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CHAPTER 1   

 

Executive Summary 
 

 

1.1 Background 

 

The cheetah (Acinonyx jubatus) and the African wild dog (Lycaon pictusΣ ƘŜǊŜŀŦǘŜǊ ΨǿƛƭŘ ŘƻƎǎΩύ 

present major challenges for conservationists in the 21st Century. All large carnivores need large 

areas to survive; but wild dogs and cheetah range more widely, and hence need larger areas, than 

almost any other terrestrial carnivore species anywhere in the world. As human populations 

encroaŎƘ ƻƴ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ ƭŀǎǘ ǿƛƭŘ ŀǊŜŀǎΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘǿƻ ǘƘǊŜŀǘŜƴŜŘ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŀǇǇŜŀǊΦ 

 

Protected areas are very important for the conservation of both cheetah and wild dogs, but the 

majority of these animals reside outside the protected areas which are the focus of most 

conservation effort. Over three quarters of cheetah resident range, and 70% of wild dog resident 

range, falls on community and private lands, outside of formally protected areas. Given this 

knowledge it is unlikely that populations inside protected areas would be viable if isolated from 

unprotected lands (Durant et al, in press). Therefore conservation activity outside protected areas is 

absolutely critical for the long-term survival of these two species.  In addition, several important wild 

dog and cheetah populations straddle international boundaries. Trans-boundary management is 

therefore likely to be needed for conserving both species in the long term. 

 

1.2 The Range Wide Conservation Program for Cheetah and African Wild Dogs 
 

In recognition of their vast area requirements, the Range Wide Conservation Program for Cheetah 

and African Wild Dogs (RWCP) was born, formerly called the Rangewide Planning Process. This is a 

joint initiative of the Zoological Society of London and the Wildlife Conservation Society, endorsed 

by the IUCN Cat and Canid Specialist Groups. This program has been responsible for driving a 

coordinated, landscape level approach to cheetah and wild dog conservation, through engagement 

with government wildlife authorities, field programs, non-governmental organizations and other 

stakeholders in all range states.  The southern African office was established in 2007, with a regional 

coordinator based in Zimbabwe.  

 

1.3 Cheetah and Wild Dogs in Southern Africa 
 

Both cheetah and wild dogs have experienced major contractions in their geographic range within 

southern Africa, with resident populations known to remain in just 22.6% (cheetah) and 17% (wild 

dogs) of their historical range within the region. However, for about a quarter of the region (25% for 

cheetah and 23% for wild dogs) there are little reliable data available regarding the status and 

distribution of the two species. 
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Despite this, southern Africa still supports globally important populations of both cheetah and wild 

dogs and remains the stronghold for both species within Africa. Nonetheless, populations are 

declining, due to a number of threats which include habitat loss and fragmentation, conflict with 

livestock and game farmers, loss of prey populations, unintentional snaring, road kills, small 

population sizes, infectious diseases (mainly wild dogs) and hunting for live trade and skins (mainly 

cheetah). The Regional Conservation Strategy developed here provides a framework to alleviate 

these threats and to ensure the survival of these two species in the region. DƛǾŜƴ ǿƛƭŘ ŘƻƎǎΩ ŀƴŘ 

ŎƘŜŜǘŀƘΩǎ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ŜŎƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ƴŜŜŘǎΣ ƛǘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ǎŜƴǎŜ ǘƻ Ǉƭŀƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΦ 

 

1.4 The Regional Conservation Strategy for the Cheetah and African Wild Dog in 

Southern Africa 

 

The Regional Conservation Strategy presented in this document is a revised and updated version of 

the first strategy, developed in 2007 (IUCN/SSC, 2007). The strategic planning process has been 

conducted as a collaboration between national wildlife authorities across southern Africa, the Range 

Wide Conservation Program for Cheetah and African Wild Dogs (RWCP) and the Cat and Canid 

Specialist Groups of the IUCN/SSC.  

 

The first Regional Conservation Strategy (IUCN/SSC, 2007) was developed after a workshop in 

Botswana in December 2007, attended by 38 participants, including representatives from all eight 

southern African range states.  The workshop followed the now recognized IUCN strategic planning 

framework and produced a regional strategy, designed to foster the development of National Action 

Plans in each range state. 

 

At a meeting near Johannesburg in August 2015, the Regional Conservation Strategy for Southern 

Africa was revised and updated (see Chapter 6). 

 

The strategic plan foǊ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎΩ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘion in southern Africa recognizes the need to (i) develop 

capacity in all aspects of cheetah and wild dog conservation in the region; (ii) improve knowledge on 

the conservation of both species; (iii) ensure that information relevant to both species is 

disseminated to stakeholders; (iv) minimise conflict and promote coexistence between cheetah, wild 

dog and people; (v) minimise the adverse effects of land development and implement best land use 

practice for cheetah and wild dog; (vi) obtain political commitment to cheetah and wild dog 

conservation; (vii) review and harmonise existing legislation and policy affecting cheetah and wild 

dog conservation; and (viii) facilitate the development and implementation of national conservation 

plans for both species. 
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CHAPTER 2   

 

Introduction and Background 
 

2.1 Background 

 

The cheetah (Acinonyx jubatus) and the African wild dog (Lycaon pictus) present major challenges 

for conservationists in the 21st Century. Both species were formerly widely distributed in Africa, but 

both have experienced dramatic reductions in numbers and geographic range in recent decades 

(Ray, Hunter & Zigouris, 2005). All large carnivores need large areas to survive; however, wild dogs 

and cheetah range more widely than almost any other terrestrial carnivore species anywhere in the 

world, and consequently need larger areasΦ !ǎ ƘǳƳŀƴ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŜƴŎǊƻŀŎƘ ƻƴ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ ƭŀǎǘ ǿƛƭŘ 

areas, wild dogs and cheetah ς both particularly susceptible to the destruction and fragmentation of 

habitat ς are often the first species to disappear. 

  

Despite their threatened status (wild dogs are listed as endangered (Woodroffe & Sillero-Zubiri, 

2012) and cheetah as vulnerable (Durant et al., 2015) on the IUCN red list), ecological importance as 

top carnivores (Woodroffe & Ginsberg, 2005)Σ ŀƴŘ ǾŀƭǳŜ ǘƻ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ ǘƻǳǊƛǎƳ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ (Lindsey et al., 

2007), remarkably little conservation action had been implemented for these two species when this 

strategy was first developed in 2007. ¢ƘŜ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘŜŘ ŀǊŜŀǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƻƻ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǘƻ 

conserve viable populations, and active conservation efforts on unprotected lands had hitherto been 

restricted to a handful of projects. 

