CALLING THE SHOTS-On Poaching an Elephant (Dr. Stuart Marks – unpublished)
During our tour, we found that an elephant was poached on the 4th July, 1998 between Chibale and Poison village.  The act is believed to have been done by local people.  All flesh was removed from the carcass leaving behind the ivory intact.  Suspected persons were taken to Mpika Police.  There was a buffalo in a snare the same day these people were skinning an elephant.  An ambush was made but nobody came to check the snare. There is evidence of poacher of small species like impalas which is high.  There are a lot of guinea fowl traps in Munyamadzi River about 100 meters from the unit headquarters.  We removed some during our morning wash up and we also witnessed one fowl in a snare.  Unit Inspection Report for Munyamadzi 23/8/98 prepared by Nyamaluma Institute for Community Based Resource Management.


The official report is austere and drab reading.  It is the kind of description one expects from an itinerant outsider.  Such observers appear on a social scene for a brief moment in time, give the minimum details of a happening, declare the infraction solved with those guilty of the act delivered to or pursued by the appropriate authorities.  After noting a few more activities out of place and needing attention, the paper ends with passing these along to local officials.   Everything is resolved and framed within a short paragraph.  This lineal flattening characterizes the stuffy, bland writing of bureaucrats and of would-be managers of others with whom they share very little. 


Real life is much different.  Such life is more lively and interconnected and more difficult to keep within bounds. Life for residents is more multi-dimensional, with highs and lows, with inconsistencies and misunderstandings, with victims and misrepresentations, with inconclusive evidence and more intractable resolutions.  Real people and lives are caught up in these processes that are often so cavalierly depicted by itinerants. The following account is reassembled from the diaries of three individuals (one of whom was involved personally), from conversations with the others less immediately related to the incident, and from following the string of events and unraveling its connections over time.  In some instances I have used a writer’s license to shorten the story.  Yet the story together with its attributed comments and expressed sentiments originate with those who have taken of their time to inform me of its particulars.    


Some unknown person shot the elephant evidently in the neighborhood during the evening of 24 July 1998. The fatally wounded beast shed blood as it wandered among the villages, crossed the Munyamadzi River and expired near Chifukula stream opposite the villages of Paison and Chibale.  Women going to collect water and to wash early the next morning noticed quantities of blood spilt along the river and the vultures circling nearby. They returned to Paison village to report the scene to their headman Katongola.  Katongola went immediately to the Kanele Wildlife Camp some 5 kms to the west to alert the wildlife scouts as to the incident.  In the meantime, other villagers hastened to the carcass to keep the vultures away and proceeded to butcher the carcass.  


On his way to Kanele Camp, Katongola passed by the school where he found Mr. Ndaba (ADMADE Project Supervisor and Senior Chief’s Counselor), who informed him that the Chief was away in Lusaka and was accompanied by the Wildlife Unit Leader.  The Deputy Unit Leader was also off post and on patrol with the Warden and others from Mpika (the District’s Administrative Center). With the chief away, Mr. Ndaba  decided as “acting chief” to call for a council of the Sub-Authority Management Committee.  


The same evening the elephant was shot, the Pastor of several Pentecostal Holiness Churchs, Katongola’s grandson, and acting headman of Chibale village,  Muma Nation was preoccupied with the wake and preparations for the funeral of a nephew in Paison village.  The next morning, only six men and sixteen women (out of an expected attendance of 40) attended the funeral service and burial.  Before departing for the wildlife camp, Katongola told Muma to tell the people assembled at the carcass not to butcher or take any meat away until the wildlife officers had arrived and examined the carcass.  After concluding the funeral, Muma crossed the river and immediately encountered many people carrying meat back to their homes. Muma informed them of his grandfather’s message as he did at the carcass.  The butchers continued flaying and cutting.  Not finding a receptive audience among his kith and kin, Muma re-crossed the river.  He did not find his grandfather had returned so he took his bicycle and rode in the direction of the Wildlife camp.  He found his grandfather, Ndaba, and other local authorities at the school debating about the elephant and its consequences. His grandfather had returned form the Wildlife Camp and found all scouts out on patrol. 


As headmen, Katongola and Muma were instructed to collect elephant meat from each household in their respective villages as tribute to the absent chief. As the traditional owner/custodian of the land, the chief would find tangible evidence that locals respected him in his absence. As instructed, Muma solicited meat as tribute from his fellow villagers and noted the names of contributors. A few days later while taking a 50 kg. bag full of cured elephant flesh to the chief’s palace, Muma encountered Kanele Camp’s Wildlife Unit Leader in company with another scout.  He told them the whole story of what he was doing and why, who had instructed him, and ended by mentioning his appointment on the Munyamadzi Sub-Authority financial committee.  The scouts asked him to accompany them to Kanele Camp so they could write a report on the incident.   When they arrived at the camp, the scouts arrested Muma and charged him with possession of elephant meat, a mammal classified as protected and endangered within Zambia. They demanded that he take them to the kill site where the scouts recovered the ivory left behind with the skull.  After prolonged sometimes violent discussions, Muma was able to return to his village on the condition that he provide them with a listing of the households butchering and collecting elephant meat.   


At midnight, Muma heard knocking on his door and was ordered outside by wildlife scouts.  Once outside, the scouts ordered him to show them all the households within his village who had contributed meat from the elephant carcass.  Initially Muma thought the scouts couldn’t be serious and asked them to return during the daytime when he could help them.  They refused and began to beat and abuse him. Other households in the village heard the commotion and disappeared into the bush to avoid harassment.  The scouts managed to capture only one young man, one of Katongola’s sons.  The son confessed to donating elephant meat for the chief.  Both captives were taken away in the early morning hours to Kanele Wildlife Camp.  They remained handcuffed for several days awaiting transport to the magistrate’s court in Mpika.  


