
 

Rare Species Conservatory Foundation Bongo Repatriation Program: :  One of the most spectacular 
mammals bred at the Conservatory is the Mountain (or East African) Bongo, a large antelope facing 
extinction in the wild.  The vegetation and climate at the Conservatory have proven ideal for propagating 
and researching this shy, forest-dwelling bovid.   In 2003, RSCF commenced an inter-institutional project 
with the U.N. Foundation and U.N. Development Programme to establish an in situ breeding program for 
bongo in Kenya at the Mt. Kenya Wildlife Conservancy.  Entitled Repatriation of Mountain Bongo 
Antelope to Mt. Kenya World Heritage Site, this initiative represents the successful completion of the 
first of several conservation steps needed to reestablish a self-sustaining, wild population of bongo on 
Mt. Kenya, and stimulate a broad base of conservation program support for the Mt. Kenya World 
Heritage Site and Aberdares National Park and Conservation Area—both global-priority biodiversity 
areas.   RSCF coordinated the project as an NGO contractor to UNDP, was consignor for the bongo 
export (receiving legal title to all animals donated to the project and repatriated to Kenya), and also 
donated four bongo from the RSCF population to the effort.  Since 2005, RSCF Research Associate 
Lyndon Estes has managed a field research program in the Aberdares, focusing on habitat utilization by 
wild bongo.  This research complements other recovery efforts, both ex situ and in situ, by helping to 
identify appropriate habitat for sustainable reintroduction, train local guides and researchers, and bolster 
monitoring and protection of the remaining wild bongo population.  Along with the United Nations 
Development Programme (Small Grants Programme) and partnering NGO’s, RSCF helps sponsor the 
Aberdares bongo surveillance effort (BSP—Bongo Surveillance Programme, www.mountainbongo.org), 
coordinated with the local NGO Rhino Ark (www.rhinoark.org).  On the in situ captive front, RSCF 
provided technical and veterinary services to the Mt. Kenya Wildlife Conservancy and helped sponsor 
general husbandry and animal care for the repatriated bongo group.  During 2007, RSCF completed 
formal collaborations with Dr. Michael Bruford, University of Cardiff, Wales, to genetically assess the wild 
Aberdares and Mt. Kenya populations via mtDNA and microsatellite analyses of field-collected dung 
samples.  This program confirmed species identities and haplotype variation in wild populations, as it 
also trained a Kenyan graduate student in molecular genetics laboratory methodology. Co-sponsored by 
Rhino Ark, this trained technician has brought state-of-the-art molecular laboratory techniques and 
expertise back to Kenya.  In addition to corroborating field teams’ detection of bongo presence in the 
field, the analyses produced a microsatillite protocol (using bovid markers) for discriminating individual 
bongo genotypes from bongo dung.   During 2007 RSCF donated an ELISA flourimeter to Analabs, Ltd. 
(Nairobi) to assist in the isolation and identification of bovine infectious diseases that impact both wild 
and agricultural bovine populations.  Early detection and intervention is critical to thwart periodic 
outbreaks of Theileriosis, rinderpest, hoof-and-mouth disease, and other viral and parasite-borne 
infections that cross between domestic and wild bovids. 
 
A detailed summary of research findings and management recommendations can be found at 
www.rarespecies.org  in the document entitled “Mountain Bongo Ecological Research”, compiled by 
Research Associate Lyndon Estes.  Program expansion for 2008-2010 includes enhancing surveillance 
capacity for the BSP, funding a full-time Bongo Program Coordinator position within Rhino Ark, and 
embarking on a comprehensive genetic assessment of all living bongo (captive and wild) using micro-
satellite DNA analysis.  Program partners Gilman International Conservation and Woburn Safari Park 
have pledged matching support for capacity building, field logistics, and tangible conservation 
implementation in the Aberdares and on Mt. Kenya. 

 
Next Objectives: 

 
�x Continuous monitoring and surveillance of wild bongo populations across the Aberdares and Mt. 

Kenya by the Bongo Surveillance Programme (BSP) 
 
�x Coordination of all bongo-related research and recovery actions via the Bongo Research 

Coordinator post within the Rhino Ark Foundation, a Kenyan NGO. 
 

