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MONITORED by a conserv-
ationist, a young pangolin 
slurped ants with a long tongue 
near a veterinary hospital that 
became a temporary home 
after it was found near the 
body of  its mother, killed by a 
jolt from an electric fence. 

The 6-month-old scaly ant-
eater foraged on a hillside, 
building up strength in a tiny 
step for a global campaign to 
save one of  the world’s most 
heavily trafficked mammals.

Traffickers often sell the 
pangolin meat locally and ship 
the scales for use in traditional 
medicine to Asia, mainly 
China. The growing illegal 
industry has prompted plans 
in South Africa for a rehabilita-
tion centre for sick or rescued 
pangolins as well as the deploy-
ment of  sniffer dogs specially 
trained to detect the scales’ 
pungent aroma.

Africa’s four species are 
under increasing pressure 
from poachers because Asia’s 
four species have been deci-
mated, claim experts. 

While commercial trade in 
all eight species is forbidden, 
international confiscations 
of  African pangolin scales 
amounted to 47 tons in 2017, 
more than double the quan-
tity seized in the previous 
year. “The rate of  escalation 
is astounding,” said Eric Ichi-
kowitz, director of  a South 
African foundation.

The Ichikowitz Family 
Foundation has also acquired 
land near Johannesburg for 

the construction of  a “pan-
galorium” – a research and 
medical centre for pangolins, 
including the growing number 
of  live animals seized in sting 
operations, he said.

Pangolin scales contain 
keratin, a protein also found in 
rhino horn and human finger-
nails. There is no scientific 
proof  that it has any medi-
cinal value. Conservationists 
say well over 1 million pango-
lins have been poached since 

2000, ranging from vulnerable 
to critically endangered on a 
list of  threatened species.

About 10 pangolins have 
been rescued but not all have 
survived. A male that was 
seized in a recent law enforce-
ment bust had a fractured leg, 
possibly from a snare, and 
required two surgeries. The 
animal could not recover and 
was put down. A young female 
found near the body of  its 
mother was later released into 

the wild but weakened and died 
from pneumonia.

“There’s so little known 
about pangolins – their dis-
eases, their parasites and what 
affects them – that it’s all a 
work in progress,” said Nicci 
Wright, a wildlife rehabilita-
tion specialist and a consultant 
to the African branch of  the 
Humane Society International, 
an animal protection group.

A pangolin confiscated 
in Johannesburg after being 

brought from Zimbabwe had 
been doused in bleach, appar-
ently to disguise its strong nat-
ural smell at the border, Wright 
said. Another was covered in 
pig manure for the same rea-
son. In a different case, Wright 
said, a rescued pangolin was 
“absolutely pitch black” 
because it had been drenched 
in fuel while being clandes-
tinely transported by car.

There are about 30 traffick-
ing cases in the South African 

courts, a sharp increase from 
previous years. Conservation-
ists are encouraged by several 
jail sentences – the first – for 
poachers and traders in South 
Africa beginning last year. 
The punishments range from 
three to seven years in prison.

While the export of  pango-
lin scales to Asia surges, there 
have been instances of  traffick-
ers apparently trying to sell 
live pangolins to people they 
think will want to rehabilitate  

 
 
 

 
 

the animals, in what amounts 
to a form of  ransom, said Ray-
mond Jansen, chairperson of  
the African Pangolin Working 
Group. “This is the feeling I’m  

 
 

getting. We’re not 
quite sure what to make of  it.”

Pangolins are listed as crit-
ically endangered on the Inter-
national Union for Conserv-
ation of  Nature Red List of  
Threatened Species. –AP

Centre opens to protect, rehabilitate trafficked pangolins
CHRISTOPHER TORCHIA

F RANCOISE Malby-An-
thony, owner of  Thula 
Thula Private Game 
Reserve near Nkwaleni 

in Zululand, is proving a for-
midable conservationist. Since 
the 2012 death of  her husband 
Lawrence Anthony, known 
worldwide as “the Elephant 
Whisperer”, she has worked 
tirelessly for the environment 
and the community.

