
Walker S. 1986. Cheetahs, now and then. Zoo's Print:18-21. 

 
Keywords: Acinonyx jubatus/cheetah/captive breeding/zoo 

 
Abstract: 15 years ago, only two zoos in the world had been successful in breeding this exotic 
cat. Even today captive cheetah births are cause for excitement although a number of zoos have 
now bred them. 



Cheetahs, Now and Then
By. Sally Walker

llhen Mr. C. D. Krishne Gotedo wrote
his article (P.ln on rchabililatins cheetahs

frteen years ogo, only two zoos iithe world
ha.d been successful in breeding thii exofic
caI.

Ewn today coptive cheetah births are
cause for excitement although a number of
zoos haye now bred tltem.

Captive Cheetah Breed ing

According to ttre 1984 edirion of t}Ie Inrer_
national Species lnventory Sysrem Absdact (which
covers ail US, Canadian and some European zoos)
i.e. June and Dccember, a total of 38 member zoos
\!ere holding 192 cheerahs. Six zoos had a roral of
32 births iD the last 12 montbs. Of thesc now
nearly 200 cheelahs, xbout 85%, were borD in
captlvlty.

As a matler of compa.ison iris interestirg to
note thal 75 zoos eriibir a toral of 309 Snow
Leopards with 14 zoos breeding and proddcing 3l
oilspring last yeat. Now, eighty-six% of ftc
Strow Leopards are captive-born. Two hun&ed
and twenry nine Westem zoos exhibit 1045 Siberian
Tig€rs of which 97% arc captive born, but lcss rhan
50 zoos are holding only lll of our famous Bengal
tiger with 98% captivs boln and O% takcD from
the wild. Th€ BeDgal Tiger has becomc so conmon-
pl.cc jn the Wcst that zoos have stopped brccdiog
them. Br€eding in fact is oow car.fully cotruollcd
in both subspecies.

Yer there is grave conccrn over rhc difficuitier
of brceding cbcetahs iD caprivity. Of all thc wild
cheetas brought into captivity in thc last 15 year.,
only J0-15$ have rcproduced. If wc do nor watri
to continue lakiDg wild cheetahs (ard indced it has
become a 

-cannot" 
morc tha! a..don't want")

this is bad news for maiotainiDg gctrctic divcrsity
in rhe lvorld's caprive &ccding popu.latiod. Agaitr
for conrparison, rhe Species Survival Croup for
Snow Leopard has dctcrmined that zoos necd to
keep an ideal Duncber of 30O Sdow Lcopards to
maintain geDelic divcisity in captivily, but no

morc-to prcvcdt orerloading captive breeding faci-
I litics. (If a zoo joins a Species croup it agrees Dot

only to loan or cxchange its animals according to
the comprehensive breedjng plan worked out by
the Commiitee but also 10 stop breeding more
animals *hen it is feh that thc optimum number
,has becn attain.d fo. captivity.) We do rol know
if an ideal number of cheetaos has b€eD fixed yet,
but sinc€ there a.rc deficiercies and complicarions
in the geoetics of cheetahs even in the wild st.1te it
may be morc numbers aic required in captivity
thad for other species.

Id fact, it is said now that genetic variations
even in wjld cheetahs is very low. According to preli
mioary results of a study ofUS caprive che€rahs
and AfricaD wild chceEhs by researchers from lhe
ADericad Cancet Inslitutc it seems that cheetahs
.have not reproduced well in captiviry becaus€ tbeir
genes were trot sufrcientlv diverse. S.ientists feel
t s may explaiD why of all the thousands ot
cheetahs taken fo. hunting and k€pt in such luxury
by their royal owners, lhete is not one instance of
captive breeding. Lack of genetic variatioD also
could accouDt lor a lailJre in their bodies ro
accept surgically implaoted skin grafrs and their
proaeDess to viral infectio!. (New york Tidca
Ncws Scrvicc).

A loung ch..tah cub bom h Son Diego
Wil! ,lainol Pa*
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Ch?.tah in Sdn Diego ,vtld Animol Park

Therefore a numbet of zoos have been do;ng
high-tech rcseafch into lhe ways and means o[
enhancing the reproduciive porentjal of the
cheetahs.

The san Diego wild Animal Park resca.ch team
for exarnple \as been succes'ful in fteating prcvi-
ouslv infertile f€maie chectahs with hormones
implanted under the skir in a portable pulsating
pump. Myrie, an infertile female was treated with
gonedotropin in January 1984 cnd delivered two
cubs in June 1984.

-Another project, also et San Diego Wild
Animal P3rk his undeaaken the srudy of cheetah
semei for poteDtial f€riility. It has been dis-
co\ered fur €I3mple that sem€n coilected from wild
and capli\e males using tranquiltiatioD and elecro-
ejrculrtion lechnology, shows a low sPerm count
and a hish incidence of abDormal sperd which
would make conception dimcult even if the

Atr inlercsting individual in thc rcs€arch cffort
is a thrc._y€ar old hard-rcarcd mxl€ chcetah namcd
P.sach whos. ke.pe6 havc laught him to cjaculatc
id lo 4 hadd.hcld bottlc on command.

