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Order your 2014 calendars for your wall or desk now. 
seasonal greetings and blank cards also available. 

This year’s calendars and cards carry images from our 

photographic competition and convey memorable scenes of our 

wild habitat. Buy several – they make great gifts!

for more info call:

T: + 254 (20) 3874145  M. +254  722 202473 / + 254 734 600632   

E.Gideon.Bett@eawildlife.org

We would like to thank every photographer who submitted images for our competition. The standard was high and we 

are sorry that not everyone could be a winner. The photographs that were successful will be the ones used in the two 

calendars and cards.  – Paolo Torchio, Competition Judge

Congratulations to our six winners: paul goldstein, angela Carpinacci, andy Campbell, angelo Cantarelli, 

fabio De gennaro and steve spwals. 

BUY OUR CALENDARS AND CARDS AND 
SUPPORT OUR CONSERVATION WORK

All the photos used in the Calendars and cards are copyright of the Photographers. Copyright © 2013.



The only ResoRT in Kenya wiTh
naTuRal heaTed spa pool 

Known as “the healing place” because of  its 
therapeutic value associated with the hot spring geysers, 
only in Kenya. It is a natural spa. A 5 minutes drive 
from the resort takes you to Lake Bogoria National 
Reserve home to Flamingoes, Kudus, a variety of  wildlife 
and birdlife i.e. Marabou storks. The resort routinely 
organizes guided bird watching tours within Kesubo 
natural trail, day trip excursions to Lake Bogoria Tugen 
Hills, Kipasaram historic site and boat ride at Lake 
Baringo.

FaciliTies & acTiviTies

The resort boasts of  6 executive suites, 30 junior suites, 
37 cottages, 22 standard rooms & 20 tents. Set in a serene 
environment ideal for team building, business retreats 
and strategy planning meeting, the resort has modern 

THe JeweL OF THe GReAT RIFT

Lake Bogoria Spa reSort

Lake Bogoria Spa Resort     P.O Box 58-30403-Marigat     Mobile: +254 710 445627     info@lakebogoria-hotel.com     www.lakebogoria-hotel.com

conference facilities which hosts up to 200 persons 
and outdoor conference from 1,000 persons. All the 
rooms have complimentary drinking water, tea & coffee 
making facilities, in-house fridges/ mini bars, telephone 
extension, mosquito nets, air conditioners, flat screen 
LeD Tv’S with DSTV, complimentary wIFI, bathroom 
amenities.

The Resort also has laundry services, a business centre, 
curio shop, salon & barber shop and a massage parlour.
Some of  the activities that are available at the resort 
include badminton, table tennis, water polo, swings, bird 
watching among others.
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5 LETTERS
20 NEWS UPDATE
18 OPINION
20 news round-up
24 MY WILDLIFE

CONSERVATION
26 WHALE SHARKS IN THE INDIAN OCEAN
 David Obura, David Rowat, Aaron Nicholas 

and Dr. Simon Pierce share their knowledge of 
this creature and where the research is being 
done around the indian ocean.

 34 WAA WHALE SHARK SANCTUARY 
 WHAT THE PROPONENTS SAY 
 Volker Bassen wants to build a caged sanctuary 

for whale sharks off the kenyan coast. Here he 
sets out his reasons why and why he will appeal 
against a ruling preventing him from going 
ahead.

38 LAO TRADERS THREATEN AFRICA’S 
ELEPHANTS AND RHINOS

  Lucy Vigne spends investigative time in laos 
looking for connections to the illegal trade in 
rhino and ivory – and finds it. 

47 IUCN RED LIST OF ECOSYSTEMS 
We all know about the red list for endangered 
species. Edmund Barrow, Jon Paul Rodriguez 
and David Keith inform us how there is going 
to be a similar listing for ecosystems by IUCN.

SPOTLIGHT 
51 NEW GROUP OF MOUNTAIN BONGO 

IN THE MAU FOREST
 Juliette Shears has a good news story about a 

group of this rarest of creatures being found in 
kenya.

55  NAMING OUR GORILLAS.
 CONSERVING OUR ENVIRONMENT, 

EMPOWERING OUR COMMUNITIES
 Dr. Rose Mukankomeje makes the case for 

grassroots conservation in a story about 
the annual naming of baby gorillas born in 
Rwanda’s protected forests.
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57 THE FRONT LINE OF LION 
CONSERVATION

 Jeremy Goss spent time with a group trying to 
educate the maasai against killing lions. This is 
his frontline story. 

60 wHere THere Are no TourIsTs – YeT
 Rupert Watson finds a place that hasn’t been 

reached by gift shops and balloon safaris and 
enthuses about it.

64 THE GHOSTS OF BADINGILU
 Philip Winter tracks down a place that lived 

in his imagination for years, and recounts the 
experience.

66  NOT THE WILDEBEEST. KENYA’S 
OTHER ASTONISHING MIGRATION

 Steve Trott tells is about the humpback whale 
migration which far too few of us knew nothing 
about.  

68  ConservATIon CHArACTers - 
KARL AMMANN

 Felix Patton continues his look at the people 
in the conservation business and introduces 
us to a man who could be called the sleuth of 
conservation.

PORTFOLIO 
74 BATs - THeY don'T JusT FLY or 

HANG UPSIDE DOWN
 SWARA lensman Paolo Torchio proves that 

bats don't just fly or hang upside down. Look 
and learn.  

  BOOK REVIEW
78 GIRAFFE REFLECTIONS - (Dale Peterson 

and Karl Ammann) - A beautiful homage to a 
beautiful creature through history

 LeLeT's TALes - (Suzie Allen and Letilet 
Ole Yenko) - The wisdom of the Maasai in a 
compelling personal story

 THE GHOSTS OF HAPPY VALLEY - (Juliet 
Barnes) - Social anthropology in the ruins of 
Kenya's Happy Valley

  
 REAR WINDOW
80 eLepHAnTs sIT-In
 You could be forgiven  to think this photo shows 

elephants on sit-down strike over the poaching 
epidemic felling their species. That’s what 
crossed Shazaad Kasmani mind when he came 
across them in Shimba Hills National Park.

68

66
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experience that is abnormal, not the 
feelings it causes.  Time, and our natural 
world, can be great healers.

Andy Hill
swaraeditor@gmail.com

Kenya is in the news again for 
all the wrong reasons. The 
Westgate attack has shocked the 

country and brought the realities of war 
in a neighbouring country to our streets 
and our living rooms. The awful evil of 
this episode will continue to make us 
feel uneasy for months to come. It’s like 
discovering that someone you’ve known 
and admired for years is actually a 
hardened criminal of some sort, wanted 
for some despicable act. We start to look 

at them in a completely different way 
and ask ourselves how well we really 
knew that person after all. This isn’t the 
Kenya we know and love either.

Tourism, a lifeblood industry, may 
well suffer. This makes it even more 
important that we conserve and 
nurture the unique assets we have in 
Kenya and in the region. Declining 
tourist numbers or a sudden stain 
on a reputation make it even more 
imperative that we burnish our natural 
heritage and make conservation a 
keystone of policy, not an add-on or 
something of secondary importance.  
SWARA will continue to play its role in 
airing Conservation issues and its many, 
sometimes opposing, voices, as it does 
in this issue with the whale shark story. 
Conservation is even more important 
today than it was before Westgate. 
People suffering from traumatic stress 
are told that the key to getting back on 
their feet is to remember that it is the 
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In the direction the baboons were 
going, a plume of smoke was rising 
up behind the acacias. We decided 
to investigate, and deceded to take a 
marked track going in that direction. 
To our surprise, we found that the 
smoke was coming out from some 
deep excavations, clearly burners for 
rubbish (photo attached ). The baboons 
were going in and out of the chambers 
looking for food. A  fish eagle was also 
waiting for her turn.

How is it possible that in times of “eco 
lodges”, care, and a lot of talk about 
good management of wild life, a lodge 
in the heart of a National Park can get 
rid of rubbish in this way, and with total 
impunity?

Paolo

John Butler
Yufang Gao
Elizabeth Lazarus

USA FAMILY
Jim Henry Robinson

UK FAMILY
Ian Haywood

UK REGULAR
Stephen Powles

ITALY REGULAR
Angelo Cantarelli
Carpinacci Angela

CORPORATE REGULAR
Africa Journeys Escapes
Four Seasons Safari Lodge 
Serengeti
Safari Big 5
Shimoni Aqua-Ventures Ltd
Africa Safari and Beach Holidays

CORPORATE dONOR
Lake Bogoria Spa Resort

Dear SWARA,

I congratulate you on a first rate publication. 
I have edited an in-house Company 
magazine and a Professional Journal, 

so I have some idea about the “problems” of 
editing.

Everything about this issue was absolutely 
first rate and the wide range of articles were all 
fascinating.

The Newsletter for the same period was 
also excellent. Especially interesting was the 
wide ranging successful efforts that are being 
made to involve the local communities. I was 
amongst the group of Consultants who worked 
at KWS when Richard Leakey first became 
the Director. I was handling the HR aspects 
as a sub-contractor for Ernst and Young, the 
Professional Accountants; it was clear to me 
then and I said so in the regular meetings 
of the Consultants under the chairmanship 
of David Mwiraria that it was essential 
that we considered how to involve the local 
communities as in their hands lay the future of 
wildlife in Kenya.   It seems to me that you have 
scored very high marks in doing just this.

Congratulations to all your staff.

Yours sincerely
James  Foster
jamesptfoster@gmail.com

Dear SWARA, 

In the end of June we spent some 
nights in Tsavo West at Ngulia 
Safari Lodge. On the way going out 

from the lodge, just hundred meters 
from the barrier, we noticed a big 
troop of baboons, some with a terrible 
skin disease, walking on the road and 
then diverting all together in the same 
direction through the bush.

EAWLS would like to welcome the following 
Members to the East African Wild Life Society: 

KENYA ASSOCIATE
Vincent Nzinzi Mainga

KENYA dONOR
Lydia Yator dentewo

KENYA REGULAR
Stephen Kuria
Joseph Marwa
Prof. Simon Ole Seno
Hellen W Warugu
Gillian Raven
Keith E Rogers
Mueni Nzioka
Tina dooley-Jones
Patrick Muchemi
Paul Mbevi Kaloki
Antonello Borghini
Winfred James Waiboci
Miriam Wanjiru Chege
Ken Wakia
Carol Ann Stanley
de Ellis de Bruijn
dr. Michael Bourke

USA REGULAR
Elizabeth Carton
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AFRICAN EXPERTS SINCE

CORPORATE DONORS

DONOR 
MR & MRS. T DON HIBNER

PREM B SHARMA
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CORPORATE MEMBERS:
A: Abercrombie & Kent Ltd; Africa Safari Specialists; 

Africa Journeys Escapes; Africa Safari and Beach Holidays 

Tz; Affable Tours & Safaris; African Encounter Travel Ltd; 

African Conservation Centre; African Quest Safaris; African 

Line Adventure; African Safari Company; African Wildlife 

Foundation; African Wildlife Safari P/Ltd (Australia); Africa 

Viza Travel Services Ltd; A.K Taylor (USA); Africa Expeditions; 

Ashford Tours & Travel Ltd; Africa House Safaris; AON 

Minet Insurance Brokers Ltd;  Asaray Tours Ltd; Asilia 

Lodges & Camps Ltd; B: Bartkus, John; Basecamp Travel 

Nairobi; Borana Ranch; Big Five Tours & Expeditons Ltd; Bill 

Stripling; Bushtops Camp Collection C: Camp Kenya Ltd; 

Carbacid (C0) Ltd; Cheli & Peacock Management Ltd; Classic 

Safaris Ltd; d: delta dunes Ltd; diwaka Tours & Travel 

Ltd;  discover Kenya Safari; E: Eastern & Southern Safaris; 

Exclusive African Treasures; Expediton Africa Safaris; Explorer 

Kenya Tours & Travel Ltd; F: Fairview Hotel; Four Seasons 

Safari Lodge Serengeti Tz; Fundu Lagoon Resort; Friends 

of the Mau Watershed (FOMAWA) G: Gamewatchers 

Safaris; Gameviewers Adventures Ltd; Guerba (K) Limited; 

Great Plains Conservation Ltd H: Harry P Ewell; Henning 

Jensen; Heritage Hotels; Highlands Mineral Water Co Ltd; 

Highlight Travel Ltd; Holiday Bazaar Limited; Hospitality 

Management Services; I:Ideal Tours and Travel; International 

Expeditions Inc (USA); IUCN; J: Jade Sea Journeys, James 

Finlay (Kenya) Ltd; Jascruisers ltd; Juja Praparatory School; 

Jostein Nordstrom; K: Kenya Association of Tour Operators; 

Kenya Forestry Research Institute; Kenya Tourist Board; 

Kenya Wildlife Service Institute; Kenya Wildlife Service;; 

Kenya Comfort Hotel/Hotel Suites; Ketas Safaris; Ker & 

downey Safaris Ltd; Kensington Tours Ltd; Kibo Slopes 

Safaris Ltd; Kicheche Mara Camp; Kiwayu Safari Village Ltd; 

KAPS limited; Kilima camp L: Laikipia Wildlife Forum; Lloyd 

Masika Ltd; Lafarge Eco Systems; Let’s Go Travel; Library of 

Congress; Lino Typesetters (Kenya) Ltd; Luca 

safaris Ltd; M: Makini School; Mara Landmark 

Ltd; Micato Safaris; Mombasa Air Safari Ltd; 

Mount Kenya Sundries; Mpala Ranch;  Mpala 

Research Centre; Mweka College of Africa 

Wildlife Management (TZ); Muthaiga Country 

Club; N: Nakumatt Holdings Ltd; Naibor 

Camps Ltd; Nature Encounters Tours & Travel 

Ltd (CA); The Star; Nature Expeditions Africa; 

NEMA; Njenga Njoroge Isaac; O: Offbeat 

Safaris Ltd; Olonana; On Course Consultancy 

Ltd; Onsea House Tanzania Ltd; Ol Pejeta 

Conservancy; Origins Safaris; Osho Chemicals 

Industries; Oserian development Company 

Ltd; Oserian La Pieve Ltd; P: Pollman’s Tours & 

Safaris Ltd; Power Technics Ltd; Private Safaris 

(EA) Ltd; Provincial Insurance (UAP); R: Rekero 

Camp Ltd; Robin Hurt Safaris (K) Ltd; S: Satao 

Camp; Safaris Unlimited (A) Ltd; Safari Big 5 

tz; Solio Ranch Ltd; Saruni Safari Camp; Sopa 

Lodges Kenya; Selective Safaris; Shimoni Aqua-

Ventures Ltd; Southern Cross Safaris Ltd; Sosian 

Lodge; Sirai Management Ltd; Sunworld Safaris; 

Swedish School;  Southern Sun Mayfair Nairobi; 

T: Tamimi Kenya;  Tamarind Management;  

TANAPA (TZ); Tanganyika Wilderness Camps 

Ltd; (TZ);The Safari & Conservation Comapny; 

Transnational Bank; The Nature conservanacy; 

Tawi Lodge;  The Beswick Family fund; Twiga 

Car Hire & Tours Ltd;U: Unilever Tea Kenya 

Ltd; W: Wetlands International; Wild About 

Birds; Wilderness Lodges; Wildlife Safari Kenya; 

Williamson Tea (K) Ltd; WWF Eastern Africa; 

Wilderbeest Travels Ltd; X: Xcellent Wildlife 

Paradise – Holiday & Safaris

Offers 10% discount to 
East African Wild Life 
Society members, only 

in East Africa

Discounts not valid over 
Christmas, Easter and Public 

Holidays or when special 
offers are given.  

Bookings can be made 
through: sales@

heritagehotels.co.ke or 
www.heritage-eastafrica.com

Offers 15% discount to 
East African Wild Life 

Society members

Discounts not valid over 
Christmas, Easter, and Public 

Holidays.  

Bookings can be made 
through bernard@

wildernesslodges.co.ke.
www.wildernesslodges.co.ke.

Offers 10% discount to 
East African Wild Life 

Society members

Discounts not valid over 
Christmas, Easter, and Public 

Holidays.  

Bookings can be made 
through offbeat@
africaonline.co.ke.

www.offbeatsafaris.com

Offers 10% discount to 
East African Wild Life 

Society members

Discounts not valid over 
Christmas, Easter, and Public 

Holidays. This is applicable 
only if booked directly. 

Bookings can be made 
through: 

cro@serena.co.ke.
www.serenahotels.com

Offers 10%
 discount to East 
African Wild Life 
Society members

Discounts not valid over 

Christmas, Easter and 

Public Holidays or when 

special offers are given.  

Bookings can be 

made through: info@.

lakebogoria-hotel.com

www.lakebogoria-
hotel.com
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Or join online. www.eawildlife.org

Your membership to east African wild Life 
Society (eAwLS) is important as it helps 
us undertake conservation work in east 
Africa. without it, we are voiceless. Help us 
improve the value of  our membership by 
recruiting a new member this year through 
the Member-get-a-Member (MGM) 
campaign. 

It is easy. You can do this by simply reaching 
out to your network of  professional 
colleagues, friends and family and 
encouraging them to become a member.

The membership referral campaign will run 
from April 2013 to December 2013. Awards 
will be given to members who recruit new 
members. 

There will be three grades to which awards 
will be given, and in each grade there will be 
two awards given, one for a corporate and 
the other to an individual recruiter, as listed 
below:

GRADE A
New members recruited are 3 
corporate or 9 individuals:
• 100% waiver on their membership fee 

for 2014
• Free calendars – one for the recruiter and 

3 or 9 for new corporate and individual 
members respectively. 

• EAWLS branded polo shirts - one for the 

recruiter and 3 or 9 for new corporate 
and individual members respectively.

• A recognition certificate for their role in 
fundraising and conservation

GRADE B
New members recruited are 2 
corporate or 6 individuals members:
• 75% waiver on their membership fee for 

2014
• Free calendars – one for the recruiter and 

2 or 6 for new corporate and individual 
members respectively.

• EAWLS branded polo shirts – one for the 
recruiter and 2 or 6 for new corporate 
and individual members respectively.

• A recognition certificate for their role in 
fundraising and conservation

GRADE C
New members recruited 1 corporate 
or 3 individuals members:
• 50% waiver on their membership fee for 

2014
• Free calendars - one for the recruiter and 

1 or 3 for new corporate and individual 
members respectively.

• EAWLS branded polo shirts - one for the 
recruiter and 1 or 3 for new corporate 
and individual members respectively.

• A recognition certificate for their role in 
fundraising and conservation

A special award will be given to the best 
recruiter and this will be announced by the 
Society during the awards event.

HOW TO PARTICIPATE
• The campaign is open to East African 

wild Life Society Members.
• Completed applications (either 

print or online), with full payment, 
to be submitted with the recruiter’s 
membership number or name in the 
recruiter box that is provided on the

 form (or the ‘Referring Member 
Number/Name’ field in the online 
application). 

MEMBERSHIP 

Membership of  eAwLS gives you four 
issues of  our quarterly SwARA magazine, 
a quarterly newsletter, discounts in selected 
hotels in east Africa, online access to 40 
years of  SwARA magazine archive and 
updates on all eAwLS activities. As a 
member, you are part of  a movement to 
defend our heritage, and we will keep you 
posted on the progress along the way. 

CONSERVATION IN ACTION
Over the last 50 years, the Society has been 
successful in influencing natural resources 
management policies and promoting scaling 
up of  best conservation practices in the 
region. For more about our work, visit us at: 
www.eawildlife.org

RECRUIT NEW EAWLS MEMBERS & WIN!
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CHAIRMAN'S letteR

this part of Africa. I advocated for 
alternative pragmatic measures needed 
now to save our elephants and rhinos in 
light of this new market. For example, 
African countries should pursue 
positive measures to support wildlife 
conservation in Africa and product 
substitution in consuming markets to 
safeguard wildlife for present and future 
generations.

While solutions to poaching through 
international terrorist organisations 
remain intractable, a lot can be achieved 
through structured negotiations and 
conservation campaigns in wildlife 
products market countries. However, 
the challenge is daunting. While some of 

About a year ago I used this 
forum to address the alarming 
increase in wildlife poaching 

which threatens populations of 
elephants and rhino to extinction within 
the present generation. In my address, 
I stressed that by far the most worrying 
driver of wildlife poaching and illegal 
trade are the external markets that 
have opened up in the last few years, 
particularly in China. Large quantities 
of illegal shipment elephant tusks and 
rhino horns are illegally traded as more 
countries in the sub-region engage in 
development partnership, trade and 
tourism ventures with South East Asian 
countries. Newspaper reports are awash 
with detection of illegal shipments at 
the ports of Mombasa, Hong Kong, 
Bangkok, etc. Testimonies of arrested 
poachers in Kenya indicate that 
poaching  has transformed itself  into 
an organised international syndicate 
that may also involve terrorism 
organisations. Unlike the past, when 
state wildlife conservation agencies, 
like Kenya Wildlife Service, could curb 

poaching, we face a crisis of extinction 
of the most targeted wildlife species. 

