Environment

Meet the people fighting wildlife crime and
helping animals in need through rescue,
rehabilitation and research
Words by Charlie Evans

L

onesome George was thought to be over 100
years old. The giant tortoise subspecies
(Chelonoidis nigra abingdoni) was known as
an ‘endling’ – the last known individual of a
species. He lived his life on the small island of
Pinta, one of the Galápagos Islands off the coast
of Ecuador, but his species was hunted to the
point of extinction.
After scientists first discovered him, they had
hoped they would find another. Instead, they
soon learned that the vegetation that George
once feasted upon was now being destroyed by
hoards of feral goats that had been released
there by humans who wanted something to
hunt. But there was no sign of another tortoise
like George. With no offspring, when he died in
2012 the species became extinct.
Lonesome George’s story is heartbreaking, but
it is not unique. The last decade has seen the
extinction of so many creatures: the Japanese
river otter, Malagasy hippopotamus, eastern
cougar, Christmas Island pipistrelle. Other
species are hurtling towards a similar fate,
teetering on the brink of extinction, like the Ili
pika, Darwin’s fox and the Bornean orangutan.
From climate change, toxic pollutants and
natural disasters to mass deforestation, illegal
trapping, and poaching, these species are
suffering at the hands of humans. While
desperate attempts are being made to keep
these animals in captivity with the hopes of
reintroducing populations into the wild, it is
seemingly too little too late. The real answers to

saving the planet’s wildlife is
preventing a species from
declining to such dangerously low
numbers through education and
research, focusing on fighting
wildlife crime like illegal poaching for
the trade of exotic pets and heading out
into the bush to save animals battling
disease and life-threatening wounds.
One organisation that works tirelessly to
preserve animals is the Lilongwe Wildlife Trust
based in Malawi, a country home to about 192
mammal species, including the critically
endangered south-central black rhino and the
endangered African wild dog. Malawi is also
southern Africa’s main transit hub for illicit
wildlife products like elephant ivory, animals
for sale in the illegal pet trade and bushmeat.
Their centre opened its doors in 2008 as
Malawi’s only animal rescue and rehabilitation
facility, and it is the only sanctuary in the world
to have received all three accreditations from
the Born Free PAW scheme, GFAS (Global
Federation of Animal Sanctuaries) and PASA
(Pan African Sanctuary Alliance). Since then,
Lilongwe Wildlife Trust has developed into a
world-renowned and award-winning
conservation organisation.
We meet some of the heroes behind these
conservation efforts, who are working to protect
and preserve the wildlife of Malawi and striving
towards the goal of saving every wild animal in
the country from suffering.

“The last decade has seen the
extinction of many creatures.
Others are teetering on the brink”
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DID YOU KNOW? There have been no confirmed sightings or signs of any northern white rhinos living in the wild since 2007

DID YOU
KNOW?

The estimated value
of the illegal wildlife
trade in Africa is
around £17 billion
a year.

left: Wildlife
conservation often
requires caring for
the smallest
members of a
species, like this tiny
monkey in
rehabilitation

It’s all hands on deck when an
animal comes through the doors
of the Lilongwe Wildlife Centre
in need of urgent care
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below: Sedation or
anaesthetic can be
used to calm an animal
or render it
unconscious for the
duration of surgery
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The paramedics of the bush, wildlife vets track and treat animals in their natural habitat
Making quick decisions, juggling a team and
administering medication, all while the life of an
animal is in their hands – being a vet is a
challenge. But out in the wild things get even
harder. Bush vets battle intense heat and trek
long distances to reach the injured creatures
that desperately need their help. The countrywide Wildlife Emergency Response Unit (WERU)
is run by Lilongwe Wildlife Centre and focuses
on helping some of Malawi’s larger creatures.
The unit has saved the lives of almost 100 injured
animals over the last three years, the majority
being elephants or rhinos that have been caught
in poachers’ snares.