�x Comparative, micro-satellite genetic analysis of all wild and captive bongo populations, for 
targeted reintroductions as necessary 
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Task Timeline Next steps 
Ongoing monitoring and 
surveillance of wild bongo 
populations 

Entire length of program—2 
years projected 

Provide funding to BSP, 
purchase and deploy 
camera traps, provide 
funding for field support and 
gear. 

Genetically assess all wild 
and captive bongo 
populations to determine 
relatedness, heterozygosity 
and histories, and target 
genetically appropriate 
reintroductions 

2 years Develop bongo-specific 
primers for micro-satellite 
genetic analysis. 
Standardize techniques for 
comparative genetic 
analyses (underway); 
analyze existing wild and 
captive samples, collate and 
analyze target samples from 
captive stocks and newly 
monitored wild sub-
populations. 

Establish and support in situ 
Bongo Programme 
Coordinator within Rhino Ark 
Foundation, Kenya. 

2 years Provide operational funding 
to Rhino Ark Foundation for 
salary and operational 
expenses of position. 

 
 

Activities: 
 

�x Field expeditions to monitor wild bongo populations, deploy camera traps, collect 
dung samples (for genetic analysis), and build GIS database 

�x Patrols to thwart and arrest poachers, destroy snares and illegal camps, deploy 
monitoring equipment and train local personnel  

�x Patrols to maintain fence boundaries, report/resolve habitat/boundary conflicts, 
recommend management and restoration actions  

�x Educational outreach to local communities and stakeholders, reinforcing good 
stewardship practices, and encouraging local pride and vigilance 

�x Coordinate all aspects of bongo program, including field activities, protected-area 
legislation, representation to the Bongo Task Force, future research and recovery 
proposals and projects, and all collaborative protection efforts with Kenya Wildlife 
Service, using a coordinator trained for this purpose, and who has been involved in 
bongo conservation and research since 2005. 

�x Support graduate student, independent researcher or existing program partner to 
undertake centralized genetic analysis of all living bongo populations (captive and 
wild), utilizing micro-satellite DNA techniques and mt-DNA analysis. 

�x Standardize laboratory techniques for DNA amplification and analysis using bongo 
dung samples from the wild and zoological facilities. 

�x Integrate genetic analyses into bongo recovery masterplan, including genetically 
targeted, sustainable reintroductions, and global, captive management practices 
(e.g., SSP programs in U.S., EEP programs in Europe) 
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Objective Rationale 

�x Monitoring, surveillance, and patrolling Provides direct protection of wild animals, deters 
poaching and habitat destruction, enables 
continuous information about status of wild 
populations, facilitates sample collection for genetic 
research 

�x Program coordinator position Provides essential program infrastructure for all 
research/conservation activities between 
collaborating agencies, NGO’s and government; 
supports data collection/archive; interface for law 
enforcement and local governance; financial 
accountability and reporting 

�x Genetic assessment of wild and captive 
bongo populations 

Determine genetic loss/retention in wild vs. captive 
populations; target genetic-specific reintroductions 
based upon geographical and historical genetic 
patterns; refine and enhance captive management 
practices for population maintenance and 
sustainable bongo reintroductions. 

 
 
The Mountain Bongo is a famously rare, beautiful and powerful flagship species for one of the most vital, 
biologically diverse habitats on Earth.  Rescuing the bongo from near-extinction is imperative to the 
future of Kenya’s high-elevation forests.  Like other RSCF programs, this initiative demonstrates how 
real-time, tangible conservation action can recover and protect key species and habitats.  The project is 
a model for endangered species/habitat conservation, connecting governing authorities, local people, 
scientists and wildlife lovers from around the world, illustrating how people can work together to save 
wildlife and wilderness areas, while taking great pride in the process.  This project reinforces RSCF’s 
philosophy that efforts and funding are best invested locally, with people and organizations directly 
responsible for protecting wildlife.  
 
Please see the bongo program subsection at www.rarespecies.org for detailed field reports, publications 
and program prospectus.  
 
 


