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The Hippo in the Boskop

The weekend gossip in Potchefstroom, North-West Province these days is about a new visitor to
the area — a hippopotamus. Sometime in early May, the semi-aquatic artiodactyl was spotted on
the Mooi River near the Boskop Dam, a mere twelve kilometres outside of town. Photos and
videos of the hippo have been posted on social media by locals. Drones have been deployed in
search of the animal but have failed to find it. The hippo was reported to have at one point made
its way to a smallholding and broken through the owner’s fence. Near the site, a footprint was
found. Given the print was somewhat small for a hippopotamus, it appears to be a younger
animal.

No one knows when the hippo first arrived in the area or where exactly it came from. One theory
is that it was an illegally kept animal that escaped a local private game reserve. Another is that it
might be a young bull recently pushed out of its pod by an older male. By August, authorities
had put together two teams to handle the problem. One team’s objective is to trap and relocate
the hippo. The other’s is to kill it if it becomes a significant danger.

Hippos are the most lethal large mammal in Africa in terms of human deaths, likely killing
somewhere in the range of 30 to 50 people per year. It is understandable, then, that the response
by local officials has been to take the matter seriously.

On its surface, it’s a small and somewhat absurd local news story — the kind that produces jokes
about sightings of the hippo in the local potholes. But underneath the jokes are several difficult
and important ethical questions, ones that environmental and animal ethicists have been arguing
about for decades and that this particular hippo happens to bring to the surface — pun intended.

Whose river is this, historically speaking?

In local talk, it has been common to hear the Boskop hippo described as an “intruder” or
“surprise visitor”, as an animal that has shown up somewhere that it does not belong. But a
description like this assumes that the presence of a hippo in this stretch of the Mooi River is
some sort of anomaly. In reality, hippos were once far more common. Historical surveys of the
species’ range show that hippos were once native to the Vaal river system, not just to the country
in general. Potchefstroom historian Lennie Gouws notes that hippo teeth have even been
recovered from Gerhardminnebron, one of the two fountains that feed the Mooi River. And a
photograph survives from around the turn of the twentieth century of a hippo kept in captivity in
Potchefstroom — evidence suggesting that the species’ local extirpation was fairly recent. By
1959 the species, however, had disappeared from nearly all of South Africa outside Kruger
National Park and several KwaZulu-Natal coastal systems — largely a result of human hunting
and extermination efforts. All this is to say that whether the Boskop hippo’s arrival was the result
of natural displacement or escape, the hippo is not obviously wandering into a place that its
species never called home. This alone does not settle what should be done about the Boskop
hippo. But it should make us question the assumption that it is an intruder.

Now, even granting that the Boskop region was indeed hippo habitat within the past century,
there is still a good question about whether the ecosystem is the same one its ancestors once
roamed. As the ancient Greek philosopher Heraclitus famously observed, we can never step into
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the same river twice. The Boskop Dam Nature Reserve is an artificial reservoir. Its fish
population today includes a mix of non-native bass and carp introduced for recreational angling
and native species such as smallmouth yellowfish, mudfish, and barbel. The fish community that
would have existed alongside hippos in the area a century ago is no longer quite the same. The
reserve’s grazing mammals, including black wildebeest, springbok, zebra, red hartebeest, and
blesbok among others, are another concern. Hippos leave the water at night to graze. They
consume large quantities of grass. And they wander well past the water’s edge to do so. This
means the hippo is now competing for grazing land in an area with animals that have had quite a
long time to establish their own way of life without a hippo around. The hippo’s grazing and
waste cycling will also likely influence the area, for better or worse. What this means for the fish,
the ungulates, and a land and water that’s now gone for decades without a hippo living in it is
hard to say. The historical picture complicates the idea that the hippo is some kind of intruder.
But that’s a different question from what its actual return would do to the ecosystem as it stands
today.

Is relocation really the humane option?

The current plan for the hippo includes a preference for the capture and relocation of the animal
over dispatching. Such a preference ordering, in many ways, makes ethical sense. All things
being equal, it’s often better to relocate an animal than to simply end its life. And yet, the capture
and relocation of a hippo isn’t a solution without its own risks. The standard method for safely
capturing large wildlife is to tranquilize it, typically using darts fired by an expert from a safe
distance. But in this case that method has reportedly been ruled out and for good reason. A hippo
that is hit with a sedative dart will often make a dash for the water. But if it is in the water when
the sedative takes hold, it will be at risk of drowning — yes, even hippos can drown. Outside of
sedation, the option that remains is luring the animal out of the water or out of hiding and into a
trap. The process of capturing and transporting an animal, however, often puts it under a lot of
stress. The Boskop hippo also faces the possibility of being placed in unfamiliar territory. It
could end up in an area that is already claimed by an established bloat (yes, that is the name for a
group of hippos), and bloat are often highly hostile to the newcomers, especially if that
newcomer is a male. It’s unclear that a move to “somewhere else” would actually end up better
for the Boskop hippo than simply being allowed to continue living in the Boskop. None of this is
presented as a knock-down argument against relocation of the hippo. But it is does suggest we
shouldn’t treat relocation as an option without any moral risks.

Who gets to decide and who bears the cost?

So far, a private landowner is out the cost of a broken fence on their property. Others living by
the dam now face a new danger near their homes. Recreational users of the dam have a different
and much riskier relationship with the water these days. And new waivers and restrictions have
been implemented as part of the recreation process.

The fate of the Boskop hippo is in the hands of provincial conservation authorities and
specialists. But it’s worth asking who else has a stake in the situation here, and whether their
interests — including the hippo’s — are being adequately weighed. None of this is to say that
authorities are doing anything wrong. It’s never an easy task to balance the appropriate care of
wildlife with public safety. But the ethical questions lurking beneath the surface of the issue do
deserve attention. What claim does a wild animal have to living in an area already reshaped by



decades of human intervention and occupation? How much should a species’ previous history of
habitation matter? And is the supposedly more ethical option really so ethical after all? A hippo
that has spent several months outsmarting drones, fences, and search teams alike arguably
deserves at least that much consideration.



