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Aspate of brutal witch-hunts has plunged
parts of Papua New Guinea’s highlands
into a state of terror, as fearful tribes

blame dark forces for their rapidly changing
world. In one particularly horrifying incident, an
elderly woman writhes and pleads hysterically as
she is mercilessly beaten, raped and tortured on a
hut floor, before her naked body-bloodied and
nearly lifeless-is dragged outside, where a village
mob beats and burns her until movement ceases.
Almost everyone joins in. No one bothers to
obscure their face. No one tries to stop it. The
crowd believe what they are doing is right: the
only way to stop a non-human sorcerer who has
killed their clansman and devoured his heart.

The graphic scene was captured by cell phone
video that was obtained by AFP. Dozens of similar
videos have been gathered as evidence by the
Royal Papua New Guinea Constabulary showing
the brutal reality of modern-day witch-hunts.
There have been at least 20 murders linked to
sorcery accusations in this part of the highlands
in the past few years, and dozens more violent

attacks. In places like the remote Tsak Valley,
attacks have spread “like bushfire”, said Senior
Inspector Epenes Nili, even resulting in an attack
on the country’s then chief justice.

Belief in sorcery and witchcraft has long been
common across Enga province and Papua New
Guinea, but these lynchings are not some ancient
rite or custom. “This is a new phenomenon,”
insisted Anton Lutz, a Lutheran missionary who
has spent his life in Enga Province and has res-

cued accused sorcerers, some as young as six.
Other researchers say widespread lynchings

are new in Enga, and the extreme brutality and
sexual nature of the attacks is unheard of. “We
did have ancient beliefs about ghosts and ancient
beliefs about stones that could talk and all kinds
of interesting things,” Lutz said.  “But this prac-
tice of accusing a woman of causing a death and
torturing her sadistically and sexually for hours
until she dies, that is a new thing.” “It began
about five years ago,” he said. “We had a serious
rise last year. It just seemed like there was an
attack happening every week, every fortnight.”

According to Lutz, each spasm of violence
seemed to begin with a death that locals found
difficult to explain.  Heart attacks, diabetes and
HIV/AIDS are becoming more common, but are
still not well understood. The death of an other-
wise healthy person was more easily blamed on
sorcery than cholesterol. Even a recent drunk
driving crash that killed eight people prompted a
violent witch-hunt, as people tried to explain why
some passengers survived and others did not. The
sheer number of people involved in the mob
attacks ensures that news spreads quickly, as
does fear, due to the widespread belief that
witches don’t act alone. The emergence of
“Glasman”-opportunist “diviners” who travel the
countryside detecting witches for money-also
exponentially increased the rate of killings. So too
did tribally ordained retribution.

‘Silent prayer’ 
Like the old woman in the video, 55-year-old

mother-of-two Rachel, was accused of “sangu-
ma”-sorcery. Her story shows how quickly suspi-
cion can turn into violence. Her life changed sud-
denly in April 2017, when she went with her fami-
ly to pay her respects at a funeral service for a
member of a neighboring tribe. She was getting
ready to leave, looking for her children, when she
was grabbed by the dead man’s son.

Unbeknown to Rachel, another woman had
been accused of involvement in his death and
under torture named Rachel as part of a coven.
Rachel pleaded innocence. But she was stripped
and, like the murdered woman in the video, vio-
lated and burned with hot machetes, spades and
rods for a full day by people she knew who were
trying to make her “return the heart” of her “vic-
tim”. “The pain was beyond endurance,” she
recalled, speaking to AFP as a crowd of locals-
some curious, others appearing suspicious-gath-
ered near her hut. “I thought I would die.” With
her mouth gagged, and the pain too much to bear,
she managed only a silent prayer: “‘You gave me

the job of caring for my children, but if I die, who
will care for them?’”  Only a dispute among the
mob, estimated at around a thousand people,
saved her life.

Patterns of culture 
Across Papua New Guinea the specifics of

witch-hunts are bafflingly different. In Enga, the
victims of violence are almost exclusively women.
But on Bougainville island they are almost always
men. In Port Moresby, where violence linked to
sorcery accusations has also increased, men and
women are targeted. Researcher Miranda Forsyth
at the Australian National University, who has
studied hundreds of such cases, sees grim pat-
terns emerging. She describes a “script” of vio-
lent responses to suspected sorcerers that is
spreading across Enga.

