
CHANGA MANGA: Once a common sight in the skies
of Pakistan, today the white-backed vulture is facing
extinction-its population devastated by the use of
industrial drugs to breed the cattle whose carcasses
they traditionally feed on. Bird numbers have plummeted
by more than 99 percent since the 1990s, according to
the local branch of the World Wildlife Fund (WWF),
which is desperately attempting to ensure the species
does not die out. “Once vultures were found in a very
good number in Pakistan,” explains Warda Javed, coor-
dinator for the WWF
backed Vulture
Restoration Project. But
due to several threats-
principally the use of the
anti-inflammatory drug
Diclofenac, which causes
kidney failure the birds
are dying out. 

In a vast screened
enclosure in the eastern
forest of Changa Manga,
about 100 kilometers
from Pakistan’s cultural
capital Lahore, some 20 Gyps Bengalensis-or the white-
backed vultures-wait patiently for their dinner, tradition-
ally made of donkey and goat meat. With plumage of
white and ash grey, their powerful beaks fitted to long
pink necks, they watch from their wooden perches, some
ten meters above the ground. They boast a wingspan of
two meters and weigh up to 7.5 kilograms. Locked up, at
least they are safe: The goal is to keep the species alive
until outside conditions improve enough for them to be
released. 

Diclofenac is used as a painkiller by livestock breeders

in Pakistan. Vultures consume the meat off the carcasses
of the cattle and so ingest the drugs, which wreak havoc
with their systems. The WWF is lobbying authorities, vet-
erinarians and pharmaceutical companies for the replace-
ment of Diclofenac with an alternative, Meloxicam, which
is safer for the birds. Diclofenac was banned in neighbor-
ing India in 2006 after it was also blamed for destroying
the vulture population there, which went from millions to
just a few thousand in little more than a decade, but it
remains in use in Pakistan. 

Symbols of death
At the Vulture

Restoration Project in
Changa Manga they are
playing the long game.
Four vulture babies were
born in the last two years
through the centre’s
breeding program, but it
will be years before they
are released into the wild.
“Up till 2020, we don’t
have any release plans

until we have a controlled environment outside this centre
as well,” Javed explains, warning that even if Diclofenac is
banned in Pakistan, other drugs used in cattle breeding
can cause problems for the birds. There are eight species
of vultures in Pakistan, two of which-the white-backed
vulture and the Indian vulture-are critically endangered. 

Principally scavengers that feast on carcasses, the
birds have long been associated with death. An issue
compounded on the Indian subcontinent as they have
also been used to dispose of human remains as part of
the centuries-old tradition of Dakhma, the funeral process

of the Zoroastrian community known as the Parsis. Bodies
were first put on top of mountains and later on placed on
top of specially-built structures known as ‘Towers of
Silence’, where the flesh was devoured by the birds. But
the Parsi community is dwindling in India and Pakistan,
and the custom is fading.  The association with death and
misfortune, however, still lingers making it hard to galva-
nize public sympathy for the creatures’ dire plight. Fatima

Arif of WWF-Pakistan concedes that for most people,
vultures evoke negative emotions, but is hopeful the char-
ity can help them improve their image. “We are trying to
gather the general public to let them know that the myths
that are generally associated with this species are not
really based on any fact but they are just folklore,” she
says. Arif adds: “Vultures are very shy birds, they are very
caring parents.”— AFP 
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CHANGA MANGA, Pakistan: White-backed vultures in their enclosure at the Vulture
Conservation Centre run by World Wide Fund for Nature-Pakistan (WWF-P) in Changa
Manga, about 80km from Lahore. — AFP 
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Fears mount
over killer
superbugs
ROME: Imagine a world where a small cut
on your finger or a routine hip replacement
surgery could prove fatal. This is the future
humanity is facing unless the use and abuse
of antibiotics is curbed in both humans and
animals, experts have warned. “The world is
running out of antimicrobials,” said Maria
Helena Semedo, deputy director-general at
the UN Food and Agriculture Organization
(FAO). “Without global action, lives and
livelihoods could be under threat.”

