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Heavy metals posing a threat to Kinabatangan wi

By MUGUNTAN VANAR
vmugu@thestar com.my

KOTA KINABALU: Heavy metal
pollution from unknown sources
around plantations s posing a
threat to Sabah's wildlife, according
o groundbreaking research

A sclentific um“y conducted over
elght years since 2013 on small car
nivores found 13 different types of
metal in their fur, and - worryingly
- load, mercury, chromium and cad-
mlum, too,

Carriedd  out  under  the
Kinabatangan  Small - Carnivore
Programme (KSCP) which evaluat
et the health of small carnlvores In
the area, the study's fAndings were
published In the latest issue of
the  Journal of  Environmentul
Research

The atudy also pushed for more
in-depth investigation into identify-
Ing the sources of the heavy metals
as this s o crucial step in protecting
wildlife, human welfare and eco
nomic development,

Project lender and the frst author
of the research paper, Dr Meaghan
Evany, nakd the metals found In wild
Malayan clvets and palm clvets
conld be dangerous to not just the
animals but humans, too.

“The biological effects following
exposure to these different metals
range from relatively small lssues

such as skin irritation to markedly
more serioun repercussions like
infernility and even death,” she sald.

For thelr research, the team cap-
tured and collected samples from
wild Malayan and common palm
civets, shaving a small section of fur
on each antmal to draw blood sam-
ples for lab analysis,

The team found that certain
metal levels in clvet fur were assocl-
ated with the animal’s age, welght,
proximity to tributaries and access
o oxbiow lkes

“During sampling events, we also
Nirted GPS collars on the male elvets
1o document each antmaly use of
the forest andior plantations,

“Iis allowed us to directly tost
the potential influence of agricul-
ture on the metal levels we
observed

“Civets that wpent time on oll
palm plantations had significant
elevated concentrations of alumini-
amy, bead and cadmium th thelr fur
samples comparetd with animaly
that stayed In protected forests”
sald Evans

“Although this data does not defl-
nitely identify the plantations ax
explicit sources (Incidental or delib-
erate) of metals, our research cer-
talnly supports future evaluations
of agricultural practises with sector
parmers,” ahe sald

“With this project, we harnessed

this Dexibility to establish these anie
mals o indicator species, meaning
that we could identify the blological
extent of metal contamination with
In the Kinabatangan Poodplain,”
she sald, adding that the ares was
largely converted Into ol palm
plantations with no formal evalua-
tlon belng carried out on the envi
rommental disturbance that caused
the metals pollution

Sabah Wildlife Department assis
tant director Mohd Sofflan Abu
Bakar sald the study was ground-
hreaking as It coinclded with the
post-mortem report on the deaths
of three Bornen pygmy elephants
from cadmium polsoning last
month

“Although neither of these studles
directly Identified the original
souree of these metals, both provid-
od (rrefutable evidence of animal
rxrmmn- (0 Inorganic pollutants,”
suld Mohd Sofflan

Danau Girang Fleld Centre direc
tor Dr Benolt Goossens sisd it would
be carrying out further studies 1o
Identify the sources of these maetaly
and how animals were being
exposed to them

The work of the KSCP |s funded
through research grants from the
Houston and Phoenix Zoos in the
United  States, Ocean  Park
Conservation Foundation Hong
Kong and Yayasan Stme Darby,
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