In my earlier address, I did point 
out that while it would be naïve to 
argue that our countries should refrain 
from development partnership with 
South East Asia, we have to face this 
new challenge of a huge market for 
wildlife products posing a threat to our 
wildlife populations. The long term 
solution may lie in measures to reduce 
the market through recourse to use of 
alternative non-wildlife products. This 
would entail effective public education 
in that large new market. However, 
if we wait for that to happen, we will 
have lost our wildlife populations in 

What could Uhuru’s China 
visit mean for conservation?

while soluTions To wildliFe poaching ThRough 
inTeRnaTional TeRRoRisT oRganizaTions ReMain 
inTRacTaBle, a loT can Be achieved ThRough 
sTRucTuRed negoTiaTions and conseRvaTion 
caMpaigns in wildliFe pRoducTs MaRKeT counTRies.



  swaRa  OCTOBER - DECEMBER 2013   13 

CHAIRMAN'S letteR

•	 Fleet	of	15	modern	aircraft	including	seven	Cessna	
Grand	Caravans,	which	carry	up	to	13	passengers	each.

•	 Used	by	the	majority	of	established	safari	companies
	 in	the	region.
•	 We	also	handle	freight,	photographic	flights,	aerial	

surveys	and	provide	aid,	emergency	and	relief	flying	
services.

•	 An	institution	in	East	African	Air	charter	since	1963.
•	 Flying	in	Kenya,	Uganda,	Tanzania	as	well	as	throughout	

Africa.
•	 We	pride	ourselves	on	great	services,	flexibility	and	

providing	a	first	class	personalized	service	for	our	clients.
•	 We	have	an	excellent	safety	record.

Wilson Airport  P.O. Box 45646 GPO 00100, Nairobi
Tel:	+254	020	6006364/	6006432/	6001341/	6000741		Mobile:	+254	(0)	733	600208	/	0722	203	852	/	+254	(0)	733	555007	/	0724	255	359			Fax:	+254	020	6009619

Email:	operations@boskovicaircharters.com	/	engineering@boskovicaircharters.com			Website:	www.boskovicaircharters.com

Z.Boskovic Air Charters Ltd   

Kenya will receive more Chinese 
tourists, businesspersons, construction 
companies and other companies in 
the immediate future. With proper 
policies in place, this presents a 
great opportunity to engage in inter-
governmental and non-governmental 
push for control of wildlife poaching 
to satisfy Chinese market for wildlife 
products. Such prospects are further 
strengthened by recent local events 
where the President’s wife has taken 
leadership of the anti-wildlife poaching 
drive in Kenya.

We all need to join forces to counter 
this threat to our wildlife.   

  

Fredrick Owino
Chairman 

the poached wildlife products were sold 
as aphrodisiacs, they are now gaining 
reputation for control of killer diseases 
like cancer. Thus, advocacy campaigns 
in consuming countries will become 
a harder nut to crack. But we have no 
option but to rise to the task.

The East African Wildlife Society 
(EAWLS) is alive to this reality is 
already taking proactive measures to 
be a leader in providing solutions to 
this threat of wildlife poaching. For 
example, the Society has already signed 
a Memorandum of Understanding 
with a Chinese Non-Governmental 
Organization on conservation 
partnership within China against 
consumption of wildlife products 
in China. Under this pioneering 
arrangement, the EAWLS has initiated 
discussions to have SWARA Magazine 

circulated in China in a Chinese version. 
Through this action, the EAWLS will 
be highlighting threats to product 
sources and, hopefully, reducing market 
pressure in that large market. Moreover, 
under this partnership arrangement, 
some pragmatic measures are planned 
to check illegal trade in wildlife products 
through working with ports authorities 
of the two countries.

But wildlife poaching in Kenya has 
reached a scale that calls for direct 
intervention of the highest government 
authority. It is in this regard that the 
recent visit to China by President Uhuru 
Kenyatta can be a fortuitous rallying 
point for anti-poaching advocacy. That 
visit culminated in signing of significant 
bilateral agreements which will 
greatly increase economic cooperation 
between the two countries. No doubt, 
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that facilitates the management of 
natural resources in a sustainable 
and beneficial manner.  

•	 	To	provide	‘SWARA’ magazine 
on a quarterly basis and of high 
quality with a focus on conservation 
challenges and successes; lessons 
learnt and new approaches, in 
order to stimulate better public 
understanding and debate.  

The strategic planning takes account 
of key contextual issues including the 
rapid social and economic development 
since EAWLS came into being. The 
five-year strategy is also based on the 
evaluation of what has been undertaken 
by EAWLS over the last four to five 
years, including what has gone well and 
what has not gone well. In the next five 
years, our priorities will be: 

•	 Supporting	development	and	
implementation of environment and 
natural resource laws, policies and 
regulations,

•	 Promoting	greater	accountability	in	
the use and management of natural 
resources, including assisting the 
devolved Government system in 
Kenya in the management of natural 
resources within Counties,

•	 Undertaking	a	strong	advocacy	
programme,

•	 Encouraging	the	creation	of	
social and economic benefits and 
incentives which encourage natural 
resource managers to be more 
environmentally responsible,

•	 Working	with	local	communities	
to manage the land and natural 
resources on which they 
depend without environmental 
deterioration,

•	 Encouraging	the	right	information,	
knowledge and skills to be readily 
available for the development 

dIReCtoR'S letteR

EAWLS priorities in the 
next five years

In this issue, I want to highlight 
the continuing EAWLS strategic 
planning process to provide 

EAWLS with a road map for programme 
development and institutional 
strengthening over the next five years. 
The work of EAWLS has evolved over 
two phases since its inception in 1956. 
In the period 1956-1992, the Society’s 
approach to conservation was narrowly 
focused on wildlife species protection. 
During this period EAWLS’s key 
activities included supporting research, 
building capacities of individual wildlife 
conservationists and institutions, 
and supporting conservation projects 
targeting endangered and threatened 
wildlife species.

The changing context and realities in 
wildlife conservation focused EAWLS 
to change its approach. In mid 1990s, 
EAWLS broadened its mandate to 
include a more general and proactive 
approach of sustainable utilisation of 
the environment and natural resources 
as opposed to just wildlife. This new 

approach was also broadened to 
include public education, advocacy, 
stakeholders’ participation and capacity 
building. EAWLS has, since then, been 
working in four broad sectors including 
forests and water catchment, wetlands, 
marine and wildlife. The Society’s work 
in these areas was strengthened by the 
creation of sector-based national forums 
that emerged in the 1990s – the first 
being the Kenya Forests Working Group 
(KFWG). Currently, the Society hosts 
two other forums, the Kenya Wildlife 
Conservation Forum (KWCF) and the 
Kenya Wetlands Forum (KWF). 

This evolutionary process has resulted 
in the current three-pronged strategic 
approach that is being pursued by the 
EAWLS. 

•	 To	provide	leadership,	focus	and	
a forum for achieving a successful 
advocacy programme.  

•	 To	undertake	programmes	
and fieldwork, particularly in 
partnership with local communities, 
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in organising various advocacy 
programmes against poaching, illegal 
wildlife trade, corruption, impunity and 
other threats to wildlife conservation in 
East Africa and China. By doing so, we 
will be encouraging China to become 
partners in African conservation. 

Michael Gachanja
Executive Director 

dIReCtoR'S letteR

of sustainable natural resource 
enterprises.

In undertaking its work, the Society 
will strive to promote its visibility as 
a leader in conservation.  Increased 
visibility will enable the Society to 
attract members and other forms of 
support. A first step has been made in 
having the EAWLS newsletter provide 
information on the Society’s work 
as widely as possibly. But additional 
work is needed, such as highlighting 
the advocacy work in SWARA, and in 
an annual report; in having a readily 
available profile informing on the 
Society and what it does; in offering 
advocacy support to those who need 
it, but are vulnerable to threats and 
boycotts. 

Two potential approaches for 
achieving visibility will be to develop 
SWARA	as	a	digital	‘app’	(while	still	
maintaining a hard copy for our 

members) and to have a Chinese 
language version in the future, in order 
to engage a much better understanding 
of our conservation needs in China as 
well as boosting Chinese membership. 
If successful, this approach can then be 
widened to other countries in the far 
East. The partnership that the EAWLS 
has recently established with a Chinese-
based conservation organisation, the 
Mara Conservation Forum, will enable 
the two organisations to cooperate 

The East African Wild Life Society wishes to extend 
its deepest sympathies and condolences to all 
those who lost, family, loved ones and friends in the 
Westgate tragedy.  We also wish for all those who 
were injured, a speedy and full recovery.
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opinion

TIME FOR ACTION, NOT 
WORDS OR HAND-WRINGING, 
ON POACHING

The weekly killing of East Africa’s elephants and rhinos adds up to a death toll 
that demands action, not more words, hand-wringing or international publicity 
that focuses on the authorities’ helplessness to end the bloodshed, rather than 

actually ending it.

International media stories and interventions by prominent local and foreign 
dignitaries, such as Hilary Clinton, help build a global platform of public opinion 
on which conservation campaigns can be founded, but many of the answers to 

poaching require action and attitude changes  from within Kenya.
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opinion

Poaching is a global issue, 
albeit complicated by national 
boundaries, murky middlemen 

and illegal international trade, but there 
is still a need to think in national terms, 
explore what is hindering our efforts to 
curb this escalation and devise ways of 
reversing  the situation.

Internally, the Kenya Wildlife Service 
(KWS) is the primary agency tasked 
with combating poaching in the country.  
But this should not be misconstrued 
to mean that it is the only agency. An 
effective anti-poaching effort requires 
alliances. These alliances are not 
currently coalescing because:

1. KWS has a defensive attitude 
when it comes to dealing with the 
Private Sector/Civil Society in 
terms of developing partnerships, 
particularly in the context of 
poaching. One consequence of 
the defensive attitude is that 
information on poaching is held 
back within KWS. Yet open shared 
information indicating hot spots, 
trends, targeted species, etc. does 
not bring criticism. Rather it 
cements anti poaching alliances 
and partnerships. Good, open and 
transparent information is therefore 
a must.  

2. For a long time, there has been no 
formalized enforcement agency 
collaborating with KWS as an equal 
partner such as the Police, the 
Army, Immigration and Customs, 
yet much of the East Tsavo poaching 
is due to illegal immigrants for 
example. However, KWS should be 
applauded for launching an inter-
security agencies anti-poaching unit 
in August this year. 

3. KWS and other institutions such as 
Kenya Forest Service (KFS) need to 
avoid agency conflict and rivalry.  
This is particularly important when 
they are neighbours in protected 
areas. 

4. KWS’s ability to discuss and partner 
with local communities in anti-
poaching efforts is inadequate and 
needs to be revitalized. 

In addition, corruption-free 
mechanisms at KWS need to be put in 
place to address corruption risks and 
threats in poaching. Additionally, the 
Intelligence Unit and security within 
KWS should be enhanced including 
vetting and seconding the head of 
security from an outside agency. 

Externally, Kenya is a conduit nation 
for the movement of ivory and rhino 
horn from such trophies captured 
elsewhere. Kenya Airways may not 
be knowingly involved, but its flight 
networks make it a target for such 
consignments to be shipped to Thailand 
and China from many Africa airports. 
Mombasa Port has become recognised 
as a target for consigning such 
contraband. Much of the movement to 
the Port will be by road transport across 
the borders with Uganda and Tanzania.  
Therefore there is a strong and urgent 
need to apply better standards and 
regular application of procedures for 
inspecting cargo at points of exits. In 
particular, modern techniques should 
be applied to finding these illegal 
trophies hidden in containers.

As the recent Convention on 
International Trade in Endangered 
Species  Conference of parties 16 (CITES 
CoP16) recognised, China is the primary 
importer of illegal ivory. This will 
continue as long as the prices remain 
high (eg ½ kg ivory fetches USD1000). 
China and Thailand are not the only 
culprits in the demand for illegal ivory. 
Some African states, e.g Nigeria and 
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), 
have strong illegal domestic markets, 
which are allowed to operate without 
hindrance from their Governments.  

China must be encouraged to become 
partners in African conservation (after 
all China is very zealous and strict in 
protecting its own elephants). At the 
Presidential level, Kenya (plus other 
African states) and China should 
work on eliminating the demand for 
illegal ivory and rhino horn. Education 
materials in Chinese should also be 
produced for the Chinese nationals 
working in Kenya. Many of them may 
not be aware of ivory as an illegal trade. 
Lastly, to address the illegal domestic 
markets in Africa, an effort should be 

made to put these on the African Union 
(AU) Agenda and to get curative action. 
The AU should name and shame.

These internal and external issues as 
seen by the Kenya Wildlife Conservation 
Forum – a forum that facilitates 
discussions on conservation and wise 
use of wildlife in Kenya, must form 
the basis for taking action on what 
is needed to address the current and 
future poaching threat in Kenya. 

In addition, there has to be explicit 
recognition that wildlife management 
is a legitimate form of land use on 
Community and Private land. This 
is important when one remembers 
that 60% of Kenya’s wildlife occurs 
outside of protected areas. The Wildlife 
(Conservation and Management) Bill 
2013 recently published and presented 
to Parliament provides an opportunity 
to bring about some changes that will 
encourage this form of use and the 
ability for such land users and owners 
to take responsibility for management, 
including assisting with curbing 
poaching, and derive real income 
and share benefits when adjacent to 
protected areas. In addition, the Bill 
brings into play much stiffer penalties 
for poaching, including minimum 
penalties. There is therefore a strong 
need to have the Bill formally approved 
by Parliament as soon as possible. In 
addition poaching should be recognized 
as an economic crime and prosecuted 
accordingly, especially as it undermines 
the achievement of Vision 2030. 

The tools to stop the killing are all 
there. What is needed is a willingness 
to get them out of the box, be pro-active 
and single-mindedly and openly use 
them.

Michael Gachanja
Executive Director 

1000 
Price that half a kilogramme of 

ivory is sold in the illegal market 
and especially in China.
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news Round-up

Egypt is the worst place to be 
a migratory bird
US author sounds warning over 
Egyptian trapping that kills 
millions of birds as they migrate 
from Europe into Africa. 

August marks the start of the annual 
migration of millions of birds from 
their European breeding areas 

to their wintering grounds in Africa. Many 
will fly across the eastern Mediterranean 
towards Egypt, where they will land, 
exhausted, on a coast along which hundreds 
of kilometres of trappers' nets have been 
spanned to create almost unbroken walls of 
death on the seaside dunes. 

These nets will catch at least 140 million 
birds this year, according to one biologists 
estimate, more than one in twenty of the 
migrant birds leaving Europe for Africa. 
This number does not include those killed 
along Egypt's coast by other means: trees 
shrouded in nets with north-facing openings 
catch instinct-propelled, southbound 
migrants before they can head across the 
Sahara, ingenious shade traps set on the 
ground snare birds seeking relief from the 
sun and lime-coated sticks strategically 
placed in bushes bring birds to a sticky end.

Those birds that make it through the 
coastal gauntlet into the Western desert 
face more danger. Almost every oasis and 
isolated grove of acacia trees, 'magnets' for 
birds seeking shade and rest during their 
strenuous desert crossings, is occupied by 
hunters who shoot at every bird they see, 
say local conservationists.

"I think it's very safe to say that Egypt 
is the worst place to be a migratory 
bird," said the bird-loving American 
author Jonathen Franzen, who visited the 
country last year to report on threats 
to migrants across the Mediterranean 

for National Geographic. Egyptians have 
caught migrant birds for subsistence since 
the time of the pharoahs, but in recent 
years the intensity of the trapping and 
shooting has escalated to unprecedented 
levels according to conservationists I 
interviewed. Birds are increasingly being 
killed purely for recreation, and wildlife law 
enforcement, never strong, has become 
almost nonexistent in the political turmoil 
that has enveloped the country since Hosni 
Mubarak was deposed in early 2011. 

 A German wildlife TV crew working in 
Egypt last year estimated that continuous 
nets lined at least 700km of the Egyptian 
Mediterranean coast during the autumn 
migration, the only places not intensively 
netted being military bases and cities. The 
Egyptian coast is “the world’s  biggest bird 

trap” they said, with nets running right 
through small towns and private gardens. 
Franzen told me that he saw tourists 
squeezing their way through small gaps 
in nets to get from their beach resorts 
to the sea. In recent years, as policing has 
evaporated, the nets have become taller 
and are no longer spaced apart. Sometimes 
they're spanned three meters deep.   

Species such as shrikes, wheatears 
and warblers are not released. Their 
wings are typically broken and they're 
transported live and sold for pennies to 
local merchants, who later butcher and 
sell them. The numbers of bycatch species 
caught is poorly known because "nobody 
has investigated this in a systematic way," 
says Franzen (the estimate of 140 million 
birds per year is a simple calculation by the 

1This shortened article appeared in full in the Guardian Newspaper on Friday 19th July 2013. 

A line of nets erected on coastal dunes to catch migrating Common Quail (Coturnix coturnix) along 

the Egyptian Mediterranean seashore, autumn 2012. Photo by Holger Schulz/NABU
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conservation an issue in Egypt and around 
the world. 

"If there's ever going to be cultural 
change," he said, "it's going to come from 
Egyptians themselves realising, that, there 
aren't as many birds as there used to be, 
maybe there's a different way for us to 
interact with them." Such a change, said 
Franzen, "is probably going to have to 
come from the bottom up because the 
Egyptian population has a very problematic 
relationship with police and with regulation 
at this point.

"Unfortunately it's the long game – and 
the birds are declining at such a rate that 
it's wrenching to play the long game."

Nigel Hunter
East African Wild Life Society

news Round-up

German conservation group Nature and 
Biodiversity Consevation Union (NABU) 
based on documented net catch rates in 
Cyprus, which, like Egypt, is on the Eastern 
Mediterranean migratory flyway).

Some birds sold cheaply in Egyptian 
markets belong to threatened species that 
benefit from expensive, taxpayer-funded EU 
conservation programmes.

Sherif Baha El din of Nature 
Conservation Egypt, a wildlife Non 
Governmental Organization (NGO), told 
me that remote acacia groves had been 
hard to find and access in the past, but with 
Geographical Positioning System (GPS) 
devices and fast SUVs being easily available 
to wealthy youth, "now every tree has 
someone waiting with a shotgun or an air 
pistol" during migration. There are even fist 
fights over trees, which can return a tidy 

Illegally killed migrant birds available for sale in the market place in very large quantities

EAWLS has reproduced this article 
because East Africa is the wintering 
destination for many of these birds.  
Birds are part of our biodiversity 
heritage and it is our biodiversity 
richness that underpins a significant 
portion of our tourism sector and 
therefore our economic well-being.  
Secondly, some bird species such 
as the migratory shrikes play an 
important natural role in controlling 
crop pests on farmers fields in an 
environmentally safe and cost effective 

profit to enterprising shooters. (Franzen 
visited an oasis frequented by oriole 
hunters where he reckoned at least 5,000 
were shot in a single year.)

dead orioles are sold to middlemen who 
transport them to consumers with sexual 
problems in the Gulf states, presumably 
in refrigerated trucks.  As with almost 
every aspect of the bird hunting issue, 
conservationists don't understand the 
economics of and participants in the trade 
very well.

Although bird hunting takes place on a 
massive scale, said Baha El din, a minority 
of the country's population is involved and 
most people know nothing about it. "If you 
just pick some random Egyptian on the 
street or in the government, it just doesn't 
register with them." The important first 
step, therefore, was to make migratory bird 

manner.  Recent research in Kenya has 
shown that if this natural predation is 
removed, crop yields can have significant 
declines.  Thirdly migratory species 
belong to all countries where such birds 
occur and each of those countries has a 
responsibility to assist in ensuring that 
such species continue to be enjoyed by 
all such countries.  For these reasons. 

EAWLS believes there is a strong need 
to undertake advocacy work on this 
issue.  We need to support Birdlife 

International in the efforts they 
are making; we need to encourage 
Egyptian conservation organizations 
to feel they are not alone; we need 
to have the Kenya Government 
undertake discussions with the 
Egyptian Government; and we need to 
keep the issue in the public domain, 
until we see good solutions being 
applied. Lastly please make your voice 
heard by emailing Golden Oriole on: 
goonbmad@gmail.com
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news Round-up

The East African Wild Life Society and the Mara Conservation Fund (MCF) have agreed a partnership to 
build advocacy programmes against poaching, illegal wildlife trade, corruption, impunity and other threats to 
wildlife conservation in East Africa and China. It will also provide an opportunity to reach out in China to gain 
membership and financial support for the two organizations. In support of this initiative we are considering 
producing Swara in Chinese. Some of you will be asking “who is Mara Conservation Fund”?

