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Most wildlife rehabilitators are familiar with the local problems of the illegal native wildlife pet trade and the additional challenges that it places on rescue facilities. The exotic pet trade, both legal and illegal, is growing and presents further welfare and conservation problems. These include the risks of disease, competition, interbreeding and displacement with native species and further pressure on local rescue facilities and animal welfare and conservation officers.
The wildlife pet trade is just one small part of a much larger, rapidly growing multibillion rand, highly commercialized and lucrative global wildlife industry that is aggressively promoted, protected and supported by the ‘ Wise-use ’ and hunting fraternity, with major conservation, welfare, ethical considerations. 
Wildcare Africa, as a rescue and rehabilitation facility, one of the only ones of South Africa with the capacity to handle megaherbivores and the larger carnivores, we deal daily with the casualties of the industry. By July 2003 we had 23 rhino, nine species of antelope and four species all as a direct result of capture, trade and transport. We had four species of carnivores rescued from the canned industry. We get called out to auctions and into capture trucks to assist with the injured, abandoned and orphaned. And we respond to numerous emergency callouts for animals that have collapsed shortly after delivery; or escape, breaking fences and sometimes getting into gardens, scrap yards onto highways. Some can be darted and captured for rescue and relocation; far too many have to be destroyed.  All of this has obviously pushed our resources and capacity to the limits and threatened staff with burnout. As a general rescue and care facility we were catapulted into a very challenging situation as a direct result of the explosive growth in the wildlife industry and some of the accompanying questionable practices. 
The IUCN principle of sustainable utilization of natural resources including wildlife, is a sound and sensible conservation principle ensuring the sensible and scientifically based sustainable utilization of wildlife, but the wildlife industry, with the accompanying practices are rapidly becoming anything but conservation orientated or sustainable. 

One of the arguments given for the industry is that controlled, legal trade is preferable and necessary. But keep in mind that for every legal ‘transaction’ and activity there are thousands of  illegal one’s……..and many mortalities & casualties. The idea that the money goes back into conservation is also a sound and sensible idea but in reality the money made makes the traders, and safari operators wealthy, and very little, if any goes directly back into conservation. (The wildlife industry has some of the worst labour practices and the businessman driving the industry, are not in it for conservation, they are in it because it is a lucrative and highly profitable business, supported in South Africa by the constitution and the national environmental policy of sustainable utilization, basically put …if it pays, it stays. ( The constitution guarantees every citizen the right to earn a living and to utilize  \ or have access to the countries natural resources and when permits are refused and practices questioned, there are a number of lawyers who specialize in constitutional law …..and the permits are issued )

The wildlife industry in South Africa, and in fact Africa – has exploded and with alarming consequences and the development of some highly questionable practices from a conservation, ethical and welfare perspective. The extent and intricacies of the industry and associated practices is kept well protected and hidden.. 
Wildcare Africa, as a rehabilitation and rescue centre with experience in game animals, Wildcare has receives many of the casualties of the trade. 

Every year, many hundreds of thousands of game animals and carnivores are captured, traded and relocated – with some disastrous side effects. Animals are killed and injured during the capture and transportation process; young calves are abandoned or injured and others born prematurely due to the stress and trauma of the capture and transport.  On delivery, many break through fences and escape and others succumb to capture myopathy, maladjustment syndrome etc.  In addition to private sales; there are huge public auctions of wild animals which have become ‘social’ events with food stands, entertainment and even the auction of smaller ‘designer’ wild pets that have been captured specifically for the auction, these would include squirrels, mongeese, guinea fowl, hyraxes, and small antelope. 
Diseases and metabolic conditions that were previously only seen in stock animals in intensive agriculture 
( transport tetany, hypocalcaemia, etc )  
The animals are traded locally, nationally and internationally with African animals going into zoos, private collections, safari parks and trading facilities. Others are hunted ( in the USA hunting packages for up to six African game species are offered ) 

Smaller species such as mongooses, suricates, genets and hedgehogs are being captured wild and sold in pet shops  - the rationale being that these are common species and not threatened by trade. 
In the past three years there has been an explosive growth in the commercial trade of rhino with large numbers of free ranging rhino being captured, confined, sold at public auctions and then translocated again. Increasing numbers of calves are abandoned, orphaned or born prematurely. Not all adults settle in captivity and either die, require intensive care or have to be released back into the wild.  The whole population is affected by the constant disturbance, with increased aggression, fighting and breakouts. 

