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1. Introduction 
A short reconnaissance visit was made to Eritrea 13-21 September 2013 to meet staff of the Forestry 
and Wildlife Authority (FWA), discuss cooperation on antelope conservation planning and redlisting, 
and obtain recent information on antelope status. The visit consisted of a series of formal and 
informal meetings with FWA, a field visit to Semenawi Bahri National Park and Buri Biodiversity 
Conservation Area plus visitsto Asmara Zoo and the National Museum. Appendix 1 contains the 
detailed itinerary. The visit was funded by Zoo Landau, Germany and IUCN Antelope Specialist 
Group. 
 

 
2. Field trip 
This consisted of a short visit to the two main protected areas containing antelopes within reach of 
Asmara (Fig. 1.). Participants were Sami Mesghina (FWA), DM, and Omar Ibrahim (driver). 
 
14 September. From Asmara we drove north through an undulating, mainly farmed landscape 
before turning eastto the top of the escarpment and the entrance to Semenawi Bahri proposed 
National Park. The escarpment drops steeply from about 2700 m to the coastal plain. At the top 
there are some remnant fragments of montane juniper Juniperus procera woodland with hanging 
lichens and species of Aloe. Below is dense woodland dominated by Olea africana then mixed 
Combretum-Anogeissus-Terminalia communities. 
 

At Filfil (an established picnic 
and bird watching stop) we 
hiked along a dry river bed lined 
with tall Ficus, Rhus and other 
trees. One adult male Greater 
Kudu was seen here, resting 
beneath a large fig tree and 
again later in dense Olea and 
Rosa scrub on the slopes above. 
According to FWA staff and local 
rangers, the species is regularly 
seen here. Below Filfil the road 
descended very steeply through 
increasingly dry woodland to 
Acacia-Commiphora dominated 
plains and thence to the port of 
Massawa.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Male Greater Kudu at Filfil 



From Massawa, we followed a rough track south-south-east along the coast, driving through a 
mosaic of gravel plains with Acacia and barren black basalt fields, round the Gulf of Zula to the 
village of Gale’allo at the base of the Buri Peninsula in the northern Danakil. Buri Peninsula lies 
within the Buri Biodiversity Conservation Area.  
 
Accompanied by the local ranger, Mohammed Salim, we surveyed Herai Gera (Rhino Plain) on Buri 
Peninsula. The terrain is low and flat and contains a mix of sandy, gravel-covered and saline patches. 
Also sparse clumps of trees, mainly Acacia and Balanites and others with grass tussocks. Five groups 
of Soemmerring’s Gazelles were seen, totalling 26 animals (3, 2 males, a mixed group of 17, a female 
with one young, and 2 more males). Nine Dorcas Gazelles were also seen (3 males, 1, 1, 1, 3) as well 
as around 50 Somali Ostriches, Golden Jackal (Canis aureus) and Cape Hare (Lepus capensis).  
Overnight in Gale’allo. 
 
 

Male Soemmerring’s Gazelles on Buri Peninsula 
 
 
15 September: In the early morning we drove to a different part of Buri BCA with a broadly similar 
landscape. Fourteen Soemmerring’s Gazelles were seen, a bachelor group of 10 males and a mixed 
group of 4 (1 male, 2 females and a young). Thirty Dorcas Gazelles were also seen, in 7 groups (3 + 6 
+ 6 + 8 + 1 + 5 + 1). The groups of 6-8 were rather unusual, as this species is more often seen in small 
groups of 1-3.  
 
 



Dorcas Gazelles on Buri Peninsula 
 
 
According to the FWA and the local ranger, at this time of year the gazelles are dispersed widely over 
the area, while in winter they congregate in higher numbers in the Buri area to feed on green 
vegetation following the rains, when 50 or more can be seen at one time.  
 
From Gale’allo we headed inland towards Burea to visit the Wongobo area that has been proposed 
as a protected area. Wongobo is a flat plain surrounded by low rocky hills and is covered in fairly 
dense Acacia. Soemmerring’s Gazelles are reported to be present but none were seen on this visit. 
Return to Asmara by the main road up the escarpment, via Ghinda. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Aloes at the top of the escarpment 



 
 

Escarpment at Semenawi Bahari Greater Kudu at Filfil 

Map of Eritrea showing route of the field trip (red line) 



3. Forestry and Wildlife Authority (FWA) 
FWA previously formed part of the Ministry of Agriculture. It was recently established as an 
independent agency, reporting directly to the President’s office, following the recognition by the 
government that forestry and wildlife represent important national assets. FWA is still based within 
the Ministry of Agriculture and works closely with it. The General Manager is Abraha Garza. It has 
three divisions: Wildlife (Director: Hagos Yohannes), Forestry and Wildlife Inspectors (Director: 
Ghebreghergis Siyum) and Forestry. The Wildlife Conservation Division has a Deputy Director 
(Futsum Hagos) and two other staff. Apart from Hagos & Futsum all staff in the Wildlife Division have 
not received training in wildlife management. 
 