Bubbly and positively 
exuding French chic, Mal-
by-Anthony founded the first 
orphan rhino sanctuary in 
KwaZulu-Natal; and set up a 
Wildlife Rehabilitation Centre 
in conjunction with the Fund-
imvelo Community Conserva-
tion Trust and Four Paws, an 
international animal welfare 
organisation.

She has taken a keen 
interest in the neighbouring 
community, and recently cele-
brated the 20th anniversary of  
the reserve with the opening 
of  the Thula Thula Volunteers 
Academy, which will offer 
local and international people 
a chance to get involved in 
wildlife conservation, reserve 
management, and environ-
mental studies. They will stay 
in a camp high on a hillside, 
with a spectacular view over 
rolling hills and bush.

To make her many projects 
fire on all cylinders, Malby-An-
thony needs committed staff. 
Sabelo Dladla liaises with the 
community, while guides Prom-
ise Dlamini and Mnqobi Victor 
Ngwenya ensure the training is 
informative and enjoyable. 

Dladla said: “There are five 
communities and each one has 
a school.” 

“We tell the children about 
rhino poaching and ask them 
to report anything suspicious. 
We explain that the rhinos 

bring visitors from around the 
world, and they (the children) 
should all want to be a hero for 
the rhinos,” says Ngwenya. 

The Sunday Tribune joined 
the staff  and the first intake of  
volunteers from Austria, Ger-
many, and South Africa on a 
visit to Emondini High School, 
near to Thula Thula. The vol-
unteers told pupils in Grade 11, 

that people in the EU dream of  
seeing animals, so protecting 
these would be of  advantage 
to the community – especially 
in creating jobs. They also 
encouraged them to clean up 
plastic litter to keep nature 
beautiful, and to be heroes 
ensuring nature would be pre-
served for future generations.

Many of  the pupils were 

shocked when one of  the volun-
teers pointed out the benefits 
of  snakes and reptiles. 

“They are nature’s pest 
controllers. You don’t have 
to put down poisons, which 
have secondary consequences 
for owls and other animals,” 
said Chadané Pretorius from 
Pretoria. “Out of  160 species 
of  snakes, only 16 are poten-

tially dangerous, but stay three 
metres from a spitting cobra to 
be safe.”

Ngwenya also explained 
why people should not kill 
vultures or hyenas. “Without 
them, the world would be full 
of  dead animals,” he said.

Dladla and Ngwenya caused 
a stir of  excitement when 
they informed the pupils that 

one would be chosen to join 
each future group of  volun-
teers. This would be arranged 
through Thula Thula manage-
ment and amakhosi. A sports 
day would also be organised, 
while one pupil from each 
grade who did well at school 
would go on a game drive in 
Thula Thula and have lunch 
there. 

Mindful that the commun-
ity would appreciate respect 
for their own customs, the vol-
unteers learned how to thread 
coloured beads in the African 
tradition, and watched a wood 
carver in action.

Meanwhile, manageress 
of  the lodge, Mabona Mthim-
khulu said: “I am from the 
local community. During my 

18 years here, I have learned 
many skills: housekeeping, 
hostessing, working in the bar 
and kitchen. Lawrence and 
Francoise taught me . They 
they are like parents to us.”

Zandile Xulu, who produ-
ces delicious desserts, has 
also been with the lodge for 18 
years. “Sometimes the amak-
hosi come here for lunch.”

Thula Thula to 
make some noise 
with volunteers
Private game lodge to teach locals, foreigners importance of nature, 
conservation and reserve management, writes Myrtle Ryan

Francoise Malby-Anthony, owner of Thula Thula, with elephant matriarch Frankie.  Picture by Katja Willemsen.

Victor Ngwenya, Sabelo Dladla and Promise Dlamini, who work with the community and volunteers at Thula Thula Private Game Reserve.

Victor Ngwenya does a ‘high five’ with some of the kids from the creche near the private game reserve.

The pangolin is an ancient digging mammal and a scaly anteater relative. More than 1 million have been slaughtered over the past 10 years to feed the illegal wildlife trade.


