
MAKOKOU: At the entrance to the sprawling
Ivindo national park in central Gabon, wildlife
guards in paramilitary uniform scour a fisher-
man’s dug-out canoe, going through his bags of
worn clothes and bait. “We’re looking for arms
and ammunition,” one says. Gabon, which along
with Democratic Republic of Congo now has
Africa’s biggest forest elephant populations, is
deploying scores of “eco-guards”, as they are
called, to ward off poachers honing in on a prime
continental target. 

The wild territory in the heart of central
Africa’s tropical forest basin on the border with
Cameroon and the Congo has seen a massive
jump in ivory smuggling in recent years. About
11,000 elephants have been slaughtered for their
tusks in less than 10 years in the Minkebe nation-

al park, the most threatened of three in the
region, with Ivindo and Mwagna, according to
the National Agency for National Parks (ANPN).
Some 100 eco-guards patrol the three sprawling
parks in an increasingly dangerous job. Minkibe is
the size of Belgium, with towering trees - some
150 feet high making aerial surveillance impossi-
ble. Luc Machot of the non-governmental organi-
zation Conservation Justice branded the killings
as “industrial poaching”. Between “150 and 200
kilograms” (330 to 440 pounds) of ivory are smug-
gled out of the reserve every week, he says,
accounting for about 15 to 20 slain elephants. A
dense terrain of some 7,000 square kilometers
with no roads or villages can only be crossed by
boat and has become a lair for poachers, very
hard to monitor. Foot patrols of up to 50 eco-

guards with a small military and police escort are
outgunned by the poacher gangs often
equipped with assault rifles. In early December,
one of the guards was injured in a clash with
poachers from Cameroon and had to be evacuat-
ed. 

Taking pygmies for trackers
Getting to Minkebe is a four-day journey by

boat to reach the Lele base inside the park, where
Claude Angoue says that logistics are a night-
mare. After 10 years on the job, Angoue bemoans
battered canoes with “broken motors”, a lack of
food, radio communications that are sometimes
cut and the time taken for reinforcements to
arrive “when there’s a problem”. “Our job has
become dangerous. The more arrests we make

on the ground, the better armed they come.
Some have hunting rifles, but we’re seeing more
and more Kalashnikovs,” an eco-guard said.
Rostand Abaa, the chief warden of the Ivindo
park, says civil warfare in the neighboring
Republic of Congo partly accounts for the “wide-
spread circulation of military weapons” in the
region.

When faced with joint patrols of Gabonese
and Congolese eco-guards, smugglers resort to
using pygmies-the millennial people of the deep
forests as trackers, with their special skills. “Our
mission is no longer simply to look out for the
people who come to kill the game, it’s also a mat-
ter of national security,” Abaa says. With a human
population of 1.8 million, Gabon is home to more
than half the forest elephants in Africa, estimated
to number some 80,000. Poaching has largely
depleted elephant stocks elsewhere in Africa.
Gorillas, buffalo, panthers and other large mam-
mals also shelter in one of the last Edens on the
continent.

‘Organised crime’
President Ali Bongo Ondimba is promoting a

“Green Gabon” in a bid to draw tourists, while
promising tough action against smugglers. The
state prosecutor at the north eastern regional
capital of Makokou, Alain-Georges Moukoko,
denounces “organized crime” in the gold and
ivory business and says “we need more severe
punishment.” At present, the maximum penalty
for poaching is six months in prison.   A short jail
term will never dissuade poachers while ivory
fetches 80,000 CFA francs (122 euros / $133) a
kilo, a notorious trader who claims to have
repented said after two spells behind bars. 

“The higher we go towards Cameroon, the
more it’s worth,” says the Gabonese dealer, who
wears two panther teeth on a gold chain.
Cameroon is a key transit route for ivory, which
can fetch 1,000 or even 2,000 euros per kilo in
China, one of the countries where it is prized.
“The margin is enormous,” Machot notes. About
50 percent of the poached ivory goes to China,
he says, but there are also major clients else-
where in Asia, as well as in Europe and the United
States. — AFP 
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CAPE CANAVERAL: Dozens of educators
who competed alongside Christa McAuliffe
to become the first teacher in space gathered
Thursday to remember the seven astronauts
who perished aboard Challenger 30 years
ago. McAuliffe’s son, Scott, now 39, also took
part in the emotionally charged ceremony,
held on a bleak, drizzly morning just six miles
from where his mother’s space shuttle blast-
ed off for the final time on Jan 28, 1986. Many
of the teacher-in-space semifinalists are
retired now. They have gray hair. A few limp.
But they still believe strongly in what
McAuliffe hoped to accomplish aboard
Challenger before disaster struck during
liftoff.

“It’s really hard” to be back, said William
Dillon, 77, a retired teacher who represented
California in the competition back in the mid-
1980s. He was at Kennedy Space Center for
Challenger’s launch and had gotten to know
not only McAuliffe, but a few of the other
astronauts on the doomed flight. Linda
Preston, 61, also retired as a teacher, choked
up as the names of the Challenger dead were
read during the memorial service. The former
space shuttle pilot reciting the names of all 24
astronauts killed in the line of duty over the
years, Jon McBride, had to fight back tears. “All
of a sudden, I couldn’t breathe,” Preston later
confided to a reporter. She represented Utah

