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Hundreds cheered as the three beauty
contest finalists strolled out into the
middle of the grounds and raised

their painted trunks to the judges - sym-
bols of all that is admired and denounced
at Nepal’s annual elephant festival. With
her toe nails painted red and a lotus on her

trunk, 35-year-old Buffkali took the tro-
phy at the end of the nine-day festival that
ended Friday. 

But while elephants were judged on
how well they were decorated and
groomed, officials were also meant to
check their heads and ears for signs of
beatings. Many outsiders were also look-
ing for signs of abuse at the festival, which
has been held in the Chitwan district,
home to Nepal’s most important conserva-
tion area and a lucrative tourist destina-
tion, since 2004.

Elephants are worshipped as the Hindu
god Ganesh in Nepal and big crowds
attended the festival-where over 25 of the
creatures took part in football, polo and
races, as well as the beauty pageant and a
picnic where they were served bananas
and sugarcane.

Deepak Bhattarai, chairman of the local
hotel association that organizes the festi-
val, told AFP the event aims to highlight
elephants’ “relationship with humans” and
to become more “elephant friendly” every
year. “It is exciting. I brought my son here
to watch the elephants, you don’t get to
see them like this every day,” said one vis-
itor Sheetal Karki.

But the festival has also come under fire
for abuse, with mahouts using sticks or
bullhooks to force the elephants to play.

Surajan Shrestha of the local Animal
Rights Club said activists have been work-
ing with organizers to ease concerns and
had eliminated the use of bullhooks during
games this year. “But we can still see
abuse off the field ... I hope our campaign
will pressure the organisers to take steps
to improve (the festival),” he said.

“It’s 2020 - the Chitwan authorities
need to stop treating elephants like it’s
1820,” said Jason Baker, a vice president

of PETA in a statement on Thursday.
“They should focus tourism on the amaz-
ing local culture and leave animals alone,”
he added. “It’s impossible to ride elephants
and force them to play these meaningless
‘games’ without abuse.” Another popular
event in Nepal, elephant polo champi-
onships, were halted in 2016 with organiz-
ers feeling pressure over treatment of the
animals. — AFP 

Mahouts line up their elephants in front of fruits and vegetables during the Chitwan Elephant Festival in Sauraha Chitwan, some 150 km southwest of
Kathmandu on Jan 1, 2020. — AFP photos

Mahouts guide their elephants during an elephant beauty pageant.

Mahouts wait with their elephants before an elephant football match.

The hatching of two storks on a bamboo
platform in a remote Indian zoo has
raised hopes that one of the world’s most

threatened bird species can be saved, experts
say. The two Greater Adjutant chicks have
gone on display at Assam State Zoo weeks
after they hatched in the northeast Indian state.
The Greater Adjutant, standing 1.5 m tall with a
2.5-m wingspan, is on the red list of threatened
species kept by the International Union for
Conservation of Nature.

With the gradual destruction of their forest
and wetland breeding habitat, there are
believed to be only about 1,000 of the storks
left in India and Cambodia. “We do not have
any report that this endangered bird has bred
(before) in any zoo or in captivity,” said Assam
zoo chief Tejas Mariswamy. “This success will
lead to similar experiment elsewhere in the
world and will help conserve and protect the
birds,” added Bibhab Talukdar, head of the
Aaranyak conservation group that worked with
the zoo to help breeding.  

The storks, known as “hargilla” (bone swal-
lower) in the Assamese language, were
shunned before because of their smelly drop-
pings, noisy calls and messy eating habits. But
the Aaranyak project led a campaign to reha-
bilitate the species and its reputation in recent
years. It assembled an award-winning brigade
of village women conservationists to protect
their nesting grounds, and set up the breeding
platforms with Assam zoo in 2017.

“Finally we found success on November 26,
2019 when the first chick hatched,” said Purnima

Devi Barman, who leads the project. A second
followed 10 days later. Two three-metre high
bamboo platforms were erected in the zoo. The
platform was about a metre wide, the size of the
stork’s natural nest. Nesting materials used by
the birds in the wild were brought in for the
Greater Adjutants to find. Their food supply was
also carefully prepared. “The commotion creat-
ed by zoo visitors was also monitored and care
was taken so that the birds did not suffer from
disturbance,” said Mariswamy. — AFP 

This picture taken on Jan 1, 2020 shows a Greater Adjutant stork and its chick on an artificial plat-
form in an enclosure at Assam State Zoo/Botanical Garden in Guwahati. — AFP 

ABangkok cafe drew the wrath of
thousands of fans of K-pop girl
group Blackpink, following

“inappropriate” comments posted by
the owner about a visit from Thai
superstar member Lalisa Manoban.
Referred to as “Lisa” by fans, the Thai
member of South Korean pop group
Blackpink shared pictures on
Instagram from a photoshoot at
MQQN Cafe in Bangkok on Thursday
to her more than 28.1 million followers.
Her post, which showed her posing on
the yellow seats of the retro-themed
diner, drew more than 3.5 million likes
and 20,500 comments.

But what should have been a New
Year’s boon to the cafe quickly turned
sour after the owner made lewd com-
ments about her visit, attempting to sell
the furniture she sat on and the cutlery
she used. His posts on Facebook -
which have now been taken down -
went viral as Thai fans accused him of
sexual harassment, and he swiftly apol-

ogized for his “inappropriate post”. “I
accept all criticisms... I am deeply sor-
ry for what happened,” said the owner,
whose Facebook page has now been
hidden.

MQQN cafe was shuttered yester-
day, with a “closed” sign tucked behind
its silver doors. The furore spilled onto
the cafe’s Facebook page, drawing
negative one-star reviews from fans
demanding “respect” for Lisa and
promising to boycott the establish-
ment. “How stupid he is to turn an
opportunity into a crisis,” said a com-
menter, who urged the boycott. 

Formed in 2016, Blackpink - made
up of Thailand-born Lisa, two South
Korean members, and one from New
Zealand - has helped to raise K-pop’s
global profile with tens of millions of
fans worldwide. It was named in TIME
Magazine’s “100 Next” most influential
in 2019, and was also the first female
K-pop group invited to perform at the
Coachella music festival. — AFP 

A “closed” sign is seen on the door of the popular MQQN retro cafe in Bangkok yes-
terday. — AFP 

Kane Tanaka has extended her record
as the world’s oldest person by cele-
brating her 117th birthday at a nursing

home in Fukuoka in southern Japan. Tanaka
marked her birthday with a party yesterday
along with staff and friends at the nursing
home, television footage from local broad-
caster TVQ Kyushu Broadcasting Co
showed. Tanaka, whose birthday was on Jan

2, took a bite from a slice of her big birthday
cake. “Tasty,” she said with a smile. “I want
some more.”

Tanaka was last year confirmed as the
oldest living person, aged 116 years 66 days
old as of March 9, according to Guinness
World Records. Tanaka’s record age is sym-
bolic of Japan’s fast-ageing population,
which coupled with its falling birthrate is
raising concerns about labor shortages and
prospects for future economic growth.

The number of babies born in Japan fell
an estimated 5.9 percent last year to fewer
than 900,000 for the first time since the
government started compiling data in 1899,
according to Japan’s welfare ministry. Tanaka
was born prematurely in 1903 and married
Hideo Tanaka in 1922, Guinness World
Records said. The couple had four children
and adopted a fifth. — Reuters Kane Tanaka

Mahouts decorate an elephant.


