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Blessed with spectacular flora and
fauna, the uniquely biodiverse island
of Borneo has long been an ecotourist’s
utopia. And the Wildlife Rescue Unit
(WRU) of Sabah, Malaysia, is determined
that it stays that way.
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Elephant handler Zuhrul and
photojournalist ‘Bertie’ with Baby Joe,
an elephant that is being cared for by
the WRU.

A

s an environmental photojournalist,
I’ve spent the past decade investigating
human-wildlife conflicts around the
world. Though I’ve explored some of the
most spectacular rainforests and jungles
across the globe, Borneo, with its incredible diversity of wildlife, has always fascinated
me. And whilst Borneo’s problems are well documented, little is known about the people working behind the scenes to preserve this wondrous
habitat and protect the creatures within it.
Founded in 2010 by the Malaysian Palm Oil
Council or MPOC (www.mpoc.org.my) – a joint undertaking by the Malaysian government and the
local palm oil industry for the conservation of
the environment and wildlife in the country –
the Wildlife Rescue Unit (WRU) is an elite team
of veterinarians and forest rangers who rescue,
rehabilitate and relocate wildlife in Sabah.
WRU was established to address the urgency
in Sabah’s wildlife conservation issues, and
is fully funded by MPOC’s Wildlife Conservation Fund.
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I wanted to know more about this team of local heroes responsible for conserving Borneo's
wildlife, and the more I learned about WRU, the
more I wanted to be involved in their work. In
the process, I hoped to gain a deeper understanding of who they are, what they do and
why they do it. So, in early 2016, I approached
the WRU’s no-nonsense boss, Dr. Sen Nathan,
with a proposal to not only document their
work for a soon to be released weekly online TV
series called Borneo Wildlife Warriors, but to also
pitch in and become one of the team. Remarkably, he agreed. And that was the start of a year
unlike any I had experienced before.

IN THE THICK OF IT Borneo was born
about 18,000 years ago when land masses
fringing the mainland of Southeast Asia disappeared underwater due to rising sea levels.
Separated from the Asian continent, the island
of Borneo was left to its own evolutionary
devices. In isolation, Borneo thrived, and a simmering cauldron of biodiversity emerged on

the island: frogs that fly, slugs that shoot ‘love
darts’ and half-metre long stick insects, now
all a part of the colourful community in these
ancient rainforests.
Today, Borneo is famous the world over
for its beaches and diving sites, as well as its
biodiversity. The 287,000-square mile island
consists of the Malaysian states of Sabah and
Sarawak to the north and west, with the small
but significant nation of Brunei sandwiched
between them, and Indonesia’s Kalimantan
covering most of the island’s central and southern regions.
World Wildlife Fund or WWF (wwf.panda.org)
estimates that Borneo’s 140 million-year-old
rainforest is home to 222 species of mammals
(44 endemic), 420 species of birds (37 endemic),
100 species of amphibians and 394 types of
fish (19 endemic), as well as 15,000 varieties
of plants (6,000 endemic), and with as many
as 1,000 species of insects inhabiting just one
dipterocarp tree (tall hardwood tropical trees
with two-winged fruits that dominate Borneo’s

CLOCKWISE
FROM LEFT
A mud volcano at Tabin
Wildlife Reserve, which
elephants frequent to
obtain salts and other
minerals.
A collared sun bear is
released back into the
jungle, Tabin Wildlife
Reserve
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An orangutan is given
the once over by the
WRU’s vets to ensure
she is disease-free,
before being released at
Tabin Wildlife Reserve.
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jungles). And with further estimation from various other sources that 152 species of snakes,
92 species of bats, 3,000 types of moths and six
per cent of the planet’s flowering plants can
be found on the island, to say that Borneo has
much to offer is an understatement!
With these phenomenal statistics, it’s easy
to see why Borneo attracts millions of visitors every year, whilst filling the daydreams of
many others. There’s always something new
and wonderful to see, hear and experience in
this natural paradise. Orangutans cling to tree
branches in the dense green canopies that
reverberate with the ‘hoo’ call of the gibbons,
as pangolins – compact balls of scales that look
like the love child of an artichoke and anteater
– shimmy up trees. A little farther on lie reclusive sun bears, while proboscis monkeys line
riverbanks, alongside herds of thirsty Borneo
elephants, which are, of course, the world’s
smallest elephants! And if you’re really lucky,
you might even catch a glimpse of the enigmatic clouded leopard.

MAR 2017

103

Dr Diana Ramirez tends to
a baby gibbon at the WRU’s
base in Lok Kawi Wildlife Park.
Gibbons are highly sought
after for the illegal pet trade.

