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RHINO horn is more expensive than 
cocaine or gold on the Asian market, 

where it is worth over US$65,000 
(£41,000) per kilogram. The horns are 
composed of keratin, the same substance 
as is found in human finger nails, but are 
seen to hold important Chinese medic-
inal values. 

The rhino has survived for tens of 
millions of years, but is under serious 
threat from a new obstacle; man. A 
record 440 rhinos were poached in South 
Africa alone last year, according to the 
International Rhino Foundation, an 
increase of 97% from just five years ago, 
begging the question: how can poaching 
be controlled?

A 96% decrease in Black rhino 
numbers from 1970 to 1992 saw the 
species drop into the critically endan-
gered bracket. In 2012, an estimated 
4,240 Black rhinos survive, though the 
White Rhino is still at a more comfort-
able 20,000. Control of poaching has 
been successful on the whole since 1992, 
but a new era is emerging where black 
rhinos are threatened in countries like 
Kenya, Tanzania and South Africa.

Rhino horn is ground down into a 
powder and used to treat a number of 
illnesses. In 2003 a rumour was first circu-
lated about the horn-aided curing of a 

Vietnamese official suffering from cancer 
accompanied a boom in the Vietnamese 
rhino horn market. Brian Van Blerk, a 
professional hunter born in Zimbabwe, 
says, “The reasons why poaching has 
become so prolific the past few years is 
supply and demand.” Chinese, Viet-
namese and Yemeni markets are driving 
poachers to use more sophisticated and 
destructive methods of hunting, and 
with more than 8 million Chinese now 
working in Africa, the market is domestic 
as well as international.
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A poaching network in 
Kenya dominated by 
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The latest generation of poachers radically increase rhino slaying

arbiter who is bullet-proof who has a 
clean record and Afari-Gyan proved to be 
exactly that”. After originally planning to 
retire after 2008, Afari-Gyan was coaxed 
into monitoring the 2012 elections as 
well, after which the not insignificant 
challenge is to find someone with “the 
same authority and neutrality”.

Nevertheless, Merz does not believe 
the 2008 elections were completely fair: 
“Someone will always try and cheat.” 
In particular, he points out that “lots of 
chiefs are struggling financially – they 
can be manipulated to certain extent… 
Did people buy chiefs and pay for their 
votes? Possibly so – but I don’t have any 
proof.” Yet ultimately Merz is adamant 
that “elections are not about how perfect 
elections are but are all players willing to 
accept the results as they stand? Are they 
good enough to pass for everyone? The 
results were good enough to accept and 
move on.” As he points out, in 2000 in 
the United States, the “Supreme Court 
decided who will be the next President – 
is that democracy?”

Merz is clearly “very, very happy this 
film turned out to be an African success 

story,” and it is one he hopes others 
will learn from, as he has taken the film 
around the world – including Kenya and 
Zimbabwe, countries with sadly little 
experience of non-violent democracies. 
This is part of a project called A Political 
Safari: “We travel with the film, especially 
to countries with impending elections 
and use it to engage people in a creative 
discussion about elections and democracy 
in Africa,” hoping “local filmmakers will 
do something similar.” Such has been the 
reaction to the film that there are plans to 
cover the 2012 and 2016 Ghanaian elec-
tions on similar lines. Yet an underlying 
frustration has been the reaction from 
TV stations: “If you want to sell the film 
they’ll be like ‘Who’s really interested in 
Africa?’ It seems Africa is still seen as a 
basket case.” Merz’s film may go a little 
way towards changing that.

The full documentary film, ‘An 
African Election’ by Jarreth Merz, is now 
available on DVD. ■

Tim Wigmore studies History & Politics at 
Trinity College.

Prosecuting Poachers
With this kind of monetary incentive, 

poaching has not only become large-scale, 
but also a serious professional criminal 
activity. A poaching network in Kenya 
dominated by Somalis has been linked to 

the wider East African Al-Shabaab cell, 
a splinter cell of Al-Qaeda. Helicopters, 
tranquilisers and silenced guns are part 
of this network of poachers. It is thought 
that piracy and poaching both stem from 
the same source.

Like pirates, poachers are rarely aptly 
prosecuted. After a rhino was poached in 
the Northern Kenyan Mugie Ranch, four 
Somalis and one Kenyan of the Picot tribe 
were caught in a car with two horns and 
were suspected of rhino poaching. They 
were fined only 50,000 Kenyan shillings 
each, the rough equivalent of US$602 
(£380). Mugie has since moved its rhino 
into a national park. Thomas Mortensen, 
who lives at Mugie, admits, “With the 
current rate of poaching on the ranch at 1 
to 2 per year, and the birth rate at 1.5 per 
year, you are going to lose out eventually.” 
Poachers can be legally shot on sight, but 
the law does not have the structural safe-
guards by which to treat them justly.

Kenyan-born Adam Clements, who 
runs the hunting company Adam Clem-
ents Safari Trackers, described Kenya’s 
wildlife conservation policy as “an animal 
genocide”. He argues that hunting would 
increase the monetary value of rhinos, and 
increase incentive for their safe-keeping.  
By providing infrastructural aid to local 
communities such as clinics, schools and 
boreholes, hunting outfitters, allowing 
people living in areas where rhinos are at 
risk to be “taught the value of wildlife”.

