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Known as an eco-warrior of the North,
photographer Guido Sterkendries always drags
his equipment a little further into the rainforest
than others. He always climbs a little higher into
the trees, goes down a little deeper into ravines
and walks a little further into rivers. He was born in
low-lying Belgium, but the jungle is his true biotope.
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When admiring Guido Sterkendries’ beautiful animal photographs, you’re brieﬂy
transported into an exotic fairytale world
where the sky echoes with oohs and aahs.
But the photographer is the ﬁrst to wake
you from that dream. Everything comes to
an end. And fast. Sterkendries is not one
to simply make an inventory of the rainforest and then, other than that, feign ignorance. He is an ecophotographer, always
concerned with the major problems that
threaten the forests inhabited by his “models”. The main danger facing this vulnerable
biotope is rapid deforestation. Enormous
areas are cleared by international companies that supply wood for most of our
garden furniture. You might not realise it,
but when you stretch out on that cosy
tropical hardwood chair on your balcony in
summer, you’re actually sitting on a time
bomb.
Guido Sterkendries: “Before getting to the
rainforest to take photographs, you often
have to travel a long way through deforested and arid landscapes. I was unintentionally confronted with the issue over and
over again. There you are, at the back of
a jeep, mentally preparing to shoot an almost extinct species of frog, while driving
past a high wall of ﬂames. And once again
you know that soon, nothing will be alive
there. It’s happening at a frightening pace.
In many areas, the rainforest won’t even
last another twenty years.”
CHOPPING AND BURNING
The indigenous population also chops and
burns furiously. At one point, Sterkendries
lived in Panama with a family of farmers at
the edge of the forest. “That was an eyeopener for me, but sometimes very painful. The farmer and I would be looking at

a tree and I would be thinking ‘What life
is hidden there in that forest giant? And
meanwhile the farmer would be calculating
how much money the tree would fetch. It’s
not only areas of forest being burned down
to make way for agricultural land, trees
are also chopped down to be sold to wood
companies or to use for houses. No paint
is used to protect the wood, so it has to be
replaced regularly. Their way of thinking is
’There’s more than enough wood anyway!’
The inhabitants of the various villages keep
chopping their way deeper into the forest, but one day or another they’ll all end
up facing each other on a large bare plain.
These people rarely get to see satellite photos. To them, the forest is endless, it reaches
as far as the eye can see. They ﬁnd it hard to
believe that one day, they’ll come to the last
row of trees. Let’s not forget that for many
populations, this is one of the few ways to
survive, in economic terms.”
Twenty years ago Guido Sterkendries travelled to the Amazon Rainforest for the ﬁrst
time. He immediately veered off the tourist route to go deep into the forest. “I was
well-prepared, mentally and physically. Surviving in one of the dampest and squelchiest places in the world is no picnic. I knew I
would be confronted with diseases and obstacles, but my interest in amphibians’ survival strategies spurred me on. Once there,
I discovered that the indigenous people also
survive in those difﬁcult circumstances. I’ve
gained nothing but respect for them over
the years, because living deep in the forest
was never really something the native Caribbean Indians dreamed about doing. They
live there now after being forced to ﬂee
further and further from the colonists.”
It soon becomes clear that for Sterkendries, photography and commitment blend
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At the heart of the kingdom of the golden frogs
(PROVINCE OF COCLÉ – REPUBLIC OF PANAMA)

Omentoké with some of her grandchildren
on the Cononaco river
(HUAORANI TERRITORY, AMAZON – ECUADOR)

Young white-tailed deer (Odocoileus virginianus)
in the same habitat as the golden frogs, taking
refreshment.
(NEAR EL VALLE DE ANTON – REPUBLIC OF PANAMA)

Living in the air. Where Guido discovered two new
subspecies of frog. One related to the golden frog
and a tiny blue arboreal poison frog.
(COSTA ABAJO – REPUBLIC OF PANAMA)

The photographer ‘moving’ very slowly while
shooting caimans in action all around him. (PANTANAL
– BRAZIL)
LEFT

RIGHT

Extensive areas of the Amazon forest are ‘cleared’
to line the pockets of a ‘few’ soya landlords
(AMAZON - BRAZIL)

After the lumberjacks have ﬁnished their daily job,
they can travel to another virgin spot.
(COSTA ABAJO – REPUBLIC OF PANAMA)

A lumberjack active in the Cerro Hoya National Park
can clear the forest without problems as the last
president donated a chain saw during her visit to
the park.

