
Why is research being done on wild 
animals and o f  w hat importance is it to 
man or the economy? These are but a 
few questions asked by the layman who 
frequently and sometimes unknowingly 
utilizes and benefits from the results ob­
tained.

There are several diverse reasons for 
studying wild animals; however, the 
goal, that man can benefit, remains the 
same. All organisms, microscopic or 
macroscopic - man, m onkey, mushroom 
or micro-organism - are composed of 
the same elemental materials, grow in 
the same way, live and die by the same 
biochemical mechanisms and react to 
their environm ent in ways that are simi­
lar.

Some o f the reasons for studying wild 
animals are:
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In the veterinary field one need only re­
fer to the yellow mongoose, one o f  seve­
ral carriers o f the fatal viral disease, 
rabies, to illustrate a reason for studying 
wild animals.

In the psychological field, studies made 
on wild animals have greatly contribu­
ted to solving social problems such as 
stress (a major cause o f  heart failure), 
aggression and many more. In the Uni­
ted States alone, some 20 million rats 
and wild animals are used annually in 
medical and psychological studies.

Economic: In agriculture certain ani­
mals account for large crop losses. It is 
estimated that rats alone destroy 
approxim ately a fifth, o f  all food crops 
in the world. In India their depredation 
has deprived the inhabitants o f  enough 
grain to fill a freight train stretching 
more than 4 000 km.

The rat, a pest in more than one sense.

On the positive side, wild animals can, 
as a source of protein, bring in large 
revenues. In 1967 it was estimated that 
2,5 I o f the national income o f  Botswa­
na was provided for by wild animals and 
that 60 I of all protein consumed was 
derived from wild animals.

Yet in laboratories wild animals have 
contributed vastly to the cure o f human 
illness. Few people have not benefited 
in some way - even been kept alive - by 
studies made on wild animals.
In South Africa at least 14 species of 
wild rodents are used in medical 
research on bacterial, rickettsial, viral, 
fungal and parasitic infections and in 
diabetes and cancer research.

Non-human primates are also extensive­
ly used in medical research. Were it not 
for these animals, heart and kidney 
transplants, to mention only a few, 
would not have been possible.

Southern Africa, w ith potentia l Plague 
areas in black. N ote that a large part 
o f  the Orange Free State is also a 
potentia l plague area.

BIOLOGICAL R ESE A R C H  —

A WASTE OF TIME AND M O N E Y ?

Medical: In the medical field wild 
animals play a very im portant role. His­
to ry ’s most calamitous plague, the 
Black Death (a disease transm itted by 
fleas harbored by rats), killed an estim a­
ted 25 million people.



Recreation and Education: It is essential 
in today’s world to  have some form of 
education and recreation, and in these 
fields too wild animals play an im por­
tan t role. Here one need think only of 
zoos and game reserves. During the 
period 1965 - 1967, 380 000 people 
visited the Kruger National Park. In 
1967 the National Parks Board alone 
(which excludes provincial, municipal 
and private game reserves) had a tu rn ­
over o f  R9,5 million.

Aesthetic and cultural reasons: South 
Africa has a rich wildlife heritage which 
must be conserved and preserved for fu ­
ture generations.

Ecological reasons: One aspect o f  ecolo­
gy is pollution and its control. Pollution 
can be caused either by the indiscrimi­
nate release o f chemicals into the soil, 
air, or w ater, or by the dumping o f  refu­
se, o f the disposal o f radio-active m ate­
rial. Pollution can result in the extinc­
tion o f  species, b u t more often it causes 
a general deterioration o f  the quality o f  
life as such.

Imagine this scene w ithout any plant or animal life! - That is the end result o f
pollution.

o f the process was an incidental result,
not the object, o f  Pasteur’s research.

For whatever reason animals are stu­
died, it is necessary to  first obtain the 
following basic inform ation about the 
animal.

* Identify the animal with which we
are dealing, i.e. its name and rela­
tionship to  other animals. These
fields o f  study are termed Taxono­
my and Systematics.

* Where does the animal occur and
how does it react to its surroun­

dings, i.e. its .d is tribu tion  and the 
interaction between the animal and 
its evironment. These studies are 
called Zoogeography and Ecology.

* How does the animal live, i.e. how
does it behave. This study is refer­
red to  as Ethology.

These are then some o f  the fields o f stu­
dy undertaken at institutions such as 
museums in order to  disseminate infor­
m ation to  the m ultitude o f  bodies con­
cerned in the economic, social, and cul­
tural fields.
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Giraffes in the Kruger National Park.

Science for science: A last reason for 
doing research on wild animals, and by 
no means the least, is for purely scienti­
fic  purposes i.e. for the sake o f Science. 
This may be regarded by many as irrele­
vant and a waste o f  time and m oney. 
However, the contrary is true. What 
seems unim portant for insignificant 
today may be o f vital importance 
tom orrow.

To give but one example: A hundred 
years ago the world-famous m icrobio­
logist, Louis Pasteur, discovered the pro­
cess by means o f  which micro-organisms 
can be eliminated. Even today we 
pasteurize our milk. But the discovery
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