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WHY SHOULD NIGERIA BOTHER ABOUT
NATURE CONSERVATION?

by
Niels Bolwig

Europeans coming to Africa are frequently accusea™of /oeing
sentimental about the wild life. True enough, many of ussare. I do
not wish to deny that I am sentimental myself. I €o not wish to
deny that I love the African nature—that it was my love/ror nature
which drove me to Africa—and that this love has up,till now bound
me to the continent for more than one and a hal{decades. It is this
love which has made me take up the fight for theypreservation of
some of the unspoiled nature which still existsy, }'idve come to love
Africa, her people, her problems and her petury, but that does not
necessarily mean that I have lost a sensefof reality.

Man is dependent on nature as the childyjs on its mother. We
respect our mother and love her, we regpiCeour family and love it
and draw what benefit we can from ite, A'z00d son does not rob and
abuse his family. The giving and tle fdking must be mutual. There
must be mutual respect and we4mnust/give in order that we may
receive. Our seniority in the familywof nature has given us extra
power, but also extra respopsibility. How do we discharge this
responsibility ?

The drive from Lagos #0 Thadan shows the newcomer a sorry
spectacle. What was oncz maznificent forest is now a tangle of
shrub and creepers. Here aid there a large tree reminds us of the
former splendour. Maa has been cutting and burning the forest
away without any regarefor the future, so that he can grow cassava,
yams, bananas, cofoa and maize. He has done it to get food and
earn a living. Th¢ land, has been robbed. It has been forced to give,
and nothing has een given back to it.

Man must livesoIt'is his birthright to get enough to eat, and to
have protectioii’ans security. With the quickly growing population
the demands ¢n nature grow. The soil must be tilled where possible,
and the livestock must be increased to cover the larger demand for
proteing/ Bat tor each tree that falls and for each acre that is culti-
vated gredrutare supply of timber sets a problem. Timber is needed
for houses, for furniture, for ships, for numerous other purposes.
It (Ges.many years to grow a tree, perhaps even the life time of
several generations. It may take less than an hour to cut down a
giaint, True enough we can plant fast growing trees, but the timber
chey produce is less valuable than that produced by those that grow
alowly. Some timbers have become rare. Good Cuba mahogany

3



If we do not make sure that for each tree we cut there is a repl

and good Burmese teak have become scarce on the world marke;
ment; if we do not ration our cutting with the view of supplying.o

be rightly accused by them of having lived at their expense.
fore forest areas must be preserved and brought under man@gesase

importance of replacing those trees that have been re

Not all forests can remain and much indigenous o ust give
way for more economic, faster growing exotic tree Qc‘ for agri-
cultural purpose. This clearance of the forest m owever, be
done in an economic way. It must be done with forgthought.

Much has been done in the past by the various¥governments in
Africa to clear large areas of bush to combat t3e-tse flies or malaria
and such attempts lead to changes in thé“ecology of the area. If
the ecology of the area concerned is ied beforehand the
labour may be wasted, and the results\rhiay even be disastrous.
There are places in Africa where all Qi s been slaughtered and

the bush cleared to combat Nagan d'sease which is carried by
tse-tse flies) so that domestic cattle.coul¥fbe introduced. The results
have sometimes been very disappo because the land afterwards
proved unsuitable for the grazi cattle. The money has been
wasted and the wild animal could have served as a meat

reservoir have gone forever.

Changing a country’s gecology can be dangerous. Cutting of
forest, burning of gras over-grazing and tramping down the
vegetation can be disa Fires are one of the greatest curses
to Africa. Grass bu @w wrong times may promote the growth
of unpalatable grassc the development of undesirable shrubs.
Fires may cause igreparable damage to forest trees and they may
remove the protective cover of the soil which should hold back the
rainwater. If, howeVer, burning is done with care and forethought
it may be use advantage, but it must always be kept in mind that
burning is astwo-c¥ged sword.