  

Three factors have hindered conservation activity for cheetah and wild dogs: 

ω ¢ƘŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎΩ ƳŀǎǎƛǾŜ ŀǊŜŀ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƳŜŀƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ƻƴ ŀ 

daunting geographical scale, rarely seen before in terrestrial conservation. 

ω Information has, until recently, been lacking on the speciesΩ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀǘǳǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƻƴ 

the tools most likely to achieve effective conservation. 

ω Capacity to conserve these species is lacking in most African countries; expertise in managing 

more high-profile species such as elephants and rhinos may not be transferable to wild dogs 

or cheetah because the threats and conservation challenges are different. 

 

Recognizing these concerns, in 2006 the Cat and Canid Specialist Groups of the IUCN/SSC, in 

partnership with the Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS) and the Zoological Society of London (ZSL), 

initiated a Rangewide Conservation Planning Process for wild dogs and cheetah (now the Range 

Wide Conservation Program for Cheetah and African Wild Dogs (RWCP)). The two species were 

addressed together because, despite being taxonomically quite different, they are ecologically very 

similar and face similar threats. 

  

The Rangewide Conservation Planning Process had six stated objectives: 

 

(1) To foster appreciation for the need to conserve wild dogs and cheetah, particularly among 

conservation practitioners in range states. 
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(2) To collate information on wild dog and cheetah distribution and abundance on an ongoing 

basis, in order to direct conservation efforts and to evaluate the success or failure of these 

efforts in future years. 

(3) To identify key sites for the conservation of wild dogs and cheetah, including corridors 

connecting important conservation areas. 

(4) To prepare specific global, regional and national conservation action plans for both cheetah 

and wild dogs. 

(5) ¢ƻ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ǇƻƭƛŎȅƳŀƪŜǊǎ ǘƻ ƛƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜ ǿƛƭŘ ŘƻƎǎΩ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŜŜǘŀƘΩǎ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ 

requirements into land use planning at both national and regional scales. 

(6) To develop local capacity to conserve cheetah and wild dogs by sharing knowledge of effective 

tools for planning and implementing conservation action. 

 

A key component of this process is a series of workshops, bringing together specialists on the 

ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎΩ ōƛƻƭƻƎȅ and conservation managers from governmental and non-governmental 

organizations. Close involvement of government representatives was considered absolutely critical 

as they represent the organizations with the authority to implement any recommendations at the 

management and policy levels.  

 

The RWCP covers the whole of Africa, with the continent split into three regions, each with its own 

coordinator. This allows for specific and regionally relevant conservation planning.  The southern 

African office of the RWCP was established in 2007, and the first regional workshop was held in 

Botswana in December 2007. Details of this meeting can be found in the 2007 Regional Conservation 

Strategy (IUCN/SSC, 2007).  

 

Since wildlife conservation policy is formulated, authorized and enforced at the national level, it is 

critical that conservation planning be enacted at this level. The development of national plans, 

through national workshops, is thus a vital ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ w²/tΩǎ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ. To this end, the 2007 southern 

African workshop was followed immediately by a National Action Planning Workshop for Botswana, 

to which delegates from other countries in the region were invited as observers. This was to help 

countries understand the process and help them to organize national workshops in their own 

countries. Subsequently, between 2008 and 2013, all other range states in southern Africa except 

Angola developed, and made reasonable progress towards implementing, National Action Plans. 

 

The second southern African regional workshop, held in South Africa in August 2015 had two main 

objectives. First, to collate and share progress made against the objectives of the 2007 regional 

strategy, developed eight years previously, and second, to revise and update the strategy and the 

logframe of objectives, results and activities. This revised strategy is presented in Chapter 6 and the 

logframe in Appendix 4. 
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2.2 The Biology and Conservation Needs of Cheetah 

 

The cheetah is a unique and specialized member of the cat family. While running down its prey, it 

can reach speeds of 64 miles per hour (103 km per hour, Sharp, 1997), making it the fastest creature 

on land. However, despite their specialized hunting strategy, cheetah are habitat generalists, ranging 

across a wide variety of habitats, from desert through grassland savannas to thick bush (Myers, 

1975). 

 

Cheetah have a social system unlike that of any other cat species. Cheetah females are tolerant of 

other females, and do not maintain territories, having large overlapping home ranges instead (Caro, 

1994). Females are highly promiscuous, with high levels of multiple paternity within litters and no 

evidence of mate fidelity (Gottelli et al., 2007). Cheetah males are often social, forming permanent 

coalitions of two or three (usually brothers), which stay together for life (Caro & Durant, 1991). 

Males in groups are more likely than single males to take and retain territories, which they defend 

against male intruders (Caro & Collins, 1987). In the Serengeti ecosystem in northern Tanzania, male 

territories average 50km2, whilst females and males without territories move over 800km2 every 

year (Caro, 1994). This system, where males are social and hold small territories, and females are 

solitary moving across several male territories annually, is known in no other mammal species 

(Gottelli et al., 2007). 

 

Cheetah females are able to give birth to their first litter at two years of age, after a three-month 

gestation (Caro, 1994). The cubs are kept in a lair for the first two months of their life, while their 

mother leaves them to hunt every morning and returns at dusk (Laurenson, 1993). Cheetah cub 

mortality can be high: in the Serengeti mortality of cubs from birth to independence was reported at 

95% (Laurenson, 1994). There, cubs died mostly because they were killed by lions or spotted 

hyaenas; mothers cannot defend cubs against these much larger predators (Laurenson, 1994).  

However, a more recent study by Mills & Mills (2014) in the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park, showed 

the survival of cheetah cubs was seven times higher than on the Serengeti plains, and cub mortality 

was rarely attributed to lions (Mills & Mills 2014). Cubs may also die from exposure or fire, or from 

abandonment if their mother is unable to find food. If they survive, the cubs will stay with their 

mother until they are 18 months old, after which they will roam with their littermates for another six 

months (Caro, 1994). The longest recorded longevity in the wild is 14 years for females and 11 years 

for males, however females have never been recorded as reproducing beyond 12 years (Durant 

unpublished data). Demographic parameters are available for only a small number of populations; 

mean and variance of birth and survival have been published from the long term study in the 

Serengeti National Park in Tanzania (Durant, Kelly & Caro, 2004), whilst mean birth and survival rates 

are available from ranch lands in Namibia (Marker et al., 2003b). 

