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ABSTRACT 
 

Sometime around first of last century 100,000 cheetahs lived in the world 
ranging from Philistine to India and all over the African continent. Akbar a 
Mongolian ruler of the 16th century in India was said to have owned thousands 
cheetahs. But last cheetah in India was seen in 1948 and today Cheetah as the fastest 
land animal is facing its biggest challenge in its last territory in Asia, the challenge 
for survival. Iran is the last country in the Asia, which hosts Asiatic cheetah. Less 
than 200 cheetah with optimistic estimation remaining in 9 protected areas in Iran. 

Though in Africa cheetah found in the open grasslands and savannahs but 
Asiatic cheetah has adapted itself to live in open vast semi-desert area in center of 
Iran. Bafgh and Ariz protected area in Yazd province, center of Iran is one of the 
densest area of cheetah population.  

Now many reasons like rapid growing in number of livestock, road 
construction, mining activity, conflict with other predators and lack of genetic 
diversity in cheetah are going to make just a memory of Asiatic cheetah. There is 
need of more national and international attention to save last Asiatic cheetahs in 
Iran. This paper discusses the main threats for cheetah in Bafgh and Ariz protected 
area and also some recommendations to save this rare cat.  
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INTRODUCTION 
The cheetah, also called the hunting 

leopard, has the longest hunting association 
with human of any animal, with the 
exception of dog and the earliest record is 
from the Sumerian in 300 BC where a 
leashed cheetah, possibly with a hood on its 
head, is depicted on an official seal5. 
Cheetahs were widely distributed throughout 

western Asia and Africa and in 1900 the wild 
population was estimated to be 100000 
animals6. The numbers decreased to 20000-
25000 in 1970 and today only between 
12000 to 15000 cheetahs live in 23 African 
countries, with largest concentration in 
southern Africa and less than 200 live in 
Iran. The present cheetahs divided in to 5 
subspecies which four of them live in Africa 
and one in Iran. 



Journal of Environmental Research And Development Vol. 3 No. 3, January-March 2009 

640 
 

Because of continuous drain on wild 
population cheetahs declined in Asia and in 
the early 1900s Iran and India began to 
import cheetahs from Africa for hunting 
purpose3. But population of cheetah reduced 
and in 1952 species declared extinct in India 
and in 1956 last cheetah was reported in 
Israel4. Since that time semi arid areas in 
center of Iran are the only habitat of Asiatic 
cheetah (Acinonyx jubatus venaticus) in 
Asia. The cheetah is classified as an 
endangered species, and listed in Appendix I 
(which includes species that are most 
threatened) of the Convention of 

International Trade in Endangered Species 
(CITES).  

The current five sub-species of Acinonyx 
jubatus are : 

 Acinonyx jubatus hecki- West Africa 
 Acinonyx jubatus jubatus - Southern 

Africa 
 Acinonyx jubatus raineyii - East 

Africa 
 Acinonyx jubatus soemmeringii - 

Central Africa 
 Acinonyx jubatus venaticus - Iran 

                         Table 1 : Scientific classification of Asiatic cheetah 

Trinomial name Acinonyx jubatus venaticus 
Kingdom Animalia 

Phylum Chordata 

Class Mammalia 

Order Carnivora 

Family Felidae 

Genus Acinonyx 

Species A. Jubatus 

Subspecies A. j. venaticus 
 
Cheetah in Iran  

The sub species Acinonyx jubatus 
venaticus or Asiatic cheetah ("cheetah" 
derived from Sanskrit word chitraka 
meaning "speckled") also known as Iranian 
cheetah. Before World War II, it was 
estimated that almost 400 cheetahs lived in 
all arid and semiarid areas of center and 
eastern part of Iran, but this number decrease 
after war due to overhunting of cheetah 
essential prey species like gazelle.  In the late 
1970s, when the cheetah population in whole 
world  was estimated to be 20000 to 25000  
the cheetah population in Iran was estimated 
to  be  200-300  cheetahs.  While  some other  

