
number of species living in this region.
Over recent years there have been growing 

conflicts between local farmers and leopards, 
leading to their persecution. Landmark 
Foundation is a charity that has been studying 
the ways farmers can protect their herds since 
2007. Its researchers found that by fitting 
sheep with neck barriers and, surprisingly, 
introducing larger animals, such as donkeys 
and alpacas to a herd, the chance of a big 
cat attack is reduced. It noted a 56 to 97 per 
cent decrease in livestock losses when these 
methods were used. The data gathered helps 
to measure the success of these deterrents 
and improve the relationship between people 
and nature in the reserve. The Carnivores 
of the Cape Floral Kingdom survey we 
volunteers participated in also aims to 
mitigate human-wildlife conflict. 

As a consultant ecologist in the UK, 
expedition leader Craig Turner has years of 
experience working with wildlife. “There 
is a big picture plan for the research,” he 
told us. “Collecting data will help us better 
understand leopard disruption, and that 
information can help in the future.”

A POSITIVE CHANGE    
The land that is now Blue Hill Nature Reserve 
was purchased in 2007 by Chris Lee, a retired 
geologist who is also the father of resident 
expedition scientist, Dr Alan Lee. Previously 
used for livestock farming, all 2,300ha have 
been left to grow wild in order to attract back 
leopards and other native species. 

“There are trends of animals doing well as 
a result of land use change,” said Dr Alan Lee. 
“That then translates into greater resources 
that underpin leopard research being made 
available.” The more information that surveys 
collect, the more data scientists have to 
attract sponsors. As a result, the number of 
volunteers can increase, more equipment can 
be purchased and more data can be collected.  

In order to learn about trends in 
biodiversity, I and nine other volunteers 
from Germany, the UK and the USA, 
worked alongside Turner and Lee to collect 

the raw data required to further support 
the protection of Cape carnivores. It was a 
unique experience for anyone who has not 
been involved in field research before.

Cold in the mornings and evenings 
was something I hadn’t expected in South 
Africa. Waking up in a quaint cottage 
that just about held in the heat of the fire 
from the night before was a surprise and 
a pleasure, especially because I knew I 
would long for the evening chill later on 
when the midday sun beat down. Along 
with two other volunteers, Viv and Lou, 
I shared what was aptly named ‘Baboon 
Cottage’ as it was in the middle of a troop of 
chacma baboons’ regular hang-out. It was 
worth walking out in the cold mornings 
to see them and take in the beauty of their 
homeland before our work for the day 
began. It was easy to forget that I wasn’t 
just there to enjoy myself; I was there to do 
a job. As with any conservation expedition, 
training volunteers from all walks of life, 
who may never have experienced a project 
like this before, is very important. 

How do you track the elusive Cape leopard in a South African nature reserve? 
Scott Dutfield joined an ambitious expedition as a volunteer to find out. 

TRAIL OF CAPE
CARNIVORES

ON THE

A
fter trekking through coarse 
branches, marching along dusty 
roads and scrambling over 
boulders, we finally reached the 
summit and a scene dominated 
by undulations of rain-carved 
fynbos mountains. Wiping the 

sweat from our brows, our eyes took in a 
landscape filled with the vibrant colours of 
exotic flowers and crystal clear blue skies, and 
noted the bouncing body of a grey rhebok. 

It’s a scene that many of us can only 
dream of, but it is an everyday occurrence 
for the research scientists and volunteers 

working in this remote area. And now I was 
lucky enough to be seeing it, too. 

Deep in South Africa’s private Blue Hill 
Nature Reserve, which is part of the Cape 
Floral Region, I joined a team to record the 
species that inhabit this area, including the 
elusive Cape leopard.

