
Kazakhstan sees
rare antelope
rebound after
mass die off

The population of the critically endan-
gered Saiga antelope has more than
doubled since 2019, Kazakhstan said

Friday, giving conservationists fresh hope for
the steppe-dwelling animal’s long-term sur-
vival. News that the Central Asian country’s
Saiga population rose from 334,000 to
842,000 since the last time an aerial survey
was carried out suggests it is continuing to
rebound after a massive die-off in 2015.
Kazakhstan’s ecology ministry said in a
statement the boom was “an indicator of the
effectiveness of measures to conserve saiga
populations and counteract poaching”.

The former Soviet country’s vast steppe
is home to a majority of the world’s Saiga
with Russia’s Kalmykia region and
Mongolia hosting smaller numbers. In
2015, around 200,000 of the antelopes-well
over half the total global population at the
time-were wiped out by what scientists later
determined was a nasal bacterium that
spread in unusually warm and humid condi-
tions. The International Union for
Conservation of Nature (IUCN), whose
“Red List” is the scientific reference for
threatened wildlife, deems the Saiga to be
among five critically endangered antelope
species. Kazakhstan did not complete an
aerial survey in 2020 due to the coron-
avirus.

Poaching problem 
Poaching is a persistent threat to the

Saiga, known for its distinctive bulbous

nose, and is fuelled by demand for their
horn in traditional Chinese medicine.
Kazakhstan’s leaders pledged to intensify
their crackdown on poaching after two state
rangers were killed by poachers in 2019.
The murders triggered a national outcry.
One of the pair, Yerlan Nurgaliyev, is hon-
oured with a mural on an apartment build-
ing in the largest city Almaty, which depicts
him cradling one of the animals that are
seen as national symbols.

But recent police busts point to the scale
of the threat facing the species.  In April, the
interior ministry said it had detained two
men responsible for poaching more than
800 saiga horns, which the ministry said
were worth millions of dollars. The
detainees had “cut off the horns of the dead
Saigas and stored them for sale” since
autumn of last year, the release said.
During a trip this month to steppe land in
central Kazakhstan where the calving sea-
son was underway, analysts told AFP they
believe the government’s drive to enforce
anti-poaching laws was yielding fruit.

Albert Salemgareev, an expert with the
Kazakhstan-based Altyn Dala Conservation

Initiative that works closely with the govern-
ment and international partners to preserve
Saiga, said the project’s visits to the region
had showed a “positive dynamic”. “Not only
are the numbers of Saiga increasing, but
the number of males relative to the number
of females is also growing,” said
Salemgareev, whose group drove and
hiked between saiga populations this
month, weighing and marking newborns.

If five years ago demand for the male

horn had brought the male to female ratio
as low as one to 18, recent visits to one
Saiga region in the northwest of
Kazakhstan suggested a ratio closer to
“one to seven, or one to eight”,
Salemgareev estimated. Climate change
and the expansion of human activity
through farming and infrastructure projects
are other threats to the Saiga.  Earlier this
month the ecological ministry estimated
that around 350 female saiga antelopes
had been killed by lightning amid storms in
the west of the country. — AFP

Former Hong Kong schoolteacher
Tsang Yin-hung said yesterday she
always believed in aiming high after

setting a new record for the fastest ascent
of Everest by a woman. Tsang scaled the
8,848.86-metre (29,031 feet) mountain in
25 hours and 50 minutes, a Nepal govern-
ment officer who recorded her time told AFP
on Thursday. The 44-year-old reached the
summit of the world’s highest peak on May
23 and arrived back in Kathmandu yester-
day. “I am... relaxed and happy because I
set this target around four years before,”
she told AFP. “I have always shared with my
students and my friends that if you aim high

and expect high, you can achieve high.”
Tsang had tried to reach the summit earli-

er in May, but was stopped by poor weather
conditions when she was at 8,755 meters,
her guide Pemba Sherpa said. She had to
return to base camp and climb up the moun-
tain again to make her record attempt.Tsang
was born in mainland China and her family
moved to Hong Kong when she was 10
years old. As a child, Tsang said they lived
with “no resources” and sport-which was
free to participate in at her school-became
her source of joy. “When I was young I used
to run on the mountains, play basketball and
do other sports,” she said.

She started to train as a mountaineer 11
years ago and summited Everest in 2017
— the first woman from Hong Kong to
achieve such a feat. In 2018, Nepali climber
Phunjo Jhangmu Lama set the fastest
ascent of Everest for a woman with a time
of 39 hours 6 minutes. Tsang’s achievement
came after Nepal issued a record 408
Everest permits for this climbing season,
after last year’s was cancelled due to the
pandemic. Several coronavirus cases have
been reported at Everest base camp so far
as Nepal battles a spike in infections.

Up to 350 people have summited the
mountain this spring, the tourism depart-

ment said. Other records broken this sea-
son include the most ascents of Everest, by
Nepali climber Kami Rita Sherpa, who
broke his own record with his 25th summit.
Arthur Muir, 75, became the oldest
American to climb the world’s highest peak
when he broke Bill Burke’s record set in
2009 at age 67. Four people-two foreign
climbers and two Sherpa guides-have died
on the mountain so far this year. — AFP

A picture taken on May 28, 2021 shows the moon setting behind Al-Hamra Tower in Kuwait City. —
photo by Yasser Al-Zayyat 
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Hong Kong mountaineer Tsang Yin-hung (center), who recorded the world’s fastest ascent
of Mount Everest (8,848.86-metre) by a woman in 25 hours and 50 minutes, gestures while
posing for pictures along with mountaineers Pemba Dorje Sherpa (second left), Phurba
Thiley Sherpa (left), Nima Lhamu Sherpa (second right) and Phurba Tenjing Sherpa (right)
as they arrive at an airport in Kathmandu yesterday.

