Cat’
Cradle

Wellington sanctuary offers home to exotic felines
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( and Charlie
the cheetah

e dy, igh specie, from two
small African servals to Amos the black
leopard, call Panther Ridge Home.

in a variety of ways.“Some of the cats are
surrendered o us, others are confiscations
and some have been retired by responsible
zoos or zoological parks,” Berens says. ™ They
come to us at all ages = the oldest one we
took in was 19 when she arrived. She lived

three more vears, and had joy tor the first

vime in her life..ie really makes you feel
good.” Once a cat arrives at the sancoaary, it
will stay there for the rese of is life. v will
never again need a home, or be ar risk of
neglect or mishandling,” says Bevens,

As for their habitat, each of the cats has
its owne enclosure, for the most part, since
maost species of felines are solitary, Alchough
*occasionally we have cats that arrive as
pairs, and they do live rogether,” says Berens.
Enclosurcs are all larger than what’s required
by the state of Florida, and “each one is full
of enrichment items, climbing structures and
wiater features to keep the cats entertained.”
savs Berens." Keepers do daily training with
the ¢ats to work on their menal alermess
and need to play”

COme of the I.Hl\h‘i.plll't‘d stars of Panther
Ridge is Charlie the cheetah, who has over
two acres 1o himself. Born in South Africa

in 20035, as a third-generation cat bornin

flife Service

caprivity, the US. Fish &W
allowwed his import as an “ambassador cat”
These days, visitors to Panther Ridge en-
counter Charlie first, who often patrols the
auter boundaries of his two-acre enclosure,
evaluating the visiting humans and often
greering them with an audible chirp when
they arrive. Panther Ridge i the only plice
in a three-county area where you can see a
cheetah, and he'll loudly purr for you, just
four feet away from the VICWITE arca.

Aside from offering a home o cats
in need, one of the sanctuary’s primary
nissions is education, accordmg to Berens,
both about the cats in her care and the larger
conservation issues facing wildlife in general.

*We are committed w educanng the
public about the pressures on wildlhife all
over the world, while focusing on our
amazing cats,” she says, "OF the eight species

that call PRCC home, many of them are

considered endangered. We strive to connect
people with wildlife through our education-
al and entermaining rours.”

To that end, Panther Ridge works co-
operatively with other conservation centers
around the world and shares informarton

with them reganding the cats” daily lives, such

as nutrition, medical care and behavior.

Although Panther Radge doesn’t accept
drop-in visitors, it does offer — and en-
courage — guided tours by appoinment.
Knowledgeable guides and interns lead
EUCSES from enclosure o enclosure, where
they'll learn about each of Panther R'Il:!gr.‘.w
resaclents. The standard tour is abour an
hour, and costs $§25 per person (minimum
four adulsh, For a real treat, Berens herself
leads a director’s tour of the sancmary she so
lovingly buily, effering visitors an in-depth
glimpse into the lives of the cats, Lasting
around two hours, the director’s tour costs
$100 per adule. School groups can also visit
the cars and learn abour them, and broader
coniervation issues, i a much more inomare
serhing than a 2oo.

As you can imagine, caring for 17 large
cirs is wot cheap. ™ We raise money by giving
tours, and thnmy,]l the :._-:v:'u.‘u:f-il}' of donors
who become benelactors or sponsors of
ndividual cats,” says Berens. " Even corpo-
rations or busingsses can step up to support
one of our magnificent cats for a year”
Funding is always an issue for the sinctuary,
especially when food costs alone are over
836,000 per year. Basic enclosure mainte-
pance runs another 825000, and there arc
veterinary expenses besides,

If you can't make it to Panther Ridge
to see the cats for voursell, you can still
help the facility keep functioning smoathly,
Berens makes no profic whatsoever off the
sanciuary: any funds received go direcdy
to the animals” care, From §25 to §250, the
website lers visitors see what their vital
donations can cover — everything from
feeding a cougar for three davs, o buying
a heavy-dury chew toy for a big car, o
sponsoring construction of a new habitc.
Whether you visit Panther Ridge voursell
or just send a chew toy, this labor of love is a

(e cat-conservation oasis, J§

Rebecca Strauss is a free-
Jance travel writer based in
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