ANIMOSITY
THE WORLD’S WILDLIFE IS IN CRISIS
GLOBALLY, ANIMALS ARE BEING TRADED, HUNTED, POACHED, CONSUMED
AND EXPLOITED TO THE POINT OF EXTINCTION. IN A WORLD WHERE
OUR FELLOW CREATURES ARE TREATED
AS LITTLE MORE THAN COMMODITIES,
AWARD-WINNING ENVIRONMENTAL
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Thailand, orangutans are
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routinely humiliated during
HUMAN-ANIMAL CONFLICT IN THE 21ST
twice-daily boxing shows.
CENTURY.
The apes, star attractions at
wildlife tourism attractions
worldwide, are trained using
corporal punishment and food
deprivation, making them
submissive to their handlers.
They perform the same
routines, day in, day out, as
thousands of people clap and
laugh at their ‘hilarious’ antics.
When the orangutans become
too old to perform, they will
spend their final days behind
bars. Due to their advanced
brains, captive orangutans
are susceptible stress and
depression. A captive
orangutan can live to 50 years
old in a zoo – which equates
to half a century of misery.

ANIMOSITY

NOW, MORE THAN EVER, IT’S TIME TO RE-EXAMINE OUR
RELATIONSHIP WITH THE ANIMALS WE EXPLOIT.

In 2009, seduced by the stories in David
Attenborough’s seminal natural history
documentaries for the BBC, Aaron
Gekoski bought a cheap camera and
left behind corporate life in London.
With a one-way ticket and aspirations of
documenting the beauty of the natural
world, he flew to Africa.
What he found there wasn’t exactly the
world he’d set out to find. Everywhere
he turned, wildlife was under pressure.
Animals were losing their homes to
deforestation, targeted for their body
parts and traditional medicines; hunted,
caged and exploited for ‘entertainment’
or financial gain.
That was the start of a decade of
photojournalism, in which Gekoski has
travelled to some of the most remote
places on the planet, often working
undercover, to expose human-animal
conflict.
“I’ve been subjected to scenes that no
one should witness,” he says. “In the
process of working on these projects,
I’ve seen the worst of humanity, and also
the best.”

In today’s ever-changing world, the
conflict between animals and people is
a complex, multifaceted issue that often
leads to more questions than answers.
For example: Would you fin a shark
to support your family? Is killing and
eating dogs any worse than slaughtering
chickens? Why does one animal make
a suitable pet and not another? Can
we condemn ancient traditions and
practices that involve the sacrifice of
critically endangered animals?
Gekoski sets out to broadcast the truth,
without judgment. “Well, mostly without
judgment,” he concedes. “I look at these
photographs as modern-day fossils:
a permanent reminder of a planet in
flux, and a record of what may soon be
lost forever. Animals have always been
viewed as commodities to eat, exploit or
enjoy. It’s going to take a monumental
effort to change perceptions and reverse
the statistics. But we cannot continue
on the path that we’re on, because
sometimes—as we are now witnessing
in the face of a global pandemic—the
animals bite back.”

[ABOVE] An elephant is shackled at Samutprakarn Crocodile Farm and Zoo, Thailand. The bottom of its feet
had sores from standing on the concrete floor.
[OPPOSITE] A tiger, tethered to a short chain at Phuket Zoo, Thailand. The cat has spent its entire life as a
prop for tourists who pay to take ‘tiger selfies.’
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A visit to a Wildlife Tourism
Attraction is often viewed as
harmless, family fun. It is a
world we have all been part of;
whether it’s visiting the circus,
riding an elephant on holiday,
or watching dolphins jump
through hoops at aquariums.
Yet most tourists are unaware
of the abuse taking place in
front of their eyes, and behind
closed doors. The animals
have often been stolen from
the wild, only to live the rest
of their lives locked in cages,
kept in unsuitable enclosures,
or fed unsuitable diets. They’re
starved of stimulation, and
may have been trained using
corporal punishment so
they can perform a series of
pointless tricks.

At Dam Sen Amusement Park,
Vietnam, macaques ride around
on bicycles, tethered to chains.
Primates have been used in
shows for years. Macaques are
often exploited for the wildlife
tourism industry, due to being
easy to train.
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Lions are coerced into
performing at Cirkus Humberto,
Czech Republic.

