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Abstract: As I watched the fluffy trio using their resting mum as a climbing frame, I realized they 
were the first cubs born to resident cheetahs in the region since 1940s.  The mother cheetah, a 
female that I call Umame, was part of a concerted effort to re-introduce the species to northern 
KwaZulu-Natal after an absence of 50 years. Prior to 1990, Phinda had been a mixed bag of 
small game and livestock farms where the most common large mammal was the domestic cow. 
When the farms were consolidated into a 170-square-kilometre tract, Phinda's field staff removed 
the cattle and began replacing them with all the wild mammals known from the region before 
Europeans colonized it. In March 1992, six cheetahs - Umame among them - arrived from 
Namibia. In all, 17 cheetahs were released in Phinda between 1992 and 1994. 
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We didn't know if the technique
would succeed with cheetahs, but we
were aware that hard-released cats rarely
stayed at the release site and, in fact,
usually headed for home. The record
probably goes to a Namibian leopard
released in Etosha National Park 600
kilometres from the farm where he had
been caught. He was back there within
six months. I suspect that most of the
cheetahs released up until the 1980s at-
tempted to do likewise and were killed
once they moved from the parks into sur-
rounding farms arid rural communities.

ranges of females in Tanzania's Serengeti
Plains average 833 square kilometres,
and in the Kalahari they are about 320
square kilometres. At only 170 square
kilometres, Phinda was in trouble if the
released females needed to cover such
large areas. It did, however, have a
home-ground advantage: very high
densities of resident prey. Whereas in
the Serengeti and Kalahari cheetahs
have to range widely to follow seasonal
fluctuations in prey numbers, in Phinda
this is not necessary. So while Phinda
females roamed the entire reserve, they
evidently didn't need more.

Interestingly, the conditions at Phinda
are theoretically ideal for females to
adopt territorial behaviour; with high
densities of prey spread uniformly over
the reserve, }Vhy not settle down to a
small range and exclude other females

'\t1U1..M1-1-t;; ~A /t-e:;v C~~liT~..r

wt;;vt;; J-i-'..re;l;{ ~ VJ-i-'~~l~!J [v~ ~j ..rl!J~ iT[

h-~~..r, l~clu.Al~!J vt;;h-lclt;;..r. Tkj wt;;vt;;

M..riT rVMti..re;l;{ [t;;~Ct;;-j~rt;;V..r. ~f;h- f;v~l{;..r

wt;;vt;; ..rt;;v1iTJ-i-'..r':IJ J-i-'~At;;..rlv~lt;; At fh-l~A~

from using its resources? In fact, even
though females used areas of less than
SO square kilometres for up to a year,
they were as non-confrontational as
females anywhere else. Many times I saw
female cheetahs ignore one another or,
more often, actively go out of their way
to avoid a meeting. With cubs in tow,
avoidance was not always an option.
Cubs seem to be irresistibly curious
about other cubs and, despite their
mothers' nervous yelping, they usually
raced over to investigate when another
family was spotted. Except for a few
uncertain spits and hisses, the two
families would interact peaceably, some-
times for hours. Invariably, when the
mums tired of the meeting, they simply
got up and left, their cubs following.

The behaviour of male cheetahs
couldn't be more different. In contrast
to all other cat species except lion,
cheetah males form coalitions. These
typically comprise brothers, but lone
males will often attempt to team up
with unrelated males; in the Serengeti,
about a third of the coalitions ~

Around the edges of open areas, the
impala ranks as the prey species most
often killed by cheetahs at Phinda.
Within the woodlands, though, the
much larger nyala tops the list.

mame and her fellow
captives spent about
eight weeks in bomas
before being released.
As well as allowing the
cheetahs to become
accustomed to their
new home, the captiv-

ity overcame some of the habits de-
veloped on their Namibian homeland.
Captured on the sprawling farms of
central Namibia where the species is
heavily persecuted, Umame and her
companions were used to running from
any sign of humans, including vehicles.
They were also practised fence-jumpers.
Both traits were seriously undesirable at
Phinda. Entirely sunounded by electri-
fied fencing and with game farms,
livestock and large Zulu communities on
its boundary, Phinda couldn't afford
breakouts. It also couldn't afford reclus-
ive cats, having been established to draw
the increasing international tourism
'traffic. By the end of their confinement
the cheetahs had grown indifferent to
vehicles and -after learning about
electrification -suspidous of fences.

When release day came, we simply
opened the boma gates. Once they had
overcome their initial wariness, the cats
walked out into their new home. As is
the noun in cheetah society, the sexes
separated almost immediately and set
about exploring. Fortunately, the time in
the bomas and the electrified boundary
fence appeared to have suppressed any
'homing instinct' and all the cheetahs
stayed within Phinda's borders. Even so,
the early months were marked by large
movements, presumably as they famil-
iarise4, themselves with the lie of the
land. This pattern was especially marked
among the females.

Unusually among felids, female
cheetahs are non-territorial; they wan-
der over a home range which is never
defended from other cheetahs. The
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Playtime. While adult cheetahs spend
much of their day being vigilant for prey

and competitors, young animals like these
two while away the hours in play.
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