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Iranian Cheetah’s Last Chance

Time is running out
for Iranian cheetah
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remaining individuals of this rare species
INTERVIEW found only in parts of Iran, earning it the
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have suggested that the Asiatic cheetah dif-
S fers from its African counterpart in terms of size, with the African one

# being slightly larger. However, the distinguishing feature of the Iranian cheetah
is its thicker mane, which serves to keep it warm in the harsh winters of Iran’s
high-altitude steppes.
Estimates from the pastyear or two indicate that only around 12 to 20 cheetahs can
befoundintheremoteareasofcentrallran’sdesertfringes. Asaresult, a conservation
project for the Asian cheetah was launched in 2011, with extensive efforts underway to
ensure the survival and prevent the extinction of this majestic animal. In collaboration
with non-governmental organizations and experts, the Department of Environment has not
only protected the cheetah’s habitats and wildlife sanctuaries but also initiated a breeding pro-
gram forthe species in captivity.
Thebreeding program, which has seen the birth of several cubs followed by their untimely death,
hasyettoyield any results, leaving concerns about the continuation of the Iranian cheetah’s
lineage unabated. If this trend continues, it is likely that in a few years’time, the only place
tofindthelranian cheetahwill beinwildlife books and documentaries, andits footprints
will be erased from Iran’s geography, unless an urgent plan is devised to save the Ira-
nian leopard. To gain insight into the life and status of leopards in Iran, as well as the
country’sleopardbreeding programs, Iran Daily had an interview with Morteza Pour-
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IRAN DAILY: How many cheetahs
have survived in Iran, and how
do you assess the efforts made to
conserve this species?
POURMIRZAEI: The cameras in-
stalled along the cheetah’s migra-
tionroutesand habitatsin Iran show
that fewer than 20 individuals are
living in the country. All of these
cheetahs are concentrated in the
Semnan Province and the Turan re-
gion, towards the Miandasht Wild-
life Refugeinthenortheastern North
Khorasan Province. The organiza-
tionhasmade effortsand taken mea-
suresinrecentyearstomaintainand
increase the cheetah population,
but these efforts have not been sus-
tained. They have also enlisted the
help of academics and independent
activists, but this collaboration has
notcontinued.

Recently, live bait was transported
to the cheetah habitats for feeding,
which, in my opinion, was more of a
show. The Department of Environ-
ment transferred a number of rams
and ewes to the south of Turan to
feed the cheetahs, but cheetahs are
nomadic animals that do not stay
in one place. Based on this, consid-
ering that there are approximately
20 cheetahs scattered over an area
of more than 2-3 million hectares,

releasing a few rams and ewes in
such a vast area cannot contribute
to strengthening the cheetah popu-
lation.

Onthe other hand, itwas announced
last year that fencing had begun
along the notorious “Cheetah Death
Road”. Typically, during this road,
collisions between cars and chee-
tahs attempting to cross the road re-
sultintheanimals’ death.in March, it
was announced that the fencing had
been completed, but when we visit-
ed the area, on the Tehran-Mashhad
Road between Miami and Abbasa-
bad, only about 500 meters of the
foundation had been laid, and there
wasno sign ofthe fence.

However, the good news is that with
the change of government, there
have been developments in the De-
partment of Environment, and Ha-
mid Zahrabi has been appointed as
the caretaker of the Deputy of Nat-
ural Environment and Biodiversity,
who is an expert in the field of nat-
ural environment conservation and
collaborates openly with environ-
mental researchers. He traveled to
South Africa in 2019, accompanied
by the Iranian Cheetah Association,
to visit the cheetahs’ living condi-
tions, as South Africa is the only
place in the world where cheetahs

haveagrowingpopulation. Heisalso
familiar with the cheetah conserva-
tion program in Africa and can pro-
videvaluable assistanceinthisarea.

What is your assessment of the
Asiatic cheetah breeding pro-
gramin captivity?

The breeding program in captiv-
ity has not yielded any positive re-
sults, and after the death of Pirooz,
the only cub born in captivity, the
authorities decided to keep the con-
servation and breeding program
behind closed doors and in silence,
without providing any detailed re-
ports. They simply claim that the
programis progressing.
Toimplementthe breeding program
in captivity, Firooz, the only domi-
nantmale cheetah in the region, was
separated from the wild and used
for breeding. This was a high-risk
move for the cheetah population in
the wild, as the only identified male
cheetahwasremoved fromthe natu-
ral environment. The first mating of
Firoozresulted in the birth of Pirooz
and his brothers, all of whom have
since died. In other words, the pro-
gram has completely failed. It has
been claimed that two breeding cy-
cleshave been completed, butno off-
springhave been produced.

mirzaei,an expertand CEO of the Iranian Cheetah Society.

How many cheetahs do we cur-
rently have in the breeding pro-
gramin captivity?

In the breeding program in captivi-
ty, we have one male cheetah named
Firooz and five female cheetahs
named Iran, Delbar, Azar, Touran,
and Gisoo. Azar and Touran are two
female cheetahs that were captured
by a shepherd about two years ago,
allegedly after being separated
from their mother. Another cheetah,
Gisoo, was captured in the north of
Touranlastyear,whenshewasabout
ayearold,and wastransferred tothe
breeding center. However, the fate
of her mother is unknown - wheth-
er she was killed or not. We do not
even know if she had any siblings. In
short, the breeding program in cap-
tivity hasnotachieved any results so
far.

Isthere any hope for the breeding
programin captivity?

As an expert, I must speak based on
evidence and documentation. I need
to see Firooz’s sperm report to de-
termine whether, as the only male
in captivity, he is still fertile. If he is,
then why has there been no success-
ful breeding so far? Ifhis fertility has
decreased or disappeared, it needs
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