LONG LIVE THE KING
Plight of lions,
particularly rare
white lions, is in
the spotlight
at the CITES
meeting this
week, writes
Claire Keeton
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WHITE LION FEVER: A male white lion engages in a mating ritual with a tawny lioness wearing a monitoring collar in the Timbavati region, Limpopo
scenting and mating with Tswalu.
Cleopatra was on the move, with
Matsieng padding a hopeful pace
behind her.
Lion ecologist Jason Turner, who
studies the critically endangered
white lion prides, said: “This is
unusual behaviour as normally
other lions mate only when the
dominant male is away. We were
surprised to see the males swapped
over.”

The odds are against a tawny
lioness giving birth to white cubs
after mating with a white male.
This can happen though if the
tawny female has a white lion
genetic marker, which is rare.
Tucker’s conservation trust is
working to boost the white lion
gene pool in habitats where the
lions are endemic. The trust has six
white lions and four tawny lions in
three prides in its Tsau! reserve on
the Klaserie River.
Dispelling the myth that white
lions — which are not albinos —
cannot survive in the wild, Turner
published research this year
showing that they hunt as
effectively as tawny lions.
Tucker said: “We have seen a
drastic decline of lions in the wild
while their numbers are escalating
in captivity. White lions have been

forcibly removed from the endemic
habitat where they occur naturally
into breeding camps and zoos and
they have been hunted.
“White lions are at the centre of
the killing industry in South Africa.
The lion-petting and cannedhunting industry work together.
The same cubs which are hugged
by visitors are hunted as trophies
when they get too big,” she said.
In South Africa there are about
2 500 lions in the wild compared to
more than 6 000 in captivity. They
are confined in lion-breeding/
canned-hunting farms which are
found mostly in North West and the
Free State, she said.
Blood Lions, a documentary
released in December, exposed this
multimillion-dollar industry in

● Continued on Page 14

A trade red in tooth and claw ...
CITES, the Convention on
International Trade in
Endangered Species of Wild
Fauna and Flora, is an agreement
between 182 countries and the
EU that aims to control the
billion-dollar international
trade in wild animal and plant
species so that it does not
threaten their survival.
Roughly 35 600 species are
protected by the treaty, which
has helped to prevent the
extinction of many animals
and plants.
But some conservationists
warn that it does not go far

enough to prevent the
overexploitation of endangered
species.
The illegal trafficking of
wildlife, worth roughly
$20-billion (about R280-billion)
a year, is ranked as the fourthlargest organised crime arena in
the world after illicit arms
trading, counterfeit goods and
human trafficking.
Member states attend the
Conference of the Parties
held every two to three years,
where they discuss and vote on
the level of protection needed
for a species.

Species are listed under three
appendices:
ý Appendix I includes species
threatened with extinction.
Trade in these species is
permitted only in exceptional
circumstances;
ý Appendix II includes species
not necessarily threatened with
extinction, but in which trade
must be controlled to ensure
their survival; and
ý Appendix III lists species
named by at least one country
that has asked other countries
for co-operation in controlling
their trade.
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White lions
are at the centre
of the killing
industry in SA.
Lion petting and
canned hunting
work together
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LEOPATRA was very keen
on Mandla. So keen that
every time the tawny
lioness came into oestrus
she would leave her pride, swim
across a river, dig under a fence
and roar for the attention of the
white lion who lived on a nearby
reserve.
Mandla — at the time the only
adult male white lion in the bush in
South Africa — had been rescued
by lion conservationist Linda
Tucker from captivity and released
at Timbavati, adjoining the Kruger
Park, the only place where these
unique lions are born wild.
But then things got complicated.
After months of Cleopatra pursuing
Mandla, the dominant male in her
pride followed her and dug under a
second fence to fight his rival.
Mandla survived the bloody clash
and Cleopatra was put on a
contraceptive to stop her courtship.
But years later, when the drug
wore off, she once again swam
across the river and was back
roaring to the white lion pride.
It was then that Tucker, founder
of the Global White Lion Protection
Trust, arranged to acquire
Cleopatra and she was integrated
into the white lion pride.
At the time the pride had three
young lions sired by Mandla, so
Cleopatra had to get another
contraceptive implant.
This month, when she came back
into oestrus, she finally got the
chance to mate with two white
lions, the sons of Mandla.
White lions, the species coveted
by trophy hunters because they are
so rare, have no special protection
and went extinct in the wild from
1991 until 2006 when the trust
reintroduced its founder pride.
In Africa, lion populations have
plunged 43% in the past 20 years to
about 20 000 lions, according to a
recent report by three conservation
NGOs, “Beyond Cecil: Africa’s
Lions in Crisis”.
Protecting lions and banning
canned hunting, which is rife in
South Africa, are on the agenda at
the 17th meeting of the Conference
of the Parties to the Convention on
International Trade in Endangered
Species of Wild Fauna and Flora,
which started in Johannesburg
yesterday.
When the Sunday Times visited
the Timbavati reserve last week,
the white lions pursued Cleopatra
and another tawny lioness known
as Tswalu, mating three to four
times an hour around the clock for
a few days.
For the first 48 hours Tswalu
and the male Matsieng were
inseparable, and Cleopatra hooked
up with Zukhara.
When we saw them they had
swapped partners and Zukhara,
growling at a low pitch, was
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Game for posterity,
not just for the pot
Children in the Wilderness is helping raise a generation
of rural eco-warriors, writes Claire Keeton

