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Elephants file tnto the pitch-dark depths of Kitur Cave, Mount Eigon National Park, Kenyu to mine salt-rich rock.
The cow keeps a matronly trunk on her calf 1o prevent it staving near a crevasse in the dark.

Underground
elephants under
attack

by lan Redmond

Unless more money is found now for the basic equipment needed
by anti-poaching forces, over the next decade we can expect

to lose more than half the elephants in the great national parks
of East Africa.

Rumours — particularly those concerning
bad news — have a tendency to get worse at
each telling. I was reflecting on this fact as |
bumped and slewed along the muddy forest
track in Mount Elgon National Park,
Keaya, fast July. It was two years since |
had last visited my study site, 1© make
further observations on the unique salf-
mining ¢lephants, and dunng that time |
had heard several second- and third-hand
reports of ivory poaching in the park {sce
‘Islands of elephants”, Swara, March/Apnl
1987). My nawral optimism wis hoping
that these verbal gecounts had been exag-
gerated, and I seanned the bushes for o sign
of a reddish-brown, e¢lephantine back or
some fresh, football-sized droppings on the
roudside.

Then the stench it my postnils. The
sickening smell of rotting flésh hung heavily
beneath the trees, clashing with the visual
beauty of the sunlit forest, It grew stronger
#s | drove along, then faded, leaving a
lingering taste in the back of my mouth.
Near to the path up to Kitum Cave, the
same thing happencd again, but I put off
the unpleasant task that lay in store. The
sun was sinking fast behind the mountain
and, alone, it could take some time to
locate the decomposing animal. I shoulder-
ed my pack and walked up to the cave 1o
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settle in on the familiar rodky ledge before
dark

No eloplants visited the cive that night
and thote were no sigis oF frevh mining
setivity, o 1 ook the apportunity 1o
exumino the cave ntenor. Little had
changed snce the 1982 rool tull, in which the
back third of the 175 yard cave was blocked
o elephant waffic. The muddy side-
chamber was somewhat enlarged by tusk-
ing, and droppings showed that some od-
venturous elephants had clamberod on to
the now roof-fall, 1 total darkness, 1o find
new mining sites. The lack of fresh dung
secemed ominous, but on the other hand,
once it has lain in the cave for a fow days, it
is difficult 1o tell whether it is a couple of
weeks or a couple of months old.

The next morning 1 drove around the
lower circuits of the park track and wis
relieved to find fresh droppings of the
previous night. An udult elephant had been
tusking the roadside cutting in search of
salt, and & half-chewed branch had been
dropped in the middle of the road, There
were sill some elephants left. thunk good.
ness, but how many? 1 drove down to the
park headguarters 10 meet Ben Amoko,
the new warden,

The news was bad ~ almost as bad as
the rumours. Since February 1986 there
had been heavy poaching for ivory.
Pouschers apparently came from both sides
of the Kenya-Uganda border (which
crosses the summit of Mount Elgon). but it
was clear that the sudden appearance of
automatic weapons was i result of the
troubles in Uganda. By June 1986, the situ-
ation became o senous that the warden felt
obliged to close the park to the public and
bring in reinforcements from the Kenyan
army uand police — even using helicopters
an occasion. Mr Amoko told me that one of
his bridges had been blown up by poachers,
to hamper his movement of rangers, and |
later heard unsubstantiated reports of
poachers  using antitank guns 1o kil
elephants.

The park remained closed 10 the public
for three months, but by the end of 1986
things were looking better, Occasional
attueks on elephants still ook place, but
between January and March 1987, 11
poaches were captured and imprisoned
The warden has replaced delapidated log
bridges and a ford with sturdy concrete
bridges, and greatly improved some of the
park roads with murram. And the Kenyan
Wildlife Conservation and Management
Department (WCMD) has  stationed o
special unti-poaching unit in the park. But
pouching sitacks wtill take place, und the
protection of the purk and its elephants |s
tumpered hy u simple lack of funds for fuel,
vehicle repairs and muintenance