Eritrea has been severely affected by a long war of liberation that ended with independence in 1991, 
followed by war with Ethiopia 1998-2000. Sanctions imposed since 2009 have inflicted further 
damage on the economy. As a result, FWA is under-resourced in terms of staff, funding and 
equipment. One important source of support is IUCN Equid Specialist Group.  
 
Field surveys are hindered by the limited availability of transport from the government pool and cost 
of fuel. There is no central database or GIS mapping resources for recording antelopes and other 
species. The available information is fragmentary and several important reports are unpublished and 
not easily available.  
 
Protected areas: 
There are four important protected areas containing antelopes, each of which has inspectors 
(rangers) who patrol on foot or by camel and have the power of arrest.  
 
Dahlak Marine National Park (2658 km2) includes Dahlak Kebir Island which contains a large 
population of Soemmerring’s Gazelle. 
 
Buri Biodiversity Conservation Area (BCA) covers about 2500 km2 in the northern Danakil and 
contains good populations of Soemmerring’s and Dorcas Gazelles. It includes the Wongobo area. 
Since 2013 this has been renamed as Buri–Irrori-Hawakil Protected Area and extends up to the Bada 
area, 90 km south-west of Ghelalo.  
 
Kerkebet area is also endowed with good numbers of Sommerring’s and Dorcas Gazelles and the 
area also harbours some Red-fronted Gazelles 
 
Semenawi Bahri National Park is situated on the escarpment north of Asmara and protects the only 
substantial remaining area of mixed subtropical evergreen woodland in Eritrea. The size is unclear, 
but the Important Bird Area (IBA) of the same name covers 1300 km2 (Coulthard 2001). It harbours 
Greater Kudu, Bushbuck and Klipspringer. 
 
There is little information available on the current status of Gash-Setit Wildlife Reserve (709km2), 
Nakfa WR (1639 km2) and Yob WR (2658 km2). The Gash-Setit Elephant Corridor (c. 120 km in length) 
has been proposed for protected area status.   
 
Qoahito Cultural Landscape (32 km2) in the southern Danakil is on the tentative list of World 
Heritage Sites. Buri and Semenawi Bahri are also being considered for proposal as World Heritage 
sites. 
 

 
 



 
 
 
 
4. Other institutions and resources  
The National Museum has a collection of zoological specimens. Unfortunately, the museum was 
undergoing renovation at the time of the visit so it was not possible to see most of the specimens or 
the cataloguing system.  
 
The Ministry of Agriculture has a small Zoological Museum. This is currently more of a storage facility 
and specimens are not all clearly displayed and labelled.  
 
Asmara Zoo is a very small facility and does not contain any antelopes. The cages are also small and 
primitive and conditions for the few animals in the collection are very poor.  

 
 
5. Current status of antelopes 
The status of antelopes in Eritrea was summarised by Hillman (1988) and East (1999). Yohannes 
(1993) and Butynski (1995) also provided reports but these are unpublished and not easily 
obtainable. The most detailed study carried out in Eritrea so far is on the Soemmerring’s Gazelles of 
Dahlak Kebir island (Yohannes 2004).  
 
Field surveys have been limited in recent years by a series of factors, including lack of capacity, 
equipment, transport, civil war, economy and sanctions. The gazelles on the Buri Peninsula in the 
northern Danakil are the best known antelope populations. There have been only limitedrecent 
surveys in Gash Barkain south-west Eritrea and Kerkebet in the north-west. Both areas formerly 

At the FWA. Left to right: Hagos Yohannes, Futsum Hagos, David Mallon, Abraha Garza, General 

Manager 



contained important antelope populations. The summaries below are based on discussions with 
FWA staff, in particular Hagos Yohannes and Futsum Hagos. 
 
