
 

Why India's plan to reintroduce cheetahs
may run into problems
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A nature reserve in India could soon be the only location in the world to
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host wild populations of four major big cat species—tiger, lion, leopard
and cheetah. Kuno-Palpur, in central state of Madhya Pradesh, may not
be one of India's best-known sanctuaries but it is certainly becoming one
of its most controversial. In early 2020, the country's supreme court
agreed that wildlife authorities there could reintroduce the cheetah to
India, 70 years after its local extinction.

Cheetahs once roamed across much of India and the Middle East, but
today the entire Asian cheetah population is confined to just a few dozen
animals in remote regions of Iran. The reluctance of the Iranian
authorities to part with any of these rare creatures has led India farther
afield in its attempts to secure a founder population. Currently, the
favored option is African cheetahs available from Namibia, which has
the world's largest population.

Kuno-Palpur was identified as the preferred location for India's
relocation program as it has large grasslands, ideally suited to the
cheetah's need to build up speed without worrying about trees or other
obstacles. These grasslands were formed, in large part, through the
removal of villages and rewilding of agricultural land to make way for
the relocation of the Asiatic lion.

The Asiatic lion is itself an endangered species. Like the Asian cheetah
it was once common right across India and the Middle East, but it now
only survives as a single population of almost 700 in Gir Forest, a 
national park in the state of Gujarat, western India. Fears that a single
disruption event—such as a disease outbreak or poaching
epidemic—may be sufficient to consign the entire species to extinction,
prompted the search for a second home for these big cats. This search
ended in the identification of Kuno-Palpur, almost 30 years ago.
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https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/supreme-court-allows-introduction-of-african-cheetah-in-india/story-MTyJF0GdfibIp63A7hNKml.html
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2013/oct/23/asiatic-cheetahs-iran-conservationists
https://www.financialexpress.com/lifestyle/science/lions-roar-in-gujarats-gir-population-of-asiatic-lions-up-by-29/1987582/
https://phys.org/tags/national+park/
https://qz.com/india/1757900/kuno-will-soon-be-indias-next-lion-sanctuary-after-gujarats-gir/


 

  

The world’s 10,000 or so cheetahs live in a tiny portion of their former range.
Credit: Laurie L Marker / Cheetah Conservation Fund, CC BY-SA

In 2016 India's supreme court, citing unacceptable delays, ordered the 
lion relocation process to be completed within six months. At the same
time, the court dismissed a parallel application for the reintroduction of
cheetahs, reasoning that it would be paradoxical to elevate the claims of
an exotic subspecies (African cheetahs) over those of an endemic
(Asiatic lions).

Today there are still no lions in Kuno-Palpur, although it does retain a
stable leopard population. This non-compliance has been widely
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https://www.researchgate.net/publication/333398548_Cheetahs_Race_for_Survival_Ecology_and_Conservation
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://phys.org/tags/lion/
https://indianexpress.com/article/india/supreme-court-gir-asiatic-lions-5387343/


 

attributed to parochial politics, wrapped up in what has been described
as Gujarati pride. Despite the fact that all wildlife is deemed a national
resource under the Indian constitution, Gujarat appears determined to
hold on to its state monopoly on the creatures.

Then, in early 2020, the court made an unexpected U-turn and gave the
green light for cheetah reintroduction to begin. Some experts questioned
the science behind the decision. For example they point out that the
cheetah is a wide-ranging species, known to travel across areas up to
1,000 sq km in a single year. Indian parks tend to be much smaller than
those in Africa, offering less chance for such free movement. And,
while the habitat is currently suited to cheetahs—and lions—some fear
that it may ultimately evolve into dry, scrubby forest more suited to
tigers.
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https://www.vice.com/en/article/z3ega9/narendra-modis-home-states-pride-may-be-putting-the-last-wild-prides-of-asiatic-lions-at-risk
https://indianexpress.com/article/india/gujarat-govt-not-in-favour-of-translocating-lions-to-mp-6553895
https://round.glass/sustain/conservation/return-cheetah-will-roam/
https://round.glass/sustain/conservation/return-cheetah-will-roam/
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There is also credible evidence that tigers are already dispersing to Kuno-
Palpur as animals from a reserve in neighboring Rajasthan seek to
escape territorial over-crowding. This suggests there is a functioning
wildlife corridor between the two reserves, a stated priority for Indian
conservation.

This is not a simple issue to resolve. As the supreme court is increasingly
called upon to adjudicate between the various factions, so these
conundrums are likely to intensify in the future. There is no science
available currently to suggest that cheetahs, lions, tigers and leopards can
coexist comfortably in the same habitat. It has never occurred anywhere
else before, so there is no real-life experience to draw upon.

In my research for a forthcoming book on tigers I found India's wildlife
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https://sciencex.com/help/ai-disclaimer/
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/ahmedabad/6-rajasthan-tigers-in-kuno-mp-afraid-of-losing-lions/articleshow/47350151.cms


 

is becoming increasingly commercialized and much of what we accept as
rational conservation can just as easily be viewed through an economic
lens—one that reflects the benefits of tourism. On the surface, the 
cheetah scheme feels more like a vanity project than a conservation
imperative; no doubt a boon for wildlife tourism but maybe also a
presenting a threat of intra-species and human-wildlife conflict.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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