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P
angolins are fascinating and intriguing creatures. Also known as

the scaly anteater, these mammals are covered from head to toe in

scales made of keratin, which is the same substance found in our

nails and hair.

Tragically, pangolins are the most trafficked mammals in the world – poached

from their habitats in Africa and Asia, their body parts sold in countries like

China and Vietnam as a delicacy or are used for their so-called ‘mythical

healing properties’.

However, there are organisations out there doing their best to protect

pangolins, such as the African Pangolin Working Group, a non-profit

organisation committed to the conservation and preservation of Africa’s four

pangolin species and the habitat they occupy.

Join us as we take a look at some fascinating facts about these incredible, but

threatened species.

 



1. The word ‘pangolin’ comes from the Malay word ‘penggulung’, which

means ‘roller’. This refers to the defensive stance – rolling into a ball – that

pangolins take when startled or when protecting itself against potential

predators. Another term used for pangolins is ‘scaly anteater’ – this name comes

from the fact that their diet is exclusively ants (and termites).

2. Pangolins typically give birth to only one baby per pregnancy, after a

gestation period of between 69-150 days (species dependant). The babies are

born with soft scales, which soon harden. The young are usually weaned at

around three months of age, though at about one month old they will start to

eat ants and termites. In the meantime, they cling to their mother’s back while

she forages.

3. They are not related to anteaters, sloths or armadillos. In fact they are

more closely related to carnivores.

4. Pangolins are the only mammal with scales, which make up about 20% of

their body weight.

Clockwise from left: 1) A baby ground pangolin is carried on the back of its

mother © Maria Diekmann/Rare and Endangered Species Trust (REST); 2)

Pangolins are bipedal, walking on their hind legs with the front limbs and tail held off

the ground © Christian Boix; 3) The scales of a pangolin are made out of keratin, the

same substance found in our nails and hair © Scott Hurd

Pangolins, such as this

ground pangolin (Smutsia

temminckii), use their

long sticky tongues to eat

ants and termites © Rare

and Endangered Species

Trust (REST)

 



5. The scales of a pangolin are one of the most sought-after items in the

illegal wildlife trafficking market. In mainly China and Vietnam, their scales

are highly prized by consumers who turn to traditional Chinese medicine as a

means of recovering from various ailments. Pangolin scales are believed to cure

a range of problems, from asthma to arthritis. In fact pangolin scales have no

medicinal benefits, considering that the scales are made of keratin – the same

material that a human’s fingernails and hair are made from, and rhino horn, the

“teeth” of baleen whales, and the claws of bears, lions and other clawed animals.

6. They defend themselves by rolling into a tight ball to protect their soft

bellies. Their sharp-edged scales can easily cut predators, and they emit a

putrid fluid from anal glands to ward off predators.

7. Pangolins have no teeth, and use their long sticky tongues to eat ants and

termites – up to 70 million per year. The tongue can reach up to 41 centimetres

when extended! It is attached at the pelvis and last pair of ribs, and the rest is

stored in the chest cavity.

8. They locate their meals by using their acute sense of smell, and dig for ants

using their strong claws. They eat small pebbles to aid with digestion.

Pangolins can constrict their ears and nostrils while feeding – to keep insects

out.

Pangolins, such as

this black-bellied

pangolin (Phataginus

tetradactyl) defend

themselves by rolling

into a tight ball to

protect their soft

bellies © Rod

Cassidy/African

Pangolin Working

Group

 



9. They have poor vision and hearing, but an excellent sense of smell.

10. Pangolins have long curved claws on their front feet, which they use to

turn over rocks, pull bark off trees and logs, and excavate ant nests and termite

mounds. Tree pangolins also have long claws on their back feet, plus a soft pad

on the tip of the tail, to assist with climbing trees.

11. They are solitary and predominantly nocturnal, although they do

become active earlier during cold weather. Young animals are also prone to be

more active during the day.

12. Pangolins do not dig their own burrows, but make use of abandoned

aardvark, porcupine and warthog burrows. They may also shelter in termite

holes, caves, in-between rocks, shrubs or piles of debris.

13. Pangolins are bipedal, walking on their hind legs with the front limbs and

tail held off the ground and used for counter-balance.

 



T

Clockwise from top left: 1 )   A white-bellied pangolin (Phataginus tricuspis)

© Darren Pietersen/African Pangolin Working Group; 2) A pangolin enjoys a

muddy dung bath © Christian Boix; 3) All pangolins have long curved claws on their

front feet which they use to break into ants nests and termite mounds © Scott Hurd;

4) The black-bellied pangolin is an arboreal species, and is the rarest of the two tree

pangolin species © Rod Cassidy/African Pangolin Working Group

PANGOLIN SPECIES

he four species that are found in Asia are the Indian pangolin

(Manis crassicaudata); Philippine pangolin (Manis culionensis);

Sunda pangolin (Manis javanica); and the Chinese pangolin

(Manis pentadactyla). The Sunda and Chinese pangolins are

‘Critically Endangered’ – the most threatened of all pangolin

species.