Scmen coll..tion is trormally a strcsstul busi-
ness requiring tranquilliation add clcctroej.cub.-
tion. By obia:nilg reglrlar semcn samplc! ir this
nontraumitic "nor|-invrsive" fashion rescarchers can
cstablish normal sem€n parameters foi che€tahs_i.c.
uniformity of cjaculate faorD oDe male to compare
with others and pcrhapr cstablish an optinal
brceding scason' So fa. it bas been shown that
Pcsach's s€xual potctrlial has not been adversely
aff'ectcd by captivity as his scmcn coripares favo-
rat]ly with that of wild cbcetahs.

Anothe. rescarch area in *hich Pesach's
unique training will help is in cyDopresewing, or
sperm frcezing for later artificial ;nsemination. A
relativcly n€}, technique for carnivores, anificial
insemination with frozen semen wlll be the o'rly
me3ns of preser ng gcnetic diversiiy among
captive cheetahs. Already lhere is a reiatively hmasl
goup of cheeLahs which have bred io crpt iv i ty.

Research id this n€w 6eld has been hampered
by the djmcuhy of obaaining a su6cietrt quaDtity
of fresh semen for comparing ditrerent fr€ezing
methods. Pesach, and his keepers are in a posilion
to reclity rhis djfrculty.

In Itrdia we take a particular interest in these
trew developments b€cause there is a possibility of
reintroducidg chcetahs back to Indian forests. The
ultimate success of this venture may depend on
obtaining lequired number of cheelahs throu8ll
such high tcchnology reproductive t.chniques.

Tho Ch€6t8h in Captivity

Of cours€ thc 6rst ard most qell-kDown insta
nc.s of captive chcetahs wero the pets of Mogds
and Maha.ajas. But lhe nore cotrtemporary history
of zoo cheetahs bcgins in 1829 whed c cheetah was
kept ;n London Zoo. The Central Park Zoo, New
York exhibitcd a chectah in 1871. The early part
of this century there were a number of cheetahs in
various zoos but they did not live loEg and did
trot bccome a rerl atanction in zoos until after
19,15.

Before 1960 most cheetahs came from East
Africa. As a result of a sharp dlop in the wiid
population in that area howeve., since 1960 they
bave been trlen from South$es( Africa.
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The 6rst captive birth on rccord vss in thc
Ph;ladeiphia Zoo in 1956 but lhe cubs dido't
survive. Cubs born in Krefeld Zoo, W. Gimany
were successfully hand-raiscd in 1960. In 1966
two cheetah molhcrs in a privatc collectiotr reared
their olvn cubs. In 1970 San D;ego Witd ADimal
Park starled a proper breeding progra me and by
1976 had bred afid birthed 7 littcrs with a total of
3l cubs. After a dry period at SDWAP of 6
],effs lvhh no births t}ere has bcen anothe. spurt
of births since 1982 as a result of high tech
reproducrjvc techniques. The Winston Wildiife
Safari ;n U.S.A. has tle most cheetahs ofany
iacility with 23 adults and ll births jn the la5t
l2 .nonths.

lronically, Indja which was orce a major
hab;tat of \\'jld cheetahs and a rnajor holder of
captive ch€erahs has never bred the ch€ctah in
captivity. and Indian zoos have had problems
eren kceping them alive for very loDg.

Aside from the Maharajas collcctio$ an
erceptional longevity record for a captive cheetah
i. India is 15 or 16 y€ars in Mysorc Zoo. The
average is months or a couple of years.

Thar l{ysorc Zoo cheetah, in fact, ltay have
been the last ever Indiao cheetah. Then Curator
of Mysore Zoo, SiL-ee M. V. 

-AnaDtharamaiah

maitrtains tbst in the early 50's an [ndian cheetah
*as gifred to the Mysore Zoo by the M]'sore
Maharaja's broth€r-in-law, the Maharaja of
Bharatpur. Mr. Anantharamaiah is unshakable itr

his convictioo that thc chcetah was an Indi.n
cheetah |n tlc facc of numerous queri-'s and
rep.ated idterrogation.

Efrorts to locatc thc taKidermy modcl of this
parijcular chectah which dicd in thc mid 50's hale
becn unsucccssful. If it couid b: located and th.
skull examined, structural differetrces may indicaie
answers to ta,\onomic questions about A5ian vs
African cheetahs.

(lncidentaliy, eforts to locats the skull of
ar|y bonafide hdian cheetah havc been in vain to
dat€. Should anyon€ know of ooe he should
contact Dr. M. K. Ranjitsingh, Director (WL),
Krishi Bhavan, New Delhi.)

