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BUSHMEN AND MAMMAL-FAUNA: A SURVEY OF THE 
MAMMALS TRADED IN BUSH-MEAT MARKETS OF 
LOCAL PEOPLE IN THE RAINFORESTS OF SOUTH­
EASTERN NIGERIA 
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Résumé 
Les bushmen et la faune mammalienne : recension des 
mammifères vendus dans les marchés à gibier indigènes de 
la forêt tropicale humide du sud-est Nigéria. 

L'étude porte sur des taxons mammaliens qui figurent dans 
les marchés à gibier bushmen indigènes du sud-est nigérian. 
Au total, 37 espèces différentes ont été répertoriées. Les 
micromammifères des ordres des rongeurs et des insectivores 
en sont absents. 

La majorité des mammifères vendus appartient aux carni­
vores et aux artiodactyles (dix espèces au total), ainsi qu'aux 
grands rongeurs (sept espèces). Dans cette dernière catégorie, 
la plupart des spécimens renvoie à Cricetomys gambianus, 
Thryonomys swinderianus et Atherurus africanus, qui représen­
tent une importante source de protéines pour les populations 
locales. Les autres espèces fréquemment répertoriées sont 
Manis tricuspis, Potamochoerus porcus, Tragelaphus scriptus et 
Cephalophus monticola. En plus de leur utilisation alimentaire, 
les mammifères peuvent être impliqués dans des rites religieux 
animistes, dans des initiations sexuelles ou dans des pratiques 
médicinales. Certaines des espèces concernées, telles Panthera 
pardus et Loxodonta africana, sont particulièrement menacées. 
Les chauves-souris frugivores sont uniquement vendues dans 
des petits villages forestiers, pour l'alimentation. Des guenons 
(genre Cercopithecus) sont achetées pour des usages variés. 
L'une des espèces (C. sclateri) est endémique du Niger oriental 
et devrait faire l'objet d'une politique de conservation. 

Mots clés 
Mammifères, Ethnologie, Marchés de gibier, Delta du 
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Summary 
The mammalian species found in bush-meat markets of 

local communities in south-eastern Nigeria are studied. ln ail, 
37 different species were recorded. Small-sized mammals of 
the orders Rodentia and lnsectivora were not traded. 

Among the traded species, the majority were Carnivora 
and Artiodactyla (both with ten species), and Rodentia 
(seven species). With regard to this latter order it should be 
noted that the great majority of the traded specimens 
belonged to Cricetomys gambianus, Thryonomys swinderi­
anus and Atherurus africanus which represent an important 
source of protein for local bush people. Frequently traded 
also were Manis tricuspis, Potamochoerus porcus, Tragela­
phus scriptus, and Cephalophus monticola. Sorne of these 
mammals may serve the purposes of animistic ritual, sexual 
intitiations, and medical practices, as well as for food. Sorne 
of the mammal species are important from the conservation 
point of view ( e.g. Panthera pardus, Loxodonta africana). 
Fruit-bats were traded for food only in small villages sur­
rounded by forests. Guenons (genus Cercopithecus) were 
traded for a variety of reasons. One species (C. sclateri) is 
endemic to the eastern Niger Delta, and deserves special 
conservation efforts. 

Key Words 
Mammals, Ethnology, Bush-meat markets, South-eastern 

Niger Delta, Nigeria. 
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Introduction 
In a previous paper we reported data on the interrela­

tions existing between local rural communities and wild 
amphibians and reptiles in the rainforest regions of south­
eastem Nigeria (Akani et al., 1998a). Although these inter­
relations could be locally important, it is well-known that 
the rural communities of sub-Saharan Africa are usually 
much more closely linked to other types of wildlife, chiefly 
mammals (e.g. see Turnbull, 1961; Asibey, 1974; 
Ichikawa, 1983; Hart and Hart, 1986; Carpaneto and 
Germi, 1989). This general pattern has also been demon­
strated to be present in Nigeria ( e.g. see Ajayi, 1971; Mar­
tin, 1983; Ojonugwa, 1986; Happold, 1987), although the 
importance of the bush-meat is likely to be Jess now than in 
the past (Happold, 1987). This decreasing importance of 
bush-meat for the local tribes in Nigeria could be caused by 
the fact that numbers of people have moved from forested 
areas to urban environments during the last two decades, 
especially as a consequence of the oil industry expansion 
(de Montclos, 1994 ). This trend towards urbanization has 
been especially relevant in the south-eastem part of the 
country, which is where the Nigerian oil industry is con­
centrated (de Montclos, 1994), with dramatic consequences 
also for the conservation of natural areas and wildlife 
(Powell, 1997). 
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According to the Rural Economi<.: Survcy of Nigeria 
(years 1965-1966), nearly 19% of the food consumcd by 
humans was from "wildlife", and most of this "wildlife" 
was of mammalian origin (Happold, 1987). 