Other game species are similarly affected.  At least half of all giraffe captured and traded, die. Many other species are also affected. Zebra herds are broken up, foals abandoned and animals break through fences on release in an effort to reunite with their herds.  There have been instances of entire truckloads of zebra shot for the skins – which fetch a high price and are in demand.  Many young antelope are intentionally captured in the wild for hand-raising as tourist attractions at game lodges  - only to be shot later when they become a nuisance or dangerous.  Paying tourists are taken along on captures and pay to be a ‘part of Africa’.
The disease risks have increased. The vast movement of animals around the country into areas in which they do not normally occur results in major parasite problems – animals in a new area have little resistance against the parasites to which they have not previously been exposed. Parasites and viruses move along with the animals . The increased stress reduces immunity and increases disease occurrence and shedding of some of those diseases. 

The ‘canned’ hunting industry is huge. A canned hunt basically involves setting up a hunt so that the hunter is assured of a ‘hit’ with minimal effort. Hand raised, tamed and \ or drugged animals are placed in tiny enclosures for the hunt; others are hunted in bomas (stockades). Carnivores are baited and shot at the bait.  Management culls are increasingly being converted into commercial hunts and ‘ excess’ animals are captured , transported and hunted on arrival or very shortly after arrival for vast amounts of money. Profit and hunting drives the culls into unfavourable selection of larger mature and trophy bulls. With profit having the potential to skew science. Young are selectively not culled and are captured for hand raising and further trade. Elephant calves that were pulled from culls ten years ago are now becoming increasingly dangerous and maladjusted animals. The canned hunting industry is further facilitated by removal of males with good potential from the herd – these animals are then neutered (desexed) and kept confined in solitary pens to ‘grow’ trophy animals.  The demand for the unusual has resulted in proliferation of genetically manipulated and selectively bred animals (black impala and springbok, white blesbok, ‘pink’ wildebeest, albinos etc.)  Some auctions are held specifically for hunting and only trophy animals are put on sale - on delivery to hunting farms – animals are offloaded and shot on sight.  Not only can the hunter be guaranteed of  a  ‘hit’ on a native specie but there are now also packages offering a combination of exotic and native species, with Barbary sheep, European hogs farmed along with the native species.  Tigers and lion \ cross tigers  ‘Ligers’ are also up on offer. 
The farming of game animals and carnivores is also resulting in inbreeding and back breeding with accompanying genetic problems. CITES species, like wilddog and cheetah are bred on international studbooks by zoos and reputable breeding facilities . Game dealers \ traders and private zoos are not compelled to participate in these international studbooks that help to maintain healthy genetic diversity of metapopulations.

