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Endangered 
antelope rebounds
in Kazakhstan, 
but threats loom

Dropping to his knees to weigh a
spindly-legged newborn saiga
antelope, conservationist Albert

Salemgareyev finds himself in the midst
of the Kazakh steppe’s most important
baby boom. It took his group of experts
and volunteers several journeys into the
vast, arid grasslands of Kazakhstan
before they found the calving ground
where a herd of critically endangered
antelope had congregated for birthing.
Only several years earlier, a nasal bac-
teria had swept through populations of
the animal, more than halving the global
total and spurring disturbing images of
carcasses strewn across the steppes.

But now it is bouncing back, with
authorities hailing protective measures
for a creature that survived the Ice Age,
only to flirt with extinction several times
in the modern era.  “You feel excitement
but you are also worried you might hurt
this tiny creature that just came into the
world,” said Salemgareyev, cradling one
of the newborns, who were quickly find-
ing their running feet.  The latest aerial
surveys of saiga populations in
Kazakhstan-where the vast majority of
the species is concentrated-showed a
growth from 334,000 to 842,000 individ-
uals in the last two years.

The calving is a particularly critical
time for the animal when taking into
account that the 2015 die-off happened
at precisely this time during unusually
humid weather. Now the Association for
the Conservation of Biodiversity of
Kazakhstan (ACBK) where
Salemgareyev works is seeing encour-
aging signs throughout its monitoring of
the species, including an increase in the
proportion of males, whose horns are
highly prized in Chinese medicine.   

If five years ago the male to female
ratio was as low as one to 18, recent
monitoring of herds suggested a ratio
closer to “one to seven, or one to eight,”
Salemgareyev told AFP. Kazakhstan’s
ecology ministry last week called the
population boom “an indicator of the
effectiveness of measures to conserve
saiga populations and counteract poach-
ing”. But despite stronger legislation and
enforcement, poaching remains a threat,
while others such as climate change and
giant infrastructure projects loom on the
horizon of the flatlands that are home to
the antelope.

It is the saiga’s bulbous, protruding
nose, the beginnings of which are visible
even on its bug-eyed, soft-featured
babies, which marks it out as an animal
from another time. But the expansion of
poaching at the turn of the 20th century
tested the animal’s famous talent for sur-
vival. Around the time of the Bolshevik
revolution, the global population had
dwindled to the thousands. —AFP

Aherd of wild elephants in south-
western China have been captured
on camera taking a breather from

a 500-kilometre march of chaos that has
caused more than $1 million in damage.
Chinese state television has launched a
24-hour live feed of the herd as the coun-
try remains on watch following the 15 ele-
phants’ epic trek through homes, barns
and crops in Yunnan province. Footage
from state broadcaster CCTV filmed
Monday shows the herd, tired from their
adventures, curled up in a forest on the
outskirts of the provincial capital
Kunming.

At one point in the footage a calf on its
back stirs itself, trunk and feet sprawled
in the air, before hauling itself onto a
sleeping adult and nodding off again. The
adventures of the huge mammals have
captivated the nation, with hundreds of
millions taking to social media to discuss

their journey. The elephants have been
closely monitored by authorities as they
lumber through lush countryside. More
than 400 people have been mobilised to
ensure public safety and dozens of
drones are now following their every step.
Convoys of trucks have lined roads in a
bid to keep the herd away from densely
populated areas, including the more than
eight million people who live in nearby
Kunming.

The local government has warned vil-
lagers not to leave corn or salt out in their
yards that might attract the animals. It
has also evacuated residents in the ele-
phants’ path and distributed more than
two tons of feed to the scavenging herd.
Experts are unsure why the group first
migrated away from their original habitat,
a nature reserve in the province. — AFP

Are-issue of one of Asia’s most
beloved video games is taking the
Chinese internet by storm 13 years

after its original release, fuelling a wave
of nostalgia among the country’s young
adults. The mobile version of “Mole’s
World” has shot to the top of the free
downloads on Apple’s app store and has
also been downloaded millions of times
on Android phones, boosting the share
price of its maker by 25 percent in the
week it was released. First available for
PCs in 2008, the farming simulation
game features a round-faced creature
with a clown nose who captured the
attention of a generation of gamers a
decade ago.

Players who once burrowed into
Mole’s World as children are now adults
who are showing their virtual farms to co-
workers during office lunch breaks. “I play
it out of nostalgia for who I was when I
played it back then,” Zhao Yiping, a 24-
year-old postgraduate student and long-
time Mole fan, told AFP. The game’s pop-
ularity has given developer G-bits
Network Technology’s Shanghai-listed
stock a nearly 25 percent boost, pushing
the company’s value to more than 41 bil-
lion yuan ($6.41 billion).

