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Praise For

“Almost every day we hear one more story about a species facing extinction, a habitat destroyed. And indeed, planet earth has never been so threatened by human actions. This is why Wild Lives is so desperately important. The people in this book are united by their belief that it is not too late to turn things around. You will be inspired by their stories. You will realize that there is hope for the future if we join the fight, if each of us does our bit.”

—Jane Goodall, PhD, DBE, and UN Messenger of Peace, founder of the Jane Goodall Institute

“Fighting for sanctuary and safety for those most precious to them, these wildlife heroes are up against extraordinary odds, yet their courage and sacrifice remains undaunted. From melting icecaps to humid jungles, these people have dedicated their lives to helping those who can never say thank you. Robinson and Chodosh weave masterful narratives around these people, in stories that are even more astounding because they are true. Wild Lives brings into clear focus the incredible animals with whom we share the world. Be careful, it will make you want to quit your job and join the fight to save them.”

—Vanessa Woods, New York Times bestselling author of Bonobo Handshake

“The twenty lives documented in this compelling book are truly remarkable in their diversity and commitment to conservation of species and habitats. I loved reading about each and every one of them, the different problems they encounter protecting animals and their bold and insightful solutions—a wonderful read.”

—Jane Alexander, actress; author of Wild Things, Wild Places

“Wild Lives is a most important contribution to the broad field of conservation biology. The biographical stories of twenty major contributors who constitute a who’s who of scientists who have worked tirelessly to save our planet—it’s magnificent and awe-inspiring fauna and flora—are and inspirational pieces. We are living in an epoch called the Anthropocene, often called “the age of humanity.” In reality, it is “the rage of inhumanity.” This book should be on the shelf of everyone who cares about our wondrous and fragile planet, from youngsters to seniors in all parts of the world, who want to see our nonhuman animals and plants thrive and survive despite so much that is being done that is contributing to its rapid demise. Wild Lives should be required reading for all humans, and adults should read it to youngsters, because they are ambassadors for the future. Animals and their homes need all the help they can get, and the people whose moving stories and accomplishments are covered in this book readily serve as inspirational role models for the future.”

—Marc Bekoff, editor of Ignoring Nature No More: The Case for Compassionate Conservation and author of The Animal’s Agenda: Freedom, Compassion, and Coexistence in the Human Age

“Wild Lives is a salute to the people on the front lines of conservation. Having worked with animals myself, specifically elephants, many people have inspired me, but mostly it was the elephants that inspired me. Through narratives based on personal interviews with twenty of the world’s conservation champions, readers will get an insider’s view to what it takes to save some of the planet’s greatest species.”

—Dr. Iain Douglas-Hamilton, co-author of Among the Elephants and Battle for the Elephants

“Some people say we live in a time when there are no more environmental heroes. Fortunately for us, Wild Lives proves them wrong. The stories in this uplifting book will inspire you to make a difference. They show that heroes for the planet can be found everywhere, among both young and old. You, too, can be a hero!”

—Todd Wilkinson, author and environmental journalist

“Great conservationists are the warriors that step up to defend our planet. Man has declared an insidious war on the earth. Each person in Wild Lives, many of whom I can call friends, is a hero who heard the whisper of this war before it became a roar; they saw the signs before they became front-page news; they heeded a call that was as yet unspoken. Their work is on the unrelenting front line of ecological destruction. They have dedicated their lives to protecting our landscapes and all the species we share them with. Mere thanks and admiration fall short. This book inspires us to follow where they lead, and to join them in striving to love and protect our earth-home.”

—Thomas D. Mangelsen, legendary nature photographer
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This book is for all the wild ones with whom we share our planet and to all those dedicated to saving them.


Foreword

by Carl Safina

It’s a terrible time for nature. Plants and animals are going extinct because of humans. And never mind extinction. Even for species who aren’t endangered, we often hear it remarked that species so-and-so “is still common.” The key word is “still.” We all know what that implies; it implies that the trend is down. Not just big beings like apes and elephants, but birds and bugs and pretty much everything.