All tree Melled and all bush was cleared in the Orange Free
State in frica with the result that the desertisspreadingwith
alarmipgspeaad into the former fertile country. There is an indication

that spread of the desert in northern Africa is partly due to the
cuttingf trees and the over-grazing. When I worked in the Kalahari
Dsg the border of South West Africa, Bechuanaland and South

:r &a./t saw clear signs of overstocking with caracul sheep. The
dunes which had been resting for centuries reverted to naked, moving
S hills wherever a caracul farmer moved in. Quickly the compa-
ively rich vegetation disappeared and gave way to a desolate

sert. In the mountains of Northern Transvasl the thick jungle

along the gullies and water courses was removed with the result that

Q the sources of the rivers dried up and irrigation of the farms on the
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was no vegetation to hold back the moisture and the rushing water
cut its way into the arable land and carried the good soil out into the
sea. The picture altered when natural jungle and controlled, we
planned forestry was re-introduced along the former springs and o
the steep slopes. I shall never forget the pride with which the

82 years old pioneer Merensky showed us the clear water that ag
had begun to trickle steadily down the mountainsides. In t
land where all forest has been cut, I have seen gullies 30-40 ecp

spread into former fertile pastures, and on Madagascar aw
Cc

plains below became virtually impossible. When the rain fell there !

an amazing illustration of what can happen when t st is
thoughtlessly cut. From the western boundary of axp forest
with gigantic 150 feet high trees ran a grass-covered belt of*perhaps
a mile in width. This belt was all that was left of a mu&!ﬂger area.
Huge gullies, perhaps 100 feet or more deep hadsbeen carved into
the fertile land by the rushing waters, like scra giant claws.
Yet, unperturbed by this magnificent illustrationwof what happens
when the forest is removed, the local popula ntinued felling.

From what 1 have said it must be clea at without careful
ve cynnot expect the full
even ruin our own future
a.must go carefully with
and find out how much
we give something back,

research into the nature of the ecology
benefit of the natural resources. We may
and that of those coming after us.
Mother Nature. We must treat her
she can give. We may discover tha
she may be unable to give us her bex he soil must be studied by
soil chemists, soil biologists, hydroldgists and various other scientists.
The botanist, zoologist and plfysiologist must study the life in, on,
or above the soil, and the nficpO-climatologist the climatic factors
which influence all life. Baead “an the findings of these scientists
the agriculturist and the giazing)expert may draw conclusions about
how best to utilize and pe g’even improve the nature of the land
and its life.

I recall from my fi edition to the Kalahari Desert what a lot
of madmen we appeared to be. One man with strong spectacles
and a most learnéd earance walked about bent double all the

time picking u all insects from beneath the sparse vegetation
with a pair o% s. Another equally learned and bespectacled
0
()

gentleman ran like a lunatic swinging a butterfly net. A small
geologist be dumped in the middle of nowhere, 20 miles
from our camp, with a helper, a spade and masses of small bags.
When in the evening to collect him we saw a new hill, or
rather, csno from the top of which came puffs of sand and dust.
Having,rea¥ned the edge of the crater we saw deep below us, perhaps
10 wn, a man still digging and throwing up sand and a small
s w geologist still putting samples into bags.

ooked a crazy lot, but what results we had when we put

ether our observations! What we had found could throw light
0; he grazing and carrying capacity of the desert, on the water
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resources and the animals’ ability to survive, on health and on many
other questions. This was the beginning of a large research team
which was sponsored by the South African National Parks Board or
Trustees.

The reason I like to emphasize our work in the Kalahari is becuse
I saw there the importance of having a completely undistg=hed
nature for research. We had antelopes by the thousandsjy(lions,
leopards, hyenas, jackals, vultures, porcupines and ingecfs. Three
to four days after a lion or leopard had killed a buck tite{e were no
more traces of the drama to be found. The animal§ Jisted (except
for the antelopes) had finished off the carcase complewdy sind shared
it among themselves. Hide, bones, stomach contentssanu excrement
had all gone.

