
113

Lynx, n. s. (Praha), 50: 113–118 (2019).                              ISSN 0024-7774 (print), 1804-6460 (online)

New data on the occurrence of Panthera pardus in the Talysh Mountains, 
Azerbaijan (Carnivora: Felidae)
Nové údaje o výskytu levharta (Panthera pardus) v Talyšských horách, Azerbajdžan 
(Carnivora: Felidae)

Nikolai SPASSOV1, Elshad ASKEROV2, Ilya AKOSTA-PANKOV1 & Assen IGNATOV1

1	National Museum of Natural History, Bulgarian Academy of Science, 1 Tsar Osvoboditel Blvd., 
	 1000 Sofia, Bulgaria
2	WWF Azerbaijan, 6th Boyuk Gala dongesi 11, Sabayıl rayon, 1001 Baku, Azerbaijan; Institute 
	 of Zoology of Azerbaijan National Academy of Sciences, Block 504, pass 1128, A. Abbaszade 13, 
	 1073 Baku, Azerbaijan; & Ilia State University, Cholokashvili Ave 3/5, 0162 Tbilisi, Georgia

received on 4 December 2019

Abstract. New data from camera traps in the Talysh Mountains (southern Azerbaijan) show that the 
Hirkan Forest is one of the last permanent habitats of the Persian leopard (Panthera pardus saxicolor) 
in Transcaucasia. It hosts about 3–5 adult individuals and the species has always existed there. This is 
probably the most stable micropopulation in the country. Preservation of the species in the area will be 
beneficial for the conservation of the leopard not only in Azerbaijan but also in the Caucasus in general.
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The Caucasian leopard (named also Persian leopard), Panthera pardus ciscaucasica (Satunin, 1914) (= P. 
pardus saxicolor Pocock, 1927) is one of the largest subspecies of the leopard in the world (Geptner 
& Sludskij 1972), judging by the published information on a 90 kg young male reported to be killed at 
Diyarbakir, Turkey in 2013 (Aslan et al. 2013, Spassov et al. 2016). It is not entirely clear whether the 
so-called West Anatolian Leopard, P. p. tuliana (Valenciennes, 1856), recently considered extinct (which 
might be identical with the Sinai population; Khorozyan et al. 2006), is really distinct from P. p. ciscauca-
sica. If these forms are proved to be identical, the name P. p. tuliana must have priority over the above 
names according to the zoological nomenclature code. 

The subspecies is classified as endangered in the IUCN Red List (Khorozyan 2008). Altogether, the 
Caucasian leopard populations are generally estimated at 870–1300 individuals. The biggest part of these 
populations live in Iran (about 550–800  individuals), Afghanistan (200–300  inds.) and Turkmenistan 
(90–100 inds.). In Turkey, probably less than five leopards survive. The number of individuals in Kazakh-
stan is unknown (possibly single animals), although the species has been recently detected in the country 
(Khorozyan 2008, Farhadinia et al. 2014, Spassov et al. 2016, Mostovoj 2018). In the Greater Caucasus 
in South Ossetia, a  leopard reintroduction program is currently underway (Anonymous 2018a, b). In 
Transcaucasia and the Lesser Caucasus the population is “skeletal” (Fig. 1): in Armenia 5–6 individuals 
moving across the border with Naxçivan (Azerbaijan) have been registered by cameras, in Georgia only 
one male was confirmed by camera trapping in 2003 (Antelava 2004). 

In Azerbaijan, 15–17 individuals have been registered by cameras since 2007, some of them captured 
in the transboundary area between Nahçivan and Armenia (see also below). In Azerbaijan, in the last 
fifteen years, the leopard has been observed in the areas of the Hirkan forest, Zangezur range and the arid 
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landscape around the Mingəçevir lake (Askerov 2019). The first photographs in the Talysh Mountains 
(south-eastern Azerbaijan) were taken in the area south of the Sym village in 2007. After a five-year break 
in the camera trapping, seven more leopards were registered by WWF camera traps till 2019, two of them 
were cubs born in the Hyrkan forest. In 2015, a male leopard which attacked livestock was killed in the 
vicinity of Sym (own unpubl. data). One of the males registered in the Hyrkan forest was killed in Iran, 
30 km away from the last observation point in Azerbaijan (Maharramova et al. 2018). The latest data on 
the local population in the Talysh Mountains were obtained in 2018 through the effort of WWF Azerbaijan, 
and the field expedition of the National Museum of Natural History at the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences 
in 2018. During these field surveys covering the forested mountainous area of the Hirkan National Park, 
south of the Sym village, questionnaire data were collected from the locals, cattlemen and hunters about 
the state of the species in the area and about its population dynamics in recent decades. Camera traps 

