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Why on earth would anyone use a pellet gun on city wildlife ‘for fun’? 
   I occasionally hear a pellet gun being fired somewhere in my suburban area and wince 
at the thought of the pain and terror caused if the pellets have hit any small living 
creature.  
   It was good to see a reader’s passionate letter, “Teach children about the danger of 
using pellet guns on animals” in the Daily News on the last day of 2015. The writer 
pleaded on behalf of all the small creatures who live in our city areas and are frequently 
shot at by thoughtless and carelessly cruel people. She wrote especially about our little 
Durban vervets and warned that she would not hesitate to report anyone in her 
neighbourhood guilty of firing a pellet gun.   
   Vervets visit my garden every day. I have never seen as many baby vervets as I have 
this year. I was sitting near a window reading a few days ago when I suddenly had the 
feeling of being looked at. Hanging on the Spanish burglar guards were four juveniles, all 
watching me intently. They did not move when they realised they had caught my 
attention. They were curious and unafraid as they clung with their long perfect fingers to 
the bars, two of them hanging upside down, and all of them watching me with their bright 
round eyes. I felt so privileged. Even when my dog, Bonnie, leapt onto the back of an 
armchair and perched with her front paws on the window ledge, they did not flee, but 
appeared merely to watch her with interest. Since she rushes out whenever she sees them 
in the garden and barks furiously, perhaps familiarity had made them aware that they 
were not in any danger from this 8kg little creature, however vociferous. 
   I thought I would see what the NSPCA has to say about pellet guns, their legality, and 
the dangers they represent. On their site, I read that advocate, John Welch, former Deputy 
Attorney General of what was formerly the Transvaal, warns that the law sees no 
difference between discharging a pellet gun and a real firearm in suburban areas. Both 
these actions are a crime, and miscreants are therefore liable to be arrested.  
   Mention is made on the site of an incident in KwaZulu-Natal in which a 19-year-old 
youth seriously injured three Mowat Park High schoolgirls, causing injuries to “legs 
chest, head and buttocks”.  He claimed to be firing at glass bottles in his back yard and 
that the injured girls had been hit by accident. In terms of the law, this kind of incident 
falls into the category of “attempted murder”. It is hugely serious.   
   The NSPCA regards this incident as significant, as it confirms what damage can be 
done by those who carelessly use a weapon as though it is some kind of toy. There has 
previously been a criminal conviction in KZN of someone who used a pellet gun on an 
animal. Using a pellet gun on any animal, including birds, is a violation of the Animals 
Protection Act No. 71 of 1962.  
   Most people would be shocked if they knew how many vervets carry painful festering 
wounds from pellets, and how many die merciless, lingering deaths. What kind of person 
is able to inflict such suffering without conscience? 
   Be one of those who cares and report any cases of which you are aware to your nearest 
SPCA, who will then investigate.  
   Teaching compassion is at the heart of our Durban & Coast Humane Education project. 
Children who have learnt compassion grow up to become caring adults. What we are also 
trying to do through our programme is encourage teachers to talk about values in the 



classroom, and how one’s own life is made richer if one is able to feel connected to all 
life.          
    
