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Caught
IN
THE
act

Reality TV has come to conservation,
with a simple-looking, hidden device
that revolutionises the way we look
at wildlife. Our case study reveals
the secret lives of elusive otters in
Table Mountain National Park.
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TTERS ARE
EXCEEDINGLY
CUTE, their pups
look like cuddly
toys, and there are
few people who would willingly
see an otter trapped. But it does
still happen, and right in the middle of Table Mountain National
Park, no less.
It is not confined to otters neither, but happens to all mammals.
Fortunately, there is no foul play,
the trapping is being done for their
benefit. There is merely a small
plastic box, a digital camera and
a group of scientists out to map
the distribution, abundance and
behaviour of every mammal on
>
the Cape.
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Camera traps
tell us things
we could
never hope
to see.

It’s a tall order, but thanks to the relatively
cheap and modern technology of digital
camera traps, a systematic protocol is being
devised that will not only enlighten us to the
abundance of wildlife around Cape Town,
but will one day soon revolutionise the way
we study animals globally.
But more about that later. For now, let’s
stick with the otters.

Otter Delight

I am on the aromatic but beautiful little
beach at Olifantsbos, two thirds of the way
down the Cape of Good Hope. Sea birds
and ibis have gathered on a huge mound of
colourful stranded kelp, the smell of which
is quite overpowering, but the scenic splendour of the place more than compensates for
the malodour.
Sugar- and sunbirds flit amongst magnificent pincushion flowers, while out to sea the
spray from a passing southern right whale is
visible against a grey skyline. The air here is
salty, the waves are big and noisy, while the
wind causes my eyes to water as if onions
have been cut.
“Look!” says zoologist Nicola Okes, pointing down at the wet sand at our feet. “The
otters were just here.”
I lift my camera in anticipation but, alas,
otters are renowned for being elusive and all
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I see of their presence are wide, round pug
marks and a bit of slimy poo.
“They are shy,” Nicola tells me. “And they
actively avoid people, but my camera traps
will tell us things we could never hope to
see.”
We pick our way through rotting heaps of
seaweed to where Nicola has set up a digital
camera trap, right next to an otter’s den. It’s
invisible to the passing eye, concealed as it is
amongst the flowering fynbos that borders
the beach.
“They are incredibly curious and will
sometimes even play with my cameras, but
it doesn’t make any noise or flash and so
they are not at all scared of it,” Nicola tells
me while opening up the unit’s weatherproof
casing to remove the memory card within.
“That’s one of the many benefits of using
infra-red motion sensing units like this one.”
It’s a simple-looking device. A black box
with a small lens and a primitive array of
sensors on the front, rather like a security
light trigger. But these little cameras are
shedding new light on the secretive lives of
animals, otters included.
“Several years ago I saw photos and
heard anecdotal accounts of Peninsula otters with apparent skin diseases and other
unexplained illnesses,” Nicola tells me while
collecting a spoonful of otter anal jelly for >
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We have
silent, nonintrusive sets
of eyes out
there operating 24 hours
a day.

BUYING A
CAMERA
TRAP
There are literally hundreds of
models on the
market these
days, ranging
from simple
low-resolution,
motion-sensing,
flash varieties all
the way to GPStagging, infrared,
body-heat triggered units that
send pictures
instantly to your
cellphone. Basic
units cost around
R1 500.

later lab tests. “So I devised a study that aims
to answer relevant questions about these
animals.”
But how do you study a species as elusive
as an otter? Thanks to the advent of cheap
and cheerful digital camera traps, collecting
data is not nearly as problematic as it used
to be.
“I rarely get to see my study animals,” she
tells me, “at least not in the flesh. But cameras can tell us where they are, when they
are active and also, to a degree, what they are
doing.”
Nicola wants to know, amongst other
things, if water quality affects an otter’s fitness and health. “It’s often been assumed
otters can live only in pristine environments
and that their presence can be used as an
indicator of good water quality. But that’s not
necessarily the case.
“Table Mountain National Park has clean
water and undisturbed habitats in the south,
yet we also have polluted systems at river
mouths and wetlands which are surrounded
by houses, sewage works and industry. Otters live in these systems too.”
Nicola’s first step in her PhD study was to
ascertain where otters could be found, which
she did by setting up camera traps on various river courses in and around the park.
“We discovered they are not using the upper
reaches, but rather the lower and often more
polluted regions of a river, mostly it seems
because that’s where the food is.”
Nicola now aims to monitor numerous otters in both pristine and polluted areas. But
it’s still early days and it will be a few years
yet before she has enough data to fully answer questions pertaining to the health and
population dynamics of Cape clawless otters.
“There is an ongoing, large-scale cameratrap project on the Peninsula that will defi-

nitely aid the project by providing additional
photographic data on where otters go, and
where they do not.”

