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I sat on a hard dung floor in Musunda, a small village that is part of over twenty villages 

which make up an area called HaMakuya located in the far north of South Africa. I was studying 
abroad with my school and for two days of the program we stayed with families in these villages. 
I had set up a sort of drawing area for the children, equipped with colored pencils, crayons, and 
paper. Three children from the village sat in front of me eagerly waiting for me to tell them why 
I asked for their help.  

 
I wanted to ask them to draw their favorite animals for me and give me reasons for their 

choices as well. I was hoping to make a project out of their answers about how the children in 
these rural villages view the wildlife around them. I went in thinking the children would know 
some English but they spoke only Venda, an official language of South Africa; this was fine 
though because I had a translator with me. After explaining to the kids what I wanted them to do, 
they began their drawings. To my surprise they all drew chickens. I had expected something 
more along the lines of The Big 5 or zebras and giraffes but instead they chose this very, to me, 
mundane creature. I thought that maybe, because the children live in South Africa, the big wild 
creatures we see on safaris are not as incredible to them as they are to foreigners. I asked the kids 
why they chose chickens and they all shyly giggled looking at each other, then one answered, 
“Because they bite people!” (at least, that’s what my translator told me).  

 
I brought in another group of children and repeated the process but this time asking them 

to draw their favorite wild animals. Again, the children were shy and didn’t say much to me but 
one girl drew an elephant and said she liked them because they don’t kill people. That was an 
interesting answer, but clearly these children lacked the fascination I have with these wild 
animals. I immediately knew I couldn’t make a project out of this. 
 

 
Children in Musunda, Hamakuya, South Africa May 2015 Photograph: Stephanie LaDue 

 
Fast-forward a few weeks to when I’m back at home and brainstorming different topic 

ideas for a project. I’ve always been interested in wildlife conservation, and South Africa is in 
the news frequently for its war with poachers. While doing some research I came across a quote 
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from Nelson Mandela stating, “The continent of Africa is well aware of the importance of the 
environment. But most of the continent’s problems on environment are simply the product of 
poverty and lack of education” (Smith 2015). We see a lot of movements trying to stop people 
from buying illegal bushmeat and animal parts, but one overlooked aspect of this issue is the 
struggling rural families that have next to no choice but to partake in this trade. Addressing the 
issue of poverty is an important factor in the effort to save endangered species such as pangolins, 
rhinoceroses, and elephants. The relationship between poverty and poaching in South Africa 
today can be traced back to the early twentieth century. 
 

In 1913 the Native Land Act was made law resulting in the relocation of Black South 
Africans to reserves; this gave over 80% of the land to the White minority who made up less than 
20% of the population. When apartheid finally fell in the early 1990’s, the Restitution of Land 
Rights Act attempted to right this wrong; anyone who could prove land was taken from them due 
to the Native Land Act could apply for restoration of their rights. Many used this as an 
opportunity to sell land for quick profit to large tract landowners (Cousins 2008). The Game 
Theft Act in 1991 gave ownership of wildlife to the landowners who then put up fences to 
protect their resources and contain the animals. This resulted in a barrier between the wildlife 
and the rural communities who cannot afford an entrance fee into the parks (Snijders 2012).  

 
Tumi Morema, a professional ranger from a rural community, describes this perspective, 

"Many years ago there weren't fences and then white people came and put up fences. Now they 
own the animals and black people feel like their access to the wild has been taken away. So they 
don't respect it. They feel like they've been robbed. That's the biggest problem. That's what 
causes poaching" (Hosea 2015). Today over half of the South African population lives under the 
poverty line, over 20% live in extreme poverty meaning they have difficulty feeding their 
families, and the unemployment rate is 25% (Duffy 2013). Feeding the family is a real, daily 
issue for many in rural communities; some turn to poaching in order to survive while others 
become wildlife rangers. 

 
The illegal poaching of bushmeat is done for both commercial trade and to provide food 

for the poachers’ local communities. Bushmeat is often the dominant source of protein in many 
rural communities. This type of poaching can devastate local ecosystems and tends to be done in 
areas that border national parks (Saunter 2012). According to a recent study sponsored by The 
Collaborative Partnership on Sustainable Wildlife Management, bushmeat poaching is becoming 
a major threat to many species throughout Africa and impacts a wide range of species including 
lions, apes, pangolins and smaller mammals (Velde 2014). Snares are the dominant method used 
in bushmeat hunting, and the wire used in snares is easily obtainable. It has been difficult for 
conservation groups to gather statistics on bushmeat hunting because it is done on a smaller scale 
in a very clandestine manner (Watson 2013). 
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Snares removed from a single ranch in Savé Valley Conservancy, Zimbabwe, mostly comprised of wire stolen 
from the perimeter wildlife-proof fence Photograph: P. Lindsey 

 
It is well known that rhinos face the very real threat of extinction. A record 1215 rhinos 

were killed in South Africa in 2014, and the majority was killed in the world famous Kruger 
National Park. As chief of Kruger’s anti-poaching unit, Major General Johan Jooste says of the 
local poachers, “they are young men, in their 20’s, recruited from poverty, but who later become 
greedy. They are uneducated and have very few opportunities to get a job” (Ramsay 2013). 
Jooste’s main focus is rhino poachers, and he says these men can make almost $3,000 from just a 
few days of work; this amount of money can be life changing for someone from a poor 
community. According to Jooste, there are over 36 poachers in Kruger at any time, usually 
hunting in groups of three. Rangers, on the other hand, face a very low pay and a life-threatening 
work environment. While both poachers and rangers are around dangerous animals, rangers tend 
to have lower quality weapons and also have to contend with the threat of poachers. Rangers are 
not allowed to shoot poachers unless their own lives are directly threatened. According to the 
International Ranger Federation, 2 rangers are killed every week throughout the world (Neme 
201). 
 