Centre can even identify which individual they
are tracking by measuring the footprints they
leave behind in the ground. But this traditional
method has some drawbacks.
Though the trackers can usually age a set of
tracks, they can’t often determine exactly how
far away the animal is from where they are
standing. This is the advantage of using modern
telemetry, which places a transmitter on an
animal that can then be monitored by the
animal rescuers. Some animals, such as birds,

can wear a transmitter like a backpack, while
others have them glued onto their shells or
drilled into their horns (a painless process).
The transmitters emit a VHF signal that can be
detected by the scouts on a receiver to give them
an accurate position. This precision means it is
easier for rescuers to stay downwind from the
animal, so they are unable to smell the
approaching humans, thereby making it easier
to dart the animal in question and bring it in for
treatment without it getting spooked.

Technology and
traditional tracking
Rescuing an injured animal takes patience,
endurance and knowledge, but before an animal
can be patched up by a team of wildlife vets, it
first needs to be located. Traditionally, tracking
has been done manually with experienced
trackers, who will follow clues through the bush
until they find the injured animal. They look for
any tiny disturbance that suggests their target
may have been in the area, such as footprints or
sticks that have been snapped or have evidence
of saliva. The expert scouts at Lilongwe Wildlife

“I love working with
the park rangers, who
are out there every
day protecting
these animals”

Dr Amanda Salb commonly sees life-threatening snare injuries, which she treats
in the bush by removing the wire and cleaning the wound with antiseptic
Animal rescue also deals with
retrieving creatures that have
been illegally captured, like this
pangolin, who was going to be
killed so its scales could be sold

Darting can be done on foot
or from a car, but using a
helicopter offers the best
chance of a clear shot

DID YOU
KNOW?

Roughly 14 black
rhinos are thought
to be living in
Malawi.
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DID YOU KNOW? One drug used to immobilise large animals is carfentanil, which is 10,000-times stronger than morphine

Wildlife capTure
Once an injured animal has been located, it must
be captured for the wildlife vet to start work on
administering treatment. This is done using
anaesthesia or chemical immobilisation.
Sometimes this is applied by first leaving bait
containing a sedative such as diazepam to make
it easier for the vet to dart the animal with
anaesthetic. These darts are usually a
combination of anaesthetic plus a sedative or
tranquillisers. The sedative reduces the amount
of anaesthetic needed for the animal to be
immobilised. Large animals like elephants can
handle small amounts of much higher-potency
narcotics like etorphine.
Other methods of restraint include netgunning, live traps and plastic boma, which are
often preferred, as darting can be difficult and
must penetrate a large muscle to prevent
injuring the animal and ensuring the dose is
administered effectively. Once an animal is
down the vets can get to work, removing snares,
administering medication or even performing
minor surgery out in the bush.
Treating animals ‘in situ’ means that larger animals
can receive emergency care much quicker

DID YOU
KNOW?

The bald eagle was
nearly wiped out by the
pesticide DDT, but since
that was banned the
population has
increased.

TO
5 THREATS
WILDLIFE

1

Snares
Snares are metal loops that are
attached to trees by hunters to trap
animals. Some animals manage to
escape, but they can be left with
wire cutting into their neck or leg,
wounds that can become infected.

2

Poaching injuries
Injuries sustained from illegal
hunters include gunshot wounds
and gaping injuries caused by an
animal having its tusks, horn or
scales removed.

3

Entrapment
Trapped animals in areas where
humans are living, such as gardens
or resorts, need to be relocated,
often for both the safety of the
animal and the people residing in
the area.

4

Illegal pet trade
Wild animals kept as pets often
suffer malnutrition and the effects
of stress as they’ve been kept in
poor conditions.

5

Disease
Wild animals are susceptible to
disease such as cancer, respiratory
infections, ulcers and septicaemia.

