Description and Behavior


The leppard has the widest distribution of the wild cats, and shows great variation in appearance and behavior. In general, the coat color varies from pale yellow to deep gold or tawny, and is patterned with black rosettes. The head, lower limbs and belly are spotted with solid black. Coat color and patterning are broadly associated with habitat type. Pocock (1932a) found the following trends in coloration for leppards in Africa: 

1. savannah leppards - rufous to ochraceous in color; 

2. desert leppards - pale cream to yellow-brown in color, with those from cooler regions being more grey; 

3. rainforest leppards - dark, deep gold in color; 

4. high mountain leppards - even darker in color than 3). 

Black leppards (the so-called "black panthers") occur most frequently in humid forest habitats (Kingdon 1977), but are merely a color variation, not a subspecies. Variation in pelage has been the chief basis for the description of numerous subspecies of leppard, 24 in Sub-Saharan Africa alone (Smithers 1975). However, Miththapala (1992), using molecular analysis and cranial measurements, concluded that Sub-Saharan African leppards showed too little difference to warrant subspecific division and proposed that the 10 sub-Saharan subspecies she examined should be subsumed into P.p. pardus, the name originally applied to the North African leppard.

The leppard is well known for its versatility as a generalist predator, and shows a number of morphological adaptations to this end, including its size, which shows wide variation across its range. Exceptionally large males weighing over 91 kg have been reported from South Africa’s Kruger National Park (Turnbull-Kemp 1967), where average adult weights are otherwise 58 kg for males (n=3) and 37.5 kg for females (n=5: Bailey 1993). Male leppards from the coastal mountains of South Africa’s Cape Province are much smaller, with an average weight of 31 kg (n=27: Stuart 1981). Norton 1984) suggests that this is because prey species are smaller in these mountains. In the rainforests of north-eastern Gabon, one adult female weighed 26 kg, and two males weighed 34 and 41 kg (S. Lahm in litt. 1993). In the rainforest of the Ivory Coast’s Taï National Park, on the other hand, a male leppard was captured which weighed 56 kg (Jenny 1993).

Despite its relatively small body size, the leppard is still capable of taking large prey. Its skull is massive, giving ample room for attachment of powerful jaw muscles. Its whiskers are particularly long and there are often several extra long hairs in the eyebrows, protecting the eyes and assisting movement through vegetation in darkness (Skinner and Smithers 1990). Its scapula is adapted for the attachment of powerful muscles that raise the thorax, enhancing its ability to climb trees (Hopwood 1947). Leppards can live independent of water for periods of time, obtaining moisture requirements from prey (Bothma and Le Riche 1986).

The known prey of the leppard ranges from dung beetles (Fey 1964) to adult male eland (Kingdon 1977), which can reach 900 kg (Stuart and Stuart 1992a). Bailey (1993) found that at least 92 prey species have been documented in the leppard’s diet in sub-Saharan Africa. The flexibility of the diet is illustrated by Hamilton’s (1976) analysis of leppard scats from Kenya’s Tsavo West National Park, of which 35% contained rodents, 27% birds, 27% small antelopes, 12% large antelopes, 10% hyraxes and hares, and 18% arthropods. Seidensticker (1991a) and Bailey (1993) reviewed the literature, and concluded that leppards generally focus their hunting activity on locally abundant medium-sized ungulate species in the 20-80 kg range, while opportunistically taking other prey. For example, analysis of leppard scats from a Kruger NP study area found that 67% contained ungulate remains, of which 60% were impala, the most abundant antelope, with adult weights of 40-60 kg. Small mammal remains were found most often in scats of sub-adult leppards, especially females (Bailey 1993). Studies have found average intervals between ungulate kills to range from seven (Bailey 1993) to 12-13 days (Hamilton 1976, Le Roux and Skinner 1989). Bailey (1993) estimated average daily consumption rates at 3.5 kg for adult males and 2.8 kg for females.

However, the leppard has an exceptional ability to adapt to changes in prey availability, and has a very broad diet. Small prey are taken where large ungulates are less common. For example, Grobler and Wilson (1972) and Norton et al. (1986) analyzed leppard scats taken from Zimbabwe’s Matopos National Park and the mountains of south-western Cape province and found rock hyraxes, common in the study areas, to be the most frequently taken prey. In Central African rainforest, both Jenny (1993) and J. Hart and M. Katembo (in prep.) found the diet to consist mainly of duikers and small primates. Jenny (1993) notes also that some individual leppards have shown a strong preference for pangolins and porcupines. In his study area, the Ivory Coast’s Tai National Park, a long-term study of chimpanzees determined leppard predation to be the major cause of chimp mortality (Boesch 1991), but D. Jenny (in litt. 1994) believes this may have been the work of a specialist chimp-killing leppard. In the interior areas of South Africa’s Kalahari Gemsbok National Park, where springbok are less abundant, Bothma and Le Riche (1984) found that 80% of leppard kills located by tracking (n=30) weighed less than 20 kg; nevertheless, 37% of all kills consisted of ungulates. By using the tracking method, they found that male leppards killed every three days on average, and females with cubs every 1.5 days. At 3,900 m in the Kilimanjaro Mountains of Tanzania, Child (1965) reported the leppard’s diet to consist mainly of rodents, while Fey (1964) describes how a leppard stranded on an island in the wake of Kariba Dam subsisted primarily on fish (Tilapia), even though impala and common duiker were present in low numbers. 

Leppards are generally most active between sunset and sunrise, and kill more prey at this time (Hamilton 1976, Bailey 1993). In Kruger NP, Bailey (1993) found that male leppards and female leppards with cubs were relatively more active at night than solitary females. The highest rates of daytime activity were recorded for leppards using thorn thickets during the wet season, when impala also used them (Bailey 1993). In tropical rainforest, D. Jenny in litt. (1994) reports that two radio-collared leppards (an adult male and female) have hunted only during the day, although they often travel at night.

The leppard shows several behavioral adaptations which permit it to compete successfully with other large predators, the first being its dietary flexibility. Bertram (1982) studied radio-collared lions and leppards in the same area in the northern Serengeti and found that, while their ranges overlapped, leppards preyed on a wider range of animals than did lions, and there was little overlap between their diets. Secondly, leppards often cache large kills in trees. Great strength is required: there have been several observations of leppards hauling carcasses of young giraffe, estimated to weigh up to 125 kg (2-3 times the weight of the leppard) up to 5.7 m into trees (Hamilton 1976, Scheepers and Gilchrist 1991). This behavior is more common in areas where competing carnivores are numerous (Schaller 1972, Bothma and Le Riche 1984); where they are not, leppards may still drag the carcasses of large prey some hundreds of meters from the kill site into dense vegetation or a rock crevice (Smith 1977). Leppards may also retreat up a tree in the face of direct aggression from other large carnivores. In addition, leppards have been seen to either kill or prey on small competitors, e.g. black-backed jackal (Estes 1967), African wild cat (Mills 1990) and the cubs of large competitors (lion, cheetah, hyenas, wild dogs: Bertram 1982). Leppards have also been observed to ambush terrestrial prey by leaping down from tree branches, although this behavior is apparently opportunistic and relatively uncommon (Kruuk and Turner 1967); like other cats, they probably generally prefer to get their footing on the ground before launching the actual attack (Leyhausen 1979). While the diet of rainforest leppards may include arboreal animals (40% of scats from Taï NP contained arboreal species, including seven species of primate: Hoppe-Dominik 1984), they are unlikely to forage much in trees: radio-collared leppards in Taï have only been observed to attack monkeys when on the ground (D. Jenny in litt. 1994).