The financial value of game animals has resulted in the intensive breeding of species such as roan and sable antelope. Animals are confined to small intensive breeding camps and being selective specialized  stressed species has resulted in major nutritional problems, increased virulence of previously non problem diseases such as theileriosis; and birth of deformed calves.  These selective programs further  predator tolerance and this opens up further opportunities for illegal and questionable commercial hunting of carnivores. Carnivore interest groups are now being forced to pay the commercial value of the carnivore in order to keep it alive and rescue it. 
The ‘canned lion industry’ involves intensive lion farming, removal of cubs whilst very young to encourage female to breed sooner; cubs are handraised and used as tourist attractions at lodges where guests can cuddle, bottle feed and have photos taken. These cubs are then canned hunted when older and no longer small enough to be cuddled.  Cubs are sold as  ‘orphans’ and put into elaborate rescue and adoption schemes  - all aimed at making a quick buck from the gullible tourist or animal lover.  Earlier this year , we received a litter of lion cubs rescued from a lion breeder – two of the males were euthanased for a sex linked genetically carried haemophilia; we had to euthanase the three female cubs three months later, when they tested positive for Tuberculosis. The one cub had already developed a bursa on both forelegs – a condition usually only seen in much older infected animals – again a result of intense captive breeding. We have rescued cubs in with rickets, hypocalcaemia etc. Last year, seven cheetah cubs were received - all had panleukopenia, contracted in  - utero because the captive breeding unit belonging to one of the traders, did not have vaccination program. 
Green hunting has become an enormous and profitable industry. What started as a sensible conservation concept with tourists paying to be part of a genuine conservation or research situation where an animal needed to be drugged or darted for scientific and conservation purposes has now spawned a whole new industry. 
 ( There are now bows into which specially designed arrows that can carry a dart, available on the market ). People who want to hunt an animal but have a slight conscience and people who want to have a photograph taken with a ‘wild animal’ can now pay vast amounts of money to dart and have photos taken with a drugged rhino , elephant or buffalo. Animals are being darted repeatedly and unnecessarily purely to satisfy a paying green hunter.  ( There is currently a package available where you can green hunt the ‘”big five” on one trip – elephant, lion, leopard,  buffalo and giraffe in two days ! )
The value of some of the animals is so high ( and the risks great ) that wildife insurance brokers will insure an animal against it death during capture – these policies leave little motivation for welfare standards to be applied or for veterinary care to be sought. The rand \ dollar exchange rates on exported wildlife again produces little incentive for welfare and good husbandry - if the order is for 40 impala; 80 are captured and quarantined. If 40 die in the process, they trader still makes a substantial profit. 
Rescue and rehab centres have sadly become a part of the industry with international volunteers paying to volunteer at the centres – great concept but in practice problems have arisen with centres fighting for cases, unnecessary rescues and delayed releases to ensure that there are animals for the paying volunteers to work with. ( Goes against the rehabilitation principles of minimal human contact and handling. Rehabilitation is specialized work and rescue staff fight to gain credibility for their ‘profession’, this is now being compromised by profitable paying volunteers ! ) 

The wildlife veterinary fraternity also becomes compromised by the industry; wildlife work is specialized and there is a very small circle of wildlife vets. There livelihood are dependant on high paying clients. Certain drugs schedule 7 capture drugs, like M99, used in the green hunting are legally only supposed to be used by vets  - the question arises as to how ethical is it for vets to drug animals purely for a person to have a photo taken with that animal. If capture operators and welfare \ rescue  staff are restricted in their use of these drugs – is it ethical for a paying client to be allowed to fire the dart ? ……..and the question arises……since when did M99 become a recreational drug ?  
Even the National Parks and Provincial Conservation Trusts have become involved. Both South African National Parks Board and Kwazulu Wildlife Trust capture and auction animals, including the larger game species to support their operating expenses and land acquisition. Elephant are sold from Kruger Park and hunted shortly afterwards. ( Hunting is not permitted within parks but they cannot restrict what happens after sale )  If elephant numbers need to be reduced then it would be more humane to cull on site than to split up family groups, capture, translocate 100’s of kilometers, with the accompanying stress and then be shot.  At a recent cull near Malelane, adults were culled and young unweaned elephant were pulled and sent to elephant back safari operators for training ; six are destined for Warsaw Zoo where they will spend 6- 7 months of the years indoors because of the climate. There are eighteen licensed elephant –back safari operators and two franchises for training mahouts and elephants. With a number of mahouts killed daily in Asia by trained elephant  - do we really want African elephants who are more dangerous and difficult to train to be increasingly utilized in elephant back safaris. The training methods are notoriously brutal and raised welfare concerns.  Claims are that we have too many elephant in South Africa and yet recently elephant for elephant back safaris have been imported from Zimbabwe and Namibia.    
There are many good arguments for the South African model of wildlife utilization. Workeable with good governance, welfare standards and ethical applications - good in theory but in practice proving to be yet another profit driven industry in which the horse drives the cart.   
Sustainable ?  Conservation ?  Ethical ? 
