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MISCELLANEOUS NOTES

| OCCURRENCE OF THE TIBETAN SAND FOX VULPES FERRIATA HODGSON IN LADAKH:
A NEW RECORD FOR THE INDIAN SUBCONTINENT

Ehwing o its location atthe tri-junction of Central Asia,
Seuthenst Asia und Africa, India harbours a diverse
assemblage of Mora and laona (Mans 19745, and 1% on the list
of twelve "megadiversity’ nations in the world. Covering
about 29 of the world s land surface, India houses abour 95
o all the mammalian species and more are being added to this
rich biological repertoire with <ome aven niew toscience (Datta
ef all 20003 Mishra e el 2005; Kumar ef al. 2005: Sinha er al,
20057 Mashra et all in press), Presently the country 15 thong ht
tevharbour 419 species of nmansmuls of which 61 dre camivores
teluding 7 canids (Johnsimzh and Manjrekar, in press),

In this note, we describe the oceurrence of the Tibetan
S Fox Viulpes ferrilasa in Ludakh, Jammu and Kashmir,
India. The species is widely distributed on the Tibetan Plateau,
but hitherto it has not been reported from India. However,
given the location of Ladakh ut the wesiern edge ol the
Tibetan Plateau, some authors have speculated that 1he
species could occur in this region (Postanovics 1997, Sehaller
and Ginsherg 2004 ). Schaller and Ginsberz (2004 ) note that
ne refiable evidence exists of its cccurrence outside certain
Chunese reserves such us the Arjin Shan, Xianza, Chang Tang
and Hoh Xil. Early works on Ladakh’s mammalian Species,
{Cranhur 1979 as well as more recent inventories { Pister 20041
have notenlisted this species. Johnsingh and Munjrekar (in
press)also have not mentioned about the oecurrenies of the
spectes within the Tndian Territory. and have described it as
ong of the lesser-known mammals of Sourh Asia, All these
indicate that the species has nol been documented from ndia
and vur finding udds one more species 1o the list of carnivores
of Lidakh as well as the Indian subcontinent,

The Tibetan Sand Fox is a small carnivore (3.020.5 ke
of the Family Coanidae, The dorsal pact and the tTanks aw
sandy to pale rufous, and the neck. thighs and TUMp are
greyishe The underparts are also whitish to light grey, and the
tal is bushy with a white tip (Schaller and Ginsbers 2004),
The Tibetan Sand Fox s morphologically distinet from the
Red Fox Vovidpes, whose distribution overlaps with that of
the former aver large tracts of the Tibetan Platean, The Red
Foxasdarger (4.6-5.3 kg), und conspicususly rufous with dark
grey to bluek legs and ail. The two species also somewhat
differ in their habitar use, as the Tibetan Sund Fox inhabits
alpine meadows with rolling werrain within un altitudinal range
ol 2500-5. 2000 m, whereas the Red Fox occupies relatively
rugged werrain, and is often found in wooded areas as well
(Schaller 1998, Schaller and Ginsherg, 2004). The Tibetun Sand

Fox s morphelogieally more simikar to the Corsae V eorsae,
but the two have non-overlapping distribitions (Schaller and
Crinsberg 2004,

The geagraplucal range of the Tibetan Sand Fox extends
wver the Tibetan Plateau encompassing Xinjiang. Gansu,
Qinghi and Sichuan provinees (China) and Mustang { Nepal ).
In & survey of 43 counties of Tibet Autonomous Region ( TAR 1
¢ FLO00 Tibetun Sand Foxes were estimated by Piao (19849),
The Eed Fox on the other hand has o very wide distribution
encompissing the entire nonhem hemisphere except lesland
and some arctic islands ( Macdonald and Reynolds 2004). The
Corsac isalso widely distributed in central Asian countries of
Turkmenistan, Ushekistan, Tajikistan and Kazakhstan,
extending custward imo Bussia and westwards in parts ol
Eurape.

We surveyed the Parma Valley and the Pangong Tsa
Basinin August 2000, Hanle and the Chumur valleys of eastern
Ladakh during July-Auvsust 2004, and Hanle and Kuyvul valleys
i Murch-Apral 2005, The latter two surveys were carried out
0 conpunction with an ecological study on the Tibetan Guzelle
Procapra picticandata, The surveyed areas are parl of the
vast plains of the Tibetan Plarcau that ¢xtend wesiwards (nto
the Ladakh region of the Indian Trans-Himalayi. Topography
is characterised by open and rolling terrain interspersed with
rocky terrain, and altitude ranges from 4, 000-5.500 m. Ow g
tor the rain-shadow effect of the Greater Himalaya, precipilation
b minimal { 100-400 mm annually ), cccurring most Iy s sqomw,
Temperatures range between —33°C in winters and +20°C in
summers, The laree mamimals of the areainclude the Tibetan
Crazelle. Tibetan Wild Ass or Kiang Equny kiang, Tibetan
Argali Quis amron hodgson, Blue sheepor Bharal Psendols
Ravaur and their predators soch as the Snow Leopard Direiy
uncia, Tibetan Woll Canis lupus, Eurasian Lynx Lvix fvirs
and the Red Fox Vidpes vidpes. Small mammals include Pikas
Ochorona spp, and Voles Alticola spp.. which are important
prey for the Tibetan Sand Fox (Mitchell 1977, Schaller 19957,
People are predominantly nomadic pastoralists, although some
cultivate on o limiled scale