A dolphin languishes in a small
swimming pool in Indonesia.
Part of a travelling circus, the
dolphin was stolen from the
wild and trained by using food
deprivation. It performed for
tourists in a small, chlorinated
pool which may have caused it
to go blind. Thankfully, due to
pressure from local NGO’s, the
Indonesian government recently
banned such shows.

An elephant greets the crowd
at Elefantanhof-Platschow,
Germany, a popular tourist
attraction where visitors can ride
elephants and then watch them
perform in circus shows.

A sun bear at a travelling dolphin
show in Bogor, Indonesia. The
bear was given incentives in
order to perform, and fed treats
throughout. For many animals
used in such shows, this will be
the only time they eat.
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[RIGHT] The heads of hornbills
and baboons for sale at a voodoo
market outside of Ouidah, Benin.

In popular culture
voodoo is often
portrayed as a sinister
practice, steeped in witchcraft
and spells. However, to the
people of Togo, Benin and
Ghana in West Africa, it is
something different. With
a history that can be traced
back thousands of years,
voodoo is a way of life
that incorporates culture,
philosophy, language, art,
dance, music and medicine.
It is even recognised as an
official religion.
Central to the practice
of voodoo is the use of
slaughtered animals, which
become sacred objects. Paws
of gorillas, the head of a
leopard, exotic birds; in
fact, almost every animal
one can think of is used in
rituals, to cure disease, fix
relationships, disperse evil
spirits or solve money and
career problems. To those
that practice voodoo, animal
parts are integral to their lives.
However, conservationists are
concerned about the lasting
impact on wildlife populations
already pushed to the brink by
deforestation, poaching, and
the illegal wildlife trade.
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A young lady holds up the dried
carcass of a pangolin, the most
trafficked mammal on Earth.
Pangolins are thought to
be reservoirs for infectious
diseases.

Ludovic has worked on his
family’s voodoo stall since he
was young. Here, he is holding
a dog’s head, painted to look
like a leopard.

A dog hangs with ducks at a
street-side market stall, where
motoristsmake quick stops to
buy meat.

At this roadside market in
Jatinegara, Indonesia, civets,
bats, monkeys, cats, puppies,
birds, reptiles, and more, were
crammed into small cages,
baking in the midday sun. Live
animal markets have become big
news recently and are thought
to be the source of pandemics.
Animal welfare groups have
long called for a ban, also citing
welfare concerns.
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[ABOVE] A dead dog sits in a
bucket of bloodied water, where
it will be chopped up and served
to customers at a restaurant in
Phnom Penh.

In Cambodia,
millions of dogs
are being drowned
in slaughterhouses every
year. In order to supply a
growing demand for their
meat, dogs are rounded up
from the streets daily. Some
are unwanted pets that are
either exchanged for a pot
or pan, or purchased for a
few dollars per kilo. Others
are strays, whose bones
may be broken during
brutal collection methods.
The dogs are then forced
into small cages, loaded on
mopeds or specially equipped
cars, and transported to
slaughterhouses across the
country. Realising their fate,
the dogs cry out in terror, as
their cages are hauled up, and
submerged in tanks of water.
The surface bubbles and
churns, as the dogs battle for
survival. Finally, it turns still.
Then the process is repeated,
cage after cage, day after day,
year after year.

[RIGHT] Whilst most of the dogs
in Cambodia are killed in mass
drowning pits, other methods
are used. All cause immense
suffering. At one village, the
photographer saw a dog clubbed
over the head and then hung
from tree - it took 10 minutes for
her to die. Afterwards she was
boiled and her fur removed.
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In recent years, The
Evergladesin Florida has
become overrun with Burmese
pythons. Thought to have
been released by exotic pet
owners after they became too
big to care for, thi non-native
species has proliferated in the
absence of natural predators.
The result is mass ecological
damage and the eradication
of small mammal species. In
order to combat the problem,
the authorities now offer
bounties to snake hunters
such as Dusty Crum, pictured
here. Hunters will be paid
according to the size of the
python, and all parts of the
animal will be utilised. They
are chopped up and used as
bait in the fishing industry,
while their skins are rendered
into fashion accessories such
as wallets and belts. The
hunters express remorse at
the current predicament, but
claim they are doing valuable
conservation work.
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Shark fins line the shelves of
a traditional medicine store in
Hong Kong.

