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HONG KONG: The oldest giant panda
living in captivity is set to challenge the
world record for the animals’ longevity,
with her age said to put her on par with
a human centenarian. Hong Kong’s giant
panda Jia Jia, whose name means
“good”, will  turn 37 this summer at
theme park Ocean Park, matching the
Guinness World Records title for the old-
est panda survivor in captivity - Du Du,
who died in 1999, aged 37.

“It is rare for pandas to live to this

age,” said Grant Abel, the park’s director
of animal care. “It’s probably equivalent
to someone, a human person, who
would be over a hundred years of age.”
Jia Jia’s caregivers say they are consider-
ing sending an application to Guinness
World Records after the celebration of
her birthday, which is observed in sum-
mer, although the exact date is not
known, as she was captured in the wild.

Born in China in 1978, Jia Jia was gift-
ed to Hong Kong in 1999, along with

another panda, to mark the second
anniversary of the city’s handover from
former colonial ruler Britain. She weighs
80 kg and is considered to be in remark-
ably good health for her age, even
though her vision is severely impaired
and her hearing has deteriorated, says
Paolo Martelli, the park’s chief veterinari-
an. Jia Jia takes medicines for high blood
pressure and arthritis. She walks slowly
and avoids the exhibition area of her
enclosure, preferring to stay at the back

and feast on several kilograms of bam-
boo shoots and leaves, besides fruit and
high-fiber bread. “ The first thing I
thought when I saw Jia Jia was, ‘Oh my
God, she’s so old, I’m going to be the one
to bury her,” Martelli said. “But actually
it’s been 10 years now. And she’s had a
few ups and downs, but she always man-
ages to bounce back and look surpris-
ingly good for years after that,” he said,
adding that it was hard to predict her
remaining lifespan.

Pandas are endangered because
most of their natural habitat has been
destroyed for timber, farming and con-
struction, according to conservation
group the World Wildlife Fund. A Chinese
government survey in 2014 estimated
1,864 pandas live in the wild, up 17 per-
cent from 2003. They also have an excep-
tionally short breeding season, with
females fertile for just 24 to 36 hours a
year, says a nonprofit body, Pandas
International. — Reuters 

HK panda nears world record for longevity

TAKARA: In this Saturday, May 30, 2015, photo, children play on the beach in the town of Takara, on Efate Island, Vanuatu. The town was dam-
aged in March during Cyclone Pam. — AP 

Due to climate change, Vanuatu 
villagers seeking higher ground

‘It’s time to plan for the long term’

HAGATNA, Guam: Guam’s war against the
coconut rhinoceros beetles, which have
ravaged many coconut trees, has become
more challenging, an expert said. At stake
in the battle against the beetles is the sur-
vival of the remaining coconut trees on the
island, which aren’t just a source of food.
They’re also a vital part of Guam’s image as
a tropical island, the Pacific Daily News
reported yesterday.

One challenge that has set back ongo-
ing efforts to try to eradicate the coconut
rhinoceros beetles is the recent discovery
that the virus Oryctes nudivrus, which is
being used as a biological agent to kill the
beetles, isn’t as effective as expected, said
Aubrey Moore, an entomologist, an associ-
ate professor at the University of Guam and
a leading expert on the issue.

The virus, which attacks only rhinoceros
beetles, typically reduces damage caused
by coconut rhinoceros beetles by up to 90
percent, and population suppression lasts
indefinitely, Moore stated. But there’s a
problem with the use of the virus on
Guam’s beetles. Guam’s coconut rhinoceros
beetles seemed to have developed an
immunity to the virus, so the next step is to
try to find a more effective biological con-
trol agent, possibly another strain of virus,
Moore said.

Researchers at AgResearch, a leading
research institute for New Zealand’s agri-
culture industry, and UOG, recently have
discovered that the Guam rhinoceros bee-
tles are “genetically different” from other
coconut rhinoceros beetle populations and
they are resistant to all available strains of
(Oryctes nudivrus, or OrNV),” Moore said.

