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In this picture taken on April 8, 2021, beekeepers collect honeycombs at
Sujanpur village in the Pathankot district of Punjab. — AFP photos

A populated bee colony is seen before being transported outside Kashmir
during winter in Srinagar. 

As the winter months near, Kashmiri
beekeepers like Abid Hussain are
preparing for an annual migration

southward in search of warmer climes,
more honey and bigger payouts. Hussain
wears protective gear on his arms and face
as he readies to send his convoy of bees
hundreds of kilometers from the Himalayan
region into the desert state of Rajasthan.
“Everything comes to a halt in Kashmir in
winter, including nature,” says Hussain,
who takes his colonies 750 km to vast
mustard fields around Sri Ganganagar on
the edge of Rajasthan’s Thar desert.

Dozens of his fellow beekeepers make
the same autumn journey, travelling across
twisting mountain highways and the north-
ern Indian plains to reach warmer
provinces. Honeymakers started taking the
journey in the 1980s, when an insect dis-
ease nearly wiped out the local population

and a replacement European species -
much more sensitive to the Himalayan cold
- was introduced. Now hundreds of millions
of bees feast on rich farm crops to the
south of Kashmir every year and help feed

a honey-making boom for the beekeepers.
Each hive can net Hussain, who trans-

ports tens of millions of bees, as much as
9,000 rupees ($120) worth of honey during
his time in Sri Ganganagar. While the bees
get fed, the mustard farmers are happy to
have their crops pollinated for future har-
vests. For the beekeepers, the annual pil-
grimage is crucial to their survival, says
Parvez Ahmad Sofi, a professor at
Kashmir’s agriculture university. “Migration
saves the bees from the harsh weather,
helps them reproduce colonies and pro-
duce honey,” he said. 

Without it, the beekeepers have only
two harvests a year, instead of four if they
travel south. As temperatures rise in
February, Hussain will begin his return
north, stopping for two months in the
ancient city of Pathankot near the Pakistan
border. He will lease land and wait for the

flowers on lychee trees to blossom in early
April, allowing him one more harvest
before the final journey home. 

But back in the Kashmir Valley, authori-
ties say the region’s temperatures are ris-
ing, while freak winter storms remain a
threat to its wildlife. Nearly 750 tons of hon-
ey were produced there last year and,
while experts say the region could make
more, storms, warmer winters and unpre-
dictable rains have hit production in recent
years. Hussain says the changing climate
in Kashmir makes the annual migration
increasingly vital to his livelihood. “Hot
weather can destroy the flowers and the
bees cannot collect nectar,” he said. “In
recent times, there has been more heat
and too much rain.”—AFP

Congo Mirador was once an idyllic
spot: A community of homes on stilts
that seemed to float on the calm

waters of a lagoon in western Venezuela.
Now, the community is inundated with
mud, a victim of silt generated by the
Catatumbo river. Most of its residents have
left, and Congo Mirador is slowly fading
away. The river’s source is in Colombia,
and it flows into Venezuela’s Lake
Maracaibo, one of the biggest lakes in
South America.

The Catatumbo’s path has been divert-
ed numerous times over the years, slowly
sending muddy sediment, plant life, tree
branches and other debris into the village -
to the point where it has been over-
whelmed by the mess. Where once there
were fish, now there are weeds. “There
was a magnificent lake, and now it’s
become a jungle,” laments Euclides
Villasmil, one of the few residents of Congo
Mirador who has remained there.

Only about 10 families, out of 200 who
once lived there, are still in their homes.

The village once was buoyant and loud;
now, it’s dead quiet. No one knows exactly
when the invasion of Congo Mirador actu-
ally began, but residents say sedimenta-
tion was already starting to ruin the pristine
waters back in 2013, when tiny mud

islands formed. An aerial view of the village
captured by a camera drone leaves the
false impression that Congo Mirador exists
in the middle of a lush green field - in fact,
it’s a swamp and life is increasingly difficult.
Along with the mud, there are snakes,
toads and other creatures, and parasites
that have progressively changed the
ecosystem to such an extent that the vil-
lage is a ghost town.

‘Little Venice’ 
Only a few pillars remain of the medical

clinic that once served the village’s 700
residents. Some homes have been ran-
sacked, stripped of anything of value: from
the doors to the windows, even the faucets
and pipes. Some people even dismantled
their homes to rebuild them on a neighbor-
ing lagoon. Janeth Diaz, 59, is among
those who abandoned her home. She now
lives in Puerto Concha, a three-hour jour-
ney by boat from Congo Mirador, which
she reminisces about fondly.

“June 1, 2016 was one of the saddest

days of my life,” she said, referring to the
date she left the village. Diaz says Congo
Mirador was her “little Venice” where “we
were all one big family.” But when the mud
came, she said, “I felt like it had a hold on
me.” Her mother died only a few months

after they left Congo Mirador.
Douglas Camarillo, 62, refuses to leave.

Submerged in mud up to his chest, with
sweat on his brow, he spent two weeks
clearing a path of just 130 m so that he
and his neighbors could use their boats.
“I’m not going to let my village die. As long
as I am alive, the village will not die,” he
pledged. The church has remained intact,
even if it’s been several years since any-
one celebrated Mass there.

