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“The first time I saw a chamois, a 
mammal closely related to both 
goats and antelopes, was more 
than 40 years ago while I was 
hiking in Epirus, a mountainous 

region in western Greece. Chamois were rare 
then; the desire to learn about and protect 
them inspired me to become a biologist. Over 
the past 25 years, their population in my study 
area — the Northern Pindos National Park 
— has grown drastically, mainly thanks to a 
‘human shield’ effect created by hikers visiting 
the upper parts of the Northern Pindos 
mountain range: their presence has made 
poaching more difficult.

Now, I can easily see dozens of Balkan 
chamois (Rupicapra rupicapra balcanica) just 
a few hours from my village. In this picture, 
I’m counting them on the ledges of a cliff, 
one of their favourite habitats. We think that 
there are now around 1,000 individuals in the 
national park and nearby mountain ranges.

Studying chamois requires the skills of 
a mountaineer and a scientist’s precision. 
My colleagues and I have built a habitat 
suitability model, based on elevation, 

vegetation, slope and human activity, 
and are testing it by checking for chamois 
presence in areas across northern and 
central Greece. We have discovered small 
populations in those areas and are in the 
process of defining wildlife corridors and 
identifying threats to those populations.

The long-term future of the chamois is 
still threatened. Climate change is reducing 
water availability in alpine habitats, forcing 
them to descend from high in the mountains 
to drink from rivers. Meanwhile, large 
mammals such as bears are returning to 
the area, which has led to the illegal use of 
poisoned bait. This practice is also severely 
affecting vultures and eagles — which were 
once common in the Balkans.

Working as a conservation biologist is 
always challenging: when one problem is 
solved, new threats emerge unexpectedly.”

Haritakis Papaioannou is a conservation 
biologist and coordinator of Vikos-Aoos 
UNESCO Global Geopark, Ioannina, Greece. 
Interview by Ugo Mellone. This interview has 
been edited for length and clarity. 

Where I work
Haritakis 
Papaioannou

552  |  Nature  |  Vol 647  |  13 November 2025

The back page


