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I

n South Africa, we have a fence loving
culture: no-one has grown up without
fencing of some kind. Fence types depend on land-use types, but recently
there has been a rapid growth in the
use of electric fencing to control problem animals as well as manage large
game species, particularly in the wildlife
ranching sector. However, recent studies have found that leopard tortoises
(Stigmochelys pardalis) are prone to
dying from electrocution along electric
fences, more so than any other wildlife.
The Leopard tortoise is the largest
(with exceptional individuals reaching
lengths of 750 mm and masses of 40
kg), most abundant and widespread
tortoise across South Africa. This makes
them very prone to contact with lowstrand electric wires. Upon contact,
the tortoise defence mechanism is engaged: this involves retracting head and
limbs into the shell, often remaining in
contact with the live wire. The animal is
then consistently shocked, with death
occurring after a prolonged period of
terrible pain due to dehydration, overheating or internal organ failure.

viduals, 35 alive), followed by Angulate
tortoises (54 individuals, 5 alive) and
tent tortoises (5, all dead). Unsurprisingly, Leopard tortoise mortalities were
significantly higher along electric fences
than non-electric fences. Despite forming only approximately 4% of all roadside fencing, electric fences account for
56% of leopard tortoise mortalities.
Matt also recorded Angulate tortoises
(Chersina angulata), a smaller tortoise
of up to 30 cm length and 2 kg. Mortalities did not differ between electric
and non-electric fences, likely due to
the lower shell height. A novel finding
was that mortalities of this species were
higher along diamond mesh fences
than strand fences. Angulate tortoises

appear to wedge themselves in mesh
fences and are unable to escape. This
study highlights the current threat of
non-electric fencing on tortoises as no
similar findings have been reported.
These additional tortoise mortalities
should be considered alongside other
emerging threats when questioning
the longevity of these tortoise populations, not only in the Karoo, but globally. For instance, Pied Crow have been
recorded to feed on small and juvenile
tortoises.
Implementation and practicality of
mitigation strategies
Raising the electric strands has previously been suggested, but was rarely

With South Africa being home to more
tortoise species than anywhere else in
the world, this is a major concern. A recent study by student Matthew Macray,
based at the University of Cape Town,
quantified tortoise mortalities associated with electrified and non-electrified
fences, comparing these to areas of
veld with no fences, in the Karoo region stretching from Prince Albert to
Steytlerville. Here, low-line electric fencing is commonly used to protect Angora Goats from jackal, amongst other
purposes.
Matt found 403 tortoises on over 160
km of on-foot survey routes, only 40
of which were alive. Leopard tortoises
were most commonly found (344 indi-
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Figure 1: Angulate tortoise trapped in mesh fence
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observed, and is impractical for controlling the movement of unwanted wildlife.
The implementation of rock aprons also
appeared to be ineffective at reducing
mortality rates, in some cases lowering
the contact height between low electric
strands and the ground level. However,
tortoises displayed active behaviour
when the temperature was above 20°C,
thus thermostatic switches for electric
fences could potentially reduce tor-

toise mortalities without compromising fence function. High temperatures
are associated with later periods of the
day, periods when traditional problem
animals are rarely observed. Switching
fences off during these periods could
allow time for tortoises to escape the
fences. In the Baviaanskloof area, one
farmer concerned about the impact of
his fences on tortoises, employed a staff
member to patrol the fence every day

Figure 2: Angulate tortoise trapped in mesh fence with rock apron

and remove tortoises trapped on the
fences. Despite having electric fences,
he was still suffering stock loss due to
predation by jackal, making it questionable whether the fences were proving
effective: there is certainly a need for
further research regarding this. Placing
fences away from tall vegetation and
water may also help reduce fatalities.
Overall, a proactive attitude to mitigating tortoise mortalities is required.

Figure 3: Dead leopard tortoise on a
fence with a rock apron

Figure 4: Live leopard tortoise
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