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Abstract: Supreme hunter of the African savannah, the cheetah lives in the fast lane in every
sense. Every day gets harder as it fights to survive in an increasingly hostile environment with
greater competition from other carnivores and dwindling food resources. Once the cheetah
roamed much of Africa and was common in Arabie, Iran and India. Now it's on the official
endangered species list, existing only in pockets of Africa to the south and east of the Sahara
desert.






Supreme hunter of the African
savannah, the cheetah lives in the
fast lane in every sense. Every day
gets harder as it fights to survive in
an increasingly hostile environment
with greater competition from other
carnivores and dwindling food

resources. Once the cheetah
roamed much of Africa, and was
common in Arabia, Iran and India.
Now it’s on the official endangered
species list, existing only in
pockets of Africa to the south and
east of the Sahara desert
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ven from far off, watching you with

smouldering orange eves, the charis-

matic cheetah has a presence like no
other predator. The blick  markings
which run like tear-stains down cither
stde of its muzzle give it an expression in
repose of the despest melancholy.

But a cat 15 a car, and knows neither jov
nor sadness, Instead it knows the heat of
the plains at noon, the shade of thom
trees, the smell of the grass after rain. the
squealing eries of zebra stallions and the
ceric war-whaoop of hyenas ar dusk.

Abave all, the hide-and-week hife of the
cheetah 15 ruled by owo hasic instners
tear and hunger, From the moment it cain
fend for dtself, a cheeah muse hune w
survive: Bur ar the same mime i mose be
canstanthy on: the lookour for competitors
- the lions; hvenas and other checralis
which share its precarnous world

Of all the African predators, the chee-
the wath s small, dop-like head and
sway-hacked racing frame is the supreme
hunter of the open savannah. In the griss
veeans of Tanzania’s Sercpgen MNational
Park there is no place o hude. Lite hangs
un the survival of the fastest, and the rak-
ish physique of the loosc-limbed cheersh
15 the culminadon of an ancient and
inseparable bond beoween hunter and
huneed. Te has evolved stride by stride
with the gazelle; s favourite prey; the
Jinking, quicksilver pace of one marched
by the other's devastating acceleration,

Onece cheetahs were found all over

Hunting by
sight, it can chase

Africa cxcepr in the tropical forests and
the mner repwns of the Sahara. Their
range extended w Arabia, Iran and India,
Thesr parne comes from the Hindi ward
fir potted one”

ered that clicerabs are easy o tame. [n

Man long age discov-

ancient Eovpre thev were used for hunting,
and e Toade they were o oramed w0 hune
black-uck. Thuen ther range began 1o
contrwt s habisar  destrucoon  and
e reduced ther-num-
vowere exincr in India,
Iuran Adrica, therr last

widesprread Sl

S R

stronehio bl they are nowe a highly endan-

e an

I g 1Y *-:" (% 1 iat

the tew thowsand left, mostly

it tary i the matdonal - parks
reserves of Kenva, Tanzianida,

b and the Transvaal

amd atn
ETH R
Althuoereh

wath el 1

!
eale cheeeahs often remain

tet-inares. formne coalinons

ol e e thoew ammals. females lead
pawstly sy Divess mking puns oo keep
thir reonn other cheetabis, Even

A captive-breeding programme in
Texas is rearing cheetahs [below)
{o be introduced into the wild as
an attempt to avert extinction

Highly efficient and realistic, this
cheetah (above) ignores the large male
impala and instead races after the
Thomson's gazelle which it has most
chance of bringing down

at up to 70mph for short bursts

31

DE COLEREAN LTD

LEFT & RHGHT: DENIS HLDT/ FRANK SPOONER PICTURES



Ruled
by two basic

The cheetah's amazing
speed, below across the
Masai Mara, allows the
animal to run openly
towards its victim

instincts: fear and hunger
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<acks or termite mounds from

ife : : :
et o search for ats prey. If there s
_ytiic..nt cover, it will stalk furward unil

cJose enough w arrack. Buc on the short-
srass plains of the Serengeti a cheerah will
“fren walk or even run apenly towards its
nended vicom,

When its prey begins to run. the chee-
i breaks into a trot. The trot becomes a
watler. In seconds it has changed gear
werand s runping at wop spred. using
its g il as a rudder as it follows the
prev’s desperate owists and turns. As soon
\e the cheerah is within range 10 irps 1s
vietinn with 2 swipe of its paw. By the
e the dust sertles, the cheetal has its
guarry by the throat - the classic bite all
bigz cats use to suffocate their Vicunis,

Peath usually comes so gquickly that
& cheerah needs little strengeh w finish
o ats Kill. The mother cheetah lies qui-
ety in the grass. panting hard for severd]
minutes after het exertions but still heep-
ler victims

mg her jaws clamped around
neck, Only then does she strugle back w
her cubs. dragmng the kill with her anel
rroiding the seavenging livenas of froms,

¢ Mow the cubs rush fopward. Excicedly
¢ v plav around her before sarmnge
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The few thousand
cheetahs left are thinly
spread over a deceptively
wide glabal distribution

feed  off che kil oswlule shie eshanssed
mother conunpes to TSt Fiieen nangs

go by befure she joins i the feast Tl

1
she eats ravenously, boluine cvere moeh-
il while Keeping 2 constant swawhe for
danger. Soon thi vulmres svidl e, and
lwenas. seeing thom glade dowar o Earth,
will come laping across: the plasis: tel-

bk, perluips. by gy lans,

i ispalle rabes plice e il
ol carly mormng or in the "golden howr™
_thie last Dour betore st They will
tititirar tuishie e ombe with tull .

Cilicetals seldom kil animals exceeds
i thore o Top weight of around 140
e, & contlition ot aduln males may soite-
anes poll donetr o fuklezrowm zelata or
hartebeest, Wildebeest are also fair wane,
bt serzelles e by far the must souahie-
atter gy e feniale chiectahs,

The Serengen femiales i pa ticular
wem o prey abmast exclisively on
Thus s
nneratiois ey folowbeoveen the park's

cclles,  whuse seasonal
aorthertn wondlinds and the short-urass
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Years of living dangerously

ife for cheetahs has always been

tough. But in recent years 115 been
getting much harder — especially vath
their food sources gelting scarcer, com-
petition from other ammals intensifying
and. farmlands eancroaching on their
domains

come doomsday forecasters are pre-
dicting that there is less than a decade
left hefore the only cheelahs yvou'll see
will be In game réserves and 2005, A
the beginning of the century the chestah
papulation was high, extending beyond
thair main range of Airica o the Middle
East and India.

Experts vary on exacily how many are
left; naturally lowe-profile, cheetahs are
difficult to count, Some say their popu-
lation is no more than a few thousand.
although that is thought 10 be an
extreme view. Author and scientist
Marman Myers put forward a number aof
fewer than 5,000 in a recent hook and

g

predicts have ten years ieft.
narause of their small genetic base.

Londan Zoo's axpert on big cats, col-
lection manzger Doug Richardsaon, is
much more cotimistic: “It's thought that
there ara  10-20.000 arcund  sub-
Sahara.” he says. “Africa’s their main
home. It's possible that there are up o
50 In northern lsan and no moré than
200-300 in West Africa, But in some
ways, their numbers have stabilised,
especially in East Africa where poaching
has wvirtually stopped thanks to the
demise of the fur trads.

~Genetically, | don't think they're in
danper — as some think — even thaugh
because of their peculiar make-up. all
chestahs are virlually identical twins.
The species has gone through a genetic
hottieneck once, possibly twice, and
come through it successfully. As lang as
they don't mate with closely related
members there shouldn't be a problem,”

ihey
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