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PHNOM PENH: Conservationists in
Cambodia have found a nest with 19
eggs from one of the world’s most
endangered crocodiles, boosting hopes
for a rare species threatened by poach-
ers and habitat loss.  The clutch of fist-
sized eggs was discovered this week by
environmental officers and local vil-
lagers near a pond in southwestern Koh
Kong province, according to the
Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS),
which assisted with the discovery. 

The group had been searching for
tracks, dung and other signs of wild
Siamese Crocodiles, a species whose
population has plummeted at an alarm-
ing rate in recent years. Researchers

believe only 400 adults still exist in the
wild, mostly in Cambodia. Their survival
is threatened by poachers who supply
eggs and adult reptiles to crocodile
farms around the region, where their
skins are turned into luxury belts, shoes
and handbags. 

“To avoid any threats, we moved the
eggs to a safe place to hatch and track
their progress,” In Hul, from Cambodia’s
Fisheries Administration, said in a state-
ment Wednesday. After the eggs hatch,
the baby crocodiles will be raised at a
conservation centre until  they are
mature enough to be released into the
wild, Eng Mengey of WCS, said. WCS
said it was the first Siamese Crocodile

nest found in the Sre Ambel river sys-
tem during six years of research. 

Earlier this year the group found a
nest in the same river system belonging
to Cambodia’s Royal Turtle, an uplifting
discovery for another reptile on the
brink of extinction. Deforestation and
poaching have devastated many
species in Cambodia, one of Asia’s poor-
est and most corrupt nations. In its
haste to develop, the government has
been criticized for allowing firms to
clear hundreds of thousands of hectares
of forest land-including in protected
zones-for everything from rubber and
sugar cane plantations to hydropower
dams.—AFP
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CAMBODIA: This handout photo released by the Wildlife Conservation Society shows a nest with 19 eggs of
world’s critically endangered Siamese Crocodile along a river in Koh Kong province. —AFP

Study links at-risk orcas’
failed pregnancies to

scarce food
SEATTLE: Endangered killer whales that frequent the inland
waters of Washington state are having pregnancy problems
because they cannot find enough fish to eat, according to a new
study. Researchers analyzed hormones in excrement collected at
sea and found that more than two-thirds of orca pregnancies
failed over a seven-year period. They linked those problems to
nutritional stress brought on by a low supply of Chinook salmon,
the whales’ preferred diet.

“A large number of whales are conceiving, but when nutrition
is poor, they don’t sustain those pregnancies,” said Sam Wasser,
lead author of the paper and a biology professor at the University
of Washington. Southern resident killer whales along the U.S. West
Coast have struggled since they were listed as endangered species
in 2005. They now number just 78, down from a high of 140
decades ago. The whales face threats from a lack of food, pollution
and boats.

The new study, to be published yesterday in the journal PLOS
ONE, zeroes in on food supply as an important stress factor among
these fish-eating whales. Unlike other killer whales that eat marine
mammals, the orcas that spend the summer in Puget Sound prima-
rily eat salmon, mostly Chinook. Many species of Chinook salmon
along West Coast are listed as threatened or endangered due to a
host of factors, including loss of habitat from urban development,
dams, fishing, pollution and competition from non-native fish.

Toxins that accumulate in the whales’ fat and are released
when the animals starve and metabolize that fat also play a role in
the pregnancy problems. “Food is the driver. But what we can’t yet
say is how much of that then is affected by its interaction by tox-
ins,” Wasser said, adding that there were not enough samples to
say how influential the toxins are. Using dogs trained to sniff out
whale poop, a team of scientists collected nearly 350 excrement
samples from 79 unique whales in inland waters of British
Columbia and Washington state between 2008 and 2014.

Back in the lab, they analyzed it for the hormones proges-
terone and testosterone and assessed whether the orca was preg-
nant and at what stage. They also used DNA to determine the
identity, sex and family line of the whale. A pregnancy was
deemed successful if the female whale was later observed with
her calf. —AP


