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Abstract

This study investigates the cultural significance of the Nile Monitor Lizard (Veranus niloticus) in Orogun community, Delta
State, Nigeria. A mixed-methods approach was employed, using questionnaires and Key Informant Interviews (KlIs) to gather
data. The questionnaire were administered to 200 adults from the total population of the people in the community. Chi-square
tests were used for statistical analysis to determine significant associations. The results show that the presence of the Nile
Monitor Lizard in Orogun community is not significant (2 = 2.418, p > 0.05) based on questionnaire responses. However,
observations and KlIs confirmed the species' presence and cultural importance. The abundance of the Nile Monitor Lizard was
significant (y2 = 6.520, p < 0.05), with 60% of respondents affirming its presence. The species holds cultural significance (}2 =
7.370, p < 0.05), with the community revering it as a deity. Interaction with the lizard is predominantly reverential (y2 = 0.421,
p > 0.05), with minimal disturbance. Conservation efforts are lacking (¥2 = 6.520, p < 0.05), with more respondents indicating a
lack of support. Contrary to expectations, the Nile Monitor Lizard is not commonly used as a source of food and medicine (y2 =
25.240, p < 0.001). The study highlights the importance of cultural conservation and traditional belief systems in protecting
umbrella species like the Nile Monitor Lizard. The findings contribute to the understanding of human-reptile interactions and
inform conservation strategies that respect cultural significance. Some of the recommendations made includes: Integrate cultural
conservation into biodiversity protection efforts, promote education and awareness on the importance of conservation, support
community-led conservation initiatives, investigate the impact of cultural beliefs on species conservation.
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1. Introduction

The worship of sacred animals began in Egypt. These an-
imals were used as animals, objects of the gods, symbols of
fertility, or objects of fear, protection, and luck, and played an
important role in Egyptian royal history. The Egyptians were
interested in the beauty of animals, such as their strength,
ability to protect animals, protection, caring behavior, and

connection to rebirth, and so they wanted to follow them.
Because of these features, animals such as big cats, lions and
cheetahs are considered exotic animals and symbols of royalty.
In addition, animals such as crocodiles and hippos were
treated with respect and worship by the ancient Egyptians in
order to protect themselves from their wrath because they
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were afraid of them. [27].

In African traditional societies, people protected sacred
animals due to a theory called the Conservation of Resources
Theory (CRT), introduced by Stevan E. Hobfoll, [18] This
theory explains that people experience stress when they risk
losing something valuable, which motivates them to preserve
what they have and acquire more. According to [16], re-
sources refer to anything a person values. The CRT builds
upon earlier research by [30, 28, 11] and [21] who pioneered
the study of stress in humans. The theory emphasizes that
losing resources is more harmful than gaining them, so people
invest resources to prevent loss. In African cultures, the crea-
tion of taboos to protect sacred animals stems from the belief
that losing these species would be more stressful than gaining
them [18]. Traditional African societies recognized the im-
portance of these animals in maintaining ecological balance
and understood the consequences of losing them. By pre-
serving these animals through taboos, they aimed to prevent
ecological crises and associated stress.

African religious beliefs play a crucial role in addressing
ecological crises, particularly in preserving sacred animals for
environmental sustainability. For instance, African religions
view nature as a divine creation that must be respected and not
exploited, emphasizing balance and harmony [13, 15], This
perspective recognizes the interconnectedness of all living
things, Many people's religious beliefs encourage them to care
for nature as a trust or stewardship, accounting for their ac-
tions [17, 20, 22, 15] Religious communities are increasingly
acknowledging scientific findings on climate change and
supporting policies based on these findings [15].

Animal worship, also known as zoolatry or theriolatry, re-
fers to religious or ritual practices that involve animals. This
can include: Worshipping animals as deities or gods, Sacri-
ficing animals as part of a religious ritual, Believing that
certain animals represent religious figures or spirits. When a
particular species is considered sacred or representative of a
religious figure, it is called an animal "cult". This means that
the animal is revered and often worshipped, and may be
treated with special care or consideration [1].

