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C
riminals use animals in a number of ways to

commit crimes. This article will provide exam-

ples of how animals are used, but will also

explain how they suffer at the hands of these criminals.

Dagga smuggling donkeys
A well-documented example of how animals can be

used in the execution of crime, is the donkey trains that

are used to smuggle large amounts of dagga worth mil-

lions of rands, from Lesotho into South Africa. The

smugglers who accompany these "donkey trains" are

armed and dangerous, and are becoming more and more

organised. Interception raids often result not only in

drugs being seized, but also in the recovery of many

injured and abused donkeys, as well as unlicensed

firearms and ammunition.

The dagga,which is grown, prepared and compressed

in Lesotho, is packed into bags and strapped over the

donkeys' backs. The donkeys are then driven relentless-

ly over the mountains, without allowing them time to

feed or drink, because the smugglers need to conduct

these journeys as fast as possible. Unpredictable weath-

er patterns and harsh, mountainous terrain add to the

difficulties that the donkeys face on such trips. Many of

them do not survive the arduous journey over the

mountains into South Africa. They sometimes slip and

injure themselves or fall from cliffs and are left to die in

the mountains by the smugglers. Law enforcement offi-

cers often come across the skeletons of donkeys along

these dagga routes. The weary animals that are fortu-

nate enough to make it into South Africa are usually in a

poor condition when they do. They often suffer from

injuries that need veterinary attention, but, as these don-

keys have served their purpose, they are abandoned

after the smugglers have unloaded their dagga.

In April 2012,police came across a donkey train laden

with bags of dagga that had come in through the Mnweni
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pass, in the Mablesini area near Bergville.

The 28 bags of dagga weighed 514 kg and

had an estimated street value of more than

R1 million. Four South Africans and one

Lesotho national were arrested (Sapa,

2012). In May 2013, the police seized 

1890 kg of dagga, worth an estimated 

R3.8 million, from donkey trains travelling

over the Ntonjelane Pass between South

Africa and Lesotho. On one intercepted

donkey train, police found a 37-year-old

person in possession of 16 bags of dagga, a

firearm and seven rounds of ammunition.

Over the course of that month, a total of

11 people were arrested for the posses-

sion of dagga (Sapa, 2013).

Drug traffickers who regularly transport

large quantities of dagga from Lesotho into

KwaZulu-Natal using these "donkey trains"

are not only armed and dangerous, they are

increasingly more and more organised.

Members of the Pietermaritzburg 

Mounted Police Unit and Ezemvelo KZN

Wildlife officials were startled when they

saw that one of the 13 arrested suspects

was even wearing a bulletproof vest.

Oellermann (2013) reports that law

enforcement officers frequently encounter

gunfire when confronting the donkey trains.

The smugglers are also sometimes robbed

of their valuable cargo by rival gangs.During

a joint operation between the SAPS and

wildlife officials in the Upper Tugela area,

13 suspects were arrested and 66 bags con-

taining 1.8 tonnes of dagga, worth R3.6 mil-

lion, as well as an unlicensed firearm and

ammunition, were seized. During this oper-

ation, the 30 donkeys that were used to

transport the dagga were also seized. The

donkeys were in an extremely poor condi-

tion and had to be examined by a State 

veterinarian (Oellermann, 2013).
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An Ohio study concluded that "owners of vicious dogs who have been cited for failing to register a dog (or)

failing to keep a dog confined on the premises ... are more than nine times more likely to have been convict-

ed for a crime involving children, three times more likely to have been convicted of domestic violence ... and

nearly eight times more likely to be charged with drug (crimes) than owners of low-risk licensed dogs".

Smuggling drugs - inside live animals
Another well-documented illegal activity in which

animals are used to aid and abet criminals is when the

body cavities of live animals are used to smuggle drugs

between countries. Drugs such as cocaine and heroin,

which are worth millions of rands, are hidden inside

dogs, snakes, exotic animals, tropical fish and even snails

and smuggled across borders. The NSPCA has

expressed their concern as to the increasing links

between animal imports/exports and the drug trade.