Although the general patterns of mammalian bush­
meat consumption by humans in Nigeria are quite well 
understood (cf. Rosevear, 1969, 1974; Ajayi, 1971; Martin, 
1983; Ojonugwa, 1986; Happold, 1987), very little is 
known on the species of mammals consumed by people 
inhabiting the south-eastem part of the country (from the 
Niger river to the border with Cameroon). This is a serious 
shortcoming to our knowledge as this region, being the part 
of Nigeria uniquely dominated by continuous rainforests 
and the one where the closest interrelation between man 
and wildlife is to be expected (e.g. see Ojonugwa, 1986). 

In the present paper we report a detailed Iist of the 
mammalian species found in local bush-meat markets of 
southeastem Nigeria, focusing our attention on the reasons 
of trading of the various species and on the eventual con­
servation implications of this trade. 

Study area and methods 
Ali observations were collected during several expedi­

tions to the Federal Republic of Nigeria conducted between 
September 1996 and March 1999, throughout the territories 

of Bayelsa State, Rivers State, Abia 
State, Imo State, Akwa-lbom State, 
and Cross River State, in south­
eastem Nigeria (fig. 1). 
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Fig. 1: Map of Nigeria, 
showing the study area. 

The whole study region is sit­
uated inside the major vegetation 
zone of the continuous rainforest 
(Singh et al., 1995). Details of 
both climatic and environmental 
characteristics of the study region 
are presented in previous papers 
by the writers (e.g. see Akani et 
al., l 998a,b, 1999) or their co­
workers (Persichetti, in press). 
The area is strongly anthropized 
and highly developed, with hun­
dreds of villages surrounding the 
major urban centres (Yenagoa, 
Port Harcourt, Aba, Owerri, Uyo, 
Eket, Calabar). In particular, this 
high anthropization has followed 
the development of the oil indus­
try, which is the most important 
economic source for this territory 
(de Montclos, 1994). 
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Table 1: Reference numbers for the market localities where 
the mammal species wcrc recorded. 

Place-Name State Reference 
Number 

Rumuehuo Rivers 1 
Odukiri Rivers 2 
Okrika Rivers 3 
Elem-Sangama Bayelsa 4 
Otari Rivers 5 
Kreigeni Rivers 6 
Bonny Island Rivers 7 
Peterside Rivers 8 
Port Harcourt Rivers 9 
Udegu (Ahoada) Rivers 10 
Rumuji Rivers 11 
Rumueme Rivers 12 
Sagbarna Bayelsa 13 
Bugurna Rivers 14 
Aba Abia 15 
Izurnini River Abia 16 
Akwete Abia 17 
Opobo Rivers 18 
lbeno Akwa-Ibom 19 
Eket Akwa-lbom 20 
lkot-Ekpene Akwa-lbom 21 
Utuma Cross River 22 
Itu Cross River 23 
Ekang Cross River 24 
Ob an Cross River 25 
Akampka Cross River 26 
Calabar Cross River 27 
Oguta lmo 28 
Lagwa Imo 29 
Akri lrno 30 
Imo river Irno 31 

The observations were carried out in several bush­
rneat markets of local tribes, which are found at the limits 
of major roads. These markets were visited as part of larger 
environmental projects to study the ecology and conserva­
tion biology of reptiles, amphibians, and rnamrnals 
(Angelici et al., 1998, 1999; Luiselli and Angelici, 1998; 
Luiselli and Akani, 1998; Luiselli et al., 1998, 1999; 
Angelici and Luiselli, 1999). 

The mammal remains were identified to the lowest 
taxon possible. In general, we followed identification crite­
ria of Happold ( 1987) and Kingdon ( 1997). For the systern­
atics of the various species we followed Wilson and Reeder 
(1993). When a rnammal item was recorded, the owner was 
interviewed to discover the scope of trading (whether for 
food, as pets, for skin, or for Dgyou-Dgyou animisrn; cf. 
Akani et al., 1998b). As in the case of a previous paper on 
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reptiles and arnphibians (Akani et al., 1998a), only speci­
rnens offered for sale are considered in this report. The var­
ious localities where the rnarnmal specirnens were collected 
are presented in Table l. 

The people 
Sorne notes concerning the ethnie situation in south­

eastern Nigeria have already been presented by us in a pre­
vious article (Akani et al., 1998a), and here we give some 
additional cornments. 

