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Abstract: In this study evidence of current lentivirus infection has been found in lions, leopards 
and cheetahs in geographically diverse parts of Botswana. 
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plied. It means that there is also an oppo-
site problem: the existence of sibling spe-
cies which cannot be discriminated on the 
basis of morphology. 

I am convinced that the number of sub-
species and species should be based only 
on the basic genetic and molecular infor-
mation. Of course, there will be discus-
sions on the interpretation of this informa-
tion among specialists, but this is 
understandable: we are present at the be-
ginning of the emerging science of mo-
lecular phylogeny. Currently, there is only 
a trend towards a consensus among mo-
lecular geneticists on how to apply the 
genetic and molecular data to the tradi-

tional taxons, such as species or subspe-
cies. But the genetic and molecular data 
have already become a basis of another 
emerging science, conservation biology. 

It is not easy for a layman to make a 
judgement in the debate between molecu-
lar scientists and traditional taxonomists. 
But, for example, the colour of a tail or a 
pattern of stripes on the tail of cats are ge-
netic characters, which are inherited 
within a species and can be extremely po-
lymorphic. I am convinced that for mod-
ern taxonomy, systematics and conserva-
tion, we need to use more fundamental 
genetic characters. 
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vidence of current lentivirus infec-
tion has been found in lions, leop-
ards and cheetahs in diverse parts 

of Botswana. The study was undertaken 
in the light of the knowledge that sub-
populations of large felids in southern Af-
rica exhibit a range of lentivirus preva-
lence, with some subpopulations showing 
no evidence of infection. With more in-
formation on these viruses, scientists and 
managers in southern Africa can make 
more informed decisions regarding the 
movement of large cats locally or interna-
tionally for research, management, or 
commercial purposes. 

The Botswana cats were evaluated for 
evidence of feline lentivirus infection by 
assaying for antibodies against a puma 
lentivirus isolate and a domestic cat feline 
immunodeficiency virus (FIV), and for 
oncovirus infection (feline leukemia vi-
rus, FeLV) using an antigen-detecting as-

say. Blood collection filter paper kits 
were distributed countrywide to safari 
hunters and Department of Wildlife and 
National Parks field officers involved in 
problem predator management. All sam-
pling (n = 53) was opportunistic: no cats 
were captured, anesthetized, or killed for 
this project. Five different assays for anti-
bodies to lentivirus were used on most 
samples. One test was used for FeLV: a 
commercial ELISA. None of the cats 
tested positive for FeLV infection. 

When evaluating non-domestic felids 
for lentivirus infection, it becomes clear 
that assay choice is important and that 
caution is warranted in interpreting data: 
different assays can yield different results. 
Evidence of current lentivirus infection 
(defined as a positive result on at least the 
western blot assay based on puma lenti-
virus antigen) was found in all three spe-
cies: eight of 31 lions (25.8 %), three of 

18 leopards (16.7 %), and one of four 
cheetahs (25 %). Seropositive cats were 
found in geographically diverse parts of 
Botswana. Although this study was not a 
comprehensive virologic evaluation of the 
lion, leopard, and cheetah populations of 
Botswana, it does reveal wild felid lenti-
virus infection in a previously unexam-
ined portion of sub-Saharan Africa. 
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Earthwatch Centre for Field Research Invites Proposals 
he Center for Field Research in-
vites proposals for 1998-99 field 
grants funded by its affiliate 

Earthwatch. Earthwatch is an interna-
tional, non-profit organization dedicated 
to sponsoring field research and promot-
ing public education in the sciences and 
humanities. Past projects have been suc-
cessfully fielded in, but are not limited to, 

the following disciplines: animal behav-
ior, biodiversity, ecology, ornithology, 
endangered species, entomology, marine 
mammalogy, ichthyology, herpetology, 
marine ecology, and resource and wildlife 
management. Interdisciplinary projects 
are especially encouraged as is multina-
tional collaboration. Information can be 
found at: 

http://www.earthwatch.org/cfr/cfr.htm 
or you can contact: 
The Center for Field Research, 
680 Mt. Auburn Street, 
Watertown, MA 02272. 

Telephone: (617) 926-8200; 
Fax: (617) 926-8532; 
Email: cfr@earthwatch.org. 
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