Protect The Planet
As we celebrate Earth Hour on March 25,
2017, here’s a look at how you can support
two great social enterprises – both AirAsia
Foundation grantees – that are dedicated
to advancing environmental causes and
effecting social change.
UPCYCLING FOR
ANIMAL
WELFARE
Look out for
Pets4Wildlife, a
unique pet
toy range
by Animal
Projects & Environmental Education (APE
Malaysia), a social enterprise that focuses on
animal welfare in zoos and sanctuaries, as well
as in the wild. Currently, APE Malaysia runs a
creative programme for a greener disposal of
non-biodegradable waste material – Hoses
Serving Environment & Species Project (HOSES). The programme upcycles decommissioned
fire hoses into enrichment tools to stimulate
animals in captivity. APE Malaysia's new pet toy
range will be available for sale in April 2017.
Revenue from the sale of these upcycled items
is channeled back into the organisation to fund
animal enrichment programmes across Asean.
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SUSTAINABLE BREW
Purchase a
fragrant cup
of Muser
Coffee Hill’s
shadegrown
coffee on
board all
Thai AirAsia and Malaysia AirAsia flights to
support a social enterprise that promotes
forest conservation and helps to improve the
livelihoods of indigenous coffee farmers in
Thailand's Muser highlands. Coffee-planting
was initiated in the Muser area to address overdependence on mono-cropping, a practice that
caused environmental issues like soil erosion
and chemical leaching, and left local farmers
vulnerable to crop failures and price fluctuations. Since switching to shade-grown coffee,
Muser farmers now enjoy a sustainable income
from the sale of beans at fair trade prices.
The replanting of native trees for canopy has
aided the regeneration of the area’s soil and
forest. Muser coffee sachets for home brewing
are also available at Gourmet Markets of top
departmental stores in Bangkok including Siam
Paragon, Emporium and EmQuartier.
AirAsia Foundation (www.airasiafoundation.com), the philanthropic arm
of AirAsia Group, supports and
nurtures various social enterprises that strive to address issues
plaguing the Asean region. From
environment and wildlife conservation and
poverty alleviation to creating sustainable
livelihoods for indigenous people and protecting traditional arts, AirAsia Foundation is at the
forefront, championing social change.
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THE BIG PICTURE However, a closer look reveals a more complex situation. A quick online
search on Borneo unearths disturbing events;
the demise of seven endangered elephants,
continuing decline of orangutan populations
due to human activity and ever-increasing deforestation are just some of the alarming news
in recent times.
Further research reveals that in the last half
a century alone, Borneo’s orangutan population has halved to around 50,000 today. The
Borneo elephant and sun bear have suffered a
similar fate, with now around 1,500 Borneo elephants remaining in the wild, and the smallest bear species on Earth losing 30 per cent of
its population in just 30 years.
The planet’s third largest island (and Asia’s
largest) is being fragmented and destroyed at a
rate unprecedented in the history of deforestation. An estimated 55 per cent of natural habitat
has been lost in less than two decades, as ancient
trees are chopped down, only to be made into
furniture or chopsticks for the export market.
However, the main threat to these rainforests lies in the form on an edible vegetable oil.
Used in a wide variety of everyday products
– from toothpaste and detergent to ice cream
and shampoo – palm oil is near impossible
to avoid. And, as one of Malaysia’s biggest exports, it forms an integral part of the country’s
economy. However, these giant profits can
come at a great cost.
A GARGANTUAN MISSION

Much of
WRU’s time is spent dealing with human-wildlife conflict, which means endless rescues and
relocations. As Borneo’s rainforests continue to
shrink and its inhabitants retreat into smaller
and smaller pockets of habitats, the occurrence

of wildlife straying into surrounding plantations in search of food is inevitable. This is
when problems arise.
Elephants in particular have developed a
taste for the fruit of young palm trees – an urge
that occasionally puts them in the line of fire
with plantation owners. Not long ago, the team
and I were called to capture a large male that
had been feasting on the fruits of palm trees,
leaving a (costly) path of destruction in its
wake. Catching a two-ton animal in a plantation surrounded by jungle, and then relocating
it, is about as easy a job as it sounds! First, the
elephant has to be tracked, and once it is found,
the team has to dart it and secure it, then lead
it into a cage and onto a truck, and finally, the
relocation – the captured elephant is driven,
often across miles of backcountry in Borneo’s
wilderness, before it is finally released.
The first few days of this capture and release
scenario were akin to a larger-than-life game of
cat and mouse. We would arrive at the oil palm
plantation every day at sunrise to find the elephant happily feasting away. Despite our most
calculated attempts to go unnoticed as we
closed in on the elephant to dart him, the wily
pachyderm would somehow sense our presence and take off into the jungle. In the process
of our tracking mission, we waded through
rivers, scrambled up banks, got stuck in foliage, nearly lost our camera, were ‘invaded’ by
leeches and were even lost in the jungle for a
day without food or water!
It took our vet, Dr Pakee Nagalingam, nearly
a week to finally bring the elephant to a standstill, and even then, we remained constantly on
guard as there is always a risk that a drugged
animal can still charge its captors. It took us
another couple of days to move the captured

ABOVE The WRU are
on call 365 days a year
to attend to animals in
distress.

