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Elephant collared for research on Olifants 
From  Mario Cesare 

 
An adult elephant cow from the Balule Nature Reserve was being sought as a prime 

recipient of a GPS collar. However, at the time a suitable breeding herd of elephant could 

not be located elsewhere on the reserve, so I was tasked at very short notice, with locating 

a herd on the Olifants region. To this end we scrambled all our resources, not the least 

being our members, and the hunt was on.  After a few hours of fruitless searching, we 

thought we may have to postpone the operation. Then the radio crackled and Louise 

Cleary broke the silence to say she had located a breeding herd moving north across our 

southern cutline.  

 

The operation began to get underway as preparations were made to co-ordinate the 

helicopter, veterinarian,  ground crew and the sponsors.  All the while I kept tabs on the 

herd as they milled about feeding in the thick bush east of Sable Dam. At this stage I 

could only hear them as they fed moving deeper into the bush. In the meantime many of 

the members on the reserve at the time, organizers and the donors of the collar began to 

rendezvous at Sable Dam. Good humored banter passed the time and belied the anxiety 

and importance of what was about to take place.  

 

Soon the helicopter arrived with the vet on board. It came in relatively high tentatively 

circling the herd a couple of times after which it hovered for a moment then nosed 

straight in like a Peregrine Falcon swooping on a Pigeon. The serious business had 

clearly begun.  As the elephant milled about amidst the dust and confusion, a suitable 

cow was quickly singled out and darted. 

  

It was clear these guys had done this before. Attached are a couple of excellent action 

shots taken by Sean Ryan of unit 78, which demonstrates some of the skill and 

professionalism required to carry out such an operation. Dr. Pete Rogers dangles 

precariously out of the chopper as he takes aim with the dart gun, while pilot Benny 

Osmers expertly positions him for the best shot placement. Once the dart is in… some 

really awesome skill is revealed as man and machine becomes one, and the “dancing” 

starts.  (For desperate want of a video camera) Benny appears to move the helicopter in 

time to music only he can hear.  He begins to dance with the elephant, there are moments 

when they appear to touch as he tries to position her point of fall, and more importantly, 

separate her from the rest of the herd…Watching this converted to what can now best be 

described as an art form, I remain convinced that skilled helicopter pilots must have done 

classical ballet at some point in their lives, but I don’t know one who will admit to it! 

 

Unfortunately, despite skillful maneuvering with the helicopter, the elephant went down 

in an awkward spot on the edge of a small drainage line which partially obscured her 
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from full view. Nevertheless we managed to move in with two vehicles and position 

ourselves some 15 metres away from the elephant and the hub of activity surrounding it. 

Despite this limitation it was an interesting experience for all of those there. 

 

 The collar is a costly piece of kit…around R45000. Then of course there’s the chopper 

costs, vet fees etc. etc. These costs are covered by having people, mostly overseas guests, 

pay for the privilege of getting up close and being able to touch such a magnificent 

animal. A once in a lifetime experience for them, and which understandably entitles them 

to “front row seats” as it were. 

 

 

As the elephant was lying on a relatively uncomfortable rocky piece of sloping ground, 

and in order to minimise any risk as a result, she was given the antidote to get her up as 

soon as possible after the collar had been fitted and the necessary blood samples taken. 

Within seconds the few milligrams of M50/50 injected directly into her bloodstream 

completely reversed the immobilizing effect of the M99. After a couple of ungainly 

attempts the elephant stood up, remaining still only for a few moments until she’d 

gathered her senses. Then she shook her head at us indignantly, turned around and headed 

off to find the rest of the herd.  Everything appeared normal as she ran through the 

bush…only this time she was unknowingly carrying some hi tech monitoring equipment 

with her.  

 

 
 
 Image: Sean Ryan #78 
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Why…what for…why us?? 

 
Of the hundreds of elephant Dr. Michelle Henley has collared since the mid nineties in 

the Timbavati, Klaserie and the Umbabat, only four use the Balule area from time to 

time… It was high time we were invited to play. 

 

The purpose of this collaring exercise is mainly to broaden the range of Save the 

Elephants (STE) research by including elephant from Balule Nature Reserve, and to 

expand further research into the Associated Private Nature Reserves (APNR). This will 

include the following projects; 

 

1) To understand the numbers and population dynamics of elephant within the 

(APNR)  

2) To understand the factors that motivates individual elephant movement and range. 

3) To explain how habitat resource, need for safety, the social presence of other 

elephants and the seasonal factors influence observed patterns of movement. 

4) To examine the effect of elephant on key tree species by maintaining a sample of 

marked trees. 

5) To experiment with methods for alleviating elephant damage on trees. 

6) Elephant mortality monitoring. 
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