DATA-DRIVEN RESULTS
The Carnivores of the Cape Floral Kingdom 
survey is an annual survey that is run 
by wildlife holiday company Biosphere 
Expeditions and its partners. It started in 
2015 and aims to gather information on the 
biodiversity of Blue Hill Nature Reserve, 
with an emphasis on capturing data on its 
predators. The scientists working on the 
project are augmented by paying volunteers, 
on a two-week trip. As a volunteer my job 
was to help record sightings and collect 
data to feed into the study. The survey has 
already assembled information on a vast OVER RECENT YEARS THERE 

HAVE BEEN GROWING 
CONFLICTS BETWEEN 
FARMERS AND LEOPARDS. 

VOLUNTEERING
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VOLUNTEERING

At the beginning of the trip we gathered 
outside in a cool 7.00am breeze, huddled 
around a collection of equipment that we 
would all become very familiar with. Devices 
such as Global Positioning Systems (GPSs), 
range finders and a leopard cage, would 
help us collect data for the next fortnight. 
Excitement grew amongst the team as we 
learnt how to use the cage, instructed by a 
trainer from the Landmark Foundation. 

The best way to track a leopard is with a 
radio collar – but first you’ve got to try and 
catch one. The leopard trap is designed 
with a trigger mechanism in the floor of the 
cage. As the big cat enters, it will release the 
trigger, simultaneously closing doors at each 
end, with no harm caused to the feline. 

We took it in turn to assemble and set the 
trap, with one of the volunteers, Jane, even 
going so far as to climb inside to demonstrate 
the cage in action. We let her out eventually...

The main source of information collection 
on this expedition, however, was obtained 
using camera-traps. These robust cameras 
are strapped to chicken wire fence posts 
and are set to take images, either when a 

sensor is triggered or at regular intervals. 
Our main challenge was to find the best sites 
for them.  In South Africa, leopards have 
been found to pace a territory stretching to 
around 25,000ha for males and 12,000ha 
for females. So finding evidence of their 
continued presence is key.

Indications such as leopard scat or the 
remains of prey allow researchers to identify 
the paths that these animals regularly take. 
So when we found a tree that had been 
used as a scratching post, it seemed like the 
perfect place to set up the cage and a camera-
trap. The devices stayed here until the end of 
our expedition, and we checked them twice 
daily with baited breath. 

THE BIGGER PICTURE
“Camera-trapping is a bit like Christmas,” 
said Turner. “You never quite know what 
you’re going to get when you open that box or 
download those images. But now and then you 
find what you’re looking for, and when you do 
it completely validates why you’re here.” 

Strapping on my hiking boots, coating 
myself in sun block and filling my water bottle 
became the daily routine. Hiking across hills, 
strolling through valleys and cutting through 
the bush, we traversed the reserve to retrieve 
camera-traps left by expedition volunteers the 
previous year and site new ones.  

Our efforts were rewarded when, during 

the course of our trip, multiple photos of 
leopards were captured. But that was just 
the first step; telling them apart is a difficult 
but important task. Thankfully it’s true what 
they say: ‘A leopard can’t change its spots’. 
From the individual rosette spot patterns 
on a leopard’s fur, you can tell if you have 
captured a picture of the same one twice. 
Much like a snowflake, each animal’s spot 
structure is unique – although seeing them 
at the right angle to tell can be tricky. 

The pictures captured by these cameras are 
translated into plentiful data. It’s extraordinary 
what you can learn simply from looking at 
an image, captured as they are with a time 
stamp. These can help researchers track the 
movements of animals, identify potential 
mated pairs and assess their reproductive 
success. Images can also record a species’ 
abundance, gender, possible age and 
geographical location, and create a 
complete picture of the reserve’s 
biodiversity. From our efforts 
retrieving the camera-traps from 
the previous year, nearly 3,000 
photos were collected for analysis. 

With guides and reference 
images in hand, we had to 
establish which species appeared 

in each photo. The majority of animals 
inhabiting the Blue Hill Nature Reserve 
are nocturnal, so sometimes only a shady 
silhouette or the glow of a pair of eyes is 
visible. And, of course, no animal stands to 

pose for the camera, so identifying them 
can be tricky. Does that antelope have 
small furry socks like a duiker? Does that 
hazy image of a cat have long flicked tufts 
of hair at the ends of its ears like a caracal? 