Virtually every non-human being is at its lowest population level since we strolled in. You can intuit this immediately by looking at the proxy for species—their habitats. All kinds of habitats—forests, grasslands, freshwaters, coral reefs, the ocean—are at all-time lows of quality and size. If we’re driving down everything, it means something rather startling. It means that at this point in history, humans are not compatible with Life on Earth.

Now, I’m not against humans. After all, I am one. And some of my best friends are people. So I have a lot invested in humanity. But at this stage we’ve got to admit that we’re just too much of a good thing. What’s the plan? There are more than twice as many people on our planet now as when I was born. Isn’t that staggering? Many people more expert than I say that the human population will continue increasing until there’s at least a third more of us than there are now. And for so many who are dismally poor, who lack basic dignity and a decent shot at life, the situation looks even bleaker than numbers alone can tell. How can we take care of anything while we can barely take care of ourselves? Often it seems we can’t.

Every day there is more carbon dioxide in the air. Every day the ocean is just a bit more acidic. Every day more plastic washes down rivers into the sea, where it will last basically forever. To seabirds, plastic smells like food. Turtles and whales, too, eat the bite-sized pieces that they cannot digest. Frogs and bats are dying of fungus. Forests are crashing. Poachers are out killing day and night.

Wow.

Who can bear all this? Isn’t it just too depressing? It would take a superhero to know about this and not get overwhelmed, and still try to do something about it. In fact, it would take an army of such people. They would have to have superhuman powers, but they’d also need feel everything that humans like you and me can feel. And they’d have to keep on going in spite of it all, able to absorb bad news like champion fighters and yet get over and on with it in superhuman ways. They’d have to feel inspired and empowered. They’d get crushed and pop up again, ready to go at it. And they’d have to have special powers to inspire and empower any human who saw them.

Yes, such superhuman superheroes would be just about the only hope for what lives in the world, the only hope for Earth’s life-support systems like air and land and waters, the only hope for all the plants and animals. The only hope!

Now here’s the thing—I’m going to tell you a little secret. There are no such superhuman superheroes. But luckily for all of us, there are human superheroes. More than you know. More than you might think. More than you’d guess. And when a species doesn’t go extinct, when birds still migrate, where giraffes still run and lions still rule and elephants continue trumpeting to the sky—it’s because of them. It’s because of them that many whales once near extinction are now common again in some parts of the ocean, and falcons are back and eagles soar in greater numbers and wolves again roam where they were missing for a hundred years. Only a super human could do that. And they have. That’s what they do, and they’re doing it at this very moment.

So get ready. Turn the page. You’re going to meet them now.


Introduction

Conservation. It may be one of the most depressing fields to work in right now. The hurdles to overcome are enormous, the stakes higher than any time in human history. As Thomas Lovejoy explains in the first chapter: “One species per one thousand years was the extinction rate in recent millions of years. Today the rate is at least one thousand times that, if not ten thousand times that. It is the only time a mass extinction has been caused by a single species. Humans.” So why would anyone choose a career trying to protect wildlife and wild places? Yet the conservationists in Wild Lives have done just that, and they still remain hopeful.
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We both earned degrees in environmental science, Janie a master’s from University of Montana and Lori a bachelor’s from University of California Santa Cruz. Janie then became an environmental educator first in Yosemite National Park and eventually in New Mexico, and Lori worked for wildlife NGOs, including The Jane Goodall Institute, and started SavingWild.com. For years we have followed the careers of many of the conservationists in Wild Lives, but it wasn’t until we met each other for the first time in early summer 2015—Lori with an idea and interviews with some of the conservationists, and Janie fresh from the publication of her first novel—that we decided we needed to do this book together.

Wild Lives is a compilation of the personal stories of twenty conservationists across the globe. We interviewed each person, asking them: How did you start your career? Why did you choose your particular species? What is a day in your life like? What are the scariest, most challenging, and most rewarding parts of your work? How do you stay inspired? And what have you learned that you can pass on to the next generation of conservationists?

