TRANSLOCATION

Captured
in Mokala
Game capture is fast-paced,
fraught with danger and
as unpredictable as the
wildlife it targets. Aden Bell
and photographer Karin
Schermbrucker join the chase.

CAPTIVATING
An aerial shot of
the handsome
gemsbok targeted
for capture.
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T

hey’ve been
waiting two
days for the
pilot to break
through the
fog outside
Kruger. They
still have to wait.
Without the helicopter, SANParks’ Kimberley-based game
capture unit, camped amongst thorn trees
in nearby Mokala National Park, is dead in
the water.
Target species for translocation: 100
gemsbok and 75 red hartebeest, herded by
the chopper into a specially constructed
plastic boma, loaded onto a truck and
moved to Namaqua National Park, 1 000
kilometres to the west. The ‘new’ antelope
being introduced in recently acquired
parkland are meant to help germinate
those glorious Namaqualand flowers
through trampling. They’ll enhance existing populations of gemsbok and hartebeest
and, presumably, lure more tourists.
“You have one chance to get it right,”
says veterinary technologist Cathy Dreyer,
waiting in the lounge of Mokala’s Mosu
Lodge and anxious to start. No matter how
carefully calibrated a capture operation is,
lots can go wrong. “You can’t capture in the
rain as the helicopter doesn’t have wipers.
We don’t capture above 28 degrees. The
wind direction can change …”
Not to mention mechanical failure,
adds Craig Williams, co-ordinator of the
Kimberley-based game capture unit and in
charge of logistics and planning.
Formally known as Veterinary Wildlife Services (VWS), SANParks has two
wildlife-capture teams, a core group of 12
based in Kimberley and 27 in Kruger. The
Kimberley team can capture as many as
4 000 animals in a busy year. Primarily for
translocation to other national parks, and
mainly buffalo, black rhino, giraffe, plains
game and predators like lion and cheetah.
Though the Kimberley team’s animal
casualty rate is less than two per cent, it’s a
constant challenge to minimise mortalities
and stress to the animals. Highly interde-

IN HOT PURSUIT The helicopter drives
gemsbok towards the capture boma.
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pendent, each person on the capture team
has a role to play, like workers on a production line or actors in a play. If they don’t do
it properly, on time, they wind up with a
defective product or a theatrical flop.
Worse, team members can get hurt. Badly hurt. A back injury from a rendezvous
with a roan antelope. Compressed vertebrae from dealing with a black wildebeest.
A gemsbok horn driven through a hand. A
rhino horn, luckily tipped, imprinted on a
forehead. Teams have to keep their wits and
nerve about them.
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Behind the scenes

After finally finding a gap in the Mpumalanga fog, pilot Charles Thompson arrives
with the helicopter and the R220 000, weeklong operation gets into gear. Thompson
scouts Mokala for concentrations of target
game so they can site the boma. The choice
lies in the north of Mokala, thick with
thorn trees and other brush. There are large
herds of gemsbok and red hartebeest a
kilometre or two away.
Calm yet intently focused, Williams
oversees the boma building. In this case a
roughly six-hour process with help from
outside rangers from Table Mountain
National Park and members from VWS
in Kruger. The boma is sited along the
animals’ natural migration routes, red sand
paths angling through the thorny grass.
It’s a 200 x 200 x 300 metre funnel-shaped
construction, with collapsible plastic walls
of about three metres high, five plastic
curtains that retract to the sides, countless
metal poles and cables, a steel crush, and
loading ramp leading into a truck.
Surveying the team hoisting poles, plastic and brush to camouflage the boma’s entrance, pitching in himself, Williams seems
satisfied. The wind is right, coming from
the northwest and blowing into the
boma so the team can stay downwind of
the animals.
If the wind doesn’t change, and
everyone keeps slogging through the
35-degree heat, they should be ready to
capture by the next morning.
2
Meanwhile, the lynchpin of the operation sits at some distance in the veld: a
R25 million Eurocopter B-3 Squirrel.
Thompson, one of two SANParks official
pilots, sits in the shade on the back of a
bakkie. Williams has told him not to work
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Mokala National
Park is 60 km from
Kimberley.
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MAIN IMAGE
The plastic boma
plays a central role
in a mass capture
operation.
1. Pilot Charles
Thompson scouts a
site for the boma.
He decides on a
flat area in the
north of the park.
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2. Construction
begins. The team
sinks support poles
for the plastic
walls.
3 & 4. Plastic
sheeting is delivered and scrub
collected for
camouflage of the
structures.
5. Rangers from
other parks lend
a hand with the
capture.
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6. It takes about
six hours and 30
people to construct
the boma.

