
Soon there will be no Giraffes 
Gentle giraffes threatened with ‘silent extinction’

Yahoo/AFP | Loisaba, Kenya

For most of his life as a 
Samburu warrior, Lesai-
ton Lengoloni thought 

nothing of hunting giraffes, the 
graceful giants so common a fea-
ture of the Kenyan plains where 
he roamed.

“There was no particular 
pride in killing a giraffe, not like 
a lion... (But) a single giraffe 
could feed the village for more 
than a week,” the community 
elder said, leaning on a walking 
stick and gazing out to the broad 
plateau of Laikipia.

But fewer amble across his 
path these days: in Kenya, as 
across Africa, populations of the 
world’s tallest mammals are qui-
etly, yet sharply, in decline.

Giraffe numbers across the 
continent fell 40 per cent be-
tween 1985 and 2015, to just un-
der 100,000 animals, according 
to the best figures available to 
the International Union for Con-
servation of Nature (IUCN).

But unlike the clarion calls 
sounded over the catastrophic 
collapse of elephant, lion and 
rhino populations, less attention 
was paid to the giraffe’s private 
crisis.

“The giraffe is a big animal, 
and you can see it pretty easily 

in parks and reserves. This may 
have created a false impression 
that the species was doing well,” 
said Julian Fennessy, co-chair of 
the IUCN’s specialist group for 
giraffes and okapis.

The rate of decline is much 
higher in central and eastern re-
gions, with poaching, habitat de-
struction and conflict the main 
drivers blamed for thinning 
herds of these gentle creatures.

In Kenya, Somalia and Ethio-
pia, reticulated giraffe numbers 
fell 60 pc in the roughly three 
decades to 2018, the IUCN says.

The Nubian giraffe mean-
while has suffered a tragic de-
cline of 97 pc, pushing this rarer 
variety toward total extinction.

Further afield in Central Afri-
ca, the Kordofan giraffe, another 
of the multitude subspecies, has 
witnessed an 85 pc decrease.

In 2010, giraffes were a spe-
cies of “least concern” on the 
IUCN red list. But six years later 
they leapt to “vulnerable”, one 
step down from critical, catch-
ing many by surprise.

“This is why for the giraffe 
we speak of the threat of a si-
lent extinction,” said Jenna Sta-
cy-Dawes, 
research 
c o o r d i -
nator at 
t h e  S a n 

Diego Zoo Institute for Conser-
vation Research.

Mysterious giants
Despite this, an international 

effort underway to put giraffes 
squarely on the global conser-
vation agenda has divided pro-
fessional opinion.

Six African nations are push-

ing to regulate the international 
trade in giraffes under the UN 
Convention on Trade in Endan-
gered Species (CITES), which 
meets from August 17 to 28 in 
Geneva.

Those advocating for 
the change, including 
Kenya, want the 
giraffe classified 
as  “a  spe-
cies that, al-
though not 
necessar-
ily cur-
r e n t l y 
threat-
e n e d 
with ex-
tinction, could 
b e c o m e  s o 
i f  t rade  in 
their speci-
mens were 
not close-
l y  c o n -
trolled”.

Critics 
howev-
er say 

there is little evidence the in-
ternational wildlife trade is re-
sponsible for dwindling giraffe 
numbers. A lack of reliable data 

has long hindered ef-
forts to protect 
them.

“C o m p a re d 
to other charis-

matic species like 
elephants, lions and 
rhinos, we know very 
little about giraffes,” 
said Symon Masiaine, 
a coordinator in the 
Twiga Walinzi giraffe 
study and protection 
program, which be-
gan in Kenya in 2016.

“Nowadays, we are 
still far behind, but we 
are making progress.”

Almost nothing is 
reliably known about 
giraffe populations in 
Somalia, South Sudan 
and eastern parts of 
Democratic Repub-
lic of Congo, where 

collecting such 
information is 

perilously dif-
ficult.

But even 
research 
o u t s i d e 

conflict zones has been patchy.
Arthur Muneza, from the Gi-

raffe Preservation Foundation, 
said the first long-term study of 
giraffes was not carried out until 
2004. Data on giraffes is often 
gathered as an afterthought by 
researchers focussing on other 
wildlife, he added.

“Without reliable data, it is 
more difficult to take appro-
priate conservation measures,” 
Muneza said.

It was not until 2018 that the 
IUCN had enough statistics to be 
able to differentiate the threat 
levels facing many giraffe sub-
species.

The reticulated and Masai gi-
raffes, for examples, were clas-
sified as “endangered” while 
the Nubian and Kordofan were 
“critically endangered”.

Trophy hunting
Under the proposal before 

CITES, the legal trade in giraffe 
parts, including those obtained 
by trophy hunters on Africa’s 
legal game reserves, would be 
globally regulated.

Member countries would be 
required to record the export of 
giraffe parts or artefacts, some-
thing only the United States cur-
rently does, and permits would 
be required for their trade.

But observers say the limited 
information available suggests 
most of this trade originates 
from places where giraffe num-
bers are actually rebounding, 
like South Africa and Namibia, 
where game hunting is legal.