Some of the people in Wild Lives have been thrown in jail and thrown out of countries, are hated by hunters and hunted by rebels. They work in some of the remotest areas in the world, in all kinds of weather. They have used sea ice for a pillow, been charged by elephants, bitten by snakes, and chased by rhino. “I can’t even recall how many times I’ve had malaria or nearly died,” Dereck Joubert says. All of them are breaking boundaries, trying new ways of doing things, and challenging the status quo, such as Yossi Leshem, using birds to bring peace to the Middle East; Farwiza Farhan, speaking out against corporations to save the Leuser Ecosystem; and Megan Parker, training dogs to stop poachers.

Wild Lives is devoted to the notion that conservation can, does, and will work. This book is for everyone who has a passion for saving wildlife and wild places. Thomas Lovejoy believes if something is not gone, it can still be saved. We are facing a dark time, but as Mike Chase reminds us, like the twenty people in Wild Lives, we must all be stubborn optimists; otherwise we all lose.


Editor’s Note: All the conservationists interviewed in Wild Lives approved their stories before the book went to press.


CHAPTER 1

• • •

Thomas Lovejoy, PhD: The Man Who Coined “Biological Diversity”

“If something’s not gone, it can still be saved.”

—Thomas Lovejoy
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Thomas Lovejoy.

IN 1965, WHEN THOMAS LOVEJOY first traveled to the Brazilian Amazon with his former advisor at Yale University and the head of vertebrate zoology at the Smithsonian Institution, he was struck by what he didn’t see. The writings of the great early naturalists and explorers of the Amazon—including Henry Walter Bates, Alexander von Humboldt, Richard Spruce, and Alfred Russell Wallace—had led him to expect a colorful landscape, teeming with butterflies, monkeys, and birds. Instead, the forest was a wall of green. Besides ants, there seemed to be no animals in sight.

Lovejoy began to learn what was living under the canopy, in the understory and on the forest floor, and in the tangles of vines and enormous towering trees, by netting and banding birds. Once he had them in hand and began observing, he learned to see by learning to hear. “After a while you learn to listen and then to figure out where the sound is coming from and what is making the sound. And then you begin to notice detail.” With more than 1,500 species of birds in the Amazon, nearly a third of which are endemic—meaning that they are species found nowhere else—learning to identify them takes time. Lovejoy has given the Amazon that time. He has returned to Brazil for countless visits since that trip in 1965. “I go to the Amazon with such frequency that I have given up explaining. I just say I am always on my way to the Amazon.”

Although the Amazon is where Lovejoy conducts much of his field research (including the Biological Dynamics of Forest Fragmentation Project, a nearly forty-year ecological experiment looking at the effects of habitat fragmentation and seeking to define the minimum size for national parks and biological reserves as well as management strategies for small areas), he also just likes to go to a place of “perpetual biological surprise, where I can listen to the howler monkeys and other jungle noises from my hammock.”
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Lovejoy’s passion for nature began as a small child. Born in 1941, he grew up in Manhattan, but spent most summers outside of the city at the New Jersey shore, in New Hampshire, and on Fire Island, where he could go outside and explore nature. When he was four years old he got to spend a year on the eastern shore of Maryland with one of his father’s sisters. Lovejoy recalls, “There’s a famous family story about when I interrupted my uncle and father and said, ‘Can we talk about something interesting like snakes and skunks?’” The handwriting was on the wall by that point, but what really sparked Lovejoy’s interest in biology was a teacher. “As an only child, my father thought I should get out from under foot and be on my own,” says Lovejoy, so at age thirteen, he started looking for boarding schools. The one that caught his interest was the Millbrook School with its zoo. “I was really taken by the zoo because I already loved animals,” says Lovejoy. “I announced that was where I wanted to go. Luckily, I was able to get in.”