Several Indian zoos bave erhibited cheetahs in
rhe lsst decede including Kanpur, HyderabaC,
Trivandrum atrd Mysore. Fo. som. y..ars there
*e.e single cheetahs iD 4 Jndian zoos with no zoo
prepared to send their car to another zoo o!
breeding load.

Finally Kanpur Zoo sent lheir femaie to
I\{ysore to join tr{}sore's single male. Fed
exclusively on buffalo meat ihe Krnpur fema'e was
suffering from a severe chronic skin infecrion and
was not sturdy. A new diet of chicken, niilk,
and mutton liver worked vonders in a short time
but the female expired of unknown cauies in ao
aJcident jusl  as she was rel ,r lo ins cJnditron.

Recently thc Melro-Toronto Zoc s€nt Mysorc
Zoo two cheetahs, a tual€ and a female, Thesc
cheetahs had not bred at Toronto but ir is hoped

Thc Ltahaftjr oJ Bharurpur
aot. o Ch.etah to th. Mvsote Zoo
Thc l$ahara)a ol Mtso.c .Mar
tho Tno aad curator M. V.
,lnantharanielt also pictut.d,
Th. Cheerch lived 16 yeatt in
Mltorc Zoo.
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that the change in environmcnt may hclp. Therc
is good reason for hope as San Diego Wild
Animal Park rcports that "Do\€l conditionsrsuch
as providing new matas or lew anclosutes, w'll
often stimulate breeding intercst" (P 8 ZOONOOZ) .

Mysole Zoo's cnclosurc is larg€ (4 acrcs) and
there is 2 : I male./female tatio both of which are
often suggested as being neces$ry fot brceding.
B.eding theories are conlradiciory, howevcr, wilh
orhers emphasiziDg the rced for pairing unfadil;ar
intdividuals, housi.g them far away from othet
African carnivores and limited contact with human
berngs.

Still olhers say a diet consisting of whole
anirnals including fur and hooves as well as flesh
and bone is .rl1-imporlant. Another theory is that
ferril;ty is limit€d to two months in summel and

Whatever the true theory Mysore Zoo with

the only breeding group and the longest longevity

, record stands the best chance of breeding t}lem in

I n d : r  a r  l h i s  t i m e .

But we musi ask ourselves rvhy Indhn zoos

in general have such a poor lecord of keeprng a

lativc animal and vhat can be done' to rectify the

srtuatlon.

The 8 ig  P ic tu te
Sciedtists have been taking a hard look rt

the World Conservation Scene, or "the big picture"

nith a view to ins$ing tie pres€rvation flot of

€ach ard every subspecies but at least of the major

rax3 {hich ate most tepresentative of their genus

and most f€asible to keep and breed on a sustained

baris. Preliminary studies indicate thai the

warlds present hoidjng facilities are inadequate for

m.rintxining more than a.bout 2000 taxa of250

indirrdu.r 's erch. Obviously thal  means preserving

ail sevex sub_species of tiger at the cost ol saving

another species \tould not tle sensible or scietrtific'

AIso that rn!€sting space and financial lesources

in atlcmpting to maintain and br€ed the blue -

rvhale in captivity woutd be a pointless and silly

The singular fact that emerges from a rather

blerk piclure ol disrp9earing habitat (ltt Ji4l

fircililic5) and limited zoo space (e-r sts

faciiiti.s) is that if we want to make even a token

ce)ture 1I preserving .t (espcrtable tariety oI t'!v3'

ive h.rte Ioco-operate on a world-\ride bcsis much

mo.c than we !'re doing now.

West aod East, North and South have to
transcend cultural and pcrsooal bias. Ego, profes-

sional competition, sclf-scrving both at pe$onal
and Dalronal lcvcls if continued at its prescnt
conceotration will cnsur€ failutc as sur.ly as a
sFong poison crlsures dcath- We all havc to
b€comc better peoplc if wc are to sav€ our other
terrestrial vartebratcs.

India cannot hope to rehabiliEte the cheetah
without lots of h€lp. It will not be sane or
sufrcient to rcleasc two or thee in an "ideal"

habitat and expect a few dozen in a few ye3rs.
Zoos must learn simultareously to breed them, as
g€netic booste! stock. Given the tatiables the
diffculties and the intemational genetic de{lciency
ihis has to be coordinatcd with all ahe cheetah
breeders all ov€r thc world. Training in keeping
aDd breeding cheetahs should be underulen io
collaboration with people who have dotre it success-
fully, and not just talked about it or w.rtten about
it. Tie people whose hands are actually on the
wheel, i. e. middle-tevel supervisors and keepets
should be senf fo. t.aidng .3!he! 'han dfrcers who
sit within the four walls and never dirty therr
hands in aD etrclosure. Ii we do not want to
send illiterate keepcrs abroad we have then to hire
educated keeperc.

Success itr these strci oder wildliie prolects

require a hatd look at rcalities lt took half a
cenlury for westeln zoos to briDg theif cheetah
breeding up to even a r€spectabie standard. It
should not take so lotrg for us if we are aot too
proud to ask for help.
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