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The snow leopard is up there in 
the crags somewhere, sleeping. But 
in the mornings and evenings, they 
are so well camouflaged they are 
invisible. 

All this is also reminiscent 
of Peter Matthiessen’s 1974 
book The Snow Leopard about his 
unsuccessful quest with zoologist 
George Schaller to sight the animal 
in Dolpo. The snow leopard 
becomes a spiritual and existential 
symbol of something much greater 
than just the cat.

There is a transcendental 
undertone also in Snow Leopard 
Sisters, as the camera follows the 

are endangered due to increasing 
human-wildlife conflict, 
poaching, and effects of the 
climate crisis. In response, Nepal 
launched the Community-Based 
Snow Leopard Conservation 
Program in 2022. 

“The children might get bored 
with regular lessons, but they 
study this reference book with 
great interest,” notes Dhruba 
Baral, a conservation teacher at 
Janashanti Secondary School 
in Kagbeni. “The students are 
aware that snow leopards attack 
livestock, but there is now greater 
awareness about safely corralling 
yaks and sheep, as well as protect 
snow leopards.”

Bheshraj Bastola, a 
conservation teacher at Janhit 
Secondary School in Jomsom 
takes students on field trips to see 

e wilderness

Nepali Times: What is the 
ecological importance of snow  
leopards?
Sandro Lovari: Recent data 
show that predators are quite 
important not only to infl uence 
the spatial behaviour, but also 
the population dynamics of 
mountain ungulates. The 
snow leopard, as the main 
predator of bharal (naur), ibex 
and Himalayan tahr, plays the 
important ecological role of 
a top-down regulator of the 
populations of these herbivores, 
for example through differential 
age and sex predation patterns.

How have snow leopards been 
affected by herding and tourism?
Nearly all species of wild animals 
would gladly do without the 
invasive presence of Homo 
sapiens -- we have been the 
greatest enemies of wildlife, 
particularly for those species 
which we consider potential 
competitors, such as the large 
carnivores. 
       The snow leopard makes no 
exception. In the long run, the 
greater awareness of the public to 
save carnivores from decreasing 
may be dwarfed by the negative 
impacts of tourism.  

How has the public perception 
of snow leopards changed over 
the years? 
In the last 20 years, scientifi c 
papers on the snow leopard 
have  seen a 20-fold increase. 
The renewed interest looks 
encouraging enough, but the 
quality may not match quantity, 
and we still lack information on 
some important biological issues. 
        Long-term conservation 
measures require sound 
information, which is presently 
lacking, on numbers, distribution, 
dispersal patterns, prey-
predator and predator-predator 
relationships, as well as social 
organisation of this species. 

The use of camera-traps 
has allowed the collection of  
attractive pictures which has 
helped advertise this handsome 
cat. There were no pictures of a 
snow leopard in the wild until the 
‘70s and the fi rst extensive study 
on this species did not start until 
the early ‘80s. 

What future for 
snow leopards? 

Beyond peacemeal initiatives 
to action to save snow leopards

two scouring the horizon through 
binoculars. Tshiring mentors 
Tenzin in tracking, sniffing urinary 
markers, deciphering fresh scat, 
finding fur stuck to rocks, and 
installing cameras.

Tshiring Lhamu and Tenzin 
Bhuti pin their hope on monks, 
hoping that they can convince 
their congregation not to kill the 
predators. But in Shey-Saldang, 
monk Tondup Lama tells the two 
women the snow leopard is a 
“demon, possessed by the devil … 
it has only sin its heart”.  

GOOD KARMA
The women and baby press on 
over the 5,010m Shey Pass to 
where head monk Lopan Dawa 
Tenzin in Tsakang Monastery has 
declared Dolpo a haven for all 
animals. 

“Everywhere people are 
violating the rights of animals, we 
destroy forests, we hunt, we set 
fires, fight wars, and drive animals 
away,” the monk says. “People have 
too much greed.”

It is karma that has brought the 
two women together, he tells them, 
and their karma is now intertwined 
with the karma of the snow leopard.

As the two-week internship 
nears its end, the prospect of 
marriage looms for Tenzin. But the 
time with Tshiring has empowered 
her: she is now more confident and 
determined not to get married. She 

visits her father in prison in Dunai, 
and for once he does not insist on 
marriage anymore. 

In an abrupt change of 
scenery, we see Tshring walking 
down a street in San Francisco 
with Sontse in a baby carrier on 
her back. Instead of towering 
mountains there are skyscrapers, 
and mother and son visit a sad 
snow leopard in the zoo. Tshiring is 
speaking at a Wildlife Conservation 
Network conference, and 
fundraising for her work in Dolpo.

Her Snow Leopard Sisters 
Impact Campaign is building new 
leopard-proof corrals designed by 
Tshiring and Tenzin for herders in 
Dolpo made by assembling light 
weight metal frames and gabion 
wire.

This feature-length 
documentary needs to be screened 
in cinemas across Nepal not just 
to spread awareness about snow 
leopards, but the essence of what 
nature conservations means for a 
society marching mindlessly in the 
pursuit of ‘development’.  

how to minimise human-wildlife 
conflict, and the role of the 
community. 

“Students understand these 
issues through factual stories from 
conservationists and experts, 
community work and interactions 
with parents,” he says.

Sanju Sanwa, a Grade 8 student  
in Taplejung, learned about snow 
leopard conservation from books. 
Now, she teaches her parents about 
protecting the big cats. 

