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Why Malaga is
worth a long weekend

River-rafting in Idaho e Wine tasting in Languedoc-Roussillon o Cheetah-chasing in Namibia
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HE TOP SPEED Of a cheetah, the
world’s fastest land mammal,
is-about 110kph: the top speed
of a Land Rover Defender, the
world’s best-known off-roader, is about
135kph. So in our zebra-striped Land Rover
we should be able to outrun a cheetah,
if only we can find one.

Parking the Land Rover in the middle
of the Namibian bush. Gideon. the tracker.
leads us through the dry grass and camel-
thorn bushes, baking under the white-hot
sun. He is following the barely perceptible
paw prints of a cheetah in the dusty red
sand; and after 200 metres the Land Rover
is out of sight. We're surrounded by a
360-degree view of strangely uniform
bushes and trees. I'm already lost. and quite
incapable of finding the Land Rover, let
alone a fleet-footed, sharp-eared cheetah.

But I'm not totally useless. This isn’t a
hunting trip or a safari - no one is
carrying a camera excepl me. We're here to
do some genuine scientific research on
the population density of the Namibian
cheetah: which means that even though
I'm lost. I'm still playing my part.

*Our aim is to integrate ordinary people
into conservation,” explains Dr Matthias
Hammer, the 35-year-old. Bavarian-born
founder of Biosphere Expeditions and the
man responsible for the zebra-striped
Land Rover. ‘We're not a tour operator or
a travel agency. and we like Lo steer clear
of holiday terminology — this is not a
safari. We describe the expeditions as
“adventures with a purpose™.’

Biosphere Expeditions works with
real scientists doing real research,
supporting them with equipment. vehicles,
and a steady stream of enthusiastic
volunteers who would rather get their
hands dirty than ride around all day
in air-conditioned tour buses.

‘We run the programmes according
to scientific needs, says Hammer. “The
scientists tell us how many people they
want, when and for how long. People
joining our expeditions have to make their
own way here:and we're very honest in the
literature about what they should expect.
Nobody arrives and says. “Show me the
cheetah™ What the volunteers do is
collect data: ‘If the scientist is keen and
really gets people involved, the results can
be amazing,' says Hammer.

There are three other Biosphere
Expeditions around the world: birds and
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m Scientists trying to stay abreast of the world's
fastest land mammal are using adventure travellers to help
them with their work, Mark Walton joined the chase

Matthias, from the San tribe, scans the bush for
wildlife. Top, view from the Biosphere Land Rover

wolves are being researched in the
Ukraine, macaws and monkeys in Peru,
and snow leopards in the Altai mountains
of Central Asia. In Namibia, Biosphere has
teamed up with Okatumba Wildlife
Research, set up by Harald and Birgit
Forster in 1997. The Farsters are based in
an area that is home to the world's Jargest
population of cheetah. But exactly how big
that population is remains unknown.

The last study was done in 1982, and
it convinced at least some conservationists
that the cheetah had become an
endangered species. If the population has
grown since then (and evidence suggests
it has), that view may not be sustainable.
This would mean that more licenses
for hunting could be issued which,
paradoxically, would be good for the
species. It is estimated that 80 per cent >









