
LAIKIPIA, Kenya: Machete in hand, Kenyan
farmer Paul Njoroge points at the broken
branches and giant footprints where ele-
phants trampled his bananas, maize, pota-
toes and sugar cane. “We don’t hate the
elephants, but their activities are making us
poor,” said the 53-year old farmer, survey-
ing his lush green fields, a five-hectare (12-
acre) plot on the slopes of the Laikipia high-
lands in central Kenya. “I have this big farm
but yet sometimes I have to go for food
handouts from the government.”

While poachers slaughter thousands of
elephants across Africa each year, compe-
tition between elephants and people over
land is a far bigger problem in the long
run, conservationists say. To help combat
that, a 163-km electric fence is being
erected to provide a separation zone
between farmland and elephant migration
routes. Max Graham, from the Space for
Giants conservation group leading the

fence construction, believes it will
improve safety for people and crops, pro-
tect the endangered animals from poach-
ers, and ease pressure on grassland from
farmers who sneak in livestock illegally to
graze in areas reserved for wildlife.

Man Versus Elephant ‘Frontline’ 
“This is the frontline separating small-

holder agriculture from elephant conser-
vation,” Graham said. “While the elephant
poaching crisis is a massive emergency
problem, human-elephant conflict over
the long term is going to be the single
biggest issue for elephant conservation in
Africa.” Laikipia, a 10,000 sq km rangeland
at the base of snowcapped Mount Kenya,
some 200 km north of the capital Nairobi,
has the second-largest density of wildlife
in Kenya after the world-famous Maasai
Mara reserve.

The vast plateau is home to some 6,300

elephants - as well as farmers trying to earn
a living from the same lands.
Conservationists record as many as 10 inci-
dents of human-elephant conflict a day.
Conservationists argue that protecting the
elephants will also help boost the tourist
industry, which in this area employs thou-
sands of Kenyans and brings in some $20
million in revenue a year. The $870,000
fence, funded by cash raised during a
recent summit meeting in April to stem
ivory poaching, is not cheap. But it is hoped
it will help end the more than $1 million
worth of crops damaged by elephants
every year. Njoroge’s losses alone totalled
more than $4,000 over the past year.

Compensation Funds Stretched 
Kenya’s environment minister Judi

Wakhungu says that compensation funds
are overstretched, meaning rarer cases
where people have been killed are given
priority. And without compensation from
the government, the worst hit farmers can
see poaching as an alternative to survive.
“Poaching is a problem, yes, but the
biggest challenge we face in terms of
wildlife conservation, is finding space for
wildlife,” said Wakhungu. “As our human
population grows, there’s a lot of pressure
to develop facilities and infrastructure.”

In the past, rickety old fences were easily
broken down by elephants hungry for the
farmers’ harvests. When the elephants
came, villagers would gather together,
lighting fires and beating drums to scare
them away, but to little effect. Other meth-
ods have been tried: Including smearing
rope fences with chili paste, or burning chili
mixed with elephant dung, methods that
are not feasible over long distances.

The new fence carries a 7,000 volt puls-
ing electric shock, with dangling metre-
long wire strips, to stop the elephants well
before they can use their tusks to uproot
posts as they did in the past. “What it
means is no more lost crops, a better
income, and a better chance to pay for
important things like school for my chil-
dren,” Njoroge said. More than 20 people in
the district have died in battles with ele-
phants in the past two years, he said. “We
will continue to live here,” he said. “We bury
our neighbors and life is returning.” — AFP 
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PARIS: European scientists
announced Thursday they had found
antibodies which attack Zika, a discov-
ery they hope will pave the way for a
protective vaccine against the brain-
damaging virus. The antibodies -
frontline soldiers in the immune sys-
tem - “efficiently neutralize” Zika in
human cells in lab dishes, and are also
effective against its cousin virus
dengue, the team reported. The dis-
covery “could lead to the develop-
ment of a universal vaccine” against
both diseases, they hoped.

The Zika-zapping molecules were
obtained from people who had previ-
ously been infected with dengue and
whose immune systems had produced
antibodies to fight that disease. “The
antibodies could be used, for example,
to protect pregnant women at risk of
contracting the Zika virus,” said Felix
Rey, a virologist at France’s Institut
Pasteur who co-authored the twin

studies, published in Nature and Nature
Immunology. “We never expected to
discover that the dengue virus and the
Zika virus are so close that some anti-
bodies produced against the dengue
virus could also neutralize the Zika virus
so potently,” he added. But Rey cau-
tioned that a working vaccine is likely
far off. “There is a lot still to be done,
notably to conduct a clinical trial. This
may take some time.”

