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LIMA: A rare rodent species known
as a “bamboo rat” that lives around
the Inca ruins at Machu Picchu in
Peru has resurfaced after a decade of
absence and been photographed for
the first time. A specimen of the
rodent Dactylomis peruanus was
spotted by guards among bamboo
trees at the citadel, which is sur-
rounded by a protected area, said the
National Service of Natural
Protected Areas.

The last time the animal was
recorded at Machu Picchu was in
2008. The bamboo rat lives in sub-
tropical or wet tropical areas,
according to Peruvian authorities. It
has also been reported at medium-
altitude heights on the slopes of the
Andes in northern Bolivia. In Peru, the
animal is on a list of creatures about
which little is known because it is
seen so rarely. —AFP

THAI NGUYEN, Vietnam: Two moon bears are gen-
tly removed from the cramped cages where they have
been held for 13 years, rescuers carefully checking their
rotten teeth and matted paws before sending them to
their new home in a grassy sanctuary in northern
Vietnam. The animals are among the lucky few to be
rescued in a country where hundreds of bears are
feared to have been killed or starved to death as the
cost of once-valuable farmed bile has plummeted. 

Bear bile is extracted-often continuously and
painfully-from the animals’ gallbladders and used in
traditional medicine in
Vietnam, where the illegal
practice remains wide-
spread. But consumers are
shunning the farmed ver-
sion in favor of bile taken
from the nearly extinct wild
bear population, which can
cost 12 times more, and
farmers can no longer earn
what they used to from the
illicit trade.

If consumer demand for
wild bear gallbladders
catches on, it could spell the end for wild bears, which
are killed for the sought-after organ. The trend is also
bad news for caged bears, whose owners can no
longer afford to keep them alive. “Farmers said it
wasn’t profitable to keep the bears any more so they
started feeding them less and let them die off,” Brian
Crudge, research program manager at Free The Bears,
said this week.

The number of captive bears has dropped dramati-

cally since 2005 from about 4,500 to less than 800
today, according to official data and Crudge, who
recently co-authored a study on the issue.  With about
200 bears in Vietnam’s rescue centers, he said many
likely starved to death or were killed off and sold for
their body parts. Bear paws are popularly used as a
delicacy in soup or liquor, while bones are used for
cooking and teeth and claws for decoration or jewelry. 

Race against time    
Now it’s a race against time to rescue Vietnam’s

remaining caged bears. “It’s
quite urgent, we want to get
as many of them as we can
before it’s too late,” Crudge
said. Some farmers-who can
legally keep bears as pets
but are not allowed to
extract bile-have started
handing over their bears
voluntarily.  One farmer said
he used to earn $10 for one
milliliter of farmed bile, but
now only makes about $2,
as some consumers prefer

to shell out for a supposedly higher quality product
from wild bears.

“People don’t seem to like the bile anymore so it’s
harder to find customers,” said the farmer, speaking
anonymously. He used to keep about a dozen bears in
cages at his home and now has none, but just smiled
when asked when happened to them, refusing to elabo-
rate. Vietnam has come under fire for failing to crack
down on the illegal trade, but in a landmark decision

last year said it would abolish all bear farms by 2022. 
It is likely to meet that goal, but not all will make it

into sanctuaries with death rates likely to remain
steady. But a fortunate few will, like moon bears Hoa
Lan and Hoa Tra who were sent to a rescue centre in
Ninh Binh province this week. After being rescued from
the farm where they have lived since 2005, they will

spend a few weeks in quarantine before being allowed
to frolic in the grass with their fellow rescuees-which
will require some courage after so many years in a
cage. “It’s pretty scary for them at first. It can take sev-
eral weeks until they’re brave enough to go around the
enclosure,” said Emily Lloyd, animal manager at Four
Paws Vietnam, which runs the sanctuary. — AFP 

Vietnam’s caged bears dying 
off as bile prices plummet

Number of captive bears drop dramatically since 2005

THAI NGUYEN, Vietnam: This photo shows a caged bear during a rescue operation from a facility where
bear bile is extracted in Thai Nguyen province. — AFP 

And let them 
die off

On Thai island, 
hotel guests
check out of
plastic waste 
KUALA LUMPUR: For the millions of sun
seekers who head to Thailand’s resort island
of Phuket each year in search of stunning
beaches and clear waters, cutting down on
waste may not be a top priority. But the
island’s hotel association is hoping to change
that with a series of initiatives aimed at reduc-
ing the use of plastic, tackling the garbage
that washes up on its shores, and educating
staff, local communities and tourists alike.

“Hotels unchecked are huge consumers
and users of single-use plastics,” said
Anthony Lark, president of the Phuket Hotels
Association and managing director of the
Trisara resort. “Every resort in Southeast Asia
has a plastic problem. Until we all make a
change, it’s going to get worse and worse,” he
said. Established in 2016 and with about 70
members - including all Phuket’s five-star
hotels - the association has put tackling envi-
ronmental issues high on its to-do list.