After hearing the warden's report, |
went with one af the rangers to sec the
result of the Intest attack Lewving the cur
whete the stonch was gredtest, we pushed
through the undergrowth for 50 phces o so
before finding the fiest carcass. A hedving
mass of maggots spilled out from under the
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thick brown skin, and bones were scattered
randomly by the attentions of larger
scavengers. Under a thicket | was surprised
to sce that the clephant’s skull was not
much bigger than a basketball ~ it was o
calt of perhaps three and a half veur of age
The tusks must barely have been the size of

pencils ~ what a bloody waste,

The second body was bigger — o young
male of about 15 years. The skull showed
that his whole face had been cut off in o
single  plane, apparently confirming
rumours that the poachers came equipped
with chain saws for speedy removal of the
tusks. It occured to me that it could have
been Charles — o tolerant young bull who
had allowed me to photograph his tusking
technique in a side chamber of Kitam in
1982, There was no way I could be sure, but
the age was about night, and the mere POSSI-
bility sent my mind mcing. Standing beside
the mutilated body, 1 felt the same surge of
gut-wrenching  sadness  and anger  that
accompunied my discovery of Digit's body
nearly 10 years before Digit was the vmm;:
siverback mountain ponillas whose "Icmh
Wt the hands of poachers, Irigpeered the
highly successtul Mountain Gorilla Project

Herd of cows and calves searching for salt with trank tips at @ saltlick on Mouns Kenyu

and Digit Fund, which together have
ensured a future for what Dian Fossey
called ‘the gremtest of the greal upes’,
Whether ar not this was Charles rotting at
my feet became immaterial. The fact was
someone had shot one of my study animals
and sawn his face off. Why" To supply 4
m_mdlcsa market among the wealthy for ivary
Irinkets and bangles. There had 10 be some-
thing [ could do to help prevent this sorsof
carnage.

My guide, Corporal Peter Lumula, was
picking empty brass cartridges out of the
leuf litter They were small calibre -
ridiculous ammunition for the job; it had
taken i lot of bullets to finally fimsh the
clephant off, [ asked Corporal Lumuls how
it had happened, and picced together hisn-
formation: with that gleaned from other
local sources. The attack had taken place in
carly July. A small herd of ¢lephants was
being tracked by the gang of poachers as
they approached Kitum Cave for un cven:
ng of salt-mining. As the clephunts circled
the cave to climb the upproach path, the
poschers positioned themselves on the clifl
top above the cave. Then, us the lead
clephant way picking its wity up the steep




entrance path, the poachers opened fire
There was no pretence st marksmanship,
just bursts of rapid machine gun fire in the
gencen]l  directiom of the clcphants.
Ternified and wounded, the herd scattered
with the poachers in pursuit. But unbek-
mown to the hunters, a party of Kenyan
women were sitting on the observation rock
mide the cave mouth, It was an outing
otganised by the Kitale Muscum to intcrest
ol peopic m their remarkable park
When the shooting stanied, they fled
‘creaming all the way down 1o the warden's
Bowse some two miles away, but by the time
he rangers were mohilised. the poachers
Rad melted into the might, taking the ivory
with them

Al the time of my visit, a total of 42
chephunt Carcasees had been found by park
“all since the poaching began. But if the
July attack was typcal, the number of
ephunts wounded munt be much higher 1
they wander awsy 1 dic days or weeks
Baer, in Elgon's densely forested valleys.
their bodies miay never appear in the statis-
Uos. Becaune of the difficultics in counting
clephants ~ desd ar alive - in demse forest
{2crial SEVeSs are imposable ) 00 sccutate
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This Hong Kong tvory facsory sells legal ivory bit highlights the elephant’s plighs.
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figures exiq for Elgon, but it is clear that
there has been subantinl declioe. Few
wvistors 10 the park now sec clephants and
some Jocal matunalists put the curremt
figures as low as S0, Thas is only an edu-
cated guess, but we can be pretty sure that 2
popuiation thar was numbered in hundreds
three years ago (500 was the usual puess
timate ) 15 now numbered in tens

The clephants of Mount Elgon arc
uni because of thewr subicrrancan
habuts_ but their plight is typical of elephant
populations in many parts of Africa
Elephant numbers have declined drastic-
ally m the past 10 years, bat only recenrls
Rave the members of the African Elephant
and Rhino Specialit Growp (AERSG)
reached a consensus that the present rate of
cxploitation (legal and illegal) is unsustain-
able. Dr lain Douglas-Hamilton, who has
recently co-authored a magor repart for the
United Nations Envitonment Programme
(sce the auic by him on page 8 of this
aue of Swara), points out that East Africa
alone has Jost 145 000 edephants in the past
decade. “There are now 109000 ket he
Told me, "But if the “harvest™ contmues at
the current lovel < 14,500 killed per year
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the Fast African clephants will be finnhed
in eight yoars! In peality, though, we expect
the decrease 10 Jevel out reach
very bow numbern

