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by Tim Snow 
Wildlife Poisoning Prevention and Conflict Resolution

     Am I crazy?     Am I crazy?
Wildlife PoisoningWildlife Poisoning

TThe NGO was established 
when a former Poison 
Working Group was 
disbanded. I ask “Am I 
crazy?” because this issue 

seems so huge that it may be impos-
sible to even get a grip on the extent 
of what’s happening across southern 
Africa and worldwide...

When one opens the discussion 
about wildlife poisoning it seems that 
Nobody is responsible. Everybody 
blames Somebody and Anybody can 
tell that Somebody is doing this, so 
why does Nobody takes responsi-
bility when Everybody knows that 
Somebody should? When talking 
with farmers, it’s always their neigh-
bour, their staff or someone else who 
is accused, never them. Grandfather’s 
poison lies safely hidden away. But I 
know the pesticides that are abused 
come from vegetable farms, or sheep 
farms... so why is it that we are 
unable to stand up to others and say, 
“Enough is enough?” The absence 
of large birds of prey from many 
parts of our region is an indicator of 
poisoning and other factors affecting 
wildlife well-being. Vultures, birds 
of prey, small wildlife, mongooses 
and game birds suffer at the hands of 
those who abuse poison, intending to 

Wildlife poisoning is real and a scary thing, because pesticides 
(poisonous substances) are easily available from many rural  
outlets. It’s because of this that the small NGO, Wildlife Poisoning 
Prevention and Conflict Resolution exists…

Vultures poisoned in Kenya. Photo: Munir Virani
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“protect their livelohoods” or avoid 
detection by rangers, without realis-
ing that their methods are flawed. 
And poisoning continues unabated. 
It seems that, apart from paying lip 
service to the issue; nobody gives a 
toot about it.

From studies and reports since 
1985, we know that hundreds of 
thousands of game birds, waterfowl, 
vultures and mammals have been 
poisoned, and around 450 000 are 
poisoned every year in South Africa 
(Snow, Berutti & van Zijl, 1995). We 
know that 54 lions were poisoned 
across southern Africa from 1 August 
2017 to 31 July 2018. 

We know that despite better live-
stock damage management tech-
niques being proposed and used, 
some farmers still poison carcasses 
and put out poisoned bait for preda-
tors. We know that Motswana farm-
ers are given crop pesticides by their 

government, which they use to kill 
predators as revenge for predation. 
We have heard horror stories about 
pesticide abuse and we frequently 
see the death of wildlife as a result. 
Social media is full of it. Game birds, 
cranes and water fowls are killed in 
their hundreds by poorly paid farm 
workers, who, with just a little maize 
soaked in a pesticide, can kill hun-

dreds of birds per event (and then eat 
those birds, blissfully ignoring that 
they will also in due course suffer 
chronic poisoning effects). Yet when 
we seek out these people who are 
poisoning the environment, to pros-
ecute them, communities enigmati-
cally close ranks and protect them. Its 
a secret...

Apart from rodenticides designed 
and registered for rodent control, 
there are no pesticides registered for 
the general public to kill mammals 
and birds. Even so, the chemical 
industry is under environmental pres-
sure, so they are thinking of new 
“non-toxic” ways to kill, such as 

Vitamin D overdosing. Some tox-
ins which are controlled under the 
Hazardous Substances Act, Act 15 
of 1973, have been permitted for 
restricted use under restricted condi-
tions, but because it’s almost impos-
sible to make a poison bait target 
specific, the authorities have steered 
away from these poisons, which, 
without exception, pose a severe 
threat to human health. Other pesti-
cides are controlled by the Fertilizers, 
Farm Feeds, Agricultural Remedies 
and Stock Remedies Act No. 36 of 
1947. The poisoning of predators 
and wildlife that we hear of more 
and more is illegal and environmen-
tally unsustainable, never mind short-
sighted and irresponsible!

There are different forms of poi-
soning. Primary poisoning is the 
effect on the first victim and as exam-
ple, when a carcass is poisoned by 
poachers who want to escape unde-
tected (sentinel poisoning), or when 
a poisoned meat bait is put out by 
an irresponsible farmer who intends 

Vervet Monkeys poisoned in Durban

87 Vultures poisoned in 
Mozambique

100 Vultures poisoned 
in KZN

Lions poisoned. 
Photo: Charlie 

Hamilton James 
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to target predators. The primary poi-
soning victim is the victim of that 
action. Because poison is very diffi-
cult to make target specific, especially 
when people go to great lengths to 
poison animals and birds; the victim 
often leaves the “kill area” to die else-
where. It’s then scavenged by others 
which die of secondary poisoning and 
there is a multiplier effect, because 
scavenging birds will often return 
to their nests to feed nestlings, and 
hence entire colonies are wiped out. 
It’s pointless seeking an example of 
this because it happens so frequently 
that according to those working with 
vultures, we have reached the point 
in southern Africa, where vulture 
deaths exceed breeding recruitment 
and so we can expect to soon have no 
vultures left. 