in the teacher competition.
About 40 of the 113 remaining semifinal-

ists for teacher-in-space traveled to Cape
Canaveral for the anniversary commemora-
tion, the biggest gathering ever for a NASA
memorial like this. “We felt we all wanted to
be part of it,” said Connecticut semifinalist
David Warner, 63, who still teaches science,
robotics and rocketry. Like so many of his col-
leagues, Warner wanted to see Kennedy’s
“Forever Remembered” exhibit that opened
last summer. It contains the only piece of
Challenger wreckage on public display, a 12-
foot section of the left-side body panel com-
plete with the US flag, as well as personal
belongings of the Challenger and Columbia
crews. The ceremony was one of several
NASA memorials that took place Thursday at
Arlington National Cemetery and elsewhere
around the country. At Kennedy, rain moved
the ceremony indoors, directly in front of the
“Forever Remembered” exhibit. The gathering
took place beneath the suspended shuttle
Atlantis, which in 2011 made the final shuttle
flight. Afterward, McAuliffe and other chil-
dren of the Challenger dead laid a wreath at
the outdoor Space Mirror Memorial. Each
guest received a rose or carnation to attach to
the railing in front of the massive granite mir-
ror.

McAuliffe, who works in education tech-

nology in Maine, said having his own two
sons there with him - ages 6 and 8 - made it
easier. It’s time, he said, that his children see
and learn firsthand all about astronauts and
the space program. Indeed, in a nod to the
second generation, June Scobee Rodgers -
widow of Challenger commander Dick
Scobee and longtime spokeswoman for the
group - passed the torch to daughter Kathie
Scobee Fulgham. Fulgham - not Scobee
Rodgers - was on the stage for the ceremony
and introduced guest speaker Barbara
Morgan, an Idaho schoolteacher who served
as Christa McAuliffe’s backup so long ago.

Morgan recalled how Dick Scobee was “a
deep and poetic thinker,” and how pilot
Michael Smith let her “push the stick” during a
training jet flight. She said Christa McAuliffe
taught her not to worry about what’s unim-
portant but rather work harder at what truly
counts. Up until the final day before launch,
Morgan noted, Christa McAuliffe took time to
write college recommendations for her stu-
dents. The rest of the Challenger crew,
remembered fondly by Morgan: Judith Resnik,
Ronald McNair, Ellison Onizuka and Gregory
Jarvis. The crowd of about 500 included family
members of astronauts killed in all three of
NASA’s spacecraft tragedies: Challenger;
Columbia’s catastrophic descent on Feb. 1,
2003; and the Apollo 1 fire on Jan 27, 1967. For

the astronauts’ loved ones, the disasters
remain fresh in their minds. Steven McAuliffe,
a federal judge in Concord, New Hampshire,
still declines interviews about his late wife
Christa. But he noted in a statement that
although 30 years have passed, “Challenger

will always be an event that occurred just
recently. Our thoughts and memories of
Christa will always be fresh and comforting.”
McAuliffe was presiding over a trial this week
in Concord, and so Scott represented his
father as well as his younger sister. — AP 

30 years since Challenger: Teacher-in-Space finalists gather

KONGO BOUMBA: Rangers stop pirogues to check they do not transport weapons or other forbidden goods, on a stretch of the
Ivindo river in the Ivindo National Park in Gabon. At the sprawling Ivindo national park in central Gabon, wildlife guards in para-
military uniform scour a fisherman’s dug-out canoe for arms and ammunition-in an unequal battle against elephant poachers in
one of the continent’s last Edens where ivory smuggling has jumped massively in recent years.  — AFP 

Herpes outbreak

puts Phoenix 

racetrack under

quarantine

PHOENIX: A Phoenix racetrack’s horses remained
under quarantine Friday as officials worked to get
the upper hand on an equine herpes outbreak that
has infected more than a dozen horses in New
Mexico. One horse had to be euthanized this week
at Turf Paradise in north Phoenix, manager Vincent
Francia said. The horse was one of three that arrived
Jan 20 from Sunland Park, New Mexico.  

The other two are under isolation for 21 days. So
far, they show no signs of the virus.  When the facil-
ity first learned horses in Sunland Park were testing
positive for the virus, the three horses were tested.
Francia said a nasal swab came back negative for
all three and the animals seemed fine. Then one, a
mare, was suddenly unable to stand Wednesday.
She eventually had to be put down. The horse’s
body was sent to a lab in Tucson for testing.
Though the results won’t be available for a week,
Turf Paradise staff immediately enacted measures
to disinfect anything that comes in contact with
the horses. 

“We got very aggressive,” Francia said. “This virus
is so easily transferable from human to horse.”
Workers have been sanitizing everything in stable
stalls including the walls, tack supplies and even
water buckets. Even the starting gates have had to
be cleaned. Jockeys will have to use Chlorox wipes
on their hands and disinfect their riding boots after
each race. Only essential personnel such as veteri-
narians will be allowed in the stables, Francia said.
Turf Paradise currently houses 1,700 horses and will
continue to hold races as scheduled. 

However, no horses will be allowed to leave or
enter the facility for the duration of the quarantine.
Even if nothing turns up under the quarantine, Turf
Paradise will likely not accept horses from New
Mexico for the foreseeable future. “It’s not because
we’re trying to be tough with New Mexico,” Francia
said. “But the situation (in Sunland Park) on a daily
basis keeps getting worse.” Officials at Sunland Park
Racetrack and Casino say they have temporarily sus-
pended all races because of the outbreak. So far, 18
horses have tested positive for the equine virus. Of
those animals, one was euthanized. —AP 

FLORIDA: The crew members of space shuttle Challenger flight 51-L leave
their quarters for the launch pad at Kennedy Space Center in Cape Canaveral,
Fla. —AP 

Gabon’s eco-guards in unequal 

battle against elephant poachers
Smugglers resort to using pygmies


