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Introduction

The first WildWings “Snow Leopards in Comfort” tour to China was a great success with
over thirty mammal species being recorded.

Three Snow Leopards were seen, with the third animal (probably an adult female)
providing prolonged views, especially when she conveniently sat down on an open
grassland slope around 300m from the group.

Other highlights included seven Pallas's Cats and three Red Pandas. The Tibetan Plateau
section of the trip gave us many of its specialities including seven Wolves, Wild Yak,
Tibetan Antelope, Tibetan Fox, Argali, Blue Sheep (in abundance), White-lipped Deer and
Alpine Musk Deer. There were, of course, also the smaller and (for some) equally
fascinating smaller species like Blyth’s Mountain Vole and Chinese Red (Glover’s) Pika.

During the first days of the trip (when we were at lower altitudes), we were also fortunate
enough to find several other interesting species, as well as the Red Pandas. These
included Red-and-White Giant Flying Squirrel, White-maned (Chinese) Serow, Chinese
Goral, Sichuan Takin and Himalayan Palm Civet.

The gradual drive from the lower altitudes of the Sichuan Basin to the high altitude of the
Tibetan Plateau not only gave a more varied mix of fauna but allowed for a relaxed altitude
acclimatisation process. This tactic worked well with no major altitude discomforts being
felt by the group.

It also helped that this trip used comfortable accommodation rather than the rawer living
conditions normally associated with most Snow Leopard tours. All our hotels, even in
smaller Tibetan style towns that were off the normal tourist routes, were clean, spacious
with ensuite bathrooms, sit down toilets and hot showers.

I would like to thank the group for their good company throughout the trip and the photos
that accompany this report. In particular, | would like to thank Sid Francis, whose
guiding, driving and cooking were outstanding. Ourdriver, Zeng Zhang, also had excellent
spotting skills and was a complete hero on the last morning when solving a flight issue
that cropped up while leaving Yushu.
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Itinerary

13 September Flight from Heathrow

14 September Arrival Chengdu mid-afternoon — 3 hours drive to Labahe
15 September Labahe Red Panda reserve

16 September 2-days drive towards the Tibetan Plateau - arrival Luhuo
17 September Tibetan Plateau

18 September Tibetan Plateau

19 September Arrival Zhidoi including Qonghai Longbao Natural Nature Reserve
20 September Zhidoi including Qonghai Longbao Natural Nature Reserve
21 September Zhidoi including Qonghai Longbao Natural Nature Reserve
22 September Zhidoi including Qonghai Longbao Natural Nature Reserve
23 September Kekexii Reserve —the world's largest plateau

24 September Zhidoi including Qonghai Longbao Natural Nature Reserve
25 September Zhidoi including Qonghai Longbao Natural Nature Reserve
26 September Arriving Yushu

27 September Flight back to UK

28 September Arriving Heathrow

Trip Diary
Day 1-13 September

We all took the direct Air China flight from Heathrow to Chengdu. The journey was
smooth and we arrived safely the following day.

Day 2 - 14 September

We arrived in Chengdu mid-afternoon. Immigration was smooth and our luggage was
already waiting for us. After a short wait for Sid to navigate Chengdu traffic, we loaded
our bags into two waiting vehicles and began the three-hour drive to Labahe.

Running slightly behind schedule, we quickly checked in and had dinner before heading
out on our first night drive. It was a quiet evening, but we had excellent views of Red-and-
White Giant Squirrel.

Day 3-15 September

An early start took us to a nearby clearing before breakfast, where we picked up a few
bird species. After breakfast, we took the bus to the top of the reserve and began
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scanning for mammals and birds with the most notable sighting being a lone Sambar
Deer.

Our primary target here was Red Panda, and before long, one was spotted, albeit initially
by just a single member of the group. Fortunately, it was soon relocated feeding at head
height just a few metres away. Everyone had excellent views and managed to get good
photographs.

Western Red Panda © Richard Lowe, tour participant

Later, we found another Red Panda even closer. Following lunch at the top, a surprise
sighting: a Red Panda in the ladies' toilet!

