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TWO YEARS AFTER AFRICAN CHEETAHS WERE BROUGHT TO KUNO 
NATIONAL PARK IN MADHYA PRADESH, THE GOVERNMENT CALLS THE 
PROJECT A SUCCESS. CONSERVATIONISTS ARE NOT SO SURE

IN A SPOT  IN A SPOT  
OF TROUBLEOF TROUBLE

By JUMANA SHAH & RAHUL NORONHA

FINDING GROUND A file  
photo of a South African  
cheetah in an enclosure at 
Palpur, Kuno National Park, 
released on Feb. 18, 2023
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wo years ago, on September 17, the 
sight of Indian Air Force helicopters 
touching down at Palpur in Madhya 
Pradesh’s Kuno National Park, fer-
rying eight cheetahs from Namibia 
in the final leg of their journey, had 
filled Indians with a sense of pride. 
The world took note of this science-

backed transcontinental relocation, part of an ambitious 
project to reintroduce the large cats to the wild in India. 

On the second anniversary of this momentous event, 
Union minister of environment, forest and climate 
change Bhupender Yadav declared the project a “success” 
on September 17, 2024. Something that prompted wild-
life biologists and conservationists to come down heavily 
on the government and the Cheetah Project Steering 
Committee (CPSC) of the National Tiger Conservation 
Authority (NTCA) for patting themselves on the back in-

stead of acknowledging that the spate of deaths (see Tragic Obitu-
aries) and the fact that none of the 24 survivors—12 adults and 12 
cubs—roam the wild have actually derailed the project. Pawan, the 
last cheetah to have most recently roamed the wild for about eight 
months, died in August. The NTCA has now announced that two 
South African cheetahs, Vayu and Agni, will be released into the 
wild by the end of this month. 

The deaths of the eight adult cheetahs were not caused by fac-
tors mentioned as the potential causes of mortality in the Cheetah 
Action Plan (CAP), according to experts. “Free-ranging cheetahs 
died due to negligence in their monitoring. Reasons included an 
infection around the neck due to radio-collaring, the wrong choice 
of specimens for mating, and diseases contracted in enclosures and 
cages. None of the cheetahs died in conflicts with leopards, which 
had been cited as a major threat, nor from poaching. These losses 
were avoidable,” says Dr M.K. Ranjitsinh, eminent wildlife expert 
and former head of the SC-appointed expert committee.

However, as per CAP, a 50 per cent survival rate of the imported 

OF THE TOTAL 37 CHEETAHS, KUNO HAS LOST EIGHT  
ADULTS AND FIVE CUBS IN LESS THAN TWO YEARS

TRAGIC OBITUARIES
 Sasha (Namibia)
Cause of Death Renal failure
(Mar. 27, 2023)

 Three Cubs (Born in India to  
 Namibian cheetah, Siyaya) 
Cause of Death Dehydration
(First one on May 23, and  
the rest two on May 25, 2023)

 Uday (South Africa)
Cause of Death  
Cardio-pulmonary failure
(Apr.  23, 2023)

 Tejas (South Africa)
Cause of Death Injuries on neck 
leading to septicemia  
(Jul. 11, 2023)

 Suraj (South Africa)
Cause of Death Injuries on neck leading to 
septicemia (Jul. 14, 2023)

 Tbilisi (Namibia)
Cause of Death Injuries on neck leading to 
septicemia (Aug. 2, 2023)

 Shaurya (Namibia)
Cause of Death Found weak and died during  
treatment (Jan. 16, 2024)

 Cub (Born in India to South African Gamini)
Cause of Death Weakness; found dead  
next to mother (Jun. 5, 2024)

 Cub (Born to Gamini

Cause of Death Injury on vertebral column  
(Aug. 5, 2024)

 Pawan (Namibia)

Cause of Death Suspected drowning 
(Aug. 17, 2024)

 Daksha (South Africa)
Cause of Death 
Injuries sustained after violent 
interaction with male cheetahs
(May 9, 2023)
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large cats after one year qualifies as suc-
cess. And since 12 of the 20 adult chee-
tahs and 12 of the 17 cubs born on In-
dian soil have survived, the government 
counts the project as an achievement. 
“The project has seen unprecedented 
success in the birth of cubs in compari-
son to similar projects in other coun-
tries,” Yadav tells INDIA TODAY. “These 
are wild animals, and the initial years of 
any reintroduction/ conservation trans-
location project will undergo ebbs as well 
as flows before stabilising. It is a process 
of continuous learning, understanding 
and adapting, not only for the project but 
also for the cheetahs.”

