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the iMpoRtAnce oF 
AnTI-PoACHInG FIELD DATA 
collection in the Fight 
AgAinSt illegAl wildliFe 
tRAde
Dr Andrew Taylor, Wildlife in Trade Programme
AndrewT@ewt.org.za

Reducing	 the	 illegal	 trade	 in	 wildlife	 products	 requires	 a	
multifaceted	 approach.	 A	 complete	 strategy	 would	 target	 all	
levels	of	trade	participants,	 including	the	end	users	of	wildlife	
products	 (either	 through	 demand	 reduction	 schemes	 or	 the	
development	 of	 legal	 and	 viable	 trade	 options),	 the	 traders	
of	 illegal	 wildlife	 products	 (organised	 criminals	 working	 at	
various	stages	along	the	trade	chain),	and	the	poachers.	While	
the	EWT	works	with	a	number	of	partners	to	play	a	role	in	all	
three	arenas,	one	of	our	current	focus	areas	is	the	prevention	of	
poaching	at	the	ground	level	by	working	with	field	rangers	and	
reserve	managers.	

As	conservation	biologists,	we	have	historically	viewed	poaching	
as	 a	 conservation	 issue,	 but	 criminologists	 teach	 us	 that	 we	
should	also	treat	poaching	as	a	crime.	In	line	with	this,	we	are	
working	with	wildlife	defenders	to	approach	anti-poaching	law	
enforcement	 from	 this	 latter	 perspective.	 To	 do	 this,	 we	 are	
emphasising	the	importance	of	data	collection	and	analysis,	an	
area	of	law	enforcement	that	the	wildlife	sector	often	overlooks.

The	first	step	in	this	process	is	the	collection	of	reliable	poaching	
related	 data,	 something	 that	 field	 rangers	 have	 traditionally	
done	 using	 a	 notepad	 and	 pen.	 While	 this	 practice	 is	 very	
useful,	 it	has	 some	 limitations,	 including	 the	need	 to	 transfer	
information	from	notepads	to	electronic	databases	at	the	end	
of	 each	 patrol	 (or	 less	 frequently),	 which	 is	 time	 consuming	
and	 prone	 to	 transcription	 error,	 and	 the	 fact	 that	 there	 is	 a	
potential	delay	in	conveying	the	information	collected	to	field	
commanders.	This	 lack	of	 real	time	transfer	of	 information	to	
decision	makers	could	make	the	difference	between	disrupting	
poachers	and	losing	a	rhino.	

Both	 of	 these	 shortcomings	 can	 be	 overcome	by	making	 use	
of	 technological	 developments	 in	 smart	 phones	 and	 other	
handheld	 electronic	 devices	 that	 have	 occurred	 over	 the	 last	
few	years.	These	devices,	alongside	the	innovations	in	software	
applications	 that	 have	 grown	with	 them,	 have	 improved	 our	
ability	 to	 collect	field	data	accurately	and	efficiently,	 and	one	
application	 in	particular	 is	proving	 to	be	useful	 in	 this	 regard.	
The	 Council	 for	 Scientific	 and	 Industrial	 Research	 (CSIR)	 has	

developed	a	collaboration	ecosystem	called	Cmore,	a	situation	
awareness	platform	created	for	use	across	a	wide	variety	of	law	
enforcement	sectors,	including	those	relating	to	wildlife	crimes.	
The	Cmore	application,	which	is	easy	to	learn	and	simple	to	use,	
allows	 for	 the	 efficient	 collection	 of	 various	 forms	 of	wildlife	
related	data,	such	as	animal	sightings,	as	well	as	crime	related	
information	such	as	evidence	of	potential	poaching	incursions.	
Cmore	is	especially	effective	when	used	on	phones	with	access	
to	a	reliable	data	connection	because	this	allows	for	real-time	
data	 sharing	 with	 other	 anti-poaching	 personnel	 who	 have	
security	 clearance.	Observations	entered	onto	Cmore	by	field	
rangers	 in	remotes	areas	of	a	reserve	can	be	seen	by	rangers	
in	other	areas	of	 the	 reserve,	as	well	as	by	commanders	 in	a	
central	 operations	 centre,	 thus	 allowing	 for	 quick	 reactions	
to	 potential	 poaching	 situations.	 Importantly,	 online	 security	
procedures	allow	reserve	managers	to	control	who	has	access	
to	sensitive	information	on	Cmore.	The	EWT	has	been	working	
with	 the	 CSIR,	 Department	 of	 Environmental	 Affairs	 (DEA)	
and	 South	 African	 National	 Parks	 (SANParks)	 to	 facilitate	 the	
implementation	 of	 Cmore	 in	 protected	 areas	 with	 important	
rhino	populations.

