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Damara’s ‘running 
shoes’ are one step 
ahead of us 
Amakhala’s adult female cheetah, 
Damara, was darted on the 17th 
October to replace her telemetry 
transmitter.  

The day started off well, with 
Damara and her cubs being spotted 
on the move early in the morning by 
the Hands-on Volunteers. She was 
followed until Amakhala’s vet, Dr 
William Fowlds, was able to come 
out to dart her. Although there was a 
number of teams in vehicles and a 
tracker on foot helping to keep a 
visual on her, Damara somehow 
managed to make an impala kill 
without anyone noticing! The task 
ahead was to minimise the amount 
of food both Damara and her cubs 
consumed to avoid any potential 
complications with the anaesthetics 
from darting, and the carcass was 
dragged away but left visible to keep 
the cheetahs interested.  

However, Damara had other ideas 
and wandered off into the thickets, 
to be discovered a little while later 
feasting on a second impala kill!  

Damara under anaesthetic  

The operation team then quickly 
moved in to dart and transport the 
cheetahs to the boma. All cheetahs 
had identification microchips placed 
under the skin in their necks and 

Damara went under the knife to 
have a new telemetry transmitter 
inserted into her abdomen. The 
operation went smoothly, attended 
by a qualified vet and vet students 
on Amakhala’s “Vets Go Wild!” 
programme. The cheetah family 
were then left to recover in the boma 
and finally feed on their two 
impalas.  

However, it seems Damara (literally 
meaning ‘running shoes’ in Xhosa) 
was keen on giving us the slip one 
more time and it was little surprise 
to find the boma empty the next 
day! This is not the first time 
Damara has escaped from the boma, 
and she has obviously passed on her 
Houdini-like skills to her cubs. 
Trying to locate the cheetahs to 
ensure that none of them had injured 
themselves in the process at least 
provided us with the opportunity to 
test that the new transmitter was 
working! All were fine and returned 
to their normal routine on the 
reserve in no time at all!  

Elephant herd get 
family planning  
AGR’s three adult elephant cows 
received immunocontraceptives on 
the 11th October. They were each 
darted with a course of Porcine Zona 
Pellucida (PZP) which is considered 
the most successful animal 
contraceptive in the world.   

PZP is a non-hormonal method of 
contraception based on the immune 
response of females given the 
vaccine. The PZP vaccine is derived 
from pig eggs. When it is injected 
into the muscle of the target female 
animal, it stimulates her immune 
system to produce antibodies against 
the vaccine. The antibodies then 
attach themselves to the sperm 
binding sites on the female’s eggs 
and sperm is successfully stopped 
from binding to, penetrating and 
fertilising the egg. The contraceptive 
is reversible, does not have any 
detrimental effect on pregnant 
animals, has no debilitating health 
side-effects and has almost no 
effects on social behaviors (Wildlife 
Fertility Control). 

 
PZP should not affect normal bull/cow interactions 

The decision to intervene and slow 
down further growth in Amakhala’s 
elephant population at this time is 
based on the capacity of the 
reserve’s vegetation to support the 
foraging requirements of the 
existing population and prevent 
potential degradation of the 
environment in the future.  

What are the alternatives to 
controlling elephant populations? 
Read our fact file below! 

A long drop for giraffe 
babies 
Two new baby giraffes were born in 
October, one spotted by Jenn from 
Reed Valley and the other by Ettiene 
from Leeuwenbosch. The mothers 
had moved away from the herd into 
thickets to give birth, probably 
standing up as the height helps break 
the umbilical cord. What a rude 
awakening for the newborns who 
have to drop 2 metres as they make 
their entrance into the world!  

And on the smaller end of the 
mammal scale, two springbok lambs 
were also born in October, one to 
each of our springbok groups. We 
are crossing fingers they don’t fall 
prey to predators or heartwater (a 
disease transmitted by ticks) as our 
springbok numbers are still very 
low!  

Buffalo becomes victim 
of history 
The ACC is sad to report the death 
of one of Amakhala’s adult female 
buffalo. Missing from the herd for 
five weeks, she was only discovered 
by the smell of her rotting carcass 
by Andy from Hillsnek. The buffalo 
fell into an old deep well in an un-
traversed part of the reserve and, 



unable to get herself out, she sadly 
drowned. The well, which has since 
been sealed, is unfortunately part of 
the forgotten remnants of 
Amakhala’s farming history and the 
reserve is working to ensure no 
other such reservoirs exist. 

Thank you to Lion Roars who have 
kindly donated the skull and boss of 
the buffalo to the ACC to use as part 
of its educational programme. 