 

Cheetah are predominantly diurnal, although hunting at night is not uncommon (Caro, 1994). They 

hunt by a stealthy stalk followed by a fast chase. Because of their unrivalled speed and acceleration, 

cheetah can hunt successfully even if they start a chase at a much greater distance than bulkier and 

heavier large cats, such as lions (Panthera leo) and leopards (Panthera pardus). They take a wide 

variety of prey, depending on habitat and geographic location, but prefer prey of 15-30kg: the size of 

ŀ ¢ƘƻƳǎƻƴΩǎ ƎŀȊŜƭƭŜ όGazella thomsonii) or impala (Aepyceros melampus).  
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As with African wild dogs, and unlike most other large carnivore species, cheetah tend to avoid areas 

of high prey density, probably because other large carnivore species are found in these areas 

(Durant, 1998; Durant, 2000). As previously discussed, lions have been documented to be largely 

responsible for the high mortality of cheetah cubs observed in the Serengeti (Laurenson, 1994), and 

will also kill adults, whilst spotted hyaenas can kill cubs and will steal kills from cheetah. 

 

Cheetah live at low densities with most recorded densities ranging between 0.1 to 3 adult 

cheetah/100km2 (Burney, 1980; Gros, 1996; Marker, 2002; Mills & Biggs, 1993; Morsbach, 1986; 

Purchase, 1998). Although markedly higher estimates have been documented in some areas (e.g. the 

Serengeti plains), it is likely these estimates do not reflect true density, as individuals counted may 

roam outside the survey area (highlighting a general problem with surveying cheetah, see Bashir et 

al., 2004).  Cheetah home ranges have been recorded as ranging from 50km2 for territorial males in 

the Serengeti (Caro, 1994) to over 1,000km2 in Namibia (Marker et al., 2008). As with wild dogs, 

cheetah home ranges are much larger than would be predicted from their energy needs (Figure 2.1).  

 

Because they can range across such large areas, cheetah can also disperse widely, having been 

recorded as moving over much more than one hundred kilometres (Durant unpublished data), 

making it difficult to determine whether occasional cheetah sightings in an area represent transient 

individuals or a resident population. However, this ability to disperse enables cheetah to recolonize 

new areas fairly easily if and when they become available. 

 

Cheetah used to be widespread across Africa and across Asia as far east as India. However today, 

most of the remaining cheetah are concentrated in sub-Saharan Africa, with only a few populations 

in north and west Africa and one small Asian population in Iran (c. 70-100 individuals). The first 

status survey for cheetah was in the early 1970s (Myers, 1975), later, in the 1980s, surveys of 

selected countries were conducted (Gros, 1996, 1998, 2002; Gros & Rejmanek, 1999), and in 1998 a 

summary of global status was collated (Marker, 1998). However, given that the cheetah is shy, 

cryptic and rarely seen across most of its range, accurate information on status and densities are 

extremely difficult to collect for this species (Durant et al, 2016).  Furthermore, the ranging patterns 

of the species incline it to cluster in areas that become temporarily favourable habitat (due to the 

absence of competitors and availability of prey), making estimating numbers additionally 

problematic (Durant et al., 2007; 2016).  This document provides the most up to date and accurate 

information on cheetah status and distribution across southern Africa. 

 

The species is listed as vulnerable by the IUCN red list, although a recent paper (Durant et al., 2016) 

calls for cheetah to be uplisted to endangered following evidence of recent rapid decline. In the 

1970s, global population size was ΨƎǳŜǎǎǘƛƳŀǘŜŘΩ ŀǘ мпΣллл (Myers, 1975) but is now thought to be 

only 7,100 individuals (Durant et al., 2016). Unfortunately, as these recent numbers demonstrate, 

there has been a significant decline in the species numbers.  The consensus ŀƳƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ 

cheetah experts suggests this is a genuine decline, rather than a recent underestimate.  Certainly the 

distribution of the species has contracted markedly from its historical range, with declines largely 

attributed to habitat loss and fragmentation (Myers, 1975; Marker et al., 2003a; Marker et al., 

2003b; van der Meer, 2016). The disappearance of the species from across nearly its entire Asian 

range was also in part due to the habit of the Asian aristocracy of capturing and using cheetah for 

hunting (Divyabhanusinh, 1995). Today, in sub-Saharan Africa, lethal control due to perceived or 
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actual conflict with livestock or game ranching also plays a strong role in the decline of the species 

(Marker et al., 2003a; Marker et al., 2003b; Myers, 1975). 

 

2.3 The Biology and Conservation Needs of African Wild Dogs 

 

African wild dogs are highly social members of the canid family. Packs cooperate to hunt their prey 

(Creel & Creel, 1995) which consists mainly of medium-sized ungulates (particularly impala, 

Aepyceros melampus), but may range in size from hares (Lepus spp) and dik diks (Madoqua spp, 

Woodroffe et al., 2007b) to kudu (Tragelaphus strepsiceros) and even, occasionally, eland 

(Tragelaphus oryx) (Van Dyk & Slotow, 2003). Packs also cooperate to breed, usually with only one 

female and one male being parents of the pups, but with all pack members contributing to pup care 

(Malcolm & Marten, 1982). As females have rarely been observed to raise pups to adulthood 

without assistance from other pack members, packs, rather than individuals, are often used as the 

units for measuringfuntional wild dog population size. 

 

Unlike most carnivore species (except cheetah), wild dogs tend to avoid areas of high prey density, 

probably because larger carnivores prefer such areas (Creel & Creel, 1996; Mills & Gorman, 1997). 

Lions (Panthera leo) and spotted hyaenas (Crocuta crocuta) are important causes of death for adult 

and juvenile wild dogs (Woodroffe et al., 2007a). This tendency to avoid larger predators may also 

help to explain the low population densities and wide ranges exhibited by wild dogs. Population 

densities average around 2.0 adults and yearlings per 100km2 (Fuller et al., 1992a) and home ranges 

average 450-650km2 per pack in southern Africa (Woodroffe & Ginsberg, 1998), with some packs 

ranging over areas in excess of 2,000km2 (Fuller et al., 1992a). Both wild dogs and cheetah occupy 

home ranges larger than would be predicted on the basis of their energy needs (Figure 2.1). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Most new wild dog packs form when young animals (usually but not always in their second year, 

McNutt, 1996) leave their natal packs in same-sex dispersal groups, and seek new territories and 

members of the opposite sex. Such dispersal groups may travel hundreds of kilometres (Fuller et al., 

1992b), and have been recorded in areas very remote from resident populations (Fanshawe et al., 

1997). This dispersal behaviour can complicate the interpretation of distribution data, as sightings of 

small groups of wild dogs do not necessarily indicate the presence of a resident population. 

However, the behaviour does allow wild dogs to recolonize unoccupied space when opportunities 

arise. 