When visiting the Orogun Kingdom in Delta State, Nigeria,
remember to respect the Nile monitor lizard. This large reptile,
which can grow up to eight feet long, is highly revered and
protected in the kingdom. Locals believe that harming or
eating the lizard will bring severe punishment, including
illness and even death, unless proper sacrifices are made. As a
result, the Nile monitor lizard roams freely and safely
throughout the kingdom, often seen strolling along roads and
neighborhoods [25] The Orogun people have a strong tradi-
tion of respecting and worshipping the Nile monitor lizard,
which they believe has extraordinary powers. According to
their beliefs, the lizard saved them from danger in the past and
continues to protect them today. They also worship dogs and
tigers, which are considered sacred animals. The story behind
this tradition is that the founder of the Orogun kingdom,
Orogun, was saved by the Nile monitor lizard during a war.
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The lizard formed a bridge for him to cross a river, allowing
him to escape his enemies. From then on, the Orogun people
have considered the Nile monitor lizard a sacred animal and
do not eat it. The benefits of worshipping the Nile monitor
lizard, according to the Orogun people, include protection
from danger and guidance during times of uncertainty. They
believe that if they disrespect the lizard, they will face severe
consequences, including illness and death. The Orogun
kingdom is located in Delta State, Nigeria, and has a popula-
tion of over 50,000 people. Their tradition of worshipping the
Nile monitor lizard is a unique aspect of their culture and
identity [25].
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Figure 1. A very Old Veranus niloticus in the area.

The Nile monitor lizard popularly known as iguana in Ni-
gerian English [7] belong to the monitor lizard family
Veranidae, found in sub Saharan and West Africa region.
Though a Least Concern organism [31] it is a species of cul-
tural significance.

The Nile monitor lizard is the longest lizard species in Af-
rica, reaching lengths of one hundred twenty to two hundred
twenty centimeters (three feet eleven inches to seven feet
three inches), with some exceptional individuals growing up
to two hundred forty-four centimeters (eight feet) in length
[12] On average, the snout-to-vent length of a Nile monitor is
approximately fifty centimeters (one foot eight inches).
However, their body mass can vary significantly, ranging
from zero point eight to one point seven kilograms (one point
eight to three point seven pounds) according to one study,
while others report weights of five point nine to fifteen kilo-
grams (thirteen to thirty-three pounds) for larger monitors [5]
Notably, exceptionally large specimens can weigh up to
twenty kilograms (forty-four pounds), although the average
weight of this species is generally lower than that of the rock
monitor.

The Nile monitor boasts an impressive physique, with
muscular bodies, sturdy legs, and formidable jaws equipped
with sharp, pointed teeth in their youth, which later become
blunt and peg-like with age. Their arsenal also includes ra-
zor-sharp claws, perfect for scaling trees, digging burrows,
defending themselves, or tearing into prey. Like all monitors,
they possess forked tongues with highly developed olfactory
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properties, allowing them to detect subtle scents. But what
truly sets them apart is their striking, variable skin patterns - a
mesmerizing mix of greyish-brown hues, greenish-yellow
bars on their tails, and large, rosette-like spots on their backs,
complete with tiny black centers. Their throats and undersides
showcase a warm, sunny palette of ochre-yellow to
creamy-yellow, often accented with faint bars, making each
Nile monitor a unique work of art.

The Nile monitor's distinctive nostrils, positioned high on
their snouts, reveal their remarkable adaptability to aquatic
life. But these versatile creatures are not limited to water -
they are also agile climbers and swift runners on land, making
them formidable predators in multiple domains. Their diverse
diet reflects their opportunistic nature, encompassing a wide
range of prey, including: Aquatic delights: fish, frogs, and
toads (even poisonous species), reptilian fare: turtles, snakes,
lizards, and young crocodiles, avian treats: birds and their
eggs, small mammals: rodents, domestic cats, and even young
antelopes, Invertebrate morsels: a variety of insects and other
invertebrates. Their dietary flexibility is a testament to their
remarkable adaptability and hunting prowess [6, 2, 23].

Figure 2. Nile Monitor Lizard foraging.

The conservation status notwithstanding, the Nile monitor
lizard (Varanus niloticus) play significant ecological and
cultural role in its native habitats [18] hence the need to em-
ploy all conservation efforts to ensure the sustainable abun-
dance of this sacred umbrella species.

