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I T takes 10 minutes for a vet to inject a 
farm animal in the British country-
side. For one working in the South 
African bush, it is a different matter. 
Paul Huber balances precariously on 

the side of a helicopter just feet over the tree-
tops in order to fire a dart at the hindquarters 
of his quarry: a fully grown bull giraffe. 

The noise of the helicopter startles the 
animal and it moves into thick undergrowth. 
But Huber’s eyes are locked on to his target. 
The shot is good and the giraffe bolts. Within 
seconds Huber and the pilot have lost sight of 
it but the experienced ground team, with the 
help of two-way radios, are soon on its tail. 
Three minutes later, down it goes.

Huber is working at the Ant’s Nest game 
reserve in the Waterberg region of South 
Africa. Here, as at many private game reserves 
across the continent, some of the more valu-
able animals are sold on at certain times of 
year to help fund the upkeep of the reserve. 
Some larger reserves own transporters but, at 
around $100,000 each, it is more economical 
for smaller operators to hire them. Add in the 
expense of a helicopter and you are into thou-
sands, so not a minute is wasted.

Three minutes is all it takes to sedate a 
2,000lb giraffe, but this is the most critical 
period during the delicate 10-minute proced-
ure. Any delay can prove fatal as giraffes do 
not cope well with anaesthetic. Failure to 
locate and revive the bull during this window 
could easily result in a heart attack and death. 

Members of the highly skilled team are at 
its side in no time to begin the immobilisation 
process, firstly to ensure its safety and, also, 
their own. When threatened, a giraffe will use 
its legs to defend itself; one kick is capable of 
killing an adult lion. Minimising stress during 
capture is critical. The animal’s neck is sup-
ported by four or five people while another 
team fits the blindfold, halter and ropes, then 
block its ears with tufts of cotton wool.

Meanwhile, Huber disembarks from the 
helicopter and checks the giraffe for any signs 
of illness or injury. Giraffes are susceptible to 
brucellosis and tuberculosis, also two of the 
main threats to the buffalo, along with corri-
dor disease (also known as East Coast fever) 

Below: Vet Paul Huber (centre) attends to the 
tranquillised male giraffe. Right: the giraffe is 
coaxed on to the recovery trailer 

A DARTING
shot in Africa

Game captures help fund nature reserves and keep blood-lines 
fresh. Words and photographs by Siobhán English 
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and foot and mouth. Rabies is another major 
problem across Africa. Although it is not 
prevalent in large game, it accounts for some 
24,000 human deaths each year.

Ticks are responsible for more deaths in the 
African bush than any other parasite, trans-
mitting diseases such as heartwater, theiler-
iosis and corridor disease. Prevention is better 
than cure, so the animal must be given the all-
clear before any relocation gets underway.

The tranquilliser Etorphine (commonly 
used on racehorses due to its fast-acting for-
mula; it is more than 1,000 times more potent 
than morphine) is ideal for immobilising large 
animals such as giraffes that are unable to lie 
down for long. It works well with the antidote 
Revivon, which is also fast-acting and thus 
reduces the risk of an injury occurring as the 
animal regains consciousness.

A highly skilled vet with many years of 
experience, Huber has this procedure down to 
a fine art. Within seven minutes, the giraffe is 
back on its feet and being coaxed on to the 
recovery trailer.

For an onlooker, a team of 30 men and 
women may seem extreme for such an oper-
ation but, when the largest ruminant on earth 
decides to plunge forward or reverse without 
warning, it takes every one of those 30 bodies 
to regain control and complete the loading 
without further incident.

The animal is then walked on to a specially 
constructed giraffe transport trailer that, at 
some 17ft in height, allows the animal to stand 
upright in transit. Compared to aggressive 
animals like buffalo and hippos, which must 
be sedated, giraffes are likely to fall down if 
under anaesthetic, thus the risks of injury are 
far greater. However, they are sensitive to ex-
treme cold and heat, so the trailer must be ad-
equately ventilated, even for a short journey.