R ajesh Gopal, chairman of 
the high-level CPSC set up in 
2023 to manage the project, 
echoes the Union minister’s 

thoughts. “The last two years have been 
eventful, but these are teething troubles,” 
he says. In another marker of the project’s 
‘success’, ‘The annual progress report 
on bringing back the cheetah to India’, 
released by the MP forest department 
recently, claims that the cheetahs have 
successfully managed to coexist with 
endemic large carnivores (such as leop-

ards) during the limited time that some 
of them roamed the wild.

Bengaluru-based wildlife biologist 
and conservation scientist Ravi Chel-
lam’s overriding concern is the contin-
ued captivity of the African cheetahs, 
which violates Namibian regulations 
that render a cheetah kept in captivity 
for longer than 90 days unfit for release 
in the wild. “Their fitness and ability to 
hunt and survive diminishes. If the pe-
riod of captivity exceeds 90 days, the 
cats must either be euthanised or remain 
permanently captive,” he says. “The av-
erage home range of an adult female 
cheetah is 750 sq. km while the average 
size of the enclosure (boma), where they 
have been kept for most of the past two 
years, is less than 1 sq. km. Chital are re-
leased in the bomas for ‘hunting’ by the 
cheetahs and their diet is supplemented 
by buffalo meat.” Chellam also high-
lights that at least two of the Namibian 
cheetahs and the surviving 12 cubs, the 
youngest of which is about six months 
old, have never ranged in the wild.

The minister, however, claims it is 
factually incorrect to say that all chee-
tahs were in fencing for the past two 
years. “The cheetahs were intermittently 

free-ranging. They were brought back 
into the enclosures for specific health 
reasons and veterinary treatment. The 
enclosures are large natural forested ar-
eas with wild prey which the cheetahs 
hunt themselves like in the wild,” he says. 
The cubs are growing in this environ-
ment and, in some cases, accompany the 
mothers on their hunts, he adds. “The 
transition into free-ranging conditions 
after a few months when the cubs are old-
er is likely to be a smooth one but, in the 
wild, one can never really be sure. One 
cub, who was abandoned by the mother, 
has been successfully hand-reared and 
is learning to hunt in the wild. With the 
help of cheetah experts, the cub will be 
rehabilitated into the wild,” Yadav says. 

“Wilding,” says Y.V. Jhala, former 
dean of the Wildlife Institute of India 
(WII) and principal scientist of the 
Cheetah Project (2009–2023), “is go-
ing to be a long process. We need to be 
persistent and continue to supplement 
to allow establishment of free-ranging 
cheetahs. Mortalities may also occur, 
and one should not be scared of it.” Jhala 
has called the NTCA’s recent decision to 
release two cheetahs into the wild “very 
good news”. 

THE CHEETAH’S INDIAN RUN

1947 The last recorded cheetah hunt is 
reported from the princely state of Korea in 
modern-day Chhattisgarh. Three cheetahs 
were shot by the then-ruler Ramanuj Pratap 
Singh Deo

1952 The cheetah is declared extinct in India, 
making it the only large mammal to be officially 
declared extinct in independent India so far

2009 Kuno Palpur and Nau-
radehi in MP and Shahgarh 
in Rajasthan are identified 
as potential cheetah intro-
duction sites. Cheetah ex-
perts from across the world 
meet in Gajner, Rajasthan, 
to deliberate on introducing 
the African cheetah in India. 
A task force is constituted 
under Project Cheetah

1972 India considers 
introducing Asiatic chee-
tahs from Iran. The proj-
ect falls through after the 
Shah of Iran is deposed

2008 A proposal is 
submitted to the Union 
government to bring in 
cheetahs from Africa

2013 The apex court quashes 
the introduction plan, terming 
it arbitrary and illegal

2012 The Supreme Court 
stays the Cheetah Introduction 
Project while hearing a petition 
on the translocation of Asiatic 
lions from Gir to Kuno Palpur

2019 NTCA files an applica-
tion in the SC seeking clarifi-
cation of the 2013 order

Jan. 2020 The apex court 
clears the project

2021 Feasibility studies are car-
ried out again in MP and Rajas-
than for the introduction of the 
cheetah in the immediate future

ENVIRONMENT CHEETAH
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Jul. 2022 India and Namibia sign 
a memorandum of understanding 
for bringing in cheetahs from  
that country

