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WILDLIFE
Bagheera, a female
cheetah, is one of the few
to successfully breed in
captivity, having a young
cub in Spain last year.

Big cat’s desperate battle to survive
The Saharan cheetah clings to existence in the
harshest environment on earth, Anthony Ham reports.
HE cheetah, a species whose
survival depends upon explosive bursts of speed, can reach
75 km/h in the first two
seconds of its pursuit and at full
speed may reach 115 km/h.
The Sahara Desert covers nine
million square kilometres and it was here that
the hottest temperature on earth —
58 degrees — was recorded.
And yet in a combination that has scientists baffled, and at a time when species are
becoming extinct at a rate unprecedented in
the modern era, the Saharan cheetah clings to
existence in the harshest environment on the
planet. Alain Dragesco-Joffe, the only scientist
to have conducted a comprehensive survey of
the Saharan cheetah, a study he called
Trapped in Hell, could conclude only with a
question: ‘‘Whatever are these wretches doing
in this punishing place?’’
He wondered how much longer they
would be there. Having survived a formidable
array of existential threats and the transformation of its world into a desert, the Saharan
cheetah faces a new and perhaps insurmountable challenge. After decades of
drought, the cat now finds itself competing for
meagre resources with an equally desperate
and infinitely more adaptable foe: humans.
No one knows how many cheetahs survive
in the Sahara, an area the size of the United
States. Few Westerners have seen one and
estimates rely more on guesswork than hard
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science. But it is thought that as few as 200
and no more than 500 Saharan cheetahs
remain in this vast territory.
Among the last refuges of the Saharan
cheetah are the Air Mountains of northern
Niger, a desert massif of grim, black mountains with sand dunes piled high along its
perimeter. The mountains, which the International Union for the Conservation of Nature
describes as ‘‘biological islands in a sea of
sand’’, are sparsely inhabited and home to
intermittent water sources that attract
gazelles, the cheetah’s main prey.
But Dragesco-Joffe, who died in 2003 after
having brought the Saharan cheetah to the
world’s attention, kept his secrets. Fearing an
influx of well-meaning scientists and wildlife
enthusiasts, he refused to reveal where he
found the last remaining Saharan cheetahs,
whose fiery orange coats had turned to smoky
grey under the Saharan sun.
Despite three visits to the Air Mountains,
my search for the cheetah was fruitless. My
belief in its existence has been kept alive only
by rumours and footprints in the sand,
described by the Tuareg, a nomadic people
who also live in the the Air Mountains.
The Saharan cheetah is a curious relic
from the time before the Sahara became a
desert. As Europe shivered under a blanket of
Ice Age snow, its people inhabiting a wasteland of frozen tundra and life reduced to a
Siberian harshness, the Sahara was the
earth’s idyll, with vast lakes and forests and a

pleasant Mediterranean climate. Just 6000
years ago, rivers ran through grassy plateaus
across which ranged abundant wildlife.
Four thousand years ago the rains stopped
and never returned. The animals that once
inhabited what is now the Sahara — elephants, giraffes, hippos, lions, leopards, wildebeest — died out or retreated south.
That it was the cheetah that defied the
odds, and not only remained but survived, is
one of nature’s most intriguing mysteries,
made more so because there is no valid scientific reason why the cheetah should continue
to exist under the Saharan sun.

It is thought that as few
as 200 and no more than
500 Saharan cheetahs
remain in the territory.
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Every day the Saharan cheetah must, in
what Dragesco-Joffe called ‘‘surroundings
that are too difficult for them’’, select prey
and execute an all-or-nothing dash for survival, knowing that if it fails, it will probably
die.
The animal is as susceptible to stress as it
is to the Sahara’s extreme heat. If forced by
hunters or unsuspecting nomads to leave
cover and run, a cheetah will die — as likely
from anxiety as from heatstroke and exhaustion — within two to three kilometres.
The cheetah — not just the Saharan cheetah — is also the most genetically vulnerable
of all cat species. About 10,000 years ago, a