The afternoon included watching from a platform, from where a family group of Takin
were seen feeding, a magical species to observe.

We returned to the hotel with two key target mammals successfully recorded.

The night drive was very productive with sightings of Masked Palm Civet, Chinese Goral,
White-maned Serow, Japanese Greater Horseshoe Bat and an unidentified Myotis bat
species.
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Day 4 - 16 September

After breakfast, we began the long drive towards the Tibetan Plateau, a two-day journey
designed to help us acclimatise to the high altitude. The scenery enroute was
spectacular, with dramatic passes reaching 4,200 metres.

Notable sightings included Himalayan Griffon Vulture, Red-billed Chough, domesticated
Yaks, a Siberian Weasel crossing the road and a Rhesus Macaque. We also saw good
numbers of Oriental Turtle Doves near local villages.

We arrived in Luhuo for dinner and an early night in preparation for another long drive the
following day.

Day 5-17 September

Following breakfast, we continued our journey onto the Plateau. The weather was kind,
and we enjoyed multiple stops for scanning. Reaching altitudes of up to 4,300 metres,
the landscape featured snow-capped peaks and wide, rolling hills.

Wildlife highlights included five Tibetan Foxes, hundreds of Plateau Pikas and Marmots,
and excellent bird sightings such as Ibisbill, migrating Black Kites, Lammergeier, Pallas’s
Gull, Bar-headed Geese and various finches and redstarts. We arrived in Serqu, our base
for the next two nights.

Day 6 - 18 September

Our first full attempt at Snow Leopard began just after first light with us scanning the
hillsides. An Asian Badger was briefly seen before disappearing into a gully. Tibetan
Gazelle were seen throughout the day.

We witnessed the seasonal migration of Yaks and their herders. It was fascinating to
observe how quickly camps were broken down and moved.

Despite hours of scanning, we had no luck with Snow Leopard, however, we saw more
Tibetan Foxes, Red Foxes, and a Tibetan Wolf that paused to watch us before heading
off.

Bird sightings included close views of Himalayan Griffon Vultures, Lammergeiers and
Black-necked Cranes.

The evening spotlighting session added Woolly Hare to the trip list, along with additional
views of Tibetan Fox.

Day 7 - 19 September

After breakfast, we departed for Zhidoi. Roadworks delayed us by about an hour, but a
birding stop enroute at Qinghai Longbao National Nature Reserve produced Black-
necked Cranes and several other new trip species.
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Crossing a 4,800-metre pass, we enjoyed more spectacular scenery before arriving at
our hotel. After the formal, but friendly, police check, we headed out to scan the nearby
slopes.

While Snow Leopard eluded us, we saw over 200 grazing Blue Sheep, while surrounded
by thousands of Plateau Pikas.

Back at the hotel, we rested before another early start.
Day 8 - 20 September

After a 6am breakfast, we made an hour-long drive that took us into ideal Snow Leopard
habitat. Initial scans were unsuccessful, however, a Pallas’s Cat was spotted. We
relocated it using a thermal camera and had fantastic scope views as it sat watching us.
A Red Fox approached the cat, leading to a brief but entertaining standoff, which the cat
won.

Further scanning at other high altitude Snow Leopard sites (4,800m) yielded no more cats
but, nevertheless, we found Tibetan Snowcock, Wallcreeper and more Blue Sheep.

Late in the day, we witnessed a male Wolf chasing a group of Blue Sheep which was an
exhilarating end to the day.

Day 9 - 21 September

Another cold Snow Leopard observation morning, with a fresh layer of snow on the
mountains. Despite no Snow Leopard sightings, we saw over 200 Blue Sheep.

The day took a thrilling turn when we located a Pallas’s Cat family: a female and four
kittens. For over an hour, we were treated to memorable views of the kittens playing, the
mother hunting Plateau Pika, and eventually bringing one to the young. An unforgettable
wildlife moment for all.

Although there were no Snow Leopards, other highlights included two herds of White-
lipped Deer including a stag with enormous antlers.

