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‘On behalf of everyone at Animal Ark, thank you for what you have done for the cheetah, and   
thank you for sharing your life with us,’ Aaron and Diana Hiibel 

(Animal Ark Wildlife Sanctuary, Nevada, USA). 
 

 
    

Captive-born cheetahs at Columbus Zoo and Aquarium, USA 
 

 
 
Cubs at Steve Irwin’s Australia Zoo, Queensland 
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1979  RELEASE OF CAPTIVE-BORN CHEETAHS (3 MALES)  
INTO THEIR NATURAL ENVIRONMENT 
 
‘Captive cheetahs answer call of the wild’ by Martin Welz (Sunday Times, 22 June). 
‘Cheetahs, like leopards, don’t change their spots. That was the heartening discovery of a 
team of the Transvaal Department of Nature Conservation officers who spent three months 
this year chasing through the Lowveld bush to see how three cheetahs, reared in captivity 
and then released in the wild, would fare. 
 
‘The story of their adventures in the wild was this week described as a major breakthrough in 
the programme to ensure the survival of the cheetahs, whose dwindling numbers have been a 
worry to conservationists for many years. 
 
‘The three cheetahs, who first underwent a month’s ‘basic training’ and acclimatisation in the 
South African Air Force’s wildlife reserve at Hoedspruit in February, were appropriately 
named ‘General Rogers’, ‘Gouws’ and ‘Oom Jan’ after their senior airforce hosts. 
 
‘Despite having been reared on a cheetah farm at De Wildt, near Pretoria, they took to the 
wild like old paws. Adapting from a diet of beef on the hook to venison on the hoof, 
presented no problems to the three two-year-olds.’ 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Oom Jan, with his kill on the wildlife reserve at Hoedspruit 
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This was a project that received the backing and approval of the Division of Nature and 
Environmental Conservation and to whom I will always be grateful. Three conservation 
officers, Howard Pettifer, Piet Muller and Koos de Wet, were selected to track the cheetahs, 
each on 8-hourly shifts, while 3 captive-born males (mother-raised at De Wildt) were 
collared and transported to the game farm Suikerkop, at the Hoedspruit airbase, in the 
Eastern Transvaal, an area of 1 100 hectares. It was typical lowveld terrain varying from 
grassland to dense bush, game-fenced and stocked with most of the game species favoured 
by cheetah as prey. 
 
 

 
 

Howard Pettifer attaches a tracking collar before release 
 
 

 
 

Two of the three cheetahs released 
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Howard Pettifer reported how he and other researchers had observed the 3 young cheetahs 
as they adapted to a hunting existence entirely new to them. He reported their successful 
kills in detail. The following table shows the species, sex, approximate age and the estimated 
live mass of the prey, followed by the estimated mass consumed and the time spent at each 
kill by 3 captive-bred cheetahs during the study period. 
 

 
 
 

 
 

The three brothers at an impala kill 
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Later, a 65-day study period took place on Kempiana, the private game farm of Hans 
Hoheisen, measuring 22 000 hectares and situated in the 60 000 hectare Timbavati Private 
Nature Reserve, adjoining the Kruger National Park. The initial release into a small nature 
reserve had already confirmed that cheetahs could catch and kill without previous 
experience. Now the cheetahs were tested in unlimited space. 
 
Howard explains his new table: ‘Differences in cheetah kill intervals between the 2 study 
areas can be ascribed to the greater distances covered in the latter while familiarizing 
themselves with their new environment and the comparative difficulty in locating potential 
prey.’ Despite the setback of one of the trio dying from a snakebite, Howard Pettifer 
concluded that ‘this project certainly warrants further research. Additional experiments with 
captive-bred cheetahs reared in the absence of human contact and the experimental release 
of a single adult female are needed in order to verify the findings of this study. In terms of 
the future conservation of the species, the results are highly encouraging.’ 
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Howard Buffett and the author 
with king cheetah Dikaledi at De Wildt. 

 

                     
 
 Wild-born male cheetah    Captive-born male cheetah 
         with impala kill               with blesbok kill 
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2002  RELEASE OF CAPTIVE-BORN AND WILD-CAUGHT CHEETAHS 
(2 MALES) ON JUBATUS CHEETAH RESERVE 
 
While the first release in 1980 had proved that captive-born cheetahs are able to adapt to 
their natural environment, conservation authorities lacked know-how when it came to the 
technical and practical aspects of managing cheetahs in confined areas. The Limpopo 
Conservation authorities maintained that at least 5 000 hectares was necessary to hold free-
roaming cheetahs. However, on request and as a trial, permission was granted to release a 
coalition of 2 young males (one captive-born, the other wild-caught) in a fenced area of 1 200 
hectares. 
 