Wild Dog Cheetah Figure 2.1 The relationship between 

energy requirements and home range 

size in multiple carnivore species, 

showing the large home ranges 

occupied by cheetah and wild dogs in 

comparison with their energy needs. 

Wild dogs are recorded as having 

greater needs than cheetah because the 

social unit is a pack rather than an 

individual. Data are from Gittleman & 

Harvey (1982). 
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Wild dog populations in different regions of Africa are morphologically and genetically different, but 

no subspecies are formally recognized (Girman & Wayne, 1997; Girman et al., 1993). Wild dogs are 

habitat generalists, and have been recorded in habitats as diverse as wooded savannah (Creel & 

Creel, 2002), short grasslands (Kuhme, 1965), montane forest (Dutson & Sillero-Zubiri, 2005) and 

montane moorland (Thesiger, 1970). 

 

The first status survey for wild dogs was conducted in 1985-88 (Frame & Fanshawe, 1990), and this 

was updated in 1997 (Fanshawe et al., 1997) and 2004 (Woodroffe, McNutt & Mills, 2004). These 

surveys revealed substantial loss and fragmentation of wild dog populations, with the species 

extirpated across most of western and central Africa, and greatly depleted in eastern and southern 

Africa. However, distribution data, which were collated mainly by exhaustive postal correspondence, 

were somewhat biased towards protected areas with little information available from unprotected 

ƭŀƴŘǎΦ .ȅ мффтΣ ǿƛƭŘ ŘƻƎǎ ƘŀŘ ŘƛǎŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘŜŘ ŀǊŜŀǎΣ ǇŜǊǎƛǎǘƛƴƎ ƻƴƭȅ ƛƴ 

the largest reserves (Woodroffe & Ginsberg, 1998). In 2004 the species was estimated to number 

fewer than 6,000 adults and yearlings (Woodroffe McNutt & Mills, 2004). The species is listed as 

ΨŜƴŘŀƴƎŜǊŜŘΩ ōȅ ǘƘŜ L¦/b (Woodroffe & Sillero-Zubiri, 2012).  This document provides the most up 

to date and accurate information on wild dog status and distribution across southern Africa. 

 

The decline in wild dogs has been related to their limited ability to inhabit human-dominated 

landscapes. Where human densities are high and habitat consequently fragmented, wild dogs 

encounter and suffer mortality from a) hostile farmers and ranchers, b) wire snares set to catch wild 

ungulates, c) high speed traffic, and d) domestic dogs harbouring potentially fatal diseases 

(Woodroffe & Ginsberg, 1997)Φ ²ƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘǊŜŀǘǎ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ŀƳƻƴƎ ƭŀǊƎŜ ŎŀǊƴƛǾƻǊŜǎΣ ǿƛƭŘ ŘƻƎǎΩ 

low population densities and wide-ranging behaviour mean that they are both more exposed to, and 

more susceptible to, these human impacts than are most other species (cheetah being a possible 

exception). 

 

Despite human impacts on their populations, however, wild dogs can coexist successfully with 

people under the right circumstances (Woodroffe et al., 2007b). Wild dogs seldom kill livestock 

where wild prey remain, even at comparatively low densities (Rasmussen, 1999; Woodroffe et al., 

2005b), and traditional livestock husbandry is a highly effective deterrent (Woodroffe et al., 2006). 

Tools have been developed to reduce the impacts of conflicts with game and livestock ranchers, 

accidental snaring, and road accidents, but safe and effective tools to manage disease risks are still 

under development (Woodroffe et al., 2005a). 

 

2.4 The layout of this document 

 

Chapters 3 and 4 of this report present details on the status and distribution of cheetah and wild 

dogs, respectively, in southern Africa in 2015. Chapter 5 describes the threats to both species. 

Chapter 6 describes the conservation strategy developed for the region by workshop participants 

(listed in Appendix 1). The agenda for the workshop is presented in Appendix 2, the methods used to 

collate the data are outlined in Appendix 3, and a logical framework table of the strategic plan is 

provided in Appendix 4.  
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 CHAPTER 3  

 

The Distribution and Status of Cheetah within Southern Africa 
 

3.1 Historical distribution 

 

Cheetah are habitat generalists, able to persist in a wide array of environmental conditions as long 

as prey are available, ranging from the Sahara Desert to reasonably thick bush. Before human 

ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ƳƻŘƛŦƛŜŘ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴǘƛŀƭ ǇǊƻǇƻǊǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǎƻǳǘƘŜǊƴ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ƘŀōƛǘŀǘǎΣ ŎƘŜŜǘŀƘ ǿŜǊŜ 

presumed to have occupied virtually the entire region, bounded to the east by the Indian Ocean and 

to the west by the South Atlantic Ocean (Figure 3.1).  In the past, cheetah were broadly distributed 

across the whole of southern Africa, absent only from the vast expanse of Etosha Pan in Namibia and 

those areas covered by Lake Malawi and Lake Tanganyika.  It was previously thought that cheetah 

were historically absent from the desert regions on the western coast of what is now Namibia 

(IUCN/SSC 2007).  However at the 2015 workshop, this stretch of coast in Namibia was designated as 

transient range for cheetah (i.e. within historical range and still used occasionally by migratory 

individuals).  This change of designation resulted from evidence from Namibian cheetah projects 

showing cheetah moving through those areas, both historically and presently, and was agreed on by 

all Namibian participants.  

 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The highest cheetah densities have been recorded in wooded savannah (Durant et al., 2011; 

Marnewick et al., 2014).  However, the species lives at low density wherever it occurs, partly 

because it comes into competition with other large carnivores, such as lions and spotted hyaenas 

Figure 3.1 Cheetah historical 

range, prior to the impact of 

human activity after revision 

at the second Southern 

African Regional Workshop for 

Cheetah and Wild Dogs (2015)  
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(Durant, 1998). Because of this, in well protected wilderness areas that harbour large numbers of 

other large carnivores, cheetah densities seldom exceed 2/100km2. This is because the best habitats 

attract the highest densities of competing carnivores.  Outside of protected areas however, cheetah 

densities are often even lower, mainly due to lack of prey, persecution and poor quality habitat. It is 

unlikely, therefore, that cheetah were ever abundant, despite their broad geographical distribution.  

Even today, while maximum densities rarely exceed 2 cheetah/100km2, densities in some places are 

significantly lower; for example 0.21-0.55 cheetah/1,000 km2 for the Saharan cheetah in Algeria 

(Belbachir et al 2015). 