Ironically, Lovejoy wasn’t interested in pursuing classes in science and thought he would take biology his first year and “get it over with.” Frank Trevor, his biology teacher and the man behind the Millbrook zoo, changed all that. “Three weeks into that class with an incredible biology teacher, he flipped my switch. His style of teaching was contagious enthusiasm,” says Lovejoy. “He taught biology in such a way that before the age of fifteen I understood the outline of life on earth. I’ve never been able to get enough of it ever since. That was pretty exciting.”

This experience was so exciting that from high school Lovejoy went on to earn both a bachelor’s and a PhD in biology from Yale. His 1971 PhD thesis introduced the technique of bird banding to Brazil and was the first major long-term study of birds in the Amazon. Though Lovejoy’s work in Brazil has been key in raising international awareness about the issue of tropical deforestation, in 2016, fifty-one years after his first visit to the Amazon, the world’s largest forest is still being unsustainably cut down for soy plantations, timber, and cattle, among other things. Lovejoy, however, is optimistic, and maintains hope for one of the most important ecosystems on earth:


In the Amazon twenty-five years ago, if somebody suggested that a quarter of it would be under some form of protection, they would’ve carted you off to some sort of mental institution. And in fact, over 50 percent is under protection today. And while I can tell you that’s not enough to protect the hydrologic cycle (the Amazon creates half of its own rainfall, meaning that transpiration from trees creates clouds, which in turn produces rain—without enough trees, that cycle is interrupted), it’s extraordinary.



Besides his work in the Amazon, Lovejoy has had a prestigious career in academia, conservation, and policy. He has, among other things, served as the director of conservation at the World Wildlife Fund, the assistant secretary for environmental and external affairs at the Smithsonian Institution, and the chief biodiversity advisor to the president of the World Bank, as well as the lead specialist for Latin America and the Caribbean. He has served on science and environmental councils under Presidents Reagan, H. W. Bush, and Clinton. He founded the series Nature for public television, has been awarded numerous international conservation prizes (including the esteemed Tyler Prize for Environmental Achievement in 2001 and the Blue Planet Prize in 2012), and is now senior fellow at the United Nations Foundation in Washington, DC, and professor in the Department of Environmental Science and Policy at George Mason University.

Despite all these accomplishments, Thomas Lovejoy is perhaps best known as the man who coined the phrase “biological diversity” (the totality of diversity from the genetic level, through organisms, to ecosystems, and landscapes), a phrase that is now such a part of the conservation lexicon it is hard to imagine a time when it wasn’t in existence. Although he is modest and careful to credit other legendary conservationists with initial use of the term, the scientific community generally agrees that Lovejoy was first. “In the late 1970s there were a bunch of people concerned about developing the science for conservation and concerned about the state of nature,” he explains. “And we were concerned about biological diversity, but we didn’t have a term for it. There were three people who started using it in 1980: Ed Wilson, myself, and Elliot Norse. None of us were thinking who was first and that we were doing something new. It was just so natural. It was only later that Elliot went back and looked in the printed record and determined I was first—first by a short bit of time.”

In discussing the importance of biological diversity, Lovejoy says, “Each species presents a set of solutions—pretested by evolution—to a particular set of biological problems. All of them have the potential to make substantial contributions to a sustainable future.” It is difficult to imagine the degree to which the tree of life can provide solutions when, as Lovejoy says, “We can’t even get within a factor of ten of the number of species on the planet. If you include microorganisms, the number is off the charts.” Here is an educated guess: according to the Center for Biological Diversity, current estimates of global species diversity is somewhere between thirteen and fourteen million, the majority of them belonging to the arthropod family (insects, spiders, centipedes, shrimp, and crayfish). Of this vast number, a third is believed to be at risk of extinction, and only about 1.5 million have been described. Biological diversity, according to Lovejoy, “is a vast library for the life sciences, which is drawn upon to improve critical biologically based enterprises like agriculture and medicine.” In fact, almost half of the pharmaceuticals used in the United States today are made using natural compounds. Many of these compounds cannot be manufactured in a laboratory.