This handout photograph shows Hong Kong mountaineer Tsang Yin-hung (left) posing with
Hong Kong’s flag at the summit of Mount Everest after she recorded the world’s fastest
ascent of Mount Everest by a woman. — AFP photos

This handout photograph shows Hong Kong
mountaineer Tsang Yin-hung after she
recorded the world’s fastest ascent of
Mount Everest by a woman.

Hong Kong mountaineer Tsang Yin-hung,
who recorded the world’s fastest ascent of
Mount Everest by a woman poses for pic-
tures as she arrives at an airport in
Kathmandu.

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

Hunting for
mini artworks
on New York’s
streets
Filmmaker Zack Obid trembles with

excitement: he has just found a minia-
ture work of art during a treasure hunt

that an American artist organizes every
week in his Brooklyn neighborhood. Steve
Wasterval estimates that in the last three
years he has painted and hidden about 80
tiny landscape drawings of Greenpoint, an
area with a large Polish community seen
as increasingly hip in recent times with
young creatives moving in.

“I really wanted to give my art away. I
wanted to put it up on walls and out in the
street,” says Wasterval, 40, at his studio
inside a former Faber Castell pencil facto-
ry. “I remember thinking they should be tiny
paintings so I can hide them and people
can find them and I can find as many as I

want,” he adds. Typically, every weekend
at an unspecified time, Wasterval publish-
es on his Instagram account a photo of a
landscape in front of the spot that inspired
the work, always in Greenpoint. Within
minutes, a dozen people arrive at the
scene and start looking for the work every-
where, from behind a wall to on a fire
escape.

Sometimes, Wasterval is close by,
sometimes not. If asked for help, he sends
the treasure hunters clues through direct
messages on Instagram. The paintings are
about five centimeters by 3.8 centimeters
(2 inches by 1.5 inches). He finishes them
in around an hour and says he will never
sell them. “Every week people message
me that they want to buy one, commission
them. No, never, never,” insists Wasterval.
“You have to find them. They’re like little
trophies people show off.” Wasterval wants
to document his neighborhood as it trans-
forms, socialize with his neighbors and
have fun. 

Fun 
It’s also a way for him to disseminate

his larger artworks, typically 60 x 90 cm
and 75 x 100 cm, which sell for $2,000 and
$3,000 respectively. “The idea is to keep
doing it like forever,” he said of the hunts.
“It’s a marketing thing but it is a fun one
because it doesn’t feel like one. I want to
keep it like that.” This time, Wasterval had
chosen to paint the corner of the popular
neighborhood pizzeria Paulie Gee’s. In a
park, among children playing hide and
seek, he hides the small painting under a
flower pot.

A couple of minutes later, Obid, a 27-
year-old documentary filmmaker who lives
a block away, arrives.  He frantically
searches everywhere as other people start
to turn up, some on bicycles. Every few
seconds they stop to check their phones
for new clues from Wasterval. After about
ten minutes, Obid shouts and laughs as he
finds the painting-his fifth in three years.
“It’s a piece of art that means a lot to you,”
he says, noting that not only is it original
but it is also of “home.” Lisa Llanes, a 38-
year-old graphic designer, recently won
two hunts but was too late this time. “They
are such cute little pieces of art!” she says.
Wasterval hopes to hold an exhibition with
all the “minis,” as he calls them, on loan
from the winners of the hunts. —AFP

Hong Kong
tycoons offer $1
million flat to
boost COVID jabs

Hong Kongers reluctant to get the
coronavirus jab have been given a
million-dollar reason to roll up their

sleeves after property tycoons donated a
brand new flat to a vaccine lottery. Worth
HK$10.8 million (US$1.4 million), the
one-bedroom apartment will be the lucky
draw’s grand prize, the property develop-
ers announced Friday. They will also offer
20 other prizes worth HK$100,000 each.
Hong Kong is one of the few places in the
world to have secured more than enough
doses to inoculate all 7.5 million people.
But rampant distrust of the government
combined with a lack of urgency in a
comparatively virus-free city-has led to
hesitancy and a dismally lagging inocula-
tion drive.

Seeking to boost uptake, Sino Group,
Ng Teng Fong Charitable Foundation and

Chinese Estates Holdings said all Hong
Kong residents aged 18 and above who
have received both doses of the COVID-
19 vaccines will be eligible to register for
the lucky draw until September 1. Only
permanent residents are eligible for the
top prize of an apartment in the world’s
most unaffordable housing market. “We
hope to increase Hong Kong’s vaccina-
tion rate through the lucky draw,” Daryl
Ng, the director of the foundation said in a
statement.

The groups said further details would
released at a later date. The announce-
ment came three days after the city’s
Chief Executive Carrie Lam rejected calls
for the government to offer cash handouts
to encourage inoculations. She suggested
local businesses provide the incentives.
“To offer cash or something physical to
encourage vaccination shouldn’t be done
by the government,” she said. Vaccine lot-
teries have started catching on in the
United States, with California, Colorado,
Ohio, New York and Oregon offering a
chance to win costly prizes. A rural town in
the Philippines announced it will raffle off a
cow to motivate people to get the jab.  In
Hong Kong, less than 20 percent of the
population has received the first vaccine
dose, while just over 14 percent has
received two doses.—AFP