Last year the group surveyed members’
plastics use and then began looking at ways
to shrink their plastics footprint. As part of
this, three months ago the association’s hotels
committed to phase out, or put plans in place
to stop using plastic water bottles and plastic
drinking straws by 2019. About five years ago,
Lark’s own resort with about 40 villas used to
dump into landfill about 250,000 plastic
water bottles annually. It has now switched to
reusable glass bottles.

The hotel association also teamed up with
the documentary makers of “A Plastic
Ocean”, and now show an edited version with
Thai subtitles for staff training. Meanwhile
hotel employees and local school children
take part in regular beach clean-ups. “The
association is involved in good and inclusive

community-based action, rather than just
hotel general managers getting together for a
drink,” Lark said.

Creators and victims
Phuket, like Bali in Indonesia and Boracay

in the Philippines, has become a top holiday
destination in Southeast Asia - and faces
similar challenges. Of a similar size to
Singapore and at the geographical heart of
Southeast Asia, Phuket is easily accessible to
tourists from China, India, Malaysia and
Australia. With its white sandy beaches and
infamous nightlife, Phuket attracts about 10
million visitors each year, media reports say,
helping make the Thai tourism industry one
of the few bright spots in an otherwise lack-
luster economy.

Popular with holiday makers and retirees,
Phuket - like many other Southeast Asian
resorts - must contend with traffic conges-
tion, poor water management and patchy
waste collection services. Despite these per-

sistent problems, hotels in the region need to
follow Phuket’s lead and step up action to cut
their dependence on plastics, said Susan
Ruffo, a managing director at the US-based
non-profit group Ocean Conservancy.
Worldwide, between 8 million and 15 million
tons of plastic are dumped in the ocean every
year, killing marine life and entering the
human food chain, UN Environment says.

Five Asian countries - China, Indonesia,
the Philippines, Vietnam and Thailand -
account for up to 60 percent of plastic
waste leaking into the seas, an Ocean
Conservancy study found. “As both creators
and ‘victims’ of waste, the hotel industry has
a lot to gain by making efforts to control
their own waste and helping their guests do
the same,” Ruffo said.

“We are seeing more and more resorts
and chains start to take action, but there is a
lot more to be done, particularly in the area
of ensuring that hotel waste is properly col-
lected and recycled,” she added. —Reuters 

BALI: Volunteers from Trash Hero, an environmental NGO, clean up a beach on the
island of Bali, Indonesia. — Reuters

Rare ‘bamboo rat’ photographed
at Machu Picchu

PERU: This handout picture shows a
rare, little known species of rodent
commonly called ‘bamboo rat’ in the
woodlands surrounding the historic
sanctuary of Machu Picchu, in
Cusco, Peru. — AFP 

122 sea turtles 
found dead on 
Mexico beach
TUXTLA GUTIERREZ, Mexico: Mexican
authorities said Friday they found 122 sea
turtles dead on a beach in the southern state
of Chiapas, mostly from an endangered
species. The cause of death was not immedi-
ately clear, though around 10 percent of the
turtles had wounds to the head or shell and
showed signs of injuries from fish hooks or
fishing nets, the environment ministry said in
a statement.

It said authorities had not been able to
carry out autopsies “due to the advanced
state of decomposition in which they were
found.” The turtles were found on the beach-
es of Puerto Arista, a small town on the
Pacific coast. Most of them — 111 — were
from the endangered Pacific Ridley species
(Lepidochelys olivacea). Mexico banned the
capture of sea turtles in 1990, but there is still
a lucrative black market for their eggs. —AFP

JAKARTA: The morning sun rises past buildings and haze over the Jakarta city
skyline.  — AFP 

MEXICO: In this file photo Olive Ridley sea turtles arrive to lay their eggs at Ixtapilla
Beach, Michoacan State, Mexico. — AFP

Choking hazard: Air pollution
hangs over Asian Games

JAKARTA: Indonesia is about to open
the Asian Games but its traffic-clogged
capital Jakarta remains shrouded in a
haze of air pollution that threatens to
mar the world’s second-biggest multi-
sport event. Jakarta’s toxic skies have
been stuck at unhealthy levels for
weeks despite drastic efforts to cut
down on congestion, including an odd-
even license plate system and the clo-
sure of some schools and toll roads.

The city’s air-quality index reading
hovered around 107 on Friday, posing a
danger for people sensitive to air pollu-
tion including those with respiratory
problems. But the index has regularly
topped 150 this month, which is consid-
ered a health threat to the general pop-
ulation. A reading over 300 is seen as

hazardous. About 16,000 athletes and
officials from 45 Asian countries-along
with hordes of sports-crazy tourists-
are flocking to Jakarta and co-host city
Palembang for the showpiece event,
which kicks off Saturday.

Athletes competing indoors will be
relatively unaffected, but it’s a differ-
ent story for outside sports like athlet-
ics, archery, baseball, softball and rug-
by, said Budi Haryanto, an air pollution
and health expert at the University of
Indonesia. Competing in an environ-
ment with dirty air limits athletes’ abil-
ity to perform at their best, he added,
with Jakarta ’s  average 31  degree
Celsius temperatures already threat-
ening to leave competitors drenched
in sweat. — AFP 


