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Introduction
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The snow leopard is the most elusive of the big cats and is very rarely seen in the wild. Unlike other big cats, which mostly live in warmer climates, snow leopards thrive in harsh, cold environments. 

Despite what many people think, the snow leopard is its own species, and although similar in many ways to leopards, they are more closely related to tigers!

Let’s find out more about these beautiful felines. 

Are you ready? Let’s go!
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Snow Leopard Facts
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Snow leopards are one of the five big cats. The others are lions, tigers, leopards and jaguars.

• • •
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Snow leopards are the only type of big cats that aren’t able to roar.

• • •
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The snow leopard is the national animal of Afghanistan.

• • •
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Although their name suggests that they are closely related to leopards, snow leopards are actually genetically closer to tigers.

• • •
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The snow leopard’s scientific name is Panthera uncia.

• • •
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Snow leopards have whitish fur with black spots on their head and neck, and larger rosettes on the rest of their backs, sides and tail. Their bellies are white, soft and fluffy.

• • •
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Snow leopards are the only big cats that live in the cold deserts of Asia.
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The snow leopard is also known as an ‘ounce’.

• • •
[image: ]


Their name ‘ounce’ comes from the Old French word meaning once, which was originally used as the name for the European Lynx. Over time, the name was used for snow leopards.

• • •
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Snow leopards spend most of their time alone and are hard to spot, which is why they are often referred to as ‘the ghosts of the mountain’.

• • •
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You can find snow leopards across central and southern Asia.

• • •
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Look at a snow leopard’s tail. It’s very long! Their tails are almost as long as their bodies.

• • •
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Snow leopards aren’t the largest of cats, but they can prey on animals that are three times their own weight.

• • •
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The fur on a snow leopard’s belly is nearly 5 inches (12.7 cm) thick to keep them warm in cold, icy conditions.
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Although they can’t roar, snow leopards make a range of other noises including growling, yowling and meowing. 

• • •
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A study conducted by the WWF found that snow leopards were living at 5,859 metres above sea level, which is around the same height as Canada’s highest mountain.

• • •
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Sadly, there are fewer than 10,000 snow leopards left in the wild, due to poachers and the loss of their habitats.

• • •
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Because of their rapidly declining population, snow leopards are listed as Vulnerable on the IUCN Red List.

• • •
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Snow leopards are a monotypic species, which means there is just one variety of them, unlike other big cats, which have several subspecies.

• • •
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Snow leopards can travel in the snow up to 33 inches (85cm) deep, although they often try to walk in the less-snowy paths of other animals if they can.
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Most snow leopards weigh between 48.5-121lbs (22-55kg), although male snow leopards can weigh up to 165lbs (75kg).

• • •
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In the wild, snow leopards live between 15-18 years. In captivity, they can live to 25 years old.

• • •
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Snow leopards have beautiful pale green, blue or grey eyes. 

• • •
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Snow leopards very rarely attack humans. There have only been two known cases where this has happened.

• • •
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Female snow leopards give birth in rocky dens, which are lined with fur that has shed from their underbellies.

• • •
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Snow leopards actively hunt their prey and have been known to prey on domestic livestock in more built-up areas.
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Snow leopards like to attack from above. They often hide on a rocky outcrop, before ambushing their prey. 

• • •
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Although they are carnivores, snow leopards also eat large amounts of grass and twigs. They are the only big cat to do this!

• • •
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Snow leopards have small, rounded ears, which help to prevent heat loss.

• • •
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The favourite meal of snow leopards in Nepal is the blue sheep. However, the blue sheep isn’t blue at all!

• • •
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Snow leopards mostly eat sheep, ibex, marmots and deer. However, they will occasionally eat birds and other small animals.

• • •
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Snow leopards have wide, furry feet, which act as snowshoes to evenly distribute their weight over the snow and stop them from sinking in.

• • •
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Snow leopards are mammals (like us humans), meaning they give birth to live young.

• • •
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In one night, a snow leopard may cover a distance of 25 miles (40.2 km).
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The subtle markings of the snow leopard make it very hard to detect, which is great for stalking prey.

• • •
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Snow leopards can jump up to 9 metres high! That’s over 6 times their body length.

• • •
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A female snow leopard is called a leopardess.

• • •
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The main threat to snow leopard populations is humans. Poaching and the destruction of their habitats are causing snow leopard populations to decline.

• • •
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Snow leopards are good swimmers, although they only do it if they have to! 

• • •
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Adult snow leopards have 30 teeth — the same as all big cats.

• • •
[image: ]


In cold weather and blizzards, snow leopards wrap their fluffy tails around themselves as protection.

• • •
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Snow leopards run at an average speed of 48 km/h (30 mph), but they can go as fast as 64 km/h (40 mph) in short bursts.
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The biome where snow leopards live is called ‘taiga’. A biome is a collection of plants and animals that have common characteristics for the environment they exist in.

• • •
[image: ]


The taiga biome is recognised by long winters, evergreen trees and lots of snow and rain.

• • •
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The 12 countries where snow leopards are native in are Afghanistan, Bhutan, China, India, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Mongolia, Nepal, Pakistan, Russia, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan.

• • •
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Around the world, there are around 600 snow leopards in zoos. Around 250 of these are in American zoos.

• • •
[image: ]


Snow leopards have large nostrils, which allow them to breathe in plenty of oxygen in higher altitudes where the air is much thinner.
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Snow leopards are slow and steady eaters. They may spend 3-4 days eating a single sheep, and they never leave any edible parts.

• • •
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Snow leopards mate at the end of the winter season and give birth between April and June.

• • •
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Snow leopards start reproducing at the age of 2-3 years old.

• • •
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Young snow leopards are called cubs.

• • •
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Leopardesses take care of their cubs all by themselves. The male snow leopard leaves immediately after mating.

• • •
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Mothers feed their cubs milk for about 10 weeks. They eat their first solid food after 2 months.

• • •
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When cubs are 3 months old they start learning to hunt with their mothers. 

• • •
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Cubs become independent at around 18-22 months.

• • •
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Snow leopards are apex predators, meaning they are at the top of the food chain and have no natural predators.
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Although snow leopards are largely safe from predators, their cubs are often preyed on by foxes.

• • •
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The number of wild snow leopards is expected to decline by another 10% by 2040.

• • •
[image: ]


Snow leopards can purr when they are breathing out.

• • •
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Like other cats, snow leopards use scent marks to mark their territory and paths. They will usually scratch a small hole before urinating in it. They may also spray urine on rocks.

• • •
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After ambushing their prey from above, snow leopards kill with a single bite to the neck and then drag their prey to a safe place before they start eating.
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Each year a snow leopard eats about 20-30 sheep.

• • •
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A litter usually consists of two to three cubs, but sometimes it can be up to seven!

• • •
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Female snow leopards don’t always give birth every year. 
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Cubs are blind at birth, and their eyes open at around seven days.

• • •
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A cub can start walking on its own when it is five weeks old.

• • •
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The gestation period (time that a female is pregnant) of a snow leopard is 90-100 days.
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After cubs leave their mothers, they may stay together with their siblings until they are more confident about being alone — usually a few months.

• • •
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Climate change is expected to harm snow leopards. As the Earth’s temperatures rise, the tree line lowers, meaning snow leopards’ habitats shrink. 

• • •
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Many charitable organisations help snow leopards, including the Snow Leopard Trust, the Snow Leopard Conservancy, and the Snow Leopard Network. You can visit their websites to
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