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Giraffe back in the Fish River Canyon area of Southern Namibia after 160 years of

local extinction

Chris Brown, Manni Goldbeck, Tryg & Sue Cooper, Gondwana Collection

When Hendrik Hop crossed the Orange / Senqu River from
the Cape into present day Namibia and ventured along
the lower Lowen River near tsjunction with the Fish River
‘Canyon on 22 December 1761 he crossed a plain covered
i “lrge herds of wild animals, viz hinoceri, giraffe,
buffaloes, kudus, gemsboks, stags and aurorochs”.

“This ari area (mean annual rainfalof about SOmm) i
now part of the Gondwana Canyon Park, 3 private
protected andscape of about 130,000Na with an open
common border of about 70km with the 310,000ha |Ai-
|Ais National P In the intervening years since Hendrik.
Hop travelled across those pleins there have been major
changes i land use and i the diversty and abundance of
wildife in the area.

“The southern part of Namibia was the gateway for many.
eariy European explorers, traders and hunters from the
Cape moving northwards nto south-western Africa. They.
traded firearms with local Nama people and had an
explotative and wasteful atitude to wildife. As a resuf,
the first recorded local wildife extinctions in Namitia took
place n the far south of the country: white thinoceros by.
180, efephant by about 1810, black rhinoceros by about
1830 and girafe by about 1860. Girafe were much sought
afterfor their hides, from which long eins could be cut
for the ox wagons. Similrly the pe't of the Kipspringer
was valued as an under-blanket for saddles o prevent.
chafing of the backs of horses.

“This phase of exploration and trading was followed by
early European settiement and extensive lvestock
farming. Whil the farms were large and mainly unfenced,
the farming practices were more sedentary than the
highly nomadic and well-adapted animal husbandry.
practiced by the Nama people. Wildife species seen as
conficing with farming were actively removed such as
the farger predators - lion, wild dog and spotted hyens,
25 well 3 grazers such a5 buffalo and eland. A the land
wias lrgely unfenced wildife could move over large areas.

“The next phase ofland transformation involved
intensifcation o ivestock farming through reduction in
farm sizes, fencing and the development of artficial water
point. This led t0 the mostimportant adaptation of
wildife o arid areas, namely the abilty o move in
response to changing climatic, razing and water
conditions, being removed for most species. There were:
als0 acive eradication programmes for species such as
blue wildebeest (misconceived veterinary perceptions)
and zebras (oreaking fences). At the same time, vigorous

‘campaigns were mounted to destroy allpredators, using.
highly unselective methods such as posons (mainly
strychnine) and gin traps. These campaigns essentialy
eliminated all the scavenging species i the region, both
birds and mammals. It has taken some 15 years of
protection to start seeing the slow return of aardvark,
aardviof, Cape fox,bat-eared fox, African black-footed
cat, browin hyaena and uitures.

‘Another conseguence of the ntensification of farming
was that vestock numbers increased and became more:
sedentary. Water supply was o longer  imiting factor,
7o0d supply now determined how many animals could
Sunive. Farmers managed for maximun ivestock
numbers and took ltie care over the condition of the.
rangeland

‘With the nteraional decine n the karakul pelttrade,
Iivestock production became ever more marginal. This
was compounded by long droughts tht forced many.
farmers of their land. In 3 desperate attempt to survive.
under these harsh climatic and economic conditions
farmers piaced increasing pressure on the environment.
‘Overstocking of smallstock led to damaged rangelands
with the loss of perennial grasses and soil eosion, the.
remaining wildfe was hunted to the verge of extinction
forfood (e.. springbok and oryx) and for thei hides for
Sale (mountain 2¢bra) and the campaign against predators
was escalated to unprecedented levels n an attempt to
eradicate the last remaining jackls,caracals and leopards.
“The value of farmiand had collapse and people began to
realize that this land was simply too arid for sustainable.
farming

1n1995 3 group of conservation-oriented entrepreneurial
Namibians sarted to see the value of wild landscapes
linked to biodiversity conservation and tourism. They.
bought up land i the Fish River Canyon area and bulta
smallodge. Over the next ten years they bought more
Iang, expanded the odge and buit two additions lodges.
At the same time they started re-wilding the land and.
‘tuming itinto a private protected area —removing
internalfences and old farming infrastructure, stting up.
monitoring and research programmes and rebuiding
wildife populations and reintroducing many of the widife:
species that historically occurred there. As can be seen
from the graph in igure 1, the recovery has been
remarkable. This intative evolved into the Gondwana
‘Canyon Park and the Gondwiana Collection, with another
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three private protected areas and another nine lodges in
other parts of Namibia
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Figur 1:Change in widlfe bomass pr species n the
‘Gondwana Canyon pork rom mid-1950s o 2013.
Inabout 2006 the Gondwana Canyon Park started
reaching out 10 it neighbours, both the state managed
Ai| Ais National Park and private landowers, with an
‘xpanded vision of “landscape comanagement” for
improved conservation and socio-economic development.
“This involves neighbours with similar and uses and ong-
term objectives coming together and asking one simple.
question: “what can we do better for conservation and
socio-econormic development n our area by working
together?” The issues thus identified were prioritized,
turned into a strategic pan and systematically
implemented. One unforeseen beneft of the approach
has been the increase in overal capacity and momentum.
nachieving resus. 5o successful has the approach been
that the Narmibian government has now adopted it a5 2
nationa strategy, with the assistance of GEF funding
through UNDP. It s now being implemented in five pilot
sites across Namibia.

