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Although the animals will be released far from population centers, scientists are briefing local residents
anyway.

Leopards may be reintroduced to the North Caucasus by next year.

A survey expedition by experts from the World Wide Fund for Nature and the Russian
Academy of Sciences last weekend marked out a temporary enclosure that will hold
the animals before their final release.

Three to four "individuals" are likely to be moved into a fenced area in a remote part of the
Caucasus Biosphere Reserve to allow them to acclimatize to local conditions before being
released to roam wild across a 100,000-hectare area in the western North Caucasus sometime
next year, expedition leader Anatoly Kudatkin told the Moscow Times.

"That's our secret," Kudatkin said when asked for an exact date for the release. "But I promise
when it happens we'll let you know."
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Conditions in the reserve, which straddles the Krasnodar region and the republics of Agydeya
and Kabardino-Balkaria, are "ideal" for the predators, Kudatkin said.

The release will be the culmination of 25 years of work toward re-establishing a breeding
population of the big cats in the region.

The Caucasian, or Persian, leopard — the largest leopard subspecies — can grow to 2.5 meters
long and weigh up to 60 kilograms. It once roamed from eastern Turkey to western
Afghanistan and was common in the North Caucasus up until the 20th century.

Four leopards — two males from Turkmenistan and two females donated by Iran — have been
living at a rehabilitation center in the Sochi National Park since 2009.

Those four, however, will never see freedom. Only their offspring will be released into the
wild.

Scientists say they have chosen a spot a long way from any human settlements, but are
briefing local people anyway — partly in a bid to deter potential poachers.

Russia is home to two leopard subspecies, the Caucasian and the Amur. Snow leopards,
a different species, are more closely related to tigers.
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