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Niger Wildlife: In search of the addax

Playboy hunters with helicopters and Kalashnikovs are driving
the Sahel's fragile population of wild animals to extinction.
Stanley Johnson travelled to Niger to witness the devastation
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Tesker Is the last village of any size in eastern Niger - that vast arid land-locked country in the heart of Africa - before the
Sahel tumns into the Sahara. With our small convoy of vehicles we had stopped at the local gendarmerie to pay our
respects and to fill up with water. We also had a chance to pin down some of the facts about the recent massacre of
Miger's wildlife.

Rumours of the massacre of had been flying around for weeks. They had reached Niger's capital, Niamey, 600 miles to
the west, before filtering out into the wider warld. There were various versions of the story but the gist of it was that Seif Al
Islam, a son of Libya's President Gaddafi, had - it was claimed - recently flown into the Niger desert on a hunting
expedition. The plane had landed at a desert airstrip. There had been a helicopter, too, and around 70 4x4 vehicles. They
had brought in bowsers with fugl and water and the party was, of course, armed to the teeth with Kalashnikovs.

Sometimes they hunted by day, setting their falcons on the great bustards who still roamed the plains or blazing away with
their guns. Sometimas, they went out at night, using the headlights of their vehicles to immobilise the wildlife - desert
antelopes or Barbary sheep from the Termit Massif.

What was worse, so the rumours went, this high-level Libyan visitation wasn't just a one-off. The Libyans had been seen
in the area several times in recent months. They had even, it seemed, built a hunting lodge in the middle of the desert, a
permanent structure whose presence indicated that they would return again and again as long as there was wildlife left to
kill.

S0 as the gendarmes checked our passports and wrote down the details in a fly-blown ledger, we asked some gently
probing questions.

Had any of them actually seen the Libyan hunting parties in operation? No, it didn't seem that they had, though they had
definitely observed the massive convoys of vehicles passing through the village, Had they actually seen the Gaddafi
hunting lodge? No, but they saw no reason why we should not go and look for it.

Fiero Rava, a 58-year-old Italian who has been leading expeditions into the desert for the past 30 years and was in charge
of our trip, was up for it.

"Wous voulez voir la maison du Gaddafi? On y val"

Ravé is an energetic, ebullient fellow. He is not a man to be ground down by adversity. Two or three years back he was
driving his Range Rover through the Niger desert when the vehicle was blown up by a landmine, a relic of an earlier
internecine conflict. His passengers were all killed, but Rava miraculously survived, though with several broken ribs.
Within weeks, he was back behind the steering wheel, leading as always from the front.

So we left Tesker, heading almost due north into the desert. John Newby, director of the Sahara Conservation Fund and a
man who has spent a life-time trying to save the fauna of the Sahara, rode in the lead vehicle with Rava, keeping a close
eye on the GPS instrument. With so many years of desert experience between them, Rava and Newby could probably
navigate in the desert even without the GPS data, but they would be the first to admit that the new technology has made
life easier.
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