experts believing it as an over-estimation 
noted an approximate number of 100, 
including 30 cheetahs for Khosh Yeilagh 
area. The cheetah range appeared to include 
all the desert areas of the eastern half of the 
country, which consists of vast expanses of 
largely unpopulated terrains. Iran revolution 
in 1979 interrupted wildlife conservation for 
a few years. So many of wildlife habitats 
were occupied by livestock, agriculture and 
easy accessible for 4WD vehicles and 
motorbikes chasing desert species, such as 
Persian gazelle Gazella subgutturosa, Jebeer 
gazelle Gazella bennettii, onager Equus 
hemionus onager, and also the cheetah.  
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The Iranian cheetah that lives in vast 
expanses of semi-desert and desert terrains 
dominated by foothills and mountainous 
habitats where prey species such as wild 
sheep, wild goat and gazelle are abundant. In 
Iran the cheetah habitat is divided to 5 areas. 
Since August 2002, the Iranian Cheetah 
Society   (ICS)   has   begun   to   carry   out  

continuous surveys to establish cheetah 
existence in 4 more areas in Esfahan and 
Yazd provinces between Kavir National Park 
in the north and Dareh Anjir to the south 
with a total area of more than one million ha. 
The five main cheetah habitats are shown in 
table below. 

Table 2 : Cheetah habitat in Iran 
Number of cheetah 

(minimum) Province Area (ha) Name 

10 Semnan, Tehran, Qom 670,000 Kavir National Park (NP) 

15 Yazd 1.5 million Naybandan Wildlife 
Refuge (WR) 

15 Semnan, Khorasan 
razavi 1.4 million 

Kharturan National Park, 
Wild Life Refuge, and 
Biosphere Reserve 

10 Yazd 250,000 Ariz and Bafq Protected 
Area (PA) 

10 Yazd 150,000 Dar-e Anjir Wild Life 
Refuge (WR) 
 

 
Fig. 1 : Cheetah distribution in Iran selected areas : 1. Kavir NP, 2. Khar Turan NP, 3. Naybandan WR, 

4. Bafq & Ariz PA, 5. Daranjir WR. Potential areas : a. Desert FA of northern Karkas mountain,  
b. Ardestan FA, c. Abbas Abad PA. 
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
Bafgh and Ariz protected area 

Bafgh Protected Area, eastern Yazd 
province is one of the most important 
cheetah reserves and it is estimated almost 10 
cheetahs live in the area and because of the 
size of the region; the cheetah density is 
fairly high compared with the other cheetah 
reserves. Bafgh Protected Area situated at 
55° 35´30˝ E latitude and 31°30´30˝ N 
longitude in center of Iran. Aimed at 
protecting animals and preventing rangeland 
degradation, this 250000 ha area was 
designated protected area in 1996. This 
mountainous region has sparse plains and 
rolling hills. The mean annual precipitation 
and temperature of 70 mm and 16° C, 
respectively have resulted in extra-arid and 
arid climates in the region. Springs, wells, air 
pumps and small dams constructed at high 
altitudes are the main water supplies of the 
region. Kuh-e Bafgh is rich in vegetation 
cover. Some of the main plant species are 
juniper, Turk terebinth pistache, mountain 
almond, tamarisk, saxaul, bean caper and 
soda plant. The region is an important habitat 
for cheetah. Other animal species include; 
wild cat, caracal, jackal, houbara bustard, 
sand boa, wild sheep, wild goat, jebeer 
gazelle and leopard. Eye-catching 
mountainous landscapes, rich vegetation 
cover, intactness of some parts, juniper forest 
stands at high altitude and proper access 
roads have paved the way for tourist and 
research activities in the region2. 

