
KRUGER NATIONAL PARK: Barking
and snarling in his cage, “Killer”-South
Africa’s most successful poacher-
catching canine-looks ready for
another helicopter mission tracking
down armed hunters who slaughter
rhinos for their horns.

In the first half of this year, Killer
has already helped rangers arrest
more than 15 poachers in the Kruger
National Park as authorities try in vain
to stem a rapid rise in the number of
rhino being killed. Chosen for his
focus and ferocity, the six-year-old jet
black and tawny brown Belgian
Malinois is the champion of the four-
legged stars serving on the front lines
of the vicious anti-poaching war.

“He’s had very good success so far,
he’s very good on human scent track-
ing,” Johan de Beer, kennel master at
the Kruger canine unit, told AFP. De
Beer, a barrel-chested man with a salt
and pepper goatee, said that despite
his name Killer is a gentle dog who is
great at his job. “He bites, but we don’t
use him that much to bite,” said De
Beer. “He’s actually a very placid dog.
He likes riding in a chopper, stuff like
that, he’s quite adventurous.” Since
2007, rhino poaching has risen rapidly
every year in the Kruger as animals
are killed for their horn, used for its

supposed medicinal qualities in
China, Vietnam and Thailand. In 2014,
a record 1,215 rhino were killed and
that number is set to be exceeded this
year.

A tough battle 
Amid the carnage, the Kruger

canine program has been a rare bit of
good news thanks to dogs like Killer
and Gladys, a lively Springer Spaniel
who sniffs out guns and ammunition
at park gates. Kruger authorities now
plan to boost the number of dogs
from 29 to more than 40 by the end of
the year.

“The dogs are contributing a huge
success to catching poachers,” said De
Beer, adding that the hunters-who are
often trained gunmen from bordering
Mozambique-have adapted their
strategies to try to evade capture.
“They got clever, they dropped chilli
peppers on the trail, but it didn’t work,
the dogs still found them,” he said
laughing.

Yet a dog is only as good as his
handler-and it is the special bond
between Killer and his handler Amos
Mzimba that sets them apart. “We
make a good team because of our
mutual understanding of each other,
our companionship,” said Mzimba,

who practices drills with Killer every
day, rewarding him by playing ball
games. A typical assignment sees
Killer and Amos rushing by helicopter
to wherever a poacher has been spot-
ted or a rhino carcass discovered, and
then tracking the suspect through the
bush for as far as eight kilometers.

For those who knew Killer as a
puppy, his fame does not come as a
surprise. “He was a very active, mobile
puppy,” said Killer’s breeder, Henry
Holsthyzen, of the Paramount Anti-
Poaching and K9 Academy outside
Johannesburg. “That whole litter was
just phenomenal, they had high drive,
they had a natural ability to track, they

had aggression. “It was natural to pair
them with the Kruger.”

Bred for success 
The Belgian Malinois is used by

military, police and private security
organizations around the world,
including US Special Forces. In 2011, a
Belgian Malinois named Cairo was
used in the operation to capture and
kill Osama bin Laden.

This year, the breed has also
enjoyed some stardom on the silver
screen in “Max”, a movie about a dog
deployed in Afghanistan. Holsthyzen,
43, who used to work with the South
African police, recognized the breed

would be well suited for anti-poach-
ing work, which requires fearless dogs
who can withstand the scorching
temperatures of the African bush.

Killer was trained for 16 months
before being sent to the Kruger aged
18 months to learn how to identify
scents, to follow mock trails and to
attack. In spite of the dangers from
armed poachers and poisonous
snakes, Holsthyzen said he was proud
that his dogs were playing their part
in Kruger’s battle to save its rhinos. “I
see those dogs as my babies, especial-
ly Killer and those litters, I’ve raised
them personally,” said Holsthyzen.
“He’s contributing to society.”— AFP 
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ANCHORAGE: Researchers may never solve the
recent deaths of 18 endangered whales whose car-
casses were found floating near Alaska’s Kodiak
Island, a scientist  working on the case said
Monday. Samples taken from one of the 10 fin
whales were at least a week old, which could
throw off test results, said Kate Wynne, a marine
mammal specialist for the University of Alaska Sea
Grant Program. The carcasses of eight humpback
whales also were found.