 

 

3.2 Current distribution 

 

3.2.1 Categories of current geographic range 

 

Since cheetah distribution is imperfectly known across the region, the original mapping process 

recognised seven categories of current geographic range, the definitions for which were updated at 

the 2015 workshop.  These categories are identical to those used for wild dogs (see chapter 4). 

Further details on range definitions are provided in Appendix 3. 

 

(1) Resident range: land where wild cheetah are known to still be resident.  (A Resident fenced 

category is used for areas <1,000km2 which are well fenced, see below) 

(2) Possible resident range: land where wild cheetah may still be resident, but where residency has 

not been confirmed in the last 10 years. 

(3) Transient range:  habitat used intermittently by cheetah, but where cheetah are known not to be 

resident and which does not connect to other resident ranges. 

(4) Connecting range: land where cheetah are not thought to be resident, but which dispersing 

animals may use to move between occupied areas, or to recolonise extirpated range. Such 

ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ΨŎƻǊǊƛŘƻǊǎΩ ƻŦ Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳƻǳǎ Ƙŀōƛǘŀǘ ƻǊ ΨǎǘŜǇǇƛƴƎ ǎǘƻƴŜǎΩ ƻŦ Ƙŀōƛǘŀǘ 

fragments. 

(5) Recoverable range: land where habitat and prey remain over sufficiently large areas that either 

natural or assisted recovery of cheetah might be possible within the next 10 years if reasonable 

conservation action were to be taken. 

(6) Extirpated range: land where the species has been extirpated, and where habitat is so heavily 

modified or fragmented as to be uninhabitable by resident cheetah for the foreseeable future. 

(7) Unknown rangeΥ ƭŀƴŘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎΩ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƛǎ ŎǳǊǊŜƴtly unknown and cannot be inferred 

using knowledge of the local status of habitat and prey. 

 

tƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ΨǿƛƭŘΩ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƛƴǘŜƴǎƛǾŜƭȅ ƳŀƴŀƎŜŘ, in line with the 

guidelines of IUCN/SSC (IUCN Standards and Petitions Subcommittee 2016; see also Redford et al 

2011).  In the case of wide-ranging and low density species such as cheetah, and after consultation 

with the IUCN/SSC Cat Specialist Group, we consider intensive management necessary in reserves 

less than 1,000km2 when they are surrounded by impermeable fencing. We consider cheetah 

populations in reserves that are unfenced, or where fences are permeable to cheetah, as wild. 

Populations in small fenced reserves can make a valuable contribution to ΨwildΩ populations by 

providing individuals for restocking when they are well-managed to maintain high levels of genetic 
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diversity, such as the South African cheetah meta-population.  For now these areas are referred to 

as fenced populations, but it needs to be emphasised that this does not imply captive populations. 

  

 

3.2.2 Current distribution across different range categories 

 

Figure 3.2 shows cheetah geographic range as mapped by workshop participants in 2015, according 

to the seven categories listed above; Table 3.1 presents the same data in a quantitative format. 

 

The current geographic distribution of cheetah is greatly reduced in comparison with their historical 

distribution.  Cheetah are known to be resident in only about 22.6% and possibly resident in another 

6.6% of their historical range. Therefore, even if all known and possible range holds resident 

populations, there has still been an apparent loss of over two thirds of their historical range. 

 

The largest known resident population of cheetah in southern Africa extends across five countries 

(Angola, Namibia, Botswana, South Africa and Mozambique).  The cheetah population in north 

western Zimbabwe (in the Greater Hwange Ecosystem) may in future be connected to this large 

transboundary population, but currently evidence for such connectivity is lacking.  However, there 

have been cheetah sighted in the concessions bordering the Botswana border (Matetsi and 

Imbabala) as well as occasional cheetah sightings around Kasane (Esther van der Meer pers. comm.). 

Nonetheless there is no direct evidence of connectivity at this point in time.   

 

In southern Africa, consensus opinion concluded cheetah have been extirpated across a minimum of 

40.7% of their historical range in southern Africa (see Table 3.1), an increase from 26% in 2007.  

Rather than an increase in loss of range, this increase in percentage of extirpated range rather 

represents a recognition that much of the area formally designated as ΨunknownΩ is in fact extirpated 

(see Section 3.3). Most of this extirpated area occurs in the intensively agricultural country of South 

Africa, the heavily populated country of Malawi, and more recently in Zimbabwe, since the land 

reform program resulted in a loss of many game farms and conservancies (Figure 3.2). 

 

However, cheetah were also recorded absent from areas in Zambia (the Luangwa protected area 

complex) and in Mozambique (Zinave and Gorongosa National Parks) where they had been recorded 

as present until relatively recentlyΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘƭȅ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǊŜŎƻǾŜǊŀōƭŜΩ ǊŀƴƎŜ. Accordingly, 

the extent of extirpated range is almost certainly an under-estimate, given that a high proportion of 

ǘƘŜ ΨǳƴƪƴƻǿƴΩ ǊŀƴƎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǇǊƻǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ residentΩ ǊŀƴƎŜΣ is likely to no longer support 

cheetah (although assessment of recoverable range status also need to be carried out).  
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A small, but important, 1% (56,855km2) of historical range is considered potentially significant for 

cheetah conservation because it connects areas of resident or possible range. As data become 

available for unknown areas, the extent of connecting range is likely to increase. Note that 

connecting range, by definition (Section 3.2.1), is believed not to contain resident populations and is 

likely to be highly threatened. 

 

It was acknowledged during the workshop that there was a large area of southern Africa (25%) 

where the status of cheetah is unknown (despite this decreasing from 40% since 2007). Although it is 

unlikely that all this unknown area would contain resident populations of cheetah, it was agreed that 

the extent of resident range is likely to increase once more information is available from these 

currently unknown areas, particularly for some areas in Angola (although data presented at the 

October 2016 National Conservation Planning workshop for Cheetah and Wild Dogs in Angola added 

significantly to our knowledge of cheetah and wild dog distribution in some parts of the country, and 

such updated information is included in this updated strategy).  

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.2 Distribution of Cheetah across southern Africa as mapped by participants at the 2015 workshop (and 

updated for Angola, December 2016) 
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Table 3.1 Distribution of cheetah in range states within southern Africa, in 2015 (and updated for Angola, December 2016).  (Note percentage totals were calculated as the 

total land area estimated to be in each category of cheetah range in 2015, divided by the total land area falling inside historic cheetah range).  For changes in range since 

2007, please see section 3.3. 

