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(monthly mean range: 23–133 mm). Most rainfall occurs in two sea-

Observations of black leopards (Panthera pardus) primarily come from

year–year (Barkham & Rainy, 1976).

sons (April–June to October–December), but can be highly variable
Southeast Asia, with few observations in Africa (da Silva et al., 2017;

Unconfirmed reports of a black leopard were made to field staff

Sunquist & Sunquist, 2002). In the most extreme case, leopards in

September 2017–January 2018. To capture imagery, eight Bushnell

Peninsular Malaysia show melanism nearly to fixation in the popula-

24MP Trophy Cam HD Low Glow Cameras (model: 119875C) were

tion (Kawanishi et al., 2010). Melanism in leopards is associated with

installed over a c. 0.5 km2 area adjacent and to the south of Loisaba

a mutation to the Agouti Signaling Protein gene that causes a loss of

Conservancy, Kenya (centre: 0.517°N, 36.815°E; mean elevation:

the normal function (Eizirik et al., 2003; Schneider et al., 2012, 2015)

1,735 m). The cameras were installed from February to April 2018

and is recessive in its inheritance (Robinson, 1969, 1970). The adap-

and focused on available water sources, including swimming pools

tive significance of melanism is not clearly understood, but most

and natural springs, as well as nearby animal trails. Except in public

hypotheses suggest environment as a potential driver (Eizirik et al.,

areas, cameras were on 24 hr/day and set to 15–30 s video capture

2003; Ortolani & Caro, 1996), with higher frequencies of black leop-

with a 1‐s interval between events. In public areas, cameras were on

ards found in tropical and humid environments (da Silva et al., 2017).

only at night. In addition, opportunistic enquires were sent to con-

Gathering a broad array of melanistic leopard observations, da

servancies and ranches in Laikipia County for high‐quality images of

Silva et al. (2017) reported five sightings of black leopards in Africa

black leopard to provide historical context for these observations.

(P. p. pardus), but could confirm only one. The confirmed report was
from Addis Ababa, Abissynya, Ethiopia, in 1909, in the form of a photograph stored at the National Museum of Natural History in the
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United States (da Silva et al., 2017). In Kenya, reports of black leopard are known (da Silva et al., 2017; Sunquist & Sunquist, 2002), but

Cameras recorded a subadult female black leopard on February 16,

none have been accompanied with photographic evidence. Here, we

February 28, March 11, March 15 and April 14, 2018 at five differ-

provide photographic evidence for the existence of black leopard in

ent camera locations. Four of the five videos were captured at night

Laikipia County, Kenya. We also compare the habitat of these sight-

(Figure 1), with infrared illumination allowing for the confirmation of

ings to the expectations of melanism as an adaptive trait driven by

rosette patterns (Hedges et al., 2015). Videos on February 28 and

environment.

March 11 were captured near artificial water sources (Figure 1b,c),
including one video of drinking, suggesting that these points may be
important during the dry season. In all of the night videos, the black
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leopard appeared alone. On April 14, she was carrying a prey item,
likely to be impala (Aepyceros melampus) remains.

Laikipia County is an 8,700 km2 region of semi‐arid bushland in

In the only daytime video, the black leopardess was following

central Kenya, with a mean annual temperature of 18.3°C (range:

an adult female leopard (Figure 2). Unconfirmed observations from

13.0–25.2°C) and a mean total of 812 mm of precipitation annually

September 2017 of the two leopards together suggest that this
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F I G U R E 1 Four still frames from night videos of a female subadult black leopard on (a) February 16 (b) February 28 (c) March 11 and
(d) April 14, 2018 in Laikipia County, Kenya. The timestamp in (a) malfunctioned and therefore is not displayed

F I G U R E 2 A black subadult female leopard (L) follows an adult female leopard (R) on 15 March 2018 in Laikipia County, Kenya. The
leopards did not occupy the same frame, but were separated by approximately 10 s from exiting and entering the same frame. Frames have
been overlapped to display the size difference between the two
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is semi‐arid, and the biome in which all observations were made is
classified as Tropical and Subtropical Grasslands, Savannahs and
Shrublands (Olson et al., 2001), which is novel for leopard melanism
(da Silva et al., 2017). However, pockets of Tropical and Subtropical
Moist Broadleaf Forest exist as close as 15 km from these observations, which aligns with the other confirmed sightings of leopard
melanism globally (da Silva et al., 2017), and the suggested mechanism of adaptation to shaded habitat. Whether rates of melanism are
higher in the surrounding biome and the observations documented
here represent dispersal from source areas remains unknown.
However, it is apparent that melanism can be displayed in semi‐arid
conditions as well, but the effect on predation success, survival and
fitness is unknown and worthy avenues of future inquiry.
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non‐melanistic female may be the mother of the black leopard. In
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these previous sightings, the black leopard was smaller in size, and
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