Student rescues Leatherback hatchlings 
   The great marine turtles have been on my mind lately owing to my being invited to give 
two talks on what have remained memories of moments of sheer magic: watching great 
marine turtles come ashore at night in  Maputaland to build their nests and, in the late 
afternoons, seeing tiny hatchlings emerging from nests in which eggs had been laid a 
couple of months earlier.  
   Jeff Gaisford (a leading Parks Board senior ranger at the time, and later well-known in 
the media as spokesman for the organisation) took a small group of six to Sodwana and 
then up to Kosi Bay to see the great loggerhead and leatherback turtles. There were two 
divers from the famous Jacques Cousteau diving team, a German photographer (slightly 
irascible), a young Parks Board cadet, Joan Gaisford (Jeff’s mother) and me. It was 1995.  
   I had met Jeff a few years earlier when he was an adult student in the Department of 
Journalism and Public Relations at DUT, while continuing with his Parks Board duties. I 
was lecturing in English literature and teaching writing skills.   
   Jeff had chosen nights of the full moon for our nights on the beaches between Sodwana 
and Kosi Bay. We sat at the foot of the dunes on silvery moonlit beaches watching 
ancient rituals of nature that were at least a quarter of a million years old. City life was a 
million miles away. The crashing of the breakers along the shoreline seemed only to 
emphasise the silence of the beaches and the dunes, which we knew to be rich in life 
forms, but which lay shrouded in a quietness that seemed almost palpable.    
   When an angler brought a baby Leatherback turtle to uShaka Sea World recently, it was 
really cause for surprise. He had found it on Ansteys beach, far south of where 
Leatherbacks normally make their nests.  
   It was even more surprising when a student, Asive Sidloyi, arrived with six more tiny 
hatchlings in a bucket. They, too, had been rescued on Ansteys beach. He had found the 
little helpless creatures, seemingly bewildered and moving away from the sea up the 
beach.  
   “No matter how many times I put the turtles back in the surf, they kept coming out 
again. I then decided to put them in a bucket and bring them to uShaka,” he said. 
   Splendid work in turtle conservation is being carried out at uShaka, which is considered 
to be the leading marine turtle research centre on the continent, the contribution of Dr 
George Hughes being particularly noteworthy.   
   At uShaka, Asive’s hatchlings were handed over to the curator, Simon Chater. They 
were in fine condition. He estimated that they were only about a day old and therefore 
felt that they had probably come from a nest on or very near Ansteys, which is a long 
way from the far northern Maputaland beaches which are the turtles’ natural breeding 
area. He said that fewer than five Leatherback nests have been recorded south of St Lucia 
in the last twenty years.  
   On the lonely beaches of northern KZN, turtle hatchlings are drawn towards the 
moonlit ocean as they emerge from the nest, and he felt that the baby turtles might have 
been drawn towards the lights on shore and had gone up the beach instead of entering the 
water and beginning their long journey south. 



   The rescue of seven baby turtles is an event of some importance, as only one out of 
every thousand hatchlings survives to breeding age.  
   uShaka released the hatchlings far out in the Mozambique current to begin the perilous 
journey south that they would normally have taken. 
   Simon Chater was awarded the PAAZA Keeper of the Year 2015 Award for his 
decades of exceptional service in the field of animal care. He began his career with the 
Oceanographical Research Institute in Durban in 1979 and has played a significant role in 
inspiring thousands of visitors to care about conservation of marine species and the care 
of the ocean.  
   We commend Asive Sidloyi for his compassion for these bewildered small creatures 
and have added his act of kindness to the real-life stories passed on by our Education 
Officer to inspire the schoolchildren who are taught about the care of animals and the 
value of kindness in our SPCA Humane Education project. 
Animal pain management 
     Pain management is always a difficult issue for animal owners because animals are so 
brave and accepting when in pain.  
     A Cape Town veterinary surgeon who specialises in pain management and 
rehabilitation, and has a special interest in prosthetics, orthotics and mobility devices, has 
developed a range of products called Holisticpet.  
     Holisticpet has a link with the University of Tennessee and the world-accredited 
Certified Canine Rehabilitation Practitioner course. Holisticpet sponsors this course in 
South Africa.  
     An Internet article on Holisticpet includes a product recommendation from the 
Westville owner of a three-legged dog who regularly suffered from chafing of his back 
paw whenever he ran on the beach and put undue pressure on the paw. Since he loved his 
beach runs, his owner consulted her vet for advice. She recommended an Holisticpet 
protective device. The dog is quite happy to wear the device, which allows him to run 
freely, and chafing is a thing of the past. 
     Owners of pets with physical disabilities, including disabling arthritis, might find it of 
interest to Google for details.  