 

  

Total 

country 

area 

Outside 

of 

historical 

range  

Total area 

within 

historical 

range 

Resident 

Small 

Resident 

Fenced* 

Possible 

Resident 
Transient Connecting Recoverable Extirpated Unknown 

km2 % km2 % km2 % km2 % km2 % km2 % km2 % km2 % 

Angola 1,239,890 0 1,239,890 128,963 10 0 0 127,902 10 0 0 0 0 13,104 1 0 0 977,206 79 

Botswana 578,123 0 578,123 454,283 79 484 0 123,117 21 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Malawi 117,784 22,091 95,693 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 6,399 7 89,294 93 0 0 

Mozambique 788,242 10,543 777,699 14,928 2 0 0 15,382 2 873 0 0 0 11,113 1 242,367 31 492,958 63 

Namibia 823,987 0 823,987 506,980 62 0 0 121,010 15 55,175 7 0 0 0 0 140,743 17 0 0 

South Africa 1,219,700 0 1,219,700 142,303 12 11,089 1 6,445 1 7,328 1 0 0 5,816 0 1,049,354 86 0 0 

Zambia 751,769 2,445 749,324 29,396 4 0 0 30,362 4 0 0 55,205 7 89,885 12 95,638 13 448,838 60 

Zimbabwe 390,427 0 390,427 47,717 12 0 0 0 0 7,434 2 1,650 0 0 0 333,837 86 0 0 

        1,324,570 22.62 11,573 0.1 424,218 6.62 70,810 1.16 56,855 0.97 126,317 2.66 1,951,233 40.73 1,919,002 25.25 

ϝ Ψ{ƳŀƭƭΩ fenced areas are here defined as those fenced areas which are less than 1,000km
2
 in size.  
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3.2.3 Current areas of Cheetah Resident Range and Cheetah Population Estimates in Southern 

Africa 

 

Cheetah are currently resident in parts of all southern African countries except Lesotho, Swaziland 

and Malawi (Figure 3.3).  Estimated numbers of cheetah resident in each area are given in Table 3.2.  

By far the widest extent of cheetah resident range is found across Botswana and Namibia, although 

population densities are low for most of this range. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1      Iona NP & surrounds   Angola 

2      Liuwa Plains National Park  Zambia 

3      Greater Kafue Ecosystem  Zambia 

4      Greater Hwange to Victoria Falls Zimbabwe 

5      Matusadona National Park  Zimbabwe 

6      Zambezi Valley Complex  Zimbabwe 

7      Midlands Rhino Conservancy  Zimbabwe 

8      Savé Valley Conservancy   Zimbabwe 

9      Gonarezhou NP & Malilangwe  Zimbabwe 

10    Nuanetsi & Bubye Conservancy Zimbabwe 

11    Maunge    Mozambique 

12    Banhine National Park  Mozambique 

13    Limpopo NP & Lebombo  South Africa 

14    Northern South Africa & Kruger South Africa 

15    Botswana resident range  Botswana 

16    Pandamatenga   Botswana 

17    Tuli Block    Botswana 

18    Namibian resident range  Namibia 

19    Luengue-Luiana National Park  Angola 

20    Moxico    Angola 

Figure 3.3 Resident Cheetah Range in southern Africa 2015 (excluding fenced reserves in South Africa,  

and with Angola updated December 2016) 

19 

20 
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The population estimates provided in Table 3.2 must be interpreted with caution as they were 

derived using a variety of formal and informal approaches, sometimes on the basis of relatively 

sparse data. However, knowledge has improved significantly since 2007 and whilst there is still some 

degree of uncertainty in some areas, this is the most accurate dataset of population estimates 

currently available. 

It is important to note that in southern Africa one large resident population was identified covering 

five countries (Angola, Namibia, Botswana, South Africa and Mozambique) and encompassing an 

area of over a million km2. However, only 20% of this range falls on protected land, again 

emphasizing that to safeguard cheetah, conservation action needs to take place outside of protected 

areas. In total this large area is estimated to hold c. 4,000 cheetah (of which only c. 1,000 are in 

protected areas).  No other resident population identified in the region had an estimated population 

of cheetah greater than 100 adults and independent adolescents. 

Map 

unit 
Area Country Area (km

2
) 

Population 

Estimate 

Area 

protected 

(km
2
) 

No of 

cheetah 

protected 

Method of 

calculating* 

1 Iona NP & surrounds Angola 44,966 39      20,455              18  Expert based 

2 Liuwa Plains National Park Zambia 3,170 20         2,921              18  Expert based 

3 Greater Kafue Ecosystem Zambia 26,222 65      22,185              55  0.25 / 100km
2
 

4 Greater Hwange to Victoria Falls Zimbabwe 24,470 45      15,541              29  Expert based 

5 Matusadona National Park Zimbabwe 1,422 3         1,422                3  Expert based 

6 Zambezi Valley Complex Zimbabwe 3,612 12         2,102                7  Expert based 

7 Midlands Rhino Conservancy Zimbabwe 318 4                -                 -    Expert based 

8 Savé Valley Conservancy  Zimbabwe 2,664 15                -                 -    Expert based 

9 Gonarezhou NP & Malilangwe Zimbabwe 6,414 25         4,734              18  Expert based 

10 Nuanetsi & Bubye Conservancy Zimbabwe 8,816 40                -                 -    Expert based 

11 Maunge Mozambique 844 6              22                0  Expert based 

12 Banhine National Park Mozambique 7,261 10                -                 -    Expert based 

13 Limpopo NP, Lebombo & Sabie Mozambique 6,823 41         6,392              38  Expert based 

14 Northern South Africa & Kruger South Africa 142,303 696      28,631            412  Expert based 

15 Botswana resident range Botswana 429,622 1547    105,225            379  0.36 / 100km
2
 

16 Pandamatenga Botswana 1,456 5              10                0  0.35 / 100km
2
 

17 Tuli Block Botswana 23,204 142            743                5  0.61 / 100km
2
 

18 Namibian resident range Namibia 506,980 1498      67,017            134  Expert based 

19 Luengue-Luiana National Park Angola 58,281 58 58,281 58  

20 Moxico Angola 25,717 26 0 0 0.1 / 100km
2
 

      1,324,570 4,297 335,686 1,172   

Table 3.2 Areas in southern Africa considered by participants to support resident cheetah populations in unfenced areas in 2015 

(and updated for Angola, December 2016). Population estimates are derived from a number of different methodologies and some 

have a wide margin of error. Locations are shown in Figure 3.3 above. Area protected includes only land within IUCN Category I-IV 

Protected Areas. 

