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They say cats have nine lives, but in an age of ever-

increasing human pressure and rampant wire-snare

poaching, Africa’s tawny felines seem to be burning through

their second chances at a frightening rate. Stephen Cunliffe

recently spent a month in Zambia’s South Luangwa with two

enterprising conservation organisations at the sharp end of

safeguarding Africa’s apex predator.

espite lion numbers crashing across the

continent in recent decades, it is not all doom

and gloom for the king of the savannahs. On a

recent Robin Pope Safaris (RPS) trip to

Zambia’s flagship South Luangwa National

Park – home to the country’s largest lion population – I was

fortunate to spend a couple of weeks with the indefatigable

duo of Rachel McRobb and Benson Kanyembo from the

community-based South Luangwa Conservation Society

(SLCS), and a cohort of dedicated researches from the

Zambian Carnivore Programme (ZCP). All in all it was an

uplifting and motivating experience.

   As first glance, Luangwa Valley’s wildlife appears abundant.

Widely regarded as one of the greatest wildlife sanctuaries in

Africa, Luangwa endured a torrid time a couple of decades

back when heavy poaching saw 75% of the region’s elephants

vanish along with all the rhinos and half the local buffalo

population. Encouragingly, these catastrophic wildlife declines

http://www.robinpopesafaris.net/
http://www.slcszambia.org/
http://www.zambiacarnivores.org/


have largely reversed in recent times, and the resilient animal

populations have made a determined comeback. But illegal

hunting – and most notably wire snare poaching – remains an

omnipresent (and ever-increasing) threat to this wildlife

resurgence.

It didn’t take long before I got to see the effects of the

poaching pandemic first-hand. On my second game drive

inside the park, vultures alerted us to the presence of death

alongside the languid Luangwa River. Striking out on foot

behind my RPS guide Sebastian Kamwendo and Zambian

Wildlife Authority (ZAWA) escort scout Jason Mtiti, we hadn’t

gone far when Jason spied a freshly killed impala ram. We

approached cautiously, scanning the surrounding trees and

©Stephen Cunliffe



thickets for the tell-tale rosettes of a well-concealed cat. But,

as we got closer to the carcass, Sebastian spotted a second

impala sprawled awkwardly across the game trail a little

further back. It soon became apparent that this double

herbivore homicide was not the work of Africa’s stealthiest

feline, but rather a human-induced tragedy that is rapidly

denuding Africa’s wild places. Jason’s stony face said it all

even before he spoke: “We must search this area for further

snares and report back to ZAWA and SLCS base; they will

then try to source some manpower to properly rake the area

and lay an ambush here tonight.”



Wire snare poaching is crude, cheap and highly effective.

Scouring the surrounding area, we located twelve snares and

two dead impala. As we dismantled the makeshift wire nooses,

Sebastian and Jason enlightened me further: “These snares

are the work of bush meat poachers who pretend to be

fishermen; this gives them an alibi for hanging around the

park boundary as well as easy access to slip inside for

poaching. It is very difficult to tell the poachers from the real

fishermen and this will make catching the culprits responsible

for these snares very difficult,” they begrudgingly conceded.

Antelope may be the chief target of poacher’s snares, but these crude devices kill

other animals too ©Stephen Cunliffe.

A combined patrol of ZAWA wildlife police officers and SLCS village scouts

heads out on a snare sweep ©Stephen Cunliffe.

Puku dash across the water. Many poachers pose as fishermen on the Luangwa

River, giving them an alibi to hang around the park boundary ©Robin Pope

Safaris.



A few days later I accompanied a combined ZAWA and SLCS

village scout patrol as they conducted snare removal

operations in the hard-hit Nsefu sector of the park.

Surrounded by a sea of poverty-stricken humanity on three

sides, the area and its wildlife are coming under increasing

human pressure. Searching the dense thickets that surround

the Nsefu hot spring we found not only more thick-wire

snares, but also the remnants of an old poacher’s camp. As

Benson Kanyembo and his team of game scouts

decommissioned the snares, I asked the SLCS operations

manager what he believed was the biggest challenge facing the

http://www.seyunique.co.za/hotel/paradise-sun-hotel/


park.

