
osing this battle would mean one day 
there are no wild rhino left,” says 
Corporal John Mokgale. “I can’t imagine 
that happening.” Mokgale, a field ranger 
with the Southern African Wildlife 
College’s Protected Area Integrity unit, is 
fighting to prevent this future, defending 
animals against poachers.“We are the 
human shields for animals unable to 
protect themselves,” he says.

This is the 47 year old’s first year 
operating in the Greater Kruger National 
Park, where he trains other rangers, 
thanks to bursaries provided by United for 
Wildlife, a collaboration between seven 
conservation charities. “We patrol every 
day for at least eight hours, watching for 
signs of illegal harvesting, hunting with 
snares and traps, and poaching.”

Rhinos and elephants are “really gentle 
creatures that don’t attack unless you 

L
provoke them or get too close – then  
they try to protect their territory,” says 
Mokgale. Poachers target them because 
there is a demand for rhino horn, even 
though it “has no medical or power-
giving properties… we’re losing up to 
three rhino every day.” 

The unit takes a four-tiered approach in 
the fight against poaching, using “field 
rangers, aerial support, dogs and 
community involvement. It’s a team 
effort.”Aerial patrols help cover large 
areas where poachers might be lurking. 
“Their information is logged into a 
database and then communicated to us so 
we can deploy ground patrols,” Mokgale 
explains. Aircraft also assist with “search 
and rescue operations of injured rhino or 
rhino orphans”. 

Dogs are trained for about four weeks 
and then put to work to gain experience 

In southern Africa, park rangers are fighting a war to 
save some of the world’s rarest animals from poachers
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of detecting and tracking human scent. 
They have to be able to cover large 
distances off the lead in packs, and bring 
poachers down until support arrives.

Even with the addition of dogs and 
technology, it can still be dangerous for 
rangers. “Poachers really don’t care for 
human life,” observes Mokgale, who says 
the scariest thing that’s happened is a 
poacher shooting at him and having to 

young calves”. But he doesn’t think rhino 
dehorning is a deterrent, unless rhinos 
are in a camp and everyone can see 
they’re dehorned. Otherwise poachers 
“still follow the rhino’s tracks, and 
because of the risk that poacher’s taking, 
he’ll kill the dehorned rhino so he doesn’t 
end up following it again the next day”. 

When the rangers catch a poacher they 
make an arrest and hand them over to the 
police. “We bring charges and give 
evidence in court. If our work was well 
done, and the proof is in place, the 
poacher is locked up, hopefully for a long 
time! Evidence gathering is a very 
important part of the process.” One hurdle 
is corruption, with some criminals able to 
“buy” field rangers. “We combat that daily 
with integrity testing,” says Mokgale. 

Safari visitors can help by learning 
about the poaching issue and ensuring 
they make donations solely to accredited 
organisations, advises Ruben de Kock, 
head of the Protected Area Integrity unit 
and African Field Ranger Training 
Services at the Southern African Wildlife 
College. Visitors should also report any 
irregularity or suspicious activity they see 
or hear while on safari, like firearms or 
people that look out of place. As Mokgale 
says, it can be very rewarding “being part 
of the work that sees justice done”. 
unitedforwildlife.org

 “We are the 
human shield 
for animals 
unable to protect 
themselves”

  Passengers can educate 
themselves about which 
species are protected so 
they can avoid consuming 
or purchasing illegal 
wildlife or wildlife products. 

  Consumers can also learn 
about products that 
appear legal but could 
actually contain illegally 
sourced wildlife. 

  Consumers should pay 
attention to labelling  
to avoid purchasing  
items containing  
protected species. 

  If the source of a product  
is unknown or uncertain, 
don’t buy it.

  By carefully choosing 
destinations, activities  
and purchases: well-
informed tourists can 
support eco-tourism  
and avoid contributing  
to wildlife trafficking. 

  Research your tour 
company to ensure  
that it employs  
sustainable practices. 

  Avoid participating in 
activities involving captive 
animals that may have 
been trafficked. 

  Be informed about 
souvenirs that may  
contain illegal wildlife.

HOW TO HELP PROTECT 
ENDANGERED SPECIES:

PASSENGER POWER
Qatar Airways has a zero 
tolerance policy towards the 
illegal transportation of 
endangered species 
through its network

Corporal John Mokgale, field ranger with the Southern African Wildlife 
College’s Protected Area Integrity unit, right; a local rhino, below

shoot back. “They also have really good 
weapons and other equipment. But it’s 
not just the poachers you have to look out 
for – there are elephants, lions, snakes and 
buffalo. If it rains you get wet, if the river 
floods you must swim, and if an animal 
charges, you need to know what to do.”

Mokgale finds it difficult attending 
scenes where rhinos have “had their horns 
hacked off while still alive and are in 
terrible pain, or poaching scenes where 
we find injured or dead rhinos and their 
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