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ex situ news

PETER ZAHLER', MELISSA CAVARETTA', ANNA CHANEY' AND MAGGIE MORSE!

Association of Zoos & Aquari-
ums, SAFE Snow Leopard Pro-

gram

The snow leopard Panthera unciais a top pre-
dator of Asia’s high mountains. It is found from
southern Russia through Mongolia, China,
parts of Central Asia, Afghanistan, Pakistan,
India, Bhutan, and Nepal. Enigmatic, well-
camouflaged, secretive, and naturally living
at low densities in incredibly rugged terrain,
it is arguably the least well-known big cat in
the world. This has led to numerous contro-
versies, including its taxonomy, shifting from
Panthera to Uncia and back (Kitchener et al.
2024). Its status has also been controversial,
as after many years being listed by IUCN as
Endangered, it is now considered Vulnerable
(McCarthy et al. 2017). Its global population
size has also been debated, as some have
argued that it could be below 4,000 (e.g.,
Snow Leopard Working Secretariat 2013).
Based on recent country-wide assessments,
many of them that follow the nearly range-
wide Population Assessment of the World's
Snow Leopards or PAWS guidelines (Sharma
et al. 2020), the snow leopard’s population
stands at somewhere between 7,135 and
10,395 (Snow Leopard Reports 2026). This is
likely to be almost entirely because of vastly
improved search efforts and methodolagies,
such as expanded and improved camera trap
survey designs (Fig. 1), rather than an increa-
se in numbers. Data are not yet sufficient to

Fig. 1. Snow leopard captured by camera trap in the Spiti Valley region of India (Photo SLT).
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allow trends to be accurately determined, ex- k- E"‘ et

cept in a few specific locations, but McCarthy
etal. (2017) assessed the species as being in
decline.

Threats to snow leopards include retalia-
tory killing by transhumant pastoralists who
herd livestock in the mountains, as well as
poaching for furs and loss of prey. Lesser
but potentially growing threats include dis-
ease (both for snow leopards and for their
prey), resource extraction, habitat degrada-
tion, climate change, and linear barriers such
as roads and border fences (McCarthy et al.
2017, McCarthy & Mallon 2024).

The Association of Zoos and Aquariums
(AZA) Species Survival Plan (SSP) reflects a
long-standing effort to maintain stability and
genetic diversity in ex-situ populations of
snow leopards. Today this population com-
prises 105 individuals distributed across 49
facilities, with a target population size of 115
to support long term sustainability (Tetzloff
et al. 2025). Earlier studbook records docu-
ment a broadly distributed ex-situ population
across numerous institutions, forming the
foundation for current coordinated popula-
tion management. The SSP population has
relatively high genetic diversity (94.8%) and
is descended from 54 founders (Tetzloff et al.
2025). However, despite these strengths, the

.

Fig. 2. A snow leopard rests on its rocky
exhibit habitat (Photo ZNE).

population has experienced a slight recent
decline (ca. 0.975) and exhibits inconsistent
recruitment of younger breeding individuals,
suggesting potential challenges (Tetzloff et
al. 2025 ; Fig. 2).

AZA SAFE (Saving Animals From Extinction)
was initiated in 2014 to help harness and
focus the power of its over 250 accredi-
ted member institutions to achieve in situ
conservation. These institutions have not
only mobilised over $2 hillion in conserva-
tion funding since that time, but as zoos and
aquariums, they also are able to reach over
330 million visitors and other individuals
every year with messages about threatened
species, the importance of wildlife conserva-
tion, and actions being taken to protect and
recover wild populations (AZA 2024).

The AZA SAFE Snow Leopard Program was
initiated in 2025 to support field conserva-
tion of snow leopards in the wild. The SAFE
Program is designed around fulfilling the
conservation strategies first outlined in the
various Snow Leopard Strategy Plans and
then by the Global Snow Leopard & Eco-
system Protection Program or GSLEP (Shar-
ma et al. 2024), an alliance of the 12 range
countries for snow leopards. The SAFE Pro-
gram plan of work is implemented primarily
through its two field partners, Snow Leopard
Trust and Snow Leopard Conservancy. Some
AZA partner institutions also implement their
own snow leopard field work, such as the
Wildlife Conservation Society with field pro-
grammes in Mongolia and Afghanistan, and
Zoo New England with a field programme in
northern Pakistan while also managing the
Sabin Snow Leopard Grants Program.

The SAFE Snow Leopard Program has three
main objectives. The first is to empower com-
munities in snow leopard landscapes to bet-
ter coexist with snow leopards, who present
a threat to livelihoods through predation on
livestock. This is done through various tools
to minimise livestock depredation, while also
supporting community livelihood initiatives
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that are linked to conservation of snow leopards
and their wild prey. Examples of conflict resolu-
tion methods include predator-proofing corrals,
various predator deterrence methods, livestock
insurance programmes, and emergency res-
ponse training. Satellite collars also allow re-
searchers to better understand snow leopard
movement and when and where the cats may
come into conflict with herders (Figs 3, 4). There
is also a ‘one-health” component involving dog
vaccination efforts for diseases such as rabies
and canine distemper that can impact snow
leopard and human health. Livestock vaccina-
tion efforts are also being implemented, which
improves livelihood while also lessening the
likelihood of spill-over to wild caprids that are
the main prey for snow leopards.

The second objective is to cultivate public awa-
reness and engagement around snow leopard
conservation. Zoos are especially well placed to
do this, especially those institutions that have
snow leopards in their care, via signage, kee-
per and volunteer talks on site for visitors, and
via their marketing and communication depart-
ments through social and other media outlets.
The third objective is to build SAFE Program
capacity and strategic planning. A major part
of this objective is improving fund raising to
support field work. A second part of this is to
increase participation (especially those AZA
institutions not yet partnering with the SAFE
Program) and also increase connectivity among
partner organizations so they can participate
and provide input through various meetings and
conferences that occur annually, thus creating
a more interconnected and effective snow
leopard conservation community.

The SAFE Snow Leopard Program Plan was
completed in 2025 and covers a three-year
period through 2028. It can be accessed here:
https://assets.speakcdn.com/assets/2332/
sf2025-2028snleofpp.pdf
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Fig. 3. Buren Nyam applying a satellite collar to an immobilised snow leopard in the

Tost Mountains of Mongolia (Photo SLT)
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Fig. 4. Map of movement for three collared snow leopards in Gobi-Altai, Mongolia,
showing cats crossing open desert between mountains and being blocked by a border
fence (Photo SLT).