New Zealand researcher Sean DG Marshall
is expected to present the findings that
Guam’s invasive coconut rhinoceros beetles
have become resistant to the virus that’s
meant to stop them at an international
conference in Canada in August.

Breeding ground 
Another challenge that has come up in

the fight against the destructive beetles:
The numerous trees toppled by Typhoon
Dolphin now are decaying and providing a
breeding ground for the beetles. The
decaying trees provide a haven for grubs
before they become adult, flying beetles
that destroy coconuts. In about six months
the grubs will become mature beetles, pos-
ing an even tougher challenge for Guam to
keep their population under control, Moore
said.

“Worst-case scenario is that we may lose
most of our coconut palms due to an
impending (beetle) outbreak in response to
abundant breeding sites left by Typhoon
Dolphin,” Moore said. In Colorado, tiny par-
asitic wasps from China are being deployed
as part of a test to kill emerald ash borer
beetles, which have killed 50 million trees
in more than two dozen states, the
Coloradoan reported recently.

Guam isn’t considering using parasitic
wasps to combat beetles, Moore said.
Parasitic wasps were used in Palau to try to
eradicate coconut rhinoceros beetles, but
they weren’t effective, Moore said. A chemi-
cal or insecticide can be used to zap the
beetles, but it’s not approved for consumer
use and can be costly, Guam researchers
said.— AP 

Guam’s war against beetles
becomes more challenging

TAKARA: Many people living in this coastal vil-
lage in Vanuatu believe the March cyclone that
sent waves surging through their homes was
the latest and most dramatic sign of climate
change. They are now considering rebuilding
their entire community on higher ground.
Cyclone Pam struck the Pacific archipelago three
months ago, blasting the islands with winds of
270 kilometers per hour, killing at least 11 peo-
ple and affecting 180,000 more by destroying
their homes and crops. Many residents saw it as
part of broader environmental changes they’ve
witnessed in recent years, from higher sea levels
to trees bearing fruit out of season.

“We have seen a lot of changes in our weath-
er patterns. The level of the sea rise. And it is
affecting the nation at the moment,” said
Vanuatu President Baldwin Lonsdale in an inter-
view with The Associated Press. “The impact of
climate change is quite real in Vanuatu.” Parts of
Vanuatu are low-lying and are starting to see vis-
ible signs of rising sea levels as the earth warms
and ice caps melt. The world’s oceans have risen
nearly 7 centimeters since 1992, scientists at the
US National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration say, and are projected to rise at a
faster rate in the decades to come.

Severe storms 
More damaging than the overall rise, howev-

er, are the unpredictable surges brought on by
more severe storms. While scientists caution that
singular events like the cyclone can’t be attrib-
uted solely to climate change, many say there is
a link to a general increase in violent weather.
“The short answer would be that certainly there
is a connection between climate change and
extreme weather,” said Debarati Guha-Sapir, a
professor at the University of Louvain School of
Public Health in Brussels. “The numbers of
storms and high wind events have been increas-
ing. So have droughts, in fact, and all of these
are very connected to climate change.”

She said there’s likely to be an increase in cat-
astrophic flooding in coming years and people
need to better prepare for that. Vanuatu isn’t the
only Pacific island nation figuring out how to
face climate change. Low-lying Kiribati has pur-
chased land in Fiji, which Kiribati President
Anote Tong says is an investment and also a
guarantee in case the entire nation needs to
move.

In Takara, which is on Vanuatu’s main island
of Efate, village chief Benjamin Tamata said he
wants to move the village of about 200 people
inland by about 300 meters to move away from
the rising seas and to avoid future storm surges.
“When the cyclone came to my village, it’s not
only the cyclone,” he said. “With the sea level ris-
ing, it came through and damaged our houses.
And some of the people run away.” He said many
escaped to a nearby school, but now it’s time to
plan for the long term. “We try to relocate,” he
said. “To take all the people from this village and
we try to relocate where we can be safe, or
where we can survive from the sea.” If Takara
does move inland, it won’t be the first village to
do so in Vanuatu. A decade ago, dozens of vil-
lagers on Tegua Island moved inland in what the
U.N. described as one of the first cases of mass
displacement triggered by global warming.