It was by comparing what I saw in the Kalahari, and in other
places, that I became aware of our responsibilities for the land.
Not only did I begin to view the problems wf farming and grazing
with a new and greater interest, but I @egan,'to see many of the
problems with which the ecologist is faced. ¥ he problems of manage-
ment had a new meaning. On my trgvelsytitroughout Africa I have
met the same problems everywheros, Burning, cutting of trees,
overgrazing, soil erosion and Kkilling=has Ueen the picture everywhere,
but not equally bad all over the'Zontinent. A visit to Queen
Elizabeth Park in Uganda is plojtsitistructive. The hippos are too
numerous. On their nightly, gedzing excursions to areas often far
away from their wallows, theyntedr the grass off at the roots with
their thick hard lips. Thegprotecting cover of the soil, and the food
for other animals disapyeass, and wind and water begin their de-
vastating work. Then camethe long dry seasons, when food becomes
scarce and the grass(eaters die by the thousands. There are not
enough carnivores to ‘wops with the sick and dying animals. Only
a small pride of lidns and a few hyenas and jackals are preserved to
clear the land. The\carcases rot away, wasted and useless to every-
body. They casinot even go back to the dust from which they arose
and they are Jefs to spread diseases. It is so obvious that nature is
out of balants.

Man cin lsenefit from nature protection in many ways. I know
a former, crocgdile hunter who settled on the shores of Lake Baringo
in the Kif! Valley of northern Kenya. He was alarmed by the rapidly
decrgasiig number of crocodiles and wanted to take up commercial
fishing inStead of hunting. At the time he took up fishing as his
newsarger he persuaded the government to prohibit killing of croc-
odiles on the lake. The consequences came as a surprise. The
Croahdiles liked to go fishing on the breeding grounds of the fishes,
and were regularly causing damage to the nets of the local fishermen
who also liked to fish there. As they increased in numbers they
became such a nuisance that the fishermen decided to set their nets
in deeper water. From then on the fish population of the lake
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increased to such an extent that the sale of fish now forms a major
source of income for the locals.

. This experience shows us how important the protection of thé
breeding animals is. The farmer protects his breeding animals afiq
maintains a basic stock. The annual surplus he kills and sells“fo(
food. Why is it then that the same farmer tries to kill every.wila
beast he encounters? Is it that the governments have not sufficienitly
emphasized that the wild animals are public property belgiiying, to
all of us and that they should serve to the benefit of us ali, pGt"Only
for Peter, David or John? Let us preserve a breeding stgek and crop
the surplus.

The. quality of the grazing in Nigeria seems to varyane so does
the animal population. You do not see much game, but it is still
there. Many people claim there has never been mudsh game, others
tell me that they remember having seen plentywof it long ago and
that it has been killed, and others tell me that.thengame has never
formed great herds as it does in East and Scuth Africa. Several
people have told me of lack of palatable giasyes-and lack of water
as factors limiting the number of animals. ¥ am inclined to treat
all this information with the greatest Cautipn. I have seen more
animals-in the desert where rain is rare and fresh water non-existent
than in.any other place. Where thei&=as water it was so salt that
it burned ones throat, yet there were game and the vegetation was
almost luxuriant. The amount of piiatable grasses and bushes was
sufficient to support a large aniival jpoopulation. Most antelopes,
however, are probably browsers as much as grazers. If the grasses
of an area are non-palatabl¢ it is likely to be a result. of human
influence rather than a natyral phenomenon. Unwise burning,
tilling and grazing withdaniestic animals has in many parts of
Africa caused a deterioratiol of the vegetation, and it may have
done the samé here. I cannot believe that lack of water would have
caused it. It is well viorth remembering that it may take more than
a hundred years for.l2nd to recover once it has been ruined.

