
Congo Hounds
THe BloodHounds of Virunga naTional Park

By Dr. Marlene Zahner

B
ack in December 2010, 
Dr. Marlene Zahner 
was going about her 
business when she 
received a most unex-
pected call from the 

Democratic Republic of the Congo. 
Zahner, a Swiss large animal veterinar-
ian and avid horse and dog trainer, found 
herself talking to Emmanuel de Merode, 
the Chief Warden of Virunga National 
Park. De Merode was seeking Zahner’s 
help with putting together a canine anti-
poaching unit in Virunga National Park 
to help protect its wildlife, most notably 
the over 200 critically endangered moun-
tain gorillas that call the park home. De 
Merode explained that Virunga mountain 
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gorillas were being maimed and killed by 
poachers’ snares, and that animals else-
where in the park were being killed at 
an alarming rate. Simply put, Virunga’s 
rangers needed help tracking the poachers 
that were destroying Africa’s oldest and 
most biologically diverse national park.

For Dr. Zahner, whose passion in life 
is working with animals and teaching oth-
ers to give them the respect they deserve, 
this was a chance of a lifetime. Over the 
next two months, Zahner called her 
Bloodhound contacts around the world 
and enlisted their help with finding five 
Bloodhound puppies that had the neces-
sary working pedigree and would be old 
enough to leave their respective litters in 
a few months’ time. In parallel, Zahner 
sent detailed plans to Virunga that laid out 
everything the dogs would need when they 
arrived. By March 2011, Zahner and five 
Bloodhound puppies, ranging from twelve 
weeks to six months old, were on an air-
plane headed for the Congo. Aside from 
some serious visa hassles at the Congo 
border – and a somewhat tense late night 
trip to park headquarters through territory 
only deemed safe during the day – Zahner, 
the Bloodhounds, and her armed ranger 
escort arrived at park headquarters in 
Rumangabo without incident.

In the days that followed, Zahner 
spent every waking hour with the puppies, 
making sure their compound was free of  



hazards and that the dogs were getting 
all the nourishment and care they needed 
to recover from the journey to Virunga. 
She knew full well that the stress of being 
plucked from their litters was difficult 
enough, let alone the stress of being crated 
and flown halfway across the world. Each 
of the puppies did remarkably well and 
immediately took to their new home. The 
Congolese working at park headquarters 
were actually the ones struggling to adjust. 
Most had never spent time around dogs 
before and were quite scared of them, espe-
cially Dodie and Lily, the two six-month 
old “puppies” that already weighed 80 
pounds apiece. The same could be said of 
the resident baboons that feared the new 
arrivals were coming to take over.

With the Bloodhounds settled in and 
all their basics needs covered, Zahner 
set to work finding ranger candidates 

for Bloodhound “handlers.” The main 
requirement was to be able to demonstrate 
a natural affinity for the Bloodhounds. In 
this instance, the dogs would be the main 
judges. Zahner knew from years of teach-
ing man trailing in Europe that working 
with people that do not relate well to ani-
mals is an uphill battle. Ranger Christian 
Shamavu was the first to catch Zahner’s 
eye. He could not contain his smile while 
working with the dogs and one could eas-
ily tell that each and every dog loved him. 
Ranger Shamavu was clearly an animal 
lover and had the necessary ranger skills 
for the job, so Zahner wisely made him 
the head of the new canine unit. Over the 
following months, Zahner and Ranger 
Shamavu solidified their team of rang-
ers and began regular training – Zahner 
becoming a regular commuter between 
Switzerland and the Congo. On each sub-

sequent trip, Zahner would bring along 
volunteer experts in the field of man trail-
ing to help her train the teams. Experts 
from Switzerland and from the German 
police have accompanied Zahner on nearly 
all of her training trips (six 2-week trips in 
the first year alone).

At the six-month mark, each ranger and 
his Bloodhound were able to successfully 
use a scent article to track a fellow ranger 
in a game of hide and seek. With each suc-
cessive training exercise, tasks were made 
more difficult. During this time, Ranger 
Gracien Sivanza also showed a natural apti-
tude for working with the Bloodhounds, as 
well as a high level of dedication and pro-
fessionalism. Although Zahner expected 
that it would be over a year before any 
of the teams were ready to begin deploy-
ments, Virunga’s Bloodhound teams were 
ready inside of eight months.



Their first mission was to track a group 
of elephant poachers in the center of the 
park. Like other parks in Africa, Virunga 
is struggling to protect its herds from ivo-
ry poachers. Rangers stationed in the area 
led Ranger Shamavu and his Bloodhound 
Dodie to the carcass of the elephant that 
had literally been beheaded for its tusks. 
Both handler and dog were understand-
ably shaken by the gruesome sight and 
smell of the elephant’s decaying body, 
but they quickly zeroed in on the scent 
of the poachers and began to track them. 
Before long, they found themselves com-
ing up on a small village where the poach-
ers were now believed to have fled. Just 
before making contact, Ranger Shamavu 
and Dodie turned the mission over to the 
rangers they were assisting. 

As with all deployments, the goal of 
the job is twofold: first and foremost, pro-
tect the canine team, and second, catch 
the bad guys. Sadly, only a few months 
passed before the canine team was sum-
moned back to the center of the park for 
yet another elephant poaching, this time 

near Lake Edward. As before, the canine 
team quickly picked up the scent. After 
following the scent trail for 10 km (6.2 
miles), the team found themselves just 
outside a rebel camp. Their job done, the 
canine team gladly turned the rest of the 
mission over to their fellow rangers.

In October 2012, Rangers Shamavu 
and Sivanza flew back to Europe with 
Dr. Zahner for a fundraising tour in 
Switzerland, Germany, and Italy. While 
in there, the rangers also had the chance 
to visit and train with their new Euro-
pean law enforcement friends, and see 
sights from the Swiss Alps to Florence, 
Italy. From the rangers’ perspective, “It 
was a trip of a lifetime.” Unfortunately, 
not long after they arrived back in the 
Congo, war exploded again. The rangers 
have had to put their families in refugee 
camps to protect them and their daily 
work in Virunga is now punctuated with 
increased uncertainty and peril. Until the 
situation improves, there is little chance 
the canine unit will be able to patrol the 
Mikeno mountain gorilla sector. Deploy-

ments in the center of the park will con-
tinue as long as the safety of the teams 
can be assured. Such are the realities on 
the frontlines of conservation. 

If you would like to support their 
work, please visit: www.gorilla.cd. 