This is the spot where, ‘without permission’, the
photographer entered the area called Coclésito
where the government ‘allows’ the Canadian gold
miners to destroy another area of rainforest

(REPUBLIC OF PANAMA)

(COSTA ABAJO – REPUBLIC OF PANAMA)

(REPUBLIC OF PANAMA)

Taking wood from the forest of the Cerro Hoya
National Park is ‘not a problem’ as the trees
are cut plank by plank.
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seamlessly together. Long before carbon
footprint was on everyone’s lips, he decided
not to use mosquito ointment. Standing in a
stream to take photographs with one’s legs
covered in this cream can cause a chain reaction in a biotope that is never exposed
to chemicals. This way, the photographer
always came home covered in mosquito
bites, but with a clear eco-conscience.
BIOLOGY
Having some knowledge of biology obviously helps when photographing animals.
Last spring Sterkendries was embroiled in a
controversy with the BBC. Presenter David
Attenborough claimed that the small population of Golden Frogs shown in the series
Life in Cold Blood must have died between
ﬁlming and broadcasting, because the waters they called home were too heavily polluted. However, a few months later, Sterkendries still managed to photograph these
Golden Frogs. They had ﬂed their biotope
and found a new home in an even more inhospitable area. If, in a discussion, you have
to prove that the frog on your photograph
is indeed an Atelopus zeteki and not an Atelopus varius, some prior reading certainly
helps.
Nevertheless, some nature photographers
don’t hesitate to distort authenticity for a
nice image. Not that these forgeries would
shock the world, but making an animal from
one part of the world “pose” in a studio setting next to a plant from another part of
the world is by no means an exception. But
Sterkendries doesn’t agree. “As far as I’m
concerned, you can do something like that
for art. I don’t have a problem with that,
but it’s not a nature photographer’s job.
When I see a colleague’s photo of a little
frog from Latin America on an orchid from

Asia, I know that has nothing to do with
wildlife photography. I believe my photography should be authentic and have educational value. I don’t like playing Rambo,
but with wildlife photography you know
that a lot of effort was put into taking that
shot. The photographer lived with his subject, hung, knelt, kept quiet for a long time
and struck at the right moment… Let’s be
frank, it’s frustrating for someone like me
not to be able to sell my pictures because
someone else snapped a nice shot in his
greenhouse.”
What Sterkendries does could easily be
called recklessness. Once, his ﬁnger was
bitten by a Gila monster, a dangerous and
venomous large lizard that doesn’t let go
easily. “The scars are still there, but I did
have a small pump on me to suck the poison
out immediately. There’s always a dangerous edge to this type of photography, but
generally, you shouldn’t work if you’re uninformed or unprepared. That avoids quite a
few problems to start with.”
ROMANCE
Striving to maintain biodiversity—that is,
protecting plants and animals from extinction—has an important emotional aspect:
We’re sorry that certain species are disappearing. But Sterkendries is clearly not
interested in this romance. “Man is still
searching for his place in nature. Are we an
animal species that learned to read and
write? Or are we on a pedestal, high above
the rest of nature? To me, it’s clear that man
is part of nature. You can say it’s not a big
problem that one species of frog is disappearing somewhere in Latin America. But
it disrupts symbiosis. One species provides
something to another, whether it’s food
or protection, and is given something in

Golden frogs (Atelopus zeteki) in amplexus,
which can be their mating position for many weeks.
NEAR EL VALLE DE ANTON – REPUBLIC OF PANAMA

Golden frogs (Atelopus zeteki),
involved in their unique mating behavior.
NEAR EL VALLE DE ANTON – REPUBLIC OF PANAMA

If the exploring photographer moved two inches
forward, the dangerous current could easily carry
him away to deeper waters.
LEFT

NEAR EL VALLE DE ANTON – REPUBLIC OF PANAMA

Golden frog (Atelopus zeteki) during mating season
NEAR EL VALLE DE ANTON – REPUBLIC OF PANAMA
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Emerald Glass Frogs (Centrolene prosoblepon)
need their wide eyes to escape the many enemies
of the dark nights.