[MAIN IMAGE] In Mozambique,
fishermen told Gekoski that they
never used to target sharks.
However, with their traditional
catch plummeting due to illegal
industrial fishing, they were
now paid handsomely to provide
Chinese middlemen with dried
shark fins.

A fisherman in Mozambique
fins a shark. Due to the value
of shark fins, the community
can earn the equivalent of one
month’s wages for a single
large shark.

An estimated three sharks per
second are slaughtered
worldwide - targeted for
the oil in their livers, their
cartilage, teeth, skin and flesh.
But it’s their fins, used to make
a soup popular in Southeast
Asia, that have become the
most prized possession.
One kilogram of dried shark
fins now fetches as much as
$1000 on the Hong Kong
market, leading to an industry
worth between half a billion
and a billion dollars per year.
Many sharks are finned alive,
then dumped back into the
sea. There, still breathing, they
are either eaten by predators
or suffocate to death.

A shark’s carcass will be fully
utilised by the community who
will eat the meat and sell the
fins. However, eating shark can
have dangerous consequences.
Toxins and heavy metals—such
as lead and mercury—pass up
the food chain, building to
potentially fatal levels in apex
predators such as sharks.
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A small-scale breeder in the
Czech Republic keeps ball
pythons in plastic containers
known as racking systems. He
will then sell the pythons to
local enthusiasts.

At exotic pet expos, such
as this one in Memphis,
ball pythons are displayed
in Perspex cases. Many
pythons die or are born with
deformities, as breeders
experiment to create unusual
colour morphs, which can sell
for hundreds of thousands of
dollars.
Legend has it that Temple of
the Pythons in Ouidah, Benin
was built by former ruler King
Kpasse, to honour snakes that
protected him as he hid in
the forests during wartime.
Nowadays, the Temple has
become a tourist trap, where
visitors pay to have their photos
taken with ball pythons.

The ball python is named
for its tendency to curl into
a tight ball when stressed.
Growing no more than two
metres, and possessing a
docile demeanour, exotc pet
owners claim that ball pythons
are low maintenance snakes
that thrive in captivity. Due
to these traits, ball pythons
are one of the most popular
exotic pets on the planet.
Endemic to West Africa, over
three million ball pythons
have been exported from the
continent since 1975, making
them the most traded African
species under CITES.
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Over the last 50 years,
Borneo’s population – divided
between Indonesia, Malaysia
and Brunei - has doubled.
In its largest cities, rapid
development has paved the
way for high-rise apartments,
5-star hotels, shopping malls,
and street-upon-street of bars
and restaurants. Travel a little
further afield and rural areas
swell with people, properties
and production. Now add 222
species of mammal, 420 types
of birds and 15,000 plant
species to the picture and
you have all the ingredients
needed for conflict. However,
the main threat to these
rainforests lies in the form of
an edible vegetable oil. Used
in everyday products - from
toothpaste and detergent
to ice cream and shampoo –
palm oil is ubiquitous. As one
of Malaysia’s biggest exports,
it forms an integral part of
the local economy. But the
industry has permanently
altered Borneo’s landscapes in 1975, nearly 75% of Borneo
was forest. Today
[LEFT] Borneo’s elephant
that figure stands
populations have been
at just over 50%.
decimated due to the palm oil
industry. Here, three generations
make their way through
a plantation that is being
replanted. Left alone in the
plantation, the elephants may be
killed by workers.
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Romantic, intelligent and
adorable: otters have become
big business as exotic
playthings. otter owners and
members of the Komunitas
Otter Indonesia (KOI) meet
regularly at a waterfall outside
of Bogor, Indonesia,
to take their pets on
[RIGHT] In remote Indonesia,
social outings.
members of Komunitas Otter
Indonesia take their pets for
“Keeping an otter is
playtime at a waterfall.
a big commitment,”
says founder of
KOI, Georgian Marcello. “We
have a slogan, which is the
3B’s, meaning otters are bau
(smelly), berisik (noisy) and
of course they are boros (an
extravagance).”
Possessing lightening fast
metabolisms, an otter may
consume 20-25% of its
body weight in just one day,
meaning they are incredibly
expensive to keep as pets.
As a result, some otter owners
will feed them cheaper
alternatives to fish, such as cat
food, which doesn’t meet their
nutritional needs.

