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More than 1,200 rhinos
were poached in South
Africa alone in 2014.

SPACE-AID RHINOS
Can space technology help
the fight against poaching?

A system that would allow
rangers to remotely monitor
nature reserves is being
developed by students
exploiting technology that is
used in the space industry.
The students from Cranfield
University, Bedford, want to
put high-resolution imaging
systems created for space
telescopes onto sophisticated
unmanned aerial vehicles
(UAVs, or drones).
They say this would allow park
staff to receive detailed pictures

covering up to 1km2 in almost real
time, potentially alerting them
to illegal intrusions by poachers.
The UAV they want to develop
would fly higher, farther and for
longer than conventional drones.
Edward Anastassacos, a
member of the project team,
told BBC Wildlife that they had
had exploratory talks with two
conservation groups in the UK,
LionAid and Save the Rhino.

+ FIND OUT MORE
2014 was a record year for
rhino poaching: www.save
therhino.org/rhino_info

NEW SAKI MONKEY
ALREADY AT RISK

15%

The estimate for
A new saki monkey may have been found in
what’s left of native
Brazil, and while its exact status is under
forest cover in the
debate, it is certainly threatened. It was
area of Minas Gerais
found by mammalogist Manoel dos Santos
where the new saki
monkey was found.
Filho in a 3ha forest remnant in Minas
Gerais. Remarkably, the animal is not tiny:
a saki monkey is the size of a pet cat, and makes large, obvious
jumps. Agricultural expansion in the region is now so fast that
soya is being grown in areas biologists have never visited, and
the saki was discovered in just such a place. Adrian Barnett

SPRING VOTE
The Maltese electorate will vote on whether to
end the controversial spring hunting season on
11 April. The hunting of turtle doves – a species
that has declined in Europe by an estimated 95
per cent – and quail has long been deemed to be
unsustainable and in contravention of EU
legislation. It has been brought to national
attention in the UK by campaigners
such as Chris Packham (see p25).
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orth American
conservationists
are facing a tricky
dilemma. In the 1980s
endangered northern
spotted owls were at the
centre of a bitter dispute
between loggers and
environmentalists over the
protection of their habitat,
the old-growth forests of
the Pacific North-West.
They are under threat
once again – this time
from other owls. More
aggressive barred
owls have been
expanding their
range across
North America,
and wherever
they turn up in
the North-West,
the spotted owls
disappear.
After a lot of
soul-searching,
the US Fish and Wildlife
Service has decided to try
shooting enough barred
owls to create breathing
room for the spotted
owls (far be it from me to
suggest that they should
have saved plenty of room
for them in the first place).
But how many is ‘enough’?
Some experts are talking
about a figure of 10,000
barred owls every year,
indefinitely. Is that even
possible? And would the
species survive?
Some protagonists liken
owl removal to pulling
up weeds, while others
are concerned that this

approach ignores any
sense of compassion. It is a
choice between the survival
of an endangered species
and the lives of individual
animals, with the added
worry that, if the spotted
owls disappear, there will
be a weaker argument for
protecting their forests.
The US Fish and Wildlife
Service is damned if it does,
and damned if it doesn’t.
Conservationists often
remove some animals

THE US FISH AND
WILDLIFE SERVICE
IS DAMNED IF
IT DOES, AND
DAMNED IF
IT DOESN’T.
for the sake of others.
In the UK we kill grey
squirrels to protect reds
and American mink to
protect water voles (see
p70), while rats, mice and
other introduced predators
are killed everywhere from
New Zealand to South
Georgia to safeguard
ground-nesting birds.
There is no easy answer.
It makes sense to sacrifice
invasive rodents, yet I
sympathise with the man
who told the US Fish
and Wildlife Service,“You
should trap the barred owls
and put them on a train
to us. We’ll have them.”

Mark Carwardine is a zoologist, photographer, writer,
conservationist and BBC TV presenter.

BBC Wildlife

41