Sept. 2022 The first lot of eight 
cheetahs arrives at Kuno Palpur 
from Namibia. An MoU is to be 
signed with South Africa to get 
more cheetahs 

Oct. 2022 A nine-member 
Cheetah Task Force is an-
nounced to make decisions 
about cheetahs’ management

Nov. 2022 In a staggered 
manner, all eight cheetahs are 
moved from quarantine to a 
larger, game-stocked enclosure 

Jan.  2023 Female Sasha shows 
signs of renal distress, brought 
back in quarantine for treatment

Feb. 2023 Twelve cheetahs, 
seven male and five female,  
come to KNP from South Africa

approved by the MoEFCC,” says Yadav. 
Though no timeline has been specified, 
sources say the third batch could be im-
ported before the end of this year.

Kenyan and South African cheetahs 
belong to two different subspecies. Gopal 
says introducing a cheetah subspecies 
from a northern hemisphere country 
(Kenya) is desirable for genetic vigour 
as the cheetah has passed through an 
“evolutionary bottleneck”. However, 
Jhala says that both cannot be used for 
introduction in the same region. “It is 
against the IUCN guidelines.... This will 
compromise the Indian commitment 
to global cheetah conservation efforts.” 
Gopal doesn’t think so. “They may mate 
in the future…no issues…uterus size etc. 
are similar with minor variations owing 
to geographical isolation,” he says.

Biologists have also flagged the con-
cern that Gandhi Sagar and Banni are 
small fenced enclosures akin to safari 
parks. Chellam says it is not in keeping 
with the CAP’s original aims and India’s 
conservation ethos of having free-range 
cheetahs performing their ecological role. 
Jhala says that fencing was only meant 
for quarantine purposes and soft release, 
lasting a couple of months. Gopal too says 

HOW TO PREVENT 
THE CAT-ASTROPHE
So, after two years of multiple failed at-
tempts to release the cheetahs into the 
wild, will this be a turning point? What 
more needs to be done? “As a first step 
towards metapopulation management 
through a large landscape approach, 
including the landscapes of Kuno and 
Gandhi Sagar in Madhya Pradesh, Ra-
jasthan and possibly Uttar Pradesh, an 
interstate cheetah conservation complex 
is being developed. Here, the forested 
area spans ~17,000 sq. km with a poten-
tial cheetah habitat of ~10,000 sq. km,” 
Yadav says. According to him, there are 
other potential sites such as Nauradehi 
(MP) and Banni grasslands (Kutch, Gu-
jarat) etc. “The CAP recommends meta-
population management with three to 
five sites for long-term persistence of 
cheetahs in India. Eventually, more po-

tential sites in central and southern India 
will also be assessed,” he says.

In the first phase at Gandhi Sagar, 
a maximum of four to five cheetahs are 
likely to be released, providing them 
an opportunity to establish a breed-
ing population. In Banni, the minister 
says, “raising enclosures, quarantine 
boma, veterinary facility and related 
infrastructure are under progress. Once 
complete, the steering committee will 
examine proposals to bring cheetahs for 
conservation breeding.” The earlier plan 
was to treat the population in Kuno as 
the source population to translocate a 
few cheetahs to Gandhi Sagar and Ban-
ni, but it seems to have been abandoned. 
As Gopal indicates, the two new sites 
will have cheetahs likely to be imported 
from Kenya and South Africa. “Nego-
tiations are going on with Kenya. The 
draft MoU to be signed has already been 

MP FOREST DEPT’S ANNUAL REPORT FLAGS  
A HUGE DEFICIT OF PREY IN KUNO. IT CALLS 
FOR IMMEDIATE PREY AUGMENTATION. AT 
LEAST 1,500 CHITAL NEED TO BE BROUGHT IN

May 2023 Environment 
ministry announces set-
ting up of an 11-member 
Cheetah Project Steering 
Committee—over and above 
the Cheetah Task Force an-
nounced in October 2022

Mar. 2023 Two Namibian 
cheetahs are released into 
the wild. Sasha dies, marking 
the first casualty among Na-
mibian cheetahs. Four cubs 
are born to Siyaya at the park

Aug.  2023 All 14 cheetahs 
are brought back to the 
enclosures where they are 
kept presently pending 
release after the monsoons

Aug.  2024 In the 13th and 
latest casualty, Pawan from 
Namibia dies due to sus-
pected drowning 
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that fencing is a temporary measure but 
says it could last up to five years, until the 
species settles down. To which experts 
argue that since cheetahs are short-lived 
carnivores, a five-year period in a fenced 
area amounts to life imprisonment.

