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Introduction


[image: ]


The leopard, famous for its beautiful coat, is characterised by its shorter legs and large skull when compared to other wild cats. It is also one of the world’s most adaptable cats—able to survive and thrive in a wide range of habitats.

So let’s learn more about this amazing feline! Afterwards, you can test your new knowledge in our leopard quiz.

Are you ready? Let’s go!
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	Animal Profile

	

	Scientific name:

	Panthera pardus


	Lifespan:

	12-17 years in the wild; up to 23 years in captivity


	Conservation status:

	Near-threatened


	Location:

	Sub-saharan and northeast Africa, Central Asia, India and China.
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Leopards: Then and Today
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Leopards are very closely related to lions, tigers and jaguars, which are all in the genus panthera (all cats in this group can roar). However, despite their name, snow leopards are not part of the same group.

• • •
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The closest living relative to the leopard is the lion.

• • •
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The earliest leopard fossils date back to over 600,000 years ago and were found in Europe. Palaeontologists have also found leopard fossils in Japan.
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The range of leopards, before and now. 

Credit: Encyclopædia Britannica, Inc./Kenny Chmielewski
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Out of all the big cats, leopards have the largest distribution. You can find leopards living in Africa, Asia and the Caucasus. 

• • •
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Leopards in far-eastern Russia live in areas where the winter temperatures can be as low as −25 °C (−13 °F).

• • •
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The scientific name for the leopard is panthera pardus.
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African leopard.
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Why are they called leopards? The name leopard is believed to have come from the Greek words leon (lion) and pardus (panther).

• • •
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Although leopards are very adaptable to many environments, they usually prefer rocky areas with dense vegetation where they can hide. Leopards can even be found in some urban areas of sub-Saharan Africa.

• • •
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Leopards are listed as a vulnerable species by the IUCN’s Red List of Threatened Species; however, several subspecies are critically endangered. Their numbers are shrinking primarily due to habitat destruction and poaching.

• • •
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It might be confusing, but the family of cats called Leopardus does not include leopards! It includes cats such as ocelots, margays and Pampas cats.

• • •
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What is the leopard's biggest and only predator? Humans! Sadly, humans hunt leopards for their beautiful fur.
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African leopardess.
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Female leopards are called leopardesses.

• • •
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The leopard’s geographic range is only 75% of what it was in 1750.
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Subspecies:
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Until 1966, naturalists believed there were up to 27 different subspecies of leopard; however now they agree there are just nine subspecies.

Leopards have also been crossbred with other big cats to form hybrids. The most common is breeding a lioness with a male leopard, producing leopons—however, these are not subspecies.

Let’s take a quick look to see the differences, and afterwards see you if you can work out the subspecies of the leopards in this book!
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Sri Lankan leopard cub.
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African leopard (Panthera pardus pardus) 

Status: Vulnerable

The African leopard is the most common subspecies. It lives in most sub-Saharan African countries and a few in North Africa; it has the largest range of all leopard species. They are nocturnal and are happy living in most habitats except the scorching hot, sandy desert.
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Depending on where they live, the coat colour can be very different. They have broken rosettes with a yellow-cream centre over a coat that varies from pale-yellow to dark gold or even black in colour. Their heads, lower limbs and bellies have solid black spots.

––––––––
[image: ]


[image: image]

––––––––
[image: ]


The African leopard has the shortest tail of all the subspecies at 68-80 centimetres (27-32 inches) long. It is most similar in size and weight to the Amur leopard.





Indian leopard (Panthera pardus fusca)

Status: Vulnerable

The Indian leopard lives on the Indian subcontinent in Nepal, Bhutan, India and parts of Pakistan. It is one of the five large cats that live in the region. The others are the Asiatic lion, Bengal tiger, snow leopard and the clouded leopard.
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Indian leopard. Image: Pawan Jaidka
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If you look at the Indian leopard's coat, you’ll notice it has black spots and rosettes on a pale yellow to golden background. The Indian leopard’s rosettes are the smallest of the Asian leopard subspecies, fading in colour towards their white underbellies and the insides of their legs. The Indian leopard’s markings are most obvious on their backs and sides.