“Staff from the meteorological office and haz-
ard department, they went and assessed the lev-
el of sea rise,” said Lonsdale. “And they advised
people to move inland. And so they assisted.
They assisted the communities and we have
moved them further up from the coastal area.”
NOAA, NASA, the Japanese weather agency, and
the World Meteorological Organization all
declared 2014 the hottest year on record, with
NOAA putting 2014 at an average of 58.26
degrees Fahrenheit (14.6 Celsius).

Change has impact 
As the world gets warmer, water expands, so

the seas rise. But on top of that, ice sheets in

Greenland and west Antarctica are melting, as
are world glaciers, and scientists worry that
meltwater will dramatically increase sea level
by about 1 meter by the end of the century.
Islanders are also noticing other effects of cli-
mate change, said Shadrack Welegtabit, the
director of  Vanuatu’s  National  Disaster
Management Office. He said trees are bearing
fruit and nuts all year round, instead of in dis-
tinct seasons like in the past.

“Not only in Vanuatu, but probably in the
Pacific as a whole, climate change does have
an impact,” Welegtabit said. “We are beginning
to see changes in the weather patterns. We are
beginning to have more intense weather, more
severe cyclones.” Vanuatu has made strides in
its rebuilding efforts since the cyclone, and
many tourism operators are hoping that the
tourists who help power the economy will
soon return. But for others, like Vila North
School Principal Elina Jaywelson Gilu, the
rebuild has been painfully slow.

She’s still operating three classes from a
tent provided by aid agency UNICEF while she
waits for her classroom buildings to get new
roofs. “You can just imagine our classes are
very noisy, and it’s really, really hard to get the
students to concentrate,” she said. “Because
they are all under one roof and it’s not been
partitioned to separate the classes. And they
are all sitting on the floor.”

Shirley Laban, the climate change adapta-
t ion manager in Vanuatu for  aid agenc y
Oxfam, said its time for the world to get seri-
ous about tackling climate change. “What
more can we show you. Category-5 Cyclone
Pam is the real evidence already,” she said. “We
need to cut down on this carbon emission.
Because as long as we do not cut down, vul-
nerable individuals, countries, women and
children will continue to be impacted.” — AP 

MONROVIA: This photo taken on June 29, 2015 shows the feeding of chimpanzees
from Monkey Island, a celebrated colony of former research lab captives on an atoll
deep in the jungle of southern Liberia. —AFP  

Liberia’s ‘Planet of the Apes’ 
chimps nearing starvation

MONKEY ISLAND, Liberia: A speedboat
laden with exotic fruit approaches and four
chimpanzees come bounding over from the
dense forest, screeching excitedly as volun-
teers throw them pineapple and mango
chunks. 

The apes are part of a celebrated colony of
former research lab captives enjoying retire-
ment un-caged on an atoll deep in the jungle
of southern Liberia, known as Monkey Island.
The only significant inhabitants of the six
islets, the chimps have been living an idyllic
existence, fed by human volunteers on their
very own ‘Planet of the Apes’-a nickname giv-
en to the archipelago by local media. But the
colony of 66 chimps has been at the centre of
an international storm since the New York-
based blood bank funding it announced in
March it was stopping the cash.

The New York Blood Center (NYBC), which
carried out about 30 years of biomedical
research on the animals, had publicly com-
mitted to their lifelong care after they were
retired in 2005. The Humane Society of the
United States (HSUS) is supporting the colony
through emergency fundraising as the
Liberian government and the blood bank lock
horns over who should be responsible for
their care.