The Mara Conservation Fund is registered in Kenya as an International Non-Governmental Organization under 
section 10, Non-Governmental Organizations Co-ordination Act. Its founder is Zhuo Qiang, known as Simba, 
the first Chinese wildlife conservationist working in Africa. In order to achieve his dream to stay with lions in 
Africa, he resigned from his well-paid job at home and went to Africa alone in 2011. His passion for lions helped 
him to stand various difficulties and challenges and establish Mara Conservation Fund, a unique platform 
for many Nature-loving Chinese people to know and join wildlife conservation in Africa. Simba spends eight 
months in Kenya  and four months in China

The MCF mission is: (1) To assist African countries to conserve big cats/carnivores by protecting their natural 
habitats; and (2) To learn good experience from Africa to establish Africa-standard successful conservancies in 
China.

MCF currently has three projects:
1. Protection of wildlife habitats

•	 Anti-poaching	action
•	 Reduction	of	over-grazing
•	 Sustainable	development	of	Ecotourism

2. Big cats/carnivore research and conservation
•	 Monitoring	behavior	change	in	response	to	global	warming
•	 Reduction	of	human-wildlife	conflicts

3. Education for wildlife conservation
•	 Lectures	for	Chinese	tourists
•	 Education	for	local	communities
•	 Lectures	in	major	cities	in	China
•	 Promotion	of	awareness	of	wildlife	conservation	in	social	networks	in	China

Mara Conservation Fund is active in seeking financial support and has already assisted in providing 
equipment for the Maasai Mara Rangers conservation work; for lion proof bomas and equipment in Ol Kinyei 
Conservancy; vehicles to assist in anti-poaching efforts.  In addition Simba has promoted conservation 
understanding in China through facilitating TV documentaries, providing lectures and talks; and raising the 
profile of conservation needs by involving Chinese “celebrities”. 

EAWLS and Mara Conservation Fund 
to collaborate on wildlife threats
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BACKYARd WIldlIFe

Africa has unique wildlife that 
occurs in varied habitats from 
snow-capped peaks to sandy 

white beaches. Africa also has one of the 
highest human population growth rates, 
which threatens vital animal and plant 
habitats. Photographic technology is also 
changing at an exponential rate and many 
budding photographers seem obsessed 
with shots of charismatic mega-fauna and 
seem to forget about the thousands of 
different and spectacular animals that live 
within or just outside where we stay. 

SWARA has created this special 
section on “My Wild Life” to showcase 
all those forgotten animals that play 
significant roles in maintaining ecological 

My Wild Life
harmony. From bees that pollinate 
flowers to geckos that eat harmful 
mosquitoes, from sunbirds that enthral 
us, to chameleons and frogs that fascinate 
us. This is YOUR opportunity to show 
case what is “Your Wild Life”. 

In each issue we will select a winner 
who will receive a prize. Even if you do 
not have a big garden or own a concrete 
patio, you will be surprised at what 
shelters in the nooks and crannies. If you 
live in town one of the best ways to help 
wildlife is to garden for wildlife. 

This does not mean giving up on 
your herbaceous borders and letting 
the nettles grow, but just adapting what 
you may already be doing. Gardens are 

extremely important for wildlife, not only 
can they provide food and shelter for a 
huge range of plants and animals, but they 
can form a natural "bridge" between built 
up and open areas which allow wildlife 
to move between them relatively easily. 
Gardens can also provide particular 
habitats that may be missing in your local 
area such as ponds and suitable foraging 
or nesting sites.

Send your images to: 
bishopokello07@gmail.com and 
don’t forget to insert a three-
four sentence caption on why 
you took that picture and what 
story it tells.

This pair of Crested 
Crane often come and 
hunt for food on my lawn, 
particularly when it is 
very dry elsewhere.  They 
are always very welcome 
and often 'dance' for me
PHOTO BY: SARA HIGGINS
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BACKYARd WIldlIFe

Lizzard Buzzard at bird bath. 

Black Kite
This ubiquitous raptor which many Kenyans seem to hardly 
even notice is truly a beautiful and powerful bird when looked at 
closely. Just before the sun began to set, I noticed this black kite 
land on my roof. I rushed into gather my camera and fortunately 
it hardly moved by the time I came back outside and captured 
this photograph before it flew away. Despite its name, it really is 
brown rather than black. This kite is an opportunistic feeder and 
is often found around human habitats.

I haven't yet discovered where this Giant Kingfisher is 
nesting but it is not far from my house.  I see him every 
day flying over and he often fishes off my garden fence.
PHOTO BY: SARAH HIGGINS

PHOTO BY:  STEVE TROTT

PHOTO BY:  AdNAN SAVANI

PHOTO BY:  AdNAN SAVANI
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African Paradise Flycatcher
Fortunately for us we can see this magnificent 
bird in our own backyard. Only the males of this 
species has this long tail which can reach up to 7 
inches - the same as the height of the bird itself! 
This is a very widespread bird found in most 
parts of Kenya except the drier north-eastern 
part of the country. 

PHOTO BY:  dAVId WATERS

A friend who lives on Miatoni Road in Karen called me and 
told me of his 'neighbors' who apparently roost in the same 
tree on a regular basis. So I drove out with my camera 
and there they were, two beautiful wood owls! The cutest 
neighbours in town!.
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is a leading marine scientist in the 
Western Indian Ocean with over 
25 years of experience in coral 
reef ecology and using science in 
management and conservation. 
He is a Director of the Kenyan 
research organization CORDIO 

East Africa, member of the IUCN SSC Marine 
Conservation Sub-Committee, and on the Global 
Partnership for Oceans' Blue Ribbon Panel. 

is the Chairman of the Marine 
Conservation Society Seychelles 
(MCSS) and is a member of 
the International Union for 
Conservation of Nature and 
Natural Resources, (IUCN) 
Shark Specialist Group. He is the 

author of a book dedicated to the species “Whale 
Sharks ~ An introduction to the  world’s largest 
fish from one of the world’s smallest nations,  the 
Seychelles”.

has managed conservation projects 
across Africa in the course of 
the last 20 years and presently, in 
addition to other responsibilities, 
oversees the Born Free 
Foundation’s support to marine 
projects in Kenya and Tanzania.

is a Principal Scientist at the Marine 
Megafauna Foundation and Science 
Coordinator of the ECOCEAN 
Global Whale Shark Database. He 
works on whale shark research 
and conservation in Mozambique, 
Tanzania, Arabia and Honduras.

david oBuRa1

david RowaT2

aaRon nicholas3

dR. siMon pieRce4

CoNSeRVAtIoN

Kenya’s National Environmental Management Authority has refused permission 
for the construction of a whale shark sanctuary at Waa, near Diani. The plan 

generated a great deal of debate far beyond Kenya’s borders. 

Here SWARA writers look at the species from a scientific viewpoint and places to 
observe and enjoy these creatures while Volker Bassen, who wanted to build the 
sanctuary, puts his case for putting some specimens in cages off the Waa coast.

The whale shark is the largest 
fish in the sea and has been 
recognised as vulnerable to 

human impact by countries (including 
Kenya) through two international 
conventions (CITES and the Convention 
on Migratory Species) and the foremost 
index on threat to biodiversity, the 
IUCN Red List of Threatened Species. 
The Indian Ocean (IO) holds the 
most observations of whale sharks 
globally, including the first individual 
to be reported, in 1768. At present, 
the largest aggregations appear to be 
at Tofo, Mozambique (18os), due to 
high productivity in a narrow corridor 
close to shore, and in confined areas in 

Djibouti and Qatar. Other significant 
aggregation spots occur throughout 
the region (see map). In all studies in 
the region the majority of individuals 
sighted (often > 80%) are immature 
males. 

Migration and seasonal 
occurrence

Whale shark populations vary 
seasonally at almost all locations in the 
IO, except perhaps the Maldives. There 
is insufficient information to map out 
comprehensive migration patterns, if 
they exist, and new studies continuously 
add new information. Tagging and 
photo-identification of individual 
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animals are the best means currently 
available for studying migration routes, 
and the resources and networks for 
these are only just being established 
(see boxes). The greatest success from 
tagging studies has been achieved 
by using tags that are attached to an 
animal using a hand-held sling, and that 
detach after a certain amount of time. 
These transmit data on depth, location 
and, sometimes, other information to 
satellites, when they are at the surface 
for long enough (e.g. after release from 
a shark, or when the shark is feeding). 
Some of the longest movements 
recorded include from Mozambique to 

distance migrations in some places 
coincide with seasonal plankton 
blooms (e.g. on the highly productive S. 
Madagascar Plateau) and broad regional 
patterns may coincide with seasonal 
productivity peaks such as upwelling 
in the Somali Current/Gulf of Aden in 
the north, or due to mixing in the rough 
southeast monsoon. 

A weakness of tagging studies is 
that in many cases the tags release 
prematurely, or because of poor satellite 
coverage, not all of the data is received, 
so incomplete records of a whale shark’s 
movements are common. The East 
African Whale Shark Trust (EAWST) 
had a highly successful tagging effort 
in 2007 (placing 14 satellite tags in two 
weeks), from which, for example, Kenya 
to north Mozambique and Kenya to 
Seychelles routes were recorded; but 
most of the tags had < 10% return of 
data so provide little detail on the finer 
scale movements (and diving behavior, 
see next section). 

Disturbingly, selective presentation 
of this data may have been used as 
justification for the Waa sanctuary 
project. The EAWST’s own data shows 
start-to-end distances for individual 
sharks of between approximately 15 and 
2200 km. However, this says nothing 
about travel between these two points. 
For three sharks, the start-to-end 
distance travelled was < 50 km, of which 

South East Madagascar (> 1,200 km 
with dives to > 1000 m), Seychelles 
to south of Sri Lanka, Kenya to the 
Mascarene Plateau and north past the 
Seychelles (see map).

Migration routes may go with, against 
and across main current flows, and 
in some cases sharks showing very 
similar behaviours (e.g. Kenya to N. 
Mozambique and back) have diverged 
abruptly (with one ending in Kenya, 
the other continuing to Somalia). 
This suggests a degree of consisent 
movement by the sharks that, at the 
moment, is poorly understood. The 
timing and destination of the long 
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one of these swam from northern Kenya 
to northern Mozambique and back in 
9 months, doubling the distance of 
the second longest start-to-end record 
of 1200 km. This shark’s total track, 
including inshore-offshore zigzags, 
could easily be over 10,000 km, and 
even so returning to a point less than 
50 km from its start. Another shark 
followed a similar route from south 
Kenya to north Mozambique and back, 
but continued north to Somalia. The 
shark that ended near the Seychelles 
(longest distance of 2200 km, one year 
later) showed very directed travel to 
Aldabra atoll, onwards eastward to 
the Saya de Malha/Nazareth banks, 
one of the known zones of heightened 

productivity in the central Indian 
Ocean, then swam south to Mauritius, 
then directly north past the Seychelles 
– likely a total track of > 5000 km. 
Ignoring these details and selecting just 
the shortest start-to-end distances of 
some of these massive migrations, the 
EAWST has misleadingly claimed that 
“most Kenyan whale sharks stay in local 
waters”. 

Whale sharks are commonly found in 
surface waters that range from 18oC to 
a maximum of around 30oC. However 
they may experience temperatures  < 
10oC, in the course of dives to > 1,000 
m depth. Whale sharks predominantly 
swim in the top 20 m of water, and the 
reasons for diving are currently not 

clearly known. While the maximum 
depth recorded for whale sharks is 
known to exceed 1800 m, the tags 
used on whale sharks have a safety 
mechanism set to release from the fish 
at depth to protect the tag from pressure 
damage, so in effect it is not currently 
known if they dive deeper than this.

A study on whale shark diving 
behaviour found that deep-diving whale 
sharks tended to stay longer at the 
surface as the temperature of the water 
during their dives decreased, suggesting 
they	need	to	‘warm	up’	at	the	surface,	
after getting cold at depth. However 
this relationship did not hold when 
dive temperatures were > 25oC, and the 
authors surmised that in warm surface 
waters (e.g. > 28oC), sharks may dive 
to deeper depths to cool down, as they 
may overheat swimming at the surface. 
The EAWST’s own data suggests 
East African whale sharks spend an 
unusually long time below 10-15 m in 
waters down to 10oC.

Confining whale sharks to depths < 14 
m over a reef bottom will have unknown 
effects on them with respect to heat 
stress. Sunlight warms up surface 
waters increasing the heat experienced 
by sharks in in a shallow enclosure. 
With respect to diving behavior, confing 
whale sharks will affect at least two 
behaviours – feeding and temperature 
regulation. As with the aspect of long 
distance migrations (above), what is 
surprising about this project is that the 
proponents, ignoring their own data, 
claims that their primary interest is 
the health of whale sharks, yet propose 
an activity that prevents these two key 
behaviors, with no acknowledgement or 
analysis of the potential impacts on the 
sharks. 

The keeping of whale sharks in captivity 
is a sensitive issue provoking strong 
reactions both for and against within the 
scientific community. First and foremost, 
keeping a fish of three or more metres 
in length and weighing several thousand 
kilos is not something to be undertaken 
lightly, in terms of the size and strength of 
the enclosure, the volume of food needed 
to keep them alive, and the animal care, 
husbandry and veterinary skills needed to 
keep them in good health.

as wiTh The aspecT oF long disTance MigRaTions, 
whaT is suRpRising aBouT This pRojecT is ThaT The 
pRoponenTs, ignoRing TheiR own daTa, claiMs ThaT 
TheiR pRiMaRy inTeResT is The healTh oF whale 
shaRKs, yeT pRopose an acTiviTy ThaT pRevenTs These 
Two Key BehavioRs, wiTh no acKnowledgeMenT oR 
analysis oF The poTenTial iMpacTs on The shaRKs. 
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The first record of a captive whale 
shark dates back to 1934 when a shark 
was kept captive for 122 days in a 
netted enclosure at Mito Aquarium (Izu 
Mito Sea Paradise, Mitohama, Japan). 
Around 15 institutions have attempted 
to keep whale sharks, with all but 
two being in Asian countries: eight in 
Japan, three in China, and one in each 
of Korea, Taiwan, Dubai and Georgia 
USA. These institutions have had varied 
success in keeping the species alive 
ranging from less than a year to just 
over 17 years. The Okinawa Churaumi 
Aquarium has the longest surviving 
resident	known	as	‘Jinta’	who	has	been	
captive for 17 years; this aquarium 
hosted 16 whale sharks from 1980 – 
1998 with survival times ranging from 3 
days to 5 years 8 months. The success of 
the	husbandry	of	‘Jinta’	at	the	Okinawa	
aquarium may be due to the large open 
water netted enclosure situated a few 
hundred metres off-shore from the 
facility; whale sharks are cycled through 
the aquarium and back to the sea-pen 
on a rotational basis.  The Georgia 
Aquarium (USA) boasts the world’s 
largest fish-tank, which currently 
hosts four whale sharks. The current 

specimens have survived for six years, 
but two previous whale sharks died after 
18 and 24 months respectively.

While there are many who 
champion whale sharks in captivity as 
ambassadors for sharks and marine 
life, the role of these institutions in 
providing information about the species 
has to date been disappointingly 
limited. Only the Okinawa and 
Georgia aquaria have long-standing 
research programmes that have 
provided measurements of growth 
rates as well as the first data on whale 
shark blood and serum chemistry 
(though data from captive situations 
may not reflect parameters in the 
wild). It is also important to note the 
resources at Okinawa and Georgia 
aquaria far exceed those in the Waa 
project. For example, the Georgia 
aquarium has staffing of more than 
500 people involved in education, 
research, conservation, veterinary care, 
engineering, quarantine, guest services 
and more. Perhaps 10 people (including 
a manager and assistant manager) 
run the largest tank that contains the 
whale sharks, but also have experience 
and responsibilities in caring for many 

thousands of other species of fishes, 
including other large elasmobranchs 
such as manta rays. Direct comparisons 
between the EAWST project and these 
institutions are grossly misleading.

A recent trend in Asia has been the 
development	of	‘temporary’	whale	
shark exhibits; these are essentially fish 
holding pens, of the type used in fish-
farming activities, which are turned into 
impromptu whale shark exhibit pens 
when local fishers opportunistically 
catch a whale shark. Such facilities are 
found off Sanya and Fenjiezhou Island 
(Hainan Province, southern China), 
and probably elsewhere, and are purely 
commercial enterprises exploiting the 
species. It seems that these specimens 
are released after a few weeks often 
being replaced by another fresh-caught 
specimen, though data on post-release 
survival are lacking. The rise of this type 
of facility has occurred because it falls 
between the cracks in local legislation, 
which does not protect fish species. 

This proposed project at Waa is 
more comparable to the Sanya/
Fenjiezhou Island seapens and their 
level of expertise, than the Okinawa or 
Georgia aquaria, in spite of the claims 
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of the proponent. Paradoxically, the 
project proponents warn that the new 
Lamu port will add a significant threat 
to whale sharks in Kenya because 
of Chinese interests in the port, and 
thereby access to Chinese markets for 
marine resources such as shark fin. 
Comparison between their proposal and 
the whale shark captivity projects in 
China warrants closer inspection.

the blaMe-gaMe
where have all the whale 
sharks gone? 
Fishing for whale sharks in the Indian 
Ocean has been reported from India, 
Pakistan and the Maldives, for their 

liver oil and meat. The Maldivian fishery 
reportedly caught 20-30 whale sharks 
per year but was stopped in 1995 after 
declines in the fishery. The whale shark 
fishery in India escalated in the 1990's 
to supply meat (tofu shark) for the 
Taiwanese market, peaking at 160-320 
caught per year in 1999-2000, then was 
closed in 2001 after national protection 
was enacted following substantial 
declines in catches. In Kenya, a national 
fishery monitoring programme dates 
back more than four decades, and active 
community-based fisheries monitoring 
in the remotest locations of northern 
Kenya has been taking place since 
the early 2000's, yet no mention of a 

whale shark fishery has been made. 
Unintentional and occasional catches 
of whale sharks in nets and longlines 
set for other fish (e.g. tuna, groupers, 
snappers) does occur and has been 
recorded on the Kenya coast. While 
these don’t constitute a targeted fishery, 
the higher density of gear with growing 
human populations and increasing 
numbers of fishermen does of course 
put higher pressure on by-catch species 
such as whale sharks. 

The EAWST claims the decline 
in whale shark sightings that they 
have observed since about 2007 is 
attributable to a dedicated whale 
shark fishery in northern Kenya. 
Estimating numbers of large marine 
species is a challenge for many 
reasons, as is assigning cause and 
effect from observation. On the one 
hand, comparing data from two 
different survey types with different 
levels of effort leads to errors. In this 
case EAWST contrasts results from 
a scientist-led expedition over two 
weeks in 2007 to sightings from tourist 
operations a few years later, claiming 
a decline in whale shark numbers of 
93%. These surveys cannot be compared 
without significant adjustments. On 
the other hand, multiple factors may 
cause any particular effect, and the 
EAWST notes on its website that the 
sudden peak in numbers in the mid-
2000s was likely due to an El-Niño 
related plankton bloom. An equally 
sharp decline from these peak numbers 
is likely related to the descending phase 
of the same cyclical phenomenon. 
Nevertheless, the proponents have put 
together videos to bolster their claim 
that fishermen are the cause of the 
decline, even though there is no data to 
support this, and in contradiction to the 
Trust’s own founding statements. Also, 
whale shark numbers in neighbouring                     
Tanzania, which shares a population 
with Kenya, have shown no such 
evidence of decline, and in fact, showed 
higher numbers in recent years, perhaps 
explaining	the	‘missing’	sharks	in	
Kenya.
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kenya - branding the “big six”
The marketing strategy of the project 
is its offer of “the big six” for Kenya. 
However the absurdity of this metaphor 
is that nowhere in Kenya do tourists 
come to see the big five in captivity. The 
rhino is the closest, in thousand-acre 
sanctuaries comparable in scale to their 
range in the wild, to effectively control 
a demonstrated and immediate threat. 
As in the other locations successfully 
marketing whale shark adventures in 
the wild (see map and boxes), EAWST 
already supplies its contribution to a 
“big six” experience, with the allure of 
being one of the few places to be able 
to also see the 'other' five. Placing the 
whale sharks in captivity is antithetical 
to Kenya’s wildlife tourism brand of the 
big five.