This downwand end works out 2
104 per cont per ansuss for Kemya, and
8.1 per cent for East Africa s
For West Africs, the figure s - 17 8 per comt
but dats o patchy  Only o Southern Alrcs

ance they

a whoic

where tvory poschung i better controfied, s

there a slight overall increase of 6.7 per cent

ot anurg, Dot tees mraasko potdoms g T
Namitues

as Kaokoland which shows 2
decrcase of -] § the Luangw
Valicy, Zambia. which i losing S 2 per cont
every year

It 1 oftien cavet W comprehend such
trends when actual figures arc knowa
Luangwa Valley, for cxample, had 56,00
clephants in 1973, 33 $10in 1979, and at the
kst count i 1957, they were down 10 only
21,900, Companson of Ggures for pro
tected and unprotecied arcas shows clearly
that anti-poaching cfforts in national parks
and rescrves are cffective in slowing the
decline, bur frequently” these cfforts arc
hamstrung by the Joss, or lack, of base
oquipment. Agsin, Mount Elgon s a case
in point

The warden has 3 fleet of exght velncics
six are off the road nceding spare parts of
pew tyres. Mr Amoko told me, It would
take my entire annual tramspor: budget to
get just one of these vehicies fully repaired
and back into action.”™ According to the
Renya WOMD Scenior Warden, Ted Goss,
“There 1 3 desperaic need for funds to kecp
the transport moving, both for repairs and
operating costs. For the anti-poaching work
on Elgon. minimam repairs would amount
o USS6.000 snd maintenance costs for
adequste patrolling of the park wougld be
approximately $23,000 per year.” Not an
mmpossible sum, but of course thes & just
onc park, and stmilar sums could be put to
effective wse in dozens of parks across
Afnca

According to lain Douglas-Hamilion,
‘If the offtake of ivory 5 not drastically
reduced, we can expect 10 kose all the major
poepolations of clephants in the great
national parks of East Africa, other than a
small remnant

In recent Years we have seen just such a
aitastrophic decline in black rhimocesos
numbers, but only now is there » major con-
certed cffort to protect this species. Are we
prepared to sit back and watch the same
thing happen to the African clephamt?

The time for action is now, and acticn
means money. The Afncan Ele-Fund is an
intemational appeal to raise funds o
peactical clephant comservation. It scems
that a disasior is always neoded 10 spur
people mto action; for me, that dnaster
what & happening to my study animals on
Mount Elgon, and the African Ele-Fund s
a respomse. Every dollar donated will be
spent in the fickd — the appeal &s organised
by volunteers, and administered for free tw

per cont

© e s artcle was witien, the Eass
African Wild Life Socicty has spent over
Kb 120,000 1 emergencs funds 1o buy new
parts for the Mogmt Elgon vehicles
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existing comervation arganivitons. So
whese will your muney be spent’?

Initiatly, 'wo will concontrite onr effors
in Bt Afria, a local Steedng Committoe.

g Dopboc Shehfrick, Dy fain

~Hamilton ko Nehemiah arap
Roueh, Exceutive Director of the Easl
Afnican Wild Life Society, will pinpoint
urgent needs by means of park profiles
drawn up by fickdworkers and wardens.
And one of the fist prioritied is the Mount
Elgon National Park.

Dt Perez Olindo, Director of ‘the
Kenyan WOMD, told me, “We consider the
mm of lhe Mount Elgon National

Kk to be of the ntmost importance. We
are planning now (o ehlarge the park to
encompass all the remaining forest and
Afro-Alpine moorland on the mountuin.
‘But this will put even more strain on our
limited resouroes.'

In Kenya, the conservation infrastruc-
ture eXists, there are well trained unti-
pmhitls units, all they need in this case is

the equipment 10 operate effectively ~ und
this is where your donation can help, Please
make cheques payable to The African
ﬁle-ﬁmd and sénd them to your nearest

W%Cﬂim VAS0TH

NW. Washington DC 20006, USA, or

IWC-UK, Carc for the Wild, 26 North

3:&. Horsham, WestSuucsRHlZlBN
 OF

East African Wild Life Society, P.O, Box

20110, Nairobi, Kenya
Onlywhhtooncenede!fonﬁomnmbe

: demand (urwory
¢ illegal staughter.
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