
that the concept does work, says De Knegt. 
But an off -the-shelf alarm system is not 
yet available. There are no large predators 
such as lions and hyenas in the research 
area of Welgevonden. Can the alarm 
system diff erentiate between a poacher 
and a lion? 
De Knegt thinks it probably can. ‘Prey 
animals are familiar with lions and have 
lived alongside them for thousands of 
years. Lions only hunt now and then, 
and for the rest of the time they pose 
no danger. Human beings trigger a very 
diff erent response, probably a stronger and 
longer-lasting one.’

To fi nd out if this is the case, a new 
experiment is now underway in the 
Kenyan national park Tsavo. ‘In an 
environment where tagged lions and 
hyenas are roaming around as well,’ 
says De Knegt. ‘With more data and 
better sensors, we expect to be able to 
diff erentiate between predators and 
humans.’
The Wageningen study shows that 
poachers have a big eff ect on both big 
game and the ‘sentinel’ animals, as they 
are called. It took three quarters of an hour 
for the tagged animals in Welgevonden 
to calm down. After a disturbance, they 
seek each other out more and move to less 
accessible terrain with more undergrowth. 
This behaviour costs the animals a 
lot of energy. rk

‘We expect prey animals 
to react differently 
to lions than to poachers’

Prey animals such as zebras, wildebeest 
and impalas can serve as informers to 
reveal the presence of poachers.  

This fi nding came out of research in 
which prey animals were tagged with 
transmitters in Welgevonden Game 
Reserve in South Africa. The study made 
use of the fact that poaching big game 
also disturbs that game’s prey. These 
prey animals then serve as informers, an 
indirect signal that poachers are at work.

Wageningen researchers have been 
working on the development of this 
concept for some time, explains 
Henjo de Knegt (Wildlife Ecology and 

Zebras give away 
poachers 

Conservation). In Welgevonden, 135 zebras, 
impalas, wildebeest and elands were 
tagged with GPS and an accelerometer. 
Game wardens simulated the behaviour of 
poachers so they could study the animals’ 
reactions. 
And that works. Using a smart algorithm, 
the computer can accurately detect 86 per 
cent of the disturbances recorded in the 
mountain of data obtained. This proves 
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each period I selected the courses that interested 
me most. I soon detected a pattern: they were 
nearly all courses related to bioinformatics. 
Now I have fi nished my Master’s and I’m looking 
for a job or a PhD position in marine biology, 
bioinformatics or data science. The latter involves 
visualizing data as well, which gives it a creative 

aspect. Exactly what I 
have liked ever since 
secondary school. So, 
by a roundabout route 
I’ve got where I wanted 
to be. This is not the 
same as designing 
games, of course, but 
when I was 17 I wasn’t 

aware of all the options and I had never heard of 
data science or bioinformatics. If I had been picked 
for Game Design after secondary school, I could 
never have combined my passion for the sea with 
my love of technology. I have always let myself be 
guided by the doors that opened for me, and I am 
curious to see what’s next for me.’ NVtWH

Turning points: sometimes you spot them 
immediately and sometimes only in retrospect. 
In this series, members of the WUR community 
describe a decisive moment they will never 
forget. This time, Mari-Lee Odendaal, an 
MSc student of Marine Biology, who was not 
selected for her fi rst choice of degree subject.

‘If I had been 
picked I could 
never have 
combined my 
passions for 
the sea and for 
technology’ 

‘The turning point in my life was not a crossroads 
at which I chose my own path. Instead, the 
choice was made for me. At secondary school I 
was interested in technology and I liked creative 
activities. I found a degree programme that fi tted 
the bill perfectly: learning to design and programme 
digital games. But the selection was done by lottery 
and I wasn’t picked. That was that for the future 
I had in mind. I could of course have taken a gap 
year and tried again, but I didn’t want to put my 
education on pause. Since I was also interested 
in biology, and especially in the sea, I opted for a 
degree in Applied Biology. 
I felt like the odd one out on that degree 
programme. I was the weirdo in the class who 
got excited about data analysis, while most of my 
fellow students much preferred fi eldwork. When 
I graduated, I knew it wasn’t the end of the road 
for me. I went on to do the MSc in Biology at 
Wageningen, specializing in Marine Biology. For 

Losing the 
lottery 
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