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Female and male specimens of the endangered Azraq killifish (Aphanuis Sirhani), only
found at Jordan’s Azraq Wetland Reserve, swim in a pond at the reserve, about 110 km
east of Jordan’s capital, on June 10, 2021. — AFP  photos

Visitors view fish from along a wooden bridge at Azraq Wetland Reserve. Abdullah Oshoush, an environmental researcher, holds
specimens of the endangered Dead Sea toothcarp
(Aphanius dispar richardsoni) in a glass jar at the reserve. 

Almendral sits with others as they relax at the beach.

A file photo taken on Nov 1, 2008 shows
Libyan leader Muammar Gaddafi escorted by
a female bodyguard, known as an Amazon, at
the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier in Moscow. 

People walk along a running track at the
recreational area.

This image shows picnic tables at a recreational area between the port and the city center of
the capital Tripoli on June 8, 2021. — AFP photos

Jordan is racing against time to
save a tiny rare fish from extinction
as falling water levels partly trig-

gered by global warming threaten to dry
up its last habitat. The Dead Sea tooth-
carp - scientific name Aphanius dispar
richardsoni - has been on the red list of
the International Union for Conversation
of Nature since 2014. The IUCN warns
that the “exploitation of spring waters
and climate change” are major threats
facing the four-centimeter-long, silver-
colored fish.

“This fish is threatened with extinction
at the global level. It is endemic here and
does not exist elsewhere,” said Ibrahim
Mahasneh, the manager of the fish’s last
home, the Fifa Nature Reserve. Lying
some 140 km southwest of Amman in the
Jordan Rift Valley and 60 km south of the
Dead Sea, the area is the lowest wet
reserve on Earth.

Established in 2011, the reserve con-
sists of some 20 sq km. It is located
some 426 m below sea level and is man-
aged by an independent body, the Royal
Society for the Conservation of Nature
(RSCN). Even though the Hashemite
kingdom is primarily desert, this area of
wetlands is crisscrossed by streams and
is home to a variety of plant and wildlife
species including birds.

“We have a plan to save and breed
this fish... to create a natural habitat for it
to breed and at the same time to mitigate

the existing threat,” added Mahasneh.
“The reserve is the last home for this
endangered species of fish,” said envi-
ronmental researcher Abdallah Oshoush
who works in the reserve.

‘Precious treasures’
The male fish also has a streak of blue

along its sides, while the female has
incomplete black stripes. It is not known
how many still remain, but “monitoring
programs have warned of a clear decline
in the presence of this fish in recent
years,” Oshoush said. Among the envi-
ronmental threats causing numbers to
drop is the “lowering water level due to

low rainfall and the change in its environ-
ment, as well as the presence of other
fish that feed on it and its eggs.”

Researchers are now preparing to
open an artificial pond just for the tooth-
carp so they can grow safely and their
eggs are not devoured by predators.
Each season, a female produces around
1,000 eggs. The aim is then to release
the young fish back into the natural envi-
ronment. “In Jordan live two unique
species of fish that do not exist anywhere
else in the world. These are our precious
treasures and they must be preserved for
our ecosystem,” said RSCN spokesper-
son Salem Nafaa.

Two decades ago the RSCN succeed-
ed in saving the endangered Aphanuis
Sirhani fish in its only habitat in the Azraq
reserve, about 110 km east of Amman. It
got its scientific name from the Wadi
Sirhan, which extends from the Arabian
Peninsula to Azraq, but is commonly
known in English as the Azraq killifish.
Only about six centimeters long, it is also
silver but the female is spotted while the
male has black stripes.

Predators, birds
“In the year 2000, there were no more

than 500 Azraq killifish in the oasis, which
means it was on the verge of extinction,”
said Nashat Hmaidan, the director of the
RSCN Biodiversity Monitoring Center. “It
was declining sharply, and it reached just
0.02 percent of the number of fish in the
oasis,” he said, blaming other predatory
fish and migratory birds as well as a fall in
water levels.

The RSCN studied the fish’s life cycle
and determined it needed shallow water
to lay eggs, and should be isolated from
other species for the best chance of sur-
vival. “We collected 20 fish over two
years and put them in a concrete pond
designated for breeding.” After the first
fish were released back into the waters
the team saw its presence had increased
from 0.02 percent to nearly 50 percent. It
“was a great success,” he added.

Twenty years on, the Azraq killifish

accounts for almost 70 percent of the fish
in the waters. But he cautioned the goal
now is that the numbers should “never
drop below 50 percent”. Hazem Hrisha,
the director of the Azraq Wetland reserve,
highlighted its important biodiversity, with
more than 133 plant species and more
than 163 species of invertebrates. The
reserve “is located on the most important
bird migration paths,” he said, adding two
thirds of the bird species found in the king-
dom had been recorded in Azraq. — AFP  

After months cooped up in coron-
avirus-hit Manila, Tanya Mariano
fled the Philippine capital to work

from the beach, joining a growing number
of digital nomads helping a devastated
tourism industry stay afloat. A ban on for-
eign holidaymakers entering the archipel-
ago nation and domestic travel curbs
since the pandemic began last year have
forced many operators to close and
wiped out millions of jobs.  

Many digital workers in congested
Manila, fearing COVID-19 and fed up
with lockdowns and restrictions, are
escaping to largely deserted nature
hotspots to do their jobs - injecting much-
needed money into communities depend-
ent on outside visitors. Sitting with her
laptop on the balcony of the ocean-view
apartment she rents with her boyfriend in
San Juan, a surf town several hours
north of her home, Mariano says the
move has been a “big quality of life
improvement”.