Compared to African leopards, Indian leopards naturally have a different diet. Their favourite foods are Chital, Sambar and langur—but they are still opportunistic hunters, meaning they aren’t picky, so will also prey on Spotted Deer, Nilai, Wild Pig, cattle, hare, dog and porcupine.
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Javan leopard (Panthera pardus melas)

Status: Endangered

The Javan leopard is an endangered subspecies that can only be found in the tropical rainforests on the Indonesian island of Java. Only around 350 are still left in the wild, partly because the population of Java is growing so quickly, and the Javan leopard's habitat is being destroyed.
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The Javan leopard is also sometimes called a black panther because it can often have dark fur—however, not all Javan leopards look like this. Most Javan leopards have a light brown base colour with black spots on their body and silver-grey eyes.
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Sadly, due to Java losing over 90 per cent of its natural habitat, food is becoming scarcer for leopards.
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Arabian leopard (Panthera pardus nimr)

Status: Critically Endangered

The Arabian leopard is a critically endangered subspecies, meaning it is at a very high risk of extinction. It is the smallest subspecies of leopard and lives in small populations on the Arabian peninsula, in countries such as Yemen and Oman.
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Arabian leopard. Image: Land Rover Our Planet on Flickr.
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The fur of the Arabian leopard varies from pale yellow to deep golden, tawny or grey—with black rosettes. Unlike other subspecies, the Arabian leopard doesn’t store its prey in trees. Instead, it takes it into a lair or cave for safe keeping.

They are mostly nocturnal but are sometimes seen during the day. Their usual food is Arabian gazelle, Nubian ibex, Cape hare, rock hyrax, porcupine, Ethiopian hedgehog, and small rodents, birds, and insects.


Persian leopard (Panthera pardus tulliana)

Status: Endangered

The Persian leopard lives in an area known as the Iranian Plateau, which includes Turkey, the Caucasus mountain range, Iran, Turkmenistan and Afghanistan. Also known as the Caucasian or Anatolian leopard, it is an endangered subspecies with less than 1000 living in the wild.
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The Persian leopard’s fur is grey and slightly reddish, with large rosettes on its sides and back. The rest of the body has smaller rosettes, while the head and neck has spots. They are slightly different colours depending on where they live, and there are both pale and dark Persian leopards living in Iran.
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Persian leopard cubs.
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It is the largest subspecies of leopard and has an average body length of 158 cm (62 in) and a 94 cm (37 in) long tail. They can weigh up to 60 kg (130 lb).



Amur leopard (P. p. orientalis) 

Status: Critically endangered

The Amur leopard is believed to be the rarest cat species in the world. It lives in southeastern Russia and northern China; less than 110 live in the wild, and about 180 are in captivity.
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They are very well adapted to living in cold, snowy climates, and it’s easy to tell them apart from other subspecies by their long, thick fur that is perfect for living in the mountains. Their rosettes are large and spread out, particularly on their sides, and their winter coats are a darker colour than in summer.

The Amur leopard, also known as the Far Eastern leopard, is quite small, and the males weigh 32.2–48 kg (71–106 lb), while females weigh 25–42.5 kg (55–94 lb). 



Indochinese leopard (Panthera pardus delacouri)

Status: Critically Endangered

The Indochinese leopard is native to the mainland of Southeast Asia, in countries such as Thailand, Myanmar and Malaysia, and southern China. It is critically endangered and only lives in 80 per cent of the area it used to just twenty years ago. There are an estimated 973–2,503 living in the wild.
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Indochinese leopard at Saigon Zoo, Vietnam. Image: Tomáš Najer
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The Indochinese leopard has a beautiful rusty-red ground colour, which is paler at the sides. Their rosettes are quite small and close together, and their fur is short. The further south they live, the darker their fur—with some even appearing almost entirely black. 


Sri Lankan leopard (Panthera pardus kotiya)

Status: Vulnerable

The Sri Lankan leopard lives on the island of Sri Lanka in various habitats, including tea plantations, forests, people’s home gardens and eucalyptus plantations. They are widespread and are listed as vulnerable, meaning that their numbers are declining, but they are
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Black Panthers
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