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Health

Albania losing its national
symbol to mass poaching
The species number today has been cut in half
TIRANA: It is Albania’s national symbol, but the eagle may
soon only be found on the flag. The majestic bird is threatened with extinction due to widespread poaching of raptors. On the side of a national motorway, just 30 kilometers
north of the capital Tirana, a vendor offers motorists a
common buzzard for an average price of 7,000-10,000
leks (55-85 euros, $65-100).
The buzzard is a protected species just like the golden
eagle. But the man isn’t concerned as he exhibits the bird
with its wing wounded by a bullet and its talons tied. “I didn’t wound it. I was given it to sell. The buyers will keep it in
a cage in a bar or a restaurant,” he says. Whether the customers want to stuff them or to keep them in captivity, they
can find these birds for sale on the street.
Of the four species of vultures that used to exist in
Albania, “only one, the Egyptian vulture, remains and its population has been extremely reduced,” says Mirjan Topi,
author of Albania’s first bird guide. So too the dwindling number of golden eagles, a two-headed specimen of which features on the flag of this mountainous Balkan country.
According to experts, some 25 years ago there were between
100 and 200 couples of golden eagles. That number today
has been cut in half, “a dramatic decline”, says Topi.
Bar attraction
For biologist Taulant Bino, president of the Albanian
Ornithological Society, the golden eagle “is on the road to
extinction”. “Fifty years ago or even in the early 1990s, we
could see it on every summit,” he says. On a global scale,
the golden eagle (Aquila chrysaetos) is not classified as a
threatened species, according to the International Union
for Conservation of Nature (IUCN). But in Albania nowadays the place where you are most likely to see a golden
eagle is “stuffed in bars, restaurants or hotels”, Topi says.
The idea is “to decorate the interior to attract customers, at the price of a sickening spectacle, in violation
of the law, and in defiance of the state and institutions”,
the bird specialist laments. In the southern region of
Orikum, a man in his 50s, who would only identify himself
as Petrit, is proud of the eagle he bought for 400 euros.
He displays it in his bar next to the national flag and other
stuffed birds. “It is rare to find an eagle,” he notes. The
state has threatened to close his bar if he continues to
show off his trophy but Petrit is not worried. “I am ready
to pay a fine, but I want to keep it.” And in the mountains
of Prenish along the border with Macedonia, a hunter
who gave his name as Edmond appeared unfazed to be

That’s sick! Humans
identify infected
peers from photos

THUMANE: A wounded common buzzard (buteo buteo) is offered for sale in a metallic cage in a
national road near the village of Thumane on November 8, 2017. Symbol of Albania. — AFP
found with two buzzards he had just killed. The 35-yearold explained that he plans to use the birds as decoration
in his bar “to get more customers”.
Poisoned carcasses
There has been a hunting ban in Albania since 2014.
Authorities say it has curtailed a large number of the
2,000-3,000 Italian hunters who are estimated to have
killed more than 150,000 birds, including hundreds of raptors over the last decade. But they admitted, when contacted by AFP, that the ban’s effectiveness is limited as it only
imposes fines. According to Ermal Halimi, a specialist on
the issue at the ministry of tourism and environment, there
are plans to toughen the law, including “prison terms for all

offences that contribute to the disappearance of protected
animals”. But that’s not the whole story.
Another threat, perhaps even more insidious, hangs
over the raptors: the poisoned carcasses that shepherds
leave in the field to protect their flocks from wolves. “A
single carcass is enough to kill several vultures if they find
it before the wolf,” says Nexhip Hysolokaj, an environmental expert in the Orikum region where in March, six eagles
and vultures were found dead from poison. Fines have
never been issued over this practice which shepherds
seem to have no intention of giving up. “The sheep are the
ones who feed us, they are our pride and wolves massacre
them! We have no choice,” says 83-year old Sado Xhelili
as he guards his flock. — AFP

PARIS: Human beings can spot a sick person, on a photo, a mere two hours after he or she was infected by a
germ, researchers said yesterday. Such an ability to
detect infection early, and from the subtlest of facial
clues, has never been demonstrated before, but is presumed to be part of a crucial survival skill called “disease avoidance”, they wrote.
“An ability to detect sick people would allow people
to avoid being close to sick people, and hence minimize
the risk of becoming sick if the person is a carrier of
contagious disease,” study co-author John Axelsson of
Stockholm University told AFP. The research team
experimented with 16 healthy volunteers, all Caucasian.
Each was given a shot of lipopolysaccharides (LPS) —
molecules taken from bacteria. The LPS molecules are
sterile, meaning that no live bacteria is injected. But
they cause a strong immune response and flu-like
symptoms that lasts a few hours-mimicking someone
who is “acutely sick” and fighting off infection. It is a
method commonly used to cause infections in humans
and people for experimentation purposes.
On a second occasion, each participant received a
placebo or “dummy” injection. The volunteers had their
photo taken about two hours after each shot-thus once
in a healthy state after receiving the placebo, and once
“sick”. After the LPS shot, some of the participants “felt
very sick and others did not feel much sick at all” when
their photo was taken, Axelsson explained. Both pictures, healthy and sick, of all participants were then
showed to a different group of people, which had to rate
whether the person was sick or healthy. “The raters
could correctly discriminate 13 out of 16 individuals (81
percent) as being sick,” said the study published in the
journal Proceedings of the Royal Society B. — AFP

