
NEW YORK: Elephants take a final bow at
Ringling Bros and Barnum & Bailey Circus
on Sunday, ending a 145-year spectacle
that delighted fans but enraged animal
activists, who say the highly publicized
retirement is not enough. The last 11 ele-
phants touring with “The Greatest Show
on Earth” will leave behind their enor-
mous studded tiaras and begin traveling
tomorrow to Ringling’s 200-acre Center
for Elephant Conservation in central
Florida, said Stephen Payne, spokesman
for the circus’ parent company, Feld
Entertainment.

Bonnie, Juliette and nine other female
Asian elephants are retiring earlier than
originally planned, reflecting shifting US
attitudes toward animal entertainment.
SeaWorld Entertainment Inc is phasing
out killer whale shows at its amusement
parks, halting the breeding of orcas in
captivity as of last month and replacing
the extravaganzas with what it terms edu-
cational encounters by 2019.

But the United States has a long way to
go, say animal activist groups including
People for the Ethical Treatment of
Animals, the International Fund for Animal

Welfare and The Elephant Sanctuary. Even
after the Ringling elephants perform their
last headstands in Sunday shows in Wilkes
Barre, Pennsylvania and Providence,
Rhode Island, a total of 69 elephants will
still be in the possession of smaller US cir-
cuses and traveling acts, with some too
crippled to be exhibited and some kept
for breeding, said PETA spokeswoman
Katie Arth. Other wild animals continue as
circus headliners, including at Ringling
Bros, which tours with 28 tigers, six lions,
one leopard, two kangaroos and three
pythons, Payne said. At least 17 countries
have outlawed circus acts featuring wild
animals, but the practice remains largely
legal in the United States. Hawaii is poised
to be the first state to ban them and more
than a dozen municipalities have enacted
their own prohibitions.

While glad that the Ringling elephants
are leaving their traveling days behind,
animal activists are critical of the compa-
ny’s Polk City, Florida, facility that will
serve as their retirement home. “(It’s) noth-
ing more than a breeding facility, where
elephants are chained for approximately
16 hours a day or more in concrete-

floored barns and still beaten with bull-
hooks,” PETA’s Arth said. “When they’re
allowed outside, they’re confined to small,
virtually barren paddocks.” Payne brushed
off the criticism as an effort by “animal
rights extremists to score cheap publicity”
and accused PETA of lacking first-hand
knowledge of what it takes to care for an
Asian elephant. The center focuses on
conservation, breeding and research,
including studies to determine why ele-
phants face a lower risk of cancer than
humans despite their far greater body
mass, the center’s website says.

A Reuters reporter who toured the
camp in October saw dozens of ele-
phants corralled in groups of twos and
threes in scrub-filled areas about the size
of suburban back yards that gave them
enough room to walk around and includ-
ed toys. At night they stay in large barns,
with their feet often chained to keep
them from stealing each other’s food.
“Free-range sanctuaries that are as large
as possible are a much better option,”
said Katie Moore, animal rescue program
director with the International Fund for
Animal Welfare.  — Reuters 
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PALMIRA, Colombia: Zamira Diaz has a map show-
ing where her brother Oswaldo is buried. But like
many who have lost loved ones in Colombia’s civil
conflict, she cannot go and find him. Oswaldo lies in
one of the “red zones” - rebel-held areas where even
the police will not dare go and search. The hand-
drawn maps bear instructions on how to get through
the jungle to a spot several hours away on foot,
where Oswaldo is thought to be buried. “It is a no-go
zone,” Zamira says. “It is guerrilla territory, all covered
with pine trees. It is still too dangerous to go there.”

As the government and Marxist FARC rebels
close in on a peace deal, Oswaldo represents one of
the challenges to reconciliation after half a century
of conflict: He is one of tens of thousands of victims
listed as “missing”. A town councilor from Palmira in
the southwestern region of Cauca, he disappeared
on Oct 15, 2001. He was 42.

Four men with guns came and took him away in
front of his 13-year-old son, says Zamira, 64. Zamira
keeps the maps in a thick file of documents about
her brother. They were given to her by one of the
campaigners working to find missing victims. When
she received them, Zamira told the police but they

did not do anything, she says. “When security con-
ditions are difficult, the public officials go accompa-
nied by the police or the army, depending on the
circumstances,” the state prosecution service told
AFP in a statement from its press service. “That way,
they always reach the places where the events took
place.” The service did not say however whether
officials had managed to get to the current resting
place of Oswaldo Diaz, or of another missing victim,
Manuel Castro Patino.