“Rapid population growth, because more people leads to more

poaching problems,” Benson instinctively replied. “As fast as

we find and remove these snares, others are being set. We

have removed thousands of wires already, but it never ends. It

can be disheartening at times, but we have to keep fighting

and we cannot give up; the animals of the South Luangwa are

depending upon us for their survival.”

Read more beneath the advert

The worst problem with wire snares is that they are

completely indiscriminate. While poachers typically set them

in the hope of catching antelope to supply the burgeoning

bush meat trade, ultimately all wildlife is susceptible –

including keystone species such as lion. Death is usually

http://limpopo-lipadi.org/introduction/


caused by strangulation, although snares can also attach to

legs, trunks and other appendages causing slower and more

agonising deaths unless a veterinary team from SLCS or the

ZCP can intervene.



Back at the idyllic riverside Tena Tena bush camp, it was hard

to reconcile the abundant wildlife herds that surrounded me

with the enigmatic poaching menace that I had glimpsed.

Accompanied by RPS guide Julius Banda, we set off in search

of a large lion pride known to reside in the vicinity of Nsefu’s

saltpans. We stopped under a shady marula for brunch, and as

An SLCS village scout dismantles a thick wire snare set by illegal bush meat

poachers inside the national park ©Stephen Cunliffe.

A puku is rescued from the mud during a patrol ©Stephen Cunliffe.

This buffalo, abandoned by his herd, was no match for this pride of lions

©Stephen Cunliffe.

Dr Matt Becker and the dedicated team from the ZCP collect tissue samples and

research data from an immobilised lioness ©Stephen Cunliffe.



Julius prepared the picnic and readied the stove, a large herd

of buffalo – in excess of 400 strong – emerged from the

thickets and began plodding slowly past our picnic spot

towards the nearby water: the quintessential African safari

scene.

Suddenly two lionesses broke cover and latched onto a lone

buffalo loitering on the fringe of the herd. 400 buffalo

immediately turned tail and galloped away in billowing clouds

of dust. The old bull was left surrounded by lions and all

alone. What followed was 90 minutes of pure, unrelenting

http://www.porini.com/blog/7-days-porini-last-minute-special/


African drama, as the buffalo valiantly fought seven lionesses.

Surprisingly, the buffalo herd never returned to assist the

dugga boy, and in the end – with one final blood curdling

bellow – the old boy went down. It had been an exhausting

struggle, but soon the triumphant lions settled down to feed

with their cubs. We looked on in awe, entranced by the harsh

beauty of the wild until a smiling Julius finally broke the spell,

asking: “So how would you like your eggs cooked?”

   As we munched our delicious brunch and listened to the

lions squabbling noisily across the plain, a large female

hyaena appeared: no doubt attracted by the bellows of the

dying buffalo. Upon seeing all the lions she dejectedly slunk

away – but not before we noticed a snare around her neck.

Our ZAWA escort scout Robert Chibuye immediately switched

on his radio to report the matter. The message was clear: even

amidst the rich abundance of the South Luangwa, snaring

remains an ever-present threat inhibiting the recovery of

many predator species.



Towards the end of my time in the Luangwa, I joined leading

carnivore researcher Dr Matt Becker, SLCS head Rachel

McRobb and ZAWA veterinarian Mwanba Sichande for one

final mission into the neighbouring Lupande Game

Management Area (GMA) where they wanted to follow up on

reports of a lioness that was carrying a nasty neck snare.

   This small group of lions, known as the Chowo pride after a

seasonal river at the core of their territory, lives

predominantly outside of the national park, making them

more skittish than any lions we had encountered to date. The

pride’s territory was huge with few roads traversing the hilly

terrain, so we began by using the SLCS/ZCP Cessna –

generously funded by the Bush Camp Company: a long-

Heavy duty wire cutters are used to remove a thick cable snare deeply imbedded in the neck of the Chowo lioness

©Stephen Cunliffe.



standing supporter of these two critically important

conservation organisations – to track the lions from the air.

Thanks to the valuable science-based research work being

carried out by the ZCP, Matt was able to tune into the

telemetry signal from a VHF radio collar on one of the healthy

lionesses to locate the lion pride from above.

   Back on the ground, we approached cautiously. Looking

through binoculars it was obvious that one of the females was

badly injured, and I could see the crimson collar that

confirmed she was carrying a deeply embedded neck snare.