To achieve this goal, in 2001 Howard Buffett (a great supporter and believer in our vision), 
purchased 5 200 hectares of land in the Waterberg foothills of Limpopo, and founded the 
Nature Conservation Trust. He named his bushveld farm The Jubatus Cheetah Reserve, and 
a section of it was identified for the release of the 2 cheetahs from the Centre. I will always be 
grateful to Howard Buffett for his interest, dedication and support for an undertaking that 
meant so much to us and the future of the cheetah. 
 
After the necessary fencing had been erected, advice was sought from an ecologist to 
establish the length of time required to restore the land to full game-carrying capacity, the 
number of ungulates it could carry on a permanent basis, and how many cheetahs could be 
introduced and still maintain a viable population of the prey species. The following winter 
Howard stocked the fenced area (as recommended), with impala, blesbok, waterbuck, blue 
wildebeest and zebra. Kudu, grey duiker and steenbok were already established in the area. A 
few months later when these animals had settled, 2 young male cheetahs were selected at the 
Centre – one wild-caught, named Howard (rescued at 4 months, when its mother was killed 
while hunting prey) and a captive-born named Peter. Once they had bonded, they were fitted 
with internal tracking transmitters and on 15 August 2002 the pair was released. 
 
While only the wild-born male made sporadic kills, it soon became clear that the prey they 
caught was not sufficient to sustain them both, so their diet had to be supplemented with 
game, such as warthog. About 3 months later, working as a team, the 2 cheetahs were seen at 
a blesbok kill and thereafter they were able to feed themselves. At the start they selected 
blesbok, an easy prey, but later caught kudu and impala. Perfection of their hunting 
techniques came with time and experience. 
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Combined with other data, this document will provide information 
 for the future release of cheetahs on small game farms. 
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Yolundi Smith, under the supervision of Professor W. van Hoven, the Director of the Centre 
for Wildlife Management, University of Pretoria was chosen to write up the results in 2 
papers: ‘Feeding ecology of cheetah Acinonyx jubatus on a small game reserve in the 
Limpopo Province, South Africa’ and ‘Home range establishment and use of cheetah 
Acinonyx jubatus on a small game reserve in the Limpopo Province, South Africa’. 
 
The following are extracts from her preliminary reports: ‘The study of the feeding ecology of 
the male coalition on Jubatus Cheetah Reserve was conducted over a 27-month period 
during August 2002 to February 2005 and direct as well as radio-tracking observation 
methods were used. 
 
‘[In this period], 121 kills, representing 7 species, were recorded and, including the unknown 
hunts, this amounts to approximately 180 kills. The 3 species that were hunted most were 
female blesbok, juvenile kudu and impala which comprised 89.35% of the kills and 71% of 
the edible biomass. The coalition was active in the early morning and late evenings. For the 
year 2003 a total of 79 kills was made, resulting in a kill rate of approximately 1 kill every 4.6 
days. Due to the absence of other predators in the Reserve, the coalition remained at a 
carcass for longer periods and carcass utilization was much more economical. 
 
‘The cheetahs in this study established a range covering 67% of the total area available to 
them. A core area of use (10% of the total area) was established in the southern part of the 
Reserve. Scent markings played an integral role in territory maintenance as a warning to 
other males of their presence.’ 
 
In her conclusion Yolundi Smith says that ‘Reintroduction today is a well-known technique 
for the management of large carnivores, and animals are introduced back into areas from 
which they have become extinct.’ The knowledge and experience gained with this and other 
similar reintroduction attempts are valuable aids to subsequent reintroductions in other 
reserves. 
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  Releasing Phoenix 
 

 
 

            A slight disagreement 
 

 
 

 The males enjoy an impala 
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2007  RELEASE OF CAPTIVE-BORN CHEETAHS (2 MALES AND 
1 FEMALE) ON MAKULU MAKETE WILDLIFE RESERVE 
 
 
In South Africa the status of the cheetah, whether in protected areas or free roaming, is 
critical. Diminishing habitat and an increasing human population are two of the main factors 
causing the decline in numbers of this exceptional predator. Do we allow it to die out, or 
while there is time do we attempt to keep the genetic lines alive? 
 
 
A few decades ago, cheetahs roamed freely over the large cattle ranches in Limpopo and the 
North West – 10 000 hectares and more was the average size of a farm. The cheetahs that 
preyed on the abundant indigenous fauna were rarely seen, and seldom a problem. However, 
over the years, due to drought, stock diseases, overgrazing and feedlots, cattle farming on 
large tracts of land has become uneconomical. 
 