Schmidt Nielser found in the Colorado, and I in the Kalahari,
that much watel percolates up from deep down, thus becoming a
source for the Vegetation and for the animals. The animals may need
much water £0' cover the loss they sustain in their attempts to keep
down their ‘a#dy/temperature. The diurnal animals which do not
hide mos#Of tliC time in cool subterranean warrens with humid air,
can be ¢xpisEd to extreme climatic conditions. The smaller forms
particiiarlysmust be able to tolerate high temperatures of perhaps
120-¥40/" Farenheit, and an excessive radiation. Animals in hot
places niay dress themselves in thick coats which keep the heat out,
and_stme of them can tolerate an increased body temperature of
Several degrees. Schmidt Nielsen found that the camel suffers no
il effects from a body temperature of 105° Farenheit. An increased
oy temperature decreases the difference between the temperature
of the body and that of the air. Less water is therefore required to
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keep the body temperature within its vital limit. Even then, however,
great economy with water is required. The sources of water for
animals in arid lands are often limited to the free water in the greem
plant, and that obtained through the body metabolism. The k&i-
garoo rat manages on metabolic water alone. In addition to 4vhat
is lost through the organs of respiration, the greatest loss of water is
through urine and faeces. Animals adapted to arid conditions,/can
concentrate their urine up to three times as well as man camdciand
their droppings can be desiccated in their alimentary trict/.e=form
hard dry pellets. No animals, as far as we know, store svatcs as free
water, but only as chemically bound in fats or other £tor<d)nutrient
of the body. In mammals a fluctuation of the blood, watsr is fatal,
yet the camel, and possibly other animals, can tolerate a loss of
water which corresponds to about one quarter Ofits sody weight.
It is the body cells that release water. This water cin be restored
when the camel drinks in about 10 minutes.

From these remarks it will be clear that tirere is little reason to
believe that it is lack of water that limits titesgamie population to its
present small number. We must therefore resume that the cause
is man. Man has failed to understand tiat'game is his inherited
source of protein food which should beworeserved. He has failed on
that point so our necessary breeding=stack’is much too small. Now
it is time we stopped killing and begsn to build up what we have
ruined. It is high time that gap{e)management was brought under
effective government control, andy/t ig high time that nature reserves
were set aside, not only for the eitertainment of people and as tourist
attractions which will bring/money to the country, but for something
much more fundamental{fol the future of Nigeria, namely for
research into the nature ef.ous land and the true management of our
resources.

I have so far talked avau#food, but it is not all animals which are
suitable for humanf consumption. I have already mentioned the
importance of maintiining the carnivores as nature’s health inspec-
tors, pall bearers and dustmen. Even if we may lose some of our
animals to theri wa,must accept losses as our payment for the service
they offer us. ‘Ta many parts of Africa the leopard is totally protected
because it J&€ps down the population of baboons. I have been to
places whena’py hons were protected because they keep down the
rats, bakOyns“and other vermin; and to places where vultures and
hyenas@weic protected because they clear away dead animals.

Mgnkeys, and apes are frequently considered with contempt
becdust of the damage they do and many think of them only as
good t6ed. Those who mercilessly try to destory these, our primate
eausins, should know what benefit we have had from them. Do they
vealize that without monkeys we would probably have had no polio
vaceine? Monkeys are of the greatest importance to medical re-
scarch and cannot be dispensed with by those responsible for public
health. Being our closest relatives among the animals they are
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frequently susceptible to the same diseases as we are and can there-
fore be used better than any other animal in the study as well as in
the combat of human diseases.

It may sound offensive to many when I say that it is not orly
physically but also mentally that we are related to the monkeys ai
apes, but it is nevertheless true. Many of their behavioural fegiures
are similar to ours and it is undoubtedly the reason why many pegple
either dislike monkeys or find them amusing. People jechgnise
themselves in the monkeys. By a careful study of primate vakaviour
we learn about human behaviour and find reasons férymany of
man’s actions. For many years the research workers ‘valiceatrated
on the study of captive chimpanzees. Now it is reaiisea'that we
must use not only chimpanzees but also other primates for our study
and that we can only reach the correct conclusions vy studying the
animals in the wild as well as in captivity.

Let me explain, by a few examples from thu=liacy of research in
which I have lately been involved myself, what Twmean when I say
we can learn about humans by the study or,piitates.

