THE BLOOD-RED KAVANGO: HOW ANGOLAN MARKETS AND WEAK
LAWS ARE ERASING THE KAVANGO HIPPO

The blood-red Kavango How Angolan Markets and Weak Laws Wipe Out the Kavango Hippopotamus

The once thriving protected area of the Kavango is now a dangerous habitat for hippos. The populatin was decimated by 75% in just twelve
months.
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The deep, guttural grunts that once characterized the Shamvura section of the Kavango gradually fall silent and give way to an eerie silence. What was
once a thriving sanctuary is now being transformed into a cemetery as a local extinction takes place in real time. In just twelve months, a stable population
of 187 hippos has been decimated to just 47.

This 75% collapse is not a tragedy of nature, but a calculated massacre, fueled by a deadly combination of toothless Angolan legislation and a brazen
commercial meat trade conducted in broad daylight.

The crisis has its roots in a devastating legal vacuum. While Namibian conservationists and private operators of Shamvura Camp and Okacuito ask for
intervention, they are fighting a war against an invisible enemy protected by the border.

Deputy
Police Commissioner Bonifatius Kanyetu, coordinator for crime in Kavango East, identifies the poor laws for the protection of wildlife in Angola as the main

cause. In Angola, environmental protection is often described as virtually non-existent or dangerously lax. This legal fragility has made the northern
riverbank a safe haven for syndicates.

Poachers can stay on Angolan soil, shoot into Namibian waters with military weapons, and then retreat to a system where the risk of prosecution is
negligible compared to the financial gain. Even when prosecutions do take place, the lack of deterrent penalties means that poaching remains a highly
profitable and low-risk business for many.

Behind this is professionalized industry

The slaughter is driven by an insatiable demand across the border. It is not a subsistence hunt to feed a starving family, but a professionalized industry. “In
Angola, you can find game meat on the open market of Calai," says Kanyetu. "The Calai market acts as the central nervous system for trading. There, the
meat of the Kavango hippos is sold openly and processed into a commaodity that is no different from beef or goat meat. This commercialization has led to
an assembly line of animal carcasses."

He added that due to the visibility and encouragement of the market, the incentive to kill is constant and that a 1,500 kg hippo can be cut up and
transported across the water in less than an hour, allowing its meat to reach the stalls of Calai before the blood has dried on the riverbank. The scale of this
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criminal enterprise is frightening.
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Kanyetu said that in recent operations, AK-47 assault rifles and over 520 rounds of ammunition were seized from a hideout in Likuwa, Angola. Although
some progress has been made, the human casualties illustrate the scale of the cross-border conflict. Kanyetu confirmed that several Namibians are
currently detained in Minonge for their involvement in the syndicate. As recently as the beginning of December, shots were reported again near Shamvura,
which are probably attributable to the syndicate.

The ecological consequences are catastrophic. Hippos are ecosystem engineers, their movements maintain the waterways and their excretions provide
important nutrients for the river's fish populations. When they disappear, the river itself begins to die. "Local businessmen must not take matters into their
own hands," Kanyetu warned, instead referring to the desperate hope that KAZA (Kavango-Zambezi Transfrontier Conservation Area) would intervene.
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