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The complexities of introducing African cheetahs to India  

Why are environmentalists upset with the plan to bring vulnerable big cats from 

the African savanna to Kuno national park in M.P.? 

 

Historical Range and Habitat: 

1. Historically, Asiatic cheetahs had an extensive distribution in India. There are 

authentic reports of their occurrence from as far north as Punjab to the 

Tirunelveli district in Tamil Nadu and from Gujarat and Rajasthan in the west 

to Bengal in the east.  
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2. The cheetah’s habitat was also diverse, favouring the more open habitats: 

scrub forests, dry grasslands, savannas and other arid and semi-arid open 

habitats. 

3. In Iran, the last surviving population of wild Asiatic cheetahs are found in hilly 

terrain, foothills and rocky valleys within a desert ecosystem. 

Reasons of Extinction (in India) of Asiatic Cheetah: 

1. The consistent and widespread capture of cheetahs from the wild over 

centuries,  

2. Its reduced levels of genetic heterogeneity due to a historical genetic 

bottleneck resulting in reduced fecundity and high infant mortality in the wild,  

3. Its inability to breed in captivity,  

4. ‘Sport’ hunting and bounty killings 

 

Aims of reintroduction:  

1. The cheetah is all set to return with the Union Government launching an action 

plan. According to the plan, about 50 of these big cats will be introduced in 

the next five years, from the Africa savannas, home to cheetahs, an endangered 

species. 

2. The main goals of the cheetah Action plan are to make cheetahs perform their 

functional role as a top predator and to use the cheetah to restore open forest 

and savanna systems. Both of which are already being done by extant species 

like the Asiatic lion and the leopard. 
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3. Another goal is to enhance India’s capacity to sequester carbon through 

ecosystem restoration activities in cheetah conservation areas and thereby 

contribute towards the global climate change mitigation goals. 

Concerns:  

1. Eminent biologist and administrator T.N. Khoshoo, first secretary of the 

Department of Environment, spoke out strongly against the cheetah project in 

1995.  

2. “The reintroduction project was discussed threadbare during Indira Gandhi's 

tenure and found to be an exercise in futility,” he said, pointing out that it was 

more important to conserve species that were still extant such as the lion and 

tiger, rather than trying to re-establish an extinct species that had little chance 

of surviving in a greatly transformed country. 

3. Mr Khoshoo’s views are in sync with the 2013 order of the Supreme Court 

which quashed plans to introduce African cheetahs in India and more 

specifically at Kuno national park in Madhya Pradesh. 

4. If the government is serious about the restoration and protection of these 

habitats, it first needs to remove grasslands from the category of wastelands 

and prevent further degradation, fragmentation and destruction of these 

habitats.  

5. Investing directly in science-based restoration and inclusive protection of 

these ecosystems will yield results much more quickly and sustainably than 

the introduction of African cheetahs. 

6. Experts contend these objective does not require the introduction of African 

cheetahs, at a cost of ₹40 crores, with the attendant risks of diseases that 

haven’t really been dealt with. 

Given all the challenges, especially the lack of extensive areas extending in 

hundreds if not thousands of square kilometres with sufficient density of suitable 

prey, it is very unlikely that African cheetahs would ever establish themselves in 

India as a truly wild and self-perpetuating population. A likely unfortunate 

consequence of this initiative will be the diversion of scarce conservation 

resources, a distraction from the real conservation priorities and a further delay 

in the translocation of lions to Kuno. 
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