The observations we make are 
close to those expressed by NEMA in 
its letter rejecting the project for an 
Environmental License. The Director 
General pointed out that removing 
whale sharks, a globally vulnerable 
species, from their natural habitat is 
not in the best interests of the species, 
nor the best approach to conservation, 
research or tourism. He further noted 
the project infringes Kenya’s Animal 
Cruelty Act (1962). This decision is 
consistent with Kenya’s decades-long 
platform in international fora for 

wildlife conservation, such as in CITES, 
that has contributed so much in trying 
to save other endangered species, such 
as elephants and rhinos. In comparison, 
this project has more in common with 
the whale shark captivity ventures in 
Sanya/Fenjiezhou (China), which lay no 
claim to conservation, than the whale 
shark programmes of the Churaumi 
and Georgia aquaria and is at odds to 

Kenya’s commitment to conservation.
All of the whale shark programmes 

in the region mix tourism and research 
to support conservation (see map), 
including the EAWST in Kenya.  In 
addition to actions to reduce fishing 
threats, and given what is currently 
known about whale shark migrations, 
the obvious next step is to build a 
regional network to identify possible 
connections between sightings in 
individual countries, and establish 
national and a regional codes of 
conduct for responsible whale shark-
based tourism (as has been done in 
Mozambique). A code of conduct is 
important to curtail the abuses that are 
commonly associated with commercial 
interests in nature-viewing that plague, 
for example, terrestrial parks (off-road 
driving, approaching too close, baiting 
animals, etc). The Kenya government’s 
response to the captivity project sets 
an example and a precedent for whale 
shark and other marine megafauna 
tourism and conservation operations 
throughout the region to put in place 
structures that are in the best interests 
of the species, while maintaining 
options to build up ethical and 
responsible ways to have them perform 
as valuable resources for the countries.
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Whale shark aggregation sites in 
the western and northern Indian 
Ocean where public participation, 
tourism and research combine 
to raise awareness for whale 
shark conservation. While it is 
likely that individual sharks move 
through many of these locations 
in the course of their life, there 
is insufficient data to map out 
migration routes
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The Waa whale shark sanctuary 
plan has been on the drawing 
board since 2008. It is a PPPC 

project (Private Public Partnership in 
Conservation) between SeaQuarium and 
the Waa community with an estimated 
Ksh. 300,000,000 going into the Waa 
community and Kwale county council 
coffers over the next 5 years. These 
funds will be generated from tourists 
who will be able to swim with these 
gentle giants paying a fee. A unique 
shareholders agreement states that 
30 percent of SeaQuarium’s annual 
dividends shall go back into sustainable 
marine conservation projects through 

the EAWST (East African Whale Shark 
Trust) who will run these accounts open 
to public scrutiny. The Sanctuary shall 
also serve as a rescue and rehabilitation 
facility for injured marine animals and 
will have veterinary expertise available 
24/7 provided by SeaQuarium and Dr 
Bo Lundstrom, a new trustee of the 
EAWST who specializes in this unique 
field.                                                         

 Two juvenile whale sharks will be 
kept for a limited time period and 
released during peak whale shark 
season. Each released shark will be 
equipped with a satellite tail tag and 
can be followed through EAWST 

dedicated website. The project has 
been anchored through the Waa BMU 
(Beach Management Unit) laws and 
regulations under the Ministry of 
Fisheries who have been involved since 
the very beginning of this initiative. 
The Waa Whale Shark Sanctuary will 
work together with Fisheries, Kenya 
Marine and Fisheries Research Institute 
(KMFRI) and different universities 
in order to further marine science 
in Kenya and develop much needed 
expertise since our vision 2030 is to one 
day be able to breed this majestic fish in 
Kenya. The project also has full support 
from world-renowned whale shark 
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came to Kenya in 
1990 as a young, 
intrepid diving 
instructor. He 
has always been 
dedicated to marine 
conservation and 

set up the East African Whale Shark Trust in 
2005. With the significant decline in the local 
whale shark population he established the 
Waa Whale Shark Sanctuary, a private, public 
partnership in marine conservation together 
with the Waa community. 
www.whalesharkadventures.org

volKeR Bassen
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researcher Dr Keiichi Sato and his team 
of scientists. They have been involved 
since 2010 and have assisted us with the 
enclosure netting specially designed not 
to entangle any marine animals. During 
our 9-month sea trials, not a single 
marine animal was caught.

waa whale shark sanctuary 

project ground-breaking and 

innovative

It is sad that any flaws or mistakes 
done by GIBB Africa during the 
Environmental Impact Assessment 
(EIA) has been turned around to cast 

shadow over the Waa Whale Shark 
sanctuary project as well as questioning 
the integrity of the proponents. Neither 
SeaQuarium nor the EAWST has any 
expertise in conducting EIA reports. 
We hired GIBB Africa for this purpose, 
hence we should not be held responsible 
for flaws presented within the EIA. We 
merely make sure they are addressed 
to everyone’s satisfaction. Having seen 
the national and international media 
campaign against the Waa whale shark 
sanctuary project based on these facts, 
we feel disappointed that the project 
was branded as controversial while in 

fact it should have been branded as both 
innovative and ground-breaking.

Furthermore, this project will not set 
off any precedent. The precedent was 
set a long time ago and this criticism 
is rather late. The need to fence 
conservation areas (for the sake of the 
species) is only getting stronger. We 
need to showcase these majestic fish the 
same way we showcase our elephants 
and rhinos. There is no better way to 
incite the desire to conserve them. By 
showcasing these gentle giants, we will 
enhance our reputation as a world-
renowned wildlife destination, adding 
one more to the big 5, making Kenya the 
BIG 6 destination.

As we had expected, National 
Environment Management Agency 
(NEMA) did not issue a license for the 
Waa whale shark sanctuary because of 
the joint efforts of Raabia Hawa, David 
Obura and the Born Free Fondation 
(among others) to stop the Waa whale 
shark sanctuary. Since the public 
NEMA hearing in May earlier this 
year, we have been working very hard 
to address all questions and concerns 
using David Obura's comments as a 
template. This is because all comments 
received from the opposition basically 
contained the same questions, concerns 
and complaints as Obura's. We also 
hired David Obura's former colleagues 
(marine biologists and registered 
NEMA lead experts as himself) to 
supply the missing data Obura pointed 
out. This proves our commitment to 
address all questions and concerns. 
Regarding NEMA's 6 points as to why 
this initiative shouldn't be licensed; we 
totally disagree with 5 of those points 
and our appeal to the NEMA tribunal 
will address these as well as provide the 
additional information as requested by 
David Obura and his peers. Meanwhile 
the Australians are now planning to 
construct a SeaQuarium holding white 
sharks in captivity for a limited time-
period. To keep white sharks in captivity 
is notoriously difficult but Trevor 
Nottle and his team are confident. 
This because they will be kept in their 
natural habitat the same as for the Waa 
whale shark sanctuary.
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There was much concern at the 
CITES conference in Bangkok 
in March 2013 that Laos has 

become the major transit country for 
rhino horn smuggled from Africa to 
Asia, and may also have a growing ivory 
trade. After the conference, I visited 
Laos to find out about the wildlife trade 
and about demand for rhino horn and 
ivory in Vientiane, Luang Prabang, and 
also Luang Nam Tha in the north of the 
country near the Chinese border.

Asian rhinos once inhabited much of 
Laos, but not one remains in the country 
today. Some of their horns were passed 
down through the generations and 
are still worshiped at little altars and 
shrines in houses and shops. Lao people 

LAO TRADERS THREATEN 
AFRICA’S ELEPHANTS 
AND RHINOS

believe these horns bring good luck in 
wealth,	known	as	‘Kham	Khoum’.	I	saw	
two small real Asian rhino horns on 
silver bases in an expensive jewellery 
shop placed behind glass at a private 
altar, along with two pairs of curved 
Asian elephant tusks. Some Lao also 
believe that praying to Asian rhino horn 
saves their farm animals from disease, 
protects their families when they travel 
and prevents their house catching fire. 
They would only sell inherited Asian 
rhino horns if they were desperate as 
it would bring bad luck. I was told that 
they do not believe in praying to African 
rhino horns as they would not work 
for their spirits, not being part of their 
traditional culture. If they had African 
rhino horn they would sell it to the 

Vietnamese and Chinese, I was told.
Lao people I spoke to, including 

northern tribal headmen, had no 
memory of rhino horn being used as 
medicine, unlike in China and Vietnam.  
One Lao souvenir vendor I met had 
photographs of African rhino horns 
that he had sold in Laos to Chinese 
customers for medicinal use. He said he 
had some elderly businessmen friends 
living nearby, three Vietnamese and 
one Chinese (with Lao passports having 
married Lao women), who regularly 
meet at a coffee shop taking it in turns 
bringing pieces of African rhino horn 
in their wallets that they grind into a 
powder to share. He said they use a 
special grinding dish from Vietnam that 
is not for sale in Laos as there is no Lao 

has been studying the trade 
in ivory and rhino horn
world-wide since the mid-
1980s. She was in Nigeria 
surveying the ivory markets 
in 2012. Later in 2012 she 
was in Yemen to learn that

the trade in rhino horn has been much 
reduced. She has recently been working in 
Laos which is a major entrepot for African 
rhino horn. In her spare time, she is an 
active Board member of Friends of Nairobi 
National Park (FoNNaP) helping to spread 
wildlife conservation awareness.

lucy vigne

top: a vendor in luang prabang displays fake rhino horns for sale mainly to tourists.
below: This old, small sumatran rhino horn was on display for sale in a souvenir
shop in luang prabang, revered by many lao for worship.
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demand for rhino horn powder. Even 
though this Lao vendor could afford it, 
he grimaced at the idea of consuming 
it, saying he does not share the pleasure 
his Vietnamese and Chinese friends 
get from putting rhino horn powder 
in their coffee to increase their virility. 
He said these friends also drink it for 
general health, to prevent cancer and 
to improve their eyesight and that the 
Vietnamese had been doing this in Laos 
for four to five years.

What struck me was the prevalence of 
new fake African rhino horns openly for 

sale in Laos. These consist of a posterior 
and anterior horn fixed on fake rhino 
skin as though the top of the rhino’s 
nose has been sliced off, producing 
a trophy-like souvenir. Mostly made 
of water buffalo horn, they have been 
imported since about 2010 from 
Vietnam via the Plain of Jars. I counted 
74 of them in total: 65 in Vientiane and 
9 in Luang Prabang at the Hmong tribe 
stalls and souvenir outlets. There were 
also older-looking fake Asian rhino 
horns, mostly at Hmong stalls and gold 
jewellery outlets in Vientiane. I saw 

48 Indian or Javan-style rhino horns, 
and 119 very small Sumatran like rhino 
horns. In total I counted for sale 262 
fake African and Asian rhino horns in 61 
outlets in Vientiane and 30 in 8 outlets 
in Luang Prabang.

The new African rhino horn fakes 
are sold to foreigners who pay about 
400,000 kip ($51) each, depending on 
size. East Asians, especially Chinese like 
them for decoration. They are fuelling 
an increasing interest and demand 
for the growing numbers of tourists 
in Laos. The fake Asian rhino horns 
sell for USD 20-100 each and vendors 
sometimes try to sell them as real horns 
at varying prices. Vendors at jewellery 
stalls used to sell very small real Asian 
rhino horns to wealthy Lao people from 
the US visiting Vientiane, as well as to 
Thais and Chinese, and will still do so 
if they can obtain them. I saw only one 
possibly real rhino horn for sale – an 
old Sumatran rhino horn obtained 
recently by a souvenir vendor from a 
man in desperate need.  

The reason I did not see more real 
Asian rhino horns for sale is that an 
infamous Lao trader named Vixay 
Keosavang in the last few years has 
bought virtually all the real Asian rhino 
horns from the Lao shops to sell in 
Vietnam, I was told. At the March 2013 
CITES conference, Vixay Keosavang was 

whaT sTRucK Me was The pRevalence oF new FaKe 
aFRican Rhino hoRns openly FoR sale in laos. These 
consisT oF a posTeRioR and anTeRioR hoRn Fixed on 
FaKe Rhino sKin as Though The Top oF The Rhino’s 
nose has Been sliced oFF, pRoducing a TRophy-liKe 
souveniR. 

From top left clockwise: Fake african and 
asian rhino horns are commonly seen at 
souvenir stalls and jewellery shops in laos.
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named as the king pin in today’s illegal 
African rhino horn trade. His company 
has apparently been responsible for 
buying most of the rhino horn on the 
market from Africa, especially South 
Africa, since about 2008, moving it 
in transit through Laos to Vietnam.  
Keosavang is highly connected and well 

protected. His company controls much 
of the international trade in wildlife 
products transiting through Laos. He 
has a wild animal farm enabling his 
company to produce fake wildlife trade 
import/export documents claiming the 
animals are from his farm. Dealers buy 
a quota through his agents allowing 
wild animals, such as live monkeys for 
medical research, to be transported 
from various countries by air in transit 
through Laos. Dealers show customs 
officials their quota permit purchased 
from Keosavang’s network and the 
goods	are	‘legalized’.	They	are	then	
taken, often on the Mekong River, to 
Vietnam and China. 

Keosavang’s company apparently 
has a virtual monopoly on the lucrative 
tiger trade from Laos. Tiger bones for 
traditional medicine are becoming 
so scarce that the company has been 

obtaining lion bones from South Africa 
(from legal sources) for eastern Asian 
medicine. Pangolins, also valuable in 
Asian traditional medicine, are steadily 
being destroyed in and around Laos. 
Big dealers export them by the tonne 
to China and Vietnam. With pangolin 
numbers declining in Asia, it may not 
be long before Africa’s pangolins are 
depleted for the Asian market.

Of great concern now in Kenya is the 
smuggling of African elephant tusks; 
some consignments are transported 
through Laos to China. Illegal raw 
ivory is mostly carved by the Chinese in 
mainland China and some is smuggled 
back into Laos for retail sale as law 
enforcement is lax. I counted nearly 
2,000 new ivory items for sale in 13 
outlets in Vientiane and Luang Prabang, 
excluding shops selling many small 
Buddha	‘ivory’	amulets	that	the	Lao	

CoNSeRVAtIoN

a cabinet at vientiane's international airport displayed an array of confiscated wildlife products warning traffickers that they were illegal,
although the rhino horn was fake and there was no ivory on display.

pieces of dried elephant skin were displayed 
for sale for usd 2.5 each at several pave-
ment hmong tribal medicine stalls.
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people buy, often made of elephant or 
cow bone. Most of the worked ivory I 
saw was from African tusks of which 
there has been a steady increase in 
sales compared with earlier surveys 
conducted in 2001 and 2011. These 
items are especially popular with the 
growing numbers of Chinese from 
mainland China visiting and living in 
Laos. I found a new ivory specialty 
shop in Vientiane offering for sale over 
a thousand Chinese-made ivory items 
priced in dollars and renmimbi aimed 
specifically at Chinese buyers. Several 
ivory vendors in Laos are from China 
having moved to Laos in the last five 
years, some with Lao spouses. Also 
Thais, Japanese, South Koreans and 
Vietnamese buy worked ivory as it is 
relatively cheap in Laos and easy to buy.  

Lao people rarely buy ivory carvings, 
preferring whole tusks for worship; they 
consider curved Asian elephant tusks 
more beautiful than African tusks. Lao 
do not waste a tusk on carving unless 
it is already broken. Most Lao are 
poor and cannot afford worked ivory 
compared with their richer neighbours.

Nobody in shops in Laos talked 
of the ban on the ivory trade, selling 
ivory items openly. If police inspectors 
come to a shop, vendors can simply 
say their ivory is fake as it can be hard 
to tell apart, and some outlets also sell 
fake ivory jewellery imported from 
China. Nowhere was a sign warning 
customers that it is illegal to export 
ivory items, and nowhere were CITES 
rules displayed or mentioned, as in 
Thailand, China and Japan where the 
governments have stricter restrictions 
on ivory sales warning customers of 
the international ivory trade ban. Most 
Lao ivory carvers, however, gave up 
their ivory business after the CITES 
international trade ban in 1990, turning 

to furniture making. I met a Lao father 
and son who still carve ivory, making 
mainly tiny ivory Buddha amulets and 
rings for Lao people commissioned by 
jewellery shops who provide the tusk 
pieces. These carvers also use elephant 
bone and rosewood to carve Buddha 
figures. All their work is done slowly 
and meticulously with hand tools, not 
like the fast production of Chinese 
worked ivory.

Prices for Asian raw ivory are higher 
than ever in Laos with a cut tusk piece 
from a live domesticated elephant 
selling wholesale for 40,000 baht/
kg ($1,282/kg) and a whole tusk from 
a dead Lao elephant being 50,000 
baht/kg ($1,600/kg) - 25% higher. In 
2001 a Lao tusk was about USD 275/
kg so the price has risen by nearly 6 
times in 12 years! Traders in Laos sell 
smoked blocks of elephant meat with 
skin attached wholesale for 2,000 
baht/kg ($66/kg). They sell elephant 
bones wholesale for $100/kg, but local 
carvers get these bones for $64/ kg 
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top leFt: These ivory items were for sale in 
a vientiane hotel with common pendants
for sale at about usd 125 each, although a 
20% discount would be offered.

below leFt: These ivory bangles were for 
sale in luang prabang, a larger one priced
at usd 720. They were carved and recently 
smuggled in from china.

nearly all the real rhino horns in the jewellery stalls of vientiane's large Morning Market 
shopping centre have now been sold, many to vietnamese, but small fake horns are on display 
for sale.
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from mahouts for amulets. Traders 
sometimes sell elephant products from 
domesticated elephants to neighbouring 
countries, especially Vietnam, 
pretending they are from the sought 
after wild jungle elephant.

All wild animal products are illegal 
to sell for both the export and domestic 
markets in Laos. Yet food markets 
across Laos sell wildlife illegally, mostly 
to eat, becoming active before dawn. 
I saw large quantities of dead wild 
animals for sale in Luang Prabang and 
Luang Nam Tha killed mostly by Hmong 
forest hunters the previous night. 
Police may inspect from 8am onwards 

so most sales occur before then. Dead 
wild animals are also seen for sale 
along the main roads, and I saw several 
stalls beside the road running north 
towards the Chinese border. These 
animals usually are more expensive 
than in the markets as travellers are 
richer. Most animal products lie out in 
the sun and apparently are sometimes 
injected with formalin to preserve them. 
If they don’t sell they may be smoked 
and put out for sale again. Wild animal 
meat is preferred to farmed meat if you 
can afford it. Bus stop restaurants sell 
many wild animal dishes to travellers. 
Sometimes Chinese and Vietnamese 
stop at roadside cafes leaving money for 
specific wild animals, such as pangolins, 
to be caught to take home and sell. 
There are small border posts that can be 
crossed with illegal produce hidden in 
vehicles. Wildlife is thus not just eaten 
by the Lao tribal people living in the 
mountains as in the past, but valuable 

and increasingly endangered species are 
being killed for the profitable trade to 
neighbouring countries. 

In Kenya bush meat by comparison 
is rarely seen in the markets and 
cafes. But there is concern with more 
Chinese living in Kenya that domestic 
demand and exports of wild animals 
will increase, as is happening in Laos. 
Laos is fast being depleted of its natural 
resources. Let this be a warning to 
Kenya. Big dealers in Laos have become 
untouchable through money and 
power, driving a growing black market 
in wildlife trade, noteably in rhino 
horn and ivory from various African 
countries. Just a few individuals can 
have a fast and devastating effect on 
wildlife if allowed to continue their 
criminal business. African countries are 
increasingly being exploited for their 
wildlife to satisfy corrupt criminal elite 
networks. Africa’s governments urgently 
need effective punishments and 
prosecutions of illegal wildlife traders to 
prevent wildlife slaughter.

i wish to thank The aspinall 
Foundation and helping 
Rhinos for funding my field 
work in laos, and esmond 
Martin for all his help.
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The largest photo shows wild animals killed in 
the forests of northern laos illegally on sale 
beside the main road to the china border, and 
the three others photos are of the Morning 
Market in the northern town of luang nam 
Tha where wild animals killed the night before 
are illegally sold mostly as food to lao, 
chinese and vietnamese.
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Mr Doumbouya knew what 
he was talking about, 
since he and colleagues in 

Conakry, the dilapidated capital of 
Guinea in West Africa, were involved 
over the course of several years in the 
issuance of falsified CITES export or 
transit certificates that allowed the 
illegal trafficking of hundreds of great 
apes and other supposedly protected 
wildlife species. Many apes did not even 
originate in Guinea, but were smuggled 
in from neighbouring countries and 
even as far afield as the Democratic 
Republic of Congo (DRC), over 3,000 
km away

Karl Ammann (profiled in this 
issue’s Conservation Characters, (pg 
68 -72) and associates have been 
working for several years to uncover a 
scandalous web of wildlife traffickers 
and government officials in Africa and 
Asia who have been conspiring to get 
around CITES regulations designed to 
protect threatened species from trade 
overexploitation. CITES, the Convention 
on International Trade in Endangered 
Species of Wild Fauna and Flora, lists 
over 30,000 species in one of three 
appendices that afford varying degrees 
of protection from international trade. 
All the great ape species are listed in 
Appendix I, which means, theoretically, 
that they receive complete protection 
from commercial trade. It is illegal, both 
in national and international law, for 
CITES Parties to sell great apes across 
borders.

In spite of CITES protection, one can 
visit countries such as Egypt, the UAE, 
Pakistan, Thailand and China – which 
do not have wild great ape populations 
of their own – and find hundreds of 
chimpanzees, gorillas and orangutans 
in zoos, safari parks and circuses, many 
of them privately owned. In the five 
countries mentioned, it is often difficult 
to distinguish zoos from amusement 
parks. The apes are being exploited to 
make money, with owners charging the 
public to watch apes perform or to be 
photographed with them. Some never 
make it to zoos, but disappear from 
public	view	as	trophy	‘pets’	for	the	rich.

Where did all of these great apes 
come from and how did they get 
there?

