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After weeks of òstanding byó, 

Justin Chuven finally delivered 

the news Iõd been waiting for: 

the inaugural shipment of 25 

scimitar-horned oryx from Abu 

Dhabi to Chad was confirmed 

for March 14th 2016. More 

importantly, Iõd passed re-

quired security clearances and 

there was a seat for me on the 

plane! 

During the 12-hour flight from 

Washington to Dubai, I found 

my mind drifting back in time 

to 1998, the year I attended a 

Convention on Migratory Spe-

cies meeting held in Djerba, 

Tunisia. That meeting brought 

together 14 range countries 

and international experts to 

discuss ways to help conserve 

Sahelo-Saharan antelopes. My 

takeaways from this meeting 

were that there was an ongoing 

biodiversity crisis unfolding in 

the Sahara, but sadly, there was 

no concerted effort underway 

to do anything about it. I was 

also surprised to learn how 

little connectivity existed be-

tween the work being done to 

sustain these species in human 

care and efforts designed to 

secure and restore these species 

to the wild. 

And yet, here I was with the 

tiny universe of experts with 

the knowledge, connections 

and passion to do something to 

save Sahelo-Saharan wildlife if 

only they would act collective-

ly. Fortunately, John Newby 

and I became fast friends, and 

we soon hatched a plan that led 

rapidly to the establishment of 

the Sahelo-Saharan Interest 

Group (SSIG), best described 

at the time as a ògroup of like-

minded individualsó. We soon 

morphed into the Sahara Con-

servation Fund, the only con-

servation organization fully 

committed to conserving the 

wildlife of the Sahara and its 

bordering Sahelian grasslands. 

As I fast-forward 18 years, I 

am awestruck that SCF has 

managed to inspire and coa-

lesce its diverse partners from 

the private sector, zoos, non-

governmental organizations, 

governments and civil society 

to work across multiple disci-

plines to achieve tangible con-

servation outcomes for species 

like the addax, ostrich, dama 

gazelle, and many others.  

Among our proudest achieve-

ments has been catalysing a 

great partnership between the 

Environment Agency Abu 

Dhabi and the government of 

Chad, a visionary relationship 

that has made it possible for all 

of us to fulfil a dream of re-

establishing the iconic scimitar-

horned oryx back onto the 

grassy Sahelian plains of Chad. 

Accompanying the first 25 

pioneering oryx by air and 

overland to their new home in 

the Ouadi Rimé-Ouadi Achim 

Faunal Reserve was a great 

honor. And Iõm not ashamed 

to say that my view of the ani-

mals charging hard out of their 

shipping crates into their new 

enclosure was partially ob-

scured by the tears of joy and 

pride that streamed down my 

face. It is a moment I will al-

ways treasure. Of course, it is 

all too easy to forget that the 

real work lies ahead of us, and 

that the challenge of saving a 

species is really a òforever chal-

lengeó. Even as we achieve 

important milestones we must 

remind ourselves of our rather 

audacious goal, which is no less 

than establishing multiple, self-

sustaining and secure popula-

tions of scimitar-horned oryx 

that will roam free for many 

generations. Achieving this 

goal, and others, will require us 

to continue harnessing the 

knowledge, passion and will of 

like-minded people worldwide 

who understand the majesty 

and importance of deserts and 

the wildlife and people that rely 

upon them for survival. 

 

Dr Steve Monfort 

Chairman of SCF 

Steve Monfort (left) and John 

Newby at Abéché airport 
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Twenty-five scimitar-horned oryx, sourced from the EAD collection in Abu Dhabi, are now back in Chad (Photo: John Newby) 

After an absence of more than 

25 years, scimitar-horned oryx 

are once again present on 

Chadian soil. On the evening 

of March 14, 25 oryx were 

unloaded from the massive 

belly of a chartered Ilyushin 

76 cargo plane to riotous ap-

plause from the crowd gath-

ered at Abéché airport to wel-

come them home. The oryx, 

drawn from the world herd 

being assembled by the Envi-

ronment Agency Abu Dhabi 

(EAD) in the United Arab 

Emirates, were accompanied 

by Justin Chuven, Ric Pusey, 

Louis Lignereux and Ahmed 

Al Dhaheri (photo top right 

shows Justin and Ahmed), and 

by SCFõs chairman, Dr Steve 

Monfort. The team was 

warmly welcomed by Chadõs 

environment minister, Mr 

Brah Mamane (bottom right), 

and by the governor of the 

Ouaddai region, Mr Abbadi 

Sayir. Receiving their thanks 

on behalf of EAD, Ahmed 

spoke of the importance of 

the oryx reintroduction pro-

ject, stressing the immense 

value of the partnership be-

tween the governments of 

Chad and Abu Dhabi. 

Thanks to the dynamic sup-

port of soldiers from the local 

French military detachment, 

the heavy, individual crates 

containing the oryx were 

quickly moved from the plane 

and loaded onto trucks pro-

vided by the Chadian army 

and SCFõs local construction 

partner, Geyser SA. By 09.00 

PM all was ready and the or-

derly convoy of trucks and 

SUVs started its long voyage 

north to the Oryx Basecamp 

and pre-release pens some 200 

kilometres distant in the vast 

Ouadi Rimé-Ouadi Achim 

Game Reserve.  

Driving slowly all night via the 

regional town of Biltine, the 

convoy arrived on site at 

07.00 AM the following 

morning. Lead by our col-

leagues from the Chadian 

wildlife department, Ahmat 

Brahim Siam, Mahamat Has-

san Hacha, Sherif Guett and 

Hamit Ali, a separate and fast-

er convoy, with a large contin-

gent of Chadian authorities 

and national media, had ar-

rived during the night at the 

Oryx Basecamp to assist with 

the unloading of the crates 

and release of the oryx into 

their 250,000m2 holding pen. 

Closely supervised by the 

team from EAD and SCFõs 

project leaders, Marc Dethier 

and Jabulani Sibanda, the 

crates were carefully unloaded 

in three batches. The oryx in 

each were then released by 

local dignitaries clambering on 

top of the crates and raising in 

unison the front panels to the 

general applause of the assem-

bled crowd. The first oryx 

touched Chadian soil at 07.55 

AM and by 09.20 AM all 25 

animals had been safely and 

successfully released. Within 

half an hour they were already 

grazing on vegetation last seen 

by wild oryx nearly three dec-

ades ago. 

The vast bulk of Chadõs oryx 

were lost in a brutally short 

period between 1979 and 

1982, when the country was 

torn by civil war and partially 

invaded by Libya. At the time, 

the majority of the worldõs 

remaining oryx, perhaps 5,000 

in all, were to be found in 

Chadõs Ouadi Rim®-Ouadi 

Achim Game Reserve, with a 

small number in the neigh-

bouring country of Niger. 
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Oryx are back in Chad 