A rusted chalice sits atop the altar
adorned with plastic flowers that have sur-
vived the ravages of time, all under the
watchful gaze of a statue of Our Lady of
Mount Carmel, the patron saint of seafar-
ing communities. The exodus from Congo
Mirador has made life even harder, as the
power plant that provided electricity to the
village has not been operational for years,
and the telephone antenna does not work.

Fuel, which used to be nearly free in this
oil-producing nation, has been hard to
acquire and expensive in recent years as
Venezuela spiraled into political and eco-
nomic uncertainty. “My mother died in
Maracaibo, two (of my eight brothers) and
myself could not go to her burial because
we didn’t have any gas,” said Erwin Gotera,
33, who was born in the area. Gotera, a
father himself, says half of what he makes
from fishing is now used to pay for fuel.
“Here, gas is killing us,” he said. — AFP 

Venezuelan couple
goes all out for
smiling but 
endangered sloths

Haydee Rodriguez has just set free a
sloth named Maruja 58 in a forested
area outside Caracas and is watching

her get settled. “Look how pretty! It’s danc-
ing in the trees,” said Rodriguez, who along
with her husband Juan Carlos shares a
passion for the lethargic mammals that
spend a lot of time hanging upside down
from treetops. Maruja 58 is the 58th sloth
the couple has rescued, cared for and freed
through the Chuwie Foundation, the organi-
zation they founded that works to help these
animals native to the rainforests of Central
and South America.

Chuwie was the first sloth they rescued,
and his face provides the logo of the foun-
dation, located in San Antonio de los Altos,
a suburb of Venezuela’s capital. “We also
want to help with research. To know how
many sloths there are, for instance, and
how they live,” said Juan Carlos Rodriguez.
There are no official figures for the sloth
population in Venezuela, but deforestation
in Latin America has reduced the size of the
animals’ habitat, says the World Wildlife
Fund (WWF).

The International Union for Conservation
of Nature says the pygmy three-toed sloth is
in danger of extinction, and another species
- the maned three-toed sloth - is considered
“vulnerable”. Near Caracas, the sloths face
three main threats: Dogs that attack them,
getting hit by cars and, above all, high volt-
age wires that run through forested areas.
The sloths try to cling to them and are elec-
trocuted.

That is what happened to Chuwie. He
lost part of his left arm and suffered severe
burns. The Rodriguez family, who had
turned the injured animal over to a vet,
adopted him. To raise awareness of the sto-
ry, Haydee, who works in the news media,
and Juan Carlos, a graphic designer, creat-
ed a social media account -
@Chuwieelgalan - that now has almost
10,000 followers on Instagram.

They learned from environmental spe-
cialists in Costa Rica how to care for these
animals, and in just a few months, the
Rodriguez family started going out to help
injured ones. “Without even trying, we
became sloth rescuers,” said Haydee. She

and Juan Carlos have kept their day jobs,
but the sloths now take up most of their
time. They currently have six sloths with
them at home recovering so they can be
released. One was severely bitten by dogs,
a baby one was found without its mother
and another suffered a shock from a high
voltage cable. The couple wants to build a
bigger facility to shelter more animals.

‘Curse of the eternal smile’ 
Juan Carlos goes out every day to find

fresh leaves from specific trees to feed the
sloths he is hosting, and says he needs 1.6
kg of them. To pay for all of this, Haydee
Rodriguez developed and now sells things
with Chuwie’s face on them, such as caps,
coffee mugs, T-shirts and earrings. “People
are really moved by Chuwie. He is a sur-
vivor,” says Juan Carlos, “but we will never
be able to release him.” The animal is
severely disabled now.

On their website, the couple carefully
avoids posting photos of them with Chuwie
in their arms. “They are not pets or stuffed
animals,” said Juan Carlos. “Sloths have the
curse of the eternal smile. Even when they
are in agony, it looks like they are smiling,”
he said, adding that people who want to
domesticate them are one of the dangers
facing these creatures.—AFP

In this picture taken on Oct 20, 2020, a honey-
bee sucks nectar from a saffron flower in the
outskirts of Srinagar. 

Juan Carlos Rodriguez and his wife Haydee, founders of Chuwie’s Sloth Rescue Center, check a
sloth (Bradypus tridactylus) after being rescued from palm trees where it took refuge in an urban
area after being attacked by dogs in San Jose de Los Altos, Miranda state, Venezuela on Sept 23,
2021. — AFP photos

Fishermen prepare their fishing nets in front of their stilt houses.— AFP photos

A beekeeper checks a honeybee hive box.

Aerial view of stilt houses in Congo Mirador, Zulia state, Venezuela, on September 6, 2021. 

View of a church in Congo Mirador. 

A sloth rests inside a cage while remaining in
recovery at Chuwie’s Sloth Rescue Center to
later be released into its natural habitat. 

A sloth called “Chuwie”, who lost the claws of
three of his four legs when he was electrocuted
on power lines and rescued after suffering seri-
ous burns, remains hanging while being fed at
Chuwie’s Sloth Rescue Center. 