Q&a

Q&a with animal
rescuer dr amanda salb
Shooting darts from helicopters, capturing hyenas
and tracking lions – it’s all in a day’s work

Dr Amanda Salb is the head
veterinarian for the Lilongwe
Wildlife Trust and runs the
Wildlife Emergency Response
Unit. Her job requires her to
ensure that injured animals
receive treatment fast, and no
animal is too big.
Your job sounds exciting; you’re really the frontline
response for making sure animals in danger get
help. What is your favourite part of what you do?
The best part of my job [is that] we are all a team working
together to help these animals. I love working with the
park rangers, who are out there every day protecting
these animals and finding injured animals. My colleague
James Kamtsokota is one of the best trackers I’ve worked
with, both at following tracks and using telemetry.
Do you have an animal rescue highlight when you
look over the last few years?
We got a call about a hyena that had gotten caught inside a
resort. I drove there and darted him, and the helicopter
met me there and we shoved the hyena in the back of the
helicopter and ﬂew back to Liwonde National Park to
release him. He was seen a couple of months later
hanging out with the resident park hyenas, so it was such
a happy ending!

What are the biggest threats to wildlife?
The illegal wildlife trade, for body parts like horn and
ivory, is definitely a big threat. We can work very hard on
the ground to try to prevent poaching, but as long as there
is a demand and money being paid for these items there
will always be a loss of life.
Is there any technology or equipment that you rely
on every day for animal rescue?
I use a dart gun, binoculars and a rangefinder as primary
tools. I have gotten to do work out of a helicopter, which is
a really valuable piece of equipment and technology.
www.howitworksdaily.com
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Jumping into helicopters, capturing big wild
animals – it all sounds really adventurous. What
qualities do you need to be a wildlife vet?
Endurance, patience, creativity and the desire to be a
team player. It seems very glamorous and fun, but when
you are hot, scratched and bug-eaten, it can be marginally
less fun and decidedly less glamorous. An ability to think
on your feet helps.
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Baby monkeys in
rehabilitation are
swaddled to mimic the
feeling of being carried
in their mother’s arms

“Lilongwe Wildlife
Trust has rescued and
rehabilitated over 800
animals, more than
half of which have
been released back
into the wild”

DID YOU
KNOW?

Getting animals back on their feet (or paws) is no easy task
When an animal can’t be rescued on the scene
by bush vets, or they are being rescued from an
environment where they have likely suffered
from poor treatment, bringing them into a
veterinary clinic is their best chance of survival.
Here, teams have access to a vast array of
life-saving medicine and technology to help the
animals to recover and return to the wild.
These animals are often babies who have
become separated from their group or who have
been orphaned by poaching that require expert
hand rearing. Others have ailments like broken
bones or tumours that need monitoring and
continued treatment. When safe at a
rehabilitation centre, they are examined,
medicated and given a nutritious diet while they
rest and recover. They are then re-socialised
with members of their species.

a neW life
It is the ultimate aim of every conservation
worker to return the animals in their care back
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to the wild where they belong, but some
creatures will not be able to function in their
natural habitat again. These animals, usually
the ones who have been seriously injured or
were orphaned at a very young age, are given
sanctuary – a forever home within a professional
facility that can ensure proper care and space for
them to live happily.
When the time comes to release these animals
into their new home, a ‘soft release’ method is
used to enable them to adjust to their new
environment at a slow pace and keep stress to a
minimum. The animal is first anaesthetised at
the rehabilitation clinic so it can to be moved
into a travel crate. The crate is then placed in the
new enclosure within the release site, with lots
of food and water, and the animal is free to leave
the travel crate in their own time. At Lilongwe
Wildlife Trust, in total over 800 animals have
been rehabilitated, with over half released back
into the wild. At the moment there are 199
animals at the centre under rehabilitation.

The Asiatic lion had
been hunted to just 20
individuals, but a
breeding programme
has since boosted
the population
to 523.