ϝ Ψ9ȄǇŜǊǘ ōŀǎŜŘΩ ƛǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀtion estimate provided is based on either intensive monitoring over the whole 

polygon, detailed surveys and / or spoor surveys or extrapolation from intensive monitoring in part of the polygon, 

taking into account habitat suitability across the polygon.  For areas where density estimates are given, these are based 

on best estimates from researchers combined with knowledge of cheetah needs and the habitat suitability.   
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3.2.3.1 Small fenced cheetah populations 

 

Table 3.2 provides detail on the areas of unfenced cheetah resident range mapped by participants 

(locations of these areas are shown in Figure 3.3). In South Africa, participants also provided 

information for 53 small (<1,000km2) fenced reserves with resident populations of cheetah.  These 

are not included in calculations of ΨǿƛƭŘΩ free roaming cheetah numbers, or areas, as the populations 

in each reserve are isolated from all other cheetah populations, and are intensively managed as 

components of a metapopulation.  However, they do constitute a significant contribution to the 

cheetah population in terms of numbers. In total, these fenced reserves in South Africa cover 

11,089km2 and hold 334 cheetah (EWT pers comm).  These cheetah have conservation value in that 

they are genetically well managed, are wild, well protected, predator-aware and tourist friendly, and 

thus are contributing to the greater, wild cheetah population and can also be used for restoration in 

areas designated as recoverable range.   
 

 

3.2.4 Distribution of cheetah across protected areas 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As is apparent from Figure 3.4, a comparatively small proportion of the current geographical range 

of cheetah falls inside protected areas (see also Table 3.2), with only about 25% (335,686km2) of the 

total resident range occurring on protected land (IUCN categories I-IV). The remaining population, c 

75%, occurs ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘŜŘ ŀǊŜŀ network.  Unfortunately, most unprotected 

Figure 3.4 The distribution of IUCN Category I-IV Protected Areas relative to Cheetah Resident Range, 2015   

(and updated for Angola, December 2016) 
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areas in southern Africa are rarely secure for cheetah, with heavy pressure on land, and increasing 

conflict with humans, coupled with a declining prey base (which can also be a threat in protected 

areas).  However, there are some exceptions to this, including some of the conservancies in Namibia 

(totalling 161,900km2) and Zimbabwe (c. 13,000km2) where protection is usually adequate enough 

to secure resident cheetah populations.  Although these areas are excluded as protected areas from 

the maps and calculations because they are not designated as IUCN category I-IV, they nonetheless 

represent areas which do have a level of protection and in which wildlife populations can thrive. 

 

However, in most places, cheetah are more vulnerable outside of the formal protected areas, and 

this represents cause for concern.  In Botswana, for example, if cheetah were lost from all non-

protected lands, the national cheetah population would decline from c. 1,547 to just 379 cheetah. 

Moreover, without the non-protected lands that support resident cheetah, resident populations 

would be mostly small and highly fragmented, with limited connectivity.  Such populations in turn 

would thus face an elevated risk of extinction. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Very little of the possible resident range falls inside protected areas (Figure 3.5).  In Zambia (mainly) 

and Zimbabwe, none of the areas listed as connecting range are protected and thus the future of 

these valuable corridors is unlikely to be secure (Figure 3.5).   

Figure 3.5 The distribution of IUCN Category I-IV Protected Areas relative to Cheetah Distribution 

(All Range Types), 2015 (and updated for Angola, December 2016) 
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Much of the recoverable range identified lies in protected areas, for example Quicama, Bicuar and 

Mupa National Parks, Angola; North and South Luangwa National Park, Zambia; Nyika, Vwaza Marsh 

and Kasungu National Parks, Malawi; and Gorongosa and Zinave National Parks, Mozambique 

(Figure 3.5).  These are the areas judged by the experts attending the workshop to be areas that 

could, under a certain set of circumstances (including removal of original causes of decline), once 

again support resident cheetah populations. 

 

3.2.5 Distribution across international boundaries 

 

The largest resident population of cheetah, that spans five international boundaries, incorporating 

areas of Angola, Namibia, Botswana, South Africa and Mozambique (Figure 3.3), supports a cheetah 

population of 4,021 individuals. This represents 94% of the total resident population, and 92% of the 

total population of the region when the managed meta-population in small fenced reserves in South 

Africa is included. This large and highly significant population of cheetah highlights the importance of 

the need for transboundary management, and harmonisation of control of threats across 

international borders.  In addition, with proper transboundary conservation (and more research) on 

the north western side of the Greater Hwange Ecosystem, it is likely that that large area of resident 

range of cheetah in Zimbabwe could be eventually connected as well. 

 

 

3.3 Status of Cheetah in 2015 as compared with 2007 

 

Table 3.3 Comparison of percentage area under different range distribution categories between 2007 and 2016 

(Angolan figures updated December 2016) 

 Resident 

Resident 

small 

fenced 

Possible 

resident Transient Connecting Recoverable Extirpated Unknown 

2007 20.90% 0.07% 6.80% --- 1.60% 4.20% 26.00% 40.50% 

2015 22.62% 0.10% 6.62% 1.16% 0.97% 2.66% 40.73% 25.25% 

Difference 1.72% 0.03% -0.18% --- -0.63% -1.54% 14.73% -15.25% 

 

Table 3.4 Comparison of areas (in km
2
) under different range distribution categories between 2007 and 2016 

(Angolan figures updated December 2016)  

 Resident 

Resident  

small 

fenced 

Possible 

resident Transient Connecting Recoverable Extirpated Unknown 

2007 1,178,563 8,336 385,643 --- 89,320 236,904 1,466,400 2,289,461 

2015 1,324,570 11,573 424,218 70,810 56,855 126,317 1,951,233 1,919,002 

Difference 146,007 3,237 38,575 --- -32,465 -110,587 484,833 -370,459 

 

Tables 3.3 and 3.4 reveal that resident range in 2016 was 146,007km2 more than in 2007; an 

increase of 1.72%).  However, there have been some notable changes in the distribution of land 

classified as resident range (see section 3.3.1).  

 

Possible resident range has increased by c. 38,000km2 and connecting range and recoverable range 

have both declined a little, although the new transient range category may partially account for 
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some of this.  The biggest differences are in the areas of extirpated and unknown range.  The former 

has increased by 14.73% (or 484,833km2) whilst the latter has decreased by 15.25% (or 370,459km2). 

This difference is largely due to improved information and knowledge; shifting some area of 

previously unknown range into different categories, and also of greater certainty regarding areas 

where cheetah are definitely now known to be extirpated. 