T

HABO Boldwin Maluleke,
18, wants to save the rhino.
This student leader from
the Makuleke community,
adjoining Kruger National Park,
has a battalion of pupils behind him
who want to protect endangered
wildlife.
The soft-spoken, lanky student
appears an unlikely eco-warrior.
But when he picks up litter in the
dust and shows us the food garden
he has planted it is clear he is
prepared to get his hands dirty.
Threats to conservation such as
poaching and deforestation will not
abate until young people like him —
rural people who live in proximity to
game parks and endangered species
— care about and benefit from protecting their natural heritage.
This is why the organisation Children in the Wilderness runs “ecoclubs” involving about 2 500 children in seven African countries.
Children who show enthusiasm
for conservation go on wildlife
camps and those with potential, like
Thabo, are chosen for its Youth
Environmental Stewardship programme. Thabo dreams of being a
wildlife vet and in June he got the
chance to follow one for two weeks,
taking part in the darting and relocation of six white rhinos.
When Thabo told 32 boisterous 10year-olds at an eco-club meeting at
Boxahuku Primary School in Limpopo about his experience, they fell
silent and hung on his words. All
their hands shot up to give the

WILD CHILD:
Thabo
Maluleke
teaches
pupils in
Limpopo
about
endangered
animals, left,
and relaxes at
his home in
Makuleke,
next to
Kruger
National Park
Pictures:
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Our people are
learning to protect
animals. Before,
they used to kill
wild animals

names of endangered animals or
plants to their “eco-mentor”.
Their mentor, Rhulani Ngwenyama, is a trained volunteer from
Makuleke who follows an environmental curriculum with them.
“How is an animal in danger?

What can you do to prevent it becoming extinct? Why should we
care?” were three of the topics the
kids tackled with gusto.
Ngwenyama, 25, said he was clueless before he got involved. “Now I’m
aware of the danger of litter and teach
others the habit of picking it up.
Before, I would pass a tree and cut it,
but now I know it can help me and my
children. We learn to plant trees and
to love animals, domestic and wild.”
Ngwenyama works with eco-clubs
in four primary schools in the Makuleke community, near Kruger’s Punda Maria gate. In 1998, the Makulekes were the first to have a successful land claim inside Kruger.
Safari operators that partner with

the Makuleke Concession in the Pafuri area make quarterly payments
to the Community Property Association. Association chairwoman
and teacher Mavis Hatlane said:
“We are benefiting from about 78
jobs inside the park and the revenue
has been used for electrification and
the construction of classrooms.”
Thabo started a club called Super
Kids to Save the Environment at his
high school. “December 2011 was
my first time in the bush and it was
very exciting. I realised I want to be
part of conserving nature and in
2012 I joined the Save the Elephant
campaign,” he said.
Last year he joined the Youth
Environmental Stewardship pro-
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gramme where he is developing life
and leadership skills.
“When I stayed at the Skukuza vet
camp in my school holidays it reinforced my dream of becoming a
wildlife vet. I saw a pangolin and we
darted and vaccinated wild dogs.
“I also joined in the darting and
capture of white rhinos for relocation. We did blood, hair and tissue
sampling and helped to load them

Big money
must save
megafauna

IRREPLACEABLE: A baby pangolin sits on its mother’s back at a zoo in Bhubaneshwar, India. In July Hong Kong
police confiscated 9.4 tons of pangolin scales
Picture: REUTERS

Pangolins: Earth’s most
illegally traded mammal
Asian markets behind decline, writes Claire Keeton