Benign in most people, Zika has
been linked to a form of severe brain
damage, called microcephaly, in
babies, and to rare adult-onset neuro-
logical problems such as Guillain-Barre
Syndrome, which can result in paraly-
sis and death. In an outbreak that
started last year, about 1.5 million
people have been infected with Zika
in Brazil, out of a global total of some
two million, and more than 1,600
babies born with abnormally small
heads and brains. — AFP 

Antibodies found which
‘neutralize’ Zika virus

LAIKIPIA, Kenya: A handout photo taken in 2012 shows a bull elephant breaking back through a fence
intended to keep it inside its wildlife reserve, after a night of crop-raiding at Mutara Ranch in this central
Kenyan district. — AFP

Fears for poor 
as Brazil cuts 
housing plan

RIO DE JANEIRO: Government cutbacks to Brazil’s pio-
neering social housing program, which has provided
homes for several million people, will undermine property
rights and increase inequality in South America’s largest
economy, analysts warn. Hailed by the United Nations as a
“success” in reducing Brazil’s housing shortage, the multi-
billion dollar “Minha Casa, Minha Vida” (My House, My Life)
program has become a target for spending cuts as the
country’s interim government grapples with a budget
deficit and recession.

More than 4.2 million new houses are under contract to
be built as part of the program, according to government
figures. However, analysts fear that cuts worth tens of mil-
lions of reais will disrupt construction. “Six million Brazilian
families are homeless or living in precarious housing,” said
Maria Luisa Mendonca, a University of Rio de Janeiro pro-
fessor, who studies land conflicts. “For them, these cuts
matter a lot,” she told the Thomson Reuters Foundation.

The Ministry of Cities announced last month spending
on the program would be reduced by 1.5 percent with-
out providing a time frame for the cuts, without specify-
ing how much this would mean. Under the former gov-
ernment of President Dilma Rousseff, who was suspend-
ed from office last month for allegedly breaking budget
laws, spending on the program was expected to be
$210.6 billion reais ($67 billion) over the next three years,
according to data released in March. “We are at a
moment of transition,” the cities minister, Bruno Araujo,
said in a statement. “We are being cautious, assessing
what promises we can keep,” he said in May, pledging to
continue the program “to the extent that the economy
allows”. The Ministry of Cities did not respond to phone
calls or emails requesting an interview.

Assessing Promises
Data of how much has been spent on the initiative

since its creation in 2009 is unavailable but government
data shows more than 2.6 million low cost homes have
been built. The program has been criticized for corruption,
inefficiency and poor construction, said Maureen
Donaghy, a public policy professor at Rutgers University in
the United States, who studies housing markets. But due
to its scale, the initiative actually made a “dent in the num-
ber of people needing secure housing”, Donaghy told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation. “That has to be recognized.”

For Michel Braga, whose old house in a slum was
washed away during a landslide, the program provided a
rare chance to obtain an official property title. Most resi-
dents of Brazil’s informal settlements, or favelas, a key
source of housing for the working poor, do not have for-
mal deeds certifying that they own their ramshackle
properties. “It’s much better here than it was in the
favela,” Braga, a car wash attendant, told the Thomson
Reuters Foundation.

His new apartment in a gated complex of beige con-
crete buildings on clean streets stands in stark contrast to
the unplanned red-brick favela perched on the adjacent
hillside. Braga said he was “first on the list for one of these
new apartments”, because his old home had been
destroyed by a natural disaster.

Secure Homes
Those on a low income normally apply for a subsidized

home, put their name on a waiting list and are then select-
ed through a lottery system. Like other residents of the
apartment complex, Braga pays modest condominium
fees of about 119 Brazilian reais ($35) a month for mainte-
nance. Mortgage costs under the scheme vary depending
on a person’s income and are paid to a government-
backed bank. In Braga’s case, his monthly mortgage pay-
ments are less than maintenance costs.

Saimon Lima, a 34-year-old computer programmer,
waited two years after putting his name on the official list
before getting an apartment through the initiative. He
hopes the government will continue building subsidized
homes as millions of other Brazilians lack secure accommo-
dation. “There is danger in nearby communities,” Lima told
the Thomson Reuters Foundation as security guards stood
nearby. “But in here it’s safe.” — Reuters 

Kenya’s jumbo ‘ele-fence’ to 
stop human-wildlife conflict


