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Introduction
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The cheetah’s beautiful spotted coat and fast-as-lightning speed make it one of the world’s most beloved felines. Cheetahs aren’t just large, fast cats, though—they are a fascinating and remarkable species. In this book, you’ll learn about the different species of cheetahs, what makes them unique, and the problems they face. Then, test your knowledge in our cheetah quiz! 

Are you ready? Let’s go!
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Cheetahs: The Basics (evolution, history, where they live)
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Cheetahs are large cats that live across 29 African countries and a small population in central Iran. In the 19th century, cheetahs lived in 38 African countries and much of the Middle East and Central India, but sadly their numbers are declining.
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The cheetah’s closest relatives are the cougar and the jaguarundi. These three species are part of the Puma family. 
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The cheetah’s scientific name is Acinonyx jubatus.
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The range of cheetahs, by subspecies. 

Credit: Mario Massone






Cheetahs aren’t too picky about where they live and are found in many different habitats, including savannahs, mountain ranges and deserts. They can even live happy lives in captivity in very cold countries. Ideally, they look for areas with few predators, plenty of prey and good visibility. They like open spaces as it’s easier to chase their prey.
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A recent estimate shows that around 7,100 cheetahs are living in the wild. Sadly, this is less than 10 per cent of the population that existed in 1900. Cheetahs are now extinct in Asia, except for around 12 living in central Iran.
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Cheetahs are listed as Vulnerable on the IUCN Red List. This means that they are at risk of extinction.
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The Swahili word for cheetah is ‘duma’.
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The word ‘cheetah’ comes from the Sanskrit word चित्रय (Chitra-ya), which means ‘variegated’, ‘adorned’ or ‘painted’.
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Cheetahs used to be known as the ‘hunting leopard’, as they were often used by hunters.
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There is no particular word for male and female cheetahs; they are simply male cheetahs and female cheetahs!
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International Cheetah Day is celebrated on December 4th every year. On the day, cheetah lovers worldwide raise awareness of the problems that cheetahs face. How will you celebrate?
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Cheetah Subspecies
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There are four subspecies of cheetahs. Each subspecies lives in a different area and has uniquely adapted to its environment. 

Let’s take a quick look to see the differences, and afterwards, see if you can work out the species of the cheetahs in this book!
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Southeast African Cheetah

Scientific name: Acinonyx jubatus jubatus

Status: Vulnerable

The Southeast African cheetah, also known as the Namibian cheetah, is the most common cheetah subspecies. Until 2017, this subspecies was divided into two: the eastern and the southern cheetah, but now scientists have agreed that they are so similar that they should be the same subspecies. 

It is native to East and Southern Africa, in Angola, Kenya, Botswana, Mozambique, Namibia, South Africa and Zambia.

––––––––
[image: ]


[image: image]

––––––––
[image: ]


You can find Southeast African cheetahs in various habitats, including the lowland areas and deserts of the Kalahari desert, farmlands in Namibia and the swampy savannahs of Botswana’s Okavango Delta.

The spots on the Southeast African cheetah are denser than on other subspecies—and they have more spots on their faces. Also, look out for their distinct brown “moustaches” and the very white fur on their underbelly.
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Despite being the most common cheetah, Southeast African cheetahs still face many risks from human activity, and they have already gone extinct in Malawi, Lesotho and the Democratic Republic of Congo.



Asiatic Cheetah

Scientific name: Acinonyx jubatus venaticus

Status: Critically endangered
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The Asiatic cheetah is a critically endangered subspecies that lives in central Iran. It is the only subspecies of the cheetah that still lives in Asia. Sadly, as of 2022, only 12 individuals are believed to live in the wild—nine males and three females.

As their future is so fragile, they live in remote protected areas where there is little human activity. At the 2014 FIFA World Cup, the Iran national football team had images of the Asiatic cheetah on their jerseys to raise awareness of their conservation.
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The Asiatic cheetah is distinctive thanks to its mane and coat, which are shorter than the African subspecies. Their fur is a buff-to-light fawn colour, which is paler on the sides, below the eye, on the inner legs and at the front of the muzzle. 

Asiatic cheetahs have almost straight lines of small black spots on their heads and neck, while the rest of the body has irregularly placed spots, and the tips of their tails have black stripes.
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Northeast African Cheetah

Scientific name: Acinonyx jubatus soemmeringii

Status: Vulnerable

The Northeast African cheetah, also known as the Sudan or Central African cheetah, lives in South Sudan and Ethiopia. They live in sparse populations in open habitats such as grasslands and savannahs. There are an estimated 950 left in the wild.

Like the Southeast African cheetah, the Sudan cheetah is quite large with a densely spotted coat. Compared to other African cheetahs, its coat is thicker and coarser, and its belly fur is the darkest— sometimes with some black spots. They have the largest head size of all cheetahs, and they don’t have moustache markings like their southern neighbour. 
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Most Northeast African cheetahs have no spots on their hind feet, which is one of the best ways to tell them apart from the Southeast African cheetah. You will also notice distinct white patches around its eyes. In addition, they have thick tails, and the tips can be either black or white.
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When they are kept in captivity in cold countries, Northeast African cheetahs develop fluffy winter coats, unlike any other type of African cheetah.



Northwest African Cheetah

Scientific name: Acinonyx jubatus hecki

Status: Critically endangered
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The Northwest African cheetah, also known as the Saharan cheetah, is a critically endangered subspecies that live in small populations across Algeria, Benin, Burkina Faso, Mali and Niger. There are less than 250 left in the wild.
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Compared to other cheetahs, the Northwest African cheetah is very unique. It has a short coat that is nearly white with spots that fade from black along the spine to light brown on the legs. They have very few spots on their faces and are often missing the tear marks that help make cheetahs so distinct. Their faces are also thinner and more dog-like than other species.

Northwest African cheetahs are smaller than other species. They have adapted to living in the hot Saharan desert where there is very little water. Unlike other cheetahs, they are mostly nocturnal, to avoid the heat of the day. They also need to travel longer distances than other cheetahs to find food. They don’t need to drink any water—instead, they live off the water from the blood of their prey.



King Cheetah

The king cheetah is a rare cheetah that lives in southern Africa. While not officially a subspecies, it is incredibly beautiful and distinct. 
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Due to a genetic fur mutation, it has three thick black stripes along its back and large black blotchy spots, making it very unique. 

It is believed there are no more than 10 in the wild and around 50 in captivity.
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