After an hour of slow manoeuvring, the vehicle was finally

close enough for Rachel to take the shot. The pop of the dart

gun sent an orange-tailed dart whizzing into the lioness’s

rump. She succumbed quickly to the drugs. Using the vehicles

to shield her from the pride, the team immediately set about

the gory business of removing the snare, cleaning her wound,

and dousing the raw flesh with a purple disinfectant. They

operated with the cohesive efficiency of a well-oiled machine;

you could tell everyone had been through this life-saving

routine many times before.





Examining the wound up close was not pretty, but thankfully

her trachea remained intact. While patching her up, Matt and

his team took blood samples and measurements for their

research work. “This is the third lion from this pride that we’ve

darted to remove a snare in the last year alone,” Matt

The chowo lioness’ wound after removal of the snare ©Stephen Cunliffe.

Having removed the snare and cleaned the deep necklace wound, Rachel

McRobb of SLCS sprays it with disinfectant before administering an antidote to

awaken the lioness ©Stephen Cunliffe.

Future of the pride ©Robin Pope Safaris.



confided. What remained unsaid was the fact that without the

combined efforts of the ZCP and SLCS there would no longer

be a Chowo lion pride.

   Having removed the snare and cleaned the deep necklace

wound, Rachel McRobb of SLCS sprayed it with disinfectant

before administering an antidote to awaken the lioness, upon

which we retreated to observe the lioness’s recovery. Her eyes

flicked open, she groggily got to her feet and slowly staggered

over to re-join her brethren. One by one the lionesses and

cubs from her family came out the bushes to greet her safe

return – all the while keeping a watchful eye on our distant

vehicle.

   This story has a particularly happy ending because, shortly

after I’d returned home, I received a couple of mating lion

images and an update from Matt to say that the Chowo lioness

had not only made a full recovery, but she was also pregnant!

Considering the snaring challenges and extreme hardships

that these lions have had to overcome, I can think of no more

fitting finale to this story of tawny feline tenacity, than hearing

the pitter-patter of tiny Chowo lion cub feet splashing across

the rain soaked savannahs of the South Luangwa once more.



About the Author

STEPHEN CUNLIFFE is first and foremost a passionate

and pragmatic conservationist. As director of the Grumeti

Fund in Tanzania, he is tasked with safeguarding, managing

and sustainably developing the 350,000 acre Singita Grumeti

Reserves conservation project in the western corridor of the

Serengeti ecosystem. But Steve is also a registered EcoAfrica

environmental consultant, an experienced and dedicated

private safari guide and a highly respected freelance

http://www.constancehotels.com/en/hotels-resorts/madagascar/tsarabanjina/


photojournalist.

   As an international photojournalist specialising in wildlife

conservation, environmental projects, eco-tourism and

adventure travel, Stephen’s stories and images have been

widely published with his work regularly appearing in a

diverse range of magazines and newspapers from around the

globe including the Royal Geographical Society’s Geographical

magazine, Africa Geographic, Travel Africa, and the Asian

edition of the Wall Street Journal.

   His ‘spare time’ is devoted to his lovely wife Katherine and

his two amazing little boys, Charlie and Ollie.

You can see more of Stephen’s work on his website

www.stephencunliffe.com 
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aving spent a large portion of my life in the

bush and having had the privilege of

travelling extensively throughout Africa, the

Luangwa Valley always seemed to elude me.

But in 2013 I finally got my way and I spent a

few days in some of the many luxurious lodges in South

Luangwa National Park. Here the idea was born to free myself

of the lodges and the vehicles and to explore the area on foot.
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aving spent a large portion of my life in the

bush and having had the privilege of

travelling extensively throughout Africa, the

Luangwa Valley always seemed to elude me.

But in 2013 I finally got my way and I spent a

few days in some of the many luxurious lodges in South

Luangwa National Park. Here the idea was born to free myself

of the lodges and the vehicles and to explore the area on foot.

   Despite being well motivated the reality ultimately set in,

and I realised that I would need help, and at the very least

advice! Through my research and chats to friends in the know,

it was not long before valuable information started to flow in.

With this input an expedition began to take shape that would,

amongst other things, lead us to one of the largest hot springs

in the valley and give us a much better sense of the wildlife

and communities that make their home in the valley.

