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“Over the year she killed three
eland bulls, a phenomenal
achievement for a lone lioness.”

The introduction of lions to
Mountain Zebra National Park
did not faze the resident
population of cheetahs. Quite
the contrary. By Nick Dall
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Face
OFF
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TIME FOR A FACE
OFF? When lions
were introduced
into the park, it was
feared the cheetahs
would come off
second best.
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Mountain Zebra National Park offers the
opportunity to track
cheetahs on foot.

flat. They go up and down rocks and
slopes easily and are very efficient and
adaptable predators. “They did extremely
well here,” says Dan. “So well that we’ve
had to send quite a few of our young
cheetahs to other parks.”
In the beginning the cheetahs used
about 85 per cent of the park and preyed
on a variety of species. They targeted
kudu calves, springbok, mountain reed
buck and vaal rhebok and enjoyed re
markable success rates. “Cheetahs are
very meticulous hunters. Running at such
high speeds burns a lot of energy, so they
can’t afford to make many mistakes.”

Enter the lions

Dan came to the park in 2013, the same
year lions were introduced, to monitor
the cheetahs’ reaction to this massive
change in their habitat. “It’s very rare
for cheetahs to be introduced to a park
before lions, and it’s never happened in
a high-altitude environment such as this
one.” Dan’s thesis asked two core ques
tions. Firstly, would the cheetahs change
their land use because of the lions? And
secondly, would their diet change now
that they were no longer apex predators?
“The size of their ranges didn’t change
when lions were introduced, but the posi
tion of the ranges did. Before the lions
they used more open, sparsely vegetated
areas. Once the lions arrived they still
preferred to hunt in open areas, but they
used areas of thicker vegetation to rest
and recuperate between hunts.”
The total number of species killed by the
cheetahs has increased slightly, from 13
before the lions’ arrival to 15 afterwards.

COST OF A
RADIO COLLAR:

R60  000
113 km/h

Speed clocked
by a cheetah,
the fastest land
animal in the
world.

Four have been fitted
on the park’s cheetahs
and two on the lions. The
batteries last an average
of two-and-a-half years.

3
SECONDS

Time it takes for an
adult cheetah to
accelerate from
0 to 100 km/h.
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am slightly out of breath. I’ve
spent the last hour clamber
ing up and down the steep,
scrabbly slopes of Salpeters
kop in Mountain Zebra National Park in
search of a collared cheetah. Field guide
Dan van de Vyver is trying his hardest to
find her, but the topography is wreaking
havoc with the radio signal. Every time
the beeps seem to be getting stronger,
they fade again as quickly.
“Over there!” one of the other tourists
on the excursion whispers urgently. “She’s
lying behind that rock.” If the transmitter
hadn’t told us where to look, we would
never have found her.
We marvel at her from a distance of no
more than 10 metres. At first she simply
lies there, but after a while she rolls over,
stands up and even arches her back. Then
she just walks off and disappears between
the rocks, not to be seen again. “They like
to rest somewhere high, where they can
see the lie of the land,” says Dan. “She’s
probably going down to the plains to
hunt now.”
He should know. Dan is a full-time
field guide at the park, but he’s also a
masters student doing his thesis on the
park’s cheetahs. “Two males and two fe
males were introduced in 2007 to see how
they would fare,” Dan explains. “Many
people thought that cheetahs wouldn’t
react well to the high-altitude, moun
tainous habitat, but how wrong they’ve
proved us all.”
Dan’s co-supervisor at Rhodes Uni
versity, Charlene Bissett, monitored the
cheetahs in those early years. She soon
realised cheetahs aren’t only fast on the

The cheetahs have to catch
things they can eat quickly,
before the lions arrive.
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185 km 2

Largest recorded
range of cheetahs
in the fenced
confines of
Mountain Zebra
National Park.
Cheetah
ranges in Namibia:
2

1 500 km

These vary in size
depending on how
much prey is
available.

CHEETAH HIDEAWAY
Since they are no
longer the park’s
apex predators, the
spotted cats rest up
in the thickets, away
from the prying eyes
of lions.
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Field guide and ecologist Dan van de Vyver has been
monitoring the activities and interactions of the two
species in Mountain Zebra National Park since 2013.
Mountain Zebra National
Park lies near Cradock,
some three hours’ drive
from Port Elizabeth.

Walk with cheetahs
Radio tracking a wild cheetah in its natural habitat is one of the most incredible
things you’ll ever do. It’s also extremely
affordable and easy to arrange.

• The cheetah radio-tracking excursion
costs R363.50 a person. Numbers are
limited, two to eight people, so booking
in advance is essential. Call Mountain
Zebra park reception on 048-881-2427.
• The trip starts at 07h30 in summer
(October to March) and 08h30 in winter
(April to September) and takes three to
four hours.
www.wildcard.co.za
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also been amazed by the lioness’s hunt
ing prowess: “Over a year she killed three
eland bulls, a phenomenal achievement
for a lone lioness.”
Since 2013, two cheetahs have been
killed by the lions: an adult female in Oc
tober 2015 and a cub a month later. “Be
ing introduced before lions seems to have
dramatically improved cheetah survival
rates,” observes Dan, “and I would expect
to see similar results in other closed sys
tems. Provided conditions are favourable
for cheetahs, of course.
“Having lions has changed the way
that all species in the park interact, and
although there was some prey naiveté in
the beginning, all of our animals are now
much more in tune with their natural
survival instincts. Our lion-habituated
cheetahs are especially well-suited to relo
cation, which is always a good thing for a
small park like ours.”

SCOTT RAMSAY

Medium-sized prey (30 to 65 kg) are still
prominent, but the cheetahs are also kill
ing more and more smaller animals. “Put
bluntly, they have to catch things they can
eat quickly, before the lions arrive.”
When the lions were introduced, park
staff hoped the two male lions and one
lioness would form a pride. But lions play
by their own rules and after a few days
the lioness separated from the males.
“My data showed clearly that whatever
vegetation type the male lions were
choosing, the lioness was avoiding. And
whatever the lions were selecting, the
cheetahs were avoiding. This is a classic
example of what we ecologists call topdown regulation.”
The study has given Dan first-hand
experience of lions’ opportunism: “In
one five-day period the pair of male lions
killed two buffalo calves, a mountain
zebra stallion and an eland bull!” He’s

• It’s open to anyone between the ages
of 12 and 65. Over 65s who want to do
it must submit a doctor’s certificate
stating they’re fit enough to hike on
rugged terrain.
• Wear walking shoes and comfy, neutralcoloured clothing. Take some water,
a snack and binoculars as well as a
camera and plenty of sun block.
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