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Beyond the Bite: Ecological Consequences of Stray Dogs in Ladakh
Padma Ladon and Phuntsog Dolma

Ladakh, located in the Trans-Himalayan region, is characterized by its high altitude, arid
climate and low primary productivity. This unique landscape supports a fragile ecosystem
with scarce resources and specialized wildlife, including endangered species such as the
snow leopard, Tibetan Argali, Himalayan Marmot and Black-necked Crane. Each species is
uniquely adapted to extreme environmental conditions, making the ecosystem highly
sensitive to even minor disturbances.

In recent years, the rising population of feral and stray dogs, driven by increased tourism,
urban sprawl and unmanaged waste, has emerged as a significant ecological concern. These
free-ranging dogs disrupt natural predator-prey dynamics, prey on native wildlife, compete
with indigenous carnivores and pose risks of disease transmission. Their growing presence
in this already resource-scarce environment threatens to undermine conservation efforts
and ecological balance. This issue brief examines the ecological and socio-economic
implications of stray dogs in Ladakh, and analyses the systemic drivers and governance gaps
behind the crisis.

Status Overview
Stray Dog Population

Ladakh is witnessing a notable increase in its stray dog population. In Leh district alone,
estimates suggest there are approximately 9,000 to 10,000 stray dogs, equivalent to nearly
30% of the human population in the region (Suryaa News, 2022). Across the Union
Territory, the total population of stray dogs is believed to be around 25,000 (Shrivastava,
2023).

Sterilization and Vaccination Efforts

To address this growing issue, the Department of Animal and Sheep Husbandry has
undertaken sterilization and vaccination initiatives under the Animal Birth Control (ABC)
programme. Since 2013, about 26,684 dogs have been sterilized (Ladakh Administration,
2023; Voice of Ladakh, 2023a). In recent campaigns, 189 dogs in Khaltse and 128 dogs in
Nyoma sub-divisions were sterilized and vaccinated against rabies in June 2023 (Indus
Dispatch, 2023).

Dog Bite Incidents

According to the Integrated Disease Surveillance Programme (IDSP), Ladakh reported 2,165
cases in 2022, 2,569 in 2023 and 4,078 in 2024, indicating a worsening public health issue
(PIB, 2024). Deadly attacks by stray dogs have also been recorded, often triggering
widespread concern over the risks posed by unmanaged populations. In March 2023, a 79-
year-old woman was mauled to death by stray dogs in Rantaksha village, Zanskar (The
Statesman, 2023). Similar fatal incidents were previously reported in 2014 and 2015, in
Spituk and Saspol village, respectively (Daily Excelsior, 2015).



Ecological Impacts of Increasing Stray Dog Populations

Free-ranging dogs are both scavengers and active predators, leading to cascading effects on
ecological processes. Their predatory behaviour and competition with native carnivores such
as snow leopard, wolf, red fox, etc., disrupt food webs and endanger species. Alarmingly,
interbreeding between feral dogs and wild wolves has been observed in parts of Ladakh
(Figure 1) and Spiti, raising concerns about genetic dilution, altered predator behaviour and
further ecological destabilisation (Hennelly et al., 2015).

Figure 1. A suspected dog-wolf hybrid, locally known
as kheb-shang in Ladakh

Source: Phuntsog Dolma

One critical case is the Black-necked crane—a culturally revered and a globally vulnerable
species. Its breeding success in Ladakh has declined from 60% in 1994 to 33% in 2017, with
dog predation identified as a major reason for chick mortality (Patil, 2022). Similar concerns
have been raised for other key species including the kiang, whose populations are under
pressure from dog attacks, over-tourism and habitat disruption (Ghai, 2024).