Unfortunately, because of high conflict 
between humans and the cheetah, two 
tragedies took place during the past years; in 
1994 two cubs were killed and the third 
captured. Also, in June 2003 three two month 
old cubs were burned by a local herder. 
Threats for cheetah 

One of the most important threats for 
cheetah is loss of its habitat. A principle 
concern raised by ecologists is that droughts 

and human population increases have caused 
decreases in cheetah habitat and food 
availability. New agricultural practices have 
also decreased wildlife habitat. Most of the 
local people raise the livestock like sheep, 
goat and camel and during last years due to 
increase in the number of livestock many of 
flat plains and stepped were occupied and 
conflict between cheetah and livestock and 
local herders have increased. Human/cheetah 
conflict in unprotected zones of the region 
where there are preys, that live close to 
human habitations and cultivation is serious, 
because there are gazelles feeding on crops 
and cheetahs searching for prey in the same 
vicinity. In the past, hunters killed cheetahs 
for trophies, trade and fun. Today, poaching 
is the most serious threat facing the cheetah, 
given the small number of animals. In each 
population there may be only l-15 animals. 
Given the uncertain sex ratio, poaching of 
any animal could easily undermine the long-
term survival of the species1.  

The local people and herders, who 
believe that cheetah attacks their animal, try 
to kill this cat. Due to sharp decrease in 
principal prey species for cheetah like jebeer 
gazelle in plain area; cheetah had to move to 
higher area to find the source of food like 
wild sheep and wild goat. This shifting in 
cheetah habitat will create another problem, 
conflict with other predators in area like 
leopard.  

Lack of genetic diversity in cheetah is 
another problem which happened  
approximately 10,000 years ago, at the end 
of a time called the Pleistocene Epoch also 
known as the Great Ice Age (a geographical 
time period from approximately 2 million to 
10,000 years ago), when the world's 
environment underwent drastic changes in 
climate. Over a few thousand years, 75 
percent of the mammal species in North 
America, and Europe died. When mammals 
began to die, so did all the cheetahs in North 
America and Europe and most of those in 
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Asia and Africa. Cheetah could survive the 
mass extinction but the population decreased 
and the close relative like brother and sisters 
forced to breed. Due to this inbreeding 
genetic diversity considerably reduced in 
next generations. So lack of genetic diversity 
leads to the vital situation, that an epidemic 
can remove most of the cheetah population in 
the area.  

Bafgh and Ariz protected area is very 
rich in commercially and industrially 
important minerals which are being exploited 
by the Department of Mines. Mining itself is 
not a direct threat to cheetahs, but 
construction of motorable roads makes 
cheetah areas accessible to people including 
poachers. There is also danger of accident for 
the wild animal like cheetah that crossing the 
roads. 

CONCLUSION 
The cheetah population in Iran never 

approached the densities seen in Africa and 
present number of the cheetah in Iran is a 
response to a wide range of factors, including 
security, availability of food and breeding. 
There are some factors that made the arid 
and semiarid areas, habitat for cheetah like 
less number of human population, absence of 
other predators and security. Now there are 
many threats to the small cheetah population 
in Iran like lack of genetic diversity, illegal 
poaching, mining activity in cheetah habitats 
and conflict with other predators.  These 
problems show the importance of serious 
attention for saving last Asiatic cheetahs in 
Iran. One of the most important jobs is to 
give awareness to local people about cheetah 
and the local people need to be convinced 
that the cheetah is not a danger to humans, 
and that improved husbandry can limit 
cheetah predation on livestock. So there is 
need of work on educational program by 
media, NGOs and Department of 
Environment. Illegal poaching of cheetah 
and its principal prey species should be bring 

under control by the government and there is 
need of more staff for regular patrolling the 
areas. 

Introducing of ecotourism to the area is 
another option which can be considered as 
alternative source of income for the local 
community. The involvement of local 
communities in tourism development and 
operation appear to be one important 
condition for the conservation and 
sustainable use of biodiversity7. Successful 
implementation of ecotourism plan can give 
awareness to local people as well as visitors 
about the real value of the environment and 
species like cheetah in the area.  
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