“NYBC may believe that people will forget
and that this will go away, but I can assure
you that it won’t,” HSUS vice-president
Kathleen Conlee told AFP in an email from
Washington DC. “They are absolutely respon-
sible for the long-term care of these chim-
panzees.”Conlee described the chimps’ care
costs-estimated at $30,000 a month-as “a
mere drop in the bucket for this organization
that has hundreds of millions in revenue
annually”.

‘Moral obligation’ 
The Liberia Biomedical Research Institute

(LBRI) entered into an agreement with the
NYBC in 1974 to carry out research in a lab

about 65 kilometers (40 miles) southeast of
Monrovia, capturing or buying the chim-
panzees. The research project had gained a
world class reputation in the field of viral
infections, particularly hepatitis, by the time it
ended and the NYBC appeared to make a
commitment to the chimps in retirement as a
reward for their contribution.

NYBC director Alfred Prince wrote in the
American Society of Primatologists Bulletin in
2005 that Monkey Island was to become “a
dedicated full-time sanctuary”. “NYBC recog-
nizes its responsibility to provide an endow-
ment to fund the sanctuary for the lifetime
care of the chimpanzees,” he wrote. The
chimps are entirely reliant on humans for
their survival, as there is no year-round fresh
water supply or enough food on their islets.

LBRI head Fatorma Bolay said initial emer-
gency funding from the HSUS, pooled with
cash from other sources, had probably saved
the animals from dehydration and starvation.
World-renowned chimpanzee expert Jane
Goodall sent an open letter to the NYBC in
May urging the organization to consider its
“moral obligation” to continue funding the
chimps’ care. “I find it completely shocking
and unacceptable that NYBC would abandon
these chimpanzees and discontinue support
for even their basic needs,” she wrote. AFP
emailed and telephoned the NYBC but the
centre did not respond to requests for com-
ment.

‘No different from humans’ 
John Abayomi Zeonyuway, a volunteer at

the institute, showed AFP the animals’ care
routine on a recent visit to Monkey Island, a
25-minute speedboat ride up the John River
from Roberts International Airport. As the
boat approached the first of the islets, a nine
square-kilometer patch of jungle known as
Island Five, a welcoming party of four chimps
began screeching and jumping up and down
excitedly. —AFP 

NEW DELHI: Monsoon flooding
that killed dozens of people in
western India last month also hurt
the world’s last population of wild
Asiatic lions, forest officials said in a
report. At least 81 people died in
mudslides, collapsed homes or
high waters in Gujarat state, while
thousands were forced to evacuate
their homes. The rains also killed at
least 10 of the country’s 523 lions -
the last members of the subspecies
left anywhere in the wild - as well
as prey animals, including more
than 80 spotted deer and 1,670
Asian antelope called blue bulls,
according to a report submitted
over the weekend to the federal
environment ministry in New Delhi.

The animal deaths underline
conservationists’ concerns about
keeping all of the lions in a single
location. The conservationists
argued successfully in India’s
Supreme Court in 2013 for some to

be relocated to a second sanctuary
far away, to prevent the population
from being hit all at once by natural
disaster or disease. But Gujarat has
resisted moving any of the lions.
“There is no cause for panic,” said
CN Pandey, a top forest official in
Gujarat. “Conservation efforts are
ongoing.”

The lions died in two badly
flooded areas near their sanctuary
in Gir National Forest in southern
Gujarat. Pandey said a single day of
rain, on June 26, had dumped 26
centimeters of water in the area
and turned a 100-square-kilometer
area “into an unbroken sheet of
water.” Other lions were found in
“weak health and shocked condi-
tion,” and were given treatment and
food supplements, the report said,
according to the Press Trust of
India. Hundreds of park workers,
animal activists and villagers
launched a search for the lions, and

found about 80 “roaming safely in
their territory, killing wild animals

and blue bulls from the surround-
ing areas,” the report said. — AP 

India floods kill endangered 
lions near Gujarat sanctuary

AHMADABAD: In this May 10, 2015 file photo, an Asiatic lion rests at
its enclosure at the Kamala Nehru Zoological Garden. — AP 