These dogs not only threaten prey species but also compete with and displace native
carnivores such as snow leopards, Eurasian lynx and Pallas’s cat (Ansh, 2024). A study
conducted in Changthang Wildlife Sanctuary found exceptionally high densities of free-
ranging dogs—up to 310 individuals per 100 sq. km in Hanle and 61 per 100 sq. km in Tso
Moriri, far exceeding densities of native carnivores (Patil & Uniyal, 2020; Mahar et al., 2023).
Scat analysis (i.e., analysis of faecal matter to study diet profile) reveals that 74.29% of
stray dogs’ diet consists of livestock and 13.06% is from wild species, including birds and
rodents, as well as threatened species like the Tibetan wild ass or kiang (Mahar et al., 2023).

Ecosystem and Habitat Pressure

Ecologically sensitive areas such as Hemis National Park, Karakoram Wildlife Sanctuary and
Changthang Wildlife Sanctuary are among the high-risk zones for stray dog proliferation (Dar
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et al., 2023). Dogs thrive near roads, settlements and water sources; their spread is
influenced by elevation and moisture. This results in conflict between conservation goals
and unregulated development. Beyond direct predation, stray dogs contribute to disease
transmission, displacement of native fauna and disruption of ecological roles carried out by
native predators.

Comparative Insights from Other Mountain Regions

Himalayan regions like Himachal Pradesh and Sikkim reveal similar trends. In Pangi and
Lahaul valleys, 12% and 6.7% of respondents reported livestock losses due to feral dogs. Diet
analysis indicated predation on cattle, horses, goats, rodents and even wild herbivores like
blue sheep and marmot. Food dumping sites were identified as hotspots for infestation.
Abandoned guard dogs and those habituated to the wild were identified as key contributors
(MoEFCC, 2022). In Spiti, feral dogs caused 68% of livestock deaths—more than wild
carnivores (Kumar & Paliwal, 2015). In Sikkim, pastoralist Dokpa communities face regular
yak predation from dogs sustained on waste near army camps and tourist hubs (Luxom et
al., 2022).

In India, nearly 35 million out of 60 million dogs are estimated to be free-ranging. At least
80 wild species are threatened by dog predation, nearly half of which are listed on the IUCN
Red List (Variyar, 2022). Globally, nearly 200 threatened vertebrates are impacted by dogs
through predation, competition and hybridization, contributing to 11 extinctions (Doherty
et al., 2017). Protected areas are not immune: 48% of feral dog attacks in India occur in or
near national parks and reserves. In Rajasthan, dogs are primary killers of Chinkara (Indian
Gazelle) and disrupt vulture conservation by chasing birds off carcasses (Patil & Uniyal,
2020).

Socio-economic Dimensions
Socio-Ecological Intersections

The ecological threat is compounded by socio-cultural changes in pastoral communities. As
traditional herding systems erode and land-use patterns shift, waste generation and human
encroachment increase, providing stray dogs with reliable food sources. In Hanle and Tso
Moriri in Eastern Ladakh, pastoralists report serious concerns over livestock predation, with
economic and emotional losses. A perception study showed that around 40% of respondents
view stray dogs negatively, with greater concern among pastoralists (Mahar et al., 2023).

Impacts on Livestock and Pastoral Economies

In peri-urban Leh, stray dogs account for about 13% of reported livestock deaths—an average
loss of Rs.3,984 (USD 48) per household (Pahuja & Sharma, 2021). In Saspol block of Leh
district, dog attacks rose from 15 (9 deaths) in 2023-24 to 99 (43 deaths) in 2024-25,
contributing to declining small ruminant (sheep and goat) rearing (Chosdol, 2017). Local
officials note that these attacks are becoming a leading factor contributing to the decline
in small ruminant rearing in the parts of the region (personal communication with line
agency personnel).



Figure 2. Sheep injured in a stray dog attack in Saspol village, indicating
growing conflict with livestock

Source: Phuntsog Dolma

Policy Response and Management Strategies

In May 2023, the Ladakh administration launched a five-pronged action plan to address the
growing stray dog population. The plan includes: (1) deployment of sterilization teams; (2)
ear-tagging of sterilized dogs; (3) establishment of shelters; (4) improved food waste
management; and (5) set-up of animal helpline (Rasgotra, 2023). While necessary, these
measures face obstacles—especially in areas with unregulated food sources near army,
labour and tourist hubs. Their effectiveness is also hindered by weak inter-agency
coordination and limited public awareness (Dar et al., 2023).