Soemmerring’s Gazelle Nanger soemmerringi (Tigrinya -telbedu;Afar – bis-adu) 
Soemmerring’s gazelle was formerly distributed widely across Eritrea. It is still present in the Danakil 
(Dankalia) region, especially Buri Peninsula, on the Dahlak Islands, and in other areas. Numbers on 
DahlakKebir are estimated at perhaps 4000-4500, but there is no overall estimate for the country. 
On the mainland, FWA considers that the largest population is in Buri Biodiversity Conservation 
Area, including Wongobo. Numbers are probably stable in places, though may fluctuate depending 
on rainfall in January-March: when the rains are adequate, all females can give birth, but 
occasionally there is little or no rain so few females give birth. The Soemmerring’s gazelle population 
on Dahlak Kebir must be the largest single population anywhere in the global range and Eritrea is 
likely to be the stronghold for this species.  
 
The Dahlak gazelles are smaller than those on the mainland. A recent study measured 35 skulls and 
showed that they were clearly smaller and different in shape to those of other forms of this species 
(Chiozzi et al. 2014). According to villagers, Soemmerring’s gazelles have been on the island ‘since 
time immemorial’ and they were reported by travellers in the 1820s. It is not known if their presence 
results from anearly introduction, or they colonised at a much earlier time of lower seas levels.  
 
The environment is harsh and there is no permanent fresh water on the island. Post-rains flush of 
green growth occurs in most years and some acacia trees provide shade. The gazelles will eat leaves 
of mangroves and may be seen foraging with goats. In very hot conditions they are seen on beaches 
and sometimes wade into the sea up to knee-depth. The local people protect the gazelles, despite 
the fact that they gain nothing in return.  
 
Dorcas Gazelle Gazella dorcas pelzelni (Tigrinya - erab; Afar - wa’edheri) 
Widely distributed (see e.g. East 1999).The stronghold remains the Buri Peninsula. Dorcas gazelles 
are also found at Kerkebet in the north-west. Regarded as not uncommon in Buri, but no overall 
population estimate is available.  
 
Red-fronted (Heuglin’s) Gazelle Eudorcas rufifrons tilonura 
This gazelle is considered to be a full species, E. tilonura, by some authors, including Mammals of 
Africa (Kingdon & Hoffmann 2013). In Eritrea, it probably now occurs only in small numbers around 
Kerkebet in the north-west, but there is little recent information. Local people use the same word 
for this species and for dorcas gazelle. This species/subspecies has a restricted global range on the 
eastern side of the Blue Nile, in Eritrea, NW Ethiopia and adjacent areas of Sudan, where it now 
occurs in low numbers and in small isolated patches of remaining habitat (Hashim 2013).    
 
Greater Kudu Tragelaphus strepciseros (Tigrinya - agazen) 
Formerly distributed all along the escarpment and is still present at Semenawi Bahari, north of 
Asmara, where it is regularly seen by visitors at Filfil. This may be the most northerly current locality 
in the species’ entire range. In the 1940s-1950s, Semenawi Bahri may have held the highest 
concentration of greater kudu in East Africa.  
 
Tora Hartebeest Alcelpahus buselaphus tora (Tigrinya - wedumbi) 
This subspecies is restricted to western and south-western Eritrea, north-west Ethiopia and 
bordering areas of Sudan. There have been no recent records in Eritrea, and when Hagos Yohannes 
showed photographs of the animal to local people in Gash Barka, they did not recognise it. A 
hartebeest head in the National Museum of Eritrea appears to be a specimen of tora on the basis of 
its red-brown colour and horn shape, but is labelled ‘kongoni’, the name applied to A. b. cokii from 



southern Kenya-northern Tanzania. No photos are allowed in the Museum, which was undergoing 
renovation work so it was not possible to obtain further details. Tora hartebeest was regarded as 
possibly extinct in Sudan by East (1999) and no evidence was obtained on a preliminary survey of 
Alatish NP and other parts of NW Ethiopia by Heckel et al. (2007). Given the lack of records from its 
former range, it is very possible that tora hartebeest is now extinct.  
 
Klipspringer Oreotragus oreotragus (Tigrinya - sesaha) 
Occur along the escarpment.  
 
Salt’s Dikdik Madoqua saltiana (Tigrinya – enshu; Afar –sigro, sigheri) 
Not seen in the northern Danakil during the field trip despite the habitat appearing suitable. 
According to Hagos Yohannes, this species is not very common in Eritrea.  
 
Bushbuck Tragelaphus scriptus 
Reported at Semenawi Bahri and possibly occurs elsewhere, including Gash Barka.  
 
Beisa Oryx Oryx beisa 
Mapped in northern Eritrea by Hillman (1988) but there are no recent records. FWA has very little 
evidence of its occurrence and believe it may have become extinct during the 1960s.  
 