 
Rhino kill on Jakkalsbessie farm in the Greater Hoedspruit Area February 9, 2012 Photograph: Kruger Park 
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The young men from rural communities who become poachers or rangers do so primarily 

as means to support their families, and the side they choose may not reflect their relationship 
with the wildlife that is their cultural heritage. Filmmaker Mark Strickson, who filmed the 
conservation documentary “Wildlife Warzone” in 2013 about the role of rangers in South Africa, 
said, “One of the most interesting things we discovered during filming is that most poor people - 
white, black or colored - have never seen wildlife. Almost all land is locked up behind fences. To 
enter a reserve you must pay an entry fee, and few local people can afford this. It was amazing to 
see our trainee rangers take their first bush walk and, for the first time, see lions, giraffes, rhinos 
and hippos” (Strickson 2013). Strickson also spoke with local poachers, and one explained, 
"We're all just trying to do the best for our family. If I was offered a job as a ranger, I wouldn't 
have to poach” (Strickson 2013). For rural South Africans the poaching war is a war of survival 
for their families; the endangered wildlife that is so precious to the international conservation 
community is collateral damage in that war. 

 

 
Woman cooking in Musunda, HaMakuya, South Africa May 2015 Photograph: Stephanie LaDue 

 
The headlines related to poaching focus on the issues of foreign demand and illegal trade. 

While these are important factors, there is increasingly an understanding that the key to solving 
the poaching crisis is to engage the local communities. Jooste, the retired army officer who was 
put in charge of the ground war against poaching in 2012, believes one of the primary long-term 
solutions to the poaching crisis is “[g]iving ownership of Africa’s parks to surrounding 
communities, so they take responsibility themselves for their wildlife, so they feel a strong sense 
of ownership in the wellbeing of their wildlife” (Ramsay 2013).  

 
An example of implementing this philosophy is found in Balule, a private game reserve 

within Kruger. Craig Spencer, the head warden of Balule, initiated a program in 2014 that hired 
26 unemployed women from the nearby poor communities and trained them as unarmed rangers. 
Spencer explained, “This war will never be won with bullets” (Barbee 2015). These women, 
known as the Black Mambas, serve as a uniformed presence that is visible to the local 
communities. One of the rangers, Collette Ngobeni says, “If we work together as a community 
we can work this out. People need to open their minds, their hearts. It’s not about money, it’s 
about our culture, our future” (Barbee 2015) The success of this approach is evident in the 
numbers. In the first 10 months of their service, Balule had not lost a single rhino; a bordering 
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reserve lost 23. During this same time, the incidence of snare poaching dropped 90% (Barbee 
2015). 

 

 
The Black Mambas in Balule Nature Reserve. Photograph: Jeffrey Barbee 

 
Organizations like the United Nations and the Wildlife Conservation Society have 

brought attention to the socio-economic aspect of preserving endangered species. Helen Clark, 
Administrator of the United Nations Development Program said, “Conservancies, where well 
managed, provide opportunities for private and communal management of wildlife, and, 
crucially, a framework for financial returns” (Joseph 2014). Critical to this initiative is resolving 
the food crisis in many communities. One solution is to provide means for sustainable 
management of wildlife hunting. Namibia, for example, has successfully implemented hunting 
regulations that allow for the extraction of 26 million metric tons of bushmeat every year by 
local communities (Lindsay 2012). 

 

 
Lion killed in a snare, Luangwa Valley, Zambia Photograph: R. McRobb/M. Becker 

 
I traveled to South Africa to fulfill my dream of seeing many of the wonderful creatures 

that are endangered, but while there my eyes were opened to the human factor. While doing 
surveys in Hamakuya that included questions asking how far away the household’s main source 
of water is, a woman asked a student in my group where the tap where she lives is located. This 
served as a reminder of the vast difference between the lives of typical Americans and that of 
rural South Africans. The oppression of Black South Africans pushed them into poverty and 
altered their connection to wildlife. The role of poverty in the poaching crisis is complex, and 
potential solutions are not always clear. I believe the local communities need to join the fight 
against poaching and come to see themselves as caretakers of the wildlife, but first the 
international community must find a way to ensure the basic needs of these communities are 
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being met. I feel privileged to have seen not only the amazing animals of South Africa but to 
have spent time with the people of Musunda. I hope the conservation community continues to 
devote resources to the issues of poverty and poaching and plan to be a part of this effort one 
day. 
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