The last golden frogs in their unique refuge,
a hidden canyon, surrounded by the threat of
deforestation.

REPUBLIC OF PANAMA

NEAR EL VALLE DE ANTON – REPUBLIC OF PANAMA
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Guido
Sterkendries
was allowed
to take
photographs
among the
Huaorani tribe
with virtually
no restrictions
thanks to his
respect for the
“durani bai”,
the culture and
traditions of
Ahua’s tribe.
return. A plant, for example, produces nectar, which is good for ants. If other insects
bite the plants’ leaves, the ants attack that
enemy. Nature is brimming with sophisticated biological technology like this. Remove one link and the chain is broken. The
so-called “primitive” peoples understand
that. They don’t write big books on ﬂora
and fauna, but they experience all these
small connections on a daily basis. They are
still very much in tune with the idea that
we live off the earth’s gifts and have to take
care of it out of a sense of self-preservation.
But for how long? These tribes are now
hunting more with guns than with spears
or blowpipes, and this has far-reaching
consequences. In the past, hunters would
ﬁnd a pack of animals, kill a few with their
spears and allow the rest to escape, leaving enough of them to procreate. But today,
with their guns, hunters are killing entire
packs. A painful evolution.”
“PRIMITIVE”
Staying with tribes we call “primitive”, for
lack of better terminology, is anything but

Cononaco river in the heart
of the Huaorani territory

easy. Reading lots of anthropological writings is a good start, but it also helps to see
them as “different”, rather than “primitive”.
“They can’t take photographs, but they sing
songs I can’t sing. I always try to show them
that I, too, can handle their obstacles. They
climb trees, and so do I. Then they see I’m
not a weird white man who can’t do anything. But I also point out that they can
climb in many more ways than me. Then
they sense that I’m aware of their particular
qualities and that I want to learn what they
consider ordinary. There, I’m sometimes
called the “healer”. I always take extra doses
of antibiotics with me. When I see someone
with an inﬂammation or a nasty cough that
sounds a lot like bronchitis, I treat them
with antibiotics and in a few days they’re
much better. But in these cases you also
have to respect the tribe’s customs. Usually
there is a shaman who takes care of these
problems, so you shouldn’t walk around like
the great white god with pills in his pocket.
You shouldn’t threaten the shaman’s status,
but sometimes he will turn to you for help.
Shamans know they are best positioned
in terms of surviving in their biotope, but
medically we’re one step ahead of course.
Having said that, never underestimate what
they can do with herbs.”
Thanks to his knowledge of ﬁrst aid, Guido
Sterkendries also got to know Omentoké, a
Huaorani Indian woman. When the photographer descended on her village by the
Cononaco river in Ecuador, he took photos
of her weaving ropes. That’s how he noticed
she had a gash between two toes. As this
type of wound can lead to gangrene, he
asked whether he could take care of it. He
used a sterile scalpel to cut out the diseased
tissue, allowing the wound to heal. Afterwards, he cleansed the wound three times
a day and went to ﬁll baskets with sweet
potatoes and other foods in her place. “The
procedure I carried out must’ve hurt, but
Omentoké, a spirited sixty-year-old woman,
took it all with a smile. At that time, I was
living on the other side of the river with a
Huaorani tribe where I didn’t feel welcome
and Omentoké suggested I move in with
her family for ﬁve weeks. So my introduc-
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(AMAZON – ECUADOR)

Omentoké painted by her granddaughter, Dabé,
using red annatto seeds.