The	second	part	of	our	work	with	wildlife	defenders	is	to	provide	
training	for	law	enforcement	managers	to	make	better	use	of	the	
data	they	collect,	which	is	an	important	part	of	understanding	
rhino	 poaching	 and	 other	 problems	 related	 to	wildlife	 trade.	
Observations	made	by	patrol	teams	are	pivotal	for	monitoring	
poaching	 trends	 and	 identifying	 patterns	 and,	 with	 targeted	
analysis;	these	data	provide	enforcement	decision	makers	with	
invaluable	 information	 for	 patrol	 deployments,	 investigations	
and	resource	allocation.	Moreover,	such	data	can	also	be	used	
to	determine	the	effectiveness	of	anti-poaching	interventions.	

To	 provide	 this	 training,	 the	 EWT	 has	 been	 working	 with	
the	 Netherlands	 Institute	 for	 the	 Study	 of	 Crime	 and	 Law	
Enforcement	(NSCR),	as	well	as	the	CSIR	and	DEA.	The	training	
has	 been	 designed	 with	 the	 following	 three	 main	 objectives	
in	 mind:	 (1)	 to	 reduce	 the	 effort	 needed	 to	 collect	 detailed	
patrol	 data	 about	 ranger	 movements	 and	 the	 location	 of	
illegal	activity	using	a	paperless	system;	(2)	to	train	analysts	in	
law	enforcement	units	 to	ensure	patrol	data	are	mapped	and	
analysed	to	develop	patrol	and	investigation	strategies;	and,	(3)	
to	 collect	 photographic	 evidence	 at	 crime	 scenes	 and	 during	
arrests	to	build	stronger	court	cases	and	secure	convictions.	

Through	a	combination	of	more	accurate	data	collection,	 real	
time	transfer	of	information	to	field	commanders	and	targeted	
data	analysis,	and	by	working	with	reserves	to	implement	these	
activities,	 the	 EWT	hopes	 to	 give	wildlife	 defenders	 the	 edge	
against	poachers.

tRAditionAl Medicine tRAde 
And the uSe oF SungAzeRS
Zwelakhe Zondi and Joy Khuzwayo
z.zondi@sanbi.org.za

Smaug giganteus,	 commonly	 known	 as	 the	 Sungazer,	 is	 a	
girdled	lizard	found	only	in	the	Highveld	grasslands	of	the	Free	
State	 and	Mpumalanga	 provinces	 of	 South	 Africa.	 This	 iconic	
species	 is	 facing	 impending	 extinction	 due	 to	 anthropogenic	
threats	including	habitat	loss,	habitat	transformation	(through	
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agriculture	and	mining)	and	illegal	harvesting	
for	 the	 international	 pet	 and	 local	
traditional	 medicine	 trade.	 Sungazers	
are	listed	as	Vulnerable	on	the	IUCN	Red	
Data	List,	and	have	also	been	listed	on	
CITES	Appendix	II	since	1981,	meaning	

a	permit	is	required	for	international	
import	 and	 export.	 Additionally,	

they	 are	 also	 listed	 under	 the	
South	 African	 Threatened	

or	 Protected	

Species	 list	 (ToPS)	 in	 terms	 of	 the	 National	 Environmental	
Management:	 Biodiversity	 Act	 (Act	 10	 of	 2004)	 (NEMBA)	
and	 thus	 a	permit	 is	 required	a	permit	 for	 catching,	 hunting,	
transporting,	importing,	exporting,	killing	or	possession	within	
South	 Africa.	With	 all	 this	 in	mind,	 we	 have	 embarked	 on	 a	
study	with	the	aim	of	establishing	where	animals	are	sourced,	
the	price	they	are	sold	for,	turnover	rates	and	uses	in	traditional	
medicine.

The	historical	natural	distribution	range	of	Sungazers	falls	within	
the	 Highveld	 Agricultural	 region,	 where	 40%	 of	 the	 habitat	
has	 been	 irreversibly	 transformed	 for	 crop	 monoculture.	
Furthermore,	 Sungazers	 have	 customarily	 been	harvested	 for	

use	 in	 traditional	 medicine	 across	 their	 distribution	 range.	
In	 recent	times	however,	 they	have	been	 found	 in	 traditional	
medicine	(muthi)	markets	outside	of	the	species	distribution,	in	
the	neighbouring	provinces	of	KwaZulu-Natal	and	Gauteng.	The	
species	is	purchased	by	traditional	healers	(sangomas)	who	use	
powdered	body	parts	to	make	potions	that	will	be	used	to	treat	
various	ailments	and	cultural	beliefs.	Currently	the	extent	and	
the	 impact	of	 the	 traditional	medicine	 trade	on	 the	Sungazer	
population	are	poorly	known.	Moreover,	the	uses	of	the	species	
by	 healers	 and	 traditional	medicine	 consumers	 are	 vague.	 In	
a d d i t i o n ,	 the	 extent	 of	 trade	 in	 Sungazers	 for	

the	 local	 and	 international	
market	 has	 not	 been	

investigated.	