catastrophe of unknown origin all but wiped
it out. Some cat biologists speculate that the
only cheetah to survive was a pregnant female
and that all cheetahs descend from her.
As a result, skin grafts taken from
unrelated cats in different parts of the world
match as if they belong to the same family
which, in a sense, they do. Luke Hunter, a
senior cat biologist with the Wildlife Conservation Society in New York, describes cheetahs as being ‘‘as inbred as laboratory mice’’.
Without genetic variation, viewed by biologists as a species’ insurance policy against
extinction, cheetahs are extremely vulnerable
to the smallest changes in conditions,
whether climate change, the emergence of
new viral strains or the clearing of habitat.
But Saharan cheetahs face a more
immediate threat. Tuareg hunters pursue
cheetahs with greyhound-like saluki hunting
dogs that tear the frightened animals, exhausted by the chase, apart. Cheetah cubs have
been burned alive in the burrows where their
mothers have hidden them or captured as
pets for private collectors. As Alain DragescoJoffe observed, many Tuareg ‘‘consider that it
is useful and normal to kill cheetahs whenever the occasion arises’’.
The Tuareg threat to the Saharan
cheetah’s existence can, however, be partly
explained by the perennial competition for
scarce resources between man and beast.
After 14 centuries of inhabiting the Sahara,
the Tuareg are themselves struggling to survive. Decades of drought and rebellion have
coincided with the inexorable march of desertification. After the great droughts of the
1970s, hundreds of thousands of square
kilometres were added to the Sahara’s
southern boundaries, which were moving at
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50 kilometres a year in some places. The
desert has been followed south by many
Tuareg as diminishing pasturelands and
depleted wells decimate their herds of camels
and goats — the mainstays of the Tuareg
economy. No longer able to live according to
the old ways, the former nomads have sought
subsistence in the burgeoning and impoverished belts of misery that surround the cities
south of the Sahara. It is not unusual to travel
throughout the Air Mountains and encounter
villages devoid of young men and inhabited
only by women, children and the elderly.
The few Tuareg that remain have been
forced into more remote corners of the Sahara
in their search for water and food, thus drawing them into ever-closer proximity with the
cheetah. When a cheetah kills a young camel
or goat — it was once extremely rare for a
Saharan cheetah to venture close to human
settlements — the animal is tracked down
and killed.

A further complication is that the main
battleground between the Saharan cheetah
and the Tuareg is in Niger, the world’s
poorest country where wildlife conservation is
a luxury its impoverished people and equally
impoverished government can ill afford.
Seeking to protect the cheetah by encouraging tourism — a strategy that encourages
governments and local communities to recognise the economic benefits of preserving
wildlife — could merely increase the dangers
already faced by the cheetah in the Sahara.
Quite apart from the impossibility of building
an industry around an animal that even biologists cannot find, the intrusion of mass tourism into the Saharan cheetah’s domain could
be a final, fatal, stress.
According to one tour operator in Agadez,
a former Saharan caravan town and the gateway to the Air Mountains, ‘‘although with proper training we might be able to find the
cheetah, tourists don’t want to travel all this
way only to see an endangered animal die in
front of their eyes’’.
But with recent sightings extremely rare, it
may already be too late to talk of the Saharan
cheetah’s survival. It could also be time to
stop looking.
Moussa Touboulou, a Tuareg guide who
accompanied me on my search for the
cheetah, suggested during my last visit in
November that ‘‘perhaps the cheetah is no
longer there. Or perhaps it does not want to
be found.’’
In the meantime, as long as the world’s
most unlikely survivor is allowed to rest in the
shade, hope remains that it will live on in spite
of us, drawing once again on some hidden
reserves of natural resilience that we are
unable to understand.

