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Please note: Each expedition report is written as a stand-alone document that can be read
without having to refer back to previous reports. As such, much of this section, which
remains valid and relevant, is a repetition from previous reports, copied here to provide the
reader with an uninterrupted flow of argument and rationale.

1. Expedition Review
Matthias Hammer

Biosphere Expeditions

1.1. Background

Biosphere Expeditions runs wildlife conservation research expeditions to all corners of the
Earth. Projects are not tours, photographic safaris or excursions, but genuine research
expeditions placing ordinary people with no research experience alongside scientists who
are at the forefront of conservation work. Expeditions are open to all and there are no
special skills (biological or otherwise) required to join. Expedition team members are
people from all walks of life and of all ages, looking for an adventure with a conscience
and a sense of purpose. More information about Biosphere Expeditions and its research
expeditions can be found at www.biosphere-expeditions.org.

This expedition report deals with an expedition to the Altai Republic from 30 June – 23
August 2008. This expedition conducted a survey of snow leopards as well as their prey
species such as the argali (a mountain sheep with large ram horns and close relative of
the Marco Polo sheep) and the Siberian ibex (a relative of the Alpine Steinbock). The
expedition also surveyed other animals such as marmots, birds and other small mammals.
The area is an important but unprotected corridor of snow leopard movement between
Mongolia and Russia and next to nothing is known about these movements and snow
leopard numbers. Data collected by this expedition will be crucial in the fight for wild snow
leopard survival.

The Altai Republic sits in the very centre of central Asia between China, Mongolia,
Kazakhstan, Russia and the Tuva Republic. In it, the Altai mountains rise from 350 to 4500
m and are one of the most beautiful, pristine and remote parts of the world. They were
added to the list of natural World Heritage Sites in 1998 as an area of outstanding
biodiversity of global importance and they provide the habitat for a number of endangered
species including the snow leopard and manul (a small cat predator). It is, however, also
one of the poorest regions of the former Soviet Union whose collapse has increased
pressures on exploitation of natural resources and deprived local scientists of precious
funds for biodiversity conservation.

Little is known about the status and distribution of the globally endangered snow leopard in
the area and its interaction with prey animals such as the argali and Altai ibex, and its
reliance on smaller prey such as marmots, ground squirrels and game birds. Biosphere
Expeditions will provide vital data on these issues, which can then be used in the
formulation of management and protection plans.
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1.2. Research Area

Flag and location of the Altai
and study site.

An overview of Biosphere Expeditions’ research
sites, assembly points, base camp and office

locations is at Google Maps.

The Altai mountains are one of the most beautiful, pristine and remote parts of the world,
stretching across the very centre of central Asia between China, Mongolia, Kazakhstan
and Russia, and standing at the junction of several natural zones and cultures. Few
foreigners get to this corner of the world. Those that do, see a variety of stunning high
mountain landscapes and immense spaces of open steppe framed by snow covered
peaks. Belukha, the region’s highest mountain at 4506 m, rises just west of the research
area and other mountain peaks, such as Tapduair (3505 m) and Sajlugem (3411 m),
overshadow base camp.

Map showing the Altai region and location of base camp.