Typical Huaorani huts

(HUAORANI TERRITORY, AMAZON – ECUADOR)

(AMAZON – ECUADOR)
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The photographer used a sterile scalpel
to cut out the diseased tissue from Omentoké’s
foot, allowing it to heal.
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(HUAORANI TERRITORY, AMAZON – ECUADOR)

(HUAORANI TERRITORY, AMAZON – ECUADOR)

Dabé playing with her nephew and cousin in the
abundant waters during the rainy season.
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tion there was guaranteed. As she was the
mother of Pénti, the tribal chief, and she
had a lot of inﬂuence, I was allowed to go
on a boar hunt with the Huaorani hunters.”
Sterkendries was allowed to take photographs among the Huaorani tribe with virtually no restrictions thanks to his respect for
the “durani bai”, the culture and traditions
of Ahua’s tribe. Someone like Omentoké has
lived her entire life abiding by those rules,
but this is not always the case. Younger
Indians have easier access to nearby small
towns or even Western norms. “Omentoké
also notices that a lot is changing around
her. She sees me and my photos as a way
to show the world there are still people who
live according to the “durani bai”. That’s important, because she lives in a petroleum-

rich area. Sooner or later, the government
will consider offering those Indians a small
house on the outskirts of a town in order
to gain free access to the area. Described
as “giving a primitive tribe some comfort”,
that even seems nice of them. But it would
mean the end of their “durani bai”. The more
people understand that this is more than a
mere detail, the better.”
ECOTOURISM
The rise of ecotourism—at adventurous
travel agencies you can even book a visit to
the Huaorani—is also not an entirely positive
thing. “Many tribes like to see tourists, because they see it as progress: Before, white
people came and stole everything and now
they come and bring dollars. These tribes

only partly realise how their traditions are
destroyed by ecotourism. Youngsters go to
the cinema in small towns like Puyo. JeanClaude Van Damme is an idol there. The
Indians love ﬁlms with simple “good versus
bad” themes. In Puyo, they buy ropes they
could make themselves. They have generators, for which they now need petrol.
They buy guns. Ironically, the organisers of
ecotourism trips complain that they get to
see fewer monkeys, but that’s precisely because of the guns bought with their dollars.
The animals ﬂee deeper and deeper into the
forest.”
Through beautiful photographs, Guido
Sterkendries tries to tell a story in which
ugliness lurks just around the corner. The
continued decline of the rainforest seems

CLOCKWISE

inevitable. Fighting against it requires a lot
of political courage and creativity worldwide. In the meantime, the images shot by
Guido Sterkendries over a period of twenty
years are silent witnesses to a world that
deserves to survive. This silent testimony
is presented in a unique colour book with
over 500 pages, “Battle For Life”.

Text of the introduction
to this book from Snoecks 2009
written by Geert Stadeus.

Young Japanese snow monkey (Macaca fuscata)
spending its ﬁrst cold winter in the ‘Valley of Hell’
at a temperature of -20°C

Raoni, Chief of the Kayapo Indians
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(KAYAPO TERRYTORY, AMAZON - BRAZIL)

Wife of Kuna Chief

Swifts (Apus apus) are ﬂying out of the
third-deepest vertical hole in the world at
enormous speed in order to escape the
predatory peregrine falcon

(KUNA YALA – ISLA TIGRE – REPUBLIC OF PANAMA)

(EL SOTANO DE LAS GOLONDRINAS – MEXICO)

(PARCO NAZIONALE D’ABRUZZO – ITALY)
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The Kayapo consider the body painted with black
genipap dye, equal as well dressed

Photographer Guido Sterkendries suspended in
the vertical hole of 376 m in order to shoot parrots
(Aratinga holochlora) and swifts (Apus apus).

While Ecuador is home to more than 3500 different
species of orchid, the Epidendrum ilense is one of
the rarest, partly because of habitat destruction.

(KAYAPO TERRYTORY, AMAZON - BRAZIL)

(SOTANO DE LAS GOLONDRINAS – MEXICO)

(ANDES – ECUADOR)

Delﬁn Payaguaye, Chief of Secoya Indians
(SECOYA TERRYTORY, AMAZON – ECUADOR)
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(JIGOKUDANI – JAPAN)

Portrait of an Italian wolf (Canis lupus italicus)
during winter.
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