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(18th March 2021)


 

This snared elephant calf was first seen by the staff of 
Bumbusi Camp near Sinamatella in the far north of 
Hwange National Park. It was photographed in one of 
the very few stretches of open grassland to be found in 
the Bumbusi area at the end of an exceptionally good 
rainy season like the one most recently experienced.  

The rest of the Bumbusi area is characterised by 
flowing rivers, running seeps, muddy swamps and 
mashy vleis surrounded by dense riverine vegetation 
and 3.5m tall walls of “thatching grass” Hyparrhenia 
that provides impenetrable cover in which large herds 
of elephants can magically disappear.

Apart from the more obvious dangers to be expected 
when darting an injured elephant calf in a large herd, 
special attention must be paid to less obvious factors 
such as time of day, the terrain, identifying the calf’s 
mother and knowing who and where the matriarch is. 


Though we were lucky to locate the snared calf and 
it’s family within hours of our arrival, it was late in the 
afternoon with very little daylight remaining. We 
estimated the herd comprised approximately twenty 
elephants. An accurate count was impossible due to 
the tall grass and dense vegetation. A darted elephant 
would be difficult to locate in this terrain and an 
immobilised elephant could easily drown in the 
shallow, swampy water before it could be found.

Approximately twenty elephants from the snared 
calf’s family herd are hidden in the vegetation above. 
The young 
calf wasn’t 
the only 
poaching 
survivor in 
the herd. 


This cow 
had lost the 
tip of her 
trunk to a 
poacher’s 
snare. 
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The fading light together with the many other risks 
posed an unacceptable level of danger to both the 
elephants and the rescuers.


It was intensely frustrating therefore, for us to accept 
that while the elephants remained in this difficult 
terrain, there was nothing we could do to help this calf 
or relieve it's pain. As the sun set we reluctantly 
returned to camp in the hope that our luck would 
improve the following day. 


Despite our most determined efforts the following day, 
no sign or trace of the elephant herd or the snared calf 
could be found. One small consolation in an otherwise 
fruitless day of searching, was the unique sighting we 
had of a Leucistic impala (Not an albino impala).

Then something quite 
extraordinary happened!!


While walking to my 
chalet that night, I heard 
elephants ahead. Careful 

not to disturb them, I 
slowly raised the beam of 
my lamp until I could see 
the elephant cow and her 
snared calf feeding on a 

pile of grass no more 
than 15m from my chalet.

A POOR QUALITY PHOTO OF THE COW & CALF                                             WHERE THE ELEPHANTS HAD BEEN STANDING                                                                                                                    

I was later informed that it was quite unusual to have a breeding herd of elephants in the camp…. 


We were left wondering if this was a strange coincidence or had they really come to ask for our help?

Fortunately our luck 
changed the next 
morning. Not only did  
the DART Team receive 
the welcome assistance 
of the Area Manager 
and a Team of National 
Parks staff, but we also 
spotted the target herd 
early in the morning in 
perfect darting terrain

and the calf was quickly 
immobilised ……  

Finally the horrible steel 
cable snare was removed 
and the snare wound was 
carefully cleaned and 
treated. 15 minutes later the 
antidote was administered 
and the young calf was soon 
reunited with its mother. 
With grateful thanks to the 
Area Manager, the National 
Park Authority, Management 
of Bumbusi Camp and all 
our kind DART donors. 