“The children in this region 
have never seen or encountered a 
snow leopard, but they know about 
its habitat, diet, and behaviour,” 
says Chandramani Limbu, a school 
principal in Taplejung.

Mustang’s Gharpajhong Rural 
Municipality has now included 
snow leopards in the curricula 
for Grades 1, 2 and 3. Taplejung’s 
Faktalung Rural Municipality has 
done the same in the east.

Snow leopards are considered 
culturally and spiritually 
significant to Nepal’s indigenous 
mountain communities, and are 
regarded as ‘God’s pets’. This has 
helped in conservation efforts. 

The indigenous communities in 
the Himalaya were already bound 
by tradition and religion to protect 
snow leopards, the conservation 
laws came along much later, says 
snow leopard expert Kamal Thapa.

“The people understand that 
the snow leopard is a vital part 
of the ecosystem, and have taken  
ownership of the animal and its 
protection,” adds Thapa. 

Recently, a snow leopard broke 
into a livestock shed and killed 

goats in Mustang. The animal was 
captured and reintroduced into the 
wild by Annapurna Conservation 
Area (ACA).  

“Snow leopards are usually 
rescued and released elsewhere,” 
explains Umesh Poudel, head 
of ACA in Lo Manthang. “We 
operate under the assumption that 
the animals will not be similarly 
disruptive in a new area.”

Snow leopards have been 
trapped or poisoned by local 
herders. Some animals also 
venture into lower valleys in 
winter in search of prey. 

“Farmers used to get angry 
when livestock was killed, but 
there is now more awareness that 
the predators need protection,” 
says Jamuna Thakali Thapa, vice-
chair of Gharpajhong. Farmers 
are also insured so they are 
compensated in case of livestock 
loss.

The deeply devout Buddhists 
here rarely engage in retaliatory 
attacks against snow leopards 
because they consider the animal 
sacred, and also because they are 
well aware of legal repercussions. 

“Learning about snow 
leopards from childhood makes 
more people inclined towards 
conservation, and has a long-
term positive impact on the 
community,” says Narayan 
Rupakheti, former Under Secretary 
at the Department of National 
Parks and Wildlife Conservation.

The youth-led conservation 
programs in Mustang and 
Taplejung is now being replicated 
in other snow leopard regions.  

Sandro Lovari has led 
research expeditions 
on large mammals in 
Nepal and around the 
world for 50 years. He 
has been associated 
with the University 
of Cambridge UK, 
University of Groningen, 
Stockholm University, 
and Peking University. 
He has chaired the 
Steering Committee 
of the Snow Leopard 
Network since 2020. 
Nepali Times recently 
caught up with Lovari for 
an interview. Excerpts of 
the conversation: 

Is the present information 
enough to help devise appropriate 
conservation measures? 
Adequate protection of habitat 
comes fi rst, but detailed 
information on ecological and 
behavioural issues is also quite 
important to plan conservation 
initiatives. Even the issue on its 
assumed territoriality has not 
been fully clarifi ed yet. 

The regulatory mechanisms 
of snow leopard populations, the 
predator-prey relationships and 
the snow leopard interactions 
with potentially competing 
predators are still unknown. In 
the last decade, most papers were 
based on camera-trapping to draw 
conclusions on snow leopard-wild 
prey-livestock relationships.

These studies have wrongly 
assumed that snow leopards 
and ungulates have the same 
probabilities to be detected by 
camera traps. The worst possible 
approach is to fragment funding 
into local exercises, with the aim 
of catching a few snow leopards, 
to fi t them with radio-tags without 
appropriate research questions in 
mind, but only to gain visibility 
in the mass media. This would be 
deleterious for the conservation of 
the snow leopard, wasting money, 
time and credibility, eventually 
reaching no sensible goal.

How do you assess Nepal’s 
achievements in protecting snow 
leopard habitats?
I would say that the snow leopards 
of Nepal are doing fi ne. In fact, 
steps have been made to improve 
the tolerance of locals for this 
magnifi cent large cat, thanks to 
the action of several dedicated 
people and NGOs.

If I may provide a few 
suggestions: develop a well 
organised procedure to prevent 
and refund damage to livestock, 
develop a routine of annual or 
biennial counts of wild prey, at 
least within protected areas, 
using a robust count method, 
monitor the consequences of the 
ongoing thermal anomaly, be it a 
meteorological or a climatic one, 
on plants at higher elevations 
which is food for wild prey, and 
remain open to cooperation 
with experts, even from foreign 
countries.

Snow Leopard Sisters
90 min
Cinematography: Sonam 
Choekyi Lama, Ben Ayers, 
Andrew Lynch
Producers: Joanna 
Natasegara, Ian Davies, 
Tshiring Lhamu Lama, 
Torquil Jones

LEOPARD 
CENSUS

China
2,000-2,500

Mongolia
1,000

India
200-600

Nepal
397
Pakistan
200-420

Afghanistan
100-200

Bhutan
100-200

Estimated snow leopard 
populations in Nepal

50% of China’s 
snow leopard habitat 
is now protected 

Half of Mongolia’s 
snow leopard habitat 
remains unexplored

Western Nepal

250 Kangchenjunga
24

Rolwaling
25 Manaslu

4 

Dolpo 
90 

Sagarmatha
5

Top 7 countries 
with estimated 
snow leopard 
numbers 

World snow leopard population: 

4,000-6,500
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