2. Materials and Methods

The study was conducted in Orogun community, located in
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Urhobo land, Delta State, Nigeria. Orogun Kingdom is situ-
ated within Ughelli North Local Government Area, bordered
by: Abraka Kingdom (North), Agbarha Kingdom (South),
Kokori and Eku in Agbon Kingdom (West), Abbi, Umuebu,
and Amai Kingdoms (East), Emevor and Owheloghbo in Isoko
North Local Government Area (South-east). Geographically,
Orogun community lies between: Latitude 5<40' 36.35"N and
Longitude, 612" 17.45"E [10]. The kingdom is divided into
five quarters: Unukpo, Umusu, Imodje, Emonu, and Ogwa,
and comprises 22 towns, including Orogun Inland (Otorho),
the traditional headquarters. The area is predominantly
agrarian and has a network of roads connecting various places,
including streams, farms, markets, and settlements. [24]
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Figure 3. Coordinate Map of Study Area.

The study made use questionnaire and Key Informants In-
terview (KII) as the sampling and testing tools. A 30-item
questionnaire on the presence, abundance, relationship and
cultural significance of the Nile monitor lizard was adminis-
tered to 200 adults individuals out of the population in the
whole community. A recoded Kll was adopted to elicit re-
sponses from stakeholders to prove authenticity of the sacred
information on the species under study.

Statistical Analysis

Chi-square test tool was used to analyse the results obtained
from the questionnaire.
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3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Demographic Characteristics of
Respondents in Orogun

From Table 1, Among the 200 respondents, 80 (40%) are
male while 120(60%) of them were female. The ages of the
respondents were between the ages of 20 -70 years as
50(29.4%) of them are between 20-40 years of age, 80(47.1%)
are between 40-70years of age while the rest are 70 years old
of age (23.5%). 150 of the respondents were either single

[60(40%)], married [80(53.3%)] or single parents [10, (6.7%)].

The Educational level of the respondents (160) were recorded
as 50 (33.3%) primary school leavers, 70(43.8%) were of
secondary school level and 40 (25%) graduated from one
tertiary institution or the other. The cultural background of the
respondents stated that out of 145 respondents, 120 (82.8%)
were Indigenes, 15(10.3%) were strangers while 10(6.9%) of
the respondents were visitors dwelling in the community for a
time.

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of Respondents in Orogun.

Variable Number of Re- Percentage
spondents (200) (%)

Gender (200)

Male 80 40%

Female 120 60%

Age (170)

20-40 years 50 29.4%

40- 70 years 80 47.1%

70 years old and above 40 23.5%

Marital Status (150)

Single 60 40%

Married 80 53.3%

Single parents 10 6.7%

Education (160)

Primary School level 50 33.3%

Secondary school level 70 43.8%

Tertiary school level 40 25%

Cultural Background (145)

Indigenes 120 82.8%

Strangers 15 10.3%
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Variable Number of Re- Percentage
spondents (200) (%)
Visitors 10 6.9%

3.2. Result from Questionnaire

The polar question in the questionnaire are grouped into
seven categories.

On the presence of Nile Monitor Lizard in Orogun com-
munity, 120 of the respondents picked YES as observed fre-
quency, while 80 respondents ticked NO as observed fre-
quency. The expected frequency of the test for YES indicate
104.32, while the expected frequency for NO options indicate
95.868. The Chi square (X?) for both YES and NO are 2.418
and 2.626 respectively indicating that it is not significant since.
The results on abundance of Nile Monitor Lizard n Orogun
from the questionnaire show that 120 respondents ticked YES
while 50 of the respondents picked NO as observed frequency
while expected frequency for YES and NO is 88.512 and
81.448 respectively where the chi square for the YES and NO
options indicate significant. For relationship with Nile Mon-
itor Lizard (n=180), The Observed Frequencies YES: is 100
NO is 80, the expected Frequencies: for YES: (93.719), NO:
(86.281. Thi-square Values states X* (YES): 0.421and X?
(NO): 0.457 indicating that it is not significant.

For Cultural Significance, The observed frequency for the
cultural significance of the Nile Monitor Lizard was signifi-
cantly higher than expected, as indicated by the Chi-square
values (7.370 for YES and 8.005 for NO). This suggests a
strong cultural appreciation for the species. The responses on
interaction with the Nile Monitor Lizard showed a lower than
expected frequency of engagement (80 YES vs. 100 NO). The
Chi-square values (2.008 for YES and 2.181 for NO) indicate
a slight deviation from expected interactions, suggesting that
while some interactions exist, they may not be as prevalent as
anticipated. On the Conservation of the species in Orogun
community, the results indicate a notable difference between
observed and expected frequencies, particularly in the NO
category. The Chi-square values (6.520 for YES and 7.082 for
NO) suggest a significant concern regarding conservation,
with more respondents indicating a lack of support for con-
servation efforts. For option on Nile Monitor Lizard as Source
of Food and Medicine, the data revealed a stark discrepancy.
The observed YES frequency (30) was much lower than ex-
pected (72.893), leading to high Chi-square values (25.240 for
YES and 27.415 for NO). This suggests that the lizard is not
widely regarded in this capacity, indicating potential cultural
shifts or changes in utilization.
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Table 2. Polar Questions on perception of Nile Monitor Lizard by Orogun Indigenes.