Part of the phenomenon is people trying to
deal with “high levels of uncertainty due to dra-
matic economic, social and cultural changes”,
Forsyth said. Authorities know the toxic brew will

be difficult to remedy.  In the meantime, fear has
“turned the whole place into a paranoid mess”,
said Lutz. Almost two years after Rachel’s attack,
she can walk again and has returned to her vil-
lage, although even among her own people, she
still lives in fear.  “The situation is still tense,” she
said in a near whisper.

The burns she sustained in the attack had only
partially been treated when a mob came to the
clinic where she was recuperating, forcing her to
flee. She still complains of skin being tight and
painful around her torso. “Even though I still need
surgery, I am afraid my attackers might kill me if I
go. So I live with the pain.”  “I hope that things
will calm down so that I can go to the hospital,
but for now, the way is closed.” — AFP

Modern witch-hunts terrorize New Guinea highlands

This photo shows neighbors gathering near the home of 55-year-old mother-of-two Rachel in the Tsak Vally in the Highlands of Papua New
Guinea after she told AFP about when in April 2017, she was accused of sorcery and tortured with hot machetes, spades and rods for a full day
by people she knew. — AFP photos

Rachel at home in her village in the Tsak Vally in
the Highlands of Papua New Guinea, showing

the scars from wounds inflicted on her when in
April 2017 she was accused of sorcery.

55-year-old mother-of-two Rachel at home in her
village in the Tsak Valley in the Highlands of Papua
New Guinea.

Crouching near a wooden shed in his snowy back-
yard, Prokopy Nogovitsyn lifts up a grey tarpaulin
and takes out a vertebra the size of a saucer: part

of a mammoth skeleton. “Some friends found this in the
north and wanted to sell it,” says Nogovitsyn, who lives
in a village in the northern Siberian region of Yakutia.
“But it lacks tusks, so nobody wanted it.” Mammoth
bones are widespread in Yakutia, an enormous region
bordering the Arctic Ocean covered by permafrost,
which acts as a giant freezer for prehistoric fauna. 

But over the last few years this part of the world has
experienced something of a mammoth rush: after China
banned the import and sale of elephant ivory, its tradi-
tional carvers turned to the tusks of the elephants’ long-
extinct ancestors.  Russian exports amounted to 72
tonnes in 2017, with over 80 percent going to China.
Some Chinese buyers come to Yakutia to buy tusks
directly, while some Russians also export them.

Thousands of woolly mammoths roamed the
Pleistocene-era steppe tens of thousands of years ago
and their remains are preserved in Yakutia’s permafrost.
Authorities estimate that 500,000 tonnes of mammoth
tusks-known as “ice ivory”-are buried here.  Local
hunters and fishermen have long picked up mammoth
bones along river banks and sea coasts but prices dra-
matically increased over the last decade, leading fortune-
seekers on arduous Arctic quests. 

The new industry has created a new source of rev-
enue and led to an increase in paleontological discover-
ies. While tusk hunters can obtain licences, the trade is
still not fully regulated and some complain of pressure
from the authorities and confiscation of their finds.

‘Tusks to the people!’ 
Collecting tusks is a complicated affair prepared

months in advance. Equipment has to be shipped hun-
dreds of kilometers (miles) to the north.  Yakutia covers
three million square kilometers (1.2 million square miles),
an area five times the size of France, much of which has
no roads.  Collectors purchase licences for particular
areas. Some use powerful water jets to burrow prospect-
ing tunnels into river banks, creating labyrinthine icy
mines. Good-quality mammoth ivory can sell in China for
over $1,000 (877 euros) per kilogram and locals see it as

the only way to achieve financial security in northern
Yakutia, where jobs are scarce and the climate makes
agriculture impossible.

“There is a mammoth rush now,” said one collector,
who has worked with a licence for over a decade but
requested anonymity due to the industry’s current vague
status. A bill to fully regulate prospecting and the trade in
tusks was introduced in the Russian parliament in 2013
but inexplicably has still not been voted on, he com-
plained.