Muneza says there isn’t a clear 
enough picture that the legal 
trade is linked to declining gi-
raffe numbers.

“The first step should be to 
conduct a study to find out the 
extent of international trade and 
its influence on giraffe popula-
tions,” he said.

Those supporting the propos-
al before Geneva talk of a “pre-
cautionary principle” -- doing 
something now before it is too 
late.

For Masiaine, the Kenyan gi-
raffe researcher, any publici-
ty is good publicity for these 
poorly-understood long-necked 
herbivores.

“It means that people are talk-
ing about the giraffe,” he said. 
“And the species really needs 
that.”
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Compared to other 
charismatic species 
like elephants, lions 
and rhinos, we know 

very little about 
giraffes. Nowadays, 

we are still far 
behind, but we are 
making progress

SYMON MASIAINE

 A COORDINATOR IN THE TWIGA WALINZI 
GIRAFFE STUDY AND PROTECTION 

PROGRAM, WHICH BEGAN IN KENYA IN 
2016.

In 2010, 
giraffes were 
a species of 
“least concern” 
on the IUCN 
red list. But 
six years later 
they leapt to 
“vulnerable”, 
one step down 
from critical, 
catching many 
by surprise
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Hurricane-hit Bahamas 
faces tropical storm

• The storm is 
expected to strengthen 
into a hurricane, 
threatening to disrupt 
relief and rescue efforts

• A warning was 
issued for the 
northern Bahamas, 
already ravaged by 
Hurricane Dorian

AFP | Washington

The devastated northern 
Bahama islands faced a 
fresh tropical storm yes-

terday, potentially complicating 
desperately needed relief efforts 
to the shattered archipelago in 
the wake of Hurricane Dorian.

The announcement from 

the National Hurricane Centre 
(NHC) came after it had warned 
early Friday that a strengthen-
ing tropical depression was 
heading for the same islands 
hit by Dorian last week.

The storm, dubbed Humber-
to, is expected to strengthen 
into a hurricane, moving very 
near the northwestern Baha-
mas, before shifting to offshore 
Florida after the weekend, the 
Miami-based forecaster said.

Grand Bahama and Abaco -- 
in the path of the strengthening 
weather system, according to 
Bahamian forecasters -- were 
among the worst-hit by Dorian.

Carl Smith, a spokesman for 
the Bahamian National Emer-
gency Management Agency 
(NEMA), warned the storm 
could have an impact on relief 
and recovery efforts on the is-
lands.

“The weather system will 

slow down logistics,” Smith 
told a press conference in Nas-
sau, the capital. “Fuel and wa-
ter remain the biggest needs in 
Abaco.”

Humberto was generating 40 
mile (64 kilometre) per hour 
winds, the NHC said, and was 
expected to become a hurricane 
in two or three days.

Winds of up to 60 miles (100 
kilometres) per hour were ex-
pected and heavy rainfall could 
bring some flooding to the al-
ready saturated islands, said the 
Department of Meteorology’s 
director Trevor Basden.

The announcement that yet 
another storm would lash the 
Bahamas came as UN Secre-
tary General Antonio Guterres 
warned of the dangers of cli-
mate change during a visit to the 
hurricane-battered archipelago.

Guterres said in a tweet he 
had come to the Bahamas “to 

express my solidarity with the 
Bahamian people” and “ways 
we can continue supporting 
them.”

He said 75 percent of all build-
ings had been destroyed in some 
areas by Dorian, a Category 5 
storm.

“Hospitals are either in ruins, 
or overwhelmed,” Guterres said. 
“Schools have been turned into 
rubble. Thousands of people 
will continue to need help with 
food, water and shelter.”

He said the hurricane demon-
strated the need to address cli-
mate change.

“In our new era of climate 
crisis, hurricanes and storms are 
turbo-charged,” Guterres said. 
“They happen with greater in-
tensity and frequency -? a direct 
result of warmer oceans.

“Science is telling us: this is 
just the start. Without urgent 
action, climate disruption is 
only going to get worse. Every 
week brings news of climate-re-
lated devastation.”

Meanwhile, NEMA raised the 
death toll from 50 to 52 -- al-
though officials have said they 
expect it to rise significantly.

Former prime minister Hu-
bert Ingraham said earlier this 
week he feared the final death 
toll could be in the hundreds.

A man bikes past destroyed homes in Marsh Harbour, Bahamas

Solid gold toilet stolen from English stately home
AFP London 

A gang of thieves yester-
day stole an 18-carat gold 

toilet from an art exhibition 
at Britain’s Blenheim Palace, 
police said -- causing flood-
ing to the World Heritage  
Site.

The fully-functioning piece by 
Italian artist Maurizio Cattelan, 
dubbed “America”, was once 
displayed at New York’s Gug-
genheim museum and offered 

on loan to US President Donald 
Trump.

A 66-year-old man has been 
arrested over the theft at the 
18th-century stately home in 
Oxfordshire, where an exhibi-
tion of Cattelan works opened 
on Thursday.

“The offenders broke into the 
palace overnight and left the 
scene at about 4.50am (0350 
GMT). No-one was injured dur-
ing the burglary,” local police 
said.