P

ANGOLINS, the world’s only mammals with scales,
are rapidly disappearing in
Africa. Like rhinos, they are
being hammered by poachers.
In the past month six pangolins
had been confiscated in antipoaching busts, said Nicci Wright, director of the African Pangolin
Working Group. One was found in
Pretoria, the rest in sting operations
in Limpopo.
Wright said: “This is only the tip
of the iceberg. Pangolins are the
most illegally traded mammal on
Earth at the moment. Pangolin
poaching has reached critical proportions internationally, with the
main end market being in Asia.”
The World Wildlife Fund states
that pangolins are the most poached
and trafficked animal in the world
and is calling for their protection at
CoP17.
In July, Hong Kong harbour officials uncovered containers packed
full of pangolin scales amounting to
9.4 tons.
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One million
pangolins have
been illegally
trafficked in the
past 10 years

Wright said: “A single pangolin
has about 60-odd scales and they
had tons.”
Pangolin poaching was connected
to other illegal smuggling, as had
been seen in an abalone raid in Cape
Town where a pangolin that originated from Zimbabwe had been
confiscated, she said.

The WWF said an estimated one
million pangolins had been illegally
trafficked and traded in the past 10
years.
Several conservation groups are
calling for all commercial trade in
all eight species to be banned.
Wright said the ground pangolin
in Southern Africa was found from
Limpopo and the Kalahari north
into Mozambique, Zimbabwe and
Zambia.
Rare pangolins are being poached
for their scales — seen as a status
symbol and falsely believed to have
medicinal properties.
Wright has been a wildlife rehabilitation specialist for 20 years
who has worked with about 350
species. But pangolins were special,
she said.
“Pangolins have an awesome
presence. Their only defence is to
roll into a ball . . . They are almost
mythical creatures, like dragons,
but we are losing this species. They
are slipping off the planet and we
have to stop it.”

My first time in the
bush was exciting.
I realised I want
to be part of
conserving nature

into crates,” he said.
Where possible, Children in the
Wilderness awards bursaries to students who do well.
Meanwhile, Thabo saves the money he makes from selling the vegetables he grows.
“My dad is from the royal family.
He has another wife, and my mother
works as a security guard in Rustenburg.” Thabo lives with his grandmother and his brothers. He treats
his dog, Roy, as part of the family.
“Our people are learning to protect
animals. Before, they thought up
strategies to kill wild animals. Children in the Wilderness has helped a
lot in our villages. We have learnt to
work together to protect our natural

IMAGINE A WORLD WITHOUT THEM . . .
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heritage,” he said.
Boxahuku teacher Virginia Hatlane
praised the eco-clubs: “The children
are learning more than the theory of
taking care of plants and animals.
They are hands-on and come up with
solutions to problems in our villages.
“Even people who are illiterate
and the grannies at home understand this. The future generation
will have a better understanding of
conservation.”
keetonc@sundaytimes.co.za
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Sea species
overlooked
ENDANGERED terrestrial
species will get the lion’s share
of attention at the CITES
CoP17, but marine species also
need increased protection.
Shark scientist Dr Mark
Bond, of Florida International
University, said it was easier to
recognise species on land
whose survival was threatened
than those in the ocean.
“On land you can count
species. We can’t count sharks,
only the declines. We know
over 70% to 90% of the
proposed shark species
populations are declining in
every ocean of the world,” he
said. More than 100 million
sharks are caught annually.
Every marine species is
declining and CITES is
important for their protection
because it is an internationally
binding treaty on the 182
countries and the EU which
have signed it.
“Sharks do not recognise
international borders and the
only way to stop this global
problem is to work together,”
said Bond. “CITES provides
data on the distribution of
where catches are [made],
being consumed and traded.”
Countries are uniting behind
proposals by island nations to
increase protection for 13
shark and Mobula ray species.
“For the first time, each
proposal has more than 50
co-sponsors, the most any
proposal has ever received in
the history of CITES. This
shows a recognition that this is
a global issue.”
CITES protects eight species
of sharks, two species of manta
rays and all sawfish. This is a
fraction of what is needed
given that about 250 out of the
1 041 species of shark, ray and
chimaera in the ocean are
threatened with extinction.
The growing demand for
shark fins to make soup is
driving overfishing. Mobula
rays are caught to make a
tonic.
Bond said they had a low
reproductive rate and the
fishing put phenomenal
pressure on their populations.
— Claire Keeton