To the Point ■ Rhinoceros horns are extremely valuable both on the legal and illegal 
markets
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Who Rules Iran? 

Beneath the Turban
Amir Teymour Ala’i

An insight into some of the power struggles in Iran’s internal political system

TENSIONS over Iran’s nuclear 
energy programme have reached 

the breaking point. Key advisers within 
the Obama administration have openly 
declared September or October a “sweet 
spot” for an Israeli unilateral strike against 
Iran, although American and European 
leaders still hope that sanctions will bring 
Iran to its knees and force the country to 
drop its nuclear ambitions. In response to 
international pressure, the Iranian regime 
has alternated between clumsy threats of 
force and empty promises to negotiate in 
good faith.

The muddled signals coming from 
Tehran reflect the domestic fight between 
President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad 
and the Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei, who, as theocrat-in-chief, is 
appointed for life. The conflict between 
the two leaders is tearing apart the 
regime’s leadership and the conservative 
alliance which, after the 2009 presiden-
tial elections, united to crush a popular 
uprising and remove the reformists from 
government.

Now, the president’s men are the 
victims of the same brutal oppression. 
In February 2012, Ali Akbar Javanfekr, 
Ahmadinejad’s chief media advisor and 
head of a leading newspaper, was sentenced 
to six months in prison. Security forces 
under the direction of Iran’s supreme 
leader had previously arrested Javanfekr 
last November, attacking his office with 
tear gas canisters and beating employees 
inside the stairwell. He was freed after 

the president made an angry phone 
call, demanding his immediate release. 

A House Divided cannot stand...
This vicious attack on such a close 

presidential aide highlights both the 
parallel nature of Iran’s power structure 
and the depth of divisions which threaten 
to bring different branches of govern-

ment into open conflict. Javanfekr’s arrest 
also points to key ideological differences 
between Ahmadinejad’s coterie of lay 
conservatives, and the religious hard-
liners dominated by the clergy.

Javanfekr has been charged with 
insulting the Supreme Leader before, 
but his most recent arrest comes after an 
interview where he stated that the hard-
liners had lost touch with the people, 
and called for reconciliation with the 
reformist opposition. Divisions between 
Ahmadinejad and Khamenei first came to 
the fore in spring 2011, when Khamenei 
forced the resignation Esfandiar Mashaei, 
Ahmadinejad’s vice president, son-in-
law, and close confidante. Ahmadinejad 

Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei ■ A unity figure, or a growing 
target of discontent?
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Killing Demand
Hunting through a permit system is 

legal in Tanzania and South Africa, but 
not Kenya. The statistics, however, don’t 
back up the pro-hunting argument, with 
so many rhinos poached in South Africa. 
As one Professional hunter puts it: “Most 
of the monies derived from hunting go to 
other government agencies instead of to 
the parks and wildlife.”

Rhino farming provides another 
option. Claus Mortensen advocates this 
as a necessary short-term policy: “If we 
do not start meeting the demand, we 
will not have any (black) rhino by 2017.” 
Rhino grows at roughly the same rate as 
human finger nails and could be shaved 
and the shavings used to satisfy market 
demand. This could compromise the 
competitive advantage of some rhinos, 
especially females who need sharp horns 
to protect their newly born calves. But 
Mr Mortensen recognises the need for 

rhino farming to “buy time to educate 
the next generations.”

Dispelling the myth about the medic-
inal value of rhino horns is in progress. 
Chinese journalists have actually visited 
Mugie ranch to gain information for a 
campaign against the use of rhino horn 
and other poached animal parts. Avaaz, 
an international charity, is rallying to 
encourage the EU to enforce bans on the 
import of horns to China and Vietnam.

Fighting poaching through conser-
vation is effective with enough money. 
Action taken by the International Rhino 
Foundation in Loveld, South Africa, has 
considerably reduced poaching from 
71 rhinos in 2008 to 18 in 2010. Anti-
poaching requires painstaking work and 
puts those involved in danger. Rangers are 
working against the odds because, as Van 
Blerk says, “The areas the anti-poaching 
units have to cover are so vast.” In some 
private rhino sanctuaries, informers are 

said to be planted in local communities 
to alert the ranch-owners of a potential 
poach. Insufficient funds, according to 
Van Blerk, are the handmaidens of pres-
ervation failure.

This anachronistic obsession with 
rhino horns is untenable, or needs to be 
made so. Satisfying demand and educa-
tion are the most important areas in 
addressing the problem. In the short 
term demand must be satisfied through 
farming rhino horns, or selling current 
stocks.  In the long term demand can be 
reduced to a minimum through educating 
against this unsupported theory. It is 
humbling and shameful to think how 
small a speck human history is compared 
to the enduring rhinoceros.  They are not 
possessions, and as Claus Mortensen says, 
“they belong to the world.” ■

Philip Bell studies History at Exeter College.
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