WAR ON TERROR

Inside the secret jails
Mamdouh Habib says he was subjected to
kidnapping and torture. Eleven months
later he remains haunted by his
experiences. Andra Jackson reports.
T WAS 1am in Pakistan and
Mamdouh Habib had just phoned
his wife, Maha, to tell her he was on
his way home to Australia. The Australian citizen was among a handful
of tourists making a four-hour bus
trip to Karachi airport. Suddenly,
however, the bus stopped. Men in civilian
clothes boarded and ordered two German
passengers, one about 18 years old, out of the
bus. When Egyptian-born Habib intervened,
he too was told to get off. The three stepped
out of the bus and into the hands of men
armed with Kalashnikov rifles.
It was the start of an ordeal that was to
end for the Sydney resident and father of four
only after six months of interrogation and torture in Egypt and three harrowing years in
America’s Guantanamo Bay as a terrorist
suspect.
It is now 11 months since Habib arrived
back in Australia looking wasted and shattered.
Last week, he issued a High Court action
for damages against the Federal Government, ASIO Director-General Dennis
Richardson and Federal Police Commissioner Mick Keelty over the alleged complicity of their representatives in what he says
was his kidnap, false imprisonment and
torture by the US and other governments.
In a statement of claim filed in the High
Court, Habib also alleged that Australian
consular official Alastar Adams was present
when he was tortured in Pakistan in October
2000. The claim has been strongly denied by
the Department of Foreign Affairs, who this
week told The Age that despite repeated representations to the Pakistani and Egyptian
authorities, ‘‘at no time was a DFAT officer
given access to Mr Habib in either Pakistan
or Egypt’’. Habib maintains he spoke to
someone who claimed to be Adams.
Speaking in an Arabic restaurant in Bankstown, Sydney last week, with Maha and two
young daughters in tow, Habib looked
healthier than on his release nearly a year
ago. But his life has changed irrevocably. He
is still undergoing trauma counselling, and is
preoccupied with exposing the treatment he
says he and other foreign nationals experienced as part of a covert American-led antiterrorist operation that involved moving
detainees between prisons in different countries and torturing them.
‘‘It was not an arrest,’’ he insists of his
removal from that bus back on October 2,
2001. ‘‘It was a kidnapping.’’
Last month, the US practice known as
rendition came under international scrutiny
when the German and Italian governments
complained that two of their nationals had
been kidnapped by US agents, taken to secret
prisons in third countries and tortured.
Habib says he feels vindicated by the
international recognition of the practice but
insists that the extent of the abductions and
interrogations has yet to come out.
On the roadside outside Karachi, Habib
says the men identified themselves as Pakistani special agents. ‘‘They said the Americans had been kidnapping a lot of people
from Pakistan and they say they try to save us
from the Americans . . . that the Pakistani
Government wants to protect its tourists.’’
Instead, he says, the three tourists were
taken to an underground prison, where they
were held for three days before being handcuffed, blindfolded and transferred to a
second prison for about 11 days.
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‘‘I heard people screaming all night and
there were Americans, British and Iranians.
People from everywhere,’’ says Habib.
Later, in a third Pakistani jail, he says he
saw ‘‘a lot of Americans, Britons, Italians,
Bosnians. Most of these people were kidnapped from the airport. Most of them
young. They even had some diplomats. I was
told they had one diplomat from America and
one was Romanian.’’
Others were French Algerians, some of
whom had been in the United Arab Emirates
to play sport when they had been seized.
‘‘They didn’t even know they were in Pakistan,’’ he says.
Although the detainees could not see each
other, they could hear, and at night would
yell out details about themselves through the
walls.
To his relief, Habib and the two Germans
were put on a civilian Pakistani airline flight
to Islamabad. He was told his embassy had
been contacted and that he was ‘‘going
home’’.
His relief was short-lived. On arrival, he
says, he was blindfolded and taken by car to
an underground prison. ‘‘They came with
shackles, handcuffs and a blindfold and took
me to a huge airforce base that for sure was in
Islamabad.’’
Habib says three Americans — two
women and a man — arrived to interrogate
him: ‘‘The Americans said: ‘You’re under us
and you will help yourself if you help us.’ ’’
When he refused to answer unless he was
sent home to Australia, he says he was
tortured.
It was after this that Habib claims he
received a visit from Australian consular
official Alastar Adams. Habib says he told
Adams he had been kidnapped. ‘‘He said: ‘I
have nothing to do with the Pakistani Government’ and he ignored me completely. He
just said: ‘I’ll tell you your rights, how to contact a lawyer.’ ’’
When he begged for help, he claims
Adams replied: ‘‘I can’t do anything for you
because Americans control the world now. It
is out of my hands. You’re not Australian any
more. They send you to Egypt.’’
However, a Foreign Affairs spokesman
this week said that Adams and Habib had
never met. ‘‘Despite efforts by Mr Adams to
obtain consular access to Mr Habib, that
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access was not granted by the Pakistani authorities. Mr Adams however, provided his
business card with a package of consular
material to Mr Habib through a law enforcement official who was granted access to visit
Mr Habib for non-consular purposes.’’
Habib says the response of the German
consul who was called in to assist the two
German nationals was in stark contrast. ‘‘He
ordered the Pakistanis to send the Germans
home immediately.’’ They were released
within 48 hours, he says.
Mr Habib asked the Germans to get word
to his wife in Sydney and it was only through
them that she found out what had happened
to him. Otherwise, he says, she may never

Family support: Mamdouh Habib relaxes with his family on the Gold Coast this week. From left: Ahmed, 20, Maryam, 12, Hajer, 5, wife Maha and Mustafa, 18.
have heard from him again. When the Germans went home, he says he was transported
in shackles, handcuffs and a blindfold to a
huge airforce base, still in Islamabad. Here,
he says, he was handed over to four or five
armed Pakistanis and around 15 Americans
wearing a ‘‘uniform’’ that he was to come to
recognise — black T-shirts, grey pants and
yellow boots. They also wore masks.
He claims he was beaten and left on the
ground. ‘‘They stripped off all my clothes.
Then they put me in a nappy and a grey
tracksuit.’’ They also inserted an object in his
rectum, he says.
‘‘Then they roll you like a spring roll and
wind a chain around me all the way, with
handcuffs and shackles as well.’’
During this time, he says the man he
believed to be Adams was present and
masked. He was thrust on what he believed
to be an airforce plane heading for Egypt. He
was blindfolded but says he could still hear
the sound of someone crying behind him,
leading him to believe he was not the only
prisoner being sent to Egypt. He also smelt
anaesthetic. On his arrival in Egypt, he says,
he was taken to a prison about 40 minutes
away and drugged.
Even though he was in a disoriented state,
he says, he can remember men there dressed
in the same grey track pants and yellow boots
as the Americans in Pakistan. Among others
he says waited for him in Egypt were Omar
Suleiman, Egypt’s head of intelligence, and
Gamal Mubarak, banker, politician and son
of Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak.
From his room next to the shower area, he
could also see new arrivals having nappies
removed. He says one was an American, a
former CIA agent who had converted to Islam
in Afghanistan. Habib was questioned about