Since the early 20th century African elephant numbers
have dropped from 3-5 million to just 415,000 today
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DID YOU KNOW? There are around 3,900 tigers left in the wild. After a century of decline, tiger numbers are on the rise

Q&a

an interview with
animal rehabilitator
dr alice dumoulin

Medicating, monitoring, hand rearing and releasing is
all part of daily life at the rehabilitation centre

Check-ups and monitoring of the animal’s health are usually done
under sedation for the safety of both the animal and its carers
Animals have their faces covered
to keep them calm while they are
being transported for release

Dr Alice Dumoulin is a
veterinarian at the Lilongwe
Wildlife Centre who
specialises in the care of wild
animals, especially birds.
Her job is to patch up the
rescued animals, keep them
safe and get them healthy
enough to be released.
What is the process of rehabilitating an animal?
Rehabilitation is a very long process. Animals often arrive
dehydrated, skinny, sometimes with injuries. The first job
is to stabilise them medically and build up their strength.
I work closely with the rehabilitation manager Alma van
Dorenmalen, as well as Soft Mbanda, [who is an] animal
carer. Soft is with the animals every day and he is my eyes
and ears, looking out for any injuries. If a procedure needs
to be done, he will catch the animal and help me monitor
it during anaesthesia. Alma will find the best settings to
let the animal express its natural behaviour and stay as
wild as possible.
What does a day in your life at work look like?
A typical day includes management of
medication, health checks, quarantine exams and
checking the evolution of wounds. I also teach
practical skills such as suturing and darting to
international and Malawian vet students.

DID YOU
KNOW?

Caring for baby animals involves
preparing nutritious food and
adhering to feeding schedules

What sort of situations require rehabilitation?
Wild animals kept as pets, young animals that have
been orphaned after a road accident or poaching,
wildlife that has been trafficked for bushmeat, and
animals coming into conﬂict with humans because
of deforestation, are just a few examples.

Transport crates are used
in ‘soft releases’ so the
animal has time to adapt to
the change in environment

Are there any particular animal rehabilitation
cases that stand out as particularly successful?
It was very rewarding to have been part of the
rehabilitation of Indigo, a baby blue monkey who was
kept as a pet and had never seen grass or trees or other
blue monkeys in her short life. When she arrived at the
centre she needed a lot of care to stabilise her. At first she
was so scared to go out of her room, so it was wonderful to
eventually see her be accepted and cared for by all the
other blue monkeys in the troop.
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It’s estimated up to
7,000 tigers are
currently living in
captivity in the
United States.
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Human-wildlife interactions, like
this primate hanging out at a
local pool, are important for
conservation researchers to
determine how diseases could
be spreading from humans to
animals (or vice versa)

Population health, interaction
with humans, disease status
– tomorrow’s challenges
require answers today
While rescue and rehabilitation projects focus
on the present situation, research looks towards
the future. Conservation research attempts to
understand populations of vulnerable species,
determine what risks they may be facing in the
wild and advise on how best to
protect them. At Lilongwe
Wildlife Centre there are
multiple projects centred around
elephant and primate
conservation, in addition to the
Clinical Projects in One Health,
which seeks to provide clinical
intervention and passive disease
surveillance in Malawi.

of the same zebra are being compared, the stripe
pattern will match around the eyes, neck,
shoulder, upper front legs, side body, upper back
legs and base of the tail. If they have
photographed a zebra not featured in the
registry, they have discovered
a new individual and are
allowed to name it.

“Wild animals
are not very
cooperative
and the plan is
always subject
to change”

Zebra identification
to monitor herds
A leopard can’t change its spots, and nor can a
zebra change its stripes. Just how humans have
unique fingerprints, every zebra in the world has
a unique stripe pattern, which can be used to
identify them. Conservation researchers use
stripe-recognition methods to monitor
individuals and track them throughout their
lives while they are studying the animals.
Lilongwe Wildlife Centre uses a photo registry
to keep track of all of the zebras that have been
surveyed over the years. Malawian and
international veterinary students assist with
this zebra surveying by taking three clear
photographs of the animal (one of the left side of
the body, one of the right side of the body, and
one from the rear). The students and researchers
compare their photos to the registry and record
any notes as they check to see if they seem
healthy and free from disease or if there is
something to be concerned about. If two photos
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Camera traps for
population
calculations

Researchers can use camera
traps to calculate population
numbers, such as animal
abundance and density, which can inform
wildlife management decisions. If a species
starts to increase by too many individuals, it
might be appropriate to move some of them into
another protected area that is lacking the
species. If a sudden decrease in population is
observed, researchers can start raising
questions about why this is happening. Could it
be a disease affecting reproduction, or a new
poaching group that has started to target them?