Miombo woodland interspersed with grassland – typical of the Luangwa landscape ©Campbell Scott.



We decided on the East West traverse of the valley, through

the corridor between North and South Luangwa National

Parks. The significance was that the route had probably not

been traversed by foreigners in recent times – no one

remembers anyone doing it in living memory – and because of

the historical value: In 1866, David Livingstone crossed the

Luangwa River before fording the Mupamadzi and

Munyamadzi Rivers to get to the Luawata, similar to the route

we would follow.

 

The corridor is also of great conservation significance as the

Mupamadzi and Munyamadzi are two of the main feeders into

the Luangwa River and are also home to a number of remote

rural villages and communities. As these communities grow

and expand, the corridor comes under increasing pressure

and we would be able to see this first hand. The most recent



aerial photos are out of date and do not show the community

expansion along the Munyamadzi River.

   With our route planned, dates set and a small group of

hardened bush enthusiasts at the ready, we set off on the 4th

of September 2014. The route planned was 111 km over 10

days unsupported, meaning we carried everything we needed

and we were on our own.



The expedition team looking fresh and ready to take off on their 10 day trek.

Hot springs made for a wonderful camp site.

The team often shared trails with large predators, as indicated by this fresh lion

spoor.

©Campbell Scott.



The route would take us west across the Luangwa River

following the Munyamadzi River to the confluence of the

Mutinondo River, a major tributary of the Munyamadzi. The

Mutinondo would then take us slightly south, then West again

up the Muchinga Escarpment which forms the north western

boundary of the Luangwa Valley, and then into the land of the

Miombo.

   111 km ultimately turned into 150 km. With no roads the

going was tough, and we soon learnt that the game paths ran

perpendicular to ours as they lead to the rivers, thus most of

our walk was straight through the bush following a compass

bearing over hills, swamps and mountains. It was fantastic,

real boy scouts stuff – but hard. At some stages we averaged

just 1km per hour through thick vegetation. In one of these

particularly thick areas we were given clear instructions that

the path we had chosen was in use by lions! And best we go

the long way around.



An elephant’s footprint swallows one of the team members feet.

Fishing women use hand woven baskets to harvest fish.

A waterfall cascades over the rocks of the Muchinga escarpment.
©Campbell Scott.



Due to our course we generally made a lot of noise scratching

past bushes and trees with our packs, but we were never far

from wildlife. Numerous well-worn animal paths paid

testament to large herds of buffalo and elephants in the area,

and we bumped into them often enough to keep us on guard.

On occasion we found an animal path going in our direction

and it was not long before the tracks of lion, leopard and

hyaena showed themselves. Puku were common on the lower

floodplains near the Luangwa River where we also

encountered flocks of up to 50 crowned cranes. Ground

hornbills were ever present, and we had magnificent sightings

of crowned eagle, western banded snake eagle and racket-

tailed roller; heard but not seen was the elusive Pel’s fishing

owl.

   As we approached the Muchinga escarpment the wilderness

opened up and we could sense just how remote we were. Over

the millennia the Mutinondo River has cut down through the

Muchinga Escarpment, creating a series of cascading

waterfalls 2,5 km long as it descends into the valley below.

This was to be our gateway up the escarpment taking us 800m

above the valley floor to a noticeably cooler miombo

woodland, characterised by a number of Brachystegia tree

species that dominate the area.



Our final destination was Mutinondo Wilderness, a private 10

000 ha reserve which is the lifetime project and passion of

Mike and Lari Merrett. This true wilderness, set back 20km

from the escarpment edge, forms an important catchment for

the streams and rivers that feed into the Luangwa.

Large granite outcrops line the horizon of the Mutinondo Wilderness.

©Campbell Scott.

http://www.mutinondozambia.com/


Once we had ascended the escarpment we spent our last days

following the meandering river, swimming in rock pools and

enjoying the spectacular views from the large granite domes

that are scattered throughout this area.

