
DHAKA: Bangladesh wildlife officials are mulling a ban
on access to the Sundarbans after an alarming rise in
poaching of tigers that live in the world’s largest man-
grove forest, rangers said yesterday. Five skins of endan-
gered Royal Bengal tigers have been seized so far in
2015, compared to an average of one or two discovered
in previous years, Sundarbans top ranger Jahir Uddin
Ahmed said. “It’s an extremely alarming development,”
Ahmed said. Police shot dead six alleged poachers in a
gunfight in the Sundarbans on Sunday and seized three
skins along with tiger bones and other body parts.

Tiger meat and bones are used in traditional
Chinese medicine and fetch high prices. “We did not
find any bullet marks in the skins of the tigers. We
apprehend they were poisoned to death. We have to
stop this at any cost,” Ahmed said. Forest officials said
they were considering the ban in the 10,000-square-
kilometre (3,850-square-mile) forest which straddles
Bangladesh and India in a bid to halt the poaching. “It
(access) should be stopped for the sake of tigers,” said
Jahidul Kabir, who is charged with looking after the
UNESCO World-Heritage listed part of the forest.

“If this trend in poaching continues, there will not
be a single tiger in the Sundarbans after ten years,”
Kabir said. Authorities fear poachers are hiding among
the up to 6,000 locals who enter the forest everyday for

their livelihoods, including to fish and collect wild hon-
ey. Concern about the tigers spiked after officials said
last month the number of big cats in the Sundarbans
has nosedived to 106 from an estimated 440 a decade

ago. Bengal tigers live mainly in India, where nation-
wide there are an estimated 2,226, with smaller popula-
tions in Bangladesh, Nepal, Bhutan, China and
Myanmar.—AFP
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PANAMA CITY: Panama’s government
has declared a state of emergency as it
faces a drought that has prompted water
restrictions, depleted reservoirs and
affected shipping through its bustling
canal.  The government blamed the El
Nino weather phenomenon for the
major drought. The state of emergency
declared Tuesday also sets up a govern-
ment board tasked with rushing to deliv-
er a water security plan in under four
months. “El Nino” refers to the abnormal
warming of surface waters in the tropical
sections of the Pacific Ocean every three
to five years that can have wide-ranging

impacts on regional climate. 
Climatologists began observing the

most recent El Nino several months ago,
and some fear that because of global
warming the phenomenon will hit many
areas with increasing frequency and
greater destructive potential in coming
years. The government must deliver
“needed steps . . .  to develop water
reserves to avoid shortages for people’s
consumption and for food security in the
Central American nation” caused by the
drought, it warned. For now, authorities
have barred use of drinking water to
water lawns, gardens and golf courses. It

also stopped issuing permits that allow
people to burn branches, brush and oth-
er natural waste for fear of fueling wild-
fires. Last week, authorities said the
canal, which connects the Pacific and the
Atlantic through the Caribbean, would
temporarily limit the size of ships using
the waterway due to the drought. The
Panama Canal Authority said the maxi-
mum ship draft will be cut to 11.89
meters (39 feet) from September 8,
affecting 18.5 percent of vessels that
normally transit the link between the
Atlantic and Pacific oceans. A ship’s draft
is its depth in the water, and changes as

the vessel becomes heavier or lighter. 

More canal restrictions possible 
The canal authority said fur ther

restrictions could be imposed on
September 16 if weather conditions do
not change. The Panama Canal handles
five percent of global shipping, but may
need to upgrade its century-old infra-
structure in the face of rival bids for
market share from Egypt’s Suez Canal
and a new Nicaraguan canal being
planned by a Chinese company.
Originally scheduled for completion last
year, a more than five-billion-dollar

canal upgrade is now only expected to
be ready in April 2016.