Half a decade ago Harlow in Americ2=hegan an intensive study
of new-born monkeys. He found that{monieys and humans pass
through the same phases of reflex, attashiment and exploratory
behaviour. Like other animals and huniins they learn through play
and like humans they utilize what they i'ave learned in solving prob-
lems even -to the extent of combiring “astions and inventing tools or
methods of solving the problems. I liave myself been inclined to
deny that monkeys could perceive“zausality and use tools, in spite
of claims by Kortlandt and others. However, my own animals
convinced me of the correctiogs of their claims. The baboon, Maco,
which can be seen at the”Zwo,uses tools and has reached perform-
ances which equal thosc of 'he most intelligent chimpanzees. We
know now from Harlow s=¢xperiments that something to cling to
and hold on to givesithe small monkey a feeling of security. My
own observations 4w that certain centres are more important
than others as cglatact centres. The mouth is the most important
one. The teat has vwo separate functions: to provide food and to
give comfort. Only a soft teat gives proper comfort. A hard one
may even be(reisated as a comforter, but may still be accepted as a
source of food. This contact-and search for comfort with the mouth
has given/ris: to the kiss. The play bite to the laughter. It has been
ritualisea/ hat monkeys cannot laugh is a fallacy. They can laugh
and weep like we can, although they weep with invisible tears.
Thrqughthshandling of animals we can learn how to handle humans.
Many\aniinals form societies with a hierarchal organization similar
to"eurs) The strongest becomes the leader. If we handle children
wewvmust be the leader; not necessarily by the use of force. We must
bywour actions take the initiative from the animal or the child. Often
L have baffled a threatening monkey by offering it my hand to bite
ol by pushing a morsel into its mouth. Offer your cheek to the
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child that threatens to hit you, but do it without malice. Corporal
punishment may 'be useful and it may give a healthy outlet for the
giver, but do use it with care. Do not suppress by ‘using force.
Suppressed emotions will in animal and man give rise - to eruptfons
in unexpected ways. The stored nervous énergy must have an éuatlct
one way or another. Tinbergen’s displacement actions -g%ist i
man as well as in animals. The intimidated 'gull may preen\itselr;
the intimidated monkey may scratch itself; the intimidatfa) human
may scratch his head, or when a child is severely intimida ted 1u may
wet-its bed.

“These are just a few examples of hnes of research itsavhich I have
been ‘particularly interested myself. It is reseatch frém Which man
can benefit. Animals are required for research; sometintes many of
them. We must have sources from which to obtaba hem and the
trade gives money. Let us therefore preserve Gur primates Where it
is possible to do so.

What I have mentioned so far has been_purely utrhtarlan What
about the sentimental aspects‘of nature preservation? You Nigerian
people~ find it difficult to underStapds,tiie sentiment nourished
by-other people for African nature. Hale yoy ever th ought about the
reason for it? Why aré Europeans anGw/Americans so sentimental
about nature? You are in'a way a luckly™people. Everyone can get
out and enjoy the trees, the grassmthetflowers, the birds and at least
some wild: life. "You are spoited and take ‘it all for granted.
Although you have some big tewfisyou can still get out of them.
Imagine the day when your towns have grown ‘too big, when
you can no longer get out./when you are confined to narrow streets
and have nothing else to bk at but grey walls and stones. I re-
member it so clearly; wiicial ‘was a small boy we had the tall grey
wall of the neighbourii.g bulding stretching to the sky in front of
my classroom window. Could not see the sky from my seat but
only grey bricks. It\made me long for something gay, green, alive.
My imagination gompensated for the loss and in my day-dreams I
saw instead of tlie wall, dark green forest with all sorts of wonders
in them. Sonie ¢ you may laugh when you visit my country,
Denmark, and“see how people, starved of the joy of nature, try to
compensatg’ by=erowing common wild plants from Africa in pots
on their wittdow-sills, but'when you understand why they do it you
will be fouthed by the care with which they nurse these plants.

One ‘da¥ you too will have narrow streets with skyscrapers, and
one day,wiil come when many ‘of you will not be able to come out
of fim{tofvn without great cost. "I prophesy that when that day
comes you will cry: “Give us nature back, just a tiny bit of it.”
Itéeanyt natural for man to be cooped up in a small room in a narrow
stseet, and for the sake of his health, his mental health, he must be
allowed out into the nature where he after all belongs. ‘“Man does
not live by bread alone.”