Antimicrobials are drugs, including
antibiotics, that destroy dangerous
pathogens and are essential for human and
animal health and the production of food.
But infections resistant to drugs due to
their overuse could kill as many as 10 mil-
lion people a year by 2050 - posing the
greatest threat to human health, says the
World Health Organization. The use of
antibiotics on farms in populous nations
such as China and India is expected to
soar, and the more antibiotics are given to

animals the more likely drug-resistant bugs
will affect people’s health. 

The good news, experts say, is that sim-
ple steps can mitigate the spread of antimi-
crobial resistance from animals to humans.
“It’s very costly to get new medicine on the
market so we have to preserve the ones
that we have, or we can do better on animal
husbandry practices and the environment,”
said Juan Lubroth, FAO’s chief veterinary
officer. This means better nutrition, better
sanitation and better procedures to protect
farms from pests and diseases - washing
hands and changing shoes before entering
a farm, buying and selling healthy animals
and vaccinating them regularly. 

These measures could fend off diseases
and reduce the need to use antibiotics,
Lubroth told the Thomson Reuters
Foundation. Raising awareness on the
proper use of drugs and the dangers of
misusing them is also vital , said Tim
Petersen, head of animal welfare at the
Danish Veterinary and Food
Administration. “Only sick animals should
be given antibiotics,” he said. In 2010,
when Denmark set limits on how much
antimicrobials pig farmers can use, aware-
ness of drug resistance was very low,
Petersen said. Since then, their use has fall-
en by a quarter with no negative impact on
productivity, he said.

Solutions
The animal health industry is developing

solutions such as vaccinations and animal-
only antibiotics with the private sector in
the vanguard of innovations, said Carel du
Marchie Sarvaas, head of the Brussels-
based industry group HealthforAnimals.
“No government is going to come up with
new antibiotics or vaccines, and no govern-
ment is going to have the scale and scope,”
du Marchie Sarvaas said. This month, the
World Health Organization urged farmers
to stop using antibiotics to promote growth
and prevent disease in healthy animals
because the practice fuels dangerous drug-
resistant superbug infections in people.

The UN’s health body says the bulk of
antimicrobials administered worldwide are
for animals, with around 80 percent of total
consumption of medically important antibi-
otics coming from the animal sector in some
countries. But du Marchie Sarvaas said there
was not enough data to pinpoint how and
where the agricultural sector is contributing
to antimicrobial resistance in humans.
“There’s no link actually shown yet in terms
of how (cutting antibiotic use in farming) is
reducing antimicrobial resistance in
humans,” he told the Thomson Reuters
Foundation. “Use in the agricultural sector is
likely contributing to that but there’s actually
little data of how that happens.” — Reuters

Four sperm
whales die in
beach rescue
ACEH BESAR: Four sperm whales strand-
ed on a beach in Indonesia have died, a
local official said yesterday, despite frantic
efforts to save the massive mammals. The
whales were among a pod of 10 spotted
by locals stranded along Ujong Krueng
beach in Aceh province Monday, with one
seen farther out in the water. Rescuers
tried to push the nine beached whales
back out to sea as hundreds of curious
locals looked on, some snapping pictures. 

Five were pushed back and survived
but four died, some with their mouth
agape as small waves crashed over their
giant bodies. Rescuers tied ropes to the
tails of some of the mammals to pull them
to deeper water. “We had problems evac-
uating them due to a lack of experience
and equipment,” Aceh nature conserva-
tion agency head Sapto Aji Prabowo said.

“But this is a good lesson for us
because Aceh is a crossing point for
marine mammals so in the future we
should be prepared to deal with situa-
tions like this.”  An official autopsy will
be conducted on the whales to deter-
mine the cause of death, but Prabowo
said the giant gray creatures may have
followed their leader to shore or lost
their way. “Usually, sperm whales will
avoid going into deep water if they’re
sick. Two of them were sick. So, we
assume the leaders were sick and the
others automatically followed them to
the beach,” Prabowo said.

One whale had wounds that suggested
it had been injured by a coral reef, he
said, adding that the four dead will be
buried close to the beach. This is the sec-
ond time in the last few years that sperm
whales have been found beached in
northernmost Sumatra island, with one
found dead on a beach in Banda Aceh in
2016. Also last year, eight pilot whales
died after a mass stranding on the coast
of Indonesia’s main island of Java. They
were among a group of more than two
dozen short-finned pilot whales that had
come ashore during high tide. — AFP 