One aspect priorfized in the Landscape Plan was to
remove property boundary fences between fie-minded
and owners and custodians. Most internal fencing on
areas managed for wildife and tourism had already been
removed. To date this has resuited in the opening Up of
over 500,000ha inthe Fish River Canyon area. While not
‘matchin istoric landscapes, it nonetheless allows
wildife to move far more freely i response to changing.
climatic events. These movements can be seen in the.
wildife biomass graph above. A critcal fence between the
‘Gondwana Canyon Park and the |- s National Park
was removed in late 2008 and early 2009. A decline in
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Springbok and oryx number can be seen in the Gondwana
Park in 2009 and 2010. Animals moved west into the |A-
1Ais National Park where good rains
had allen. The converse can be seen
n 201110 2013, it large numbers
of oryx and mountain zebra moving
st onto Gondwana land in
response to poor rainfallin the vest.
‘Tnese changing biomass numbers
reflct population movements and
cosystems functioning more
efficiently at alandscape evel. They.
reflct are-wilding of ot just small
parcels offand, but of an entire:
Iandscape through successful
collaboration becween neighbours.

1n 2008, a5 part of Gonwana's
wildife reintroduction programme,
four giraffe were captured and
wransiocated from a farm in the Maltahahe disrict some
250km to the north and released in the ephemeral 1Gab
(Holoog) River on the northern side of the Gondwiana
‘Canyon Park. It was a “hard” release no bom, Just off-
loaded from the truck and allowed to canter awiay. The
girafe remained in the general area for 3 few days, then
o headed west across the Fish River, one went north
and one went east, the last returning from time to time:
but favouring the neighbour'sfarm. All four giraffe were:
Seen from time to ime and remained in good condtion.
‘After about  year the male giraffe that had moved east
onto the neighbour’ cattie farm started to take an
unheaithy nterest n his cows. It would herd the cows
‘which disrupted their grazing and caused them to lose:
‘condition. The farmer was 1o onger 50 pleased o have.
thisgiraffe on his property. The graffe was herded back
‘onto Gondwana land three times, but always returned to
the cows. The stuation came to a head when the girafe
tried to mount a cow and broke is back. Further attempts
€0 herd the iraffe back resuited n it becoming aggressive.
‘The girffe was then given to the farmer_ Afer further
attempts to separate it from the cows failed, the farmer
Shot the giraffe. The other three giraffe continued to
prosper.

1n 2012 plans were made to carry out another re-
introduction of giaffe, this time of 13 animals by means.
ofa “soft” release using 2 boma tosettle the animals. The
boma was constructed on the northern side of the
‘Gondwana Canyon Park adjacent to the ephemeral Gab
River which supportsa galery of Acaci, Zizyphus, Boscia
and other trees favoured by girffe (Fgure 2).
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Figure 2 Girofe boma constucted near tothe phemero) Gat.
Rivr o small part of whichcan b scen onth right of the
photo) onthe nothern side of the Gandwanc.

1 2013, twio consignments of young giraffe iere captured
on the farm Nomsas north of Maltahahe by African
Wildie Services, transported for efght hours and then off-
Ioadied into the new boma - six giaffe on Thursday 30
May and seven on Saturday 1 June. They comprised five
males and eight females between one and three years ol.
Though a it thin, 3l were n reasonable condition, and
5001 100K t0 the browse cut and provided for them each
day and, after a few days, alo stared fesding on Lucerne
(Figure3).

Figure3:Thirteen grefe i the oma, where they were held for
suedors.

The giraffe settled down quicky in the boma. After five
days they were released and headed down the IGab River
0 explore their new home (Figure 4). Ty stayed
together a5 3 group for another ive days. Then tvo
animals left the group and headed north onto
neighbouring property. After monitoring their movements.
for a week, they were chased back on foot and by vehicle
into the Gondviana Park by our staff and with the help of
neighbours. Then for a few months, only twelve animals
were accounted for, and it was assumed that the
thirteenth had either died or moved wel avay from the.
area. The remaining twelve iraffe spit up occasionally,
but came together again. Then suddeny after four

months the animal that had gone missing retured to the
group and 5o alltirteen girafe were back together once.

The ntroduced girafe were monitored daily for the first
month, then once a week for the next three months; they.
are stil checked on from time to time, about every second
wesk, and are all accounted for and in better condition
after five months than when they were released, probably
on account of the good browse along the IGab River. They.
have remained in the same general area, and cover
home range of around 124m up and down the 1Gab vally.

A5 the giaffe become estabiished, get to know theif new.
home. it expected that they wil started to breed and to
gradually expand their population and range to other
parts of the Gondwana Canyon Park and beyond, nto the.
Greater Fish River Canyon Landscape. The intention of the.
‘Gondwana Collection s notjust to re-wid and re-sock the
‘Gondwana Park, but to have an impact at a landscape.
level: o ncrease collaboration between neighbouring
owners and custodians of fand, to open Up the landscape.
o reinstate it ecological functioning and resiience —
particularly 3s we g into uncertain times because of
cimate change - and, based on the sustainable.
management o indigenous biodiversity ecosystems, to
create jobs and wealth from tis rid land which was so
badly degraded under convention ivestock farming.

Figue & Giroffe i the 1aab River exploring thei new home
after thir efease from the bom.

s an iconic element o the Fish River Canyon ecosystem,
the giaffeis a powerful flagship species depicting the re-
wilding of this dramatic landscape after 160 years of over-
hunting, overgrazing and inappropriate land use n this
aridarea.

s Brown.
chrisbrown.namitia@gmai.com




