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Long before the Species Survival Commission of the IUCN-World Conservation Union,
founded way back in the early 1970s, one of its first species thematic herpetological
orientated specialist groups dealing with crocodilians were two outstanding worldwide known
personalities - the Nobel Peace Prize winner Albert Schweitzer and the German herpetol ogist
Heinz Wermuth - who exchanged views on the conservation status of crocodilians in Central
Africa

Professor Dr. Heinz Wermuth, one of the world's leading herpetologists and a long-standing
member of the [IUCN-SSC Crocodile Specialist Group, worked in the 1950s as Curator and
Head of the Herpetological Section of the Zoological Museum in Berlin. Heinz Wermuth
never made a secret of his favorite taxonomic groups, turtles and crocodilians, which held his
main scientific interests. Furthermore, he was a strong advocate of keeping reptiles as pets,
and some of his publications as well his private keeping of an amazing assemblage of live
specimens of turtles and crocodilians of remarkable sizes in his rather small government flat
at the Museum, document this well. Among these specimens were a common caiman (over
2.5mlong) and a 60 cm long American aligator (Fig. 1).

Figure 1. Professor Heinz Wermuth with one of his pets.



In addition to his outstanding taxonomic work, Heinz Wermuth was a passionate
conservationist, long before the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of
Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) came into effect in 1975. Prior to CITES and in tough
negotiations Wermuth pressured the German reptile leather industry (at that time amongst the
most important consumers of crocodilian skins) to unilaterally put an import moratorium on
several crocodilian species whose conservation status was in decline (Jelden 2003).

His particular commitment to crocodilian conservation is also reflected in the form of his
initiative in 1956 to send out a memorandum to the IUCN in Gland, Switzerland, together
with three other highly reputed fellow herpetologists, urging the IUCN to take steps “to
prevent the extinction of al crocodile species.” This document, also published in a German
aquarium and terrarium magazine in 1956 [Aqua-Terra (Leipzig) 3: 248-250], contained 11
recommendations and was signed by P.E.P. Deraniyagala (Colombo/Sri Lanka), Frederico
Medem (Bogotd, Colombia), Robert Mertens (Frankfurt/Germany), and of course the driving
spirit behind it, Heinz Wermuth (Honegger 2003).

In the course of Wermuth’s 1956 IUCN initiative he also contacted Professor Albert
Schweitzer, two years after the latter had received the peace Nobel Peace Prize, with a letter
(Fig. 2) urging him to sign the [IUCN memorandum for the conservation of crocodilians.

Besides being a physician, minister, theologian and philosopher, Albert Schweitzer was also a
deeply entrenched environmentalist and animal lover. His respect for any form of life is
among others well documented in his 1936 publication “The Philosophy of Civilization and
from The Ethics of Reverence for Life” (Anon 2006), in which he wrote:

“A man istruly ethical only when he obeys the compulsion to help al life which heis
ableto assist, and shrinks from injuring anything that lives.

An absolute ethic calls for the creating of perfection in this life. It cannot be
completely achieved; but that fact does not really matter. In this sense reverence for
life is an absolute ethic. It makes only the maintenance and promotion of life rank as
good. All destruction of and injury to life, under whatever circumstances, it condemns
as evil. True, in practice we are forced to choose. At times we have to decide
arbitrarily which forms of life, and even which particular individuals, we shall save,
and which we shall destroy. But the principle of reverence for life is nonetheless
universal and absolute.”

This kind of ethica humanitarian spirit is also well reflected in Schweitzer’s response to
Wermuth when at that time he was living again in Lambarene, Afrique Equatoriale Francaise
(now Gabon), on the banks of the Ogooué River. The contents of Prof. Wermuth (Fig. 2) and
Albert Schweitzer’'s (Fig. 3) letters are depicted below:

Dear Professor,

Y our admirable support for humanity gives me the courage to ask you for the backing
of a petition to be delivered to the “International Union for the Conservation of
Nature (i.e. IUCN — the authors)” by availing myself of the moral weight of your
personality. May | take the liberty of defining the circumstances of the matter below.

Recently, there is deplorable news from all parts of the world that the population of
crocodiles, those witnesses of an era long forgotten, is diminishing following a



degrading and inhuman pursuit. For this reason, an international committee consisting
of reptile researchers has been formed who have prepared a petition addressed to the
“International Union for the Conservation of Nature” that warns of the imminent
threat of extinction of the crocodiles. We have copied this memorandum (please find
a copy attached), have translated it into three languages (German, English, French)
and have forwarded it to reptile researchers al over the world in order to sign our
petition. The original of the petition including the collected signatures is then
supposed to be handed over to the International Authority of Nature Conservation as
apleato take beneficia measures to save the crocodiles from extinction.

Much to our pleasure, the majority of the people we have asked, i.e. roughly 130 of a
total of 175 herpetologists, have agreed to our request; some gentlemen have even
expressed their satisfaction for this action by writing enthusiastic letters to us. It would
be quite a privilege and an invaluable support for our concerns if you, dear Professor,
would also give your approva by signing the coupon you will find below on the
enclosed form.