YES (Ob- NO (Ob- YES (Ex-

Variables from Questionnaire (Ob-
served)

Presence of Nile Monitor Lizard (n= 200) 120
Abundance of Nile Monitor Lizard (n=170) 120
Relationship with Nile Monitor Lizard (n =180) 100
Cultural Significance of Nile Monitor Lizard (n=180) 120
Interaction with Nile Monitor Lizard (n=180) 80
Conservation of Nile Monitor Lizard (n=160) 60

Nile Monitor Lizard as source of Food and Medicine 30

(n=140)

Chi square = 115.111. P- Value is 0.0000 significant at P < 0.05

4. Discussion

Though the results on the Presence of Nile Monitor Lizard
in Orogun community show not Significance based on the
responses from the questionnaire but our observations and
evidences based on Kll and figure 1 revealed the presence of
the species in the land. This agrees with [10] stating that the
Nile Monitor Lizard are evidently available in community as
they revere it as gods and deity which at one time defended
them at the time of war. [8] stated that different species of
monitor lizard exist in Sub Sahara Africa of which Nigeria is
one of them. From our results, the abundance of Nile Mon-
itor Lizard in Orogun is significant. This implies that a large
number of monitor lizard are seen daily in residential areas
in Orogun community. The Nile monitor lizard easily move
about in the community [25] The relationship between the
Orogun people and the monitor lizard can be inferred from
the cultural significance as they revere the species and serve
it as a deity [1, 10, 25] The interaction data showed a lower
than expected frequency of engagement The results indicate
a slight deviation from expected interactions, suggesting that
while some interactions exist, they may not be as prevalent
as anticipated. The interaction with the Veranus niloticus is
more of reverence for the species and no disturbance of any
form [10]. The Conservation of monitor lizard from the
results of data collected indicate a notable difference be-
tween observed and expected frequencies, particularly in the
NO category which suggest a significant concern regarding
conservation, with more respondents indicating a lack of
support for conservation efforts. This may be as results of
ignorance and subjective decisions in responding to polar
questions presented in the questionnaire. Our observations
and belief system of the people in Orogun community is an
indirect form of conservation as dictated in [25, 19, 3, 4], For
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(©Ob-  pected Fre-  NO (EXpected oo v rey %2 (NO)
served)  quencies) Frequencies)

80 104.132 95.868 2418 2.626
50 88.512 81.488 11.201 12.167
80 93.719 86.281 0.421 0.457
60 93.719 86.281 7.37 8.005
100 93.719 86.281 2.008 2.181
100 83.306 76.694 6.52 7.082
110 72.893 67.107 25.24 27.415

Food and Medicine, the results showed a big difference
between what was expected and what was actually observed
regarding the Nile Monitor Lizard being used as a source of
food and medicine according to the results from the ques-
tionnaire, only very few people said YES, which is much
lower than the number that ticked NO. This suggests that the
Nile Monitor Lizard is not commonly used for food and
medicine in this community, which could indicate a change
in cultural practices or traditions. Also, the Nile monitor
lizard is a source of food proteins hence it is been hunted in
many places around Africa [14] but the traditional belief
system have placed an embergo on these community re-
stricting them and outsiders from hunting this sacred um-
brella species for food and medicine [25, 10]

5. Conclusion

The research investigated the cultural significance and uti-
lization of the Nile Monitor Lizard in Orogun community.
The results show: No significant association between the
presence and relationship with the Nile Monitor Lizard, in-
dicating a neutral or indifferent attitude towards the species. A
significant association with the abundance, cultural signifi-
cance, and conservation of the Nile Monitor Lizard, high-
lighting its importance in the community. A highly significant
association with the use of the Nile Monitor Lizard as a source
of food and medicine, but with a stark discrepancy between
observed and expected frequencies, suggesting a decline in
this traditional practice though not in reality.

Abbreviations

CRT Conservation of Resources Theory
KIl  Key Informants Interview
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