Otters kept in captivity often
display signs of stereotyping –
including repetitive behaviours
such as biting. This otter had
bitten off part of her tail.
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On the Western Cape of South
Africa, just a couple of hours
drive from Cape Town, lies
the township of De Doorns,
a sprawling labyrinth of huts
made from corrugated
iron and simple concrete
houses. Here, few job
opportunities and high rates
of unemployment
means that
[RIGHT] This lady’s pet cat had
just given birth. She wanted to
people straddle
sell the kittens to buy food.
the poverty line.
Work is largely
seasonal and focused around
local farms. It’s not only hard
to come by, but poorly paid,
back-breaking labour. At
De Doorns, the struggle for
survival impacts upon every
aspect of life. It’s not just the
people who are suffering, but
the animals, too.
Whilst many in De Doorns
form close bonds with their
pets, owning one comes at at
a cost. Many dogs suffer from
mange and other parasitic
infections, or deadly
viruses such as distemper and
parvo. Proper dog food that
offers adequate nutrients is
expensive and in short supply.
As a result, many beloved pets
are lost prematurely.
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A handful of shrimp are
displayed next to a pile of
bycatch off the waters of
Florida, USA. Bycatch is one
of the biggest threats facing
facing our oceans today,
with an estimated 40% of
global catch discarded every
year. Bycatch is particularly
prevalent in the shrimp
trawling industry. For every
1kg of prawns caught, up to
9kg of other crustaceans, fish,
cephalopods, and
coral are discarded.

Our oceans are being
systematically emptied of fish to
satisfy an unsustainable demand
for seafood.
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Worldwide, six of the
seven sea turtle species are
classified as threatened or
endangered due to human
activities.

Turtles at a
‘conservation
centre’ in
Bali spend their days being
manhandled and used as
selfie props. Rather than
being rescued animals (as
claimed), these turtles have
often been taken from the
ocean. They are then kept in
small pens where the filthy
water doesn’t even reach
the knees’ of visitors. These
centres are government
affiliated and work under the
guise of conservation, despite
having nothing to do with
preserving turtle populations.
Since coronavirus, and
suffering a lack of visitors,
some of the turtles at these
centres have been eaten.
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A rescued orangutan at
Borneo Orangutan Survival
Foundation (BOSF) in
Kalimantan, Indonesian
Borneo, spends its day
staring out from behind bars.
BOSF are one of the leading
orangutan non-profits, who
work to rescue,
rehabilitate and
Orangutans are sensitive and
intelligent animals that share
then release
97% of their DNA with humans.
orangutans
A life behind bars would equate
orphaned from
to torture.
the wildlife
tourism industry.
In Southeast Asia, orangutans
used in wildlife attractions
are often poached as babies
from the wild. Hunters kill the
mothers, tear the infants away
and sell them into the wildlife
tourism industry. It requires
a co-ordinated network of
customs officers, middle men,
petty criminals, government
officials, and the police - all
given bribes to either facilitate
the operation, or turn a blind
eye.
BOSF have released over
400 orangutans into the
wild, but need more land at
their disposal. Until suitable
rainforest habitat can be
secured for their release,
several orangutans remain
behind bars.
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Aaron Gekoski is an award-winning
environmental photojournalist, filmmaker and TV presenter, specialising
in human-animal conflict. His work
regularly appears in the international
press and has won numerous awards
including the coveted Wildlife
Photographer of the Year. Aaron has
spent years documenting animals
in captivity and is founder and
lead investigator at Raise the Red
Flag, a global campaign formed
in partnership with Born Free
Foundation to end cruelty in the
wildlife tourism industry.

The images and text in
this story are taken from
ANIMOSITY, a luxury
hardback book published in
November 2020 by
G2 Entertainment.
ANIMOSITY is a collection
of powerful photographs
and absorbing tales from the
frontline of conservation: the
story of our generation, our
legacy.