Notably, the Animal Welfare Board of India’s (AWBI) central funding for the ABC and
immunisation scheme dropped from Rs.24.4 lakh in 2018-19 to just Rs.4.03 lakh in 2020-21,
with no funds allocated thereafter—placing increased pressure on state agencies and
weakening programme capacity (AWBI, 2023-24). Between 2008-2018, the AWBI invested
approximately Rs.22.5 crore in dog sterilisation programmes, but the persistent rise in
wildlife and livestock losses suggests that sterilisation alone has not been an effective
deterrent (Variyar, 2022).

Though community-backed ABC and anti-rabies campaigns, including colour-coded collars,
have shown promise (Ladakh Administration, 2024), broader ecological and behavioural
issues remain unresolved. For instance, in Saspol, reported livestock depredation more than
doubled within a year, even after interventions. The steep rise in incidents, even after
continued intervention, highlights key gaps in current strategies, particularly in sustaining
public awareness, regulating food waste and ensuring inter-agency coordination.

Effective management requires coupling sterilization with improved food waste
management and support for traditional practices like the use of guardian dogs (Mahar et
al., 2023). A promising solution was piloted in Liker village in Sham belt of Leh district in
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December 2024, where solar-powered electric fencing was installed to protect livestock
(Figure 3). This non-lethal system has reportedly prevented further dog incursions, offering
a scalable, humane model for remote regions.

Figure 3. Solar-powered electric fence on trial-basis to protect livestock

Source: Phuntsog Dolma

To enhance the effectiveness of current strategies, the following policy and management
actions are recommended:

e Map ecological hotspots using wildlife monitoring and community reporting to
identify areas of high conflict.

e Strengthen food waste management, especially near tourist, labour and military
settlements, to reduce key attractants.

e Promote awareness about responsible pet ownership and the ecological risks posed
by free-ranging dogs.

e Support traditional herding systems and expand the use of guardian dogs to reduce
livestock vulnerability.

e Facilitate inter-sectoral coordination among wildlife, municipal, veterinary, health
and rural development departments.

Conclusion

The surge in stray dog populations in Ladakh presents a complex socio-ecological challenge.
These animals endanger native wildlife, jeopardize conservation outcomes, increase
livestock losses and elevate public health risks. The drivers of this crisis range from
unregulated tourism, food waste proliferation and poor pet management to the erosion of
traditional land-use practices reflecting broader transitions in Ladakh’s social and ecological
landscape.

Addressing these challenges calls for science-based, locally- anchored and multi-
sectoral strategies. Solutions must go beyond sterilization campaigns to include ecosystem
monitoring, waste regulation and community-led livestock protection. Successful examples
from villages like Liker suggest that context-specific, human interventions can be both
effective and socially acceptable.

Comparative insights from other mountain regions, such as Spiti and Sikkim, show that feral
dog proliferation is a recurring problem across the Himalaya, often rooted in similar



systemic gaps—unplanned development, militarized landscapes, weak enforcement and
neglect of traditional herding practices. Globally, free-ranging dogs have contributed to the
decline of nearly 200 threatened species, underscoring the urgency for decisive action
(Doherty et al. 2017).

This is not merely a local nuisance but a larger ecological governance crisis. There is a
critical need for coordinated responses that bring together wildlife departments, waste
management agencies, local communities, and researchers. National-level attention, cross-
regional learning, and embedding of community-based dog control within conservation and
development planning are essential.

Ladakh is uniquely positioned to lead in demonstrating ecologically-sound, culturally-
informed and scalable solutions. With sustained political will, public awareness, and
institutional coordination, Ladakh can move beyond reactive control and become a model

for humane and integrated stray dog management in high-altitude regions.
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