The carcasses of the marine mammals were dis-
covered between Memorial Day weekend and ear-
ly July. Most of the animals were too decomposed
for sampling. Both species of whales feed close
together, and scientists speculate the animals
might have eaten something toxic in waters that
were significantly warmer than average at the
time. One test came back negative for one toxin
that would be present in harmful algal blooms,
and another test is still pending, Wynne said.
“That’s my leading hypothesis,” Wynne said of an
environmental toxin as a cause. “The carcasses
unfortunately are getting older and less sample-
able. So we never will find out what killed those

whales, in my mind.” 
Other test results also are pending, however. A

muscle-tissue sample is being tested for the possi-
bility of radionuclides from the 2011 Fukushima
nuclear disaster. Scientists also have looked at oth-
er possibilities, including sonar and seismic explo-
ration. The deaths are an unusual occurrence,
Wynne said. She said she’s never heard of anything
similar occurring among large baleen whales in
the US.

The National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration is also looking into the deaths of a
slightly larger number of whales over a larger area.
NOAA is requesting the deaths to be designated
nationally as an unusual mortality event, which
would free of federal funding for further studying
the deaths, NOAA spokeswoman Julie Speegle
said. Along with the dead whales, dead birds
including murres and shearwaters were reported
earlier in the investigation. Tests showed the
shearwaters had a high parasite count and were
starving, Wynne said. The murres were not sam-
pled, but Wynne said those deaths could be part of
a die-off that occurs periodically. — AP

KRUGER NATIONAL PARK: A member of the Kruger National Park Anti-Poaching K9 Unit and his dog
patrol through the bush. — AFP 

Serrated teeth:

Secret to the

T rex’s success

WASHINGTON: I f  you want to know the secret
behind the success of Tyrannosaurus rex and its
meat-eating dinosaur cousins, look no further than
their teeth. Scientists yesterday unveiled a compre-
hensive analysis of the teeth of the group of carnivo-
rous dinosaurs called theropods, detailing a unique
serrated structure that let them chomp efficiently
through the flesh and bones of large prey.

Theropods included the largest land predators in
Earth’s history. They first appeared about 200 million
years ago and were the dominant terrestrial meat-
eaters until the age of dinosaurs ended about 65 mil-
lion years ago. The study involving eight theropod
species revealed their previously unknown tooth
complexity. Internal dental tissues were arranged in a
way that reinforced the strength and prolonged the
life of teeth that were serrated like steak knives for
easy dismembering of other dinosaurs.

University of Toronto Mississauga paleontologist
Kirstin Brink said fossil evidence showed that T rex’s
teeth could crush bone. Its teeth have been found
embedded in the bones of its prey and chunks of
bone appear in its fossilized dung. “But the serrations
were most efficient for piercing flesh and gripping it
while ripping off a chunk of meat, called the ‘punc-
ture and pull’ feeding style,” Brink said.

The researchers analyzed slices from fossil teeth
using a powerful microscope and a sophisticated
device that revealed tooth chemical properties. They
studied teeth from: the early and relatively small
Coelophysis; bird-like Troodon; large predators
Allosaurus,  Gorgosaurus,  Daspletosaurus,
Tyrannosaurus and Carcharodontosaurus; and big,
semi-aquatic Spinosaurus.

The teeth of Tyrannosaurus and
Carcharodontosaurus measured up to 9 inches long.
“In theropods, the serrations are larger and deeper
than the superficial view suggests, making them
stronger and longer lasting, less likely to get dam-
aged or worn,” University of Toronto Mississauga
paleontology professor Robert Reisz said.

Dinosaurs were able to continuously grow teeth
throughout their lives. When a tooth was broken,
another could replace it. “It could take up to two
years for a tooth to grow back in the big theropods
like T rex. Therefore, having specially reinforced teeth
means less tooth breakage and less gaps in the jaw,
leading to more efficient eating,” Brink said. The
Komodo dragon, a lizard up to 10 feet long from
Indonesia, is the only living reptile with serrated
teeth closely resembling those of theropods
although these teeth evolved independently of those
of the dinosaurs, Brink said. The research appears in
the journal Scientific Reports. —Reuters
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pooch ‘Killer’ flies into battle
Helped rangers arrest more than 15 poachers

KODAK ISLAND: In this June 8, 2015 photo, provided by the University of Alaska Fairbanks Gulf Apex
Predator Prey project, a fin whale lies dead. — AP 

Whale deaths off Alaska island remains mystery

KRUGER NATIONAL PARK: “Killer”, South Africa’s most successful
poacher-catching canine - barks in his cage. — AFP 


