
 

Hippos and humans learning to live in peace
in DR Congo
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In DR Congo, villagers are encroaching on the traditional habitat of giant
African hippos.

Just how do you calm down a rampaging hippopotamus? Or even a herd
of angry hippos.
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On the banks of the Ruzizi river that divides the Democratic Republic of
Congo from Burundi, the villagers badly need to work it out after a spate
of deaths—human and hippo.

Despairing environmental activists arrived this week to try to help both
sides to learn to live together in peace.

"In December, the hippos laid waste three hectares of fields that my
neighbour had planted," said Jeannette Chandazi, at Kamanyola, in DR
Congo's South-Kivu province.

Kamanyola and the neighbouring village of Katogota have seen seven
people killed and six more injured by hippos since 2019, said David
Wiragi, of a local civil society environmental group.

The problem, he told AFP, "is that people have encroached on the sides
of the river", in areas where the giant semi-aquatic mammals habitually
forage for food.

"They attack people and in turn people hunt them," Wiragi said.

The province's environment bureau chief Innocent Bayubasire added:
"These areas have been transformed into fields, there are even some
structures that have been built."

Officially it is illegal to occupy a 100-metre strip of land along the river
banks, but the law is ignored.

"People have to be made aware that these hippopotamuses should not be
treated as enemies, and understand that these places are opportunities for
tourism and job creation," said Josue Aruna, president of the
environmental civil society for South-Kivu.
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The Ruzizi plain has not escaped the plague of armed groups that have
roamed Kivu for more than 25 years sowing death and destruction— all
the more reason to develop the area and provide jobs for youngsters
tempted to take up arms and target tourists.

For now, Aruna notes, there is "a mass extermination of these animals,
killed by the people here as well as by soldiers, looking for hippo hides
and teeth to sell".

Aruna said at least three hippos are killed every month on the Ruzizi and
its outlet Lake Tanganyika.

Working with the provincial government in Bukavu, Aruna organised a
"touristic" and awareness visit to the site on the occasion of World
Wetlands Day on February 2.

"We've been working on this question for three years now," trying to
preserve the biodiversity of the Albertine Rift, the western branch of the
East African Rift valley, and ensure it can be a "refuge for giant African
hippopotamuses".

Hippo observation points will be set up, and a test site is already under
construction.
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