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Snow leopards are special big cats that live at the top of the mountains in Central Asia. These animals are very rarely seen. But we’re going to introduce you to them.



		The beautiful snow leopard is one of the smallest of the world’s big cats. They weigh only about 30 to 55 kilograms and are about 90 to 115 centimetres long. They are about 55 to 65 centimetres tall at the shoulder. And they have tails almost as long as their bodies!
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		The snow leopard’s tail helps them balance on high cliffs. However, their extra-long tail serves a double purpose: Not only does it help them balance, but when they sleep, they wrap it around themselves to protect their nose and mouth from the extreme cold.



		


Their eyes are light green or grey, unlike lions ‘and tigers’ eyes which are golden.



		Snow leopards have beautiful coats of a smokey-grey colour spotted with black markings called rosettes.
Their fur is thick, especially on the belly where it can be up to 13 centimetres long.



		What Do They
Look Like?
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		Snow leopards have paws with thick, long hair. Not only does this protect their toes from the cold, but they also act as snowshoes to help them walk on top of the snow. They are truly ‘dressed for winter’!



		
These cats live in the high mountainous areas where it is snowy and cold. They prefer cliffs, ridges and rocky outcrops where they can hide.



		Where Do They Live?
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		Despite living at high altitude, the snow leopard breathes in a similar way to a cat.



		
These elusive cats live between the tree line and the snow line, normally between 3,500 and 5,500 metres up in the mountains. About 60 percent of them live in China. In some places in Mongolia they have completely died out.



		Life in the Mountains
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		What and When Do They Eat?



		
Snow leopards are nocturnal animals which means they hunt at night. They hunt their prey when it is looking for water or grazing on grass. They often eat blue sheep, wild goat and livestock.



		Snow leopards are exceptional hunters. A snow leopard can leap as far as 15 metres to jump on its prey, usually from above!
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		Snow leopards eat their food very slowly. It usually takes them three or four days to consume their prey. During this time, they will remain near the food to defend the meal from hungry scavengers.



		
Snow leopards are shy animals and avoid humans. There has never been a verified report of a snow leopard attacking a human. When people move into their territory, they just move even higher up the mountain. However, when their prey becomes scarce, they sometimes kill and eat cattle and sheep.



		Do Snow Leopards Eat People?
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Snow Leopards Are Loners



		Unlike other wild cats that live in groups called prides or coalitions, snow leopards prefer to live alone. The only time they stay in pairs is during mating season, or when a female has a litter of cubs. Otherwise, they are solitary animals.



		Cubs are born in June or July in a litter of two to five babies. They don’t open their eyes until they are about seven days old and they drink their mother’s milk until they are two to three months old. They will live together as a family until they are almost two years old.
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		The snow leopard’s favourite foods are blue sheep and ibex! They also eat small animals like rabbits and mice.



		
They are excellent climbers, much better than the other wild cats. Sometimes they drag their prey up into a tree to eat it. Other times they take the animal they have killed and put it in a snow tunnel where they eat on it for three to four days.



		Do Snow Leopards Climb Trees?
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		The name ‘ounce’ came from an Old English term that described a lynx, a smaller wild cat with a short tail. No one knows why both cats had the same name.



		
The scientific name for the snow leopard is Panthera Uncia or Uncia Uncia. It is also called the ‘ounce’. It is part of the family of big cats that includes lions, tigers, panthers and leopards.



		Scientific Name
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Snow Leopards Cannot Roar!



		Although they make most of the other sounds that cats make, like a mew, a howl, a hiss, a growl, a moan and a yowl, they cannot roar. Their throats are formed a little differently from the ones of the other big cats, and this prevents them from roaring. One way they communicate is by scratching on the ground with their back feet and spraying urine on rocks. This leaves their scent for other snow leopards to find.
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		One snow leopard in captivity named Shynghyz lived to be 25 years old.



		
In the wild, snow leopards normally live 15 to 18 years. In captivity, they can live to be 20 or 22 years old. But in their natural habitat, naturalists estimate that they only live 10 to 12 years. More research needed to discover more about their lifespan.



		Lifespan
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		Sometimes camera traps are set up to photograph them without a human nearby. These cameras sense motion and take a picture when something walks near it.



		
Just trying to photograph snow leopards takes many days in difficult terrain in really cold weather.



		
Yes. Scientists estimate that there are only between 4,000 and 6,000 snow leopards left in the wild. They are on the endangered list. This means that if action is not taken to preserve them, they will die out and become extinct.



		
Are Snow Leopards on the Endangered List?
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		Sometimes, captured snow leopards are fitted with special collars that track where they go. This helps scientists study how to save them before they become extinct.



		
But an even bigger threat is caused by the loss of their habitat, as humans move into their territory. Climate change has affected them, too.



		They are illegally hunted for their beautiful fur as well as for organs and claws that are then used in making Chinese medicine. Their main food source, wild sheep and goats, are also hunted, making it difficult for the snow leopards to find food.



		Why are Snow Leopards Dying out?
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		October 23 is International Snow Leopard Day!



		
Snow leopards have evolved to live in the harshest and most unforgiving conditions on Earth. These beautiful animals play a huge role as a predator. If the snow leopard thrives, so will countless other species that live in these snowy mountains. Several snow leopard conservation groups are working to make the situation better known. A few of them are the Snow Leopard Trust, the World Wildlife Fund, the Snow Leopard Conservancy and the Panthera Corporation.



		Why Do They Matter?
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Snow leopards are special big cats that live at the top of
the mountains in Central Asia. These animals are very
rarely seen. But we're going to introduce you to them.