Ammann and associates describe in 
great detail, with abundant supporting 
evidence, the tragic details of great ape 

trafficking in a series of documentary 
films and reports, culminating in the 
release in August, 2013, of The Conakry 
Connection (http://www.pax-animalis.
org/downloads). The officials that are 
tasked with enforcing CITES regulations 
and related legislation in ape supply 
countries such as Guinea, DRC, 
Cameroon and Nigeria and in demand 
countries, such as those mentioned 
above, have been carrying out an 
elaborate game to make money off wild-
caught great apes.

Various ruses were used to export 
great apes from Guinea. The scheme 
that got them into trouble, ironically, 
was the purportedly legal one. 
Between 2007 and 2011 about 130 
chimpanzees and at least 10 gorillas, 
which Ammann believes were Eastern 
Lowland (Gorilla beringei graueri) 
from the DRC, were sold to China 
using	the	CITES	‘C’	Source	Code.	This	
code signifies that the animals were 

THE WORLD WILDLIFE RACkET 
THE CONAkRy CONNECTION

Ansoumane Doumbouya 
FORMER HEAD OF THE GUINEA CITES 
MANAGEMENT AUTHORITY

FiRST in a TwO-PaRT SERiES By Dan STiLES

CITES, c’est la plus sale 
des conventions en ce qui 
concerne la falsification et 
la fraude.’ (CITES is the dirtiest 
of conventions when it comes to 
falsification and fraud).

first came to Kenya in 1971 
to assist on the Koobi Fora 
paleoanthropology project 
at Lake Turkana. He taught 
at the University of Nairobi 
from 1977-1981 then worked 
for UNEP and other UN 

agencies for several years. He has researched 
extensively in Africa and Asia on forest and 
drylands natural resource utilisation. Since 1999, 
he has been carrying out ivory trade studies and 
he just completed an assignment with UNEP 
to help prepare the Stolen Apes report, along 
with another one on the elephant crisis, both 
launched at CITES 16 in Bangkok.

dan sTiles
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bred in captivity in accordance with 
CITES regulations, which confers 
legality on non-commercial trade in 
Appendix I species. The China CITES 
Management Authority (MA) issued 
the corresponding import permits to 
allow issuance of the export permits, 
following CITES rules. The China CITES 
MA even wrote to Guinea requesting 
confirmation that the permits were 
genuine. They received letters of 
confirmation.

The ape imports to China were 
duly recorded in the United Nations 
Environment Programme-World 
Conservation Monitoring Centre 
(UNEP-WCMC) Trade Database. It took 
a surprisingly long time, but eventually 
the CITES Secretariat took action on the 
import records in 2010, realizing that 
Guinea had no wildlife breeding centres 
of any kind. Also troubling, Guinea 
had not reported the exports. After 
considerable delay, Guinea eventually 
authorised a visit by the CITES 
Secretariat to look into the matter in 
September 2011. They found a real 
mess. The CITES confidential mission 
report stated in part:

It would appear that someone in 
China, not yet known, had made an 
arrangement prior the first great ape 
imports in 2007 with the then Guinea 
CITES MA head Namory Keita. Mr Keita 
later moved to another department, 
apparently taking a number of blank 
signed and stamped CITES export 
permit forms with him. Mr Doumbouya 
took office in 2008. The China MA 
continued to write to Mr Keita after 
he had left the CITES MA office to 
request permit confirmation, which they 
received, but Keita no longer had the 
authority to issue such confirmation. 
The China CITES MA should have 
known this and Mr Doumbouya claims 
that he emailed them informing them of 
the change. Doumbouya even met China 
CITES MA officials in March, 2010, at 
the CITES conference in Doha, Qatar, 
but China continued corresponding with 
Keita until 2011. In 2010 alone China 
imported at least 69 chimpanzees and 

10 gorillas, most of them probably after 
this meeting took place.

In an interview on videotape with 
Ammann in 2012, Doumbouya repeated 
what he had earlier told the CITES 
Secretariat, that variously someone 
higher up forced him to sign blank 
CITES export forms for various people, 
that unauthorized people took signed 
forms from his desk, that traffickers 
took forms directly from the printer’s 
shop, and that legitimate forms that he 
had issued for other species were later 
changed to great apes by traffickers 
using digital photography manipulation. 
For Doumbouya, this explained how 
all of those great apes ended up in the 
UNEP-WCMC Trade Database. He 
claimed he had knowingly signed no 
forms himself for great ape exports. 

To investigate further how dealers 
operated, in June 2012 a conservation 
activist in South East Asia agreed to set 
up an internet-based trading company 

‘However, what was most troubling 

was the increasingly regular 

discovery of permits, allegedly 

issued by Guinea, which appeared 

to be forgeries or altered genuine 

permits. this was noted both by 

prospective importing countries and 

by the Secretariat. As a result, the 

Secretariat issued Alert No. 36 of July 

2010 to warn Parties of such fraud.

this was not the first occasion when 

fraudulent documents, allegedly 

issued by Guinea, had been detected 

on a regular basis. the Secretariat 

had issued Alert No. 22 in April 2006 

to warn Parties of this.

It was suspected, at various 

times, that staff of the previously-

designated Management Authority 

might still have stocks of permits and 

that either they were issuing them 

illicitly or unscrupulous traders had 

gained access to them.’

CoNSeRVAtIoN

These performing chimpanzees in a guangzhou wild animal park were imported illegally from 
guinea, supposedly to be viewed in a zoo. note the hard squeeze to the shoulder of the chimp 
on the left.
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 The unep-wcMc daTaBase shows ThaT Thousands 
oF BiRds, RepTiles, pRiMaTes, planT species and 
MoRe – even elephanT and hippo ivoRy – weRe 
expoRTed FRoM guinea wiTh ciTes peRMiTs 2007-2012.

in Indonesia that then became the 
vehicle to negotiate with dealers who 
had been identified in Guinea. He also 
negotiated with the representatives of 
Asian Dragon, a company headed by 
an Australian, but with offices in South 
East Asia, which had been advertising 
chimpanzees and gorillas online. Asian 
Dragon was trafficking great apes from 
DRC and Guinea via Egypt and Syria 
to Middle East and Far East countries. 
The communications were passed on 
to Ammann for analysis. They included 
copies of actual CITES export permits 
from Guinea and DRC to China and 
elsewhere.

From the communications with 
traffickers, Ammann found out that 
another common ruse for exporting 
apes with CITES permits was to 
label them as monkeys in the forms. 
Traffickers also told Ammann that, 
depending on the species and numbers 
involved, bribes to government officials 
like Doumbouya and Keita to obtain 
CITES export permits ranged from 
USD 600 up to USD 5,000. The United 
Nations Environment Programme's 

Ammann decided to try and obtain 
incriminating evidence on film 
directly with dealers in Guinea and 
sent, in collaboration with a German 
documentary film production company, 
an experienced undercover investigator 
equipped with a spy camera to Conakry 
in December 2012. He met first Haroun 
and established that Haroun’s father 
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World Conservation Monitoring Centre 
(UNEP-WCMC) database shows that 
thousands of birds, reptiles, primates, 
plant species and more – even elephant 
and hippo ivory – were exported from 
Guinea with CITES permits 2007-2012. 
We will probably never know how 
many were bogus, nor how many were 
exported and never reported.

poachers kill the mother and capture the 
orphan to sell to great ape traffickers. 

Karl ammann holding a baby ape.



46   swaRa  OCTOBER - DECEMBER 2013

was a wildlife dealer based in Kinshasa, 
DRC, who dealt mainly with South 
African dealers. Haroun’s grandfather 
was also a dealer. Haroun stated 
that he had collecting teams in forest 
villages that caught and kept great 
apes on order. Apes were also kept in 
Bamako, Mali, and could be brought to 
Conakry or shipped elsewhere at any 
time. Ethiopian Airlines was the carrier 
of choice, as they would carry any 
animal, as long as payment was there. 
His family had even shipped apes to 
Thailand and Indonesia, and he stated 
that many monkeys and apes went 
from the DRC to China. Some verbatim 
excerpts are illuminating:

PI: “Does he not check, the CITES 
official?”

H: “No he will not check... I will tell 
him I need CITES of monkey but I will 
send the chimp as monkey. If you tell 
him it is chimp, he will charge you more 
money. He tell you to pay more money 
and then he will go to the airport and 
check also, because he want money 
every time. “

PI: “Who’s the CITES official here?”
H: “It’s the name of Doumbouya…”

PI: “So have you managed to ship 
chimpanzees from Congo before?”
H: “Yeah… my dad already did it… 
already send chimpanzees from Congo 
to Arabic people… Dubai…. and my 
brother-in-law from Ivory Coast… has 
already sent five chimps to another 
country… Bahrain, Kuwait, these Arabic 
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countries. Very big buyers. They like 
chimps, they like monkeys.”

Haroun said that it was no longer 
possible to get a C Source Code CITES 
export permit for chimpanzees in 
Guinea because of the CITES Secretariat 
crackdown, but that it was easy to 
get one in the DRC.  Ammann has 
been trying to find where in China 
the great apes from Guinea are being 
held and to have them repatriated to 
appropriate sites in Africa, either in 
the wild, or more feasibly, in managed 
sanctuaries. These attempts have built 
into an acrimonious row with the CITES 
Secretariat and the China CITES MA. 

The China connection and CITES 
role in all of this will be described 
in Part 2 of this story.

The Great Ape Saga began in 2005 
when six chimpanzees were seized 
at Nairobi airport, coming from 
Cairo, and sent to the Sweetwaters 
Chimpanzee Sanctuary near Nanyuki, 
Kenya.  Ammann decided to begin an 
investigation into the trafficking of the 
chimpanzees, which led to him and 
associates travelling over the following 
eight years to Egypt, Nigeria, the DRC, 
Guinea, Thailand and China, to dig into 

the morass of illegal great ape smuggling. 
What he and collaborators at Pax Animalis, 
a Swiss conservation NGO, and Perentie 
Productions (working on behalf of ZDF, one 
of Europe’s largest television networks), found 
are chronicled in two documentary films, 
The Cairo Connection (www.youtube.com/
watch?v=j7gsvvzlab8), and Destination China. 
Two reports entitled The Cairo Connection, 
parts 2 and 3, have also been published 
(karlammann.com/pdf/cairo-connection-2.

pdf, www.karlammann.com/pdf/cairo-
connection-3.pdf).

Ammann et al. pose serious 
questions about the effectiveness 
of CITES, and particularly its 
Secretariat in Geneva, in cracking 
down on offenders of CITES 
regulations. 

The gReaT ape saga

These chimpanzee orphans are being held for resale.



  swaRa  OCTOBER - DECEMBER 2013   47 

CoNSeRVAtIoN

Everyone knows that coral reefs 
are in danger, and that the 
rainforests are disappearing – 

or do we? What do we actually know 
in scientific terms? How much of 
these ecosystems  are left, and how 
likely are they to disappear? What 
is the risk of the Kenya's Amboseli 
ecosystem collapsing, or the risk that 
the water towers of Kenya will become 
so degraded that their capacity to 

deliver ecosystem services to society 
is impaired? IUCN, the International 
Union for Conservation of Nature, 
is developing a new tool to provide 
answers to these and other questions – 
the IUCN Red List of Ecosystems.

The IUCN Red List of Ecosystems 
will be a global standard for how we 
assess the status of ecosystems (Box 1), 
applicable at local, national, regional, 
and global levels. We will be able to 
identify which ecosystems are not at 
any appreciable risk of collapse, and 
which ones are vulnerable, endangered, 
or critically endangered. This will 
be measured by assessing losses in 
area, degradation, and other major 
changes (e.g. climate disruption). This 
is presented in version 2 of the IUCN 
Red List of Ecosystems Categories and 
Criteria which was recently published 
and is freely available (http://dx.plos.
org/10.1371/journal.pone.0062111 and 
http://sapiens.revues.org/1286 ).

The Red List of Ecosystems will be 
of great value for different sectors, 
including:

•	 Global	Environmental	
Reporting: to inform governments 
and the global community on 
progress towards the Aichi targets 
under the Convention on Biological 
Diversity.

•	 Local	Conservation: to help 
prioritise action, for example, 
investments in ecosystem 
restoration, reforms of land use 
practices, or as a means to reward 
good and improved ecosystem 
management.

•	 Land	use	planning: to highlight 
the risks faced by ecosystems 
under current and potential land 
use scenarios, and the knock-on 
effects this might have on services 
such as clean water, maintenance 
of soil fertility, pollination, and the 
availability of natural products.

has worked in over 20 
countries in Africa and globally 
for nearly 40 years. He now 
heads IUCN's Ecosystem 
Management Programme with 
responsibility for IUCN's global 
work on Drylands & Islands, 

Adaptation & Disaster Risk Reduction, & the 
Red List of Ecosystems. 

is a Professor at the Center 
for Ecology of the Venezuelan 
Institute for Scientific 
Investigations, and is a founder 
and current President 
of Provita, a Venezuelan 
conservation NGO established 

in 1987. He serves as Deputy Chair of the 
IUCN Species Survival Commission, and co-
leader of the Ecosystem Red List Thematic 
Group of the IUCN Commission on Ecosystem 
Management.

is Professor of Botany at the 
University of New South 
Wales, and Senior Principal 
Research Scientist at the 
NSW Office of Environment 
and Heritage where he has 
worked as an ecologist since 

1986. He has worked with the Species Survival 
Commission on IUCN's Red List criteria for 
threatened species for 15 years and is co-leader 
of the Red List of Ecosystems theme in the 
Commission for Ecosystem Management.

edMund BaRRow

jon paul RodRiguez

david KeiTh1

1For further information on the Red List of Ecosystems, please contact Edmund G. Barrow, Head of IUCN’s Global Ecosystem Management Programme and based in Nairobi, 
Kenya (Edmund.Barrow@iucn.org), Jon Paul Rodríguez, IUCN Commission on Ecosystem Management (CEM) and Provita in Caracas, Venezuela (jonpaul@ivic.gob.ve) or David 
Keith, University of New South Wales, Australia (david.keith@unsw.edu.au), or visit www.iucnredlitstofecosystems.org and http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/cem/
cem_work/tg_red_list/. We acknowledge the support of the MAVA Foundation and the Gordon and Betty Moore Foundation for IUCN’s work on the Red List of Ecosystems.
2An ecosystem refers to an area of land/water, the biodiversity that lives there and the associated physical environment (air, water, rocks, etc.) that interact together. Examples of 
ecosystems include lakes, mountains, riverine systems, coral reefs, forests and deserts.

box 1: the iucn red list of ecosystems will be: 

1. Easily understood by policy-makers and the public.

2. Consistent with and complementary to the iUCn Red List of Threatened 

Species™, which measure extinction risk.

3. Transparent, objective, and scientifically rigorous. 

4. applicable to terrestrial, marine, freshwater and subterranean systems.

5. applicable from local to global scales, and from very small (fine resolution) to 

very large (coarse resolution) 

6. able to use historic and present-day data. 

7. Clear about how risk assessments can inform conservation, land use and 

investment priorities. 

8. Defined by criteria that reflect varying levels of risk and loss of function, and 

which are easily quantified and monitored.

9. Provide standard ways to compare ecosystems.
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•	 Improvement	of	governance	
and livelihoods: to inform 
development of governance systems 
in ways that improve ecosystem 
management, livelihood security and 
for livelihood improvement.

•	 Macro-economic	planning: to 
provide a globally accepted standard 
that will enable planners to evaluate 
risks of ecosystem collapse and the 
related economic costs of reduced 

ecosystem services, and, conversely, 
the potential economic benefits of 
improved management ecosystem.

How will the Red List of 
Ecosystems be developed?
A standardized system will allow risks 
of ecosystem collapse, and consequent 
losses of ecosystem functions and 
services, to be assessed objectively, 
transparently and repeatedly (e.g. as 

CoNSeRVAtIoN

a monitoring tool). Such assessments 
would be comparable between regions 
and over time. At the global level, IUCN 
will assess the conservation status 
of the world’s terrestrial, freshwater, 
marine and subterranean ecosystems, 
aiming to achieve complete coverage by 
2025. Criteria for determining threat 
categories are based on ecosystem 
extent, and declines in distribution and 
function over historical, present-day 
and future time frames.

A similar process will take place at 
the national and regional levels, but 
led, for example, by IUCN Members 
and Commissions, and their networks 
of collaborators, IUCN national 
and regional offices. Ecosystem risk 
assessments will be freely available in 
an on-line database, as a comprehensive 
collection of case studies in the three 
official IUCN languages (English, 
French, and Spanish), as appropriate for 
the countries concerned. 

The IUCN Red List of Ecosystems is 
working towards five major targets: 

1. Classify and assess risks to global-
scale ecosystems and document their 
status, scheduled for completion 
by 2025. Simultaneously, IUCN 
will support ecosystem Red List 
assessments at national levels, sudano sahelian Treed savanna ecosystem of sablogo, central east Region of Burkina Faso.

top left: sipi River Falls midway up the Mount elgon ecosystem, uganda.
top right: Turkwell River and riparian acacia ecosystem near lodwar, Turkana, Kenya.
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ensuring explicit linkages between 
these and the global Red Lists.

2. Report assessments not only of 
threatened ecosystems, but also on 
those that are in good condition as a 
result of active management, and so 
highlight best practices in ecosystem 
management, as well as potential 
rewards for good management. 
By knowing which ecosystems are 
tracking well and which ones are in 
trouble, governments, industries 
and local communities will be 
well-positioned to make smart 
investment decisions for sustainable 
environmental management.

3. Establish a “secretariat” to manage 
the Red List of Ecosystems process 
in collaboration with the IUCN Red 
List of Threatened Species so as to 
ensure coherence and integration 
with other conservation data sets 
(e.g. World Database on Protected 
Areas, Key Biodiversity Areas).

4. Enhance technical and institutional 
capacity for ecosystem red-listing 
at national, regional and global 
levels through training assessors 
(e.g. recent projects in Senegal and 
Venezuela).

5. Develop strong linkages between 
good ecosystem management and 
sectors not necessarily focused on 
conservation (e.g. national and 

economic planning, livelihood 
improvement, and the private 
sector).

Shaping the IUCN Red List of 
Ecosystems – a collaborative and 
adaptive process
The Red List of Ecosystems is being 
developed and implemented jointly by 
the IUCN Commission on Ecosystem 

Management (CEM) and the IUCN 
Ecosystem Management Programme 
(EMP), with active involvement of the 
IUCN Species Survival Commission 
(SSC) and the IUCN Global Species 
Programme. The collaboration aims to 
build, strengthen and promote the Red 
List of Ecosystems at global, regional 
and national levels, including engaging 
with partners on the ground, and raising 
awareness among policy-makers.

For example, we are working on the 
Red List of Continental Ecosystems 
of Americas (with support from the 
Gordon and Betty Moore Foundation), 
which will generate products at three 
scales: national red lists of ecosystems 
for Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, 
Ecuador, Peru and Venezuela, watershed 
level assessments for the Magdalena 
River in Colombia and the Mississippi 
River in the United States of America, 
and an overall analysis of the status 
of terrestrial ecosystems for the entire 
continent, from Alaska to Patagonia. 
This new global standard in assessing 
ecosystem risk of collapse has been tested 
on 20 ecosystems spanning six continents 
and three oceans – including African 
ecosystems from Senegal, Madagascar 
and South Africa (http://dx.plos.
org/10.1371/journal.pone.0062111).

Turkwell River and riparian acacia ecosystem near lodwar, Turkana, Kenya.

Kelka Forest (seasonally flooded) ecosystem, Mopti Region of Mali.
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The Red List of Ecosystems will 
complement the IUCN Red List 
of Threatened Species3 and other 
IUCN knowledge products. When 
used together, these will be the most 
informative indicators of the status 

of biological and environmental 
diversity available at national, regional 
and global levels. The Red List of 
Ecosystems will inform indicators 
used to assess ecosystem health and 
support arguments for non-degraded 

ecosystems as a core component 
of human well-being, land use 
management, governance and macro-
economic planning.

With climate change and increased 
risks of disasters, we urgently need 
reliable assessments at the ecosystem 
level to not only raise awareness about 
the threats, but to also demonstrate how 
improved ecosystem management can 
reduce risks, enhance resilience, and 
be a means for adaptation. The IUCN 
Red List of Ecosystems will inform 
economists, rural communities, local 
and national authorities, enabling them 
to better manage the finite resources 
of our planet. Sound environmental 
management is imperative to maintain 
functional ecosystems, their biological 
diversity and the ecosystem services 
upon which our economies and social 
well-being ultimately depends.

3The IUCN Red List of Threatened Species developed specific criteria to evaluate the risk of extinction of species, and document conservation efforts. It is the world's 
most comprehensive inventory of the conservation status of thousands of biological species, and it is widely used by government agencies, NGOs and policy makers. 
(www.iucnredlist.org).

elephants in east african Bushland and thicket, samburu national Reserve, Kenya.

sahelian woodland ecosystem of Kelka, Mopti Region of Mali.

