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Macaque monkeys gather outside the Phra Prang Sam Yod temple during the annual Monkey Buffet
Festival in Lopburi province, north of Bangkok. —AFP photos

Macaque monkeys climb onto a news photographer at the Phra Prang Sam Yod temple.

Macaque monkeys climb over a man as he serves them a Thai desert. Macaque monkeys eat food left on a table outside the Phra Prang Sam
Yod temple.

Macaque monkeys gather across from the Phra Prang Sam Yod temple.

This handout photo shows a female polar bear feeding on the carcass of a reindeer on the Svalbard archi-
pelago, Norway.

This handout photo shows a female polar bear chasing a reindeer in water off the Svalbard archipelago,
Norway.

A macaque monkey bites a woman’s hair.

Macaque monkeys gather outside the Phra Prang Sam
Yod temple.

A macaque monkey drinks from a water bottle out-
side the Phra Prang Sam Yod temple. Macaque monkeys eat fruit left on a table outside the

Phra Prang Sam Yod temple.

Apolar bear chases a reindeer into the water,
drags it ashore and devours it, in a striking
scene caught on film for the first time. With

sea ice melting, the king of the Arctic may be
changing its diet. The dramatic spectacle played out
in Norway’s Svalbard archipelago on August 21,
2020 — in summer, the sea ice retreats and takes
with it the seals that make up the polar bear’s main
source of food. A research team from a nearby
Polish scientific station watched it happen and
caught for the first time on camera a polar bear
hunting a reindeer.

The video shows a young female chasing a male
reindeer into the icy waters, catching and drowning it,
then pulling it on shore and making a meal of it. “The
whole situation was so amazing that it was like watch-
ing a documentary,” said Izabela Kulaszewicz, a biolo-
gist at the University of Gdansk. 

“You could almost hear the voice of a narrator in
the background saying that you absolutely have to
watch this event because we will most likely never see
anything like it again,” she told AFP.

Down to ‘modern media’ ? 
The scene was so unusual that she co-wrote an arti-

cle in the scientific journal Polar Biology with two other
researchers. In it, they argued that the incident was one
of a series of observations that suggest polar bears are
increasingly preying on terrestrial animals to make up
for their limited access to seals. In Svalbard, just over
1,000 kilometers (620 miles) from the North Pole and
where signposts warn of the danger of polar bears,
some 300 sedentary bears live alongside around
20,000 reindeer. According to the article’s authors,
there are indications that polar bears have been hunting
reindeer more frequently in recent decades.

They say that two factors are at play: the retreating
sea ice is stranding the bears on land for longer periods,
and the number of reindeer has been steadily rising on
Svalbard since a 1925 hunting ban. Eating reindeer is
therefore a matter of both necessity and opportunity for
the furry white beast, they suggest. However, other
experts caution against reading too much into the inci-
dent. “If polar bears were killing reindeer back in the
1950s and 60s, it would have been very rare to have

been seen, as there were few people, few bears, and few
reindeer” in Svalbard at the time, said Andrew Derocher,
a professor at the University of Alberta. “Now, with
modern media, everyone has a camera, social media and
the ‘news’ spreads fast,” he added.

Opportunistic hunters 
While high-fat, high-calorie ringed and bearded

seals make up their main diet, polar bears are also
known to feed on eggs, birds, rodents and even dol-
phins. Weighing between 70 and 90 kilos (155 and 200
pounds) as adults, reindeer would be a good comple-
ment for the bears during the lean summer period,
which has grown longer due to global warming. Two
days after the Polish researchers filmed their video, the
same polar bear was observed devouring another rein-
deer carcass.

“Reindeer can be important, at least for some polar
bears when they have to stay on land for extended peri-
ods,” said Norwegian expert Jon Aars, co-author of the
article. Experts note, however, that the new diet would
not make a difference in bolstering the animal’s popula-

tion size. “While an occasional successful predation
attempt on reindeer may be good in the short-term for
an individual bear or two (and the media), I think there
is little significance at the population level for either
polar bears or reindeer,” said professor Ian Stirling, of
the Canadian Wildlife Service.

Polar bears are strong swimmers-their Latin name is
Ursus maritimus-but they can’t keep up with reindeer
on long distances on land. Elsewhere in the Arctic, cari-
bou-as North American reindeer are known-are not as
vulnerable as their Svalbard cousins, whose wariness
seems to have dissipated since the hunting ban. Caribou
“are also larger animals and have co-evolved with land
predators, namely wolves, wolverines, and barren
ground grizzlies, making them more challenging prey,”
said Geoff York, of conservation organization Polar
Bears International. The future looks especially ominous
for Svalbard’s polar bears. “There’s not enough ice to
sustain a polar bear population,” Derocher said. “I sus-
pect that given the trend, the Barents Sea polar bear
population-which includes Svalbard-is one that will dis-
appear this century.” —AFP

Their table manners were shocking, but the
guests of honor at a special banquet in the Thai
town of Lopburi yesterday loved monkeying

around. Lopburi has been laying on an annual feast of
fruit for its population of macaques since the late
1980s, part religious tradition and part tourist attrac-
tion. This year’s Monkey Buffet Festival saw around
1,000 hungry simians descend on tables and wheel-
chairs piled high with fruit outside the town’s 800-
year-old Pra Prang Sam Yod temple. Organizer
Yongyuth Kitwatananusont said the monkeys have a
special taste for durian, the pungent love-it-or-hate-it
tropical fruit popular across Southeast Asia.

COVID restrictions meant last year’s party was
missing its usual crowd of spectators, but this year the
humans were back in force, with more than 100 turn-
ing out to see the furry fruit fanatics. And the cheeky
monkeys were keen to renew their acquaintance with
their distant cousins, clambering over onlookers,
stealing hats, chewing long hair and giving the occa-
sional bite. —AFP

A macaque monkey eats a piece of watermelon.

Macaque monkeys climb outside the Phra Prang Sam
Yod temple.