The animals, which are used to carry illegal drugs

across borders, are either forced by drug smugglers to

swallow packets of drugs, or the animal undergoes sur-

gery to cram large amounts of drug capsules around its

organs. Should the plastic pellets or wraps housing the

valuable consignments of drugs burst in transit, the 

animals face a long and agonising death.

The animals are transported through airport securi-

ty and across borders to the recipient smugglers in

another country,who will then kill the animal and slice it

open to retrieve the drugs they are carrying. In July 2013,

South American gangsters forced dogs to swallow pack-

ets of cocaine so that the drug could be smuggled into

Europe. Apparently, a vet in Mexico helped the gangs,

even carrying out surgery to cram larger amounts of

drugs around the dogs' organs. Once they landed at the

Linate Airport in Milan, the 48 animals were slaughtered

to retrieve the consignments. The 49 suspects were

arrested.

The NSPCA is concerned about the fact that animal

shipments through our Ports of Entry/Exit are rarely, if

ever, checked. Any law enforcement official working at a

Port of Entry/Exit should be aware of this worldwide

practice and should closely inspect animals in transit for

signs of recent surgery, distended abdomens, vomiting,

lethargy or general discomfort and sickly condition.

Vicious dogs - used to commit crime
The NSPCA says that several studies have indicated

that criminals are more likely to own vicious dogs - there

is no denying the fact that dangerous people are attract-

ed to dangerous dogs. These same people also have a

higher likelihood of being irresponsible owners. Many

gang members and criminals view vicious dogs as "busi-

ness assets". Gang members use dogs that have reputa-

tions for being aggressive in illegal activities, in order to

protect criminal property or drug deal premises, to

intimidate victims during a robbery, for

gang security or for debt collection.These

animals are often subjected to extreme

abuse to make them more aggressive and

dangerous.

An Ohio study concluded that "owners

of vicious dogs who have been cited for

failing to register a dog (or) failing to keep

a dog confined on the premises ... are more

than nine times more likely to have been

convicted for a crime involving children,

three times more likely to have been con-

victed of domestic violence ... and nearly

eight times more likely to be charged with

drug (crimes) than owners of low-risk

licensed dogs."

Pit bulls are often the dog of choice for

criminals and the combination between

criminal elements and these types of dogs

increases the danger that these dogs pose

to communities. The NSPCA has seen a

rapid explosion of young and immature

people owning powerful status dogs with

high exercise demands that are bought on

a whim and sold on just as quickly.These

dogs are often under-exercised, chained in

poor conditions, badly trained and neglect-

ed. Irresponsible ownership, combined

with dogs which are rarely kept under

effective control, is a recipe for disaster and

contributes to the increasing incidence of

dog attacks around the country.

Snakes - used to threaten people
Snakes awaken a deep-rooted fear in

many people, that few other animals can

match.The NSPCA has been receiving an

ever-growing stream of reports of ven-

omous snakes being used to threaten peo-

ple or extort money from them in various

ways. Complaints made to both the SAPS

and SPCA inspectors indicated that crimi-

nals surround their victim and demand

valuables to be handed over, threatening

that if they don't, the snake will be permit-

ted to bite them. In 2013, an NSPCA

inspector was called to an incident where

a Ugandan woman had disguised herself as

a sangoma and used a large boa constrictor

snake in a cleverly constructed ruse to

extort large sums of money from her vic-

tims.

There have even been accounts from

many corners of the world of criminals

having used venomous animals as deadly

weapons to commit crime, collect debt or

even commit murder! 

* * *

It is shocking to see the extent to which

criminals will go to abuse animals in the

execution of their crimes. The welfare and

health of innocent animals are not taken

into account while the criminals are busy

with their heartless and selfish acts.
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