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FOREWORD A Changing World


Dr. Paula Kahumbu

CEO, WildlifeDirect

THE BIG FIVE WAS THE name big-game hunters in africa gave to the five animals that were most difficult to shoot and kill: elephant, lion, leopard, black rhino, and Cape buffalo. The New Big 5 are the five animals, selected by an online vote, that people around the world most like to photograph and to see in photographs: elephant, lion, tiger, polar bear, and gorilla.

The New Big 5 project is an inspiring initiative, created by British photographer Graeme Green, that has brought together hundreds of leading wildlife photographers and conservationists from around the world, all united in their passion for wildlife and their commitment to highlighting the many threats facing the natural world. This book celebrates the animals, the photographers and their work, and the many conservationists working to secure a future for the world’s wildlife.

The featured photographers are a community of storytellers whose images communicate the wonders of the natural world. But they, and we, are also part of a longer story, of how economic and technological development have altered our relationship with the natural world. It is also a story of changing attitudes and a growing awareness of our responsibility as humans to care for wildlife. We are all protagonists in this story, and how it plays out will depend on us.

Comparing the two lists, there are many similarities. All the animals on both lists are big, dangerous, and inspire awe in us. The original Big Five were all from Africa and were still common in Kenya when I was growing up there as a child. Of the New Big 5, two and a half are from Africa (since “elephant” on the new list includes both the African and Asian elephant), while the others are from Asia and the polar regions. All are becoming scarcer or are even threatened with extinction. All of them were and, in many cases, still are targeted by trophy hunters.

Hunting is older than human history itself. Hunting by early humans was for subsistence and was made possible by technologies—slings, spears, and bows and arrows—that compensated for the deficiencies of the feeble human body. Hunting skills embodied (almost exclusively) masculine prowess and courage, as in the case of the Maasai, for whom, until recently, killing a lion was part of a young man’s coming-of-age ritual. Recreational hunting developed as a status symbol, signaling membership into an elite group that no longer needed to hunt for subsistence. Soon, these elites decided that hunting afforded more pleasure if other people didn’t get in the way. When White trophy hunters expelled Africans from their lands to create the first game reserves, they were following in the footsteps of their ancestors, who in the Middle Ages had cleared villagers from the royal forests in England.

We can be sure that, from the earliest days, hunting provided the inspiration for stories. For tens of thousands of years such stories existed only in oral traditions, as the spoken word. But vivid cave paintings allow us to imagine how exciting these stories must have been for the listeners, crouched around fires in the caves. Much later, similar tales were told by trophy hunters, seated in drawing rooms and clubhouses, with the trophies on the wall providing visual props for the stories of their adventures.

Technological advances, such as the large-caliber elephant guns used by trophy hunters, opened up new possibilities for killing big and dangerous animals. But it was a completely new technology, photography, that was to prove transformational. Many of the earliest wildlife photographs were of trophy hunters posing with the animals they had killed. The idea of photographic safaris, where travelers shot with a camera instead of a gun, caught on slowly. My dear friend, the late Richard Leakey, was one of the first to offer photo safaris in Kenya, as a teenage entrepreneur in the early 1960s. Wildlife photography requires similar skills to hunting, including patience, perseverance, and tolerance of difficult conditions in remote habitats, and, unfortunately, until recently remained very much a White male preserve. In the meantime, we became much more compassionate animals and the age of trophy hunting waned as modern people found it gruesome, cruel, and inconsiderate to fellow sentient beings.

However, the most transformative impact of photography has been on storytelling. This new technology has opened up the production of images to everyone, without the need for a cave painting or an oil painting, and given rise to new forms of storytelling, such as the photo essay. This book and the photography and articles on the New Big 5 website (www.newbig5.com) are a testimony to the power of photography. Photography celebrates the lives of animals rather than the moment of their death. Thanks to modern communications technology, these photos and the connected stories and issues can reach millions of people around the world almost instantly.

With this new power comes new responsibilities. Most listeners of the stories told around a fire or over drinks at sundown had personal knowledge of the animal protagonists. Modern viewers of wildlife photographs may never encounter the animals they depict and many have little contact with wild animals of any sort in their daily lives. As the only source of knowledge about wildlife for many people, photographers and the makers of wildlife documentaries have a responsibility to tell it like it is.

