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In our new feature, Wild Planet highlights the tireless work 
being done by non-profit conservation organisations and 
charities. By raising awareness and producing innovative 
ideas, we can enable endangered wildlife to survive 
against the threats that they face and ultimately thrive for 
generations to come.

This issue we focus on Ashia, an organisation specialising 
in the re-wilding and release of captive-bred cheetah from 
their centre, based in South Africa.
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Cheetah are listed as vulnerable 
by the International Union for 

Conservation of Nature (ICUN), with 
less than seven thousand individuals 
remaining in the wild. Habitat loss, 
conflict with humans and increasing 
pressure from the illegal pet trade, 
means that cheetah only inhabit around 
10% of their historic range. 

Founded in 2016 by Chantal Rischard 
and Stephan Jllenberger, Ashia runs a 
world-class cheetah centre, situated 
near Cape Town, in South Africa’s 
Western Cape. Through their non-
profit organisation, Ashia Cheetah 
Conservation, they are dedicated 
to preserving and encouraging wild 
cheetah populations through extensive 
conservation efforts. 

The African name of Ashia means 
‘life and hope’. By providing care to the 
animals in their centre, along side the 
use of their own breeding, wilding and 
release program (started in mid-2018), 
they offer both life and hope to the 

African cheetah population. These two key 
parts of their mission are fostered at their 
cheetah centre, which is accredited by Fair 
Trade Tourism. Their re-wilding initiative has 
been developed and successfully applied 
over the last two years.

Some 90% of cheetah cubs die within 
the first three months, with around 50% 
falling victim to lions, hyenas, jackals or birds 
of prey, while another 40% suffer from a 

lack of genetic diversity. With concerns of 
inbreeding within the reserve populations, 
preventative measures have been applied 
by supplementing from other areas. By 
increasing the genetic gene pool, Ashia 
is working to prevent the decline of wild 
cheetah populations. They are successfully 
returning captive-born cheetah into the 
protected wild of South African game 
reserves and national parks.

Ashia’s Wilding & Release Program 
takes place at Kuzuko Lodge, a private 
game reserve in the Eastern Cape 
province, who work together with 
Ashia by utilising part of their fifteen-
thousand hectares of landscape to 
provide the initial phase for release. 
Kuzuko has a dedicated and well-
versed wilding team, led by Reserve 
General Manager, Gerhard de Lange. 

Reeling the species back from 
the brink of extinction, while 
deeply rewarding, is a slow 
process.

Ashia

WILDED CHEETAH HUNTING AT KUZUKO / GERHARD DE LANGE
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They have now had nine cheetah, all born 
and raised in captivity, successfully wilded, 
with two females having given birth in 
the breeding sections and their eight cubs 
now earmarked for final release on game 
reserves by the end of 2020. Five of the 
successfully wilded cheetah have been 
translocated from the wilding sections 
at Kuzuko Lodge to their final release 
destinations on pre-selected private game 

reserves within the South African cheetah 
meta-population, coordinated by the EWT, 
and are doing very well.

Each step of the release process entails 
monitoring by reserve personnel (including 
the use of location collars), but with rapidly 
diminishing physical interaction. Reeling the 
species back from the brink of extinction, 
while deeply rewarding, is a slow process.

In September 2019, the first captive-

born male cheetah to be released from the 
project was translocated to his new home 
at Amakhala Game Reserve. After being 
used for cub petting, he went through 
difficult, and at times aggressive, phases, 
unsurprisingly refusing further interaction 
with humans. It turned out that the calm 
and caring, but hands-off approach, was the 
perfect recipe for this freedom-loving cat 
and, a month later, he was spotted mating 

with the resident wild female. More 
recently, the team’s suspicions that 
their wild female had given birth were 
realised, when she finally brought them 
out of the den after about six weeks. 

In October 2019, a successfully 
wilded female cheetah, named Jasmin, 
was released into a privately-owned 
game reserve near the Kruger National 
Park, where they needed a female 
cheetah for their wild male. Apart 
from an occasional leopard and some 
crocodiles, it is otherwise predator-free 
and supports a high number, as well as 
a wide variety, of prey. Both cheetah 
have been fitted with collars and will be 
tracked and monitored regularly.

In February of this year, they have 
also accomplished a ground-breaking 
project, led by The Aspinall Foundation, 
to re-wild two captive-bred cheetah 
brothers that were relocated from the 
United Kingdom to South Africa. Along 
with project partner Mount Camdeboo, 
a privately-owned game reserve offering 
sanctuary for endangered species, they 
have achieved a landmark conservation 
project. This is the first time a captive-
born, hand-raised cheetah has left the 
United Kingdom for re-wilding in Africa.