 
Numbers of farmers have either turned to a much more lucrative venture, such as game-
farming, or have subdivided and sold their land in smaller, more manageable units. These 
units, 1 000 to 3 000 hectares are popular with city dwellers seeking a quiet weekend 
getaway. As most were stocked with common antelope, existing game fences which were 
frequently undermined by warthog holes did little to keep out natural predators. The cheetah 
(which to livestock farmers is of no commercial value), when seen at a kill, was often shot on 
site, or trapped and sold on the black market. 
 
 
Thanks to the generosity of Peter and Jane Phillips, Makulu Makete a wildlife reserve in 
Limpopo, void of lion (Panthera leo) and spotted hyaena (Crocuta crocuta), afforded us the 
opportunity to observe a third release of captive-born cheetahs. This project was to monitor 
the release of 3 unrelated felids (2 males and 1 female) in a controlled area (4 600 hectares in 
extent), bounded by an electrified fence (erected according to Limpopo Nature Conservation 
specifications) and stocked with a large variety of prey species. An intense monitoring 
programme would accompany this project and only when the female had given birth, raised 
her cubs and they in turn were able to fend for themselves, would it be recorded as a success. 
 
 
The goals and objectives were: 
 1 To determine whether an unrelated captive-born nucleus of 2 males and 1 female can 

be established in the wild. 
 2 To determine the range use of the 3 cheetahs in an electrified game-fenced area. 
 3 To compare the individual hunting methods of the 3 cheetahs and the impact each 

had on the prey population in a predator-proof game-fenced area. 
 4 To determine the length of time spent by the cheetahs at a kill in the absence of lion 

and spotted hyaena. 
 5 To observe what portion of a carcass was eaten. 
 6 To determine at what age they are capable of hunting. 
 7 To observe whether they caught guinea fowl, spring hares or other small mammals. 
 8 To monitor the health of captive-born cheetahs in a fenced area. 
 9 To determine an optimal vaccination regime for diseases of importance. 
10 To monitor reproduction under these conditions. 
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At the Centre, 2 male cheetahs were bonded and fitted with standard mammalian radio 
collars while the female received a contraceptive implant for a year, allowing her to explore 
the territory and settle, before she hopefully fell pregnant. On arrival at Makulu Makete, the 
2 males were placed in a 1-hectare boma adjoining that of the female – allowing the 3 to 
accept one another even though a mesh fence divided them. During the 3 months in the 
bomas, they were weaned off horsemeat (their diet in captivity), and introduced to game 
meat, they learnt to respect an electric fence, and they became accustomed to human 
researchers and their noisy quad bikes. 
 
Once released in the reserve, the cheetahs would be tracked daily and observations of 
behaviour such as resting, feeding, socializing, walking and stalking and interaction between 
the 3 would be recorded. The study was undertaken by Nkabeng Maruping, under the 
supervision of Professor W. van Hoven, Centre for Wildlife Management, University of 
Pretoria, in partial fulfilment of her MSc degree. She was assisted by Narinda Pentz of 
Makulu Makete. 
 
Unexpected setbacks occurred, however. While in the boma, the female developed an 
infection in her nasal passages known as Cryptococcus, a fungal disease that attacks captive 
and free-roaming cheetahs. (The fungus grows in damp, dead and decaying leaves and in the 
bark of certain trees and when inhaled by an animal will cause lesions in the nasal passages 
or travel further to the brain.) The cheetah was removed and returned to the Centre for 
treatment and another female took her place. However, before leaving De Wildt she received 
a contraceptive injection which would last for 2 years, giving her time to explore her new 
territory before falling pregnant. 
 
Soon after, one of the males was found dead in the holding camp and although a post 
mortem was held, the cause of death (thought to be from snakebite) could not be established. 
His mate was returned to the Centre and replaced with 2 15-month-old captive-born 
brothers. Following the necessary 3 months in the boma the female was released first, 
followed a month later by the 2 males and all 3 were soon hunting for themselves.  
 
Due to the initial setbacks the release had taken longer than expected. Financial support was 
coming to an end and time was running out for the student who needed to complete her 
assignment.  The 2 males were returned to the Centre but Peter Philips, wishing to continue 
the project, bought the captive-born female and obtained a young wild-caught male cheetah. 
We await these results. 
 