“Gemsbok are stubborn;
if they get out, they’ll
alert the others. What
comes in stays in.”
– Co-ordinator Craig Williams

www.wildcard.co.za
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7. A whiteboard
on the side of the
truck acts as operations centre.
8. Craig Williams
is just 25, yet
capably in charge
of logistics.
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too much, save his hands for flying or
something like that.
As with everyone else on the team,
Thompson has a background in nature
conservation. He was a wilderness guide
before starting to fly helicopters 10 years
ago. Even before he takes to the air, his
love for his work is obvious. “My two
passions, conservation and aviation, are
combined in one job. We do a lot of antipoaching work and patrolling, a lot of
ranger support.”
Flying for game capture, he says, “is dangerous flying. If you were to have engine
failure you couldn’t recover. You’re flying
within the dead man’s curve.”
Like an aerial sheepdog, Thompson has
to herd the game into the boma by flying
the chopper in all sorts of configurations,
low over the trees. He has to make a
myriad of decisions in the process.
“Flying the helicopter is not the
important part. You don’t watch the instruments, even the trees are in your
peripheral vision. You watch the animals.
It’s the pilot’s responsibility to manage
how fast and how far they’re running.
If you push the animals too hard with
the helicopter, they can get capture myo
pathy.” [Overexertion, which can cause
muscle damage and a fatal build-up of
lactic acid in the muscles – Ed.]
“There are different stages to the capture,” he adds. “A relaxed stage, when the
animals are moving slowly ahead of you.
You have to see how the animals are mov-

It’s just after dawn and
members of the team do
a final check on the boma
to make sure it’s ready for
the antelope.
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ing, different species move differently. See
what associations there are, what bulls
there are. You go in and take that little
group, ideally a minimum of 20.
“Then, when you get near the boma,
you put the pressure on them to go in
the right direction, you try to keep them
together. The last 100 metres you push
them more, get them to go past the cables
and not break up, without any animals
running out.”
Thompson’s extra challenge this time
round: the herds have calved early. In the
interest of preserving family groups, mothers and youngsters must be captured together or left behind. They often are if the
babies are too young, along with the aged.
It’s the pilot’s choice, and dilemma.
“It’s intense,” Thompson says, “but to see
the animals going in is one of the best feelings you’ll ever have.
“People who love game capture like the
unpredictable. If you knew you’d catch 70
or 80 animals by sunset it would be boring.
It’s all fluid.”

What comes in, stays in

Day two dawns and, just after first light,
the boma is finished. Williams calls everyone in for a briefing, pointing to a rough
sketch of the boma he’s drawn and hung
on the side of the truck.
“I don’t want any animals out of this
boma, or the boma will be compromised.
Especially with gemsbok, they’re stubborn,
and they’ll get out and alert the others.

Craig Williams
runs through the
game plan. “I don’t
want any animals
out of this boma.”

What comes in stays in.”
Thompson takes to the air and everyone
else quickly takes their stations on the
ground. People at all five curtains, hiding
inside them but ready to run them across.
Some on the crush ready to close the gate
there, others to assist if animals refuse to
go up the ramp.
Vet-tech Dreyer has finished unpacking
the tranquillisers she’ll give the hartebeest
once on the truck. Gemsbok get PVC
pipes on their potentially lethal horns,
not drugs. She’s also set up a first aid station and organised the paperwork for the
team’s drivers. Yes, her role is specialist, she
says, but “everyone on the team is animal
welfare-minded”.
Williams is here, there and everywhere
with his walkie-talkie, in constant communication with Thompson about what
the game are doing and what’s possible.
Thompson’s voice is audible on the truck’s
radio, but the best way to follow what’s
happening is to watch him fly and to listen to the strange sounds he makes. From
the top of the truck, looking down on the
loading ramp and out across the boma
and the trees, the view of the scene is a
good one.
The helicopter circles wide, angles, dips,
dives, advances, retreats to the tune of
noisy bleeps to move the game forward.
When the short bleeps change to a long
whoop like a police siren, the pressure is
on. The antelope, red hartebeest on this
first drive, are herded into the boma and

Pilot Charles Thompson takes to the air.
The helicopter will drive the antelope into
the boma and towards the truck. The boma
grows ever narrower, with curtains closing
off sections as the animals advance.

Rangers dash to
close the curtains
so the animals
won’t turn around
to escape.

the curtains must close in rapid succession
to contain them.
Through the bush comes a small group of
red hartebeest, running towards the truck.
When they reach the ramp, 1,5 metres
across, they obediently run up single-file.

“People who love
game capture like the
unpredictable.”
Through the hatch on the truck’s roof,
down below in the shadows they look
bewildered, but Dreyer is fast on her feet,
injecting them through the hatches with
short- and long-lasting tranquillisers using
a syringe fixed to a long pole. Williams assists. In just a few minutes the job is done
and the hartebeest are coaxed forward into
the truck’s front compartment to make
room for the next arrivals.
The gemsbok arriving next are a different story. Again the chopper’s siren goes
off and the main gate closes. From all
directions, skirting the trees, the gemsbok
come running, towards the truck and away
from it. Some run onto the truck, panting,
but others get as far as the crush and refuse
to go up the ramp. The team rushes to slip
PVC pipes on their horns. A pushboard, a
large metal board supported by two men,
is used to direct recalcitrant ones into the
truck. One huge bull is escorted by six men
up the ramp into captivity.
It’s an adrenaline rush for humans and

