
The WHO, which was widely criticized 
for responding too slowly to the 2014 
outbreak, has created a Health Emergen-
cies Programme in response. The agency 
deployed 50 people to the DRC, starting 
3 days after the most recent outbreak was 
declared.

But other parts of the response came too 
slowly. Although an experimental Ebola 
vaccine was shown to be effective against 
the disease in the 2014 outbreak, its use in 
the DRC wasn’t approved until 29 May. The 
vaccine was ultimately never shipped to 
the country because no new cases emerged 
after that date.

SLOW PROGRESS
The latest outbreak apparently began in 
April, when a 39-year-old man began  
vomiting and bleeding after handling the 
carcass of a dead wild boar in a forest in 
Likati in Bas Uele. The man died while 
en route to a hospital; within days, two  
people who had helped to transport him fell 
ill themselves, as did their contacts.

Health workers shipped blood samples 
from contacts of these three people to a 
lab at the National Institute for Biomedi-
cal Research in Kinshasa, which found 
two tested positive for Ebola; a total of five  
people ultimately tested positive. Samples 
were also shipped to the International  
Centre for Medical Research in Franceville, 
Gabon, which analysed the viral genetic 
sequences of one of the samples. 

The lab found that the Ebola strain that 
caused the Congolese outbreak is similar to 
one first seen in 1995 in Kikwit, DRC, a few 
thousand kilometres southwest of Likati, 
says Jean-Jacques Muyembe-Tamfum,  
director of the National Institute for  
Biomedical Research.

By contrast, when the 2014 Ebola  
outbreak began with a suspected case in 
Guinea, there were no labs in the country 
that could test for the virus. So public-
health officials had to ship viral samples 
out of Africa for sequencing.

But the most crucial difference between 
the two outbreaks may have been the level 
of community engagement with efforts to 
halt Ebola’s spread. Muyembe-Tamfum 
was on the team that investigated the 1995 
Kikwit outbreak, as well as on the team that 
worked on the very first Ebola outbreak in 
Yambuku, DRC, in 1976. The people of his 
country are no strangers to Ebola, whereas 
in West Africa, communities hid from  
and even killed officials seeking to track  
the disease in Sierra Leone, Guinea and 
Liberia.

“We are lucky because our population  
will collaborate with medical teams,” 
Muyembe-Tamfum says. “In the West 
African epidemic, community engagement 
came too late.” ■

B Y  I N G A  V E S P E R

The number of owls traded illegally on 
Indonesian markets has risen sharply in 
the past two decades — and researchers 

think the popularity of the Harry Potter books 
and films could be fuelling the trend.

Anecdotal evidence from countries includ-
ing India had hinted that Pottermania might 
explain similar spikes in demand, but a study 
of Indonesia’s bird markets — which are 
known for selling wild-caught birds as pets — 
puts numbers on the trend.

Researchers surveyed 20 bird markets 
on the islands of Bali and Java and say that 
the number of owls being sold has risen 
from perhaps a few hundred each year 
before 2001 to 13,000 by 2016 (V. Nijman 
and K. A.-I. Nekaris Glob. Ecol. Conserv. 11, 
84–94; 2017).

Vincent Nijman, a wildlife-trade researcher 
at Oxford Brookes University, UK, who 
co-authored the study, says he feels sure 
there is a link between the rise in owl sales 
and the popularity of Harry Potter, in which 
the titular character keeps a pet owl named 
Hedwig. The first novel was translated 
into Indonesian in 2000, and the first film 
adaptation was released in 2001.

Although it’s difficult to prove direct 
causation, says Nijman, “Harry Potter nor-
malized keeping owls as pets.” Owls are called 
burung hantu in Malay, but are now known 
colloquially as burung Harry Potter, he says.

Richard Thomas from the UK-based 
network Traffic, which monitors wildlife 
trade, says it’s “not possible to say unequivo-
cally” that the Potter craze is to blame. 
However, a 2015 report from Traffic on 
Indonesia’s bird markets also noted the jump 
in owl sales, and suggested the same link. 

Nijman says that owls can usually be bought 
for US$6–30 in Indonesia’s bird markets — 
making them affordable for most people 
with a job. The most popular variety is the 
scop owl, and endangered species in the same 
genus (Otus) are still being discovered on the 
country’s many islands. That makes the owl 
trading a conservation issue, the researchers 
warn, because nearly all the birds for sale are 
caught in the wild.

Indonesian law forbids the trade of wildlife 
for which there is no official catch quota — 
and there isn’t one for owls. But according 
to the researchers, state authorities have failed 
to act. The Indonesian government did not 
respond to repeated requests for comment 
by Nature. ■

C O N S E R VAT I O N

Harry Potter linked 
to rise in owl trade 

Boom in illegal sales in Indonesia worries conservationists. 

Sales of wild owls have soared in Indonesia since the boy-wizard fantasies hit cinemas and bookshops.
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