50   swaRa  OCTOBER - DECEMBER 2013



  swaRa  OCTOBER - DECEMBER 2013   51 

COnSERVaTiOn

New group of MounTain 
Bongo iN the Mau forest
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Exciting News...Bongo have been 
found in the Maasai Mau forest, 
part of the Mau complex. The 

Bongo Surveillance Project (BSP) now 
have unique evidence from their camera 
traps placed in this area of forest over 
the last few months.

The Mountain bongo, Tragelaphus 
eurycerus isaaci, is one of Kenya’s 
most rare and beautiful antelopes. It is 
endemic to the Kenya highland forests. 
Since, last reporting in SWARA’s April 
2010 edition BSP have made some very 
exciting discoveries through the team’s 
persistent monitoring and surveillance 
activities.

Mike Prettejohn, Project Manager for 
BSP, is delighted with the new discovery 
“This is a very rare find, indeed. This 
group could have up to 20 Bongo. In 
view of the fact that there are fewer than 
100 of this critically endangered sub 
species of Bongo, remaining in the wild, 
this group is very precious and will need 
immediate protection”.This discovery 
is particularly encouraging as Western 

Kenya (Eldama Ravine) was originally 
the location where F.W. Isaacs, the 
collector for Oldfield Thomas at the 
Natural History Museum in London, 
announced the first formal notification 
of the new sub species. Isaacs sent a 
letter to The Times in 1901 and in 1902 
the discovery was announced formally 
to the Zoological Society of London.

The BSP field team led by Peter 
Mwangi made this new discovery 

whilst on surveillance in the Maasai 
Mau Forest, south from Olongorone, 
observing Bongo spoor in this area 
over the last few months. With several 
failed attempts to place a camera trap 
earlier this year, they were rewarded 
with success during their May 2013 
expedition. Photographs emerged 
of males, females and young. This 
area, unlike parts of the Southwest 
Mau, has extremely dense forest, with 
few elephant trails and little human 
encroachment. Besides the presence 
of this isolated group of undisturbed 
Bongo, bushbuck and duiker prevail in 
healthy numbers. The rare yellow back 
duiker was recorded by the BSP camera 
trap in July 2013.

The monitoring of Bongo during 
2011 and 2012 in the SW Mau forest, 
close to Kericho has been challenging. 
The team returned to this particular 
area of forest as original surveillance 
three years ago had indicated Bongo 
were present from the dung collected 
and tested previously. There were high 
levels of poaching. During the first 
three months the BSP team monitoring 
from the forest field base collected and 
dismantled some 300 ground snares 
and 21 elephant spears. Also noted 
and reported during this period was 
active poaching with dogs, established 

Top and below: Mau bongo – Massai Mau Forest – May 2013

is the Fundraiser and Coordinator 
for Bongo Surveillance Project. 
She has been supporting the Bongo 
Surveillance Project since 2005
and established the 
www.mountainbongo.org website.

julieTTe sheaRs
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poacher’s camps, the burning of 
charcoal and illegal timber activities. 
Working, with the assistance of Kenya 
Wildlife Service (KWS) and Kenya 
Forest Service (KFS) this area has now 
improved and there is a substantial 
reduction in these activities. Elephant, 
bushbuck and duiker have returned in 
numbers to this area, as shown by the 
recent camera trap records. The BSP 
have records of Bongo passing through 
close to this area, it is hoped they will 
permanently return. New tracks have 
been recorded and dung collected.

For the first time ever we also have 
live video footage of Bongo from a 
donated new technology camera trap, 
being trialled for the first time in the 
Aberdares. The BSP systematically 
monitor the Bongo at the Honi in 
the Aberdares. Mike Prettejohn adds 
“After all these years to finally capture 
a video, also showing young, we can 
demonstrate Bongo in this specific 
area are not only surviving, they are 
breeding well, with the protection of the 
Aberdares fence and regular monitoring 
from the team”.

The BSP has records until most 
recently, of Bongo in the north 
Aberdares. One of our best camera 
trap photographs has been taken 
here. The BSP also runs an effective 
conservation – education programme 
through the Bongo Wildlife Clubs. 
These are located near to last remaining 

Bongo. The Bongo Wildlife Clubs now 
extend to 19 schools. In the Mau there 
are 6 associated schools, Aberdares 
– 6 schools, Mt Kenya – 2 schools 
and Eburu – 5 schools. The outreach 
effort has reached over 15,000 people 
in communities living close to Bongo 
habitat.

Vital scientific data is collected from 
the Bongo Surveillance expeditions, 
forming a crucial baseline about Bongo 
locations, habitat utilisation and 
threats. The team collect Bongo dung 
which is stored for genetic assessment. 
They also conduct camera-trap surveys 
in all the “Bongo hotspots”. In addition, 
whilst monitoring these areas they 
report and record all observations 
by Global Positioning System (GPS). 
This can include poaching and illegal 
timber activities. Over the years, this 
has involved extensive de-snaring 
exercises in known Bongo habitats. New 
Bongo ranges are also surveyed to verify 
presence or absence of the antelope as 
a comprehensive population recovery 
effort evolves. All data collected is 

mapped and can highlight if habitat 
changes have had impact on Bongo 
population.

The team of expert trackers is drawn 
from the communities residing in 
areas adjacent to Bongo hotspots. 
They have a long-term commitment 
to protecting the remaining wild 
Bongo and work closely with KFS 
and KWS. The Mountain Bongo is in 
need of immediate protection, as a 
forest-dependent species and flagship 
for Kenya’s remaining high-forest 
ecosystems. With home ranges up to 
15km2 the Bongo is an ideal “umbrella 
species”; saving the Bongo can help 
conserve a significant fraction of 
Kenya’s montane forest ecosystem 
thereby protecting both biodiversity and 
Kenya’s hydrological resources. Timber 
extraction, forest degradation and 
poaching are the principal threats to the 
survival of the Mountain Bongo.

Camera trap images have also been 
taken of Bongo in Kenya’s Eburu. 
The Mt Kenya Bongos are monitored 
regularly. This group is located in 

This honi group, in the aberdares is now being recorded even in the daylight. The surveillance in 
the south aberdares, from the Mathioyas to the Maragua River and the chania and gura further 
north has found bongo evidence passing through but sadly no records of a permanent group.

FoR The FiRsT TiMe eveR we also have live video 
FooTage oF Bongo FRoM a donaTed new Technology 
caMeRa TRap, Being TRialled FoR The FiRsT TiMe in The 
aBeRdaRes.

it is Ragati Mt Kenya (now labelled as an 
eburu bongo)

  swaRa  OCTOBER - DECEMBER 2013   53 



54   swaRa  OCTOBER - DECEMBER 2013

SPotlIGHt

remote and challenging terrain. See 
2013 camera trap photograph.

One of the Aberdares communities 
have most recently benefitted from the 
installation of a new solar micro smart 
grid. This donated new technology 
system from Logiss has given free solar 
lighting to the Kariki community in the 
Northern Aberdares. The individual 
homes and the primary school are now 
saving on precious income and there 
is the added benefit of a reduction in 
respiratory health issues through use of 
kerosene. The BSP works in partnership 

Kariki village - aberdares, with logiss solar team after the village installed Micro solar grid.

with KWS, KFS, Rhino Ark and Mt 
Kenya Trust. It has in addition received 
support from individual donors, Finlays 
(Kenya) Ltd, international zoos from the 
USA/Canada/Europe, the Eden Wildlife 
Trust, Rufford Small Grants and the 
Rare Species Conservatory Foundation, 
Tusk Trust, and Center for Training and 
Integrated Research in Arid and Semi-
Arid Lands Development (CETRAD).   
Previous	Bongo	related-	SWARA	

articles – March 2004, March 
2008, April 2011.

the Mountain 
bongo diary

1970’s – Survey by Kenya Game 
dept – estimated 500 Mountain 
Bongo in Aberdares. export of 
Bongo to Zoos worldwide 1980’s 
–Wild Population severely damaged 
by outbreak of rhinderpest, lion, 
poaching and destruction of natural 
habitat

1988 – last sighting at Ark – 
Aberdares. 

1990’s – Mountain Bongo believed 
to be close to extinction in Kenya 

2003 – Mike Prettejohn (specialist 
bongo) requested by KWS to 
investigate status of Bongo 2004 
– team set up to determine if and 
where any Bongo was surviving.  
KWS - photograph of Bongo 
thought to be first photograph for a 
decade. Repatriation of Bongo from 
USA Zoo to Mt Kenya Conservancy. 
(18 Bongo) 

2005 – evidence of Bongo 
collected through surveillance 
in Aberdares 2006 - First trap 
camera photograph of Bongo in the 
Aberdares. Surveillance extends to 
cover areas of Mt Kenya, the Mau, 
eburu. 

2006/2007 – UNdP grant to Bongo 
Surveillance project – launch of 
Bongo Wildlife Clubs – community 
conservation programme 

2010 – Bongo IUCN workshop 
– Strategy for bongo with key 
stakeholders 

2013 – First Mau complex bongo 
camera trap photograpsh and 
live video bongo footage (Honi 
Aberdares)

The Bongo is the largest and heaviest of 

the forest antelope and is one of the most 

brightly coloured of all, with the line of 

its back not straight but slightly hunched. 

a large male can weigh up to 450kgs. 

it can measure almost 8 feet from nose 

to tail, and can stand almost 5 feet in 

height. The bright chestnut colour of the 

Bongo becomes darker with age. There 

are 12 to 14 vertical white stripes on the 

shoulders, flanks and hindquarters, with 

other white patches about the face and 

legs. Their ears are very large and broad 

giving excellent hearing. as young males 

mature they leave their maternal groups 

and join other smaller male groups, 

whilst the older males often remain 

solitary. 

The females remain in small groups. 

Bongos are shy, elusive animals. They 

are mostly browsers and are therefore 

restricted to areas with abundant year 

round growth of leaves and shoots of 

shrubs. They are fond of rotting wood 

and will range widely in their quest for 

appropriate vegetation.

description of bongo and behaviour
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Every year, in Rwanda’s Virunga 
National Park, communities 
gather to give names to the 

mountain gorillas born in the previous 
year. This year, we had the honour 
of naming another 12 baby gorillas. 
It may seem strange to name gorillas 
but for Rwandese, the ceremony we 
call Kwita Izina is both a celebration 
of a conservation success and a focal 
point for the country’s commitment to 
preserving our environment. 

In 2005, Rwanda made protecting 
our gorillas a national priority. We 
coupled tough anti-poaching measures 
with an innovative scheme to directly 

share tourism revenue with the local 
community to encourage them to play 
their full part in conserving our wildlife 
and the habitat they need.  

The results have been remarkable 
with a 26 per cent increase in the 
number of mountain gorillas within our 
borders. When our gorilla population 
makes up well over half the world’s 
total, this is a stunning success. We are 
immensely proud that 161 mountain 
gorillas have been named since the first 
Kwita Izina was held eight years ago. 

This success also brings financial 
benefits for our country. Our gorillas 
attract thousands of visitors from 
around the world. I am not at all 
surprised. There is nothing on earth 
as adorable as a new-born gorilla or 
as spell-binding as a close encounter 
with a full-grown silverback. The 
experience helps explain why our 
tourism industry is growing so strongly 
and now generates over US$281 million 
annually. 

But Kwita Izina is also a symbol 
of how Rwanda has set about wider 
environmental challenges such as 
tackling climate change. We are a low 
producer of greenhouse gases and our 
extensive forests make us a carbon sink. 
But this does not, of course, protect us 
from the impact of climate change. Nor 
do we believe it absolves us from action 
to combat it. 

is the Director General 
of Rwanda Environment 
Management Authority. She 
was recently awarded the UN 
Forest Heroes Award for work 
on restoring Rwanda’s forests.

dR. Rose MuKanKoMeje

  swaRa  OCTOBER - DECEMBER 2013   55 

top: Ganza (Always dominating)  
below: Imigano (Bamboo)



56   swaRa  OCTOBER - DECEMBER 2013

SPotlIGHt

Since 1970, our average temperature 
has risen by 1.4 Celsius, which has led 
to increased rainfall intensity and an 
associated rise in flooding, landslides 
and soil erosion. Population growth 
and urbanisation are adding to these 
environmental pressures and, in the 
long run, to climate change itself. 

So we have set ourselves an ambitious 
goal to build a climate resilient low 
carbon economy by 2050. We are 
putting in place programmes to curb 
our biggest sources of Greenhouse 
Gas (GMG) , emissions in agriculture, 
energy and transport. These include 
geothermal power generation, 

integrated soil fertility and sustainable 
land management, high density 
walkable cities, a robust climate-proof 
road network and agro-forestry which 
allows wood for social protection 
without deforestation.

Let me give you just one small 
example of the changes we are making. 
As in many parts of Africa, plastic 
bags were once a scourge throughout 
Rwanda. They littered the landscape, 
clogged up waterways and killed cattle 
and fish. So in 2008, the same year UN 
Habitat gave Kigali the Scroll of Honour 
award for its urban conservation model, 
we banned them outright. Countries 
across the world are now looking to 
copy our example. 

Delivering a green economy is a great 
deal harder than it sounds. It requires 
discussions about food security, 
employment creation, inclusive growth 
and equality, resource scarcities and 
industrial growth. The costs of such an 

approach are sometimes more evident 
than the long-term dividends. This can 
be tough to justify in an economy that is 
only beginning to take off.   

But we have recognised that success 
requires us to empower communities 
and ensure our citizens own the 
environmental cause. How can we ask 
citizens to stop poaching or cutting 
down trees, for example, if they don’t 
have an alternative income? So our 
first priority in planning environmental 
initiatives is how will this affect local 
communities? How can we get them 
on board? We actively involve them in 
deciding the best way to deliver on our 
ambitions. 

Each country is, of course, different 
and solutions must be tailored to each 
society. But the Kwita Izina ceremony 
underlines the fact that they work 
much better when the community 
has ownership of the process and the 
results. 

clockwise from top: Icyamamare Maktub 
(Rising Star), Icyororo (Fertile), Agasore (little 
Man), Ingamiya (Camel), Ubukerarugendo 
(tourism), Ikigega (a store for treasures)
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The radio crackles, a dusty 
message. Not good news 
- the Maasai are hunting 

lions. The cats have reportedly 
broken into a boma overnight and 
killed 40 shoats (sheep/goats) 

THE FRONT LINE OF

LION CONSERvATION
has an undergraduate degree in 
Oceanography and Environmental 
Science, and postgraduate 
degrees in Economics and 
Conservation Biology. He 
is particularly interested in 
predators, as effective predator 

conservation means that entire landscapes are 
staying intact. In addition to conservation science, 
he is also a keen wildlife photographer, and you can 
see his work on: www.jeremygoss.com or follow 
him on facebook.

jeReMy goss and a cow. The loss is devastating to 
the family involved. In anticipation Big 
Life, a local conservation organisation 
operating in the Amboseli-Tsavo 
ecosystem, has already sent rangers to 
the spot to monitor the mood, and the 
latest message ignites a flurry of action 
at the headquarters.

I join the small group on the back 
of a Land Cruiser, a team of rangers 
involved in a fight with deep emotional 
triggers, and one in which it is hard to 
take sides. In this pastoralist society 
livestock is wealth, and predators 
have the ability to wreck livelihoods. 
Retribution can be swift. The rangers 
joke nervously, the information so far 

has been vague and the outcome is 
unpredictable. We race through the 
dense bush on the lower slopes of 
the Chyulu Hills and accelerate as 
we hit the vast yellow plains below. 
A herd of Thompson’s gazelle and 
giraffe look on nonplussed as we 
speed north through the stands of 
whistling thorn, trying to pinpoint 
our destination. After an hour of 
bum-bashing travel someone spots 
a distant human silhouette on a 
hill. Soggy black cotton-soil is an 
impenetrable barrier between us 
and from here we walk. I am a little 
tense, a part of this but not. Having 
only been in the area a short time 
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I am still very much an observer, not 
completely sure of the nuances in how 
this might play out.

The bush is quiet after the roar of the 
car engine, boots crunch on volcanic 
soil. The rangers fan out over a gentle 
slope, led by two men from a boma 
nearby. No sign of life, human or 
animal. Eventually a shout from below, 
and a sad find. A young lioness, killed 
by Maasai spears. Her feet, tail and 
ears are gone, prizes for those most 
instrumental in her death. To the men 
involved, this killing is a form of the 
revenge, but also represents one less 
lion threatening their livestock. There is 
no right or wrong here, and as we turn 
the only hope is that the death of one 
lion will be the end of this particular 
incident. We start back to the vehicles, 
but movement in the distance signals 
that this is not over. A line of forty 
Maasai men marching across the dry 
land, heading in the direction in which 
the rest of the pride had fled.

To try to stop them would not only be 
pointless, but dangerous too. The group 
is angry, probably irrationally so, and all 
carry long spears. We head back to the 
vehicles and the rangers move off in the 
same direction as the advancing men, 

parallel but maintaining distance. We 
fetch the car. In the meantime Richard 
Bonham has arrived in his small plane 
and is swooping low over the plain, 
pretending to chase the lions and thus 
lure the hunting party in the wrong 
direction. We park on a nearby rise and 
watch as the scene unfolds. The hunters 
have skirted one side of a hill and the 
rangers are on the other. Both move in 
the same direction but are invisible to 
each other. From our vantage point we 
realise that a meeting is inevitable.

 I am with Daniel Sambu, a 
senior staff member of Big Life and 
excellent negotiator with an in-depth 
understanding of both sides of this 
story. We leave the vehicles and begin 
to climb the gentle slope. Suddenly, 
the silence is burst by a loud wail, 
followed by the collective voice of 
fifty men chanting and hollering. The 
few rangers that I am with take off at 
a run, I follow behind. We can’t see 
anything but the volume speaks of a 
serious confrontation. I stay below the 
ridge, not wanting to introduce the 
potential complication of my presence, 
and to be completely honest also not 
desperate to run into a melee of angry 
Maasai. Minutes clunk by. Slowly 

things seem to cool off. I risk joining 
the outskirts. The scene is awfully real, 
this is what conservation is about here. 
Forty Maasai, adorned in everything 
from Manchester United jerseys to 
full traditional regalia, face-off with 
the green fatigues of thirteen Big Life 
rangers. Every man on both sides is 
from the area. Sambu’s voice battles the 
presence of these proud men. 

I understand nothing but the body 
language needs no interpreting. He talks 
for the lives of the four remaining lions, 
and slowly I observe the tide begin to 
turn. As the ugly mess breaks up, faces 
emerge. I realise that this is not a posse 
of testosterone driven young men, but 
a diverse group spanning teens to old 
men. This hunt was not for pride or 
bragging rights, but a response to a 
terrible loss. Some of the hunters have 
moved off to the side, and the vocal core 
begins to shrink. Slowly, men begin to 
walk away, some return to pull their 
friends with them. Finally, they are all 
turned. The landscape breathes out.

Here, as across Africa, lines are 
emerging in the fight to conserve 
ecosystems - people that derive benefit 
from wildlife versus those that don’t. 
And increasingly this benefit is tied 

after a heated exchange, the Big life team manage to turn the hunting party.
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more to currency than culture. This is 
no longer a romantic story of an African 
people holding onto their traditional 
way of life and coexisting with 
predators. Livestock were traditionally 
valued in themselves, these days school 
fees and cell phone bills need to be 
paid, and the local definition of value 
is swimming out of focus. No matter 
how much you might like having a lion 
roaring in the distance, or are prepared 
to coexist with it, there is only so 
much loss that you will tolerate before 
it becomes too much. And then you 
retaliate. I challenge anyone to look me 
in the eye and tell me that you would 
do different. It’s the age-old mantra 
– cost versus benefit. This not some 
abstract western economic concept to 
be bandied about by greybeards, it is the 
universal trade-off that drives decision-
making, conscious or otherwise, in 
every living human. The notion that 
local communities need to derive value 
from wildlife is not new but successful 
attainment of this goal appears to be 

elusive. In this increasingly money-
driven world of ours, until each person 
sees the actual benefit of having wildlife 
around them you cannot expect them 
to act other than in their own best 
interests, and if that means killing a 
lion then this should not come as a 
shock to our western conservationist 
sensitivities.

epilogue
The shade of the umbrella thorn 
barely stretches wide enough to cover 
the ring of men. This is an important 
gathering; the topic of discussion is 
unprecedented. Two neighbouring 
group ranches had a stake in this lion 
killing, but they have emerged on 
opposing sides. The lions killed in a 
group ranch called Merueshi and then 
crossed onto another called Mbirikani. 
The Merueshi hunting party followed 
them and killed the lioness on the other 
side of the border. Previously this would 
have been inconsequential, possibly 
congratulated, but certainly understood. 

human-predator 
conflict study

Predators numbers are declining 
across africa at a rapid rate. There 
are large areas where predators 
occur outside of national parks, 
and it is at these interfaces that 
these animals are going backwards 
as a result of human-wildlife 
conflict. Mbirikani Group Ranch 
is a communally owned Maasai 
ranch in the amboseli-Tsavo 
ecosystem of southern Kenya. The 
area experiences a high degree 
of livestock predation and in the 
past retaliatory killing of predators, 
especially lions, was common. 
a cultural aspect of lion killing 
compounded this. it appears that 
predator killing on the ranch has 
reduced, and we wanted to find out 
why. 

