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Hielko Van Rijthoven, a conservationist working with Wings of Change examines one of the falcons seized by Pakistani
authorities from smugglers, in the port city of Karachi. Since learning to capture birds as a teen, Muhammad Rafiq has
amassed a small fortune in Pakistan trapping and trafficking falcons-including some endangered species-for wealthy
Gulf Arabs. — AFP photos 

Hielko Van Rijthoven (right), a conservationist working with Wings of Change examines a falcon seized by Pakistani
authorities from smugglers, in the port city of Karachi. 

Since learning to capture birds as a
teen, Muhammad Rafiq has
amassed a small fortune in

Pakistan trapping and trafficking falcons-
including some endangered species-for
wealthy Gulf Arabs. A single falcon can
fetch up to tens of thousands of dollars
on the black market, which allowed Rafiq
to renovate his family home. “Every sea-
son, dealers come from Karachi and
leave their contacts with us, and we call
them back if we catch something,” said
the 32-year-old, from a nearby coastal
village.

He recently trapped a peregrine fal-
con on a one-week hunting mission. “I
desperately needed money,” he told
AFP. “And God has listened to me.” For

years, Pakistan has stood at the nexus of
the falcon trade, both as a source of the
birds of prey, and then as a destination
to hunt with them. Falcon poaching is
officially banned, but demand for the
birds is rising, according to the World
Wildlife Fund in Pakistan. It estimates that
up to 700 falcons were illegally smug-
gled out of the country last year alone,
often by organized criminal networks.

Their destination is normally Gulf
countries, where falconry is a treasured
tradition. Owners treat the birds “like their
own children”, said Margit Muller, the
director of Abu Dhabi’s falcon hospital,
which treats 11,000 falcons annually, a
number that has more than doubled in
the past 10 years. One conservationist
told AFP an Arab falconer usually owns
around five to six hundred birds, most of
which will be captured in the wild in
Pakistan or Mongolia. Wild birds are
prized over those bred in captivity
because they are believed to be better
hunters, though there is no evidence to
support those claims. 

‘Pimps for the Gulf’ -
Every winter, lavish hunting parties

from the Gulf flock to Pakistan’s sprawl-
ing deserts, where they are given per-
mits to use their falcons to hunt houbara
bustards, a migratory bird wrongly
prized as an aphrodisiac and classified
as vulnerable by conservationists. These
excursions have cast a spotlight on the
deep ties between Pakistan and its allies
in the Gulf. For decades, the Gulf states
have propped up Islamabad’s ram-
shackle finances with generous loans,
with one of the expectations being that
they can continue to use Pakistan as a
hunting playground.

Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman and two other royals were grant-
ed permission to catch bustards by
Prime Minister Imran Khan’s government
in December last year, a soft diplomacy
tactic that Khan had openly disagreed

with when he was in the opposition.  The
government also presents falcons as
gifts to world leaders. “Our officials are
working like pimps for the Arabs,” a gov-
ernment official requesting anonymity
told AFP. A brief ban on the bustard
hunts was overturned in 2016 by the
Supreme Court, but conservationists are
now pushing for the export of falcons to
be regulated in an ongoing case at the
Islamabad High Court.

Demand rising
Every year, falcons escape the harsh

Siberian winter and fly thousands of
miles to warmer regions, including
southern Pakistan. During the migratory
season, wildlife traffickers descend on
villages along the Arabian Sea coast-
line, offering fishermen cash to briefly
abandon their boats and try their hand
at poaching. “We pay them in advance,
send food to their families and if they
catch a bird that is precious, we happi-
ly give them motorbikes,” said one traf-
ficker who spoke to AFP on the condi-
tion of anonymity. A range of tactics

can be employed-sticky liquids, net
traps or, most commonly, using smaller
birds as bait.

Poachers especially target the pere-
grine falcon, whose populations remain
stable-but also the saker, which is
endangered. Bob Dalton, a veteran fal-
con conservationist, helped oversee the
rehabil itation of dozens of falcons
seized by Pakistani authorit ies in
October, with officials estimating the
cache to be worth well over $1 million.
“The illegal trade is growing, there is
more money being spent, more pursuit
from the Gulf,” he told AFP. “With the
exception of one or two species, most
falcon populations are in decline or on
the point of being unstable.”

Regulating the market 
With ongoing efforts to curtail rampant

poaching failing, some officials in
Pakistan have suggested regulating the
falcon trapping market, inspired by a
scheme involving another rare native
species, the markhor-an elusive moun-
tain goat with striking twisted horns found

in Pakistan’s mountainous north. Every
year, foreigners shell out tens of thou-
sands of dollars for a handful of trophy
hunting permits, providing a financial
incentive for communities to prevent
poaching.

