Introduction

The treeless East African savanna

shimmers in the summer heat. A herd of
Thomson’s gazelles, a type of antelope,
nibbles quietly on the dry grass. There
are few trees or rocks to hide the Tom-
mies from predators. Instead, the an-
telopes are protected by the large number
of animals in the herd. If danger threat-
ens, one of the gazelles is sure to spot it
in time for the whole herd to run away.
Healthy adult antelopes can outrun most
predators .

But crouched in the long grass near
the herd is one hunter the Tommies cannot
outrun—a cheetah . Iis spotted yellow coat

helps it blend into the grass as it creeps
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closer to the grazing animals. Suddenly
the cheetah stands kup, startling the
gazelles. The frightened herd begins to
run. With stunning speed, the cheetah
runs down the antelope it has chosen as
its prey. The cheetah bites the young
gazelle’s throat to strangle it. The rest of
the herd stops in the distance and begins
to graze again under the hot sun.

The cheetah is the world’s fastest
land mammal. But speed does not guar-
antee survival. In fact, the cheetah’s bi-
ology and way of life make it difficult for
the cheetah to survive. Many male chee-
tahs are infertile—unable to father cubs.
Only 5 percent of cheetah cubs live to be-
come adults. The remainder die from dis-
ease, starvation, or attacks by other
predators, such as lions. The swift cats
have been victims of humans, too. They
have been hunted for their fur and

destroyed as threats to livestock. Their
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hunting grounds have been fenced in by
farmers and cattle ranchers. Where chee-
tahs cannot run free, they cannot sur-
vive. In much of their range, cheetahs
have lost the race against extinction and
have disappeared. Cheetahs are consid-
ered an endangered species.

Although humans have contributed
to the cheetah’s disappearance, human
beings are making an effort to see that
cheetahs do not die out altogether. In
some areas, cheetahs are protected by
law. Zoos and animal parks Europe,
Africa, and the United States are breed-
ing and raising the cats. Scientists are
studying them to learn more about their
behavior. The more we know about chee-
tahs , the better we can help the cheetahs

that still run free.
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The cheetah is considered an endangered
animal. “Endangered” animals are in immediate
risk of becoming extinct. They couid die out within
a very short time - five to ten years — it humans do
not take steps to protect them.

Animals can become endangered as the re-
sult of hunting or disease. They can become en-
dangered when their habitat is reduced or de-
stroyed. Often, animals become endangered be-
cause of human activites. But animals can be-
come extinct due to natural changes in the envi-
ronment, too. For example, warming tempera-
tures at the end of the last ice age (about 10,000
years ago) may have caused the extinction of ani-
mals such as the woolly mammoth.

Sometimes animals are described as “threat-
ened”. This means that they are not in immediate
danger of extinction, but the animals or their habi-
tats are under pressure — usually from humans.
Threatened animals may become endangered if
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humans do not control trade in those animals or
protect their habitats .

It is necessary to have international agree-
ment about the protection of animals. Migrating
animals, such as caribou, songbirds, and wilde-
beest, may move from country to country. Other
animals, such as seals and whales, live in
oceans used by all countries.

In 1973, representatives of 80 countries
signed the Convention on Intemnational Trade in
Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora
(CITES). By the mid — 1990s, more than 120
countries had signed the treaty. These countries
agreed to follow the CITES guidelines, which
are put out in a publication called the Aed Data
Book .

The Red Data Book includes three appen-
dices, each of which lists a particular category of
animals. Endangered animals are listed in Ap-
pendix I . All trade in these animals, or products
made from parts of these animals (such as skins
and homs), is prohibited. Appendix I lists ani-
mals that may be hunted or exported if the hunter
or exporter has a government permit. Appendix
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Il restricts intemational trade in individuals of
some species coming from certain countries. The
animals listed here are rare in these particular
countries, although they may not be rare some-
where else.

The CITES treaty cannot guarantee protec-
tion of endangered animals. The goVemments of
the countries have to do that themselves. Not all
countries have signed the CITES agreement. And
even those countries who have signed it do not al-
ways abide by its rules.

Sometimes a government thinks that protect-
ing particular animals will hurt its economy. Per-
haps its people earn money taking hunters out to
find animals such as cheetahs. The govemment
may be afraid that the protected animals will at-
tack livestock or destroy crops. It may cost too
much to set up and protect animal preserves. And
sometimes the government does not consider the
animals to be endangered in its country It sees no
reason to protect them.
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1. A Most Unusual Cat

Suppose someone told you about a
large cat that was unable to roar, had
claws that were blunt like a dog’s, could
not climb trees well, was very timid,
chirped like a bird, and could run as fast
as a speeding car. What would you say?
You would say it was a cheetah.

The first cheetahs probably evolved
in Asia, but fossils show that many dif-
ferent kinds of cheetahs once lived all
over the world. Between two and four
million years ago, for example, a species
of cat called Acinonyx pardinensis lived
in Europe. These giant cheetahs may
have weighed as much as 200 pounds,

which is twice as much as modern cheetahs
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weigh. In the mid — Pleistocene epoch
(about a million years ago), a smaller
cheetah  species  called  Acinonyx
intermedius roamed from China through
India and the Middle East into southern
Europe . Acinonyx trumani and Acinonyx
studeri , species that were about the size
of the modern cheetah, lived in North
America. About 20,000 years ago, dur-
ing the last ice age, all species of chee-
tahs died out except for Acinonyx
Jjubatus , the common cheetah .

In modern times, cheetahs are found
primarily in central and southern Africa,
in the countries of Namibia, Botswana,
Zambia, Zimbabwe, Tanzania, Kenya,
and South Africa. Researchers have re-
ported that there are some cheetahs left
in Iran. Cheetahs live on open plains,
such as grasslands or deserts, where they
have plenty of room to stretch their legs.

They need to be fast because they usually
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hunt antelopes, fastrunning animals that
live throughout Asia and Africa.

The cheetah is unique among cats,
whether they are large or small, domestic
or wild. Most cats are solitary. They live
alone except when it is time to mate. Li-
ons, which live in groups called prides,
are truly social cats. Only cheetahs are
both solitary and social. Some cheetahs
live alone, while others live in small
groups. Most large cats are nocturnal,
which means they are active at night.
Only cheetahs are primarily diurnal, or
active during the day. Most large cats
stalk their prey and pounce on it after a
short run. Only cheetahs run their prey
down over an extended distance. All cats
except the cheetah have fully retractile
claws. When relaxed, the claws slide

back into claw sheaths. This helps to