The four species that live in Africa are the black-bellied pangolin (Phataginus

tetradactyla); white-bellied pangolin (Phataginus tricuspis); giant ground pangolin

(Smutsia gigantea); and Temminck’s ground pangolin (Smutsia temminckii).

Here we take a closer look at the four African species:

 



Clockwise from left: 1) Black-bellied pangolin (Phataginus tetradactyl) © Rod

Cassidy/African Pangolin Working Group; 2) Ground pangolin (Smutsia

temminckii) © African Pangolin Working Group; 3) Giant ground pangolin

(Smutsia gigantic) © David R. Mills/Panthera/WCS; 4) White-bellied pangolin

(Phataginus tricuspis) © Darren Pietersen/African Pangolin Working Group

S m u t s i a  te m m i n c k i i  –  ground

p a n g o l i n  ( a l s o  k n o w n  a s

Temminck’s ground pangolin or

Cape pangolin)

This terrestrial species is the only

species that is found in southern Africa.

Its range extends from southern Africa

through most of East Africa to Sudan

and southern Chad. It inhabits dry and

a r i d  s a v a n n a h  a n d  d e s e r t

environments. Adults grow up to 1.2

 



metres in length and weigh in at 19

kg, but average 10-15 kg. This species

o f t en  u se s  the  bur rows  o f  o ther

a n i m a l s ,  s u c h  a s  a a r d v a r k s  a n d

aardwolves.

• IUCN Red List: Vulnerable

Smutsia gigantic – giant ground pangolin (also known as the giant

pangolin)

This is the least common of the two terrestrial species and occurs in forests and

forest-savannah mosaics in Central and West Africa. It is the largest living

pangolin species, with adults growing up to 1.5 metres in length and weighing

up to 35 kg.

• IUCN Red List: Endangered

Phataginus tricuspis – white-bellied pangolin (also known as the tree

pangolin)

This is a small, arboreal species. It is the most common and widespread of the

two tree pangolin species, occurring widely in West and Central Africa, where

it inhabits forests, dense woodlands and even secondary forests and agricultural

lands (especially oil palm plantations). Adults are small, reaching a maximum

length of 1 metre and weighing 1.5-3 kg, but typically only 1-2 kg. Certain

physical characteristics separate the arboreal pangolins from ground pangolins:

They are smaller in size, their eyes are larger, their scales have an irregular

arrangement, and they have tails pads which are used for climbing. While both

of the tree dwelling species have long tails, the white-bellied pangolins is

notably shorter.

• IUCN Red List: Vulnerable

Phataginus tetradactyl – black-bellied pangolin (also known as the long-

tailed pangolin)

This species is also arboreal, and is the rarest of the two tree pangolin species. It

occurs in forests in Central and West Africa, and is mostly restricted to swamp

forests and riparian vegetation. It is also said to be the most aquatic of the four

African pangolin species, regularly taking to water to escape predators or to

cross rivers. Adults are also small, attaining a maximum length of 1.1 metres and

weighing 2-3.5 kg.

• IUCN Red List: Endangered

Map Satellite

 



 

VIDEO

The Fight to Save Pangolins from WildAid on Vimeo.

Map data ©2019 Terms of Use

Up close with a

young ground

pangolin © Christian

Boix

 



TRAVEL WITH AFRICA GEOGRAPHIC

Travel in Africa is about knowing when and where to go, and with whom. A

few weeks too early / late and a few kilometres off course and you could miss

the greatest show on Earth. And wouldn’t that be a pity? Search for your ideal

safari here, or contact an Africa Geographic safari consultant to plan your

dream vacation.

FLY WITH AIRLINK

The Africa Geographic team flies with Airlink, who offer multi-destination

flight options across southern Africa and a convenient Lodge Link program,

direct to popular lodges in the greater Kruger National Park and beyond.
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O
ur Photographer of the Year 2019 competition, brought to

you by Airlink, with a stunning prize provided by Klaserie

Drift Safari Camps, is now open for submissions!

The competition runs from December 2018 through to the

end of April 2019, and there is a great prize up for grabs! The overall winner,

first runner-up, and second runner-up (along with their partners), will

experience the ultimate private safari at Amani Safari Camp and the soon-to-

be-launched Misava Safari Camp, located in the heart of the Klaserie Private

Nature Reserve, part of the Greater Kruger National Park in South Africa.

Read about the safari enjoyed by the 2018 winners here.

Get your entries in now and join us in celebrating Africa! Click here for more

details about how to enter.