 

3.3.1 Changes in resident range distribution since 2007 

 

Encouragingly the area of land designated as resident range for cheetah has increased by 

146,007km2; from 1,178,563km2 in 2007 to 1,324,570km2 in 2015.  However, there have also been 

some significant changes in the spatial distribution of land classified as resident range (Figure 3.6). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Since 2007, much more of Namibia, and three populations in Angola have been classified as resident 

range for cheetah, whilst much of the area previously considered resident range in Zimbabwe is now 

extirpated.  Whilst the increase in resident range in Namibia and Angola looks fairly encouraging, it 

must be noted that the estimated cheetah densities for these landscape are very low (0.1 to 0.2 

individuals / 100km2).  In contrast, some of the areas that have been lost as resident range for 

cheetah (e.g. in Zimbabwe) supported higher densities of cheetah. 

 

Accordingly, in terms of numbers, the total estimate for cheetah in southern Africa has declined 

from 6,260 cheetah in 2007 to only 4,297 cheetah in 2015 (or 4,631 if we include the 334 

individuals in the small fenced reserves in South Africa).  The number of cheetah in formally 

South Africa 

Namibia 

Angola 

Botswana 

Zambia 

Zimbabwe 

Figure 3.6 Resident range of cheetah in 2007 (left) and 2015 (right) (and updated for Angola, December 2016).  The 

amount of land designated as resident range for cheetah has increased by 146,007km
2
 since 2007, but the distribution 

has also changed.  Note the large extension of cheetah resident range in Namibia and the addition of several 

populations in Angola, but also the severe reduction in cheetah resident range in Zimbabwe. 

2015 2007 
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Botswana 
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protected areas has also declined from 1,460 individuals in 2007 to 1,172 in 2015. Some of this 

change is due to more information about density in different habitats, but some almost certainly 

represents real decline.  

 

 

3.4 Conclusions  

 

The geographical distribution of cheetah in southern Africa has contracted drastically in recent 

years.  Cheetah are now known to inhabit only 22.6% of their previous historic range in the region, 

as identified by the participants of the 2015 workshop. The population is dominated by one critically 

important, relatively widespread, population which covers five different countries: Angola, Namibia, 

Botswana, South Africa and Mozambique. There are also a number of smaller fragmented resident 

populations in Mozambique, Zambia and Zimbabwe, and a number of managed cheetah populations 

in South Africa.  

 

Overall, the population estimate for free ranging cheetah in southern Africa in 2015 is 1,963 

individuals less than it was in 2007 (6,260 in 2007 as compared with 4,297 in 2015).  In terms of 

numbers, this represents a loss of 33% in 8 years, or a compounded annual growth rate of -4.83% 

per year.  However, as mentioned, not all of this can be attributed to actual loss as some may 

represent the availability of better data.  It is clear that there has been a major decline of cheetah in 

Zimbabwe and there is anecdotal information that may represent real decline in Namibia as well, but 

more information is needed before we can tease out exactly what has been happening. 

 

With over 77% of remaining cheetah resident range in southern Africa unprotected, and considering 

also that even cheetah populations in protected areas are not always safe (Durant et al, 2016), the 

population is far from secure.  There is therefore an urgent need for international cooperation in the 

conservation of cheetah across the region, not just in protected areas, if the connectivity of the 

remaining populations is to be maintained.  

 

Despite a great deal of information being available for some of the region (namely Botswana, 

Namibia, South Africa and Zimbabwe) cheetah status is unknown across 25% of the region, and 

ǳƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ όŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ άǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǊŀƴƎŜέύ ƛƴ ŀ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ сΦс҈Φ Lǘ ƛǎ ŀ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ 

identified unknown range contains cheetah, as well as confirming whether or not possible resident 

range does in fact contain breeding populations of cheetah. This will necessitate surveys which may 

open up the possibility of further transboundary range, including between south eastern Angola, 

Namibia and Zambia, and between Mozambique and Zimbabwe, highlighting the need for 

transboundary co-operation in cheetah conservation.    

 

A number of areas were identified in Zambia (mainly), Angola, Malawi and Mozambique with some 

form of protected area status, where cheetah populations could ǊŜŎƻǾŜǊ όΨǊŜŎƻǾŜǊŀōƭŜ ǊŀƴƎŜΩύΦ ¢ƘŜ 

potential for such recovery should be assessed through an increased understanding of the causes for 

the initial decline, and whether these causes can be removed or reduced. However, almost 41% of 

total historical cheetah range (mainly in Malawi, Zimbabwe and South Africa) was considered 

extirpated and unrecoverable. This emphasises the threat of increasing human populations and 
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intensive agriculture to the survival of cheetah populations. Finally, much of the unknown range is 

likely to be devoid of cheetah given high human population densities and intensive agriculture.  

 

Taken together, the decline in population size, increase in extirpated range and vulnerability of the 

77% of the cheetah population living outside of protected areas, call for immediate planning and 

implementation of cheetah conservation at the landscape scale, before habitat is irretrievably 

fragmented and lost. 
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 CHAPTER 4  

 

The Distribution and Status of African Wild Dogs within Southern Africa 
 

4.1 Historical distribution 

 

In the past, wild dogs were broadly distributed across southern Africa. Wild dogs are habitat 

generalists, able to persist in a wide array of environmental conditions as long as prey are available. 

Although the highest wild dog densities have been recorded in wooded savannah (Creel & Creel, 

2002), populations have been recorded in habitats as diverse as short grasslands (Kuhme, 1965), 

montane forest (Dutson & Sillero-Zubiri, 2005), and semi-desert (Fanshawe, 1997). Before human 

ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ƳƻŘƛŦƛŜŘ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴǘƛŀƭ ǇǊƻǇƻǊǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǎƻǳǘƘŜǊƴ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ƘŀōƛǘŀǘǎΣ ǿƛƭŘ ŘƻƎǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ 

occupied most of the region, bounded by the sea to the east and south, and by the sand deserts of 

the Namib to the west.  Today, wild dogs remain uncommon even in essentially pristine wilderness, 

apparently due to negative interactions with larger carnivores (Creel & Creel, 1996; Mills & Gorman, 

1997). Hence, despite their formerly broad geographical distribution, wild dogs were probably never 

abundant. 

 

¢ƘŜ ƳŀǇ ƻŦ ǿƛƭŘ ŘƻƎǎΩ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ (Figure 4.1) was updated during the 2015 Regional 

Workshop from a map produced in 2007. Participants amended the published historic range by 

ŜȄŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿŜǎǘŜǊƴ Ŏƻŀǎǘ ƻŦ !ƴƎƻƭŀ όŀƴ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ bŀƳƛōƛŀΩǎ ǎƪŜƭŜǘƻƴ Ŏƻŀǎǘύ.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.1 African wild dog 

historical range, prior to the impact 

of human activity as agreed at the 

second Southern African Regional 

Workshop for Cheetah and Wild 

Dogs (2015)  

 

 