Naeem Ashraf Raja, the director of
biodiversity at the ministry of climate
change, said markhor numbers have
rebounded as a result of this controver-
sial conservation method. With hunting
parties set to descend on Pakistan
again over the next few months,
Kamran Khan Yousafzai, the president
of Pakistan’s Falconry Association, said
the country desperately needs to imple-
ment a sustainable wildlife program.
“Arab falconers can’t resist coming to
Pakistan. They have been coming to
these hunting grounds for generations,
and unless they face any real problems,
they are not going to search for new
destinations.”— AFP 

Former Bond actress and “That ‘70s
Show” star Tanya Roberts has died
in Los Angeles at the age of 65,

media reports said. Roberts, who had
been hospitalized since December 24
after she collapsed while walking her
dogs, died on Sunday, her publicist Mike
Pingel told The Hollywood Reporter. “I’m
devastated. She was brilliant and beauti-
ful and I feel like a light has been taken
away. To say she was an angel would be
at the top of the list,” he said. “She was
the sweetest person you’d ever meet
and had a huge heart. She loved her
fans, and I don’t think she realized how
much she meant to them.”

Roberts is best known for her role as
geologist Stacey Sutton in the 1985
James Bond film “A View to a Kill,” which
starred Roger Moore in his last appear-
ance as 007. Beside her Bond outing,
Roberts starred in the 1982 sword-and-
sorcery fantasy “The Beastmaster” and
as the title character in “Sheena: Queen
of the Jungle,” a female version of

Tarzan which was nominated for five
Golden Raspberry Awards and has gone
on to become a cult classic.  Other
notable movie appearances included
“Body Slam” and “Night Eyes.”

Born in the Bronx, New York, in 1955,
Roberts did some modeling and com-
mercial work before getting her big act-
ing break on the final season of
“Charlie’s Angels,” where she played pri-
vate investigator Julie Rogers helping
the team of female crime fighters. “It was
my first steady job, and it launched my
career,” Roberts said on her website.
Nowadays Roberts is probably best
known for her role in the sitcom “That
‘70s Show,” where she played Midge
Pinciotti, the dim-witted mother of Donna,
played by Laura Prepon. “‘That ‘70s
Show’ was her favorite show, she really
loved doing comedy,” Pingel told USA
Today.— AFP 

Celebrity 
vaccinations
cause outrage 
in Poland
Ahospital in Warsaw is under fire for

giving out COVID-19 vaccine
shots to celebrities and politicians,

causing public outrage and sparking a
government investigation that began
yesterday. Poland, which like much of
Europe began its vaccination campaign
on December 27, is currently only sup-
posed to be vaccinating medical workers
under a government plan.

But the Medical University of Warsaw
hospital last week said it had also vacci-
nated 18 cultural figures who are intend-
ed to serve as ambassadors for the vac-
cination campaign. The hospital said it
had given out a total of 450 shots, includ-
ing 300 for its own staff members and
132 for their families and patients. The
list of patients included some politicians.

Among the celebrities were actress
Maria Seweryn, who is 45, singer Michal
Bajor, 63, and Edward Miszczak, a 65-
year-old TV journalist. The unusual vacci-
nations first came to light when Leszek
Miller, an MEP and former prime minister
and regular patient at the hospital, tweet-
ed a picture of a medical record showing
he had received the vaccine on
December 30. Some local politicians in
other parts of Poland, including mem-
bers of the ruling Law and Justice (PiS)
party, have also been heavily criticized
for receiving the vaccine out of turn.

Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki
told PAP news agency on Saturday that
“observing the rules of the vaccination

sequence is an expression of respect for
the rules of social solidarity”. “There is no
justification for breaking the rules,” he
said, calling it “a real scandal”.
Government spokesman Piotr Muller on
Monday said a government investigation
had begun adding: “I hope that there will
be punishment as early as today for all
the guilty parties.”

Sanctions could include financial
penalties and disciplinary proceedings,
he said. Poland is due to begin vaccinat-
ing seniors, teachers and members of
the armed forces later this month. Only
after that will the vaccine become avail-
able to the rest of the population of 38
million people. Michal Dworczyk, the
government official in charge of vaccina-
tions, said on Monday that just over
50,000 people had been vaccinated in
Poland so far and he expected 2.9 mil-
lion to be vaccinated in the first three
months of 2020.— AFP 

Former professional rugby player
Gerwyn Price won a maiden world
darts title on Sunday, defeating two-

time champion Gary Anderson 7-3 in the
final. Price, 35, who once played hooker
for Neath and Glasgow Warriors as well
as featuring in rugby league, is the first
Welshman to win the world title.

He stormed into a 5-1 lead in the best-
of-13 final and, although he faltered with
the title in sight, Anderson failed to capi-

talize. “It’s going to take a couple of days
for it to sink in,” Price told Sky Sports.
“This means the world to me. “I was look-
ing over at the scoreboard and it was 6-3
and I thought, ‘I’ve got a few darts, hope-
fully I can get more chances’. “But I
bombed numerous opportunities and I
was like, ‘Please give me another chance’
and I had to have Gary miss to give me
one more opportunity.”— AFP 

Gerwyn Price

Wayne Davis, an ornithologist working with Avian Environmental
Consultants, examines a falcon seized by Pakistani authorities smug-
glers, in the port city of Karachi. 

Kamran Khan Yousafzai, a conservationist and president of the Pakistan
Falconry Association, puts an eye mask on a falcon as he works on the
rehabilitation of dozens of falcons seized by Pakistani authorities from
smugglers, in the port city of Karachi. 

Photo shows falcons seized by Pakistani
authorities from smugglers at a shelter in the
port city of Karachi. 