Waterbuck Kobus ellipsiprymnus and Bohor Reedbuck Redunca redunca 
Formerly present in Gash Barka. There is no information on their present status. 

 
 
6. Conclusions  
Eritrea has an important role in antelope conservation since it contains: 

 the largest population of Soemmerring’s Gazelle anywhere within the global range;  

 a significant part of the range of Heuglin’s Gazelle E. [r] tilonura;  

 an important population of Dorcas Gazelle;  

 the last known locations for Tora Hartebeest; 

 isolated populations of Greater Kudu and Klipspringer. 
 
Senior staff within FWA are highly committed and experienced, but they are few in number. There is 
an urgent need to provide the other staff with appropriate training in wildlife management; to 
expand their numbers where possible; and to increase the capacity of FWA to carry out field surveys, 
assessments, and strategic planning by training in the most up-to-date methodologies and 
techniques and provision of essential equipment.  
 
This will require a central recording programme and database, linked to GIS, standard recording 
protocols and data forms and a nation-wide recording scheme, based on the existing zobas.  
 
 

7. Recommendations 
 
Training and capacity building 

 Provide basic training in wildlife management for all staff currently lacking that experience 
(e.g. diploma course at Mweka Wildlife College, Tanzania) 

 Ranger/scout training at relevant institution like Kenya and Tanzania 

 Provide training in:  
o Survey and monitoring methodologies 



o Use of GIS 
o Identification of antelopes and other ungulates  
o Species action planning 
o National and global redlisting 

 
Equipment 

 Obtain necessary equipment, including: GPS, binoculars, telescope, digital cameras, GIS etc 
 
Data and recording  

 Establish a National Antelope Database (starting with a basic system, such as 
MicrosoftExcel). 

 Map sightings, habitat on GIS (using free software such as Quantum GIS)  

 Develop a recording protocol and standard data forms  

 Produce an illustrated identification guide to the antelopes of Eritrea  

 Establish a network of regional recorders in each zoba (provincial) centre 

 Set up an ‘antelope library’ containing all existing reports and available information on 
Eritrea 

 Scan unpublished reports and create PDF versions  
 
Survey and monitoring 

 Assess current status of all antelope species in Eritrea 

 Develop a survey plan covering all species andareas of the country, with priorities: 
o Soemmerring’s gazelle on the Dahlak Islands. 
o Soemmerring’s and dorcas gazelles in Buri Conservation Area 
o Kerkebet area, focusing on Red-fronted (Heuglin’s) Gazelle 
o Gash Barka, focusing on Tora Hartebeest and other savanna species 
o Semenawi Bahri and other forest patches on the escarpment, focusing on Greater 

Kudu and Klipspringer 
o Southern Danakil and the far north of Eritrea 

 
Planning 

 Action Plans for Soemmerring’s and dorcas gazelle. 

 Input to site management plans for Dahlak Kebir, Buri Conservation Area, Semenawi Bahri 
National Park.   

 
Awareness  

 Develop leaflets or posters on antelopes Importance of antelopes 

 Include antelopes / biodiversity into school curriculum 
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Appendix 1. Itinerary 
 
13 September. Depart UK. Arrive in Asmara at 21h35 and transfer to the Ambosoira Hotel. 
 
14 September. Drive to Semenawi Bahari National Park and on to Massawa (lunch). Drive south to 
Buri Peninsula. Overnight in Gala’ello. 
 
15 September. Survey gazelles on Buri Peninsula, visit Wongobo proposed protected area. Return in 
evening to Asmara. 
 
16 September. Meeting with staff of Forestry and Wildlife Authority (FWA). 
 
17 September. Meeting at FWA with Hagos Yohannes (ASG member) for detailed discussions on 
antelope status, recent surveys and future cooperation. Lunch with Futsum Hagos and family. 
Visit Beit Ghirgis.  
 
18 September. Meet Sami Mesghina (FWA) and Iyob Zermariam (Forestry and Land Use). Meet Dr 
Yoseph Liberskal, Director-General of the National Museum of Eritrea and discuss existing and 
proposed World Heritage Sites, look at antelope specimens (unfortunately the museum was 
undergoing refurbishment so only part of the collection was viewable). Visit Beit Gargash/Bar Durfo 
on escarpment.  
 
19 September. Meeting at FWA; visit the Ministry of Agriculture Museum (zoological specimens). 
Dinner with UK Ambassador. 
20 September. Visit Asmara Zoo and Beit Gargash on escarpment.   
 
21 September. Fly Asmara-UK. 
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