Think about that when you criticize tourists who come to Africa
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to see nature, and pity them. Pity still more those that cannot afford
to come. Be proud of your heritage and praise your God that some
wild life is still left over. Go warily, go gently with mother nature:
Protect and preserve the nature of your country.

What I have said here will reach out to only a handful of pecple.
How do we bring the ideas across to the great masses? We.wili
need a big and costly machinery of propaganda. We need tie/co-
operation of schools, papers and films. We need laws and foebody
to ensure that they are carred out and obeyed. We nee€yadt imme-
diate establishment of nature reserves with well opgenised and
equipped rest camps for tourists and research woéskirs) These
reserves must be well - managed and patrolled to Tseepy poachers
away. They must be areas picked out by experts as®typical of
Nigeria or as rare and particularly interesting examples of nature
of scientific importance. Chiidren from all ovar Nigeria should at
least once in their school years have an oppgrtunity to spend some
days in a reserve. . Afterwards they should wiite essays about their
experience and a prize could be given anfiliaiiswior the best essays
written in Nigeria.

For those who cannot afford to fisit $¥he reserves, substitutes
must be found. I think here about biologicai gardens. ‘We have seen
how people stream to the small Zo&@pehe University College, and
what interest is shown in any new afimals or alterations. It is a
sign that already here in Ibadali somcthing is amiss. People here
are beginning to feel strangers én natire and subconsciously they are
longing for something. Althougina remarkable effort of Professor
Webb, Mr. Walker and otMers who created it, it is not a Zoo as a
Zoo should be. If only wésduld get the financial support we could
begin to build in 1963, We ®ould combine Botany, Zoology and
Agriculture into a dembnstriition of natural life and its utilization
in Nigeria. There shoula“s¢’some natural vegetation, some system-
aticallyarranged plants, animals in enclosures without bars and fences
moving in their natuial surroundings, and there could be cattle in
improved, well planaged pastures. There could also be domesticated
or semi-domesticaved antelopes which might be useful in marginal
lands where thecost of bush clearing and cultivation may be dis-
proportiongi tas tiie income possible from conventional livestock
and crops.*%ind on the site of such an area we could have ourinsti-
tute and’nmjuseum of African Studies. Today a Zoo or a botanical
garden Shéuld not be an institution where the public see everything
“outof comtext”. It should be an important educational institution
whiCiadnspires and gives ideas, teaches people about their country
and\showWs them the most profitable way of doing things. It would
Be=ndssible here at the University College, thanks to the position
and the layout, to create a biological garden which would be unique
i, Africa if not in the world. But we need money and help.

You may say that we will never manage to persuade people that
mature protection is necessary. I tell you that my experience in
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Africa has taught me that a determined educational propaganda
can change public opinion within a few years. Before the Nationalist
Government came into power in South Africa, the Nationalists
promised the farmers of Northern Transvaal that if they obtaingd
the majority at the election they would close down a certain gania
reserve and open it up for farming. Ten years later, when eleplkants
crossed the Limpopo and began to raid the farms, a conservavign
officer was sent out to shoot the elephants. There was such ast gutchy
in the papers that soon plans were being worked out for thé'sntation
of a new reserve. In parts of East Africa the education ingiiz.scirools
and the visits to the reserves have had such an impast’ that the
Africans begin to protect the wild life. The Meru trive %iade its
own game reserve. In Kigesi, the Impenetrable Forest, so I'was told,
was made a game reserve on the request of the local chiefs/ A student
we sent from Makerere to Kenya came back ard, reported to me:
“It is curious; when I talk to the European gfficia's they all talk
about the economy of game; when I talk to mj,own people they
talk about having game because they like ©OJteok at it.” From
Northern Rhodesia I was told: “The Africafs like the game to
look at” and in the Congo we have learnid that'the Albert National
Park has been running better under Aldcar. administration than
ever before. Why should we not be dieyta do just as well or even
better here in Nigeria?

* In Nigeria the cost of cleaning one aciz of bush is said to be approximately
£75.
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