
 

Pangolins under threat in Gabon as demand
surges in Asia
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Pangolins and other animals are displayed for sale at the Owendo market in
Libreville on August 8, 2014

Hunted for generations for its tasty meat, the scaly-skinned pangolin is
under threat in Gabon as demand for the small mammal surges in Asia,
where it is used in traditional medicine.
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A timid and strange-looking creature, the pangolin is rarely seen in the
wild, emerging only at night.

But in the markets of Libreville, the capital of this west African
equatorial state, one will see plenty among the crocodiles, porcupines,
gazelles and other bushmeat favoured by the Gabonese.

The odd-looking animal is easy to identify, with its elongated body,
conical snout and lengthy tongue which it uses for eating insects.

Its large reptilian scales give it the appearance of a prehistoric creature
or, some say, an artichoke.

"People hunt the pangolin like any other meat because the forest is often
the only resource" for people in Gabon, more than 80 percent of which
is covered by woodland, said Gaspard Abitsi, managing director of the
Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS).

Not only that, the Gabonese have developed a taste for it.

"We have a big demand. People love pangolins. My neighbour bought
four yesterday and they were quickly sold this morning," said a trader in
the Mont-Bouet market, surrounded by gutted animals.

Expensive but tasty

At a local restaurant in Libreville, the pangolin is one of the stars on the
menu.

"It's expensive, but it's one of the best meats," said Didine, the owner.
"We cook it in a broth and you have to let it simmer for a long time
otherwise it's too tough," she said, stirring the contents of a big steaming
pot.
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In Gabon, environmental groups are trying to convince villagers of the
need to protect the pangolin.

  
 

  

Pangolins and other animals are displayed for sale at the Owendo market in
Libreville on August 8, 2014

In that spirit, the Crystal Mountains National Park in north Gabon
recently changed its emblem to a giant pangolin.

Weighing up to 35 kilos (77 pounds), the giant pangolin is a protected
species yet still hunted, with specimens selling for 100,000 to 130,000
Central African Francs (150 to 200 euros, $200 to 260).

In comparison, the smaller pangolins go for around 15,000 Central
African Francs, with some hunting allowed.
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But the Gabonese are not the only ones fond of the pangolin, of which
there are eight species found in tropical areas in sub-Saharan Africa and
parts of Asia.

For some time now, "it's clear that demand has been getting stronger due
to international trafficking," said Rostan Nteme Mba, of the National
Agency for National Parks.

"And it's the scales that most interest the traffickers."

Aphrodisiac

In traditional Chinese medicine, the scales are used as an aphrodisiac, to
restore youthful energy or to treat skin conditions such as psoriasis.

With such reputed virtues, demand has exploded in Asia and made the
pangolin one of the world's mammals most affected by illegal trade,
according to the Zoological Society of London (ZSL) which specialises
in the species.

It said more than a million have been captured in the last 10 years.

It is difficult to know the full extent of poaching in a country like
Gabon, which has no official statistics on the pangolin. But based on
seizures of bush meat made by customs officials and the ministry of
water and forests, the number being killed "is increasing", according to
the WCS.

This is especially true in the north of the country, including in the
Minkebe National Park, the largest of Gabon 13 national parks which
borders Cameroon and Congo, according to officials.

"There are probably African channels" to facilitate the transit of goods
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to ports and airports and on to Asia, said parks official Nteme Mba.

The proliferation of Chinese firms in Gabon, where Beijing is one of the
country's main economic partners, is speeding up the transfer of
pangolins outside the country, according to Abitsi.

"With so much logging and the construction of new roads, they have
access to the resource. When the containers leave for Asia, it is unclear
whether there is more than wood in it," he said.

Authorities have taken steps to limit pangolin trafficking. A team of
sniffer dogs specially trained to detect protected species such as the giant
pangolin was set up earlier this year.

The unit has made several minor seizures at the airport in Libreville.

"It's an important first step to protect pangolins," said Nteme Mba.
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