Muma’s mother went to see Mr. Ndaba, who is also a close relative.  She assailed him for Muma’s arrest as he was only following Mr. Ndaba’s instructions.  To console her, Mr. Ndaba went to Kanele Camp and while there attacked the scouts by shouting accusations and demanding the immediate release of his nephew. Among the things Mr. Ndaba was alleged to have shouted were that he, as acting chief, had authority to send Muma on his mission, that he threatened to dismiss all village scouts involved in arresting Muma, and, again as a “second chief,” he would chase from the valley all civil servants as they only bring trouble to the area.  Among the quotes alleged to him, Mr. Ndaba was reported to shout “that you people from the plateau come here very poor like water monitors with tails and when you become rich after getting our money, you start doing what you want” and “if you don’t release Muma, I will do something to you” (a veiled threat of witchcraft).  Although the Deputy Unit Leader released Muma, he was compelled to report the happenings surrounding the poached elephant to his Warden of the Bangweulu Command.  The Warden at the time was, by coincidence, on tour in the Luangwa Valley along with the Minister of Parliament and with administrators from National Parks and Wildlife Services headquarters. In his role and under these circumstances, the Warden felt compelled to direct the Deputy Unit Leader to proceed with his investigations.  

Muma and his fellow captive were re-arrested and trucked up the escarpment to Mpika prison. At the police compound, he retold his version of what had happened and how Mr. Ndaba had gotten him involved in the whole scavenging and message delivery process. The police kept Muma and Katongola’s son in prison awaiting their arraignment in court.  Arrangements were made to arrest Mr. Ndaba, who had become known as the “second chief.”  The team to arrest him, commandeered a vehicle from another Wildlife Unit and left Mpika in the late afternoon.  They arrived in the valley outside of Mr. Ndaba’s door shortly after midnight.     

Three Wildlife Police Officers from Mpika and three local wildlife scouts surrounded Mr. Ndaba’s house ordering him outside.  Mr. Ndaba’s first response to this command was whether it meant war or not?  When the response was negative, he appeared on his front step shoeless.   They ordered him to cloth himself for a trip to Mpika as he was under investigation for killing the elephant.  Mr. Ndaba  gave money to his young  granddaughter while she reminded the officials not to beat him.  Mr. Ndaba was ordered in open back of the vehicle.  He requested that the officials pass by the chief’s palace so he could get some money.  They refused knowing his intent to alert the chief to his plight so he could be ordered released.  On the way up to Mpika during the early morning, the officials derided Mr. Ndaba about his assumption of chiefly authority and about his commandeering important positions on all major development and wildlife committees.  

When the party reached Mpika at mid-morning, they encountered a party of ten villagers awaiting transport back to the valley.  Among those awaiting transport was a local schoolteacher and the clinic officer, both of whom Ndaba vociferously accused of tattling on him to the wildlife officials.  He accused them of saying that Ndaba had caused their departments headaches with his incessant demands and assumed prerogatives of command and control.  They had constantly admonished him of his boundaries of authority and he threatened to remove them from service even then. The wildlife staff that had captured and taken Ndaba to Mpika were cowered by him and granted him the privileges that he demanded until he was deposited in the hands of the police and prison officers later during the day.  He remained in prison for eleven days. 

A vehicle returning to Nabwalya carrying the villagers stopped initially at the palace to greet the chief.  The driver presented a letter to the chief from a powerful friend and former provincial information officer.  The letter contained information on Mr. Ndaba’s plight and the seriousness of the pending case.  The chief angrily told the driver to inform the Unit Leader to proceed immediately for Mpika and to collect Mr. Ndaba.  A few days later the chief left for Mpika and was present when Ndaba appeared in court. The chief prevailed upon both the warden and the magistrate and intervened on behalf of Mr. Ndaba. There was little evidence on any of the men the scouts had assembled for a hearing on the killing of the elephant.  Mr. Ndaba and Katongole’s son were released without any compensation for their hardship or loss of time.  Muma spent 21 days in prison, faced the magistrate on the case alone, and was dismissed “innocent and up to date.”  He returned to his pastorage, his village, and went immediately into the bush to pray and fast.  

There was a special meeting at the palace on the afternoon of November 10, 1998.  The Warden, the Unit Leader, the Chief, Mr. Ndaba, and some members of the Community Resources Board attended the impromptu meeting. Among the issues discussed was Mr. Ndaba’s demands as to why “he was under the hands of the scouts and taken to prison.”  The Warden formally apologized as both Ndaba and Muma were innocent.  The Unit Leader had not followed instructions as the preliminaries should have been sorted out locally.  The Chief agreed that the Unit Leader had not followed his advice either and was angry over an account on the radio that had the chief and his family  beating the Unit Leader’s family.  Both the Chief and Mr. Ndaba opined that the Unit Leader was accused by his junior officers of torturing them and that he couldn’t continue to work “to the satisfaction of the community.”  The Unit Leader responded that his wife was beaten and her clothes torn off.  The Chief and palace family were not involved by a more distant relative of the chief was the one who assaulted his wife and household.  The Unit Leader was soon transferred elsewhere and replaced.  Still later, a notorious Valley poacher named Nzimba John, one whom the wildlife officials had taken on as a village scout to reform him, was arrested for killing the elephant. Although several others were accused of the killing, Nzimba was the one detained and sent to prison.  
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