It’s no accident that, although it is a global list, three of the New Big 5 are found in Africa. Here, we are incredibly lucky to be living on a continent where megafauna still thrive in habitats that are relatively accessible to photographers. In many other parts of the world, such as North America and Western Europe, much of the native megafauna was exterminated long ago. Elsewhere, such as in parts of Asia and South America, magnificent but hard-to-see animals persist in remote habitats.

In Africa, our protected areas provide vital refuges for hundreds of threatened species. Wildlife tourism, much of it based around photography, makes a vital contribution to local economies in wildlife-rich areas. But animals outside protected areas and, increasingly, even within them are under threat. The incredible photos and documentaries of wildlife in these pristine habitats that we all love to see only tell half the story. The challenge for modern storytellers is to use photography and filmmaking to also create compelling stories about hard-to-see animals and threats to wildlife.

These threats, described in detail in this book, affect the New Big 5 in different ways. Climate change is melting the ice cover on which polar bears depend. Habitat loss is confining the few remaining tigers and gorillas to ever smaller forest enclaves. The slaughter of elephants and tigers lines the pockets of criminal gangs who control the illegal global wildlife trade. Population growth creates and exacerbates human-wildlife conflict, for example, when humans respond to crop raiding by elephants and gorillas, or predation of cattle by lions. It is a tragic irony that when so many people crave contact with wildlife, those who live in the proximity of wild animals often perceive such wild animals as a threat.

The challenge for wildlife photographers is to devise ways of telling stories that inspire hope and highlight the continued search for solutions, like those that are showcased in this book. It’s important to tell stories that speak of the courage of wildlife rangers, who risk their lives every day to protect threatened wildlife, or of the ingenuity of people such as the young Kenyan Richard Turere, who devised a system called Lion Lights to keep cattle safe from lion attacks at night.

Looking ahead, a further challenge is the diversification of wildlife photography. Women wildlife photographers are now, thankfully, a force to be reckoned with, but aspiring photographers from Africa and countries elsewhere in the developing world still encounter many barriers. In this respect, the New Big 5 project is taking a lead in promoting diversity and representation within the profession.

Beyond this, the latest technological developments mean that we can all become wildlife photographers. Many readers of this book might never have the chance to see any of the New Big 5 for themselves. But anyone can use their smartphone to take great pictures of wildlife they might encounter.

The New Big 5 project and the powerful ideas behind it have captivated wildlife lovers around the world, as this book will now do. The photographers featured in these pages have shared their beautiful work generously to spread the love of wildlife. I am humbled and moved by their photographs and inspired to pick up my own camera once again.






Introduction

Graeme Green

I FIRST HAD THE IDEA for a New Big 5 a decade ago, on assignment in Botswana’s Makgadikgadi Pans. I’d heard people talk about the original Big 5 before and heard people use the word shooting for taking photos before. But this time something in my mind clicked, combining the two to turn the original Big 5 idea on its head. I thought a Big 5 based on photography, rather than hunting, was something that should exist.

It started out as what I thought was a cool idea. But talking to other photographers and conservationists about the concept, I felt it could be more than just a way to celebrate the remarkable animals we share the planet with. It could also be a way to shine a light on the crisis facing the world’s wildlife.

The Earth is in the midst of a sixth mass extinction event, the first in history caused primarily by humans. The age of the Anthropocene that we’re living in is marked out as one where human activity—agriculture, deforestation, urban development, pollution—is significantly and negatively impacting the climate and ecosystems across the planet. In 2021, a United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) report described how we’re “waging war on nature,” and how our failure to get to grips with climate change, biodiversity loss, and pollution are posing a grave threat to all life on Earth, both wildlife and people. To continue on such a catastrophic course was marked out as “senseless and suicidal.”

As a photographer and journalist, I’ve seen firsthand many of the problems causing declines in wildlife populations, from Tanzania to Peru to Nepal. I wanted to use the New Big 5 project to raise awareness on issues like habitat loss, the illegal wildlife trade, and climate change.

