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Steve Bellchambers is digging pits to
bury the carcasses of livestock killed
by bushfires which swept through his

farm in Batlow, New South Wales. He is one
of several dozen residents who remained in
the southeastern Australian town to protect
his animals as authorities urged everyone
to leave last week, calling the place “unde-
fendable”. Bellchambers lost his home and
many of his animals - some he was forced
to shoot to end their suffering from burns.
He did manage to save some horses, how-
ever. “The smell is ingrained in your memo-
ry,” he told AFP.

Australia’s months-long bushfire disas-
ter has scorched more than eight million
hectares (80,000 sq km) of land - an area
about the size of Ireland or South Carolina.
The fires are another blow for farmers
already reeling from a crippling drought
that has turned agricultural land bone dry.
Across the country, tens of thousands of
livestock are thought to have perished.

Bellchambers, a 45-year-old father-of-

four, said the 1,000-strong local communi-
ty in Batlow had vowed to pull together.
“Just because people aren’t crying, doesn’t
mean they are not bleeding inside,” he said.
“A lot of people are running on adrenalin.
They have to keep moving because once
they stop, it  wil l  hit  them.” Stephenie
Bailey watched in horror from afar as mas-
sive firestorms destroyed parts of her
orchard. She returned to find her home
reduced to twisted metal and charred
remains.

Sparked anger 
Standing beside a patch of scorched,

smoldering earth, the air thick with smoke,
the 64-year-old physiotherapist expressed
shock at the destruction. “How will I ever
feel truly safe again?” a tearful Bailey
asked AFP. “Your vulnerability is exposed.
We were just naked in the face of these
demonic fires. But we will pull through...
we are going to rebuild.”

Nationwide, the bushfires have killed 26
people, destroyed more than 2,000 homes

and sparked anger in affected communities
at the response by authorities. Rallies are
planned for Friday calling on the govern-
ment of Prime Minister Scott Morrison to
step up efforts to tackle climate change,
which experts say has helped fuel the
blazes by increasing the length and intensi-
ty of Australia’s fire season.

Bat low - a gateway town to the
Australian Alps - is known for its fruit
orchards and soaring pine plantations.
Farmer John Garner, 68, said he has hardly
slept in recent weeks as he battled around-
the-clock to keep his cattle alive. He was
not sure how much longer he could live on
the land in light of the devastation, but said
he was determined to press on. “It’s very
stressful. Everything you pick up is black.
Can’t do anything ‘cos it’s all black. It’s a
mess,” he told AFP. “But I’m going to try
and stay and hang on. We’ve got to try and
feed the country somehow.” — AFP 

Animals are seen on a farm that survived bushfires in Batlow.

This photo taken on Wednesday shows Kiahan Bellchambers and her brother Jesse Bellchambers looking for belongings amongst the ruins of their house
destroyed during bushfires in Batlow, in Australia’s New South Wales state. — AFP photos 

This photo taken on Jan 8, 2020 shows a firefighter in Batlow.

Dead cattle are seen on a farm after bushfires in Batlow.

Zimbabwean villager Dumisani
Khumalo appeared to be in pain as he
walked gingerly towards a chair under

the shade of a tree near his one-room brick
shack. The 45-year-old was attacked by a
buffalo days earlier, and he was lucky to be
on his feet. Wild animals in Zimbabwe were
responsible for the deaths of at least 36
people in 2019, up from 20 in the previous
year. “I thank God that I survived the
attack,” said Khumalo with a laugh, making
light of the fact that the buffalo almost
ripped off his genitals.

Authorities recorded 311 animal attacks
on people last year, up from 195 in 2018. The
attacks have been blamed on a devastating
drought in Zimbabwe which has seen hun-
gry animals breaking out of game reserves,
raiding human settlements in search of food
and water. “The cases include attacks on
humans, their livestock and crops,” said
national parks spokesman Tinashe Farawo.
He said elephants caused most fatalities,
while hippos, buffalos, lions, hyenas and
crocodile also contributed to the toll.

Hwange National Park, which is half the
size of Belgium, is Zimbabwe’s largest game
park and is situated next to the famed
Victoria Falls. The park is not fenced off.
Animals breach the buffer and “cross over
to look for water and food as there is little
or none left in the forest area,” Farawo said

Starving animals 
Khumalo vividly remembers the attack.

He was walking in a forest near his Ndlovu-
Kachechete village to register for food aid,
when he heard dogs barking. Suddenly a
buffalo emerged from the bush and
charged, hitting him in the chest and toss-
ing him to the ground. It went for his groin
and used its horn to rip off part of the skin
around his penis. Khumalo grabbed the
buffalo’s leg, kicked it in the eye and it
scampered off.

Villagers in Zimbabwe’s wildlife-rich but
parched northwestern region are frequent-
ly fighting off desperately hungry game.
More than 200 elephants starved to death
over three months last year. Despite sus-
pecting that Khumalo was hunting illegally
when he was attacked, Phindile Ncube,

CEO of Hwange Rural District Council
admitted that wild animals are killing peo-
ple and that the drought has worsened
things. “Wild animals cross into human-
inhabited areas in search of water as ...
sources of drinking water dry up in the for-
est,” said Ncube.

He described an incident that took place
a few weeks earlier, during which elephants
killed two cows at a domestic water well.
Armed scouts have been put on standby to
respond to distress calls from villagers. But
it was while responding to one such call
that the scouts inadvertently shot dead a

61-year-old woman in Mbizha village, close
to Khumalo’s. “As they tried to chase them
off one (elephant) charged at them and a
scout shot at it. He missed, and the stray
bullet hit and killed Irene Musaka, who was
sitting by a fire outside her hut almost a
mile away.”

Chilli cake repellant 
Locals are encouraged to play their part

to scare off animals. One way is to beat
drums. But the impact is limited. “Animals,
such as elephants get used to the noise and
know it... won’t hurt them, so it does not
deter them in the long term,” said George
Mapuvire, director of Bio-Hub Trust, a
charity that trains people to respond to
animal attacks. Bio-Hub Trust advocates for
a “soft approach” that encourages peaceful
co-existence between humans and wildlife.

Mapuvire suggested burning home-
made hot chilli cakes to repel wildlife. “You
mix chilli powder with cow or elephant
dung and shape it into bricks, once the
bricks dry, you can burn them when ele-
phants are approaching. They can’t stand
the smell!” 

Villagers have created an elephant alarm
system by tying strings of empty tin cans to
trees and poles.  When the cans click, they
know an elephant is approaching and they
light chilli cakes to keep it away. Another
way of keeping elephants at bay is the chilli
gun, a plastic contraption loaded with ping-
pong balls injected with chilli oil. “When it
hits an elephant, it disintegrates, splashing
the animal with the chilli oil,” Mapuvire
explained. — AFP 

In this file photo taken on Nov 12, 2019, a hippo is stuck in the mud at a drying watering hole in Hwange National Park in Zimbabwe. — AFP photos 

In this file photo taken on Nov 12, 2019, the carcass of an elephant that succumbed to drought
in Hwange National Park is seen.

In this file photo taken on Nov 12, 2019, an aerial photograph shows fish flipping in the mud at
a drying watering hole in the Hwange National Park.