Lightfoot update  
Since his recent injury and re-
release on Amakhala, Lightfoot 
(sub-dominant cheetah) has been 
slow to recover his hunting form. 
We are relieved to discover that 
Lightfoot has been able to make 
kills, although the prey is small and 
infrequent. The eye injury sustained 
may still be affecting Lightfoot’s 
peripheral vision and thus his 
confidence in hunting larger prey. If 
this is a permanent injury we remain 
optimistic that Lightfoot will be able 
to adapt. Thank you to everyone 
who has so far given Lightfoot the 
space to assist in his rehabilitation.  

Bird Club get twitchy 
Three members of the Diaz Bird 
Club, Grahamstown, visited 
Amakhala on 25-26th October to 
record bird species on the reserve as 
part of South Africa’s national bird 
census. The ACC joined Adrian 
Craig, Bo Bonnevie and Lorraine 
Mullins, who are all experienced 
ornithologists to learn a few more of 
those species that are difficult to 
identify. Thank you to Dr William 

Fowlds and Leeuwenbosch for 
hosting the visitors. 

 
Male Cape Weaver advertising his nest 

Volunteer opportunity 
at the ACC! 
The ACC is looking for someone to 
fill the role of Environmental 
Education Officer in 2009. 

The position will involve developing 
and delivering activities to increase 
awareness of nature and 
environmental issues to local and 
international school children. 

The position is voluntary for one 
year but food and accommodation 
will be provided. It would suit 
anybody looking to gain valuable 
work experience for a future career 
in conservation. 

If you are interested then please 
contact the ACC. 

Support the ACC 
The Amakhala Conservation Centre 
was founded in 2003 to educate and 
promote conservation and 
environmental issues to local 
communities and children at 
English, Xhosa and Afrikaans 
community schools.  Many of the 
children come from disadvantaged 

backgrounds and the aim is to 
develop an understanding and love 
of nature in the hearts of the 
children who visit the centre. 

The ACC is completely independent 
from the commercial lodges that 
operate on AGR, although they help 
to fund the centre through a bed 
night levy. Generally the centre 
relies on donations and a small but 
dedicated team of volunteers to 
enable it to operate. It is currently in 
the process of being registered as a 
non-profit making organisation.  

The ACC is always grateful for any 
donations received. In particular we 
are looking to get support for: 
·  A data projector to enhance 

educational classes and talks; 
·  Sponsorship of a minibus to 

transport local school children to 
the ACC for fun, environmentally 
based activities. 

If you think you can help then 
please contact the ACC.  

Xmas Cards for Sale 
The ACC will be making and selling 
Christmas Cards (R20 for 6) over 
the next few months. If you would 
like a card with an original design 
and help contribute to the work of 
the ACC at the same time then 
please place your order with the 
ACC. 

DON’T FORGET! Birds in Reserves 
Project launches next month. Meet 
at God’s Window, 5am on 13th 
November. For more information 
contact the ACC  

How should we control e lephant populations? The great debate  
Elephant populations are thriving in areas of southern Africa after years of hugely successful conservation. Conservationists in 
some areas are now faced with a new challenge: overpopulation. Large elephant numbers can turn woodland into grassland, 
causing a loss of biodiversity. Scientists and conservationists globally believe that there are three solutions: translocation, 
culling or contraception, but there is no one solution which can solve problems of overpopulation immediately, and is problem 
free and humane.  

·  Translocations  are considered to be the most ethically acceptable method as long as intact families are moved, although 
considerable stress and traumas will be experienced by the translocated animals. However, translocation is no longer 
feasible in many cases as many wildlife areas have reached saturation point; 

·  Culling  – when weighed up against biodiversity losses, as well as human-elephant conflicts, culling (if done in the most 
humane way possible) is often considered to be the only viable option (apart from translocation) for elephant management. 
However, for many people, culling is an extremely emotive issue and is no longer deemed ethical;  

·  Immunocontraception  is another big contender for controlling elephant populations. Much research has gone into finding a 
safe, reliable, cost effective and reversible method of contraception. Limited trials have given positive results with PZP 
(Porcine Zona Pellucida), a non-hormonal contraceptive which has not shown to cause any behavioural or physical side 
effects. There is concern, however, that the contraception will change the elephants’ powerful family structures and therefore 
also the fundamental fabric of elephant society long-term. Moreover, this is a biological control method aimed at slowing 
down and ultimately stabilising an elephant population over a longer period. It will not reduce it. 

South Africa’s recent decision to lift the moratorium on the culling of elephants has drawn strong criticism globally, but it may be 
the only solution to immediately mitigate the impact of the elephants on landscape, the viability of other species, and the 
livelihoods and safety of people living within elephant ranges. However, the trick is not to wait until you have a problem but to 
anticipate and responsibly manage elephant population numbers for the future! 

Sources: “Overpopulation of elephants: A mighty dilemma ”, Melissa Wray, Science in Africa,  
 “Elephant Population Management: Thinking out of t he box”, JJ van Altena  

 


