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The Animal Angle  
 
“Good on you, mate”, as the Aussies say 
   And on this occasion, it is we who need to be saying it to them. Australia’s Minister of 
the Environment, Gregory Hunt, has signed into law an order that makes Australia the 
first nation to ban all products emanating from the cruel practice of canned lion hunting. 
The order, he said, would “prevent the importation into Australia of African lion parts 
and remains. This order will take effect immediately. It is part of the global movement, 
and I hope part of a significant movement to end canned hunting forever.”  
   The ban will impact on practices like “walking with lions; patting lions; and the lion 
bone trade”. The unpalatable truth is that “when captive young lions pass the age of being 
relatively ‘safe’ to interact with, they are fed into the market for their body parts or as 
targets for hunters”. Bred in captivity, they have learnt not to fear humans, a trust that is 
frequently appallingly betrayed.  
   It is true, the Minister said, that not many Australian hunters apply for permits linked to 
canned lion hunting. Top position in this regard goes to American trophy hunters, some 
of whom return year after year with their high-powered rifles or crossbows. Curiously, 
this is called ‘sport’, yet the ‘opposition’ has no means of escape or self-defence.  
   We have fewer than 3,000 wild lions in South Africa today. More than a thousand lions 
are shot by trophy hunters in our country every year. The question to be asked, therefore, 
is where these ‘trophy’ animals come from. According to media reports, South Africa has 
some 160 breeding ‘farms’ that together apparently house between 6,000 and 8,000 lions. 
Concern is being voiced that the genetic balance of the lion population is being “skewed” 
owing to the fact that large males are selected by trophy hunters and are therefore 
removed from the genetic pool.  
   A century ago, it was estimated that about 200,000 lions roamed the African savannahs. 
The present number is not more than 40,000, and probably nearer 30,000. As is indicated 
by the “crashing lion populations”, it is not true that breeding lions for trophy hunters to 
kill means that fewer wild lions fall prey to these human predators. The African 
experience is that very few wild lions are successfully re-wilded. Re-wilding is, in fact,  
not the purpose of the breeding programmes. The purpose is the trophy industry. And 
whatever the publicity presented to claim the contrary, the purpose is to satisfy a curious 
urge in the human ego that is hard for most of us to understand: the ‘pleasure’ of killing a 
magnificent animal in its prime without exposing oneself to any danger.  (Trophy hunters 
of canned lions apparently do not like the word ‘canned’ and prefer ‘captive’. However 
one dresses up the action, it remains revolting; the lion is dead and without any danger to 
the ‘hunter’.)  
   Whichever way one looks at it, says Australian MP, Jason Wood (who brought the 
issue of canned hunting to the Australian Parliament), canned hunting is “a cruel and 
barbaric practice” and one we should all abhor.  
   South African writer and photo-journalist, Ian Michler, visited Australia in 2014 to 
lobby against canned hunting. Michler, a safari operator and conservationist, is an 
impassioned critic of trophy hunting in general and canned lion hunting in particular. He 



is deeply critical of the Professional Hunting Association of South Africa owing to their 
silence on the issue of canned hunting which, he says, amounts to “tacit approval”. He 
will now lobby in America and will approach the EU Parliament. About 80% of trophy 
hunters come from the United States. 
   “Canned! No more trophies from canned lion hunting allowed into Australia!”: The 
headline comes from the website of the International Fund for Animal Welfare, one of 
the biggest animal charities in the world. IFAW has campaigned for the protection of the 
African lion for over thirty years. It was they who sponsored Ian Michler’s visit to 
Australia last year to campaign for a ban against canned lion hunting. It is now hoped that 
the United States, the European Union and New Zealand will follow Australia’s example.  
   But what about us? We should be speaking out forcefully against this barbaric practice 
and should not be swayed by bleats about profits and what accrues to GDP via the ‘lion 
trade’. In the context of the whole, profit made from canned hunting is a drop in the 
ocean compared with what is lost to our country owing to our current climate of 
corruption and misgotten wealth.   
   Gregory Hunt says that lions are “an iconic reminder of the great plains of Africa, of 
the international world, of the majesty that has been” and that he hopes and prays this 
will continue to be so for the sake of future generations.  
   The roar of a wild lion in the wilderness night is an archetypal echo, never to be 
forgotten by those who have heard it. To kill such creatures for ‘pleasure’ when they are 
captive and helpless raises questions that none of us should avoid.        
 