Abducted at Breakfast 
Patino’s mother Mariela Patino, 56, says the

youngest of her four children was taken away from
their family farm one day while he was on leave from
the army. “He was just finishing his military service.
He was the baby of the family,” she says, showing a
photograph of Manuel aged 20 in his military
fatigues. “We were having breakfast when six mem-
bers of the FARC showed up.  They accused him of
being an army informer,” she told AFP. “I reported it
and started putting up notices everywhere. The FARC
told me if I didn’t leave, they wouldn’t be responsible
for my life or my family’s.”

She abandoned her home and moved to the city
of Cali where she opened a beauty salon. She joined
“The Missing Ones,” an association campaigning to
find lost victims of the conflict. One day, a FARC com-
mander admitted to her that Manuel was buried in
one of the no-go areas. “We went there but didn’t find
him. I passed the information to the state prosecu-
tors. That was eight years ago,” she says. “It is a red
zone and the authorities cannot go there.”

Ransom demands 
Oswaldo’s family received ransom demands - for as

much as $67,000. Neither they nor many other families
in the same situation could afford that. Twice they took
DNA tests to identify bodies which turned out not to
be Oswaldo. In 2014, the FARC admitted that they had
killed him when he tried to escape. According to offi-
cial figures, prosecutors have located 6,500 out of
45,000 people estimated to have gone missing during
the conflict. Of those, 3,100 bodies have been returned
to their families. “We have fought every way we can for
them to tell us the truth,” Zamira says, choking on her
tears. “They must tell us where they are - not just my
brother, but all the missing people.”  — AFP 

Danger keeps Colombians 
from burying their dead

Tens of thousands listed as ‘missing’

LIMA: More than 30 lions rescued from
abuse in Peruvian and Colombian circuses
were flown Friday to South Africa, in what
campaigners called the largest-ever airlift of
big cats. The 33 lions, with names such as
Zeus and Shakira, were freed after the use
of wild animals in circuses was outlawed in
Peru in 2011 and Colombia in 2013. Saved
from the lion tamer’s whip, they have been
rounded up with the help of authorities by
Animal Defenders International (ADI), an
animal rights charity.

“It’s truly wonderful that these lions,
after a lifetime of suffering and abuse in cir-
cuses, are going home to Africa,” said the
president of ADI, Jan Creamer. “All of the
lions when they arrive from the circuses
have health problems, parasites, disease,”
she added. “All of their lives they haven’t
had enough food, so they have long-term
malnutrition problems.” Recent months
have been spent in straw-lined cages in a
refuge north of Lima, however, they have
been well fed and are in generally good
health, Creamer said.

Twenty-four lions rescued in Peru were
driven from their temporary rescue center
to Lima airport to be picked up by a cargo
plane that brought another nine over from
Colombia. Late Friday, the airlift took off,
transporting the big cats to their new life.
“We are on our way!” read a post on the ADI
website. “The 33 lions are on board the ADI
Spirit Of Freedom Flight, on route to their
wonderful new lives at Emoya Big Cat
Sanctuary, South Africa.”

The contingent of big cats includes
Shakira, named after the Colombian pop
singer. Her minders say she likes to play
with a tyre and eat watermelons. From one
of 10 Peruvian circuses comes “Ricardo, the

one-eyed lion” and from another “Joseph,
the almost-blind lion.”

‘Heading Home to Paradise’ 
Together, the 33 were to take a 15-hour

flight to South Africa in travel cages inside
the plane chartered by ADI. They were to
arrive yesterday in Johannesburg and be
taken on to the Emoya Big Cat Sanctuary in
the north of the country. “The lions will be
in their natural habitat for the first time in
their lives,” Creamer said. “They should fit
right into that habitat. It’s the best environ-
ment for them.”

ADI says it is the biggest transfer of such
large captive animals ever. In the circuses
the lions were poorly fed and trucked
around in cages, the group said. The
Colombian circuses gave up the nine lions
voluntarily but police had to launch raids to
free the lions in Peru. The rescuers say that
one of the Peru contingent, Smith, attacked
a teacher from a school party when she was
invited into his cage by a lion tamer.