Canal administrator Jorge Quijano
said the month of June and the first half
of July were the driest period in 102
years.  Water levels in the lakes that feed
the canal have dropped sharply as well.
Dry weather conditions in March 1998
saw authorities take similar measures.
The emergency is meant to last until
some two months after the World
Meteorological Organization’s data on El
Nino shows that temperatures in the
tropical equatorial  Pacific have
decreased to a target level.—AFP

JOHANNESBURG: Poachers have killed
record numbers of rhinos in South Africa
in recent years, but some conservation-
ists believe the toll could be higher than
the official  f igures.  All ison Thomson,
founder of a group called Outraged SA
Citizens Against Poaching, said there are
cases not included in the official statis-
tics. For example, lions or other predators
probably k i l l  some vulnerable rhino
calves whose mothers  are poached,
Thomson said. South Africa’s environ-
ment ministry, which reported 1,215 rhi-
no poachings last year, said yesterday
that aerial surveillance and other “con-
certed efforts” are made to detect car-
casses of rhinos killed by poachers. Home
to most of  the world’s  rhinos,  South
Africa has struggled to contain poaching
syndicates because of rising demand for
their horns in parts of Asia, including
Vietnam.

The count includes poached rhinos
“irrespective of the age of the animal or

whether the horns have been removed or
are stil l  intact,” the ministry said in a
statement emailed to The Associated
Press. The ministry said it is unlikely that
some rhino poachings are not reported
“as may have happened in the past on
one or two occasions.” The dead fetus of a
pregnant rhino killed by poachers would
be included in poaching statistics, but
“some” may be missed if scavenging ani-
mals reach the carcass before investiga-
tors, the ministry said. The anti-poaching
group has reported a toll of 710 so far
this year, based on media reports and
other sources. Environment Minister Edna
Molewa has released figures through the
end of April - a toll of 393 rhino poach-
ings, an increase of about 20 percent
over the same period in 2014. Most own-
ers of rhinos in private reserves have
insured them because of  increased
poaching, and they would have to report
a rhino killing in order to receive com-
pensation, the ministry said.—AP

Bangladesh tiger poaching 
sparks Sundarbans ban plan

Panama declares drought emergency

BANGLADESH: In this photograph taken on July 2, 2009, the body of a Royal Bengal tiger which was killed by residents lies in the grass in
Khalishabunia village of Shyamnagar Ppazila in Satkhira. —AFP 

South Africa counts
carcasses as rhino
poaching surges

KINSHASA: A measles outbreak in the copper-mining
Katanga province in the Democratic Republic of Congo
has killed 315 people and infected at least 20,000, the
United Nations said yesterday. Hundreds more deaths
have likely not been documented due to difficulties
accessing remote areas, The UN Office for the
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) said in a
draft report on the province’s worst outbreak of the dis-
ease since 2010-11.

“The measles epidemic in the province of Katanga
is only worsening and gaining ground,” said the report
seen by Reuters. More than $2.4 million will be needed
to organize vaccination drives and treat those already
infected in the southeastern province, it said. Some
1,085 people died and about 77,000 were infected in
the 2010-11 epidemic, according to a study in the sci-

entific journal BMC Infectious Diseases.
The industrial copper and cobalt mining zones in

the province - Africa’s leading producer of both metals -
have been largely untouched by the current outbreak
as they lie hundreds of kilometers south of the worst
affected areas. Measles is a highly contagious virus that
can lead to deadly complications like diarrhoea, dehy-
dration, respiratory infection and encephalitis.
Mortality rates are low in developed countries but can
rise to as high as 20 percent in poorer countries,
according to medical charity Medecins Sans Frontieres
(MSF). It costs about $1 in developing countries to vac-
cinate a child against measles. The World Health
Organization (WHO) warned last November that
progress toward wiping out measles has stalled world-
wide due to poor vaccine coverage.—Reuters

At least 20,000 infected in southeast
Congo measles outbreak 

CZECH REPUBLIC:  Indian elephants walk in their enclosure at the zoo in Prague yes-
terday. Aug 12, is World Elephant Day, an internationally recognized event that start-
ed in 2012 to bring awareness about the slaughter of thousands of elephants in Asia
and Africa every year.—AP