Red hartebeest
throng into the
truck, bewildered
by the activity but
placid all the same.
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animals. The process is repeated until the
sun gets too hot, the wind rises and the
truck is reasonably full – not to capacity
but enough to warrant the trip. “We don’t
pack them in like sardines,” says Kimberley
operations manager Rudi Williams, critical
to the capture behind the scenes.
Inside the cab of the truck, he demonstrates the rotating CCTV monitors to
keep an eye on the game en route. Doors
close, vents open and 22 gemsbok, 12
hartebeest and two drivers head west.
Once in Namaqua, 10 hours later, the
antelope will be released into an introduction boma for about an hour so families
can regroup, settle. Then they’ll be freed to
explore their new home.
That leaves 141 more heads of game to
capture. But that night the wind whips up
and three raging fires, ignited by lightning,
spread across the veld. The capture team
is up all night fighting them. They look
finished early next morning after barely an
hour of sleep. But, having scouted for game
again in the chopper, including for animals
that may have been burned, co-ordinator
Williams makes the announcement:
“We’re gonna catch!”

to take down the capture boma and put up
another, then use net capture to speed up
the process. Stress to the animals was exacerbated by the fires. Four gemsbok and
two hartebeest died from injuries in the
nets and capture myopathy.
“Sometimes you are going to sacrifice
one animal’s life, but you have to look at
the bigger picture,” says Dreyer. The
success rate for translocation is high and
improved drugs and methods mean the
risk for mortality is low. It’s an undeniably
risky but undeniably rewarding business.

A mostly happy ending

A week later, the capture ended as scheduled. A total of 106 gemsbok and 72 red
hartebeest were translocated to Namaqua
National Park. Not without further challenges though. The wind and weather
turned, the team reported, requiring them

Vet technician Cathy Dreyer administers tranquillisers to keep the
hartebeest calm for their journey to
Namaqua National Park. Cameras
will monitor them along the way.

The gemsbok don’t go as quietly
as the hartebeest – one stubborn bull has to be escorted by
six rangers. These feisty antelope aren’t given tranquillisers.

Veterinary Wildlife
Services (VWS)
The VWS unit in Kimberley specialises in mass capture and the
capture of giraffe, black rhino and
predators, while the unit in Kruger
focuses on research support and
white rhino, buffalo and elephant
capture. The capture units are supported by veterinary teams based
in Port Elizabeth and Kruger.
VWS provides ethical and professional services relating to capture, holding, translocation, sale
and research pertaining to wildlife.
This includes:
• Reintroduction and population
management.
• Development of current capture,
translocation and animal husbandry techniques.
• Disease monitoring, management
and surveillance.
• Veterinary research, with emphasis on conservation medicine.

Finally the trucks are loaded with
the first batch; 22 gemsbok and
12 hartebeest. Ten hours later, the
animals will be released into their
new home.
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QUIET TIME
Cathy Dreyer
takes a break
as the trucks
set out for
Namaqualand.

Types of game capture
For SANParks, the game capture
season runs from early March until
late October. In summer, rains and
heat make it difficult to capture, plus
some species are calving at this time.
Depending on the type of species, the
numbers targeted, time and budget,
the capture methods vary.
Mass Capture
Mass capture is used when there is a
sizeable number of herd animals to
catch and usually only for ‘non-dangerous’
species, though it’s sometimes used for
buffalo.
Plastic capture involves little handling and is the least stressful for the
animals. Animals are herded by helicopter into a plastic boma and onto a truck,
with the assistance as needed of people
on the ground and sometimes ground
vehicles. Suited to bushveld where plastic can be camouflaged. Cost-effective
in that it doesn’t require immobilising
drugs. Requires a large, experienced
team and expensive equipment.
Net capture is similar to plastic
capture in that animals are herded by
helicopter into a boma, but the sides are
netting and animals either run into preset nets or are caught in drop nets lifted
and supported by poles. They are physically restrained, tranquillised and loaded
onto the truck. A more stressful form of
capture with greater risk of injury to animals, but often the only way to capture
certain species and in open plains where
plastic bomas would stand out.
Passive capture is where animals
move freely into the capture site, often
around a waterhole ‘planted’ with food to
lure them in. Plastic curtains running on
cables are erected around the perimeter
of the site, and closed or dropped once
the animals are inside. Animals may be
captured by hand or selectively darted.
Minimum stress, no helicopter required.

You can’t capture in the
rain as the helicopter
doesn’t have wipers.

CONTAINED
THREAT
The gemsbok get
PVC pipes on their
potentially lethal
horns.

Chemical Capture
Chemical capture is used to catch big
game such as elephant, rhino, lion and
buffalo. Typically, a veterinarian darts the
animal from a helicopter with an immobilising drug. After capture, an antidote
is administered. A more controlled form
of capture, there are detailed protocols
for each species. Find out more at www.
sanparks.org/conservation/veterinary/
about/capture.php
www.wildcard.co.za
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