My SPCA treasures 
   When my much loved Boerbull, Cadie, and my boxer, Bouncer, both died of different 
forms of cancer at the age of about ten, I knew I wouldn’t be able to face living without 
dogs for more than a few days. People sometimes think one should leave weeks or 
months for mourning, but I just see beautiful animals craving for love and a new home, 
and taking on a loving little creature so helps the hollow left by the animals one has lost.  
   I was imagining that I would choose two big dogs, but as I walked into the kennel area 
of the SPCA, then at Cato Manor, a small black and white creature hurled herself at the 
fence, trying to reach me, doing amazing back flips, and barking frenziedly, which was 
easy to translate into “Please don’t leave me! Please don’t leave me!”     
   I knew this was my dog, and never have I been more right about anything. This was my 
precious Bonnie in 2005, so she is now about twelve years old, still streaking round like a 
small express train, jumping onto window ledges to check what the vervets or the 
hadedas are up to, still feeling that one day she will be able to bounce up to the ceiling to 
chase a gecko, recognising the sound of friends’ vehicles even before they get to my 
garden door, and otherwise always lying as close to me as she can get. She is my shadow. 
At night her small warm body cuddles up to me. She knows her environment like the 
back of her … paw. If I hear a noise in the night, and Bonnie doesn’t respond, I don’t 
give it another thought, because I know I don’t have to worry. She has a wide range of 
‘language’ that I soon learnt to interpret. At night, my sweet-natured Labrador, Gaby, 
snoozes away on his bed on the floor. Big dogs age more quickly, so now his bed has a 
sheepskin added to it to ease his arthritis.  
   Both dogs love people, but Bonnie is crazy about them. She wouldn’t care if she were 
the only dog in the world. Apart from living amiably with Gaby, whom she nonetheless 



rules with the proverbial rod of iron, she turns her head away from all dogs encountered 
on their walks, bestowing no more than a chilly look or else pretending that they just 
aren’t there. She has other ideas about her genetic connections, and they don’t include 
being descended from canines.  
   My vet says that Bonnie is a cross Papillon-Border Collie. She is my beautiful 
‘butterfly’ dog. ‘Papillon’ is French for butterfly, because a throughbred Papillon has 
distinctive ears that stand up like a butterfly’s wings. Bonnie has distinct features from 
both breeds – at 7.8kg she is a bit larger than the small Papillon, but a good bit smaller 
than a Border Collie.  
   On the day she chose me, I also chose Gaby. I was looking at a chow when the SPCA’s 
gifted kennel man and ‘dog whisperer’, Richard Dladla, who already knew that I was 
taking Bonnie, said: “That’s not the dog for you. That chow must go to someone who 
wants only one dog. That’s what he needs. I have another beautiful dog for you. ” A 
couple of minutes later, he brought along a stunning young cream Labrador. “This dog is 
special,” Richard said. He was absolutely right. 
   Astonishingly, both Bonnie and Gaby had remained unclaimed. Off we went to the 
lawned area to see how the dogs got on. It was 2005. What they have contributed to my 
life is beyond words.   
 
Bonnie, Gaby and the ‘leader and follower’  
   Entranced by the cuteness of day-old chicks, reader Mark Sandison couldn’t resist 
buying a couple and taking them home. A day or two later, he didn’t quite know to do 
with them, since day-old chicks obviously get older every day! He decided that the best 
option would be to donate them to Cynthia Mgwengwe, who at that time had been my 
housekeeper for several years. The idea was that Cynthia would take them home to the 
farm at Ndwedwe. In the meantime, the tiny chicks began life in a large box… and a few 
days later transferred to a larger box, with spells out on the grass under supervision.   
   When the chicks had grown a bit larger, Cynthia informed me it was now time for them 
to go out into ‘the jungle’. The jungle turned out to be a large and well-kept rockery 
terrace along the length of my back garden with its profusion of shrubs and flowering 
plants.  
   I thought this was a bad idea because surely Gaby and Bonnie would chase after the 
babies, who were still so small and delicate. Cynthia informed me that it was “too late”, 
as the chicks had been exploring the jungle since early morning, with the dogs following 
them around with great interest but no bad intentions.  
   We noticed that one chick always led the exploration, so we called him “the leader”, 
while the other one was “the follower”. (This was later explained by the fact that the 
leader grew to be a cockerel, while the follower was a female, who clearly had heard 
nothing about gender equality.) 
   A couple of weeks later, the two chicks went off to the farm to join the other 
chickens… except that they joined them only at mealtimes and otherwise kept to 
themselves, pecking away in favourite places during the day and segregating themselves 
in the fowl run at night. Follower turned out to be a good layer. When she was allowed to 
sit on eggs, five chicks emerged from her first clutch. Three were later taken by raptors; 
the other two joined the parents, so now there were four. Two survived from a later 
clutch, and then there were six.  



   When the parents were just over two years old, Cynthia’s Mom said she thought it was 
time for the pot before the chickens became too scraggy and tough to be edible. But the 
little family had become pets. Nobody was willing to do the dirty on them. If Granny 
wanted to eat them, she would have to dispatch them herself. But it turned out that she 
wasn’t willing to do it either. So, unaware that their lives had been indefinitely spared, 
the little family lived happily on. But about six weeks later, one of those periodic chicken 
diseases hit the area and wiped out most of the chickens on the little farm, including the 
Special Six.  
   We all felt doleful, but consoled ourselves that the chickens had had the kind of lives 
that chickens deserve to have, scratching out in the open in the sunlight and socialising 
within their little family group. In a kind of way it was a happy ending.        
 


