When the Facts Are Fumbled

There’s a certain magic about sitting at a thrilling sighting in the African bush—whether it's
watching lions lazily stretched out in the sun, observing a leopard with its kill skillfully stashed
in a tree, or simply taking in the scenery from a bridge overlooking one of the vast rivers in
Kruger National Park. Nature has a way of humbling and captivating all of us, leaving us in
awe of the world around us. But have you ever found yourself at one of these breathtaking
moments, only to overhear a safari guide speaking with such confidence, but sharing
information that is completely off the mark?

This happened to us recently at a leopard sighting near Nsemani Dam, west of Satara in
Kruger National Park. We were excited, as anyone would be at such a prized encounter, when
we began hearing a guide from a nearby safari vehicle “educating” his guests. What came out
of his mouth, though, was a mixture of half-truths, inaccuracies, and plain nonsense. His
guests, clearly new to the African bush, were hanging on his every word, eagerly soaking in
what they assumed was expert knowledge. And that’s when the uncomfortable question
crept up: should we step in and correct him, or sit back and let the moment pass, knowing
these visitors might walk away with a completely skewed understanding of what they just
witnessed?

Before we dive into this thorny situation, let me be clear: | have immense respect for safari
guides. I've been fortunate to know many outstanding guides—people who possess an
encyclopedic knowledge of the African bush, who are passionate about wildlife, and who are
always keen to share that passion with their guests. A great guide can make a safari
unforgettable by offering insights that open your eyes to the incredible ecosystems around
you. They know their stuff inside out, often going beyond the expected to give you a deeper
appreciation of the wildlife and landscapes you're seeing.

But then there are moments like the one we experienced, when you’re left scratching your
head, wondering how some guides have obtained their qualifications. It raises a bigger
question: how did they get here, standing at the frontlines of wildlife education, armed with
information that is, at times, quite far from the truth?

The Role of the Safari Guide

Being a field guide is no easy task. It requires a unique set of skills—vast knowledge, patience,
people skills, and the ability to remain calm in potentially dangerous situations. The best
guides can turn even the most ordinary sighting into a riveting experience by highlighting
fascinating behaviors or explaining the intricacies of the environment.

A guide’s role is also one of education. Many guests, especially those visiting from abroad,
may have little to no experience with wildlife and rely heavily on the guide to explain what
they’re seeing. They trust that the guide’s information is accurate, and this makes the job
incredibly important. Every piece of information shared shapes their understanding of
wildlife and conservation efforts in Africa. This is where the frustration comes in when
misinformation is passed off as fact.



When Things Go Wrong: The Impact of Misinformation

In the moment, it might not seem like a big deal. Maybe the guests will leave the park none
the wiser, with fond memories of their encounter and their guide. But in the long run,
spreading misinformation about the bush can have wider implications. For example, if a guide
incorrectly explains animal behavior, visitors could leave with misguided beliefs about how
animals live and interact. In some cases, this misinformation could lead to negative actions or
even unsafe situations—like misunderstanding how to behave around wildlife.

When inaccurate information is shared, it can also undermine conservation efforts. The more
people understand about the delicate balance of ecosystems, the better equipped they are
to support efforts to protect them. Guides play a crucial role in this education, and when they
get it wrong, it can contribute to the larger problem of misunderstanding the need for
conservation. This makes it even more vital that guides are properly trained and equipped
with the right information.

The Question: Should You Correct a Guide?

So, when you're sitting there, knowing that what’s being said is wrong, the dilemma
becomes: do you speak up? On the one hand, you don’t want to embarrass the guide in front
of their guests. It’s their job to lead the experience, and publicly correcting them could come
across as disrespectful or arrogant. On the other hand, it feels wrong to let a group of people
walk away believing things that are simply untrue.

The truth is, there’s no easy answer. In most cases, it’s probably best to stay quiet and not
interfere in the moment. After all, the guide is in a position of authority, and stepping in
could create tension or discomfort. However, if the misinformation is potentially
dangerous—Ilike incorrect advice on how to behave around wild animals—it might be worth
politely bringing it up after the sighting, away from the guests, and offering a gentle
correction.

The Bigger Issue: Guide Qualifications

This experience raises a larger issue about how some guides receive their qualifications. The
reality is, not all guides are created equal. While many undergo rigorous training programs
and have years of experience in the bush, others might not have the same level of
knowledge. The quality of guiding can vary greatly depending on the organization that
certified the guide and the standards they uphold.

In South Africa, guides typically need to be accredited by FGASA (Field Guides Association of
Southern Africa), which has a strict process for qualifying guides at various levels. However,
not all guides take this route. Some may come through other, less rigorous programs, or they
may simply gain experience on the job without formal qualifications. It’s clear that there are
gaps in the system that allow some underqualified individuals to lead safaris.

A Call for Continuous Education



To ensure that guests are receiving accurate information and that the safari experience is as
enriching as possible, it’s important for guides to continue their education. The bush is
constantly changing, and new research is always emerging about animal behavior, ecology,
and conservation. Continuous learning should be a priority for guides, so they can offer the
most up-to-date and accurate information to their guests.

At the same time, it’s up to the safari companies to ensure that the guides they employ are
well-trained and knowledgeable. Regular assessments and opportunities for further training
should be part of the job, helping guides to maintain and expand their expertise.

And so...

While moments like our leopard sighting at Nsemani Dam can be frustrating, they also serve
as a reminder that not all guides are the same. Most guides are incredibly passionate and
dedicated to sharing the wonders of the African bush with others. But for those who aren’t
up to standard, it’s essential that they receive the proper training to ensure that their guests
leave with the right knowledge.

As safari-goers, we can respect the role of the guide while still questioning when
misinformation is spread. However, it’s important to handle these situations with care,
balancing the need for accuracy with respect for the guide’s role in creating a memorable
experience. After all, every safari is an opportunity to inspire a deeper love and respect for
the natural world—and that’s a responsibility that should never be taken lightly.