Exporting tusks from Russia has lately become more
difficult. “Ordinary people should know that they can
pick something up off the ground, sell it, pay a tax, and
live in peace,” he said. Last year, collectors staged a
protest in the region’s main city of Yakutsk, accusing
authorities of confiscating their ivory haul even though
they had the necessary permits. They held up placards
saying: “Return tusks back to the people!”

“The situation is at a dead-end” as long as Yakutia
can’t persuade Moscow to pass the proposed bill, says
regional lawmaker Vladimir Prokopyev.  He argued that
while digging up the permafrost is harmful, 90 percent of
collectors simply pick up tusks from the ground and
Yakutia’s proposed bill forbids the damaging use of
water jets.

‘Mammoth oligarchs’ 
Collectors are especially worried after a recent docu-

mentary on state television painted them as millionaire
poachers. The documentary called “Island of Skeletons”,
shown on Rossiya 24 channel, accused Yakutia authori-
ties of turning a blind eye to prospectors’ “criminal”
trade. Prokopyev alleged the film was “ordered by
(Russian) mammoth oligarchs who used to be monopo-
lists” in buying up tusks from locals and reselling them to
China, but have now lost out to Chinese dealers who
come to buy them direct. The film claims that prospectors
“barbarically” destroy archaeological sites.

But Valery Plotnikov, a paleontologist at the Yakutia
Academy of Sciences, said that the mammoth rush had
been beneficial to science by providing specimens that
the academy could not otherwise afford. He was studying
a rare prehistoric cave lion cub that a collector found last
summer. “We have a symbiosis with licensed collectors,”
he said, adding that they provide researchers with valu-
able items for free but remain owners of specimens and
stand to profit when their finds are exhibited abroad.

He also receives tusks confiscated from collectors who
operate illegally, without a licence or in protected areas.
Those who have a licence and pay a customs levy should
be able to export, he said. Yakutia governor Aisen
Nikolayev said he hoped the bill regulating tusk collec-
tors would be finally passed in 2019, though he acknowl-
edged “there is some resistance” to it.  Without a national
law classifying mammoth ivory as a special natural
resource, the trade remains in a “grey zone,” he said. 

For some in Yakutia, however, it’s a source of pride
that the region helps stop the hunting of elephants for
tusks.  “Our dead bones are saving living elephants,” said
Nogovitsyn. “Being able to gather them is important both
for us and for Africa.” — AFP

Britney Spears

announces career

hiatus to look

after ailing father

Pop superstar Britney Spears announced
Friday she is placing her career on hold
indefinitely to take care of her sick father.

“I will not be performing my new show
Domination,” she wrote in an emotional post on
Twitter which featured a picture of herself as a
young child alongside her parents. The 1990s
and 2000s icon had been due to kick off a
series of concerts at the MGM resort in Las
Vegas in February as part of a new residency in
the city.

“I’ve been looking forward to this show and
seeing all of you this year, so doing this breaks
my heart,” the 37-year-old continued.
“However, it’s important to always put your
family first... and that’s the decision I had to
make.  “A couple of months ago, my father was
hospitalized and almost died. We’re all so
grateful that he came out of it alive, but he still
has a long road ahead of him.” As a result, she
said, she had decided to “put my full focus and
energy on my family at this time.” Reports indi-
cated Spears’ father Jamie suffered a colon
rupture but is expected to make a full recovery.
Spears had previously held a Las Vegas resi-
dency between 2013 and 2017. — AFP

In Siberia, Chinese demand for 
prehistoric tusks fuels ‘mammoth rush’

Valery Plotnikov, a paleontologist at the Yakutia
Academy of Sciences, stands near collected
tusks in his laboratory. — AFP photos

Valery Plotnikov, a paleontologist at the Yakutia Academy of
Sciences, studies a rare prehistoric cave lion cub.

Prokopy Nogovitsyn shows part of a mammoth skeleton in
the backyard of his house.

Valery Plotnikov, a paleontologist at the Yakutia Academy of
Sciences, stands among mammoth tusks confiscated from
collectors who operate illegally.

In this file photo honoree Britney Spears accepts the
Vanguard Award from Ricky Martin (center) and J.J.
Totah (left) onstage during the 29th Annual GLAAD
Media Awards at The Beverly Hilton Hotel in Beverly
Hills, California. — AFP