Staring fixedly at a laptop screen in the 
research office, we volunteers learned 
the subtle differences between species, 
especially antelopes. A common duiker 
looks very similar to a Cape grysbok, except 
for a teardrop marking on the face of the 
grysbok, but when you’re looking at an 
image in darkness, it takes a little practice. 

CREATURES GREAT AND SMALL
The presence of prey species can explain 
how well leopards are responding to their 
environment. If prey are in abundance, 
it is very likely that leopards are doing 
well. However, any project exploring the 
biodiversity of an area cannot just focus 
on one large charismatic mammal and its 

associated species. During the expedition 
we also recorded the presence of non-prey 
species – as far as the leopard is concerned 
at least – such as elephant shrews and 
African striped field mice. However, an 
Endangered species that was of particular 
interest to Lee – a small bird called the 
hottentot buttonquail, endemic to a narrow 
strip of southern Africa – continually eluded 
us. There is little information known about 
this species that only numbers in the 
hundreds. It has never been caught and 
ringed with an ID band anywhere in this 
area. A ringed bird would help immensely 
in working out its movements and the 
challenges it faces. Lee was determined to 
find one so we took a rocky drive to a road 
where he thought we might get lucky. 

With the sun beating down, we put up a 
series of poles to hold a finely woven mist 
net. We then slowly walked in line towards 
the net, doing what is known as flush 
surveying to hopefully drive any birds out of 
the dense ground vegetation around us. 

Amazingly, after a few attempts, a small 
brown-faced buttonquail darted out of a 
nearby sugar bush and straight into the net. 
No one was more amazed than our mentor.

“Catching a buttonquail is surreal, I can’t 
believe we’ve done it,” said Lee. “I’ve been 
ringing for years and have never caught one.”

PEAKS AND TROUGHS
It’s this sort of lucky chance that adds to 
the thrill of an expedition. It’s rewarding to 
know that your efforts at data collection will 
produce information to aid the conservation 
of precious species. It’s a view that Craig 
shares: “When you witness something that 
you don’t ordinarily see every day, whether 
it’s an elephant shrew, an endemic bird or, 
if you’re very lucky, a leopard, it makes it 
worth the effort of getting people out here 
and teaching them how to do surveying 
techniques. They may seem simplistic, like 
camera-trapping, but with them you get that 
magic piece of data.”

During my time in South Africa I 
engaged with a wealth of wildlife and 
retrieved and processed a bounty of data. 
There was only one, small disappointment 
– no leopard sighting – but you can’t have it 
all. The cage that we sited at the start of the 
expedition unfortunately didn’t prove 
enticing enough for a solitary cat. Only a 
disgruntled Cape porcupine was found to 
have triggered it. It appears that the 
leopards in Blue Hill Nature Reserve are  
too wily to be caught by anything more  
than the lens of a camera.  

CAMERA-TRAPPING IS A  
BIT LIKE CHRISTMAS. YOU 
NEVER KNOW WHAT YOU ARE 
GOING TO GET WHEN YOU 
DOWNLOAD THOSE IMAGES.

6:00am-6:30am  
A pair of volunteers check the leopard cage.
7:00am-12:30pm  
First data collection activity, such as  
camera-trap setting up/collection or  
mist netting and flush surveys. 
12:30-2:00pm Lunch

2:00pm- 5:00pm  
Second data collection activity, such as mist netting, small mammal trapping or entering camera-trap findings into the database. 
5:00pm-6:00pm  
A pair of volunteers check the leopard cage.
6:00pm-6:30pm  
Debrief on the day’s activities and handing  out the assignments for the following day. 
7:30pm-8:30pm Dinner   

SCOTT DUTFIELD joined a Biosphere 
Expeditions trip to South Africa. Find out 

more at www.biosphereexpeditions.org 

FIND OUT MORE

The Cape Floral 
Kingdom 2015 
survey concluded 
that prey species 
appear in healthy 
amounts. Read the 
full report: http://
bit.ly/2gd5aZD

+

A VOLUNTEER’S DAY