him in Egypt and in Cuba. Another man,
Sard Egbal, was a Saudi citizen from a diplomatic family. Habib says Egbal, whose
mother was Indonesian, told him he had
been kidnapped from Indonesia and transported to Egypt in a coffin. (He was later sent
to Afghanistan with Habib before their transfer to Guantanamo Bay.) Habib says there
was also a Libyan man, Sheikh, who said he
had been transported from Afghanistan in a
coffin with his mouth taped.
He was also aware of the presence of a
young British man of Egyptian background
and an American man of about the same age.
‘‘We heard their screaming,’’ he says. ‘‘The
torture rooms are back-to-back.’’
He says four countries were involved in
interrogating and torturing him — American
and Egyptian intelligence, Israel’s Mossad
(also in Guantanamo), and Italian agents.
Habib says that at one stage, he was left
paralysed after a prolonged bout of torture.
He says the prison had different rooms for
speciality tortures: some that could be
flooded; others with electric shock equipment; rooms for ‘‘hanging you like a monkey’’; and rooms where dogs were used to
terrorise detainees. Doors opened and closed
by remote control.
At one interrogation session, he says: ‘‘Mr
Suleiman told me: ‘Two minutes before you
come into this room, the guy before you has
been killed.’ ’’ As part of the interrogations,
he says his captors would drag detainees
before him for him to identify. ‘‘They tried to
make me be a witness about people I have no
idea of,’’ he says.
One day a man was thrust before him,
who Habib says was ‘‘gone’’ — ‘‘very shaky’’.
Habib says he didn’t recognise him as a man
he had known as part of his local community
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in Sydney until his interrogator demanded:
‘‘Do you known this guy from Australia, His
name is Mohamed Abbass. He works for
Telstra?’’
Habib says he shook his head. That was
the last that he saw of the Sydney businessman and father of three who had vanished
from Cairo airport on February 13, 1999, as
he was about to board a f light home to
Sydney.
While in Egypt, Habib says he tried to
work out the location of his prison. He
noticed that the bags in which the detainees’
food was delivered bore the words ‘‘Maser aljada’’ or ‘‘Shobra’’.

They roll you like a spring
roll and wind a chain around
me all the way, with
handcuffs and shackles.
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Shobra is a district in the north of the
capital, Cairo.
Amnesty International Australia’s human
rights and security spokeswoman, Katie
Woods, says the organisation will investigate
Habib’s claims. ‘‘What we have discovered
over the last couple of years is that these
extraordinary renditions are, in fact,
occurring,’’ she says.
Woods cites an August report from the
group detailing the experiences of two
Yemeni men recently released from Guantanamo Bay.
One had been picked up in Jordan, the

other in Indonesia and they had been held in
Jordan and subjected to torture and illtreatment. She says the men had then been
transferred to other prisons including a US
purpose-built underground prison, location
unknown, where they had undergone further
torture. She says the cases coming to light are
the tip of the iceberg and that Amnesty is
now monitoring plane movements and use of
airbases.
Back in Sydney, there is a new sense of
composure and focus about Habib. He is
relatively relaxed as he jokes with his daughters, Maryam, 12, and Hajer, 5, about having
to do yet another media interview.
There is no doubting the strength he
draws from his family’s support, with Maha
completing sentences for him and his daughters patiently drawing as he talks.
But his return to Australia has not been
smooth. And what upsets him is that it is his
family who are suffering.
‘‘We’ve had a lot of attacks. I’ve been
stabbed, broken into, my family’s been
victim.’’
Some weeks ago, he says, someone asked
his youngest son Mustafa, 18, a TAFE
student: ‘‘Are you Habib?’’ They then
punched him with a knuckleduster. He spent
a week in hospital and had to be fitted with a
plaster plate under the eye. Their eldest son
Ahmed, 20 was bashed a week later.
At least in detention, Habib says he only
had himself to worry about. ‘‘I was thinking
what was going to happen to me in the next
few hours. Am I going to be on hunger strike
for myself or not. Now I have to worry for all
my family.’’
And that, he says, is worse. ‘‘It is like being
in Guantanamo Bay Two. It is worse than
Guantanamo Bay.’’

