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hundred years ago,

great herds of

giraffes roamed

the dry, flat

grassland and
open woodlands across much of
West Africa. But by 1996, thelr
range had shrunk to a small
patch ofland In Niger (see map,
page 9). Human activities—
from habitat clearing to
hunting—had disrupted these
giraffes’ world. The number of
West African giraffes, found
nowhere else on the planet,
dwindled from thousands to a
herd of fewer than 50. Experts
worrled that the animals’
extinction was unavoldable.

Then something amazing

happened in Niger. People
worked together to get the
giraffe population back on track.
Thanks to government action,
the help of local villagers, and
concerned conservationists, the
giraffe’s population has more
than quadrupled! About 220
giraffes currently live In Niger,
and thelr numbers are steadily
on the rise.

PEOPLE PRESSURES

Of the nine types of giraffes
found tn Africa, the West
African giraffe is the most
endangered. It 1s also the only
type that still lives in Its natural
environment. Most wild
giraffes live In nature preserves
and parks.

West African giraffes don't
have their natural environment
all to themselves, however. The
towering creatures live
alongstde villagers in the most
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Range—The geographic
area where an animal or
plantis found.
Habitat—The area in
which an animal or plant
normally lives.
Extinction—The actor
process of dying out.
Conservationlsi—One
whoworks to protect
and manage Earth’s
natural resources and
the wildlife that depends
on those resources,

b A
Bending down to

take adrink can be
an awkward task for

a giraffe!
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. crowded area of Niger. As a
result, giraffes and humans
compete for resources. To
support their families, farmers
in the reglon often cut down
trees and other plants to clear
space for their crops and to sell
firewood. But giraffes depend
on those native plants and trees
for thelr survival. Thistype of
habitat loss puts a straln on the
giraffes’ population.

Hunting also caused giraffes’
numbers to take a dive. For
years, local hunters shot the
animals for food. They also used
their skins for goods such as
drums and shoes.

WORKING TOGETHER
‘With so many threats facing
the West African giraffes, why
have they made such a
surprising comeback? One

reason is that they no longer
have any natural predators.
Hunters wiped out lions and
leopardsin the area long ago.
With no big cats to make snacks
out of giraffe calves, more
giraffes survive to adulthood.

The biggest force behind the
rebound, however, involves the
same specles that put the
animals at risk In the first place:
humans. In 1998, Niger's
government passed laws that
make hunting giraffes tllegal.
The government also recently
banned tree cutting In areas
where the giraffes live.

“They've created a giraffe
conservation area,” says Gregory
Edwards, who works with
England’s Giraffe Conservation
Foundation. The organization
acts to protect giraffes.

“Within that area, the local
population has agreed not to cut
down the trees,” Edwards says.

A single giraffe
eats34to 75
kilograms (75 to
o 165 pounds) of
leaves a day!

”

The success of these efforts has
surprised even conservationists.
“In Just under a decade, to go from
about 50 giraffes to about 200 1s
quite exceptional, given that this
is one of the poorest countries in
the world," says Edwards.

LOOKING AHEAD

Although the West African
giraffe population is growing
rapldly, experts stress that the
animals are still at risk. “Two
hundred twenty is still a very,
very low number,” says Jean-
Patrick Suraud, a sclentist with
the Association to Safeguard the
Giraffes of Niger. Disease or a
natural disaster could wipe out a
herd this small.

Additionally, as the West
African giraffe’s population
increases, so does Its needs.
“There is not enough space for all
of the giraffes,” says Suraud, “so
there 1s not enough food. Now

the giraffes are

traveling farther [in
search of food).” This
movement can be
dangerous. In recent
years, many giraffes that
roamed outside thelr
protected area have been
hit by cars or killed by
people in neighboring countries.

Recently, sclentists began
fitting giraffes with collars that
electronically record the
animals’ locations. Experts hope
to use the data to study patterns
in the giraffes’ movements. By
understanding the giraffes’ full
range, they can work to protect
thelr entire habitat.

In the meantime, experts
remain hopeful for the future of
the West African giraffe. “This Is
a huge success story,” says
Edwards. “I really think that with
this level of support, this herd

Every giraffe
subspecies,
ortype, hasa
distinct coat
color and
pattern.

will continue to grow.” '
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