In	 order	 to	
conduct	 this	 study,	 20	 towns	 in	 the	 Free	 State	

were	selected	and	visited,	 from	February	2016	to	date.	
Interviews	 were	 conducted	 using	 semi-structured	
questionnaires.	We	would	actively	search	 for	 traditional	

healers	 and	 traders	 who	were	willing	 to	 participate	 in	 the	
interviews.	 Whilst	 driving	 through	 the	 various	 locations,	 we	
looked	 out	 for	 flags	 that	 healers	 displayed	 on	 their	 gates.	
Flagpoles	 are	 used	 as	 an	 indication	 to	 potential	 clients	 that	
there	is	a	traditional	healer	residing	in	the	house.	However,	not	
all	healers	use	this	method.	In	the	event	that	there	were	no	flags	
on	display,	we	would	ask	 the	 locals	 if	 they	knew	a	 traditional	
healer	 in	 the	 vicinity	 that	 they	 could	 refer	 us	 to.	 Traditional	
healers	were	interviewed	regarding	the	uses	of	the	species	 in	
traditional	medicine,	conservation	concerns	and	knowledge	of	
any	laws	that	protect	wildlife.

Approximately	 130	 healers	 were	 approached,	 and	 87	
participated	 in	 the	 interviews.	 At	 present,	 our	 data	 illustrate	
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that	the	whole	animal,	except	for	the	intestines,	is	used	to	make	
traditional	medicine.	In	addition,	most	healers	use	fats	from	the	
animal.	 Fats	are	used	 for	 the	protection	of	a	household	 from	
evil	 spirits	 and	 the	 rest	of	 the	 carcass	 is	 ground	 into	powder,	
which	will	 then	 be	 used	 for	 other	 ailments.	When	 preparing	
the	traditional	medicine	both	sexes	are	used	in	the	concoction.	
Traditional	 healers	 believe	 that	 it	 is	 vital	 to	 use	 both	 sexes	
when	preparing	the	medicine	because	Sungazers	are	generally	
found	 in	pairs	 in	the	wild,	which	affirms	their	principal	use	of	
strengthening	an	eternal	bond	between	married	individuals.	

The	 Sungazers	 are	 used	 to	 treat	 various	 ailments	 including	
epileptic	 seizures,	 helping	 an	 infant	 who	 is	 unable	 to	 walk,	
to	 treat	 strokes,	 and	 to	 protect	 households	 from	 evil	 spirits	
such	 as	 lightning	 spells.	 The	 use	 of	 the	 species	 in	 traditional	
medicine	differs	from	one	healer	to	the	next.	Nonetheless,	the	
most	common	uses	are	to	create	a	bond	between	couples	(love	
potion),	 and	 to	ensure	 that	women	 in	polygamous	marriages	
tolerate	 and	 love	 each	 other	 and	 are	 submissive	 to	 their	
husbands.

What	is	thought	provoking	is	that	authentic	traditional	healers	
are	 aware	 of	 sustainable	 use	 and	 promote	 it.	 Most	 healers	
stated	 that	 they	 only	 use	 two	 animals	 (male	 and	 female)	 for	
three	to	five	years.	Furthermore,	they	don’t	buy	animals	from	
hunters	if	they	don’t	need	them	or	if	they	still	have	specimens	
in	 their	 collection.	 Traditional	 healers	 are	 also	 concerned	
about	the	perceived	decline	 in	Sungazer	populations	over	the	
years,	attributing	 it	 to	habitat	 loss	due	to	urban	development	
and	over-harvesting	due	 to	an	 increase	 in	 traditional	healers.	
However,	not	all	healers	believe	that	the	species	is	threatened.	
Animals	are	purchased	from	hunters	at	an	average	price	of	R50	
per	carcass.	However,	it	was	noted	that	some	hunters	may	sell	
them	for	R500	per	carcass.

To	date,	we	have	not	interviewed	hunters	or	collectors,	because	
they	 are	 mostly	 minors	 and	 ethical	 constraints	 need	 to	 be	
considered.	Further	conclusions	will	be	drawn	when	the	study	
is	completed.

This work is done with the support of Tshwane University of 
Technology and the South African National Biodiversity Institute

Dr. Lizanne Roxburgh, Senior Scientist, 
Conservation Science Unit
lizanner@ewt.org.za

The	Endangered	Wildlife	Trust	regularly	publishes	
the	 results	 of	 our	 conservation	 science	 research	
in	 scientific	 journals,	 so	 that	 our	 work	 can	
contribute	 to	 a	 growing	 body	 of	 knowledge	 on	
conservation	science.	Here	we	highlight	our	most	
recent	scientific	publications	and	other	important	
science-related	news.	

Putting South African mammals on the 
map: updating the national Mammal 
Red list 
The	 EWT	 and	 the	 South	 African	 National	
Biodiversity	 Institute	 (SANBI)	 launched	 the	 2016	