“Being close to the ocean, being close
to nature is very calming,” said Mariano,
37, a freelance writer and communica-
tions specialist. “When I’m in a meeting,
usually Zoom or Google Meet, I try not to
use the beach as my background - I just
show people the wall so they don’t hate
me.” There are no official figures on the
number of people working remotely from
the country’s picture-postcard beaches
and dive spots, but it is certainly a frac-
tion of the millions of tourists that usually
flock to its shores.

The impact of COVID-19 travel restric-
tions on the sector has been dramatic:
$37 billion slashed from the economy and
the loss of over two million jobs, accord-
ing to World Travel and Tourism Council
data.

Bravo Beach Resort on the southern
island of Siargao - a renowned surfing
destination - has felt the pain acutely.

Normally packed out with local and inter-
national tourists, it now averages around
five to 10 guests at any one time - about
10 percent of its capacity - said general
manager Dennis Serrano. With the resort
hemorrhaging as much as 200,000 pesos
($4,180) a month, he hopes the situation
will be “back to normal” by next year.  

Even the white-sand resort island of
Boracay has been turned into a “ghost
town”, according Eugene Flores, manag-
er of the La Banca House boutique hotel,
where most of the rooms are filled with
long-term digital nomads from Manila.
Official figures show arrivals to the island
fell to less than 335,000 last year, com-
pared with more than two million in 2019.
“When you go out you can see shops,
you can see restaurants, you can see
hotels that are really closed. Only a few
are open,” Flores said.

‘You’re still bleeding out’ 
The glacial pace of the country’s

COVID-19 vaccine rollout is likely to
delay the full reopening of the country’s
beleaguered tourism industry. For now,
digital nomads are a “target market”, said
the Department of Tourism, encouraging
resorts and hotels to cater to the “new
breed” of travellers by offering fast inter-
net and wellness activities. 

The influx of mobile workers, whose
Manila salaries stretch further in the
provinces, is keeping businesses like
Papa Bear restaurant in San Juan afloat.
“You are not completely bleeding out,

you’re still bleeding out for sure, but
you’re at least generating something to
offset enough of it,” said owner Denny
Antonino. 

Digital nomads now make up 30-40
percent of his customers and he hopes
the trend continues after the pandemic to
even out the seasonal fluctuations.
“They’re able to do their work but in
between meetings they can surf, they can
go hiking, they can go to the falls - there
are more things to do,” said Antonino.

‘I didn’t need to worry as much’ 
Nine months after Carlo Almendral left

his “prison” apartment in Manila’s finan-
cial district for San Juan, the chief execu-
tive of an artificial intelligence start-up
said he has no plans to leave. The 43-
year-old often starts his day with a dawn
bike ride through the countryside or a surf
when the waves are up. It ends with a
business meeting and glass of wine on
the beach at sunset, accompanied by his
rescue French bulldog Alfred.

“I didn’t realize how much time I had
spent worrying about the pandemic until I
got here,” Almendral said from the beach-
front resort, where his office is a breezy
rooftop studio with a sea view. “Being
here has made me more productive and
more creative.” —  AFP  

Libyans chill
at ex-barracks 
for Gaddafi’s
‘Amazons’
Libyans a decade ago could scarcely

have imagined picnicking at a key
military facility in Tripoli, but today a

once feared site has been transformed
into a family relaxation area. The military
academy of Muammar Gaddafi’s
entourage of female bodyguards, known
as “Amazons”, was long seen as a sym-
bol of the dictator’s extravagant and
capricious rule.

In the chaos and conflict that followed
Gaddafi’s toppling in a 2011 NATO-
backed uprising, a succession of armed
groups sought to take control of the
strategic site, located between the port
and city center. Finally four years ago, the
Tripoli authorities decided to turn it into an
outdoor public recreation zone. They
demolished the buildings, training areas
and high walls surrounding the barracks,
leaving only a control tower at what was
formerly the academy’s main gate.

In their place, they set up five-a-side
football fields, running and cycling tracks,

picnic tables, a play area for children and
grassy sections - a first step towards
demilitarizing the heart of the capital. The
area, located beside the seaside road,
opened to the public a few weeks ago.
Tripoli mayor Ibrahim Al-Khlifi called the
transformation “a wise decision”. “Our
aim was to limit the spread of weapons
and shut down all military camps inside
cities,” he told AFP.

Release daily pressure 
Other former military sites are also

being turned into gardens, parks and
bathing areas that should be accessible
to the public soon, he added. The securi-
ty situation in Libya has been slowly
improving since a truce was signed last
year by warring parties and the subse-
quent installation of a new interim gov-
ernment tasked with preparing the coun-
try for December elections. “Libyans
need these kinds of spaces to release the
pressure of daily life,” Khlifi said.

Tripoli’s recreation zone has been a hit
since its opening. Families picnic at
wooden tables and benches while chil-
dren enjoy the playground or get ice
creams from a van. Tripoli resident
Muhannad Kashar said he and his family
come every evening. “I like doing exer-
cise, and here, I can go for a walk with
my wife while our children play nearby,”
the 47-year-old said. “We can breathe the
fresh sea air, and with all these families, it
feels like Tripoli is alive again,” said his
wife in her late thirties, who did not give
her name.—AFP

A general view of the Azraq Wetland Reserve.

Ibrahim Mahasneh, director of the Fifa
Nature Reserve and member of the Royal
Jordanian Society for the Conservation of
Nature, gives a briefing about the endan-
gered Dead Sea toothcarp. 

Mariano sits at the porch of her apartment.

This photo taken on June 2, 2021 shows digi-
tal nomad, Carlo Almendral, the chief execu-
tive of an artificial intelligence startup,
browsing his laptop at a beachfront resort in
the town of San Juan. 

This photo taken on June 1, 2021 shows
Tanya Mariano with her pet cat at her apart-
ment in the town of San Juan, La Union
province, north of Manila. — AFP photos