With my dearest thanks in advance,
And by expressing my reverential respect, | remain,

Y ours very obediently,
Heinz Wermuth

Albert Schweitzer 2.1.57
Lambarene, Gabun
Franzos. Aquatorial Afrika

Dear Doctor,
My writer’s cramp does not allow me to write to you as | would like to.

You are quite right in standing up for the crocodiles. In my thoughts | will, of course,
sign your appeal, but with ink, unfortunately, | cannot do so - as it is my personal
policy for years not to write memoranda, not to provide recommendations of any kind,
not to take over any honorary presidency and not to undersign any appeal whatsoever.
For so many times | was put in the position to do just that, so therefore and at my age |
only could save myself by asking for the privilege of not having to provide for
something like this. So | mustn’t make any exception to this rule. This between us.

Anyhow, your case doesn't need my name written on it since my mindset of the
reverence of life does include all the creatures. In areport on Lambarene to my friends
| wrote many years ago: “I never kill the crocodile that rests on the sandbank because
there is actually no necessity for me to do so. | plead with all Blacks and Whites not to
thoughtlessly hold their rifle at the animals of the forests and rivers.” Should you like
to refer to these lines you may use them within your own discretion.

| am sorry that | do adhere to my principles even if activities for animal protection are
concerned which is a subject very close to my heart. However, there was no other way.



Here, the crocodiles are living arelatively good life. Although banished by motorboats
from the great water basins they are living nearly undisturbed in the ones which flow
in the sparsely populated natural forests.

With best thoughts,
Y ours obediently,

Albert Schweitzer

The issue of conservation of crocodiles in francophone African countries was one of the main
topics discussed at the 18th Working Meeting of the Crocodile Specialist Group in
Montélimar, France (see pages 3-14, thisissue). Little recent information on the conservation
status of crocodiles of this part of Africa has come to the attention of conservationists around
the world. However, a subregional workshop for francophone African countries scheduled for
late 2007 in Niger will hopefully advance our knowledge about crocodiles in this part of the
world and contribute to the conservation of these remarkable animals which would also be in
the spirit of the two outstanding personalities, Heinz Wermuth and Albert Schweitzer.
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1. 11. 1956

" Her¥n - - L ,
: %’;of._ Dr. Albert Schweitzer
" Lanbarene i = :
* Franzosisch-Aquatorial-Afrika -

Sehr verehrter Herr Professor!

Ihr bewundernswertes Eilntreten fiir die Szche der Menschiiohkelt
- gibt mir den Mut, an Sie/heransutreten wnd<@i®-rai K s €inen -An.

trag an die "International Union for the Protection of Nature"
durch das meoralische Gewicht Ihrer Perstnlichkeit zu unterstiitzen.
Darf ich mir erlauben, Ihnen nachfolgend Mdime Bitte niher Ay op-
KLETAR? (Fo Aturcd 0fL e bl frploctyee 7

In letzter Zeit mehren sich die betriiblichen Nachrichten. aus al-
len Teilen der Welt, daB der Bestand an Krokodilen, jemen imposan=
ten Zeugen liéngst vergangener Erdépochen, als Folge menschenunwiir—
diger Verfolgungen immer stirker suriickgeht. Aus diesem Gruande hat
sich ein internationales Gremium von Reptilien-Forschern zusammen—
gefunden und eine Denkschrift an die "International Union for the’
Protection of Nature" ausgearbeitet, die auf die den Krokodilen
drohende Gefahr des Aussterbens hinweist. Wir hahen dieses Memo~
randum, von dem lch Ihnen anbel eine Copie iibersende, in drei Spra-
chen ‘vexrvielf&ltigt] (deutsch, englisch, franzbsiseh) und an alle
Reptilien-Forscher in der ganzen Welt versandt, um sie um ihre Un-
terschrift zu unserem Ersuchen zu bitten. Das Original der Denlk-
schrift soll schlieBlich zusammen mit den gesammeélten Unterschrif-
ten der internationalen Naturschutz-Behtrde mit der Bitte fiber—
reicht werden, wirksame MaBnahmen zu treffen, um die Krokedile vor
dem Aussterben zu bewahren.

: Zu ungerer Freude hat sich der weitaus griSte Tell der Angespro-

W feafertnt chenen, das heiSt etwa 130(Herpetologen, mit unserem.Aufruf sinver-
AT standen erklirt; einige Herren haben ihre Befriedigung liver diese

: Aktion sogar in begeisterten Briefen zum Ausdrucik gebracht. Es wire
uns elne ganz besondere Ehre und eine wertvolle Unterstiitzung fir
unser Anliegen, wenn 8ie, verchrter Herr Professor, ebenfalls Ihr
Linverstdndnis hierzu erkliren und uns den unteren Abschnitt des
beiliegenden Vordruckes mit Ihrer Unterschrift zusenden wollten.

Mit elpem herzlichen Denk im voraus und dem Ausdruck meiner ehr-

‘ fiirchtigen Hochachtung verbleibe ich 7
CoE ] Ihr Ihhen’ sehr ergebemer

Figure 2. Letter from Prof. H. Wermuth to Prof. A. Schweitzer (1.11.1956).
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Figure 3. Prof. A. Schweitzer response to H. Wermuth (2.1.1957)
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Figure 4. Envelope of Prof. A. Schweitzer’s letter to H. Wermuth.