The decline of the prey base in Kuno 
is another matter of concern, as the MP 
forest department’s own report observes. 
It shows that chital density has reduced 
from 23.43 animals per sq. km in 2021 
to 17.5 in 2024. The prey base was one 
of the main reasons Kuno was chosen 
over other sites. “There is a huge deficit 
of prey in Kuno,” the report states. “Prey 
augmentation has to be carried out im-
mediately. At least 1,500 chital have to be 
brought to increase ungulate prey base.”

CONSERVATIONISTS 
VS POLITICIANS
The frequent deaths of the large cats not 
only kicked up a storm of concern over 
maintaining the population but also an 
unsavoury war of words between the 
biologists and government officials an-
choring the project, as well as politicians. 
Among the criticisms was that the mor-
talities could have been avoided if inter-
national experts had been consulted as 
India’s expertise on cheetahs is limited. 
A monitoring committee appointed by 
the Supreme Court in 2020 to guide the 
NTCA was abruptly dissolved in March 
2023. This was speculated to be a re-
action to the criticism aired by several 
experts following the deaths of six chee-
tahs, including three cubs, in about 80 
days. The CPSC did not include veterans 
such as Ranjitsinh and Jhala who had 
prepared the detailed CAP. “Soon af-
ter the cheetahs arrived, our committee 
began working and would hold regular 
meetings. A few months later, I learnt 
through media reports that a Cheetah 
Task Force had been constituted, but 
we continued working. In March, the 
Union government informed the Su-
preme Court that the expert committee 
was not needed,” says Ranjitsinh.

International experts such as Adrian 
Tordiffe, one of the foremost cheetah ex-
perts, and Vincent van der Merwe, man-
ager, Cheetah Metapopulation Project, 
were retained as consultants. However, 

in July 2023, four international experts, 
including Tordiffe and van der Merwe, 
wrote to the apex court that they were 
not being consulted and that this was 
affecting conservation efforts.

In August 2024, the MP forest de-
partment’s refusal to share records of 
the cheetah project under the Right to 
Information Act, citing potential harm 
to the country’s sovereignty and integ-
rity, elicited further concerns from the 
biologist community about the project’s 
management.

There is inter-state politics too. 
Among the second homes being consid-
ered for cheetahs was Mukundara Hills 
in Rajasthan. The WII had selected it as 
the best breeding site, due to its 82 sq. km 
fenced area and adequate prey base. The 
MP government had asked the Centre to 
consider shifting some cheetahs there, 
but the latter did not consider it. Reports 
suggested that the Congress government 
in power in Rajasthan at the time was the 
reason for this reluctance, while some 
said a Rajasthan politician was not too 
keen to share Mukundara Hills—envis-
aged originally as a home for tigers—with 
the imported spotted cats. Thus, Gandhi 
Sagar’s 64 sq. km was fenced at a steep 
cost of Rs 17 crore and an entire village, 
Karnpura, was relocated. Yet, officials 
now confirm that some leopards have 
entered the enclosure through the water 
route (one side of the boundary is a reser-
voir), which may remain a source of threat 
for the cheetahs. 

Meanwhile, Palpur’s hopes to be a 
cheetah tourist destination lie dashed, 
as the success of the cheetah conserva-
tion project itself is moot. “Room occu-
pancy at my resort is down to 10-15 per 
cent, which I manage because I am lo-
cated on the highway. Two other resorts 
that opened in 2022 have shut down,” 
says Jinesh Jain, owner of Jungle Resort 
Kuno. Forest authorities opened safaris 
last year but the area where the cheetahs 
are housed is not open for visitors. “Ear-
lier when there were no cheetahs, we had 
guests coming in to see other wildlife. 
This helped us get business. Now that 
business is lost too,” adds Jain. The re-
vival of that economy will need a better 
cheetah action plan. 

BHUPENDER YADAV 
Union Minister of Environment, 

Forest and Climate Change

 The project has 
seen unprecedented 

success in births of 
cubs in comparison 
to similar projects in 

other countries...
initial years of any 

reintroduction/ 
conservation 
translocation 

projects will undergo 
ebbs as well as flows 

before stabilising 

The cheetahs were 
intermittently free 
ranging. They were 

brought back into the 
enclosures for spe-
cific health reasons 

and veterinary treat-
ment. The enclosures 
are large natural for-

ested areas with  
wild prey which the 

cheetahs hunt them-
selves, like in the wild
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