
 

Elephants Alive quarterly report for the APNR: 

January to March 2019 

Director, Co-Founder & Principal Researcher: Dr. Michelle Henley;  
Tracking Projects Manager: Anka Bedetti de Kock; Big Trees Projects Manager: Robin Cook;  

ID study Projects Manager: Dr. Julie Kern; Researcher & Elephant Mortalities Liason Officer: Tammy Eggeling; 
Researcher & Bee Project- and Education Liason officer: Ronny Makukule;  

Development Manager: Harriet Nimmo 

 
Elephant ID studies in the APNR 
While the field team continues to monitor the APNR elephant population closely, we have also been 
busy behind the scenes, analysing our rich, long-term database. Combining data from our ID and 
tracking studies, we are currently investigating changes in bull population trends over the last 15-years 
and learning more about what is driving elephant movements. This study will shortly be submitted for 
publication in a peer-reviewed journal and will be shared with APNR once that process is completed 
(which can take up to 6 months).  

      
                    Radio tracking elephants on the APNR  Classic – a well known mature bull, frequently 
       found in the Timbavati area, first collared in 2004. 
       He was recently the “star” of a Tanda Tula blog. 

 
We are also evaluating a number of elephant-ageing techniques, assessing their advantages and 
limitations, and highlighting inconsistencies. Our aim is to produce a practical “toolkit” for wildlife 
practitioners to increase the accuracy of age estimates. We hope this will be beneficial both for the 
purposes of general population monitoring and to enhance the implementation of best-practises in 
trophy hunting.  



Tracking Elephants   
Elephants Alive has monitored 90 individual radio collared elephants fitted with collars in 140 collaring 

operations throughout Great Limpopo Transfrontier Conservation Area (GLTCA). The first collar was 

fitted in the APNR in 1997. As the APNR represents our headquarters, the local APNR population has 

been monitored over the longest period. This is providing us with valuable insight into their 

movements over time - both within the APNR and across borders into Kruger and Mozambique, within 

the GLTCA. The rise in elephant poaching across the GLTCA, especially on the Mozambican side (we 

have nine active collars in Limpopo National Park), allows us to compare how elephants respond to 

various degrees of threat in different areas of the region. 

  

This project again demonstrates that elephants have a remarkable long-term memory of where and 

when it is safe and unsafe, which we can then use to assist in anti-poaching efforts as is currently being 

tested in Mozambique. 

FYI we have recently also collared six elephants in Maputo Special Reserve and one elephant outside 

Protected Areas in Mozambique to add to our understanding of elephant movements and the linkages 

between Reserves. 

Thanks to our access within the APNR, we are also able to study the social behaviour of these collared 

elephants, and are learning that social benefits are proving another important driver of elephant 

movements.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Recording social behaviour of known elephants from our research vehicle within the APNR 
 

 

 

 

 
 

These two maps show how far elephants spread out during the 

wet season within and beyond the APNR. The red areas are 

where elephants spend 50% of their time and the yellow areas 

show their overall home range. 

Males (top map) have much bigger home ranges than females 

(lower map), spreading significantly further into Kruger 

National Park as water and foraging resources are not limiting 

their movements during the rainy season. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Elephant Mortalities 

As we come to the end of the current hunting season, we want to express our gratitude to the reserve 

managers who have kept us updated with hunting and natural mortality occurrences. Encouragingly, the 

quality of information we are getting back is continuously improving. This allows us to, amongst other 

things, more accurately look at ageing methods using various body measurements as well as helping to 

update elephant population models in the area. Findings such as these will eventually form part of the 

demographics study on the elephant population of APNR. We also want to encourage input from 

managers and landowners, if you have particular questions of interest that we can investigate - in order 

to ensure that our research remains of interest and relevance to those on the ground. 

 
 

Bees and honey harvesting 

Our Elephants, Bees, Trees & People Project continually grows from strength to strength, especially after 

such an abundance of rain over the summer months. We have harvested two batches of honey already 

this year – bottling nearly 65 litres. The honey has proved hugely popular with customers in both 

Hoedspruit, Johannesburg and Durban, selling out every time at the local Farmers Market. Every harvest 

produces a different tasting honey, depending on what flowers the bees are feeding on at that time. Our 

final harvest took place mid-March, with the bees now being given a break with the approaching winter, 

so they can feed on their remaining honey supplies.  