The territory of south-eastern Nigeria is inhabited by a 
cornplex rnosaic of ethnie groups, including the lgbos, Cal­
abari, ljaw, Akwa-lbom, Ikwerres, Ogoni, Orobu, etc. The 
lgbos migrated into the southern territories from the 
provinces of Benin, Ogoja, Onitscha, Owerri, and Warri, 
by following the business development of these coastal 
regions. The lgbos are particularly involved in commercial 
activities, whereas the autochthonous populations (e.g. 
ljaw) are more linked to traditional practices, including 
hunting and fishing (Cerulli, 1967). Inhabitants of major 
urban centres are mostly Christians, whereas Animism is 
still widespread in the smaller villages, especially among 
elderly and uneducated persons. 

At the level of villages and srnall towns surrounded by 
forest patches, the rural people obtain their main source of 
protein frorn wildlife (Akani et al., 1998a,b). 

Results and discussion 
The cornplete list of mammal specimens found in 

bush-rneat markets during our surveys is presented in Table 
2. The scope of trading is also presented. 

In total, we recorded 37 different mammal species, 
whereas the total number of mammal species in the sur­
veyed region exceed 100 (Angelici, 1997). Based on these 
figures, it should be noted that the range of species traded 
by local people is quite wide, especially when it is consid­
ered that the total number of mammals observed in the 
region (cf. Angelici, 1997) is inclusive also of small-sized 
species of the orders Rodentia and Insectivora which are 
not eaten by humans. 

Arnong ail these traded species, the majority were Car­
ni vora (figs. 2 and 3) and Artiodactyla (both with tcn 
species, see fig. 4), and Rodentia (seven species). With 
regard to this latter order it should be noted that the great 
majority of the traded specimens belonged to Cricetomys 
gambianus, Thryonomys swinderianus (fig. 5), and Atheru­
rus africanus which represent an important source of pro­
tein for local bush people (Ojonugwa, 1986). Other impor­
tant protein sources were Manis sp. (order Pholidota, fig. 
6), Potamochoerus porcus, Trage/aphus scriptus, and 

ANTHROPOZOOLOGICA. 1999 N° JO 



54 

Table 2: List of marnmals observed in bush-meat markets within southeastem Nigeria. The locality of observation and the scope 
of trading is also presented. * = only small parts of the body examined, and thus the numbers of traded specimens was not identi­
fiable. Many = more than 20. 

SPECIES N° SPECIMENS LOCALITY (see tab. 1) SCOPE OF TRADING 

Cbiroptera 
Epomophorus gambianus 8 5,7,8 food I dgyou-dgyou animism 
Epomops franqueti 5 8,14 food / dgyou-dgyou animism 
Megaloglossus woermanni man y 7,8 food 

Primates 
Galagoides demidoff 1 5 dgyou-dgyou animism 
Cercopithecus mona man y 4,5,8,9,11,13,16 food I pet I dgyou-dgyou animism 
Cercopithecus sclateri 6 13,15,16 food/ pet 
Cercopithecus nictitans 1 3 food/ pet 

Pholidota 
Manis tricuspis I man y 4,6,8,9,13,17,18,23 food / sexual rituals I 

Manis tetradactyla native medicine 

Rodentia 
Funisciurus leucogenis 14 5,8,20,21 food/ pet 
Heliosciurus rufobrachium 7 5,22,25,29 pet 
Protoxerus stangeri 4 3,5,20 food 
Xerus erythropus 6 4,9,14,16 food 
Atherurus africanus man y 4,5,8,9,10,11,13,16 food /dgyou-dgyou animism 
Cricetomys gambianus man y 1,2,3,4,5,8,9,10,11,13,15,21 food 
Thryonomys swinderianus man y 1,3,4,5,8,9,10,11,13,15,21,30,31 food 

Carnivora 
Panthera pardus * 15? skin / dgyou-dgyou animism 
Aonyx capensis 1 5,23 food 
Civettictis civetta 19 1,4,6, 7, 10, 11, 17,20,26,30 food/ skin 
Genetta maculata 15 2,4,5,6,7,11,17,27,29 food I skin / pet 
Genetta cristata 1 23 food/ skin 
Herpestes ichneumon 16 3,6,8, 10, 18,24,26,29 food 
Herpestes naso 1 19 food 
Galerella sanguinea 2 12,21 food 
Atilax paludinosus 21 2,3,8,10,11,19,24,27,30 food 
Crossarchus obscurus 2 15,26 food 