G-bits has marketed the relaunch of
Mole’s World heavily to young adults,
enlisting Chinese pop-punk band New
Pants to play in a promotional video. It is
part of a wave of companies using nostal-
gia to sell products to young Chinese
wanting an escape from the stress and
uncertainty of adulthood. Several 1990s-
themed restaurants have sprung up in
major cities and fresh interpretations of
old-fashioned children’s snacks such as
White Rabbit and Want-Want have been
released. Boosted by COVID-19 lock-
downs, China’s online gaming industry

raked in 279 billion yuan in 2020, accord-
ing to the China Internet Network
Information Centre.

Videos of players showing off their
proud achievements in Mole’s World have
received tens of thousands of views on
Bilibili, China’s equivalent of YouTube. The
game is “definitely a way to decompress”,
Wang Jingwen, a 25-year-old Mole’s
World fan, told AFP. “People born after the
90s are now the ones holding up society
and face a lot of daily pressure studying or
at work,” she said. — AFP

Agigantic dinosaur discovered in
Australia’s outback has been iden-
tified as a new species and recog-

nized as one of the largest to ever roam
the Earth, according to palaeontologists.
The Australotitan cooperensis, part of the
titanosaur family that lived about 100 mil-
lion years ago, has finally been named
and described 15 years after its bones
were first uncovered. It is estimated to
have stood at 5-6.5 meters (16-21 feet)
high and measured 25-30 meters (82-98
feet) in length-which would make it
Australia’s biggest dinosaur.

“Based on the preserved limb size
comparisons, this new titanosaur is esti-
mated to be in the top five largest in the
world,” said Robyn Mackenzie, a director
of the Eromanga Natural History Museum.
The fossilised bones were found on
Mackenzie’s family farm in 2006 about
1,000 kilometers (620 miles) west of
Brisbane in the Eromanga Basin and nick-
named “Cooper”. Initially kept secret as
scientists painstakingly dug up and stud-
ied the bones, the skeleton first went on
display to the public in 2007. Scott
Hocknull, a palaeontologist at Queensland

Museum, said it had been a “very long
and painstaking task” to confirm the
Australotitan was a new species.

The research, which relied on 3D scan
models of bones to compare the dinosaur
with its close relatives, was published in
the peer-reviewed PeerJ journal Monday.
Numerous other dinosaur skeletons have
been found in the same area, Hocknull
said, adding that more work was needed
as “discoveries like this are just the tip of
the iceberg”. — AFP

Amicroscopic animal called a bdel-
loid rotifer came back to life after
being frozen for 24,000 years in

Siberia and then successfully made
clones of itself, Russian scientists said
Monday.  Stas Malavin, who co-authored
a paper in the journal Current Biology on
the development, told AFP the finding
raised intriguing questions about what
mechanisms the multicellular animal
used to endure its long rest. “Our report is
the hardest proof as of today that multi-
cellular animals could withstand tens of
thousands of years in cryptobiosis, the
state of almost completely arrested
metabolism,” said Malavin, of the Institute
of Physicochemical and Biological
Problems in Soil Science in Pushchino,
Russia.

The research team used a drilling rig
to collect core samples from Alazeya
River in the Russian arctic then used
radiocarbon dating to determine that the
age of the specimen was between 23,960
to 24,485 years old. They had previously
identified single-celled microbes capable
of similar feats.  In terms of multicellular
organisms, there has been a report of a
30,000-year-old nematode worm coming

back to life, and mosses and some plants
also have been regenerated after many
thousands of years trapped in the ice. 

Rotifers can now be added to the list of
organisms that can survive seemingly
indefinitely, said Malavin. Once thawed,
the animal was able to reproduce asexu-
ally using a process called parthenogene-
sis.  Rotifers measure about half a mil-
limeter in length and generally live in
freshwater environments. Their name is
derived from the Latin for “wheel bearer,”
which comes from the corona around their
mouths that look like turning wheels. They
use these to move and to feed. “We can
use this organism as a model to study
freezing survival and drying survival in this
group, and compare this group to other
tough animals like tardigrades, nema-
todes and so on,” added Malavin. — AFP

Photo illustrations show users playing the “Mole’s World” game on a smart phone in
Beijing.— AFP photos

This handout picture taken by Rochelle Lawrence  shows researchers digging for dinosaur fossils in Cooper Creek, the area near the town of Eromanga, in western Queensland where the fos-
sils were discovered in 2007.-AFP photos

In this undated photograph a Saiga antelope
walks on a prairie outside Almaty. — AFP 

These images made from video taken released by China Central Television (CCTV) shows ele-
phants, part of a herd which had wandered 500 kilometers north from their natural habitat,
resting in a forest near Kunming, in China’s southwest Yunnan province. — AFP photos
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