
nant of snow leopard habitat use – in fact there was an almost 
linear increase in habitat use with increasing wild prey abundance. 
The relationship between snow leopards and livestock was even 
more interesting. In good quality, productive habitats that sup-
ported livestock as well as wild ungulates, snow leopard habitat 
use initially increased with an increase in livestock abundance. 
However, that was only true to a threshold. In regions with high 
livestock densities, and depressed wild prey populations, snow 
leopard habitat use started to decline. This was markedly true in 
areas visited by migratory pastoralists who moved in seasonally to 
graze their livestock, as compared to areas used by local herders. 
These migratory pastoralists often had very high livestock stock-
ing densities, used Tibetan Mastiff guard dogs to protect livestock 
and intensively grazed every bit of the landscape. This had direct 
and indirect negative effects on snow leopards as well as wild prey 
species. 

Throughout snow leopard range, there are few if any unused 
landscapes. The inevitable reality is that people and snow leopards 
must co-exist. People and snow leopards have shared the Central 
Asia mountains for millennia, but in a rapidly developing world, it 
is important to identify land use practices that could have neutral, 
negative or even positive effect on the cats. Thanks to AZA CGF, 
what we have concluded thus far is that healthy co-existence is 
possible, under specific land use practices and thresholds of live-
stock numbers. This is critical information that we hope to trans-
late into ongoing conservation efforts throughout the cat’s range. 
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