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The Silent Warriors of Siachen: Zanskari
Ponies and an Endangered Legacy

~ Down to Earth 15 August 2026 @ @

} INTERVIEW ANGLE

"The piece argues an indigenous breed that has served India's military logistics for decades is
now itself endangered. If a working animal breed's survival depends on continued military and
civilian demand for its specific function, what happens to conservation incentive when that

function is mechanised or reduced?"

@ Every fact web-verified against primary sources

THE LIFT LINE

An animal that can go where no vehicle can has quietly kept India’s highest battlefield supplied for decades;

its own survival should not depend on nobody noticing until it is too late.

WHY THIS EDITORIAL MATTERS FOR YOUR EXAM

This piece connects an unusual biodiversity-conservation angle directly to India’s defence-logistics history, a
genuinely fresh GS1/GS3 crossover useful for questions on indigenous breeds, high-altitude warfare logistics,
or conservation of working-animal populations, themes that rarely appear together but are directly linked

here.
GS Paper 1: Indian geography, high-altitude terrain and its logistical implications.

GS Paper 3: Conservation of indigenous breeds and biodiversity; security challenges in high-altitude terrain.

CONCEPT MEANING WHY IT IS TESTABLE
Zanskari pony An indigenous high-altitude horse breed adapted The specific breed under

for extreme, low-oxygen terrain examination
High-altitude military Supply and transport challenges in extreme- The operational context making
logistics altitude conflict zones like Siachen the breed valuable
Working-animal Preserving breeds whose population has The piece’s core conservation
conservation historically depended on functional demand concern
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BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

The Siachen Glacier, at elevations exceeding 5,000 metres, is among the world’s highest and most
logistically demanding military deployment zones, where extreme cold, low oxygen and difficult terrain create
severe constraints on conventional transport and supply. Indigenous animal breeds adapted to high-altitude
Himalayan conditions, including the Zanskari pony, native to the Zanskar region of Ladakh, have
historically provided logistical support in terrain unsuited to mechanised transport, a role that has continued

into contemporary military operations even as broader transport infrastructure has modernised.

THE ANALYSIS

1. The Zanskari pony’s specific physiological adaptation is what makes it operationally

valuable, not merely traditional utility. Its suitability for extreme high-altitude, low-oxygen conditions
is a genuine functional advantage over both mechanised transport and non-adapted pack animals, giving its

military role a concrete, checkable basis rather than mere historical continuity.

2, The piece highlights a genuine recognition gap. Decades of logistical contribution to one of India’s
most strategically significant and physically demanding conflict zones have received comparatively little public
attention, a specific instance of how logistics and support functions in military operations often go

unrecognised relative to combat roles.

3. The conservation irony is the piece’s sharpest analytical point. An animal whose specific
adaptations make it operationally indispensable in extreme conditions is itself facing population decline,
meaning the very quality that makes the breed strategically valuable has not translated into adequate

conservation attention or resources.

4. The mechanisation counter-argument raises a genuine forward-looking conservation
question. If military logistics increasingly shifts toward drones, specialised vehicles and improved
infrastructure, the functional demand that has historically helped sustain the breed’s population could decline,

meaning conservation cannot rely indefinitely on continued military utility as its primary justification.

5. This connects to a broader pattern in working-animal and indigenous-breed conservation.
Breeds whose population has historically been sustained by functional demand (working, transport,
agricultural roles) face a common conservation challenge when that demand declines due to technological
substitution, a pattern seen across various indigenous livestock and working-animal breeds in India and

globally.
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DATA AND INSTITUTIONS VAULT

PRELIMS-GRADE FACTS:

Zanskari pony: indigenous high-altitude horse breed, native to the Zanskar region, Ladakh
Adapted for: extreme high-altitude, low-oxygen conditions
Historical/ongoing role: logistics support in Siachen and comparable high-altitude military terrain

Author: Major Kiran Poodari

WATCH THE TRAP: DO NOT TREAT THE ZANSKARI PONY’S MILITARY LOGISTICS ROLE AS PURELY
HISTORICAL. THE PIECE FRAMES THIS AS AN ONGOING, IF DECLINING-IN-RECOGNITION,
CONTRIBUTION, NOT SOLELY A PAST-TENSE CONTRIBUTION NOW FULLY SUPERSEDED BY MODERN
TRANSPORT.

THE DEBATE

Argument FOR dedicated conservation attention regardless of continued military utility. The
Zanskari pony represents both ecological and cultural heritage value as an indigenous, uniquely adapted
breed, justifying conservation on its own terms independent of whether military logistics continues to depend

on it.

Argument AGAINST assuming conservation can rely on continued functional demand. As
mechanised and technological alternatives increasingly substitute for working animals in military logistics, the
historical incentive structure sustaining the breed’s population may weaken, meaning conservation strategy

should not assume continued strategic utility as a reliable, long-term justification.

Balanced verdict. Both ecological/cultural-heritage value and demonstrated strategic utility provide
independent, mutually reinforcing grounds for conservation attention; a sound conservation strategy should
not depend solely on either justification remaining constant, since strategic utility could decline even as

ecological and heritage value remain undiminished.

HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS

The transferable pattern: when a working-animal or indigenous-breed population has historically
been sustained by functional demand, assess its conservation case on ecological and cultural-
heritage grounds independently from that functional demand, since technological change can
erode the latter even when the former remains fully valid. This applies across indigenous livestock,

transport-animal and working-breed conservation generally.
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DIAGRAM-IN-WORDS

Population decline
endangered despite utility

High-altitude adaptation

uniquely suited for Siachen logistics

Conservation irony
strategic value has not secured protection

The Zanskari pony’s high-altitude adaptation makes it strategically valuable for Siachen logistics, yet its

own population faces decline, an irony the piece highlights directly.

TAKEAWAY BOX

An animal that can go where no vehicle can has quietly kept India’s highest battlefield supplied for decades;

its own survival should not depend on nobody noticing until it is too late.

Zanskari pony, indigenous breed, Zanskar region, Ladakh; adapted for high-altitude, low-oxygen

conditions; role in Siachen logistics.

does the state have a specific obligation to conserve indigenous animal breeds that have served military or

strategic functions, distinct from general wildlife-conservation obligations?

UPSC has tested indigenous breed conservation and high-altitude warfare logistics separately (GS1/GS3);
this piece’s direct linkage of the two is a fresh, citable angle.

“Working-animal breeds whose survival has historically depended on functional military or economic
demand face a distinct conservation challenge as that demand changes.” Examine this claim with reference

to the Zanskari pony’s role in Siachen.

Sources: Down To Earth, Ministry of Defence

Source: The Silent Warriors of Siachen: Zanskari Ponies and an Endangered Legacy — Ujiyari.com | Free UPSC &

State PCS Editorial Analysis
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® KEY ARGUMENTS AT A GLANCE

Major Kiran Poodari, writing in Down To Earth, profiles the
Zanskari pony, an indigenous high-altitude horse breed that has
quietly supported Indian soldiers in the Siachen conflict zone,
framing the animal as an unsung wartime asset whose own
survival is now endangered.

v SUPPORTING

* Zanskari ponies are specifically adapted to extreme high-altitude, low-oxygen conditions,
making them uniquely suited for logistics support in terrain like Siachen where mechanised
transport faces severe operational constraints.

* The breed has provided decades of quiet, unglamorous logistical support to Indian military
operations in one of the world’s most inhospitable conflict zones, a contribution that has

received little public recognition relative to its practical importance.

* Despite this historical and ongoing utility, the Zanskari pony population itself faces

conservation concerns, with declining numbers threatening the breed’s long-term survival.

A COUNTER

As military logistics increasingly shifts toward mechanised and technological alternatives,
drones, specialised vehicles, improved supply-chain infrastructure, the operational necessity
that has historically sustained demand for working animals like the Zanskari pony may itself

decline, potentially removing one of the practical incentives that has helped maintain the
breed’s population.

— WAY FORWARD

The piece implicitly calls for dedicated conservation attention to indigenous working-animal
breeds like the Zanskari pony, recognising their historical and potentially continuing strategic
value, rather than allowing their population to decline unnoticed as military logistics
modernises.

The Silent Warriors of Siachen: Zanskari Ponies and an Endangered Legacy

6/9


https://ujiyari.com/

N\ \
& ujivari UPSC & STATE PGS CURRENT AFFAIRS

-g,é\ MAINS ANSWER FRAMEWORK

QUESTION
Examine the ecological and strategic significance of indigenous animal breeds like the Zanskari pony in

high-altitude military logistics, and the conservation challenges they now face. (250 words)

INTRODUCTION

Major Kiran Poodari, writing in Down To Earth on India’s 80th Independence Day, profiles the Zanskari
pony, an indigenous high-altitude horse breed that has quietly supported Indian soldiers in the Siachen

conflict zone, framing the animal as an unsung wartime asset whose own survival is now endangered.

BODY

The Zanskari pony is specifically adapted to the extreme high-altitude, low-oxygen conditions of the
Ladakh and Siachen region, making it uniquely suited for logistics support in terrain where mechanised
transport faces severe operational constraints, steep, narrow, unstable high-altitude paths that vehicles and
even many other pack animals cannot reliably navigate. This adaptation has meant the breed has provided
decades of quiet, largely unrecognised logistical support to Indian military operations in one of the world’s
most challenging conflict environments.

Despite this historical and continuing utility, the breed itself faces genuine conservation concern, with
declining population numbers threatening its long-term survival, an irony the piece highlights: an animal
whose specific adaptations have made it operationally indispensable in extreme conditions is itself
vulnerable to disappearing. The counter-consideration, that military logistics is increasingly shifting toward
mechanised and technological alternatives, raises a genuine question about whether the operational
necessity that has historically sustained demand for working animals like the Zanskari pony will continue,

potentially removing one of the practical incentives for maintaining the breed'’s population.

CONCLUSION

A complete answer should treat this as a case where military-strategic value and biodiversity conservation
intersect directly: the Zanskari pony’s conservation case rests partly on ecological and cultural-heritage
grounds, and partly on its demonstrated, if underappreciated, strategic utility, both of which argue for

dedicated conservation attention regardless of how military logistics technology evolves.
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