“Girl power” – a

mother, an aunt, and

a daughter walk in

step to begin their

nightly hunt in

Moremi Game

Reserve, Botswana ©

Sandy Sharkey

Four white rhinos

meet for a morning

catch up in a reserve

in South Africa ©

Amanda Tatham

 



Four painted wolf

(African wild dog)

pups jostle for

position in a dry

riverbed in Mana

Pools National Park,

Zimbabwe © Bret

Charman

Two young geladas

(also known as

bleeding heart

monkeys) in the

Ethiopian Highlands,

Ethiopia © Kevin

Dooley

A busy waterhole in

Etosha National Park,

Namibia © Matt

Hofman

A forest elephant

drinks salt water

from a spring in

Dzanga-Sangha

National Park,

 



Central African

Republic © Andrey

Gudkov

“Assiduously

demanding to find a

fresh new angle for

this famed place” –

Deadvlei, Namib-

Naukluft Park,

Namibia © Jaco

Beukman

A lioness lies in

ambush in

Okavango Delta,

Botswana © Andrey

Gudkov

The traditional

painting before the

ceremonial bull

jumping, Omo Valley,

Ethiopia © Cohan

Zarnoch

 



“Golden eye” – a

glossy starling takes

a drink in the early

morning, Zimanga

Private Game

Reserve © Andreas

Hemb

“Family protection” –

an elephant breeding

herd stands around

the calves while they

play in the mud,

Serengeti National

Park, Tanzania ©

Guillaume Niger

“Texting chimps” –

two chimpanzees

look as if they are

checking out their

latest text messages

in Mahale Mountain

National Park,

Tanzania © Paul Wild

 



A young lion plays on

a dead tree after a

rain shower,

Serengeti National

Park, Tanzania ©

Hesté de Beer

A many horned

adder spotted in

Springbok, Northern

Cape, South Africa ©

Tyrone Ping

Magical sunset with

an elephant on the

shores of Lake Kariba

in Matusadona

National Park,

Zimbabwe © Artur

Stankiewicz

 



A mother lion gently

carries her cub in

Lake Nakuru

National Park, Kenya

© Panos Laskarakis

Two gemsbok fight in

Kgalagadi

Transfrontier Park,

South Africa ©

Margie Botha

Two black-backed

 



jackals fight while

waiting for Burchell’s

sandgrouse to come

and drink at a

waterhole in

Kgalagadi

Transfrontier Park,

South Africa ©

Stephanus Cronje

A lanner falcon is

captured whilst in

flight in Kgalagadi

Transfrontier Park,

South Africa © Johan

Mocke

A leopard listens to

the cries of baboons

in Maasai Mara

National Reserve,

Kenya © Patrice

Quillard

Two juvenile Cape

foxes suckle on their

mother in Kalahari

Gemsbok National

Park, South Africa ©
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“I see you” – a

silverback mountain

gorilla from a newly

habituated group

keeps a close eye on

the photographer in

Bwindi Impenetrable

Forest, Uganda ©

Guillaume Niger

 



Because of the

hunting pressure of

big mane lions

around the park,

younger male lions

have taken to mating

with the females,

Ruaha National Park,

Tanzania © Hesté de

Beer

A critically

endangered walia

ibex ram basks in

the sun on a cold

winter’s morning,

Simien Mountains

National Park,

Ethiopia © Hesté de

Beer

A rare moment of a

mother and offspring

armadillo lizard in a

defensive roll,

Richtersveld, South

Africa © Tyrone Ping

 



“Nature mimicking

nature” – a young

leopard stretches in

the Okavango Delta,

Botswana © Matt

Hofman

A male lion growls to

warn off the lionesses

nearby while feeding

on a giraffe carcass,

Kruger National Park,

South Africa © Marc

de Chalain

A playful leopard cub

gives her mother’s

tail a nibble as she

flicks it back and

forth, Sabi Sands

Private Game

Reserve, South Africa

© Stephanie-Emmy

Klarmann

 



Blacktip’s pack of

painted wolves (as

seen on the BBC’s

Dynasties series)

play in a shaft of

orange light in Mana

Pools National Park,

Zimbabwe © Bret

Charman

A blacksmith

lapwing dives

towards a fish eagle

that has landed too

close to its nest in

Zimanga Private

Game Reserve, South

Africa © Andreas

Hemb

A leopard takes a leap

towards her cubs in

Kgalagadi

Transfrontier Park,

South Africa © Johan

Mocke

 



“Full house” – a

leopard tortoise

photographed in

Balule Nature

Reserve, South Africa

© Anna-Carina

Nagel

Up close with an

elephant’s foot while

in motion, Kruger

National Park, South

Africa © Karen

Blackwood

Morning bath for a

three-banded plover

in Zimanga Private

Game Reserve, South

Africa © Andreas

Hemb

 



“Master of

camouflage” – a tree

agama blends in on a

tree in uMkhuzi

Game Reserve, South

Africa © Bruce

Staples

“Kill in the rain” – a

cheetah successfully

takes down an

impala in the rain,

Phinda Private Game

Reserve, South Africa

© Deborah Jordan

Two young male

giraffe practice their

necking skills in

Loisaba

Conservancy,

Laikipia, Kenya ©

Mark Balment

 



Two coastal dwarf

legless skinks

showing their two

colour varieties in

McDougalls Bay,

South Africa ©

Tyrone Ping

Hippos relax in a

muddy waterhole in

Katavi National Park,

Tanzania © Paul Wild
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Thomson’s gazelle

keep an eye on a

leopard in Maasai

Mara National

Reserve, Kenya ©

Patrice Quillard

Meerkats on the

lookout for possible

danger in Kgalagadi

Transfrontier Park,

South Africa © Prof.

Gert Lamprecht
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