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Counting
cats

Should we be hunting 
leopards? The 
question of whether 
trophy-hunting is 
sustainable is one 
that is surrounded 
in controversy, but 
Sam Williams has 
been hunting for the 
answer. 

S
ince the killing of Cecil the lion, trophy hunting of large 
carnivores in southern Africa has become the subject of 
intense debate. While some conservationists oppose trophy 
hunting on ethical grounds, others believe that if well 
managed, it can benefit conservation by providing much-
needed funding.

But trophy hunting of endangered species should not be permitted 
if it is detrimental to their conservation. Leopards (Panthera pardus), 
for example, are the target of some trophy hunters, but have recently 
been uplisted to Vulnerable on both the IUCN global and South African 
Red List assessments, showing that conservationists are becoming 
increasingly concerned about their status. In South Africa there has been 
a moratorium on the trophy hunting of leopard since 2016, because there 
is “uncertainty” about leopard numbers, according to the Director of 
Research at the South African National Biodiversity Institute, who states 
that the ban is not permanent, but necessary until more information can 
be gained to guide quotas. 

In years gone by, the number of animals that could be hunted sustainably 
was set based on educated guesses rather than scientific data. But in 
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South Africa this is changing. In 
recent years the authorities have 
been reaching out to scientists 
to make sure that wildlife are 
managed as sustainably as 
possible, and one thing that they 
are interested in is gaining better 
estimates of leopard population 
densities across the country.

My colleagues at the Primate and 
Predator Project and I set out to 
help fill in some of these gaps in 
our knowledge. We found that in 
2008 the Soutpansberg Mountains 
of South Africa supported some of 
the highest recorded population 
densities of leopards in Africa 
outside of protected areas. But 
over the next eight years this had 
dropped by two thirds, and if this 
continues we predict that there 
will be no leopards left in the area 
by 2020 – just three years away. The 
biggest threat to these animals 
appears to be illegal human 
activity such as shooting without 
permits, snaring and poisoning. 
What did it take to find this out, 
and what should be done about it?

Leopards are not easy animals to study. As cryptic 
predators that hunt using stealth, they are incredibly 
challenging to spot due to their elusive nature and 
excellent camouflage. But if you do see a leopard, 
the same coat patterns that provide such great 
camouflage can also give away its identity, as leopard 
markings, akin to a human fingerprint, are unique to 
each individual. We used these markings to identify 
different cats from images taken by field cameras. 
We set up an array of 46 camera traps spread out 
across 60 km² in the Soutpansberg mountains. By 
identifying individual leopards we could determine 
which individuals were present at which locations 
and on what date, allowing us to understand and 
predict changes in the density of the population 
over time. ©
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km² area, and by 2016, this had fallen to around just four. 
The picture that was clearly emerging from the camera 
trap data was that leopards were disappearing extremely 
rapidly, but we didn't know why this was happening. To 
find out, we tracked eight leopards for eighteen months, 
using GPS collars placed around their necks, which would 
tell us their locations. We were surprised to find that only 
two collared leopards survived the brief study, and another 
of these animals would have been poisoned if we hadn't 
intervened. Snaring was the most common cause of death 
for the remaining leopards, followed by illegal shooting for 
perceived cattle predation. Speaking with farmers, many 
of them indicated that they killed leopards in response 
to a perceived risk of livestock predation, but when we 
examined the remains in hundreds of leopard scats we 
found no evidence of domestic animals being eaten.

Illegal human activity seems to be the main threat driving 
the steep decline in leopard numbers in the Soutpansberg 
Mountains. So what should be done? Although trophy 
hunting is not the cause of the leopard's problems, it simply 
would not be sustainable in addition to existing pressures. 
If the trends we observed turn out to be representative 
of patterns on a broader scale, the leopard hunting ban 
should certainly be maintained until leopard populations 
recover. This is currently being investigated by other 
research teams at a number of other sites in South Africa.

While managing trophy hunting well is important, we 
suggest that stepping up efforts to reduce the impacts of 
illegal human activities could play a more important role 
in conserving large carnivores. There is room to improve on 
the amount of education and engagement that is offered 
to local communities, an essential activity that could help 
reduce levels of human-wildlife conflict.

We visited each camera trap once or twice each month 
to change the batteries, change the memory cards, 
and attend to any issues so that the camera traps could 
operate as continuously as possible without any gaps for 
several years. This was important because the old adage 
"what can go wrong will go wrong" definitely applies to 
camera traps. Despite being secured in steel boxes and 
padlocked to trees, over the course of the study we had 
camera traps stolen, set on fire, attacked by poachers, 
and even eaten by hyaenas.

To stop this from affecting our data, we constantly 
maintained camera stations. We would mainly hike to 
the locations on foot, putting around 6,500 kilometres on 
our collective hiking boots over the years. To accomplish 
all of this we depended on a dedicated team of research 

assistants, augmented by volunteers from organisations 
such as Earthwatch.

Collecting the images was only part of the story. Once 
back at the field station each of the 1.4 million images 
taken by the camera traps had to be tagged with the 
species that they contained, and with the identities of 
the individual leopards photographed. Even analysing 
the data in the field had its challenges - the 2,500 hours 
of computer processing time needed to crunch the 
numbers is harder to come by than you might think 
when there is no mains electricity.

Eventually we found that leopard density had declined 
dramatically over a period of just eight years. In 2008 
there were about eleven leopards present in each 100 ©
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Above: a photography 
exhibition of camera 
trap imagery to help 
raise awareness. Below: 
A leopard cub caught 
on a camera trap. Left: A 
camera trap attached to 
a tree. 
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There is also an array of non-lethal techniques available, 
such as using livestock-guarding dogs, which can be 
extremely effective at protecting livestock from predators. 
Robust enclosures can be built in which to keep vulnerable 
animals, such as calves at night, keeping predators at 
bay. Keeping livestock close to homesteads, watched by 
herders, rather than letting animals roam unattended 
into leopard habitat in the mountains can also help. 
Furthermore, encouraging animals such as bushbuck or 
impala to live alongside livestock can offer predators a 
meal they much prefer over domesticated animals.

We hope that more governments will follow South Africa’s 
lead in ensuring that wildlife management policies are 

based on the best available scientific evidence. If we can 
support communities and help them to adopt predator-
friendly practices this could be just what leopards need to 
bounce back. The potential ways we can make this happen 
are numerous, but the time left to do it is short.
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Children read an 
educational book 
about wildlife. 
The book aims to 
change attitudes 
towards hyenas and 
other animals from 
a young age.