Day 10 - 22 September

Another full day scanning for Snow Leopards proved challenging due to snow, wind, and
low visibility. However, the first contact with Snow Leopard was made with one of the
group briefly glimpsing two individuals running into a gully but, unfortunately, they could
not relocated.

Despite excellent Blue Sheep numbers and brief views of a lone Wolf, visibility issues
made for a slow day. Tibetan Snowcock was, however, seen well, but the Show Leopards
remained elusive.
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Day 11 -23 September

We changed scenery and drove to the vast and remote Kekexili Reserve, the world’s
largest and highest plateau. A 3.5-hour drive with breakfastin the field brought us to this
magical location.

It was a highly productive day, with superb sightings of Tibetan Antelope, Wild Yak,
Tibetan Gazelle, Kiang (in the hundreds) and Wolf. The area was peaceful, with friendly
locals and minimal traffic.

On our return drive, we saw Chinese Red (Glover’s) Pika and Argali (fantastic cliff views)
which is the world’s largest sheep and a red-listed species.

A fantastic day enjoyed by all.
Day 12 - 24 September

We returned to Snow Leopard territory, determined to try again. Despite everyone's
efforts, we had no luck. Sightings included Tibetan and Red Fox, Blue Sheep and the
photogenic Tibetan Lark.

It was a quiet day, but the team's commitment remained strong.
Day 13 - 25 September

Our final full day in the field, and spirits were high. Another Pallas’s Cat (our seventh of
the trip!) added excitement, but it was the afternoon that delivered our long-awaited
reward.

After 10 hours of scanning, we struck gold with a female Snow Leopard walking slowly by
ariver. Initially seen by two people, she eventually reappeared and settled in full view,
lying down and resting on a grassy slope around 300 metres from the group.

After five days of searching, this was the moment we had all hoped for. It was an
incredibly emotional and dramatic wildlife experience that led to a lot of hugs and fist-
pumping; a real group achievement that was savoured until sunset. A magical way to
end our time on the Plateau.

Day 14 - 26 September

Our final day in the field and after the previous day’s high, we opted for a more leisurely
pace.

We departed Zhidoi after a fantastic seven-night stay and headed to Yushu. A quick stop
enroute yielded excellentviews of Alpine Musk Deer, as well as Golden Eagle, Pale Martin
and Asian House Martins.
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A visit to the Yushu Monastery area for birding and lunch added Ibisbill, Godlewski’s
Bunting and Tibetan Partridge to the list. A roadside stop also gave us excellent views of
a Mountain Weasel hunting and catching a pika.

We arrived at our comfortable hotelin Yushu, unpacked, and said our goodbyes to Sid. A

successful trip, with key targets achieved, plenty of great weather, no major issues, and
excellent company throughout.
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Systematic List

The taxonomy and English names used in this systematic list for mammals generally
follows the treatment proposed in the Handbook of Mammals of the World series by Lynx
Editions.

For birds, we have adopted the recommendations of the IOC’s World Bird List with
revisions made where an alternative name/taxonomy is considered more appropriate.

Mammals

Pallas’s Cat Otocolobus manual
Seven individuals of this fantastic cat in Qonghai Longbao Natural Nature Reserve. One
of our sightings was a female with four kittens.

Snow Leopard Panthera uncia
Three individuals at Qonghai Longbao Natural Nature Reserve.

Our first sighting of two individuals was very brief, but our next sighting was fantastic.
What was probably an adult female Snow Leopard walked slowly across in front of us
and then decided to have a sleep right in the open.

It was an excellent encounter and not unsurprisingly was voted mammal of the trip.

Snow Leopard © Richard Lowe, tour participant
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Masked Palm Civet Paguma larvata
A brief view while spotlighting in Labahe.

Grey Wolf Canis lupus chanco
Seven individuals seen throughout the trip.

Tibetan Fox Vulpas ferrilata
As soon as we reached the plateau, we saw this
charismatic fox everyday.