In 2019, I started producing a series of podcasts, articles, interviews, photo galleries, education packs, and more for the New Big 5 website (www.newbig5.com), looking at issues such as human-wildlife conflict, plastics, food sources, and the trafficking in animal body parts, as well as solutions, from cutting-edge technology to female ranger teams. Using the original New Big 5 concept, which captured people’s attention, we could look at situations facing all kinds of animals, from lions, pangolins, and rhinos to hornbills, sloths, and stick insects.

One by one, I contacted photographers, conservationists, and wildlife charities around the world who loved the New Big 5 idea and came on board to be part of the project and support the mission.

After months of intense work, the project launched in April 2020, inviting people around the world to vote on the website for their five favorite animals to photograph and see in photos. Voting ran for a year, a hit of positivity during the long, dark, difficult days of the COVID-19 pandemic. When the results were announced a year later, in May 2021, the New Big 5 project became global news, covered by TV channels, newspapers, magazines, and websites, including the BBC, CNN, Sky, The Guardian, Forbes, National Geographic, the South China Morning Post, and many more, not just announcing the animals in the New Big 5, but also talking about the threats the five species and many others face.

The New Big 5 of wildlife photography, as decided by the public vote, are the elephant, polar bear, lion, gorilla, and tiger. It’s a powerful list. What’s striking is that even these five incredibly popular animals are facing threats to their existence, from lost habitat to the international trade in body parts (ivory, skins, bones…). The animals in the New Big 5 are just the tip of the iceberg, symbols that can stand for all the world’s wildlife. They’re a stark reminder of the many other thousands of species living in forests, deserts, grasslands, on snow-covered mountains, and in the deepest oceans, at risk of disappearing from the face of the Earth if we humans don’t quickly take action. If we’re unable to save these five animals, it’s difficult to feel optimistic that we can save so many other less globally treasured species from extinction. The New Big 5 should remind us all of what we stand to lose.

The project was never intended to target trophy hunting itself, just to create a new, positive alternative, one that celebrates the natural world—a Big 5 that’s about life and creativity, rather than death and suffering.

But as the project ran, it was interesting to realize how many people had heard and used the original Big 5 term without knowing what it meant. Many had assumed it stood for Africa’s biggest animals, forgetting animals such as giraffes and hippos, both of which are larger than leopards or lions. Others thought it meant the most dangerous or lethal, forgetting animals like hippos (which kill more than double the number of people each year than are killed by lions), crocodiles, snakes, scorpions, or mosquitos. Still others believed the list was based on the most popular or charismatic animals, which is an odd thought; there are clearly many animals (cheetahs, gorillas, giraffes, zebras, chimps…) that have a more powerful hold on people than the humble Cape buffalo.
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I heard from many supporters of the project who detested the original Big 5 idea, including camp owners and safari managers who’d banned staff from using it. A “butcher’s term” is how one camp owner described it to me. Conservationists I talked to felt it was an insult to their work trying to stop endangered animals, like rhinos, elephants, and lions, from going extinct for a term to still be in use that’s directly connected to the hunting that decimated numbers of Africa’s wild animals.

The Big 5 isn’t the only term connected to Africa’s violent past. Safari is a Swahili word, meaning “journey,” from the Arabic safar. Used by Arab traders in Africa, the word safari was adopted in the 1800s by White hunters, mainly from Britain and other parts of Europe, to describe their hunting expeditions, or hunting safaris, where they’d shoot animals, such as lions and elephants, for trophies. That creates a strange state of affairs today, with many wildlife lovers paying to take safaris (a word rooted in the hunting that wiped out millions of wild animals across Africa) to see the Big 5 (the list of animals most prized by trophy hunters).
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It’s interesting to look at language and how it’s used. In books about Africa, there are stories of great “explorers” and “adventurers.” It turns out that many of these men were not driven to explore new lands and cultures, but instead were motivated by the massive profits to be made in the ivory trade, Africa’s “white gold” rush, and to satisfy what appear to be psychopathic levels of bloodlust. White hunters with powerful rifles sometimes killed more than a dozen elephants or rhinos in a day or boasted of killing more than 500 elephants in a year. Having killed all the elephants in one location, they would search out new populations, ignoring warnings that elephants were being wiped out. The reckless levels of colonial-era hunting shaped the African continent and are a major factor in why there are so few of some species left alive in Africa today. There are many more suitable words for these people than “explorer” or “adventurer.”