 
Elephant friendly honey – now on sale 

Measuring the jaw of a collared bull elephant who died in 

a fight on York Nature Reserve a few years ago.  

Jaw measurements allow us to estimate age.  

 



We are grateful to various APNR landowners and shareholders who have called us in to collect wild 

swarms from their houses. These have all been added to our ever-growing collection of beehives. 

 

At the end of last year, we re-assessed all of the trees in our study site on Jejane Private Nature Reserve 

(JPNR) - where we are recording elephant impact on 150 marula trees. Of these trees, 50 have beehives, 

50 are wire-netted, and 50 are left as controls. 80% of the control trees have been impacted in the 

study’s 3-year duration, versus 52% of the wire-netted trees. We are pleased that only 8% of the beehive 

trees have received any form of elephant impact since November 2015. A detailed report was sent to 

JPNR management in February 2019 ahead of their annual committee meeting. The most recent tree 

assessments were conducted in March 2019, and the details are being made available to JPNR 

management.  

We are also pleased that an additional nine wild swarms have reoccupied abandoned hives on their own 

accord, testament to our hive cleaning workshops in December 2018. 

FYI the next development in our beekeeping and honey production program is with three key local 

communities, as identified in consultation with the Kruger 2Canyon Biosphere.  In addition, we also plan 

to teach more Black Mambas the value of beekeeping skills. This project will help provide alternative 

livelihoods, increase food security and develop enduring economic improvement for the impoverished 

rural communities, which form part of the Greater Kruger Area. Fostering positive relationships with 

communities close to Protected Areas are key to calling for tolerance relating to potential human-

elephant conflict and the protection of natural resources.  

 
Protecting Large Trees for the Private Landowners Community 
In February 2019, Elephants Alive’s latest scientific paper titled ‘Complexities associated with elephant 
impact on Sclerocarya birrea subsp. caffra in the Greater Kruger National Park’ was published in the 
scientific journal South African Journal of Botany. This paper explores how the combinations of elephant 
impact, termite presence, and road and water densities can influence marula tree mortality. Details of 
this paper are available at https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sajb.2019.01.016. All scientific papers can be 
downloaded from our website. 
  
Elephants Alive have recently completed marula tree transects in Jejane Private Nature Reserve (JPNR). 
We have been monitoring elephant impact on marula trees in JPNR since their fences were dropped and 
elephants moved back into the reserve from the Greater Kruger National Park. These results will be 
made available to JPNR management in April 2019, following the completion of data analyses.  
 

 

Surveying marula trees on JeJane. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sajb.2019.01.016


Elephants Alive are also in communications with N’tsiri Private Nature Reserve to explore alternatives 
to creosote for tree protection. This presents a mitigation strategy employed by the landowners. All 
trees containing creosote tins have been scientifically measured for elephant impact, providing valuable 
baseline data for when new methods are tested. 

The details of our 2018 Vulture Survey were sent in a report to all respective managers and wardens 
within the APNR, and further analyses are taking place on vulture tree selection and elephant impact.   

Our workshop on “Protecting trees against elephant impact” was given in Thornybush in October 2018, 
the Tuskers Outdoor Workshop in January 2019, and the South African Veterinary Association 
conference in March 2019. We are extremely grateful for all of the support shown towards our 
presentations and the interest surrounding protecting iconic trees. We thank the APNR for their valuable 
assistance and comments regarding tree protection methods.  

New projects 

Ms Antoinette van de Water has approached us to facilitate her community engagement project ‘Living 
with Elephants. A transnational, cross-cultural investigation of the social dimensions of human-elephant 
coexistence’. She has permission from the APNR to conduct interviews, questionnaires, and 
participatory workshops on finding integrated strategies to coexist with elephants through community 
engagement and citizen science.    
 
Pending on a funding application to the USFWS, our elephant ID database will be used in a study entitled: 
"Wildbook: Deep Learning Techniques to Identify Individual Elephants for Spatially Explicit Capture-
Recapture in Samburu, Kenya and the Associated Private Nature Reserves in South Africa".  This 
collaborative effort involves a team comprised of 1) non-profit software engineers at Wild Me, 2) faculty 
and students at Princeton University, Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, and the University of Illinois-
Chicago, and 3) the two partner organizations in Africa.  
 
If you would like further details, please email info2u@elephantsalive.org  
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