Back at Ant’s Nest, once the male giraffe is 
loaded up for the road Huber is quickly up in 
the air again to search for a female giraffe seen 
roaming alone on an adjacent patch of land. 
Having escaped from this reserve two months 
earlier, the cow is being relocated to a nearby 
reserve with the young bull to start a new 
breeding programme. As well as maintaining 
a manageable herd number, it prevents 
inbreeding and allows the breeding bull to 
continue its role as the dominant male.

Smaller in stature and weight than its male 
counterpart, this cow is equally well disguised 
in the bush and some 30 minutes pass before 
she is located and darted. The process is 
repeated and, in less than 10 minutes, the 
giraffe is back on its feet and being guided on 
to the recovery trailer.

Ant Baber, who owns and runs Ant’s Nest 
with his wife, Tessa, breathes a sigh of 
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relief when these captures are com-
pleted successfully after having had to 
abandon an air search for an ailing buffalo 
cow some time earlier due to fading light.

By mid-morning our giraffes are safely en 
route to their new home some 40 kilometres 
away, accompanied by Huber, who monitors 
them throughout the journey. On arrival, they 
are released into a boma (small corral) before 
being introduced to their new surroundings.

Captures and relocations such as this take 
place each September at Ant’s Nest during a 
full week of activity, which includes a game 
census. As well as three days spent counting 
the 1,400 or so game from horseback, other 
animals such as buffalo and sable are ear-
marked for private or public sales.

Apart from being more economical than 
ground transport, horses enable Baber to get 
that bit closer to the game so he can pick those 
likely to yield the highest price. Fetching on 
average US$40,000 apiece, buffalo are 
among the most prized game and their dis-
ease-free status adds to their value. He may 
still be a long way off the US$3.25 million 
fetched for a breeding bull at auction in South 
Africa in April last year, but Baber is proud of 
his fine herd of 40 that are keenly sought in 
the Waterberg region.

After breakfast, the four young 
bulls are located from the air 
and Huber moves in on horse-
back to dart them one by one. 

As they run in large herds, darting 
from the air is out of the question.

Buffalo are not known as one of the “big 
five” due to their passive nature, and once 
tranquillised their aggression intensifies. The 
team of riders remains at a safe distance until 
all four are down. “Last dart is in,” Baber 
announces to his drivers, who appear immedi-
ately amid a cloud of white dust.

Blindfolded and loaded on to the trailer by 
crane, they must remain sedated until they are 
unloaded at the quarantine facility. Here, they 
undergo a series of blood tests for three weeks 
before the sale can be completed and they can 
be moved to their final destination.

There is a good reason why the horses are 
relaxed around the game. Following an 
evening ride, Baber unsaddles them and 
sends them on their way four miles from 
home. En route, the horses will encounter their 
wild neighbours and are therefore at ease 
when they meet on different terms in daylight.

The rare sable antelope is no less compli-
cated and the bulls can be unpredictable. 
Known for their aggression if cornered or 

injured, they are capable of causing serious 
damage with their razor-sharp horns. Darting 
from a jeep is often the safest option.

They gather in large herds and Huber’s 
subject can get lost in the rush, thus demand-
ing the use of a horse, on occasion, to inch a bit 
closer. Once within range, his mount remains 
motionless as he lifts his rifle and, with one 
shot, hits his target. The herd scatters but the 
bull has split from them and, within minutes, 
succumbs to the sedative. Blindfolded and 
with its horns fitted with black plastic piping 
for protection, it is examined before the details 
are logged. Still sedated as it is moved on to the 
transporter, this one will soon be sold for a 
price of around US$20,000, making room for 
new blood-lines to come through and helping 
to ensure that his majestic breed of antelope 
continues to thrive across Africa.

NESTING INSTINCTS 
A night at Ant’s Nest costs from R2,800 to 
R4,850 (plus R200 conservation charge), 
including meals, drinks, riding, game drives 
and game walks. For details, call 00 27 81 
5722 624 or visit www.waterberg.net. 
Otherwise, call agent Zara’s Planet on 08444 
870 300 or visit www.zarasplanet.co.uk.

A young, sedated male 
buffalo is moved into 
quarantine by crane. 
Above: vet Paul Huber 
poised for action over 
the treetops. 
Right: Huber prepares to 
dart a sable antelope 
from the Jeep. 
Below right: measuring 
the sable’s horns


