Conservation Veterinary Nursing of Sunda Pangolins in
Vietham

Sophie Sparrow RVN - Senior Veterinary Nurse, ZSL London Zoo

Save Vietnam’s Wildlife is a Non-Profit Organisation based in Cuc Phuong National Park in Northern Vietnam,
committed to protecting and increasing populations of threatened wildlife in Vietnam, including Sunda pangolins
(Manis javanica) and a variety of small carnivores. Wide scale poaching driven by the illegal wildlife trade across
Vietnam is considered to be the biggest threat and driving force behind the current species extinction crisis faced.
Save Vietnam’s Wildlife also run and promote awareness campaigns and educational programmes, as well as captive
studies to help promote the health and welfare of the species they rehabilitate.

Sunda pangolins are just one of eight distinct species of pangolin worldwide. They are classed as critically endangered
on the ICUN Red list and ranked as 16" on the Evolutionary Distinct and Globally Endangered (EDGE) mammal list.
Pangolins are still regarded as the most trafficked wild mammals, despite a commercial trade ban since 2000 for wild-
caught pangolins in Asia.

Working alongside the two full time vets at the centre, day to day care was provided for the sick and injured pangolins
at the centre. The veterinary care given is in three stages; emergency and critical care at the rescue site, rehabilitation
back at the centre and finally pre-release health checks.

Common veterinary problems seen included;

- Endo and ecto parasites, not a problem for a healthy individual but could have a big impact on the health of
an already debilitated animal.

- Diarrhoea/Dehydration, from lack of food and water in the illegal wildlife trade or from being tube fed
inappropriate food items e.g. corn.

- Stress/Gastric Ulcers, the animals can and do get stressed not only from the initial conditions pre-rescue, but
also during the rehabilitation process. Stress is thought to be a major cause of fatality in captive pangolins.
Managed physically and medically when required alongside the provision of prophylactic treatment for gastric
ulcers, which are commonly seen secondary to stress.

- Dermatitis is an issue in most newly arrived pangolins, thought to be due to poor hygiene whilst in the illegal
wildlife trade. They are often covered in urine, faeces and dirt from being confined in nets.

- Eye infections and corneal ulcerations are thought to have a traumatic aetiology. They require careful
management with regular treatment, but without causing too much stress to the animal.

- Respiratory infection/pneumonia is widely reported in pangolins. Appropriate environmental temperature
and ensuring no build-up of ammonia are the two key preventive factors.

- Wounds are by far the most common problem seen and the majority of the work | was involved with.

The wounds seen were wide-ranging in severity and cause, but most originated with a minor injury, small abscess or
dermatitis whilst in the illegal wildlife trade. The most common injury was to the tail tip or caudal part of the tail, often
resulting in a partial tail amputation. The wounds were undergoing continued treatment to facilitate healing, which
comprised of regular dressing changes, flushes and topical treatment, with some requiring repeated surgical
intervention. Wound healing was slow, often with a large tissue deficit healing by secondary intention (not able to be
surgically closed).

Donations of dressing materials and a hand held, battery powered, Photizo light therapy machine enabled new
dressings ( Manuka Honey) and therapeutic techniques to be trialled. There was a significant improvement in wound
healing and it appeared a reduction of infection. Chronic, inactive, non-healing wounds were starting to heal and had
healthy active tissue present. This treatment has been incorporated into their wound care protocols going forward.
Hopefully it continues to have such a positive impact on the healing process and wound management at Save
Vietnam’s Wildlife.

Acknowledgements Thank you to the external veterinary companies who contributed to the success of the trip with the donation of materials
and equipment and the staff at ZSL for their support.
April 2018