Fig. 1. Distribution of the Persian leopard (Panthera pardus saxicolor) in the north of the Middle East: 
pink – permanent leopard distribution, arrow – seasonal migrations, small hatched areas – zones of unclear 
/ uncertain occurrence or of passage, large hatched area – an approximate distribution in western Iran, 
interrupted pink line – limits of the distribution. Sources used: Antelava (2004), Avgan et al. (2012), 
Askerov (2019), Avgan et al. (2016), Spassov et al. (2016), Yarovenko & Zazanashvili (2016), Maha-
rramova et al. (2018), Mostovoj (2018), Toyran (2018); own data were used for Azerbaijan, see also 
Amos (2014) and Anonymous (2018a, b).
Obr. 1. Rozšíření levharta perského (Panthera pardus saxicolor) na severu Blízkého východu: růžová – 
stálý výskyt levharta, šipka – saisonní migrace, menší šrafované plochy – zony nejasného / neurčitého 
výskytu anebo migrací, větší šrafovaná plocha – přibližné rozšíření v západním Iranu, přerušovaná růžová 
čára – okraje oblasti výskytu. Použité zdroje: Antelava (2004), Avgan et al. (2012), Askerov (2019), Av-
gan et al. (2016), Spassov et al. (2016), Yarovenko & Zazanashvili (2016), Maharramova et al. (2018), 
Mostovoj (2018), Toyran (2018); vlastní údaje použity pro území Azerbajdžanu, viz také Amos (2014) 
a Anonymous (2018a, b).
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were installed and the presence of several animal species including the leopard was detected. The very 
new data collected are the subject of this communication.

A camera trap installed by WWF Azerbaijan in 2018 confirmed the presence of a new male leopard. 
A camera trap laid by the Bulgarian team near the same place in November (Fig. 2) and December 2018 
(Fig. 3) shows the same animal, judging by the habitus and the coloration pattern. This is apparently 
a mature territorial male, traversing the territory during the day and on permanent routes, as evidenced 
by the data from the camera traps. In August 2019 (Fig. 4) the cameras registered the same male at the 
same place. Roughly at the same time, on 22 June 2019, the camera trap situated several hundred meters 
from this photo-site registered another leopard. According to its habitus and coloration pattern, this is 
a different individual, most probably a female based on a video material (Fig. 5). 

The leopard habitats in the area consist of old deciduous forests along the almost unpopulated southern 
and western slopes of the Talysh Mountains, where rich arboreal vegetation is present due to the combined 
effects of subtropical climate and the mountainous Caucasus influence. 

The sparse human population of the protected area and the rugged rocky terrain create conditions for the 
presence of birthing dens (known in the area). Here, the leopard coexists with the brown bear, as well as 
with the Indian porcupine, as documented by the traces of their life activities which we found repeatedly. 
The main prey of the leopard in the area is the wild boar. Boar traces were numerous along the route of 
the recorded male (we have found remains of a killed and eaten boar). Our analyses suggest the presence 
of one, at most two territorial males (no more than 3–5 adult individuals) in the Hirkan National Park and 
its surrounding areas in the Talysh Mountains. Survey data show that the leopard inhabits the medium 
and high elevations (600–1500 m a. s. l.) of the remote parts of the mountains in the study area. The high 
snow cover appears late in the winter and does not usually stay for long in the humid and mild climate of 
this mountainous area. When the snow falls, the leopard migrates south and east to the lowlands following 
the wild boar and probably passes to Iran (Maharramova et al. 2018), which is the main reservoir of this 
local population. This is supported by the data on individual migration and dispersal opportunities in this 
carnivore (Avgan et al. 2016).

The inquiry data show that leopards have been repeatedly observed in recent decades by locals and 
shepherds. The Hirkan forests are a primeval habitat for the species, which has been gradually and signi-
ficantly reducing its numbers since the 1930s. In the late 1930s, the bezoar ibex and red deer populations 
disappeared. This, and the highly developed cattle-breeding during the Soviet times, forced the predator 
to attack domestic animals frequently and instigate the competitive carnivore-stock-breeder relations, 
which is the main reason for the killing of leopards. One case of a person eaten by a leopard and one of 
a wounded soldier on the southwestern border with Iran in 1967–1968 were reported. Today, attacks on 
livestock are relatively rare, probably because livestock is greatly reduced, and leopards inhabit mostly 
the higher and remote areas of the mountains.

The data and analyses show that the Hirkan forest (Talysh Mountains) is one of the last permanent 
leopard habitats in the country where the species has always existed and has never ceased to exist to this 
day. This is probably the most permanent micropopulation in the country. Preservation of the species in 
the area will be beneficial for the conservation of the Persian leopard not only in Azerbaijan but also in the 
Caucasus in general. It is necessary to seek international financial support for an ongoing monitoring in the 
Talysh Mountains; it would be particularly helpful to prepare an outreach program for the local population 
and school children in the leopard conservation area and to develop a damage-compensation program.

SOUHRN
Nové nálezy získané pomocí fotopastí v Talyšských horách na jihu Azerbajdžanu ukázaly Hirkánský 
prales jako jeden z posledních stálých útočišť levharta perského (Panthera pardus saxicolor) v Zakavkazí. 
Obýván je populací tvořenou třema až pěti jedinci, jedná se přitom o území, ve kterém se snad levharti 
vyskytovali vždy, bez přerušení. Jedná se patrně o nejstabilnější mikropopulaci v Azerbajdžanu. Ochrana 
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tohoto území nepochybně může výrazně přispět také k ochraně levharta nejen v Azerbajdžanu, ale v celé 
oblasti Kavkazu.
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