While many people talk about protecting biological diversity and the environment for their children and grandchildren, Lovejoy, who has three grown daughters, talks about ecosystem protection on a much more expansive scale. According to him, maintaining biological diversity means that the species list one hundred or five hundred years from now should be comparable to what it is today. With the growth in global population and the pressure on land and sea intensifying, however, extinction rates have reached unprecedented levels.

Conservation scientists all agree that we are in the midst of the sixth mass extinction event. “One species per one thousand years was the extinction rate in recent millions of years,” explains Lovejoy. “Today the rate is at least one thousand times that, if not ten thousand times that. It is the only time a mass extinction has been caused by a single species. Humans.” With characteristic optimism, Lovejoy believes we are still in the early stages of this extinction event, and it is not too late to “rise above our self-centered ways.” Ultimately, it is a change in attitude toward nature that Lovejoy sees as the most important factor in conservation. He remarks:


As powerful and imperative as I believe the practical arguments for conservation are, a change in perception and value about our place in nature could achieve vastly more. We have to flip our model from one in which nature exists in little isolated patches in human dominated landscapes to one in which human aspiration is embedded in nature. When the public understands that the planet works as a linked biological and physical system and that ecosystem restoration can help avoid some climate change, then they will understand they are part of the living planet and should value and care for it.



To truly recognize that “human aspiration” is tied to ecosystem function, we must see the true value of these services, which, Lovejoy asserts, “are treated as free and therefore mostly left out of decision-making until finally a tipping point is reached and the service fails.” In order to avoid these tipping points, we must think of the entire planet as one continuous living system, and of course we must think about the Amazon. What happens in the Amazon affects all of us. “You can’t heal the planet without taking care of the tropical rainforest,” says Lovejoy. For example, without the Amazon, the greenhouse effect would be far greater—not to mention that the Amazon influences ocean currents and weather patterns across the globe. And then there’s the oxygen that all those trees produce.

Now in his mid-seventies, Lovejoy says, “It’s time to think big. My view is that every morning I wake up and look at it as a fresh challenge. And if something’s not gone, that means it can still be saved. I don’t think there’s any option but to be optimistic about being able to make a difference. What value is there in sitting around wringing your hands and moaning and groaning?” Lovejoy is far from sitting around. In 2016, he is working on a third book on biodiversity and climate change with Lee Hannah, and after that he has at least two more books he wants to write. Besides writing, he is pushing hard to “re-green the emerald planet.” With the goal of re-greening in mind, he wants to restore ecosystems on a planetary scale. “Because that’s not only good for biodiversity, it also pulls a lot of carbon dioxide out of the atmosphere before it creates climate change,” he says. “At this stage of my career I’m trying to affect things on a really large scale, which means that I try and facilitate other groups and other people to engage in these things, rather than getting sidetracked in pursuing just one.”

Saving wild places, maintaining biological diversity, and ensuring the future of our planet is something that Lovejoy sees as everyone’s responsibility. “Each of us can contribute in different ways—whether it’s as a poet or a field biologist,” he says. “Where precisely you start is less important than just starting and finding good mentors. Just make sure you know enough science, or have access to it, so that what you do is scientifically sound. Just show you care, are eager to help and to learn. Find out what your local conservation organization is doing. Know what your elected officials are doing. Speak up.”

Speaking up and changing our relationship with nature starts at home. “Create habitat. Plant milkweed for the monarchs,” says Lovejoy. Backyard habitats can provide some of the connectivity, the re-wilding, and the change to human dominated landscapes, which re-greening the emerald planet requires. But, as Lovejoy has said, it is ultimately a change in attitude, one in which we see ourselves as part of nature as opposed to separate from, that matters most. One way Lovejoy believes people can establish this connection is simple: “Get outside and experience nature, hear it and feel it,” he says.

As a pioneer in the field of conservation, Lovejoy believes that biological diversity is the single measure of how humanity is affecting the environment. Our future depends on how well we can provide for the future of all other forms of life.

For more information on Thomas Lovejoy and the concept of biological diversity, please visit www.centerforbiodiversityandsustainability.weebly.com and www.amazonbiodiversitycenter.org.