I’ve never used the words “game” or “big game” for animals, sensing this was a language that belonged to people different from me. “Game” or “sport” suggest two equal sides, both with an equal chance of winning, rather than a one-sided attack on an unsuspecting animal. For hunters to reduce the often painful and drawn out death of an animal to “sport” or a “game” says a great deal about how they view other life.

Likewise, the word “trophy” suggests a heroic, noble battle, a victor displaying the “spoils of war,” rather than the miserable, painful reality of an animal being killed. It’s absurd to imply that animals, like elephants or leopards, are an enemy that needs to be conquered.

Personally, I’d like to live in a world without trophy hunting. I’ve never been able to understand why anyone would want to harm or kill an animal for “fun,” whether it’s fox hunting, dog fights, or dancing bears. These are living creatures, capable of intelligence and emotion, able to feel physical and mental pain. To make an animal suffer for pleasure, for a hobby or entertainment, is indefensible. The debate over trophy hunting is fierce. To me, trophy hunting is outdated, pointless, and cruel, and should be resigned to the past. If the New Big 5 can be a small part of a shift in thinking and a move toward a world without trophy hunting, I’m happy for it to be.

But there are far greater threats and causes of suffering to wildlife today than trophy hunting, and it’s those that are the focus of the New Big 5 project. As I did with the New Big 5 website, this book combines incredible photography with facts, insights, expertise, and ideas from conservationists and other experts. The following chapters look at existential threats, such as habitat loss, fragmentation and degradation, the global wildlife trade, and global warming, offering hopeful ideas and practical ways to move forward.

The photos in this book took me a year to collect and curate, selecting from more than 16,000 images submitted by many of the best international photographers working today, alongside new and emerging photographers. The photographers and the species they’ve photographed come from all over the world: the United States, Kenya, Japan, Mexico, Sweden, Botswana, the United Kingdom, China, and elsewhere. All the photos were taken in the wild, and each photographer signed an agreement confirming that the animals were not baited and that their pictures were not taken at zoos, “sanctuaries,” places where animals were forced to perform for the camera, or any other situation likely to cause them stress or harm.

The chapters dedicated to each species in the New Big 5 are powerful tributes to these remarkable animals. As a photographer, I’m as interested in frogs, lizards, and birds as I am the charismatic giants, and it was always my plan to use the New Big 5 project to shine a light as far and wide as possible on all kinds of diverse species. The final chapter of the book focuses on species that are endangered. For this section, I mainly worked from the International Union for Conservation of Nature’s (IUCN) respected Red List. Many species on the Red List face severe threats, including those listed as Vulnerable (VU), Endangered (EN), or Critically Endangered (CR), the three highest categories before extinction.

It wouldn’t be possible to study all 8.7 million species on Earth or, with 100 percent accuracy, to categorize all the species that have been newly discovered, lost, declared extinct, rediscovered, or are still unknown to science, meaning any list is bound to be flawed. To give a fuller picture, I also drew from other lists, including from governments and non-governmental organizations, looking at endangered or threatened species.

My intention is to show the sheer range of wildlife in diverse geographical locations and habitats facing serious threats to their existence, from iconic animals—such as rhinos, orangutans, and whales—to less famous “unsung heroes,” each one equally valuable and deserving of their right to live. These images represent a drop in the ocean. Pictures of the creatures facing extinction on our planet could fill entire libraries. But this collection of photos gives a strong sense of what is at stake.

Looking through the photos in this book is an emotional experience. It’s clear that humans are causing devastation right across the natural world.

Urgent action is needed. This message is at the heart of the New Big 5 project, and I hope it’s what people take away from this book. Every creature deserves to exist. From bees to blue whales, from tigers to termites, all wildlife is essential to the balance of nature, to healthy ecosystems, and to the future of life on our planet.
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