Images from camera traps provide an insight into the
behaviours of some species, like these yellow baboons

Get involved
at Lilongwe
Wildlife Trust
To get involved at Lilongwe Wildlife Trust
you can either visit as a sanctuary
volunteer, undertake a vet externship (for
qualified vet/vet nurses who want to gain
experience in a different environment) or
complete a research placement (for MSc,
MRes or PhD students).
Volunteers may be involved in animal
husbandry, orphan care, vet clinic
support, maintenance, observations and
integrations, as well as education and
community outreach. There is also the
opportunity to spend part of the
placement undertaking elephant research
at LWT’s bush research camp.
For more information on volunteering
at Lilongwe Wildlife Trust, email
lilongwewildlife@gmail.com or visit
www.lilongwewildlife.org.

Volunteering in animal conservation could be your
first step towards a career in preserving wildlife
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DID YOU KNOW? Vervet monkeys with high numbers of gastrointestinal parasites can have difficulties developing social bonds

Q&a

Microscopes are
used in wildlife
research to monitor
and collect data
about parasites
living on animals

dr hezy anholt and
community outreach
officer patricia lato

Testing faeces for parasites, setting up camera
traps and vaccinating animals – work at Clinical
Projects in One Health is far from average

Designated protected
areas for wildlife
account for 14.7 per
cent of the world’s
land (excluding
Antarctia).

Tracking animals using telemetry is vital when researching moving populations such as zebra

identify the zebra

Take a close look at the stripes to see if you can match each zebra with its close-up

Turnip

Zizi

mpatso

a

b

c
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How did you get involved at Lilongwe
Wildlife Trust?
Patricia: Kuti Wildlife Reserve management
employed me as a community worker. My job
was to sensitise the communities about
environmental problems and conservation of
wildlife and natural resources. In 2016, Catherine
Wood from Rift Valley Wildlife Clinic asked me to join
her to assist [in] rabies vaccination. In 2017, Hezy Anholt
joined Catherine and asked me to be involved in the
One Health Project.
Could you talk a bit about your work? Could you
share some of your findings with us?
Hezy: We found Toxocara in wildebeest – that’s never
been reported before. What health effect it might have
on wildebeest is unknown, so we are investigating
what the implications could be and whether domestic
cattle play a role in transmission.
Patricia: Through a survey I discovered that no one is
keeping wild animals [as pets] in the villages
surrounding Kuti Wildlife Reserve. Also, I discovered
community members are moving long distances to find
veterinary care.
What challenges do you face in your work?
Hezy: Wild animals are not very cooperative and the
plan is always subject to change. You might follow a
baboon troop for five hours without getting a faecal
sample, or find that every zebra in the park appears to
be hiding on the day of your zebra survey.
Patricia: The biggest challenge I face is the irritation of
some community members [due to misinformation].
Human and wildlife conﬂict is also a big challenge.
Hezy: Misinformation has caused some community
members to distrust our programme. We noticed a big
increase in programme participation in certain villages
after Patricia was able to visit the communities, hold
meetings and address people’s concerns adequately.
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DID YOU
KNOW?

Dr Hezy Anholt and Patricia Lato work for
Lilongwe Wildlife Trusts’ Clinical Projects in
One Health. Dr Anholt’s research seeks to
better understand disease and collect data
on human-wildlife conﬂict, and Patricia Lato
manages vaccination clinics and organises
community meetings to discuss animal
health concerns.
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