o0

Everything in nature

is connected to the
rest of the world.

Princess Reema bint Bandar

ARAB NEWS Saturday, February 10, 2024:

0

J 1 ght GREEN

AFRICAN LEOPARD INDIAN LEOPARD INDOCHINESE
Panthera pardus Panthera pardus LEOPARD
pardus fusca Panthera pardus
delacouri

PERSIAN LEOPARD
Panthera pardus

tulliana

Vulnerable

NORTH CHINESE
LEOPARD
Panthera pardus
Jjaponesis

@ Endangered

NINE ENDANGERED SUBSPECIES OF THE LEOPARD

AMUR LEOPARD
Panthera pardus
orientalis

@ Critically endangered

o
SRI LANKAN JAVAN LEOPARD ARABIAN LEOPARD
LEOPARD Panthera pardus Panthera padus nimr
Panthera pardus melas
kotiya

WILDLIFE CONSERVATION

Resculing an iconic species

A Saudi program is bringing Arabian leopards back from brink of extinction, boosting their numbers in the wild

Haifa Alshammari Riyadh

Conservation experts

from Saudi Arabia’s Royal
Commission for AlUla

have this year succeeded
in breeding seven Arabian
leopard cubs in captivity in
the hope of increasing

the population of the
critically endangered
species in the wild.

There are thought to be as few

as 120 Arabian leopards left in
the wild, with approximately

20 of them in Saudi Arabia,
confined primarily to the isolated
southwestern mountains of
Asir and the Hijaz, making
conservation efforts even
more urgent.

“The captive
population at the
RCU facility is 27
healthy animals,”
Stephen Browne, the
commission’s vice
president of wildlife and
natural heritage, who
works closely with the
conservation program, told
Arab News.

Breeding programs such
as the RCU’s are considered
essential to boosting the
number of Arabian leopards
in the wild, which have been
declining because of human
encroachment on vulnerable
habitats and the poaching of their
natural prey.

Browne said: “The last estimate
had 200 animals (in the wild) a
few years ago, so they have gone
down very dramatically, very
quickly, to barely a few animals.

“In many of the areas where
they formerly occurred, like the
UAE and Egypt, they are now
extinct, and they are only found in
very few isolated areas in western
and southwest Saudi Arabia,
Yemen, the very high rugged
mountains of Yemen, and Oman.”

When conservationists are
confident the animals will have
a good chance of survival, they
intend to release the RCU breeding
program’s captive population into
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Saudi Arabia and the

UAE have two ongoing
programs to breed and
protect Arabian leopards. The
captive breeding center in the
Kingdom is located in AlUla
and is managed by the RCU.

After 13 weeks of
pregnancy, a leopardess
gives birth to a litter of
2-4 cubs in caves. Cubs
are normally born with
closed eyes, which open
after a week to 9 days.

Human activity reduced
the ungulate population,
resulting in leopards having
to switch their diet to
small prey and livestock
like goats and sheep.

the wild. This will depend largely
on changing human behaviors.

On the potential threats to
Arabian leopards in the wild,
Browne added: “There’s a whole
combination of factors, from
hunting as retaliation for the loss
of livestock to trophy hunting
or catching them for the illegal
wildlife trade.”

Hany Tatwany, a Saudi
environment consultant, who
previously worked at the
National Center for Wildlife and
later as president of the RCU’s
Global Fund for the Arabian
Leopard, noted that hunting
was only one of the dangers the
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animals faced in the wild.

He said: “There are several
reasons, but most of them are
related to human behavior, such
as overhunting the prey that
the leopard eats or destroying
the environment in terms of
agriculture, urban expansion, and
road construction.

“There is also the targeting of
leopards to protect livestock, or,
unfortunately, the leopards are
hunted as a way of showing off”

Leopards originated in Africa
before spreading to the Arabian
Peninsula and across Asia. By
adapting to different climates,
terrains, and altitudes, they
evolved into distinct subgroups
that became better suited to their
respective habitats.

Browne pointed out that the
Arabian leopard, for instance,
had adapted well to cope with
| the hot, dry climate of the

Middle East.

The elusive big cats are also
well suited to rugged terrains,
making them highly adaptable
and able to survive in arid and
semi-arid environments.

While releasing a predator
into the wild may seem
counterintuitive to protecting
wildlife, Tatwany said that every
organism, wherever it featured in
the food chain, served a vital role
in a balanced ecosystem.
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