There have been numerous 
conservation efforts on the 
ranch, one of which is a predator 
compensation scheme. initiated in 
the early 2000s by the community, 
in conjunction with Big Life 
Foundation, the scheme pays 
monetary compensation to people 
for losses to predators, so long as 
no predator is killed in retaliation. 
These types of schemes have been 
criticised elsewhere, and we were 
particularly interested in assessing 
the impact that it has had in this 
case. we are still busy with the 
analysis and hope to publish the 
work shortly.

But now Mbirikani has a tourist lodge, 
a large number of people employed as 
local game scouts, and a compensation 
program to cover livestock losses to 
predators, amongst other initiatives. 
None of which would have been possible 
without local conservation efforts. As 
each Mbirikani leader stands to talk, 
his stick traces unconscious lines in the 
sand. But the lines are firm - these are 
our lions, and if you ever follow them 
onto our land again you will face arrest 
by our game scouts and prosecution 
by the wildlife authority of Kenya. The 
benefit to us is greater than the cost, and 
we will protect this benefit. The message 
is as clear as the blue sky above.

The discovery of the dead lioness is a sad moment for the Big life team.
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“Look after your wildlife, then 
tourists will come and visit, income 
will pour into the community and 

everyone will prosper.” The dangling 
carrot of conservation for the good of 
visitors, rather than for its own sake, 
has succeeded in saving many of the 
world’s wild places, and in the process, 
benefitted many local communities. But 
before that state is reached, if it ever is, 

WHERE THERE ARE 
NO TOURISTS – yET

other means have to found to persuade 
local people to conserve wild areas for 
the future, at the same time as utilising 
for the present. And Kenya’s Kirisia 
Forest is now just such a place.   

The land of the Samburu people 
is characterised by some spectacular 
islands of high ground, rising up from 
the acacia-clad savannah, like the 
Mathews Range, Ndotos, Ol Donyo 
Ngiro, Kulal and Kirisia Forest. The 
tops of these are covered with relatively 
dry cedar/olive forest, comprising 
entirely different faunal and floral 
communities than those of the lower 
altitudes. In most cases these are 
remnant forests, once joined in colder 
times to other similar areas, but now 

long separated from any other areas 
of similar biodiversity. Some of these 
are better conserved than others for a 
variety of reasons, including better use 
of appropriate indigenous knowledge, 
more developed tourist facilities and 
keener protection from Kenya’s forest or 
wildlife services (KFS / KWS).

The Kirisia Hills (sometimes Leroghi/
Kirisia) comprise around 90,000 
hectares in Samburu county, south-
east of Maralal, rising up to 2,600 
meters. The north edge drops down 
dramatically to the flatlands stretching 
towards Turkana in the northwest, and 
the Mathews Range, while the other 
side eases more gradually away into the 
Leroghi plains and Laikipia plateau.  

is a naturalist, author and 
lawyer who has lived in Kenya 
for more than 30 years.

RupeRT waTson

view of Kirisia forest
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Designated a Forest Reserve, the hills 
have traditionally been used as a dry 
season grazing retreat, as well as for 
honey harvesting, collecting traditional 
medicinal herbs and wood extraction - 
firewood and local building materials.  

Pencil cedars (Juniperus procera) 
dominate the lower slopes, with 
the slow-growing, hard-timbered 
olive, (Olea europaea) and cape 
ash (Ekebergia capensis) growing 
throughout the forest. Lofty Diospyros 
abyssinica protrude above the canopy 
and thorny Dovyalis abyssinica fill 
up the understory. On the higher 
ground are pure stands of magnificent 
Podocarpus afrocarpus. Croton 
megalocarpus play an important role in 

fire-damaged areas, being the quickest 
trees to grow back, so creating shade 
for other species to shoot. Luring in 
many varieties of sunbirds, Senna 
didymobotrya is prolific at the lower 
levels, so much so that it looks as if it 
was an imported exotic. 

Despite the hills being well into the 
northern hemisphere, the forest bird 
life is not very different from that 
around Nairobi and other areas of 
similar altitude. Emerald Cuckoos and 
Hartlaub’s Turacos are easier to hear 
than see, Grey Cuckoo Shrikes can be 
surprisingly active and African Hill 
Babblers might put in an appearance.  
At lower altitudes there are more 
reminders that a lot of the birds in the 

north are different. Noisy flocks of 
brown babblers follow each other across 
the tracks, the Puffbacks are northern 
and the Batis, pygmy. We heard a 
Scaly-throated Honeyguide long before 
seeing it, the call perfectly fitting the 
description in the book of “recalling an 
insect or frog”.

The animal life is also typical of 
upland forest, although with relict 
populations of several species 
having been long apart from others, 
perhaps sub-sub-species, with minute 
morphological differences, are starting 
to emerge. Noticeable by its absence 
is any species of monkey other than 
baboons. Bush pigs keep to the remoter, 
harder to reach, areas, bushbuck and 
waterbuck are the large mammals most 
often seen, large herds of buffalo can 
be found in the more open areas of 
the forest, and elephants came close 
enough to our camp in the evening to 
be heard but not seen. Fallen or felled 
cedars let a lot more light penetrate to 
the forest floor, making for very thick 
undergrowth, and without an elephant 
path to follow, it can be hard humans 
going after the rains.

Elephant hunter Arthur Neumann 
was the first European into the hills 
over a century ago, and since then 
enough visitors come up the only real 
track into the hills at least to keep it 
recognisable as such. Anne Powys 
from the Suyian Trust is probably the 
most frequent and took us to a clearing 
on the southern side of forest on the 
edge of a boggy perennial stream. She 
and other committed individuals and 
organisations, from both within and 
outside the surrounding communities, 
are now trying to support the newly 
formed Kirisia Community Forest 

gateway to the forest - Baawa valley

Magnificent Podocarpus afrocarpus with Charlie Wheeler standing behind.
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Association (CFA). With the care of 
natural resources now increasingly 
devolved to those who depend upon 
them, the CFA is in the process of 
negotiating a final agreement with the 
KFS. This would enable the users of the 
forest and others in the communities 
committed to its conservation, to 
participate in its management. The 
forest has suffered from the whole 

gamut of human exploitation, which 
in many cases has reached the stage of 
over-exploitation. Local cattle-herders 
take full advantage of the grazing 
in the forest in dry seasons, to the 
extent of even setting up temporary 
encampments in the forest for however 
long they are there. These settlements 
use wood for construction and fuel, 
and the herders are quite prepared 

to cut down trees of any size so that 
once felled, their animals can graze the 
leaves. The metropolis of Maralal serves 
to increase demand for both wood and 
non-wood products like honey and 
medicinal herbs. The Pencil cedars 
are particularly threatened. Being 
both durable and termite resistant, 
the timber is suitable for building and 
fence posts and their bark for roofing 
materials. They are also most likely 
to die back in dry weather. Shrubby 
species are susceptible to the ravages 
of uncontrolled honey-hunter fires and 
during one of our walks we came across 
a long, old croton, stretched out on the 
ground, chopped to bring the bees nest 
in easier reach, and for no other reason.   

The creation of the CFA has already 
generated a deeper sense of ownership 
of the forest within the community.  
The extraction of timber for sale to 
outsiders seems thankfully to have 
been brought under reasonable control.  
The formation of a team of forest 
scouts has both given the community 
members an ear to report infractions 
of the regulations - hear a chainsaw 
and there is someone to tell - as well 
as hopefully deterring some of those 

Felling of Olea capensis to feed cattle - 2009 drought

Flamingos at lake Kisima near the foot of the Kirisia hills
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who would otherwise be breaking the 
rules, from doing so. The inclusion of 
representatives from user-groups like 
beekeepers in the CFA management 
helps ensure that the interests of such 
groups are adequately promoted and 
protected in harmony with the best 
interests of the forest.

The Association is in its infancy and 
needs all the help it can get. With such 
a large area to protect, the number of 
scouts required to effectively patrol 
around the whole perimeter of the 
forest is daunting. So is finding them 
the means to do so effectively and for 
them to communicate with one another.  
Small motor-cycles would be the most 
effective means of transport but their 
uncontrolled availability to scouts is 
likely to bring as many problems as 
it solves. Perhaps at least the senior 

officers could become motorised, and 
when the dynamic chairman of the 
group, William Leleshep, came to visit 
our campsite it was on the back of a 
boda-boda.  

The African Wildlife Foundation, 
with input and participation from 
the surrounding communities, KWS, 
KFS, the Suyian Trust and other local 
entities, has produced a detailed five 
year Management Plan for 2012-2016.
To what extent it can be followed will, in 
the end, all come down to funding, and 
when that discussion starts, so does talk 
of tourism.  

So long as the road from Rumuruti 
to Maralal remains in its current state, 
the Kirisia Hills are not on any circuit.  
Now the only feasible way to reach them 
is either by turning west off the Isiolo-
Marsabit road and heading for Maralal 

via Wamba, or by wiggling north 
from Nanyuki, via Kirimon, through 
one Laikipia ranch after another - a  
fascinating route, past herds of oryx and 
Grevy zebra but requiring a knowing 
guide. The hills are not the ultimate 
destination for bird or animal watchers 
but they provide an extraordinary 
contrast to the plains around them. 
With this scenario in mind, an investor 
ready to build a substantial camp may 
be hard to find - and questionably 
desirable anyway.  More likely right 
now is that two or three nights in the 
hills could prove an ideal add-on for 
visitors to any of the many Laikipia 
destinations, relatively nearby. A low-
key, fly camp type of operation could 
be an ideal introduction for visitors to 
the forest - and for communities to the 
whole concept of tourism.

water in the forest
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In the new nation of South Sudan, 
the rhythm of life is mostly 
determined by the rise and fall 

of the White Nile and the seasonal 
rains which bring new grass to the 
savannahs and woodlands of this harsh 
but fertile land. On the east bank of the 
Nile, an open savannah, with patches 
of woodland, stretches from the river 
to the highlands of Ethiopia. It is a 
great wilderness, comparable perhaps 
with the Serengeti or the Kalahari, 
containing some seasonal watercourses 
and pools which last until the end of the 
dry season. 

One of these, Badingilu Pool, was 
described by Peter Molloy, in the 1950s, 
in three articles and a book, “The Cry of 
the Fish Eagle”. As far as he knew, the 
pool provided the only water between 
the village of Lafon, about 100km east 
of Juba, and the Nile. It was used by 
elephants as they moved between the 
mountains and the river and also by 
giraffe, buffalo, roan antelope, eland, 
ostrich, tiang, hartebeeste, zebra, 
reedbuck, Mongalla gazelle, warthogs, 
hyenas, wild dogs and lions. A variety of 
ducks, storks, pelicans, egrets, herons 
and ibis could be seen there too.

I never visited the pool when I lived in 
Juba in the late 1970s but I heard about 
it from the current Under-Secretary of 
the Ministry of Wildlife Conservation 
and Tourism, Charles Acire, then a 
young wildlife officer. He had gone 
there at the end of the first civil war, 
in 1973, and told me later that the 
animals were entirely undisturbed by 
his presence. 

During the war, I heard about the 
pool again: when the Sudan People’s 

Liberation Army (SPLA) split into 
factions in 1991, Bor was attacked and 
many people killed. Survivors fled 
south, some down the main road to 
Juba and some through the bush in 
what they called the “Tingili Desert”.  
Many of these survivors succumbed to 
dehydration and died as they tried to 
reach safety further south in the camps 
of Ame, Aswa and Ateppi. The SPLA 
too miscalculated early in the war when 
dispatching a unit of soldiers from 
Lafon towards Mongalla, believing that 
there would be water in the pool. The 
soldiers arrived and, finding the pool 
dry, sent a messenger to ask for help - 
help never arrived and a good number 
died of thirst. 

Today, the people of the area refer 
to the wide-open spaces east of the 
White Nile as “the Sahara” – the place 
without water. Knowing this, I was 
cautious when I first tried to reach the 
pool with Matt Rice of Fauna & Flora 
International (FFI) in February 2011. 
Like Molloy 60 years before, we bashed 
straight through the bush from the 
Juba-Mongalla road, coming out into a 
shallow depression of dried mud which 
we thought to be Bala Pool. With only 
one vehicle and one of our tyres already 
ripped open by a tree stump, we decided 
to go no further but to camp where we 
were. Our reward was to see the largest 

number of wild animals I had seen in 
Southern Sudan since before the war, 
two species in good numbers, the Bohor 
Reedbuck and the Mongalla Gazelle. 
They seemed relatively tame, some 
stopping to look at us in surprise as we 
passed, others bounding off in graceful 
leaps. We also disturbed a venerable 
warthog, sleeping under the tree where 
we pitched camp, and saw a group of 
eland departing in the distance with a 
couple of ostriches. During the night, we 
heard lion, leopard and hyena calling.

A reconnaissance later in 2011 
enabled us to establish that there was 
now a track across Badingilu that was 
used mostly by Murle people coming 
from Pibor with cattle to sell in Juba. 
Furthermore, Badingilu, gazetted as a 
national park in 1983 – the year the civil 
war broke out – now enjoyed in theory 
some protection and was endowed 
with a headquarters and a small ranger 
outpost, courtesy of the Wildlife 
Conservation Society (WCS) and the US 
taxpayer. The rangers were nonetheless 
nervous when we asked to follow the 
track, explaining that they had just had 
a firefight not far away with soldiers 
from the nearby SPLA base, who were 
poaching in the park. 

We could not return until January 
2012, early in the dry season. This time 
we were given four rangers to guide 

THE GHOSTS OF BADINGILU
is the Independent Diplomat’s 
Juba Representative, working 
closely with the Government 
of South Sudan.  Philip 
has more than 30 years 
of experience working in 
Africa on conflict resolution 

and sustainable development, with particular 
knowledge of Sudan and the Great Lakes region.

philip winTeR
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and guard us, one of them a Murle 
who knew the track. But the rains of 
2011 were poor and, after leaving the 
initial forest belt and crossing into 
dry grass plains, we found ourselves 
in a wasteland of heat and dust. We 
pushed on for more than 40 km, seeing 
no sign of a pool or at all, other than 
a slight, dry depression which our 
guides insisted was a “khor”, a seasonal 
river. We asked where the next water 
was and were told it was in the Khor 
Veveno – two days’ walk ahead. So we 
stopped and camped in a small grove of 
trees, woken before dawn by two lions, 
one to the north and one to the south 
of us, communicating whatever lions 
communicate with their unmistakable 
roars and grunts. We rose at dawn 
and made our way back to Juba, 
disappointed that the fabled pool had 
apparently disappeared.

In the dry season of 2013, I got a 
new permit to go into the park and 
made overnight visits to Bala Pool, 
finding two waterholes much nearer 
the road, and also to an area along 
the Nile, Fura, where we were told 
the animals drank if the pools inland 
were dry. The Bala waterholes were 
clearly well used both by wildlife and 
by poachers – the rangers showed 
us an extensive poachers’ camp they 
had dismantled, carting the skulls 
and horns of reedbuck, gazelles, eland 
and a hartebeeste back to the park 
headquarters along with the desiccated 
carcass of a roan antelope. 

Backed up by six rangers, each with 
an AK 47 and two magazines, we headed 
off once more up the track late in March 
2013, the end of the dry season. Where 
in the previous year there had been 
dust and bare soil, the plains were still 
covered in metre- high golden grass. 
Mongalla gazelles and reedbuck burst 
away from us as we made our way 
slowly through the woodland and into 
the plains. Not far ahead of the place 
where we had turned back in 2012, we 
started to see a lot of kites and storks 
flying above the tree-line. Soon we 
found a depression in the road, in which 
there shimmered a little water, framed 
by fresh green grass. Storks and egrets 
flew off as we got out of the car. We had 

only an hour of daylight left so we made 
camp a few hundred metres off the 
track, overlooking another green, grassy 
depression We heard the reedbucks’ 
alarm whistle as we went to sleep under 
a bright moon. Later the sky grew 
cloudy. Later still a heavy wind blew 
and then, at 5 a.m, a few drops of rain 
sprinkled us awake. In the distance a 
lion grunted and a hyena howled.

In the morning, we walked south 
for half an hour, suddenly seeing a 
shallow muddy pool, shrunken from 
its widest extent, in which a clump of 
catfish heaved and struggled to survive 
in the vanishing waters. A gaggle of 
Marabou storks stood in the shallow 
water watching, apparently unable to 
catch anything. We had at last found 
the elusive Badingilu Pool. On its bank, 
we also found the decaying leg of a lion, 
perhaps shot by a passing cattle herder. 
Its ignoble end made me think of the 
hundreds of thousands of animals shot 
in Sudan’s two civil wars.  Their loss has 
impoverished South Sudan just as wars 
impoverished its people, more than two 
million of whom died, some at this very 
pool, a place now haunted, I thought, by 
ghosts both animal and human.

People recover in time, as wildlife 
populations can too, where the habitat 
remains intact, as in much of South 
Sudan. Wildlife there nonetheless 
remains threatened by the widespread 
availability of weapons and the 
sentiment that people are entitled to 

eat or sell their wildlife. So elephants 
and buffaloes in South Sudan have 
been reduced to the low thousands; 
both white and black rhinoceros may 
be extinct; zebra and giraffe, waterbuck 
and hartebeest are dwindling. Tourism, 
much extolled as a possible source of 
income more sustainable than oil, could 
help, but is proving difficult to start in 
a hot country with little infrastructure, 
an uncertain bureaucracy, a limited 
viewing season and animals mostly 
terrified of people. 

That said, a start could be made, so 
that some of the urban population of 
Juba, currently full of UN and NGO 
staff with little to do at weekends, could 
walk or drive through landscapes alive 
with reedbuck and gazelle and the 
larger animals could breed up again. 
Protecting the water points, patrolling 
the tracks and securing a couple of 
tented camps would reduce poaching 
and is not too ambitious a start. For the 
few who can afford it, tour operators 
could also hire planes to fly over the 
migrations, at present the easiest way 
to see them. There are one or two 
foreign investors interested in these 
possibilities, but no investments as yet. 
As I left the ranger post at Gerikedi 
musing over the history of the pool, 
I asked the head ranger if he had any 
other visitors. “No”, he said, looking 
at me, “you are the only one who ever 
comes here.”

Bohor Reedbuck (Redunca Redunca) in south sudan
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organisations from 
the community, 
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in Watamu. WMA 

runs sustainable tourism and ecotourism projects, 
community waste management and recycling 
enterprises and marine conservation and research 

projects.  stevetrott@watamu.biz  
www.watamu.biz
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Many East Africans are aware 
of the incredible migration of 
wildebeest across the great 

plains of Tanzania and Kenya but would 
be surprised to hear that there is a great 
marine migration through our East 
Africa coastal seas.

Humpback whales are sighted along 
the coast of East Africa when they make 
their annual migration north from 
Antarctica in the Southern Ocean. (See 
SWARA Jan-Mar 2013).

June saw the first whales arriving 
with numbers steadily increasing 
throughout July. On August 10th a 

NOT THE WILDEBEEST
kENyA’S OTHER ASTONISHING MIGRATION

sTeve TRoTT Synchronised Whale Watching Day 
was coordinated by the East Africa 
Humpback Whale Network and the 
Kenya Marine Mammal Network 
(KMMN) http://kenyammnetwork.
wix.com/kmmnetwork  which 
produced some unexpected and exciting 
results. Dr. Matt Richmond and his 
team in Tanzania recorded an amazing 
303 individual whales passing their 
survey point at Ras Dege, South East 
of Dar es Salaam over a 12 hour period. 
In Kenya, Watamu Marine Association 
with the help of Watamu fishermen had 
their best count to date with 38 whales 

humpback whale head breach and showing blow holes. 
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in the Watamu Marine Protected Area; 
Global Vision International counted 5 in 
the Kisite-Mpunguti MPA with a further 
3 in Malindi MPA reported by the Beach 
Management Unit fishermen.

It is extremely difficult to study 
animals that spend most of their lives 
under water. However, with increasing 
effort being made by KMMN members 
we are now getting more records of 
humpback whale behaviour in Kenya 
waters. The pictures on this page show 
some of the spectacular surface activity 
that has been recently observed. 

Whales and dolphins sometimes 
launch themselves into the air head-
first and fall back into the water with 
a splash. This is known as “breaching” 
and is a spectacular sight to behold 
when a 25-30 tonne humpback makes 
a splash (the equivalent weight of 
approximately 400 people!)  Breaches 
range from a full leap clear of the water 
to a more leisurely surge in which only 
half the body emerges. The reason for 
breaching is not fully understood by 
researchers but there are many possible 
explanations including courtship 
display, signalling, a show of strength or 
to remove parasites.

Spyhopping is when a whale pokes 
its head above the surface of the water 
which is perhaps simply just to have a 
look around. 