Western Red Panda Ailurus fulgens

Three individuals seen in Labahe. Always great
to see this either sleeping or eating, although
one inside a local toilet was a surprise!

Asian Badger Meles leucurus
One at Qonghai Longbao Natural Nature
Reserve.

Mountain Weasel Mustela altaica ; v :
One successfully hunting pika at Yushu Grey Wolf © Richard Lowe, tour participant
Monastery. ' ’ -

Siberian Weasel Mustela sibirica
One seen briefing on the drive to the Tibetan
Plateau.

Kiang Equus kiang
Good number with great views in Kekexii
Reserve.

White-lipped Deer Cervus albirostris
47 individuals seen at Qonghai Longbao
Natural Nature Reserve.

Sambar Rusa unicolor
Ten seenin Labahe.

Kiang © Richard Lowe, tour participant
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Alpine Musk-deer Moschus berezovski
One enroute to Yushu on the final day.

Wild Yak Bos mutus
At least 40 individuals at Yak
Valley.

Takin Budorcas taxicolor
Eight individuals of this underrated
mammalin Labahe.

Takin © Richard Lowe, tour participant

Maned Serow Capricornis
sumatraensis
One whilst spotlighting in Labahe.

Chinese Goral Naemorhedus griseus
Nine individuals whilst spotlighting in Labahe.
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Argali Ovis ammon
Four of these red listed
large sheep near Zhidoi.

Chiru Pantholops
hodgsonil

Ten individuals including
one stunning male in
Kekexii Reserve.

Chiru © Richard Lowe, tour
participant

Tibetan Gazelle Procapra
picticaudata

Common on the Tibetan

Plateau.

Blue Sheep Pseudois nayaur
Common and always a source of entertainment when scanning for Snow Leopard.

Tibetan Macaque Macaca thibetana
Common in Labahe.

Rhesus Macaque Macaca mulatta
One individual seen on the roadside when driving towards the Tibetan Plateau after
leaving Labahe.

Woolly Hare Lepus oiostolus
Two found when spotlighting one evening from Zhidoi.

Plateau Pika Ochotona curzoniae
Very common on the plateau and the main food item for many species of birds and
mammals.

Glover’s Pika Ochotona gloveri
Three individuals at a local stakeout on the way back from the Yak Valley.

Red-and-white Giant Flying Squirrel Petaurista alborufus
Six individuals seen whilst spotlighting on two occasions in Labahe.

Swinhoe’s Striped Squirrel Tamiops swinhoei
One individual seen in Labahe.
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Himalayan Marmot Marmota himalayana
Seen every day in small numbers on the Tibetan Plateau.

Blyth’s Mountain Vole Phaiomys leucurus
Small colonies with the Plateau Pikas.

Japanese Greater Horseshoe Bat Rhinolophus nippon
A few seen very well while spotlighting in Labahe.

Myotis bat species
A few seen while spotlighting in Labahe.
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Birds

Bar-headed Goose Anser indicus
Greylag Goose Anser answer

Ruddy Shelduck Tadorna ferruginea
Common Merganser Mergus merganser
Ferruginous Duck Aythya nyroca
Gadwall Mareca strepera

Mallard Anas platyrhynchos
Green-winged Teal Anas crecca
Tibetan Partridge Perdix hodgsoniae b LN TN N
Tibetan Snowcock Tetraogallus tibetanus Black-necked Crane © Richard Lowe, tour participant
Great Crested Grebe Podiceps cristatus TR e e
Oriental Turtle Dove Streptopelia orientalis ' = '
Hill Pigeon Columba rupestris

Speckled Wood Pigeon Columba hodgsonii
Black-necked Crane Grus nigricollis
Eurasian Coot Fulica atra

Ibisbill /bidorhyncha struthersii
Black-winged Stilt Himantopus himantopus
Green Sandpiper Tringa ochropus

Common Redshank Tringa tetanus Ibisbill © Richard Lowe, tour participant
Common Greenshank Tringa nebularia