CHAPTER 2

• • •

Beverly and Dereck Joubert: Ambassadors for African Wildlife and Wilderness

“Who would think a wild leopard could teach you so much about love, compassion, and empathy?”

—Beverly Joubert
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Dereck and Beverly Joubert.

AS THICK AFTERNOON CLOUDS BUILD above Botswana’s Okavango Delta, a three-month-old leopard senses the impending storm and takes cover in a cluster of bushes. Alone and away from her mother, the cub silently waits while the sky cracks open and heavy rain begins to fall. Suddenly, a bolt of lightning hits a tree fewer than twenty paces from where she crouches. The sound is deafening, and the electrical discharge is strong enough to knock the leaves from the branches.

A few yards from the cub, Beverly and Dereck Joubert, celebrated National Geographic filmmakers and explorers-in-residence, wait in their open-sided jeep to see if she will emerge. They’re hoping to film the young leopard, to document her story, and in doing so, to tell the greater story of her species.

“What happened next,” says Beverly, “changed our lives.”
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When Beverly was a young girl growing up in Johannesburg, South Africa, her parents introduced her to wildlife. “My parents loved animals, both domestic and wild, and so I was brought up enjoying family safaris,” she says. “The trips were different than the way Dereck and I live now. We used to travel in air-conditioned cars with all the windows closed at any animal sightings, as that was the law in the parks. In many ways I couldn’t connect with nature, but I always wanted to.” At a very young age, Beverly told her parents that she would be different than they were. “I wanted to explore, travel, and discover Africa. I hoped my parents would understand and wouldn’t be disappointed.” As she got older, Beverly’s desire to explore became stronger, as did her longing to help the animals she loved. “As a teenager I was troubled by humanity and what people were doing to each other and to other creatures, and I wanted that to change.”

Dereck’s introduction to wildlife also occurred at a young age; specifically, it happened in an art studio where, as a child, he watched his older brother—who spent months away from home on adventures in the bush—paint cheetahs, lions, and elephants. “The images emerged magically as he worked his brushes across the large canvas, and I fell in love with the wild, the mystery, and the allure of the large, iconic African animals,” says Dereck. “I knew exploration would be my destiny. It was in my DNA from the time I was five.” In addition to learning about wildlife through his brother, Dereck learned about art. “I fell in love with the storytelling that is implied in great works of art, be they in oil, bronze, or celluloid. I eventually picked up a camera.”

When Beverly and Dereck met at Florida Park High School in Johannesburg, they became sweethearts, and in their early twenties, after Beverly went to college and Dereck went to university, they traveled across eastern and southern Africa together. In 1981, the couple visited the Okavango Delta, where they fell in love with the wildness of the place. “This is when it all came together for us,” says Beverly. “It was thrilling and we were driven with passion to discover the unknown.” Dereck adds, “Going to Botswana for the first time was like coming home for me. It’s a place where you can go and get lost and nobody would care or come looking for you.”

Once in Botswana, the Jouberts worked for the Chobe Lion Research Institute (CLRI), which was established to research the nocturnal hunting behavior of lions, about which nothing was known. Dereck’s job was doing research and photography, largely to collect visual examples of this mysterious aspect of lions’ lives. It was here that he uncovered a movie camera and took it out to collect moving images. That day, while Dereck was shooting footage of a hippo struggling in a drying-up river, he discovered he had an aptitude for filmmaking. Beverly’s talent was in stills and sound recording, and the two became a team. In 1985 they officially founded their company, Wildlife Films. Since then, the Jouberts have produced more than thirty documentaries on species from elephants to leopards to rhinos to lions, all of which have a strong conservation message at their core.
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After that intense lightning strike, the Jouberts worried that the leopard cub would associate them with the noise and come to fear their presence. “Instead she ran to us and sat with her back against our vehicle close to Dereck’s legs, as we do not have doors,” they recall. “She was shaking from the hit and getting drenched, but she would not leave our side.” On that day, Beverly and Dereck named the leopard cub “Legadema,” meaning “Light of the Sky” in the Tswana language—the Bantu tongue spoken in Botswana. By the time Legadema was five months old, she had become part of the Jouberts’ lives. Beverly explains:


We have a policy never to touch an animal and influence it or to interfere, intervene, or take sides when nature is taking its course, but what was happening to us was unique; Legadema was breaking all of those rules. She would greet us every day we found her with a gentle tap on my foot with her paw and would then go under the vehicle and do something similar to Dereck on his side. Often she would gently take Dereck’s foot into her mouth, playfully. Each moment observing her changed our lives, and she allowed us into her world—it was intimate and profound. We both knew we had a huge responsibility to help protect big cats. We felt we had to be their ambassadors after having so many special experiences with them.



Dereck and Beverly spent the next five years following and filming Legadema and her mother for what became their famous National Geographic documentary, Eye of the Leopard (2006), a film that has been seen by tens of millions of people around the world.

From then on, the Jouberts believed that if they kept telling the stories of the animals they filmed in an intimate and personal manner, then those animals would have a better chance for survival. Beverly says, “We look for ways to get our audience to connect with a species through a particular character. By turning their hearts to one powerful animal, it can change the perception of one whole species and the urgency of the situation. We must touch people’s hearts as well as their minds.” On this statement, Dereck elaborates, “We use filmmaking to influence people against destroying nature. Without conservation, nature fails; without nature, our souls wither, ecosystems fail, culture disappears, and it takes with it our integrity, our self-worth, our common drive to strive for better. If we lose this battle, we don’t just lose animals, we lose our souls.” It was their time with Legadema that truly turned the Jouberts into “ambassadors,” advocates for the voiceless.

It was not just Eye of the Leopard that fueled their mission and what Beverly calls their “obsession” to be wildlife ambassadors. Their 2010 film, Living with Big Cats, also furthered this pursuit and resulted in the birth of the Big Cats Initiative (BCI) in 2009, which she and Dereck cofounded with National Geographic. With eighty grants provided in twenty-seven countries, the mission of BCI is “to halt the decline of big cats across the globe with on-the-ground conservation projects, education, economic incentive efforts, and a public awareness campaign.”
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The Jouberts have no problem living without things most people call necessities, such as electricity and running water. Working eighteen-hour days in intense heat with major storms is just a part of what they do. Getting sick, charged by elephants and lions, bitten by poisonous snakes and scorpions, crashing small planes—it’s all part of the territory. “I can’t even recall how many times I’ve had malaria or nearly died,” Dereck says. “I do know I’ve been bitten by three snakes considered deadly, been attacked by elephants four times, buffalo twice, have had twenty scorpion stings, and crashed three planes. It seems to be working out for us so far, though.” They are completely exposed to the elements, and being that they work in remote areas, a quick exit is not an option. “All this makes our lives harder, but without experiencing the hardships we couldn’t truly experience the wilderness or become emotionally moved by it,” says Beverly. “By stripping everything away, it’s easier to find this connection. Our films are filled with the emotions that we feel.”

But would they change their lives for a more comfortable existence? No way.

“Obviously when we’re in the wilderness we don’t have all the luxuries the Western world has become dependent on,” Beverly says. “However, we often ask ourselves: Do we really need them? They’re wonderful when they’re around and make life much easier, but when we’re in the field, they become unimportant, especially when we’ve gotten used to living without them.”

Unimportant things, as defined by the Jouberts, are basics such as running hot and cold water, fresh food—which would require refrigeration—and communication devices. Of course, without reliable communication, their social lives are affected. They lose contact with close friends and families, as they are completely on their own for months at a time when they make a film.

There are also other more personal sacrifices to the life they have chosen:


We made a decision that we’d be more effective in our work if we didn’t have children. Each film we’ve made has been filled with the passion we’d have given to a family, had we created one. It would’ve been impossible to try to create both. Over time we’ve found that we’ve taken on surrogate relationships with animals, even though they’re wild creatures and completely untamed. By living with them daily, they’ve become our family and we speak out for them, as one would do for their own bloodline. This has helped us look at the larger picture and no matter what we’d given up, it’s allowed us to focus our time, energy, and passion on world issues, and that’s a worthwhile sacrifice.