BY the 22nd century many of the big
species — elephants, big cats, gorillas
and rhinos — will be extinct unless
developed nations fund their
protection in the countries where they
persist, 44 prominent scientists say.
Peter Lindsey, policy initiative
co-ordinator for Panthera’s Lion
Programme, said: “We need a
significant increase in the level of
international support for African
protected areas.”
African countries have larger
protected areas than the global
average and these are beyond their
economic power to protect.
In the scientists’ recent declaration
for action to save the world’s terrestrial
megafauna, they urged the global
community to massively increase
funding for conservation and research.
They called for greater support
for the local people who live with a
diversity of “highly valued megafauna”
particularly in sub-Saharan Africa and
Southeast Asia.
The biggest threats to predators
were rapid human population growth,
human encroachment on predator
habitats, illegal hunting of their prey
for the bushmeat trade and the snares
in which they can get caught, Lindsey
said. “We have evidence that lions are
targeted for body parts by poachers.
This is emerging as a threat in the
region, for example in Mozambique.”
The Great Elephant Census, based
on an aerial survey of Africa and
research in 18 countries, showed that
savannah elephant populations have
declined by roughly a third in the past
seven years.
Ruminant livestock outnumber wild
megaherbivores, like elephants, by
nearly 500 to 1 — four billion to
8.5 million.
Big mammals play a critical role in
ecosystems and are invaluable to
tourism and job creation.
The scientists warned that under a
“business as usual scenario” they will
soon be writing the obituaries for many
species of megafauna.
While international frameworks like
CITES have helped safeguard species,
the scientists called on nations to unite
in funding a new mechanism to save
these symbolic species. — Claire
Keeton

Plight of SA’s white lions on CITES agenda
● From Page 13
which lions are bottle-fed and
fast-tracked for the bullet.
Tucker welcomes a motion
accepted this month by the
International Union for the
Conservation of Nature that
calls for a ban on canned hunting
in South Africa.
But she wishes that all trade in
lions — whose survival is threatened
by loss of habitat and bushmeat
poaching of their prey — would be
banned outright.
Lion trophy exports from South
Africa more than doubled in the
10 years to 2011, from 1 830 to 4 062.
White lions are not only
genetically rare but also revered
as sacred by the Sepedi and
Tsonga people. They honour
white lions as their ancestors and
for years a sangoma called Maria
Khosa was their lion shaman.
One night in 1991 Khosa walked
unarmed with a baby on her back and

two grandchildren through a pride of
angry lions surrounding a broken
safari vehicle to rescue Tucker and
other tourists stranded inside.
So moved was Tucker by the
experience that three years later she
abandoned her marketing career in
Europe and came to find the woman
known as the “lion queen of the
Timbavati”.
In time, Khosa told Tucker she was
destined to take over her mantle as
the “keeper of the white lions”.
Tucker, a graduate of the
University of Cape Town and
Cambridge University, trained with
traditional leaders and studied the
sacred science of lions.
She said: “The name ‘Timbavati’
refers to the place where star or
angelic lions came down.”
In 2002 Tucker launched the
nonprofit trust to protect the white
lions and the cultural values around
them.
Her quest to free white lions,
supported every step by Turner,

involved confrontations with
breeders and hunters and death
threats.
Tucker and Turner are now
partners, both in the trust and in life.
Conservationists like the late Ian
Player supported their efforts, which
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White lions are our
guardians, our
ancestors, and we
need them for
balance in the
ecosystem

are grounded in the local community.
Tucker started a programme
for young people committed to
conservation, dubbed StarLion,
and a leadership academy.
Sibusiso Ngobeni, 26, from nearby
Bushbuckridge, said: “As a StarLion
ambassador I work closely with five
schools doing nature conservation

and talking about ‘lion-hearted
leadership’.”
Other projects supported by the
trust include waste recycling and
planting indigenous trees.
Another StarLion ambassador,
Harmony Khosa, who is descended
from the lion queen, said he was
working to preserve the oral history
of the Sotho and Shangaan tribes.
“White lions are our guardians,
our ancestors, and we need them for
balance in the ecosystem,” he said.
Prompted by an ancient proverb —
“Until the lion learns to speak, the
story will be told from the hunter’s
perspective” — Tucker launched a
talent challenge to “lion-hearted
children” ahead of the CITES
conference, asking them to speak for
the lions. “We have got incredible
submissions from around the world,
from Hawaii, India, England,
America, Italy. I’m hoping their
messages will touch the hearts of
decision-makers,” said Tucker.
keetonc@sundaytimes.co.za

UNITED EFFORT: Linda Tucker and
zoologist Jason Turner founded
their non-profit white lion trust 14
years ago Pictures: KEVIN SUTHERLAND