Marsh Sandpiper Tringa stagnatilis

Common Tern Sterna Hirundo

Brown-headed Gull Chroicocephalus brunnicephalus

Pallas's Gull /chthyaetus ichthyaetus
Little Egret Egretta garzetta

Great Egret Ardea alba

Little Owl Athene noctua

Eurasian Eagle-Owl Bubo bubo
Himalayan Owl Strix nivicolum
Bearded Vulture Gypaetus barbatus
Himalayan Vulture Gyps himalayensis
Steppe Eagle Aquila nipalensis
Golden Eagle Aquila chrysaetos Bearded Vulture © Richard we, tour prtiipant
Eastern Marsh Harrier Circus spilonotus

Black Kite Milvus migrans

Upland Buzzard Buteo hemilasius
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Common Hoopoe Upupa epops

Common Kestrel Falco tinnunculus

Saker Falcon Falco cherrug

Long-tailed Minivet Pericrocotus ethologus
Black Drongo Dicrurus macrocercus

Giant Grey Shrike Lanius giganteus

Grey-backed Shrike Lanius tephronotus
Red-billed Chough Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax
Eurasian Jay Garrulus glandarius

Red-billed Blue Magpie Uroccissa Saker Falcon © Richard Lowe, tour participant
erythroryncha

Black-rumped Magpie Pica bottenensis
Eurasian Jay Garrulus glandarius

Northern Nutcracker Nucifraga
caryocatactes

Northern Raven Corvus corax

Large-billed Crow Corvus macrorhynchos
Ground Tit Pseudopodoces humilis
Green-backed Tit Parus monticolus

Oriental Skylark Alauda gulgula

Horned Lark Eremophila alpestris

Tibetan Lark Melanocorypha maxima

Pale Martin Riparia diluta

Eurasian Crag Martin Ptyonoprogne rupestris
Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica

Asian House Martin Delichon Dasypus
Eastern Red-rumped Swallow Cecropis
daurica

Buff-barred Warbler Phylloscopus pulcher

Sichuan Leaf Warbler Phylloscopus forresti
Tickell's Leaf Warbler Phylloscopus affinis

Ground Tit © Richard Lowe, tour participant

White-collared Yuhina Parayuhina diademata
Elliot's Laughingthrush Trochalopteron elliotii
Tibetan Babax Pterorhinus koslowi
Wallcreeper Tichodroma muraria
White-throated Dipper Cinclus cinclus
Brown Dipper Cinclus pallasii

White-backed Thrush Turdus kessleri

Blue Whistling Thrush Myophonus caeruleus
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Taiga Flycatcher Ficedula albicilla

White-capped Redstart Phoenicurus leucocephalus
Plumbeous Water Redstart Phoenicurus fuliginosus
Daurian Redstart Phoenicurus auroreus
Guldenstadt's Redstart Phoenicurus erythrogastrus
Black Redstart Phoenicurus ochruros

Blue Rock Thrush Monticola solitarius

Siberian Stonechat Saxicola maurus

Alpine Accentor Prunella collaris

Robin Accentor Prunella rubeculoides

Tibetan Snowfinch Montifringilla Henrici
Black-winged Snowfinch Montifringilla adamsi
White-rumped Snowfinch Onychostruthus taczanowskii
Rufous-necked Snowfinch Pyrgilauda ruficollis
Blanford's Snowfinch Pyrgilauda blanfordi

Eurasian Tree Sparrow Passer montanus

Grey Wagtail Motacilla cinerea

Citrine Wagtail Motacilla citreola

White Wagtail Motacilla alba

Blyth's Pipit Anthus godlewskii

Pink-rumped Rosefinch Carpodacus waltoni
Tibetan Rosefinch Carpodacus roborowskii
Streaked Rosefinch Carpodacus rubicilloides

Great Rosefinch Carpodacus rubicilla

Grey-headed Bullfinch Pyrrhula erythaca

Brandt's Mountain Finch Leucosticte brandti

Twite Linaria flavirostris

Godlewski's Bunting Emberiza godlewskii
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