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The Cheetah Project of Zimbabwe
By Dr. Esther van der Meer

Adult cheetah Hwange National Park - picture courtesy of Julian Brookstein

HAVING spent the past five years conducting research on
African wild dogs in Hwange National Park, I developed a
strong passion for Zimbabwe and its wildlife. Having
completed my PhD at the end of 2011, I wanted to contribute
further to the conservation of wildlife with research on
another threatened species; the cheetah. At the beginning
of 2012, together with my husband Hans, we founded the
Cheetah Conservation Project Zimbabwe (CCPZ) with the
aim to help and conserve cheetahs through research,
education, collaboration and capacity building.
The first goal of the project is to build up information of
the cheetah population in Zimbabwe. The public can help
us improve the conservation strategy of this large spotted
cat by forwarding information on recent and historical
cheetah sightings and/or pictures.
Cheetahs used to be widespread throughout Africa and
Asia. Sadly, this slender, long legged carnivore has
disappeared from a large part of their historic range and
today, there are fewer than 10,000 adult cheetahs left in the
wild. As a result, cheetahs have officially been classified as
vulnerable on the IUCN Red List, meaning they face a high
risk of extinction in the wild.
There are approximately 6000 cheetahs in Southern
Africa with populations found in Botswana, Namibia, South
Africa, Zambia and Zimbabwe. Despite its high conservation
value, there is limited data available on the Zimbabwe
cheetah population, especially in the northwest of
Zimbabwe, which has vast tracts of wildlife protected areas
and is also the Zimbabwe component of the Zambezi
Transfrontier Conservation Area.
The more one knows about a species the easier it
generally becomes to implement an effective conservation
strategy. Which is why Cheetah Conservation Project
Zimbabwe, in collaboration with the Zimbabwe Parks and
Wildlife Management Authority, has started a cheetah
population survey. The aim of this survey is to find out where
cheetahs occur, how many there are and what conservation
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challenges they face.
A National ID data base has been set up to collect data
and pictures on cheetah sightings around the country and
the public is encouraged to send in information and pictures
of their sightings. Information on when and where a sighting
was made gives us an indication of where cheetahs occur.
Pictures help us to identify individual cheetahs based on
their unique spot pattern. If we collect enough pictures from
an area, we are able to give an estimate of how many
cheetahs there are and can sometimes even tell something
about their life history, for example how old an animal is or
how many cubs it had.
To date, the response from the public has been
overwhelming and we are rapidly accumulating invaluable
data. It is too early to speculate about cheetah numbers but
one thing we know for sure is that they are there! (From 2012
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Cheetah – did you know?
The cheetah is the world's fastest land mammal.
They can reach a top speed of around 113 km per
hour.
A cheetah's distinguishing marks are 'tear drop'
black markings running from the corner of its eyes
to its mouth.
Cheetahs do not roar like other big cats but they do
purr, very loudly and make high pitched bird like
sounds when excited or calling their cubs.
Cheetahs have poor night vision and hunt for their
food during the day. Cheetahs cannot climb trees.
Cheetahs only need to drink once every three to
four days, they get the moisture they need from
the bodies of their prey.
The lifespan of a cheetah is between 10 and 12
years.

cheetahs and to set up research and education projects in
the areas where it is most needed.
You can help us by sending us your cheetah sightings and
pictures both old and new. If you have been or are lucky
enough to see this shy and elusive animal anywhere in the
Zimbabwe bush, please let us know when and where you
saw the cheetah, how many cheetah/s you saw and whether
or not they had cubs. Your pictures are of great value to us
and will be added to the National ID database. In this way
you will be able to contribute to the conservation of this
beautiful carnivore in Zimbabwe.

Cheetah male - picture courtesy of CCPZ-1
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a lot of duplicates as people tend to take more than one
picture when they get the unique chance to photograph
cheetah, but the pictures have already helped us to identify
34 individuals based on their coat markings. Our population
survey is ongoing and during the course of 2013, we will
continue to collect more cheetah information.
In addition, a questionnaire based survey will be carried
out with the assistance of two students from the National
University of Science and Technology, starting in the north
west of the country. This survey will also provide
information on the attitude of people towards cheetahs and
the level of cheetah-human conflict. Ultimately, the
information gained from the data collection will help CCPZ
and the Zimbabwe Parks and Wildlife Management
Authority to improve the conservation strategy of the

Send your pictures and sightings to
cheetah@cheetahzimbabwe.org
or fill in the online sighting sheet at
www.cheetahzimbabwe.org
If you would like to learn more about cheetahs
or follow our cheetah adventures you can
visit our website www.cheetahzimbabwe.org
or follow us via facebook
www.facebook.com/CheetahZimbabwe

Cheetah cubs - picture courtesy of Stephanie Periquet
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