Proboscidea 
Loxodonta africana * 26,27? native medicine 

Artiodactyla 
Potamochoerus porcus man y l,3,4,5,8,9,10,l l,13,l5,21,30,31 food I dgyou-dgyou animism 
Hyemoschus aquaticus 2 4,11 food / dgyou-dgyou animism 
Tragelaphus scriptus man y 1,2,3,4,5,8,9,11,13,15,19,21, 31 food I hom I skin / pet 
Tragelaphus spekii 4 5,8,9,10 food / hom / skin 
Cephalophus monticola man y 1,2,3,4,5,8,9,10,11,13, 15,21,30 food I skin / pet 
Cephalophus rufilatus 8 5,8,9,10,11 food/ skin 
Cephalophus sylvicultor 3 5,6,14 food I skin / dgyou-dgyou animism 
Cephalophus dorsalis 5 4,5,10,13 food/ skin 
Cephalophus ogilbyi 3 2,14 food/ skin 
Neotragus batesi 7 6,16,25,29 food I skin / pet 
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Fig. 2: Carnivores are often traded by bush people in the 
Niger Delta: In this case, the viverrid Civettictis civetta. 

Fig. 3: Another commonly traded carnivore species: the 
herpestid Herpestes ichneumon. 

Cephalophus monticola (order Artiodactyla, see fig. 5) 

which are extremely common in bush-meat markets and 
also are frequently traded by itinerant sellers. 

lt is interesting to note that both the dried tail of Manis 
tricuspis and/or Manis tetradactyla and the claws of Panthera 
pardus are occasionally used for the sexual initiation of young 
unmarried women in a few bush-hamlets (persona! inter­
views with local people). In these cases, the women's sec­
ondary sexual organs are often permanently injured by 
marks and scratches, with definitive scars on gluteus and 
breasts. 

Mammals may serve also in animistic ritual and in tra­
ditional medicine practices (cf. table 2), although they 
seem to serve these purposes Jess frequently than reptiles 
(cobras, monitor !izards, tortoises, and crocodiles; cf. 
Akani et al., l 998a). In this case, only selected parts of the 
animal are used. 
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Fig. 4: A traded skin of Tragelaphus scriptus. 

Fig. 5: Specimens of Thryonomys swinderianus (lcft) and 
Cephalophus monticola (right) traded in a local bush-meat 
market. 
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Sorne of the mammal species found by us in the 
Nigerian bush-meat markets are of course important from 
the conservation point of view. The same is true also for 
the traded herpetofauna (Akani et al., 1998a). Among the 
most endangered taxa, we can cite the leopard Panthera 
pardus (cf. Angelici et al., 1998) and the African elephant 
Loxodonta a/ricana (Angelici, 1997). Concerning leop­
ards, we found only a stuffed skin, and, belonging to the 
same specimen (according to the opinion of the seller), a 
dried paw with claws and some teeth which were used for 
dgyou-dgyou or for selling to tourists. Concerning the 
elephants, we found some hairs and some parts of dried 
skin. For both these latter species, it is very difficult to 
determine the true place of origin, which thus is omitted 

Fig. 6: A traded specimen of Manis tricuspis. 

from the table 2. We suspect that thesc remains could 
arrive in south-eastern Nigeria from some foreign coun­
tries (e.g. Cameroon), where both these large mammal 
species are more common than in Nigeria. The fruit-bats 
(order Chiroptera) were traded for food only in small vil­
lages surrounded by forests. In these places they were 
considered a delicacy, whereas the y are normally avoided 
by human communities inhabiting towns and major vil­
lages. These bats are also frequently utilized in animistic 
practices. 

A special concern should be expressed for the guenons 
(genus Cercopithecus), which are traded for a variety of 
reasons (food, pet, dgyou-dgyou animism). One guenon 
species ( C. sclateri, see fig. 7) is endemic to the eastern 
Niger Delta, and deserves special conservation efforts 
(Oates et al., 1994) and it is highly desirable that the com­
petent authorities should monitor the intensity of trading in 
this species (Tooze, 1995). 

The hunters used several methods to capture mam­
mals, nearly ail of them involving the killing of the target 
animal. A common trapping method involved the use of 
fences (built with pieces of wood, canes, laminates, etc) 
to force the animais to pass through anarrow opening in 
which a wire snare is set. When the animal passes 

Fig. 7: A traded specimen of Cercopithecus sc/ateri, an endemic monkey species of the Niger Delta which deserves special con­
servation priorities . 

. ü71/IWPO~Ooux;1c~. l'i99N' JO 



through this gap, it is strangled. Traps to capture living 
animais as pets were also used. Squirrels, small monkeys 
(genus Cercopithecus), small carnivores and antelopes 
(Cephalophus monticola and Neotragus batesi) were the 
main targets of this latter tracte. These animais are gener­
ally kept as pets while they are young, but are often eaten 
when fully grown. 
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