The Jouberts might not have their own children, but their films and books have reached millions of children around the world. Each day they receive dozens of letters and drawings from young people whose lives they have touched.

[image: image]

In the early eighties, when Beverly and Dereck first began filming wildlife, they got an up-close look at the atrocities against nature happening throughout Africa. “The bush meat trade was increasing as poverty increased, and safari hunting continued to take out the best and the largest male lions and leopards, thus removing the genes of the best specimens and ever weakening the whole species,” says Beverly. This is when the couple first realized that they were more than filmmakers. Their role, first and foremost, was to be conservationists. They started to dialogue with governments, local villages, and the local community about solutions. They explain:


Now isn’t the time to be complacent. We’re losing animals at an alarming rate. The facts are disturbing, yet we can’t hide from them. Around five lions a day are murdered for their bones for the Asian market or for a trophy or in retaliation killings by villages and communities. One rhino every 6.3 hours is killed. They’re now worth more dead than alive, and it’s all for a bogus cure or status symbol. Four elephants an hour are killed for their ivory throughout Africa. It’s not surprising that over a fifty-year period we’ve lost between 90 and 95 percent of Africa’s large predators. This onslaught can’t continue, as we’re simply wiping them out. Large predators have gone extinct in twenty-six African countries already.



These facts and figures are overwhelming and hard to stomach for anyone with a love of wildlife, but for the Jouberts, the numbers are not just data points. The numbers are personal. One of those dead lions could have been a part of their surrogate family—one whose story Beverly and Dereck were telling.

But the Jouberts do not quit. They will not stop speaking up for Africa’s animals. There is urgency in their work, knowing that time is running out for many species. That urgency is what keeps them going. “Wildlife and nature are our greatest natural treasures, priceless and irreplaceable,” they say. “We live in a connected world, and with a collective heart and mind we can, and must, end this destruction. While there is hope, we will fight for them.”

Despite the fight, the disheartening numbers, and the sacrifices, both are optimists at heart. “If I was not,” Beverly says, “I couldn’t continue.” More than optimism, what keeps Beverly going is a deep wisdom about the nature of her work and the nature of sacrifice in general. “If we focus only on the sacrifices we’ve made, then life will certainly become unpleasant and unrewarding. So there’s another way of looking at sacrifices—they’ve turned us into who we are today: advocates and ambassadors for the African wilderness and its wildlife, particularly big cats, as by protecting them and their habitat, we protect every other animal. Every sacrifice can be seen as a gain. It’s just about always seeing the positive in whatever life hands you and doing the best you can with it to achieve all that you can be, for yourself and the world around you.”

As for his optimism, Dereck uses filmmaking as an analogy. “See life as if it’s perfectly framed. Look for the good light and the best composition and framing because it will make you view life in a more perfect way, and then work on making that true.”

The advice the Jouberts offer to anyone interested in becoming a wildlife advocate is not about following any one path; it is not about the kind of camera one should hold, the film school one should attend, or the degree one should earn. It is simply about the traits one needs to possess. “Curiosity, compassion, and a sense of adventure are all important qualities,” they say. “One must have compassion for all life forms, a yearning to understand the unknown, and to discover and explore. Integrity in this is gold, something we hang onto every single day. Compromising values when it comes to life, or in particular, to conservation, leads to a steady corruption of everything around you.”

Being tenacious is another characteristic that helps the Jouberts, the drive to never give up, no matter what it takes. “As huge as some of these issues are, we’re not afraid to take them on. As the issues get bigger, so do our ideas, projects, and solutions.” They also speak of the importance of ethics. “This may not be an innate quality, but you do have to be the type of person who has a set of ethics and sticks to them, even when times get tough. If you want to set an example and inspire others to do the same, you must know what you stand for and live and breathe it.”
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