   Historically the reserve has a low wildlife density, but as you

traverse the miombo woodland it occasionally opens up into

grassland marshes known as dambos that are the life blood for

a number of large mammals, especially roan and sable

antelope, Lichtenstein’s hartebeest and eland. Elephants are

sporadic and rare visitors to the area, a vestige of an ancient

elephant trail connecting the Luangwa Valley to the

Bangweulu Swamps to the west. Buffalo are rare but

occasional visitors, which is not surprising in the woodland.

http://www.strandhotelswakopmund.com/?utm_source=AfricaGeographic&utm_medium=Banner&utm_term=Strand%20Hotel%20Swakopmund&utm_campaign=SHS-Hotel


Mike also informed us that a few resident lions have stuck it

out and are seen occasionally. The area is quite unique and

boasts a number of rare plants, birds and the largest edible

mushroom in the world!

 

 



As part of our expedition we recorded significant human

activity in the corridor, the most prevalent being wood

harvesting for charcoal and land clearing for crops. The

villages we passed through were very remote, with only foot

paths connecting ever larger paths until they reached the

closest seasonal road – a 12 to 15 hour walk, we were told.

Most of these communities are seasonally isolated as the rains

and subsequent floodwaters rise around them. They live with

wildlife everyday and we recognised a kind of timeshare

agreement between the villagers and wildlife: as the sun set

the villagers retreated into their huts and the herds of

elephants, buffalo and other animals took their place on the

banks of the river. Early one morning while walking on a

narrow path connecting a few small villages, we realised we

were walking on the fresh tracks of a large male lion and a

A refreshing break in the cool waters of the river.

Grain silos are used for storing food in many villages.

In the day the villagers use the river, retreating to the safety of huts when the

animals move to the water at night.

©Campbell Scott.

female leopard.



female leopard.

At one point during our trip we came across a women with

one leg. It turned out that 12 years ago she had been attacked

by a crocodile and lost half of one leg. Her crutches where old

and dysfunctional, so we committed to send her a pair from

my home of Nelspruit, South Africa. With Sahara Air, the

crutches arrived in Lusaka and then travelled via Pro Flight to

Mfuwe where local NGO, Chimpembele, assisted us in taking

them all the way to her. She reacted with shock and delight

and was thrilled with the new crutches.

   We also came across some snares and fish traps, and heard

gunshots twice – once very close to us – but we did not hang

around to investigate. Subsistence hunting is ever present. We

were informed that the problem lies with the large groups of

poachers traveling days from towns as far away as Mpika – 2

to 3 days on foot – in groups of 20 strong comprising one or

more armed hunters, the rest being carriers who transport the

bushmeat that they harvest back to the towns and markets.

   Luangwa is one of the last great wildernesses left on the

continent, and perhaps after Victoria Falls, one of the most

The granite walls of the Muchinga escarpment.

©Campbell Scott.



important tourist destinations in Zambia – and without doubt

Luangwa is Zambia’s greatest wildlife treasure, and worth

protecting.

About the Author

CAMPBELL SCOTT is a tourism entrepreneur, wildlife

enthusiast and adventurer based in Nelspruit, South Africa
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with his wife Pendrae and their two kids. This spent much of

their early years in the Sabi Sands Game Reserve.

   Campbell’s work focusses on new and innovative ways to

enhance the tourism potential of areas. As a result he works

with a broad-spectrum of people in government, communities

and the private sector. He is also a trustee of the Buffelshoek

Trust, which works on uplifting communities bordering the

Manyeleti and Sabi Sands Game Reserves.

   Having started his career in the wildlife tourism industry,

and been lucky enough to have travelled extensively around

the world, Campbell’s eyes have been opened to the impact of

humans on the planet and the need to conserve and protect
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Sunset at Nsefu Camp. ©Robin Pope Safaris
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A hippo wallows in the golden water of the Luangwa river. ©Robin Pope Safaris
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Flocks of quelea dance across the sky. ©Robin Pope Safaris
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It's tiring work, this wallowing about in the water. ©Robin Pope Safaris
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Carmine bee-eaters abound on the banks of the Luangwa river. ©Robin Pope Safaris
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Luangwa is famous for its walking safaris - there's no better way to connect with the wild.

©Robin Pope Safaris
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Despite their intimidating size, elephant are very social and affectionate animals. ©Robin Pope

Safaris
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A Luangwa leopard makes use of a tree to feed in private. ©Robin Pope Safaris
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The thrill of walking close to buffalo is indescribable. ©Robin Pope Safaris
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A proud lioness relaxes in the soft rays of the evening sun. ©Robin Pope Safaris
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New members of the pride. ©Robin Pope Safaris
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