At that point carcasses will no 
longer be cleared from the veld and 
we may expect an increase in animal 
disease problems. A Bearded Vulture 
study in South Africa placed satel-
lite trackers on about 20 Bearded 
Vultures. Of these, nine are known 
from toxicology on recovered birds to 
have been poisoned. Other dead proj-
ect birds were recovered but no toxi-
cology was done because the carcases 
were too old or decomposed, but cir-
cumstances point to poisoning also. 
That’s a large portion of the sample 
population killed, or suspected to be 
killed by poisoning!

In the livestock and game farming 
context; predators and  scavengers are 
the victims of illegal use of pesticide 
poisons to “manage” predators. But 
poisoning is really not the right solu-
tion to this conflict. Farmers believe 
they are defending their livelihoods 
and their investments, and nobody 
can deny them that right. The 
debate is rather about how they do 
this, because if one applies Systems 
Thinking to evaluate the cause and 
effect of management decisions and 
actions, it’s clear that poisoning kills 
everything that eats meat or scavenges 
and merely stops conflict for a short 
time until the habitat and population 
vacuum created by the poisoning 
event is filled again. The correct mea-
sure of conflict management success 
is not the number of predators killed, 
but rather a long term end or reduc-
tion of conflict. We should rather 
try to balance and stabilise wildlife 
populations on farmland and farm 

in harmony with nature by long 
term management principles because 
random poisoning can never achieve 
this goal, or even be considered as 
a contributing method. It’s not just 
illegal but illogical, irresponsible and 
unethical.

People working at the wildlife 
crime interface believe that poachers 
are increasingly using pesticides. We 
know that animals that have been 
shot or snared are often poisoned 
because the poachers return to collect 
dead vultures or predator parts and 
bones for traditional beliefs or muti. 
There have been several events where 
200 or more vultures were killed 
in a single event. In July 2012, an 
elephant carcass was discovered in a 
Protected Area. 

A team of rangers was sent in 
on foot to investigate further. They 
found the bullet wounds had been 
cut open and systematically poisoned 
with Temik®. The tusks had been 
removed and a nyala, a zebra and over 
180 vultures were found poisoned. 
With carbamate poisonings like this, 
even blowflies and maggots die on 
the carcass. There are many more 
examples.

Solutions are not easy. The chemi-
cals most widely abused in Southern 
and East Africa are aldicarb or 
Temik® and carbofuran or Furadan® 
respectively. Bayer CropScience 
voluntarily terminated the sale of 
Temik® in Southern Africa so any-
thing still available is illegal product 
(see below). FMC chemicals con-
ducted a voluntary retrieval and with-

drawal of Furadan® from East Africa. 
Internationally, Bayer have stopped 
manufacture of Temik® and the prod-
uct has been off the market since 
31 March 2011 in South Africa, yet 
vast illegal stocks; and stocks sto-
len from uncontrolled farm stores in 
Zimbabwe and elsewhere still remain 
and are abused in many forms of 
criminal activity. 

Internationally, unscrupulous 
chemical manufacturers take advan-
tage of such situations and should 
be stopped by regulatory authorities, 
but this seldom happens. From the 
enforcement aspect there is a lot of 
work needed. The greatest challenge 
is that abusers seem to have all the 
time in the world to poison. 

They do so under a cloak of 
secrecy. The enforcement officials 
always seem to be reactive, seldom 
getting information that leads to an 
arrest and conviction. Then at the 
Police stations, policemen are apa-
thetic, and don’t know the legislation. 
Sometimes, in the scenario of rape 
and murder, they don’t even regard 
poisoning as an offence! Prosecutors 
are underpaid and overburdened with 
cases and they don’t have time to 
research legislation. Few know the 
Fertilizers, Farm Feeds, Agricultural 
Remedies and Stock Remedies Act, 
Act 36 of 1947. The relevant section 
to use is Section 7 bis, read with gov-
ernment gazetted Regulations 1716 
and 181. For more information and 
full detail of this legislation, please 
visit www.wildlifepoisoningpreven-
tion.co.za 

Solutions suggested for Wildlife Ranchers and 
industry stakeholders to consider are:

1. Control of pesticides and chemicals, by good management and safe, access- 
restricted storage.

2. Exposure of pesticide abuse, and collaboration with enforcement officials.
3. Lobbying government authorities, chemical companies and neighbours to 

recognise the hazards of agrochemical abuse and to limit abuse opportunities by 
different formulations, carrier products and by enhanced education programmes.

4. Chemical companies could offer incentives for correct purchases of appropriate 
volumes of chemicals by farmers, and for correct, safe storage; rather than dishing 
out incentives for bulk purchases which all too often become unused surplus, and 
unwanted or obsolete. 

5. Training enforcement staff to recognise and deal with pesticide poisoning crime 
scenes.

6. Awareness and investigation of vulture activity.

Please become a part of the solution, rather than being 
a contributor to the problem. For more information or to 

support our projects please contact:  Tim Snow: 082 8026223


