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A stray dog caught before it is sent to the Thawarba Animal Shelter in Yangon. A member of the Yangon City Development Committee carrying a stray dog before
sending it to the Thawarba Animal Shelter in Yangon.

Members of the Yangon City Development Committee vaccinating a stray dog
before sending it to the Thawarba Animal Shelter in Yangon.

Pumped out over speakers, Buddhist chants play for
packs of stray dogs at a Yangon shelter in an
unusual effort to calm them down as Myanmar

struggles to control a ballooning canine population and a
deadly rabies scourge. “We find that the dogs don’t
mate... when we play Dharma preaching,” says Maung
Maung Oo, the manager of the Thabarwa Animal Shelter.
An estimated 1,000 people die from rabies each year in
Myanmar, one of the highest rates in the world and a
conservative estimate according to experts.

Stray dogs are the main source of the problem but
culling through poison has stirred debate through the
Buddhist-majority country. Some adhere to the belief
that neutering will result in karmic retribution that might
render the person infertile in the next life. Vaccination
can be expensive and many rescue centers lack the
resources to do it.But the Thabarwa Animal Shelter,
located 45 kilometers (28 miles) northeast of Yangon, is
home to 2,000 strays, and says it has found a surprising
solution for population control.

It puts on pre-recorded, melodic chanting twice a day
to make the dogs “less aggressive”, Maung Maung Oo
explains. “What else can we do?” he adds. Between 10 to
80 new canines arrive daily, and Maung Maung Oo and
his 40-strong team-who also take care of monkeys and
Asian black bears-have been overwhelmed. 

The number of dogs in the shelter has surged from
800 to 2,000 in recent weeks as Yangon authorities have
stepped up canine control measures. Some 7,000 dogs
have been transferred from the streets to various shelters.
The crackdown comes as public frustration mounts over
what to do about the creatures. A 2016 sterilization pro-
gram appears to have not had a long term impact-there
are some 200,000 strays in Yangon.   Many regard them
as a menace because of the rabies risk, and because ani-
mals foul and block the streets.

Controversial strategy 
The situation deteriorates in the evening when they

form howling packs, leaving some streets inaccessible
and residents terrified of being bitten.  Shopkeeper
Theingi Win says many in the city feel under siege by the
sheer numbers of the animals and there is real risk of
being attacked. “Stray dogs often bite people when they
are angry. Me and my granddaughter were bitten. We
went to the clinic to take medicine,” the 55-year-old
recalls.  Different townships opt for different responses.

Some tranquilize the animals to bring them to shelters.
But in a more controversial strategy up to 10 percent of
the dogs are being poisoned, according to the Myanmar
Veterinary Association. But neither culling nor removing
dogs is a very effective way of tackling rabies-the World
Health Organisation (WHO) advocates for mass vaccina-
tion. Vaccinated dogs act “like a firewall”, says Dr Marina
Ivanova of Four Paws, an NGO headquartered in Vienna
that aims to vaccinate one million dogs against rabies in
Myanmar over the next three years. “Once the animals

are vaccinated in one territory, they will not get rabies
and they will not spread the virus of rabies to the human
population,” she adds.

Lacking resources, authorities rely often on private
donations from companies and citizens to fund rabies
vaccination. Meanwhile, the Bahan township has decided

to go with a more “gentle” route-netting and muzzling
the mutts, and then trucking them to a dog shelter.
Chairman Win Bo explains: “We don’t want Myanmar to
be seen as a dog-killing country.”—AFP

Photo shows dogs resting in the Thabarwa Animal Shelter in Mawbe, on the outskirts of Yangon. — AFP photos

Skateboarder practice in Havana. — AFP photos

After years in the shadows, with neither means nor
official recognition, Cuban skateboarders are
hoping that their sport will finally be accepted at

home when it becomes an Olympic event in Tokyo next
year. “In 2020, skateboard is going to the Olympics in
Japan and that is motivating us to find ways to improve
and perhaps it will encourage the government to take a
little more interest in us,” says 28-year-old Ariel
Gomez, who trains in the homemade skatepark of
Ciudad Libertad, in the west of Havana.

It is here that Gomez regularly helps learner skate-
boarders with the objective that “this sport grows in
Cuba”.  There are hundreds of skateboard devotees in
Cuba but officially the sport doesn’t exist on the island-
there is no federation, no trainers, no dedicated spaces
to practice. That makes it impossible for Cuban skate-
boarders to take part in qualifying events for Tokyo
2020, some of which will be in Los Angeles from July 23
to 28. “We have tried many times to talk with the gov-
ernment, to include us in INDER (the National Institute
of Sport, Physical Education and Recreation) to see if
they will give us a space but they never wanted to,”
says Gomez.

Gifts from abroad  
This non-recognition brings other obstacles, notably

the cost.  In a country where the average monthly
salary is around US$50, there is no shop to buy skate-
board material while prices can be high on the black
market-a skateboard costs between 50 and 100 dollars.
Che Alejandro Pando remembers when things were
even more difficult.  A pioneer of skateboarding in
Cuba, Pando began at the start of the 1980s, a decade
after the sport hit the streets of California and at a time
when the United States were seen as an “imperialist

enemy” by the regime of Fidel Castro.
“We had to make our own skateboards,” says Pando,

a 46-year-old tattoo artist. “For the wheels we had to
be a bit inventive, work out how you could fashion them
from, say, the blades of a Russian food mixer.”

Desperate over the lack of equipment, Gomez opted for
a new tactic in 2010. “We started to film ourselves and
post the videos on the internet. We said we needed
help and asked if anyone might be able to bring us
some things,” he says. His message got through to the
global skateboarding community and skateboarders
began to arrive from South America, Europe and the
US. Since then everything has worked on donations.
“We even received financial aid,” says Gomez.

Olympic dream
That money has paid for the construction of a

skatepark in an abandoned building in Ciudad Libertad,
a former military garrison converted into a school after
the Castro revolution of 1959. “We found this area
abandoned, filled with rubbish,” says Ariel. “We cleaned
it up and started to build our own skateboard park.” On
the smooth granite floor, skaters ride at high speed,
using ramps, ledges and concrete obstacles to practice
jumps and tricks. It is a homemade park which for the
moment is tolerated by the authorities. But it is a differ-
ent story elsewhere.

A tag on one of the walls of the skatepark illustrates
the mood: “Fuck police,” it reads in big red letters. “We
aren’t allowed to skate in the road,” says 19-year-old
Paul Ortega. “They arrest us, take us to the police sta-
tion and fine us.” Meanwhile, skateboard devotees in
Cuba are hoping that the Tokyo Olympic will change a
few minds, that the authorities in Cuba will recognize it
as a sport and that one day they will be able to com-
pete for their country.  — AFP