Detective Inspector Jess 
Milne said: “The piece of art that 
has been stolen is a high-value 
toilet made out of gold that was 
on display at the palace.

“Due to the toilet being 
plumbed into the building, this 
has caused significant damage 
and flooding.

“We believe a group of offend-
ers used at least two vehicles 
during the offence.

“The artwork has not been 
recovered at this time but we are 

conducting a thorough investi-
gation to find it and bring those 
responsible to justice.”

Blenheim Palace, a UNES-
CO World Heritage Site, was 
closed to the public  yester-
day morning due to “an inci-
dent”, but it did not give further  
details.

The palace is home to the 12th 
duke of Marlborough and his 
family, and was also the birth-
place of British wartime leader 
Winston Churchill.

A fully functioning solid gold toilet, made by Italian artist Maurizio Cattelan, on 
display at the Guggenheim Museum in New York

Top Canadian police 
official arrested on 
spying charges

AFP | Ottawa 

The Royal Canadian Mount-
ed Police (RCMP) said on 

Friday that they had arrested 
a senior intelligence officer 
for allegedly stealing sensitive 
documents.

Cameron Ortis faces five 
charges under Canada’s crim-
inal code and its Security of 
Information Act, the federal 
police agency said in a state-
ment.

“The allegations are that he 
obtained, stored, processed 
sensitive information, we be-
lieve with the intent to com-
municate it to people that he 
shouldn’t be communicating 
it to,” prosecutor John Mac-
Farlane told journalists after 
Ortis appeared in court on  
Friday.

Canada’s Global News re-
ported that Ortis, who was 
arrested Thursday, was a top 
advisor to former RCMP com-
missioner Bob Paulson, and 
had control over counter-in-
telligence operations.

Prime Minister  Justin 
Trudeau, who is campaigning 
for a second term in office, told 
reporters at an election rally “I 
can assure you that the author-
ities are taking this extremely 
seriously,” without comment-

ing further.
His opponent Conservative 

leader Andrew Scheer said it 
was “extremely concerning 
that a senior RCMP intelligence 
officer has been arrested for 
leaking national security in-
formation.”

“This is another reminder 
of the threats we face from 
foreign actors,” said Scheer, 
who is tied in the polls with 
Trudeau.

The RCMP fears Ortis stole 
“large quantities of informa-
tion, which could compromise 
an untold number of investi-
gations,” according to Global 
News, which first reported the 
arrest.

Canada is a member of the 
“Five Eyes” intelligence al-
liance with Australia, New 
Zealand, Great Britain and the 
United States.

The public broadcaster Ra-
dio-Canada said Ortis is a spe-
cialist in East Asia, critical in-
frastructure and online “bots.”

On the LinkedIn social net-
work, the account of a person 
named Cameron Ortis indi-
cates that he has worked for 
the Canadian government 
since 2007 after receiving a 
doctorate in international re-
lations and political science 
at The University of British 
Columbia.

Members of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) ride onto Horse 
Guards Parade

Alaska seal die-off spurs government investigation
Reuters | Anchorage, Alaska 

US government biologists are 
investigating the deaths of 

nearly 300 Arctic ice seals found 
on Alaska beaches since last 
summer, a phenomenon they 
suspect is driven by warming 
seas, federal officials said on 
Thursday.

The National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration 
on Thursday declared the seal 
die-off an “unusual mortality 
event,” a designation that allows 
extra resources to be used to 

determine the cause.
So far, 282 seal carcasses have 

been discovered since June 
2018. Fewer than half - 119 - 
were found last year, NOAA said. 

That is five times the normal 
morality rate for such seals, ac-
cording to NOAA.

The carcasses likely account 
for a small fraction of the total 

number of dead seals, as sci-
entists assume the majority of 
stricken animals would sink 
after dying or otherwise never 
make it to shore, said Julie Spee-
gle, an Alaska spokeswoman for 
NOAA’s Fisheries Service.

The die-off comes as Arctic 
Alaska sea ice is scarce and sea 
temperatures are unusually 
high - conditions most scien-
tists attribute to global warming 
brought on by human-caused 
increases of heat-trapping 
greenhouse gases in Earth’s at-
mosphere.

One of many dead seals found washed up on beaches in Alaska

Blast at Indonesian police 
warehouse holding World War 
Two munitions
Reuters | Jakarta 

An explosion went off yes-
terday in an Indonesian 

police evidence warehouse 
containing munitions dating 
from World War Two, injuring 
one officer and prompting the 
evacuation of nearby residents, 
police said.

The warehouse is in the Mo-
bile Police Brigade headquar-
ters in Srondol, close to the 

city of Semarang in Central 
Java province.

The explosion happened at 
7 a.m. (0000 GMT), provin-
cial police chief A. Dahniel 
told Kompas TV, adding that 
the explosives stored in the 
warehouse had been found by 
residents.

The cause of the blast was 
being investigated and fire-
fighters had been deployed to 
tackle a blaze that it triggered.

KNOW WHAT

Winds of up to 60 miles 
(100 kilometres) per 
hour were expected 

and heavy rainfall could 
bring some flooding to 
the already saturated 

islands


