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From October 21st- 25th 2019 I attended the International Elephant Foundation’s 

16th Annual Symposium on Elephant Conservation and Research in Limpopo, South 
Africa. This conference unites researchers, conservation actors, and elephant 
managers from around the world. This was a unique opportunity for me share my 
research, network with experts in my field, search for a post-doc mentor, and explore a 
region of the world I have never been to. 

 Being my first conference, I could not have hoped for a more inclusive, engaged 
group of people to meet. From the moment we met at Johannesburg International 
Airport I was incorporated into diverse conversations including animal surveys in 
Borneo, human-elephant conflict at mining sites in South Africa, and fatal diseases for 
captive elephants. Over one-hundred participants listened to my talk on forest elephant 
conservation and population assessment. I received very positive feedback on my 
presentation. Over the week, my conversations evolved with certain participants to 
include potential avenues for future collaborations. I now have several potential 
collaborative projects ranging from forest elephant resource selection to crop-raiding 
and a potential mentor for the upcoming years. 

  

Another key aspect of my experience was learning about South Africa. I will 
admit that after living in Central Africa for several years I had many assumptions about 
what I would find, most of them were incorrect. Until this trip, I did not realize how 
pervasive French culture is in its ex-colonies. I arrived to South Africa a day early and 
was able to explore Johannesburg including a visit to the Apartheid Museum. The 



bustling, modern city and the divided history of the nation were my first introduction to 
current culture in South Africa. The conference was about a two hour drive north of 
Johannesburg. We shifted from urban to vast tracks of agriculture or protected reserves. 
I learned that there are over 22,000 lodges or reserves in South Africa and that all 
protected areas in the country are fenced. I was blown away by the amount of 
protected, private land. Through a discussion with a local landowner, I learned that this 
is both advantageous and disadvantageous for conservation. It is beneficial for the 
security of many species; however, all the fences prevent free movement and restrict 
genetic flow.   

Thank you DUCIGS for this opportunity to learn about an amazing country as 
well as share my research with an international community of experts in my field! 

 

 