This fascinating behaviour of 
humpback whales has not escaped 
attention and whale watching is now 
becoming a popular tourist activity, 
with Hemingways Resort Watamu 
being the first hotel in Kenya to operate 
tours for a second season now.  The 
tours follow WMA responsible whale 
watching guidelines.  

top: humpback whale leaping. 
below left: humpback whale making a half 
body breach.
right: humpback whale doing a full body 
breach.

For more information and to report whale 

sightings email: janespilsbury@watamu.biz 

and sergiperezjorge@gmail.com
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Karl Ammann is a wildlife 
photographer and filmmaker 
and conservation activist 

renowned for his pioneering work 
exposing the trade in illegal bush meat, 
reptile skins and, more latterly, the 
trade in rhino horn and the trade in live 
apes.

A native of Switzerland, Karl was born 
and grew up in St Gallen, one of the 
highest Swiss towns in the north east 
which receives a lot of snow in winter - a 
far cry from his current home bordering 
the lower slopes of the Mount Kenya 
forest (where snow has never featured!). 

Having trained in economics and 
hotel management, Karl moved 
to Kenya in 1974 to work for the 
InterContinental Hotels group on new 
project development and marketing in 
Africa and worldwide. Weekends and 
holidays were often spent exploring 
the East African National Parks and 
game reserves from which grew a desire 
to spend more time studying wildlife 
behaviour. By chance an opportunity 
arose to research cheetahs. The 
Namibian government had an excessive 
number of cheetahs and had offered 
their surplus to Kenya. Before accepting 
the offer, it was essential to ensure that 
a potential introduction did not disturb 
the indigenous population.

So it was, in 1980, Karl left his 
job to live, with his wife Kathy, in 
Kenya’s  Maasai Mara to research, 
document and photograph cheetah 
behaviour.  While in the Mara, Karl 
and Kathy became friendly with a 
number of wildlife photographers. 
Says Karl “we wanted to join in 
the conversations so soon learned 
the	‘ins	and	outs’	of	aperture	
and depth of field settings and 
the like and began taking more 

is a rhino ecologist, 
who writes and 
broadcasts about 
the species from 
Africa and Europe. 
He has an MSc 
in Conservation 

Biology and a PhD based on research 
into individual rhino identification 
and social behaviour. He is a frequent 
contributor to SWARA.

Felix paTTon 

Researching cheetah in Masai Mara, Karl and Kathy became professional wildlife photographers 
resulting in their first book ‘cheetah.’
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professional wildlife photographs 
ourselves”. Alongside the research 
data gathered, Karl’s time in the Mara 
resulted in the publication of his first 
book	‘Cheetah’	in	1984.	

Karl returned to work with 
Intercontinental Hotels where he met 
up with some of his Masai contacts 
who asked for help in developing a site 
in the Mara they had secured. This led 
to the establishment of an ecotourism 
camp in the reserve with Karl flying 
in regularly to supervise operations. 
Later, a second camp was started in the 
Virunga Mountains of Congo, the home 
of the gorilla.

But photography had become Karls 
first love so the camps were sold to 
enable more opportunity to travel. “I 
was searching for the wild open spaces 
and untouched wilderness and was 

privileged to document what I found 
in a range of books, photographs and 
documentaries”.

On one of his trips, up the Congo 
river, Karl witnessed at first hand the 
commercial bush meat trade – the sale 
of meat of any wildlife species, including 
those threatened and endangered, 
especially elephant, gorilla, chimpanzee 
and other primates. It was from 
this experience that Karl became a 
conservation activist working tirelessly 
to bring the devastating effect of the 
bushmeat trade on especially the great 
ape populations to the public through 
photographs, books and film. Karl was 
also instrumental, in the mid 1990’s, for 
initiating the discussions which led to 
the establishment of the Sweetwaters 
Chimpanzee Sanctuary on Ol Pejeta 
Conservancy in central Kenya.

Top and below: a trip up the congo river led 
to decades of investigating the bushmeat 
trade and rescuing distressed chimps.
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Documenting and publicising illegal 
wildlife activity means employing 
the latest covert technology with 
hidden cameras and sound recording 
equipment. A typical piece of equipment 
employed by Karl is a sleeveless safari 
jacket with the lens of a hidden camera 
in the button hole of one of the breast 
pockets, a microphone sewn into 
the jacket lining attached to a digital 
recorder located in another pocket. 
Padding is put in the unused pockets to 
make the jacket look normal. A key fob 
camera, a cigarette lighter camera and 
a spectacles camera (see photos) are 
also easy to use tools. The latest camera 
is made to look like a mobile phone in 
a holder attached to the trouser belt. It 
can be hidden behind a jacket and as the 
dealer becomes more confident slowly 
exposed to start the filming.

Piecing together reliable information 
is a painstaking process. “The internet 
is a good starting point as there is a 
surprising amount of information about 
wildlife trade on it” remarks Karl. “Then 
you need a local fixer to make some 
preliminary investigations to determine 
who the main players really are”. 
When he started carrying out covert 
operations, Karl would pose as a tourist 
or buyer but now he says he is too well 
known. “Criminals are often suspicious 
of a foreigner posing as an innocent 
tourist while the inability to speak the 
local language can be restrictive” says 
Karl “and if I use my real name it is easy 
to find out about me on the internet”. 

A local investigator/translator has 
to be employed who is often already 
involved with wildlife as a tour guide 
but it still takes time to find and train 
someone who can be trusted especially 
working in countries where bribery and 
corruption are second nature. 

Often an interview is arranged with 
a trader and the person does not turn 
up or it turns out that the interviewee 
is only a middle man and not the 
principle so another appointment has 

to be arranged for which a further 
trip has to be undertaken. The story 
emerges over time. The investigator has 
to film their encounter and afterwards 
write a translated transcript of the 
conversation. They may also have to 
return to the trader and buy some 
product that can be used as evidence 
albeit some enforcement agencies 
consider this to be entrapment.

Karls most recent work on the 
illegal trade in rhino horn in Vietnam 
is a perfect example of the process. 
Originally in Laos filming illegal wildlife 
consumption activities in 2010, Karl 
was told of the sale of two tiger cubs to 
Vietnam. He employed a local translator 
to follow up the lead. The translator, 
who had previously trafficked wildlife 
and tiger bones, introduced Karl to 
some of the well-known dealers. Tiger 
cake (boiled down from tiger bone), 
tiger claws and teeth were generally 
offered but out of the blue one dealer 
also offered a slab of rhino horn. This 
set off further investigation into the 
use of rhino horn in old Hanoi town 
which resulted in documented evidence 
that whole horns were being bought 

some of the tools of the trade for covert investigations.
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by wealthy Vietnamese. Powder from 
the horn was offered to guests as a 
detoxifier at parties and used to bribe 
officials (see SWARA July-September 
2012). From one simple unrelated 
contact a whole new and developing 
market was uncovered and found to 
be the main reason behind the spike in 
rhino poaching in Africa.

Karl also found that small rhino horn 
pieces being offered to the general 
public as medicine were, in fact, mostly 
fake. An internet search showed up 35 
dealers offering rhino horn. Subsequent 
visits in 2011 and 2012 to Laos and 
Vietnam have confirmed the original 
findings and found new rhino products 
on offer – wrist bangles (selling at 

$10,000-15,000 each), prayer bead 
bracelets and horn tip signature seals 
(see SWARA July-September 2013).

Having collected evidence of illegal 
activity, documented on film, you would 
expect the authorities to act quickly. 
Far from it. Preliminary details were 
presented to the illegal wildlife trade 
enforcement units of CITES, TRAFFIC 
and Interpol plus the South African 
HAWKS. CITES and HAWKS have still 
to get back to Karl! TRAFFIC wanted 
to bring in Chinese investigators and 
Interpol said they could not use third 
party material. A local enforcement 
team did raid the principle trader but 
he seems still to be trading as normal 
following the suspected payment of a 
hefty bribe!

A hurdle to getting the information 
Karl obtains widely circulated is that TV 
companies are reluctant to air wildlife 
documentaries which contain gruesome 
(though	real)	images	and	‘bad	news	
stories’. At least the internet offers the 
opportunity to present the evidence 
to the wider public.  As Karl says “the 
internet has offered people like myself 
the opportunity to voice points of view 
outside	the	‘conservation	industry’	and	
the envelope of mainstream media 
censorship”. 

Karl’s recent investigations led to exposing the demand for whole rhino
horns by wealthy vietnamese.

Karl is not shy of challenging wildlife officials, face-to-face, with the results of his investigations.
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Karl is currently helping to complete 
an international version of a film, 
originally produced for a German 
broadcaster, about the on-going ape 
trafficking from West Africa, the Congo 
to China and Armenia but after more 
than 20 years of uncovering atrocities 
with little action from the authorities 
he is becoming disillusioned. “Why is 
nobody hammering the key traders?” 
he asks. 

As for his hopes for the future, his one 
wish is “to see a regular independent, 
third party audit of all the donor money 
spent on wildlife projects to document 
what works and what does not”. Says 
Karl, “For all the donor money being 
raised in the last twenty years, wildlife 
trafficking, the bush meat trade and 
habitat destruction continues unabated 
and there is increased poaching of 
elephants and rhinos.  We need to 
employ the limited resources to much 
better effect”. 

You can view Karl’s latest 
documentary	‘The	Hanoi	Connection’	
freely	available	on	‘youtube’	and	can	see	
and read more about Karl’s work as a 
wildlife photographer and conservation 
activist on his website:
www.karlammann.com. 

current investigations have highlighted the trade in live chimps to chinese circuses.

one of the photographs that won Karl several 
‘wildlife photographer of the year’ awards in 
the category ‘the world in our hands’.

Karl received the prestigious genesis award for raising public awareness on animal issues.

CoNSeRVAtIoN CHARACteRS
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Bats - they don't just fly or 
hang upside down...
They come out at dusk and whizz 
around with NATO-standard radar to 
avoid us and other obstacles.

Or they hang upside down looking 
like autumn leaves that didn't quite 
remember to drop. 

Right?
Wrong. Paolo Torchio has digital proof 
that they have a third and rarely-
mentioned position. Look and learn.
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Letilet's Tales - The Vanishing World 

of a Hunter-Gatherer

by Susie Allan and Letilet Ole Yenko

There is something here for just about 

everyone.  Whether your interest is 

ethnobotany, traditional ceremonies, 

weapons, myths - no aspect of Maasai culture 

has escaped coverage by Susie Allan as she 

delves into the past and present life of Letilet 

ole Yenko.

The author met Letilet in 2005 when 

she was prospecting for a site for a camp 

BooK ReVIeW

Giraffe Reflections

Text: Dale Peterson

Photographs by: Karl Ammann

University of California Press

This large and heavy book languished 

on my coffee table at home until I 

found the necessary time to read and 

review it properly. Coffee Table book it is not. 

If you get this for Christmas be delighted, and 

set aside time to savour a sensitively written 

and compelling history of the species, and of 

how it was viewed through the centuries. The 

writing is top drawer.

There are 113 photographs in all, and if you 

think that makes for repetitive or chocolate-

box artwork, you couldn’t be more wrong. 

Yes, it’s a book about one species (and a near-

extinct relative, the Okapi), but there is no 

duplication, nothing unnecessary, and some of 

the prints transmit not just the poetry of the 

animals at motion, at rest, in rain and in sun, 

but of the landscape over which they stride.  

My favourite, out of many favourites, is the one 

that shows a giraffe eyeballing a Secretary Bird 

at the top of a tree. Guess which animal looks 

the more surprised.

And it’s also a book about humans, history 

and the way we see the world, from the 

times of the bushmen to the present, with 

much insight from the work of contemporary 

Anne Innis, including her blushes at writing 

about the animals’ homosexual behaviour 

and distinctly unexciting (for the viewer) 

copulation. 

Peterson begins before writing was 

invented. “Before writing came art, and it is 

art that draws us back to the beginning of 

memory. Africa is covered with such memory, 

which has been painted on or carved and 

chipped from rock.” He takes us on a the 

giraffe’s journey through time and continents, 

travelling to Kenya, Angola, Namibia and Egypt 

among other places to situate the animals’ 

standing in societies going back as far as 

Caesar and Cleopatra (and believes that the 

emperor’s giraffe was actually Cleopatra’s, and 

explains why). There are fascinating insights 

into ancient Greek, Roman and Chinese 

history passing by way of the fabled Book of 

Beasts, “probably the most copied and widely 

distributed and read book in pre-Guttenberg 

Europe” after the Bible.

It’s this interplay between the animal and 

the world through the ages that makes this 

such an outstandingly enjoyable book. I don’t 

know whether this is, as the publisher boasts, 

“the most comprehensive book on giraffes 

to appear in the last 50 years,” But I do 

know that quality writing and photography 

are not often found working together in 

such harmony, and in the service of such an 

enigmatic and beautiful creature.

Reviewed by Andy Hill

in the Mara - what was eventually to be Ol 

Seki Mara Camp, perched above the cave 

that Letilet had called home for the past 15 

years. From the start of camp construction 

began a collaboration between this fount of 

traditional knowledge, and the author. The 

road of this collaboration was often rocky, 

and Susie is to be much congratulated first in 

recognising what an invaluable resource Letilet 

could be, and then writing and producing this 

compendium of stories and information, which 

gives such a fascinating and detailed insight 

into a fast disappearing culture. 

Letilet is actually an Il Torobo (loosely 

termed Ndorobo by most of us). These are the 

hunter-gatherer offshoot of the Maasai, with 

which they live a complementary existence, 

exchanging honey, tools and other artefacts 

for meat and milk. Once deemed the poor 

relatives of the Maasai for their want of cattle, 

the Ndorobo are now largely assimilated into 

the greater tribe with which they intermarry;  

indeed, Letilet’s mother was of pastoralist 

Maasai stock and his father a true hunter-

gatherer.  

There is wonderful detail in the book, which 

escapes more conventional ethnographic 

studies.  Using Letilet’s life as a means of 

describing the ways of the Maasai personalises 

the detail beautifully. Even if you haven’t been 

lucky enough to see his cave, it is not difficult 

to imagine him going home after a long day 

with the bees, hanging up his zebra-skin bags 

of honey out of honey-badger reach, maybe 

working on some new arrows if he had the 

vulture feathers for the vanes, before cooking 

himself up the liver and kidneys of a young 

impala he had speared the day before.  

There are dozens of little anecdotes about 

traditional brews, the snake and the tobacco, 

the mouse and the tobacco, the talking radio, 

to name but some, as well too as sections 

on beliefs, rituals, and ceremonies.  Susie’s 

own interest in and knowledge of plants, 

which was what really drew her to Letilet 

in the first place, shines throughout the 

book, and most especially in its last third.  

This comprises 100 pages covering nearly 

350 plants, each described and illustrated, 

along with their Maa name and the uses to 

which they are put. These are followed by 

Maa-Latin and Latin-Maa indexes, the whole 

comprising an extremely valuable resource in 

itself.  As Onesmo ole MoiYoi points out in 

his introduction, the traditional knowledge of 

herbal medicine “is rapidly disappearing with 
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The Ghosts of Happy valley

By Juliet Barnes

Why are we reviewing this in 

SWARA? Because members 

of the Editorial Board thought, 

BooK ReVIeW

the older generation, as younger people are drawn to the medicine 

of the West”.   

The emphasis on plants should not in any way be seen as 

detracting from the overall coverage of the work. As one who has 

been trying to reconstruct the life of a young Maasai man who died 

in 1946, I found some intriguing insights not only into the different 

ceremonies which he would have celebrated, but also how he might 

have actually felt during his circumcision, or as his mother shaved his 

long ochred locks for the Eunoto ceremony which ended his days as 

a moran, and welcomed him into the ranks of the junior elders.  

The many photographs are a fine collection.  There are no 

captions, although the subject matter is usually self-evident. Nor 

are there specific photographer credits, but the list of photographic 

contributors shows the author to have drawn on the skills of some 

of the best picture takers around. 

Having a soft cover, the large landscape format book is not 

designed to be looked at in bed, but rather on a large flat table. 

The division of the book into different sections and sub-sections is 

sometimes confusing, and I occasionally wondered whether Letilet 

had not let his wishful imagination father some of his thoughts, 

especially when it came to killing lions at the tender age of 10. But 

that is small stuff. The whole book provides a splendid insight into a 

dying way of life, as well as into the plants that have so long sustained 

it and should be a welcome, worthwhile - and unusual - addition to 

our bookshelves. 

Reviewed by Rupert Watson

rightly, that anyone interested in Kenya’s 

development would be riveted by this account 

from one of its foremost travel and tourism 

writers, Juliet Barnes. 

The book explores the Happy Valley set 

made famous in books like White Mischief or 

The Bolter but not in any prurient attempt to 

rehash tales of their sexual or chemical antics; 

Barnes, instead, sets out to find some of the 

homes of this tiny group of people whose 

behavior has attracted far more publicity than 

that of the thousands of other settlers who 

were not adulterers, drug-takers or runaway 

hedonists.

 Guided by a remarkable Kenyan she meets 

on her quest, Barnes explores the Wanjohi 

Valley of the Aberdares in search of the homes 

of some of the characters in a drama that 

included the murder of the Earl of Erroll in 

1941 and laid the Happy Valley set’s lifestyle 

before an incredulous and disapproving 

public.  What she finds are tumbledown 

places full of ghosts – hence the title – and 

an episode of Kenyan history that has almost 

disappeared, were it not for her own tireless 

social anthropology. She sleeps on improvised 

beds in ruined homes, shares meals with the 

African occupants of these former gin palaces, 

and digs deep into their memories, and those 

of her families, to give us a fresh take on the 

homes’ one-time occupants, what they did, 

and what they were like.

 It would spoil your enjoyment of this 

special book to divulge what she digs up, 

except to say that one or two myths are 

utterly debunked. If you are interested in the 

period and Kenya, this should already be on 

your bookshelf. If not, Christmas is coming.

Reviewed by Andy Hill
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A herd of elephants in Shimba 
Hills National Park was found by 
the road side in what appeared to 
be a Sit-in Protest. The message 
they portrayed seemed to be a 
very clear and real one: "Please 
Stop Killing Us". We create 
thousands of jobs and contribute 
billions in revenue to Kenya's 
tourism''.

The murder of elephants and 
other wildlife in our country 
is clearly an act of economic 
sabotage by the poachers, the 
exporters and the buyers.  

Shazaad Kasmani
Wildlife Photographer & KWS 
Honorary Game Warden



The East African region is well 
known for the richness and beauty 
of its biodiversity. It has been this 
that has made the region a favourite 
destination for millions of visitors. But 
this precious inheritance is under real 
pressure from unplanned development, 
mismanagement, corruption, population 
growth and a lack of understanding 
that good economic growth depends 
on maintaining a healthy environment 
in all its attributes as the platform for 
development.

The East African Wild Life Society 
is home grown. We are part of East 
African Society culture and future. 
We care deeply, in line with Kenya’s 
Constitution, which states that everyone 
has the right to a healthy environment 
now and for generations to come. 
That future demands that we keep our 
biodiversity intact. Therefore the Society 
has advocacy as a major instrument 
in addressing the threats we face and 
we don’t flinch in facing up to that 
responsibility. But the more support we 
get, the stronger our voice becomes.

Please therefore help EAWLS by 
supporting us. This can be done in three 
ways.

1. Become a member
2. Make a donation
3. Leave a legacy in your will

1. If you are interested in becoming a 
member, then this can be done quite 
easily online by visiting our website: 
www.eawildlife.org; selecting the 
click here for more information 
under the Subscribe or Renew 
Membership title on the home 
page, and following the procedures 
requested.

2. For a donation, we have now made it 
possible for you to enjoy tax relief if 
you live in the USA or UK.

•	 For	USA,	we	have	a	formal	
partnership with Lewa USA, 
who enjoy 501(c)(3) tax relief 
entitlement for donations and 
legacies. The donations have to be 
made out to Lewa USA but it is 
easy to indicate that the donation 
is committed to EAWLS through 
the Lewa Wildlife programme. 
The donation can be made by 
visiting www.lewa.org or if you 
would like to make the donation 
by cheque, please make it out to 
Lewa Wildlife Conservancy and 

Our natural heritage
Our legacy to our grandchildren

mail it to 38 Miller Ave, Mill Valley, 
CA 94941 with EAWLS noted 
on the memo line. Credit card 
donations can be made by calling 
Lewa USA’s Executive Director, 
Ginger Thomson at 415.627.8187.

•	 For	UK,	we	have	now	registered	
East African Wild Life Society 
(UK) as a UK Registered 
Charity (Charity No. 1153041). 
Donations would be entitled 
to tax relief. EAWLS (UK) has 
a dedicated bank account and 
the details can be provided by 
contacting Nigel Hunter at: 

 Nigel.Hunter@eawildlife.org 
if you are interested in making a 
bank transfer. If you wish to use 
the cheque option, then these 
should be made out to East 
African Wild Life Society (UK) 
and sent to Mrs Emma Stewart, 
Townend of Grange, Dunlop, 
Kilmarnock, KA3 4EG

3. If considering a legacy, then please 
contact Nigel Hunter, who can make 
useful information available to you. 