Traffic Cops

The project of which Nicola speaks is a
census that works on the simple principle of
setting out dozens of cameras in a grid and
then leaving them there for several months.
“We tested various methods on how best
to do this,” zoologist Robin Colyn tells me
as he sets up a remote camera alongside a
well-used animal path inside the park. This
project is sponsored by SANParks, Cape
Peninsula University of Technology, University of Cape Town and NCC Environmental
Services. “On our first trial run we discovered some very unusual things.”
The first thing Robin’s grid of cameras
picked up on was that Cape foxes, another
elusive species, are perhaps more abundant
than previously assumed. “You hardly ever
see one in the wild, not even during official
game counts,” says Robin, “but our grid has
revealed a surprising amount of Cape fox
traffic.”
The cameras have also spied animals
hanging out in habitats where they are not
normally thought to go. “We have seen genets, a woodland and thicket species, using
swampy areas, as well as gray rhebok.”
Camera traps are much more reliable
than human census techniques. “Basically,
we have silent, non-intrusive sets of eyes out
there operating 24 hours a day. They see everything from the smallest lizard to the largest mammal and, what’s more, we see them
in their natural and relaxed state.”
As with Nicola’s otter project, Robin’s
camera trap census scheme is still in its
early days. “We will be setting up the second
phase across the peninsula soon, and then >
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we hope to roll this technique out all across
South Africa and then, collaboratively, the
rest of the continent.”
All the sightings captured on Robin and
Nicola’s cameras feed directly into a much
larger database called MammalMap, an
open and free resource that anyone can
contribute to and use. “We are promoting
and encouraging citizen science,” Robin
tells me as he finishes up installing his
camera behind a shrub. “Anyone can take a
photo of any mammal species and then upload it directly to our page along with GPS
coordinates. Those who don’t have a GPS
can put a pin on the map on our web page.”
Park visitors who want to participate
should take care not to damage the environment. Remember that in many protected
areas photos may be taken only from vehicles or designated sites such as footpaths,
hides and viewing areas.
“All you need is a digital camera, the one
on your cell phone will do. But, better still,
why not purchase your own camera trap
and set it up at home? Any data uploaded to
MammalMap is important.”
The distribution maps in most wildlife
books are, as Robin puts it, somewhat
historical. They are out of date and do not
take into account the adaptability of some

species. Some animals appear to be moving
into new habitats or else they are utilising
urban areas, such as Nicola’s otters for example. With new input from thousands of
citizens and their cameras, a much clearer
picture of animal demographics is being
painted.
“It’s a fantastic conservation tool,” Robin
tells me enthusiastically, “especially when it
comes down to identifying important areas
of biological significance. Because of camera traps, the world now knows of a new
species of African wolf in Eritrea, we have
followed the lives of snow leopards and we
have learned many things about tigers and
gorillas. This is just the tip of the iceberg.”

Seen Unseen

Back at Olifantsbos there are mountain zebra on the beach now. An ostrich too, pecking through the piles of smelly seaweed. But,
alas, the creature I have come to photograph
is being typically cryptic. I scour the sand
for footprints and search the floating kelp
beds for a glistening head or two, but alas,
the otters remain elusive.
“The memory card on my camera trap is
full,” says Nicola as she resets her little black
box. “I’m sure there are plenty of otter photos on here.”

GET INVOLVED
Do you have leopards on your fence line? Dassies in your trees? Foxes under your deck
and otters in your drains? You can now find out and do your bit to aid science and conservation. Camera traps have various uses, from anti-poaching surveillance, to home
owners who discover otters using their garden pond. To contribute to the Mammal map
project, visit mammalmap.adu.org.za. All data is assimilated into a Virtual Museum vmus.
adu.org.za, which has similar projects for frogs, birds, reptiles and butterflies.
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