WILDLIFE
ADVENTURE
WITH SZTV
SZtv, the digital arm
of Scubazoo, is a
new online portal for
wildlife films. The latest
production, Borneo
Wildlife Warriors, is a
weekly web TV series
that documents the
remarkable work of
the Wildlife Rescue
Unit (WRU) of Sabah,
Malaysia, and is set to
be released in 2017.
All episodes of Borneo
Wildlife Warriors will be
available for viewing on
SZtv’s Facebook page at
www.facebook.com/SZmedia.
tv. Interested viewers
can also subscribe to
SZtv’s YouTube channel
at www.youtube.com/
scubazoovideo to catch the
exciting series.
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Kinabatangan River and its
oxbow lakes framed by lush
greenery – home to a great
diversity of wilflife.

CLOCKWISE
FROM LEFT
A haven for wildlife,
Borneo’s jungles attract
visitors from all over
the world.
An orphaned elephant
is being tended to by
a member of the WRU.
The WRU has set up
an impromptu baby
elephant sanctuary
at the Orangutan
Rehabilitation Centre in
Sepilok.
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The solitary, nocturnal
pangolin can consume
up to 20,000 ants a
day. As they don’t have
teeth, spines in their
stomach help them to
grind up food.
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elephant from the jungle into a cage, before we
were able to release it in a stretch of rainforest
far from human settlements.
With barely enough time to shower or rest
our weary bodies, but in high spirits following the successful elephant relocation, we left
to catch an orangutan mother and her baby
spotted in another plantation, a 10-hour drive
away! Concerned for their safety, and with
harvest time approaching, the plantation manager there had called in WRU. We managed to
dart both mother and baby successfully, before
taking them to the Orangutan Rehabilitation
Centre in Sepilok, which cares for rescued
primates, and is a well-known attraction to
eco-visitors from all over the world. The new
Sepilok recruits were first quarantined whilst
they underwent routine testing for diseases,
before being released into the wild.
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TACKLING THE BLACK MARKET

Whilst
deforestation remains the greatest threat
to Borneo’s flagship species, the traditional
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CLOCKWISE FROM
RIGHT: A Welsh
lovespoon is a
decoratively carved
wooden spoon especially
popular as a romantic
gift on Dydd Santes
Dwynwen
Men and women
in Spain celebrate
St George's Day by
exchanging books.
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Saint George and the
Dragon, a painting by
Paolo Uccello, circa 1470

medicine trade targets some of the island’s
lesser-known creatures. Due to a burgeoning
market for their scales, which are believed to
aid in lactation and ease the pain of arthritis,
pangolins have now become one of the world’s
most trafficked wildlife.
On the black market, a kilogramme of pangolin scales can easily fetch up to USD3,000
and as a result, it is estimated that a staggering
one million pangolins have been poached since
2000! Their thick scaly exterior is deceptive, as
despite their armoured appearance, all eight
species of this mammal (four Asian species and
four African species of pangolins) are crawling
towards extinction, with the Asian pangolins
classified as either endangered or critically
endangered on the IUCN Red List and the African species categorised as vulnerable. The
IUCN Red List is compiled by the IUCN Global
Species Programme, which together with the
Species Survival Commission (SSC) and other
worldwide partners, has worked for the past
five decades to produce the most objective,

scientifically-based information on the current
status of globally threatened biodiversity.
It was an uplifting chapter in the pangolin’s
heart-wrenching tale when, in January 2017,
cages containing 26 of these scaly mammals
were intercepted by the Sabah Wildlife Department in Lahad Datu in eastern Sabah as poachers tried to smuggle them out of the country.
After giving the rescued pangolins the once
over, the WRU relocated them to the Tabin Wildlife Reserve, which is a little more than an hour’s
drive from Lahad Datu and home to various
endangered wildlife. As one of the pangolins
gripped my arm with its scaly tail, free from its
cage and ready to reunite with a tree, an inquisitive female orangutan wandered over, clutching
her baby. She stopped just a few metres away
in the dense stretch of the Bornean jungle to
inspect the newcomer. The pangolin suddenly
sensed her presence and froze in its tracks, as
it tried to gauge if it was safe to proceed up the
tree, and I couldn’t help but wonder which one
of them was more confused by the situation!

The stare-off ensued for a minute or so, until
they finally parted ways in peace.

NOT ON OUR WATCH Life on the frontline
of conservation work is emotionally, mentally
and physically exhausting, as the relentless cycle
of capture and release is both heart- and backbreaking. There were times during my tenure
with WRU when I thought I simply could not take
it anymore, but the times when we were successful in our missions kept me going.
I know that long after I have left here, these
WRU guardians of the Bornean rainforest will
continue to do what they do best: protect wildlife for the benefit of the planet and future generations. “Imagine explaining to our children, or
our children’s children, that elephants or orangutans went extinct on our watch,” says Dr. Sen,
eyes fixed with determination. “That’s not something my team and I are willing to accept.”
GETTING THERE AIRASIA FLIES TO SABAH, MALAYSIA
FROM VARIOUS DESTINATIONS. www.airasia.com
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