All of this could only be achieved 
with the thorough monitoring and 
great care provided for the cheetah. 
The translocation of animals for 

Whenever a wilded cheetah is 
released, the available space 
in Ashia’s wilding sections at 
Kuzuko is then used for the 
next captive-raised cats and 
the circle begins again.

ENGLISH ZOO CHEETAH ARRIVING AT ASHIA / CHANTAL RISCHARD
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conservation purposes requires in-depth 
planning and monitoring to ensure the 
long-term chances for survival of the 
released animals. The South African 
cheetah meta-population, as well as all 
cheetah translocations, are coordinated 
by the EWT.

Whenever a wilded cheetah is 
released, the available space in Ashia’s 
wilding sections at Kuzuko is then used 
for the next captive-raised cats and 
the circle begins again. The wilding of 
a captive-born cheetah is a true win 
for conservation on numerous fronts, 
with a large part of the achievement 
always being the successful collaboration 
between the various stakeholders 
involved in a release.

As a non-profit organisation, both 
the rescue missions and their cheetah 
release program is financed and managed 
by Ashia Cheetah Conservation NPC 
(ACC), which is primarily funded by its 
founders. Ashia offers a limited number 
of day visitors and overnight guests, as 
well as volunteers and interns, with many 
opportunities to learn more about the 
endangered status of the species and 
to support, or actively contribute to, 
the project’s conservation and research 
initiatives. 

Aside from the captive-born cheetah 
earmarked for release, Ashia’s cheetah 
centre, near Cape Town, is also a safe 
sanctuary to animals that are deemed too 
old, or medically unsuitable, for release. 
Founder, Chantal Rischard, acknowledges 
that for those animals, their sanctuary is 
a place where they can end their lives in 
comfort and with expert veterinary care 
while physical contact between staff and 
animals is kept to a minimum. There are 

three categories of non-releasable animals at 
the centre;

• those that were in breeding programmes 
but are too old to have cubs

• those with medical problems that preclude 
release, or which are in rehab at Ashia 
after hunting accidents in the wild

• a very small number that generate 
absolutely no interest in members of the 
opposite sex.

All enclosures where cubs, adolescent 
and adult cheetah earmarked for release are 
housed, are restricted areas. The cheetah 
that form part of the release program receive 
as little human interaction as possible; cubs 
grow up with their mothers until the point 
where they are old enough to enter the 
wilding program at Kuzuko, for eventual 
release into protected wilderness areas.

Cheetah are not aggressive towards 
people by nature, and visitors to the facility 
are allowed to see some of the animals close-

up from a safe area within the enclosures 
or in the fitness camp during an early 
morning run. Ashia adheres to a strict no-
touching policy for all animal activities 
offered at the centre.

Ashia also offers the opportunity 
to contribute in aiding conservation 
initiatives through their volunteer 
programs, working holidays and 
research/internship programs. You can 
find more information on these on their 
website - www.ashia.co.za

SECOND LITTER AT KUZUKO / CHANTAL RISCHARD

https://www.ashia.co.za
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A not-for-profit organisation that runs a re-wilding and 
release program for captive-bred cheetah from their cheetah 
centre, based in South Africa. They also offer sanctuary to 
cheetah that are unsuitable for release, along with a wide 
variety of volunteer programs and working holidays.

ASHIA

CONSERVATION AT THE CORE
Cheetah population figures are showing 
alarmingly dwindling numbers. Ashia 
is dedicated to fighting for the future 
survival of the cheetah through the 
release of captive-born cheetah into the 
protected wild of game reserves, as well 
as focusing on education and research 
which involves linking conservation and 
human welfare. To this end, we strive to;

• Actively participate and financially 
support the release of endangered 
species, especially cheetah, into the 
protected wild through our successful 
Cheetah Breeding, Wilding & Release 
Program set up in August 2018.

• Finance advanced knowledge about 
cheetah’s health, fertility and genetics 
through scientifically based research 
studies.

• Provide a facility for captive-raised 
cheetah earmarked for release and a 
safe sanctuary for retired animals or 
those in need of special care.

• Provide local and international 
volunteers with an unforgettable 
opportunity to work with cheetah, 
contribute to the conservation of 
this precious species, and promote 
the conservation of the cheetah in 
their own communities.

• Raise awareness for South 
African wildlife by educating 
adolescents, especially those from 
underprivileged and marginalised 
communities in South Africa.

• Provide financial support for training 
adolescents, as well as scholarships 
for South African students, in the 
field of conservation and animal 
healthcare.

WHERE DOES THE MONEY GO? All surplus funds generated by the Ashia 
Sanctuary (including hospitality, shop, café and farm operations) are solely used to 
support our NPC, Ashia Cheetah Conservation (ACC), which manages the Cheetah 
Breeding, Wilding and Release Program.
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RESCUE AFTER BROKEN CALCANEUS / DR WILLEM BURGER

https://www.ashia.co.za