Maruping wrote up an excellent document: ‘The Reintroduction of Captive Bred Cheetah 
into a Wild Environment, Makulu Makete Wildlife Reserve, Limpopo Province, South 
Africa.’ This study once again proved that captive-born cheetahs can hunt but – as was seen 
in the 2 previous releases – it does take time and experience for them to learn what prey is 
suitable to hunt. 
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1997–2009  THE DE WILDT CHEETAH AND WILDLIFE TRUST 
 
Mission statement: ‘To ensure the long-term survival of predators, specifically the cheetah 
and the wild dog in their natural environment’. 
 
The Trust was established to ensure the long-term survival of the Centre, which would 
continue to administer and pursue its role in the breeding, education, research and the 
conservation of the cheetah and wild dog. It had 4 main objectives: to further captive 
breeding and the future release of captive-born cheetahs and wild dogs should the need 
arise; to research all aspects pertaining to the health of cheetahs and wild dogs; to ensure the 
survival of free-roaming cheetahs in unprotected areas; and to educate South African youth 
to respect and conserve their nation’s wildlife. 
 
To achieve its mission, the Trust had an extensive community outreach and education 
programme and a strategic breeding plan. It also facilitated research on wildlife diseases, 
semen freezing and wild dog contraception. 
 
The Iams nutritional study produced important data on diseases such as gastritis and kidney 
failure. When wild-caught cheetahs were being kept at the Centre in transition – awaiting 
suitable release sites – useful comparisons could be made on the prevalence of these 2 
diseases in captive and free-ranging conditions. 
 
In 2009, sadly the Trust was forced to disband and the Centre reverted to its privately owned 
status. I am sincerely grateful to the Trustees who gave me their time, knowledge and moral 
support over these years.    
 
Now renamed The Ann van Dyk De Wildt Cheetah Centre, and with the financial backing 
and support of our sponsors our mission remains the same. 
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2000  THE NATIONAL WILD CHEETAH MANAGEMENT PROGRAMME 
 
In 2000 a meeting of game and livestock farmers, representatives from official conservation 
bodies, non-governmental conservation bodies, academic institutions and cheetah breeders 
was arranged and held by the Centre in Thabazimbi in Limpopo where most wild-cheetah 
problems occur. 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Hunted and hunter: an all-too-familiar scene today 
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As a direct result of the well-attended meeting, a short-term strategy was established in an 
attempt to deal with the animosity shown by game and livestock farmers towards all 
predators, but specifically the cheetah. With the support of overseas donors, The Cheetah 
Compensation Fund was launched by the Centre in order to reimburse farmers for any 
livestock losses they may have suffered due to cheetah predation. 
 

 
 

Farmers and official conservation bodies get together to discuss free-roaming so-called 
‘problem’ cheetahs 

 
Any landowner, who was not prepared to catch, collar and then release a cheetah back onto 
his lands would be assisted with its capture and compensated for any losses. The animal 
would be removed and temporarily held at the Centre and at Jubatus until they could be 
relocated to another protected wild area. 
 
Sponsored by Howard Buffett and under the guidance of Deon Cilliers, formerly Problem 
Animal Control Officer in the previous Department of Conservation, the new programme’s 
focus was solely to protect free-roaming cheetahs. 
 

 
 

The capture, collaring and re-releasing of wild cheetah. 
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One of many rescues:  
an emergency flight  
to the veterinarian of a  
snare-injured cheetah 
 

Dr. Peter Caldwell works on the wounds 
of Sibella, a free roaming cheetah 
caught and tied up by a livestock farmer 
in the Limpopo province 
 

Later, a healthy Sibella  
with her litter of cubs, 
Samara Game Reserve,  
Western Cape 
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CHEETAH RELOCATIONS 
 
A large number of wildlife reserves indicated here on a map have received cheetahs through 
the relocation programme and thus are contributing towards a meta population conservation 
plan for South Africa. 
 

 
 
Over a period of 8 years, 250–300 ‘problem’ and unwanted wild-caught cheetahs were 
relocated from farms in the Limpopo and North West provinces to established game reserves 
throughout the country. Among them were the many new reserves that had been established 
in the Eastern Cape where long periods of drought had seen large, unproductive sheep and 
goat farms consolidated and converted to wildlife areas. Here cheetahs have adapted 
extremely well and it has now become necessary to relocate their offspring to avoid 
overpopulation and inbreeding. 
 
Most regrettably, however, due to the worldwide economic recession of the late 1990s, the 
Centre found itself unable to raise the necessary funding to continue the programme. It was 
taken over by the Endangered Wildlife Trust which was in the process of conducting a meta 
population census. Activities have since been downscaled considerably, so free-roaming 
cheetahs on farmlands are once again in a precarious position. 
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NON LETHAL PREDATOR CONTROL 
 

 
 

 
 