“Almost all of the rescued lions have
been mutilated to remove their claws, one
has lost an eye, another is almost blind, and
many have smashed and broken teeth so
would not survive in the wild,” ADI said in a
statement. At their new home, “the lions
will enjoy large natural enclosures situated
in pristine African bush, complete with
drinking pools, platforms and toys,” it
added. “The lion habitats will be steadily
expanded over the coming months as the
lions become familiar with their new life
and are introduced to each other.” The cost
of the transfer is $10,000 per cat, ADI said.
“These lions have endured hell on earth,”
Creamer said. “Now they are heading home
to paradise.”  — AFP 

33 rescued lions flown 
from Peru to S Africa

PALMIRA, Colombia: Zamira Diaz, sister of Oswaldo Diaz - kidnapped by the FARC in Oct 2001 - shows a map given by an alleged
FARC guerrilla which indicates the exact location where the remains of his brother are. — AFP 

MEXICO CITY: There were no tears and
their faces were hardened by 19 months
of grief and anger as the parents of 43
Mexican students who vanished in 2014
marched in the capital. Less than two
years ago, they would have been sur-
rounded by tens of thousands of people
as they protested against President
Enrique Pena Nieto’s handling of the case.
But this past Tuesday - just two days after
foreign experts issued a damning report
accusing the government of obstructing
their investigation - the protesters num-
bered only in the hundreds.

While the mass disappearance has
tainted Mexico’s image abroad, the
protests have waned and Pena Nieto’s
administration is weathering the criti-
cism despite falling approval ratings. “It’s
a long struggle and there are few of us,”
said Emiliano Navarrete, holding a pic-
ture of his missing son as he walked
down Mexico City’s main boulevard,
Reforma. But, Navarrete said, “to shut us
up they’ll have to kill us.” While he could-
n’t hide his disappointment at the low
attendance, he said the “quality” of the
people joining the parents was more
important than “quantity.”

The parents traveled from Tixtla, a
town in the impoverished southern state

of Guerrero, where their 43 sons studied
at a rural teacher college. Prosecutors say
the students were whisked away by cor-
rupt police in the city of Iguala on Sept
26, 2014, after they hijacked buses to be
used for a future protest. But the experts
of the Inter-American Commission on
Human Rights, who were invited by the
government to aid the probe at the par-
ents’ request, rejected the central conclu-
sion in the case. The experts said there
was no scientific proof that the students’
bodies were burned in a funeral pyre at a
garbage dump after they were killed by
a drug gang.

‘International Scrutiny’ 
The mass disappearance wrecked

Pena Nieto’s effort to shift attention away
from Mexico’s drug violence and toward
his ambitious economic reform agenda.
But while his popularity has dropped to
30 percent, his Institutional Revolutionary
Party and its allies still managed to keep
their majority in the lower house of
Congress in elections last year. Clemente
Rodriguez, another desperate parent, said
Mexicans probably stopped protesting
because they bought the government’s
conclusions in the case. With the latest
protest, Rodriguez said, the families were

hoping to “give a boost” to the report
published last Sunday by the commission
experts, who alleged that authorities tor-
tured suspect and committed “severe
irregularities” at a key crime scene. 

Vidulfo Rosales, a lawyer represent-
ing the parents, said the families of the
students are now hoping that “interna-
tional scrutiny” can help their cause.
While the experts’ mission ends on
Saturday after their year-long investiga-
tion, the Inter-American Commission on
Human Rights plans to create a mecha-
nism to ensure that Mexican authorities
follow their recommendations and new
lines of investigation.

‘Case Must Not be Forgotten’ 
The experts “are putting a spotlight on

our law enforcement system, which is
totally dysfunctional, which tortures,
which fabricates and hides evidence,” said
Denis Gonzalez, human rights program
coordinator at Iberoamericana University.
And that makes the government “uncom-
fortable,” Gonzalez said. “It’s not strange
that society has become tired and dis-
tanced itself,” Gonzalez said, noting that
the country has suffered from the “psy-
chological warfare” of a “mad war” against
narcotrafficking. — AFP 

Lonely struggle of missing 
Mexican students’ parents

LIMA: African lions born in captivity in Peru rest on April 27, 2016 caged in a con-
tainment area in Puente Piedra, in the northern outskirts of Lima, prior to be airlift-
ed to Johannesburg by Animal Defenders International. — AFP 

Ringling elephants pack 
up trunks for retirement


