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COVER STORY

Racing Against Extinction
With the cheetah species facing a fight for 
survival, it has a steadfast champion in the 

form of Dr Laurie Marker. 

by Mark Segal    





ONE OF THE MANY 
CHEETAHS DR 
LAURIE MARKER 
LOOKS TO SAVE 
WITH THE CHEETAH 
CONSERVATION FUND.

DR LAURIE MARKER IS PRACTICALLY SYNONYMOUS 
with cheetah conservation. In the 1980s, Dr Marker helped 

identify the cheetah’s lack of genetic variation, which causes the 

species greater problems for survival. She founded the Cheetah 

Conservation Fund (CCF) in 1990 and moved to Namibia to 

develop a permanent Conservation Research Centre for the 

wild cheetah. She has won numerous awards for her work, 

including Time magazine’s Heroes for the Planet in 2000 and 

the Zoological Society of San Diego’s Lifetime Achievement 

Award in 2008. More recently, she was awarded the 2010 Tyler 

Prize for Environmental Achievement.

Billionaire sat down with Dr Marker to hear her thoughts on the 

plight of this rare cat.

Mark Segal: You have a slogan, ‘cheetahs are racing against 
extinction’. What problems are cheetahs facing?
Laurie Marker: They are multi-faceted and inter-related, 

encompassing habitat loss, decline of prey species, poaching, 

and conflict with livestock farming communities. As the human 

population grows, there is increased competition for land. 

To further compound the situation, cheetahs do not do well 

in protected game reserves, as larger predators like lions and 

hyenas steal cheetahs’ prey and kill their cubs. As a result, more 

than 90% of wild cheetahs live outside protected areas, placing 

them in greater conflict with rural livestock farmers who consider 

them vermin and catch and kill them. And, in northern Africa, 

cheetahs are illegally traded; poachers kills mothers and sell their 

cubs as exotic pets in the Middle East. Most don’t survive, creating 

a revolving door.

What made you choose to focus on cheetahs?
During the 1970s and 1980s I was cheetah curator at Oregon’s 

Wildlife Safari. There I developed one of the world’s most successful 

captive breeding programs and began traveling throughout Africa 

to study the species. I quickly discovered wild populations were 

rapidly declining, and I felt compelled do something. Cheetahs 

are very special. They are the fastest of all land animals, reaching 

speeds up to 70 mph. They are the only big cat that purrs, and they 

have unique vocalizations, like bubbles, birdlike chirps, growls and 

hisses. They also have amazing vision and a penetrating gaze. 

They can spot predators or prey a mile away across the open 

savanna. They are also the oldest of the big cats, they’ve been 

around for perhaps five million years. The cheetah is mystical; I 

simply cannot imagine a world without them.

What inspired you to leave Washington DC and move 
to Namibia?
By 1990, I was executive director of The National Zoo’s New 

Opportunities in Animal Health Sciences (NOAHS) Center in 

Washington DC and at the top of my career. But I knew wild 

cheetahs needed help. So I set up Cheetah Conservation Fund as 

a non-profit and sold all my worldly belongings to finance early 

research in Namibia. I had been traveling there regularly since 

1977 and I witnessed first hand the conflict between cheetahs 

and farmers, which resulted in hundreds of cheetahs being killed 

each year. I was determined to help mediate. I discovered that 

farmers thought cheetahs hunt their livestock, but in fact, healthy 

cheetahs prefer wild game and are often being blamed for other 

predators’ actions. I also found that most of the losses were 

because livestock farmers were not managing their vulnerable 

livestock, like small calves or goats and sheep. They would just 

let them loose in the bushveld. I knew it was critical to find a way 

to make this pointless killing stop or cheetahs would not stand 

a chance for survival.

It must have been challenging arriving to a newly formed 
African nation as an American woman hoping to protect the 
cheetah population. Can you tell me about those early years?
The first farmers I encountered were predominantly male, 

Caucasian and of German and Afrikaans descent. They had been 

farming livestock there for about a century under a patriarchal 

society and an apartheid government that allowed for the killing 

of wild cheetahs. So to say I was not immediately embraced 

would not be an overstatement.

But I did not let this stop me. I am quite persistent; I was born into 

a family of livestock farmers, so I had insight into their mindset. 

I drove from farm to farm in my old Land Rover interviewing 

farmers about cheetahs and their wildlife/livestock management 
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practices. I asked them to call me when they caught a cheetah, before they 

killed it, so I could collect blood for analysis. I also asked if they would 

spare its life, so I could put a radio-collar on it to track its movements. 

Many did, allowing me to learn about the cheetah both biologically and 

ecologically. And, I asked their help to develop plans as to how to live with 

cheetahs. They encouraged me to start my own “model farm” to develop 

techniques that could help them. So now I raise cattle, goats and sheep 

with free-living wildlife on CCF’s 100,000-acre farm and conservancy 

reserve. We have an agricultural skills training program for farmers that I 

have dubbed Future Farmers of Africa, as well as a genetics lab, vet clinic, 

and our open-to-the-public research centre. Volunteers help, along with 

interns from universities around the world. And we have a private, luxury 

guesthouse where visitors can stay overnight while learning about the 

cheetah in its ecosystem. And, I have become a local legend. Around these 

parts I am known as the cheetah lady!

How did you convince the farmers to stop shooting cheetahs?
By understanding the farmers’ problems, I was able to help develop 

alternative livestock management and non-lethal methods for controlling 

predation, which they were open to trying. The single-most successful 

strategy has been the introduction of the livestock guarding dog. Since 

1994, we’ve bred and donated more than 650 Turkish Kangal and Anatolian 

Shepherd dogs to farmers to guard, not herd, their animals. These farmers 

report that livestock losses due to predation have dropped anywhere 

from 80 to 100 percent, as the dogs keep predators at bay. There is a two-

year waiting list to get one. CCF’s original program has launched similar 

programs in South Africa, Botswana and Tanzania. Because of this, other 

predators, as well as the cheetah, are now being spared in much of southern 

and eastern Africa.

What would happen to the world if the cheetah suddenly ceased to exist?
When you take an apex predator out of an ecosystem, repercussions 

reverberate and affect all species in the ecosystem including humans. 

Just like a row of dominoes falling, if the cheetah is no longer around, 

species that the cheetah hunted would not 

be as healthy, nor will the biodiversity of the 

ecosystem. This event is known as trophic 

cascade, which eventually results in land 

becoming untenable, which gravely impacts 

humans. Today, we’re facing the huge 

problem of how to feed the world’s human 

population, which is anticipated to double 

in sub-Saharan Africa by 2050.

Can you name the price it will take to save 
the cheetah?
Cheetah Conservation Fund needs US$25 

million within the next five years to scale 

up and save the cheetah, about double our 

current operating budget. This will allow for 

replication of our successful programs in 

other cheetah range countries and ensure 

the critical work in Namibia continues 

(Namibia is where 50% of the remaining 

cheetahs live). Saving the cheetah requires 

human wisdom and wealth. We need a 

patron saint for the cheetah. 

Images by Mark Segal taken from his upcoming 

photography book on cheetahs. Profits will go 

towards the Cheetah Conservation Fund.

cheetah.org
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