During various surveys, the plains und the rolling
mountaim slopes were scanned with binoculars and sputting
seopes 1o record wildlife, Apart from field surveys, we also
enquired the local people about the eccurrence of fox in their
area, On an affirmative response, they were shown the
pictures of the Red Fox (picture of the Tibetan Sand Fox was
not available) and asked whether the ammal they had seen
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Fig 1: Locations of the Tibetan Sand Fox sightings in Changthang, Ladakh, India

could ditfer from the Bed Fox. The villagers were also asked if
they possessed the lur ['}t'n.n}-' of the two foxes as it is traditionally
used for making hats, and lining traditional Ladakin dresses,
The Tibetan Samd Fox was sighled on lour oceasions
duting these surveys. The st observation was made on the
Kayukongka La {pass) berween the Parma Valley and Chushul
(Bhutnagar and Wangehuk 2001, Fig, 1), Buring a 10 minute
observation through binoculars, we noted that the animal
was distinetly pale rufous eolowred, and had a large bushy
tail with a white tip. The second sighting was in the Chumur
Walley on July 15, 2004, While driving in the evening, we saw
d fox scurrying geross 4 slope above the road, On a closer
look throwgh binoculars, 1t turned out 1o be the Tibetan Sand
Foe. Ivwas smaller than the Bed Fox and the colour was grevish
vellow with paler underparts. [t stood and stared at our vehicle
tor about three minutes and then climbed up the slope,
Interviews with the herders revealed that a fox, paler and
smaller than the Red Fox, does oceur in the region. Further,

they revealed that this fox s known to them by the Tocal name
Sili, whereas the Red Fox is called Aarse.

We continued our survey in Hanle in 2005, and sighted
the Tibetan Sund Fox on two more occasions. On April 3, 2005
At 930 hrs, we came.across & fox on the southern slope of the
Sdikpa Raza Hill near Hanle Gompa (Monastery: Fig, 1). It
wils moving aeross a gravel-siewn slope above the link road
o the Pungug Village, sniffing and squatting intermattently
on low shrubs of Artemisio and Eureria spp. Villagers had
also reportedly seen SiF on the same hill. Next morning we
visited the same site, and saw two individuals, One fox
emerged from behind a large boulder and rushed 1owards a
smaller boulder where another fox was |ving down. Afier
nuzeling the resting fox, it moved up the slope, We visited the
site again in the evening to check for any dens, bat in vain.
We, however, found the resting sites and scats entangled in
low shrubs, In one of the scats, therg were many Epfredra

L seeds.
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However, we did not observe any Tibetan Sand Fox in
the Kuyil Valley. Interviews with the local pastoralists, known
as Charrgpas, revealed that the species was common in the
valley some 20 years ago, bul has since declined, The
Cheegpas claimed that the species is not persecuted currently
due 1o the implementation of conservation laws. We: however,
came across many hats made of Red Fox skinacquired in the
past, but nong from the skin of the Tibetan Sand Fox, We
were told hy the locals that when hunting wus widespread,
Tibetan Sand Fox was persecuted less compared to the Red
Fox, s s fur was considered inferior.

The natural history of the large manunals of the Ladakh
Region was documenied by explorer/travellers of the early
20 century { Burrard 1925; Stockley 1936), Maore recently, the
large herbivores and camivores of the region have been well
documented by natoralists and leld brologists {Ganhar 1979,
Mallon 1991 Fox eral. 1991 Pfister 2004y Nevertheless, the
coecurrence of the Tibetan Sand Fox remained undmumcmpd__
perhaps hecause large wacts of the remote eastern Ladakh
tpoteniial habitar tor the species) were owt of bounds Tor
many surveyars, [Lis also possible that thase who visited the
arce and saw the animal mistook it for the Red Fox, which is
widely distribued in Ladakh (Mallon 1991,

Our linding mndicates that the fauna o Ladakh,
especially smaller animals of the lesser-known genera remain
largely unknown, In any cuse, although our surveys have
establishad the occurrence of the Tiketan Sand Fox in Ladakh,
its status und distribution in the region remain o be
documented. According 1o the Changpa pastoralists, Silis
were relatively common in Changthang in the past, but the
encaunter rale has declined in recent vears. Moreover, unlike
in the case of Red Fox, which s well studied (Macdonald and
Reynolds 20041, there i no information avatlable on the
reproductive and social behaviowr of the Tibetan Sand Fox
throughout its range (Schaller and Ginsherg 2004), Therefore.
there is an urgent need to gather buseline information on its
status, distnibution and ecological aspects, which are crucial
for developing appropriate conservation strategies. We have

plans (or further surveys in the coming vears in Ladakh o
assess the distmbution and threats to the species
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