
Sunday, June 19, 2022

F e a t u r e s

Established 1961 13
L i f e s t y l e

Gazelles at an Iraqi wildlife reserve
are dropping dead from hunger,
making them the latest victims in a

country where climate change is com-
pounding hardships after years of war. In
little over one month, the slender-horned
gazelle population at the Sawa reserve in
southern Iraq has plunged from 148 to
87. Lack of funding along with a shortage
of rain has deprived them of food, as the
countryʼs drought dries up lakes and
leads to declining crop yields.

President Barham Saleh has warned
that tackling climate change “must
become a national priority for Iraq as it is
an existential threat to the future of our
generations to come”. The elegant ani-
mals, also known as rhim gazelles, are
recognizable by their gently curved horns
and sand-colored coats. The International
Union for Conservation of Nature classes
the animals as endangered on its Red
List. Outside Iraqʼs reserves, they are
mostly found in the deserts of Libya,
Egypt and Algeria but are unlikely to
number “more than a few hundred” there,
according to the Red List.

Turki Al-Jayashi, director of the Sawa
reserve, said gazelle numbers there
plunged by around 40 percent in just
one month to the end of May. “They no
longer have a supply of food because
we have not received the necessary
funds” which had come from the govern-
ment, Jayashi said.

Iraqʼs finances are under pressure
after decades of war in a poverty-stricken
country needing agricultural and other
infrastructure upgrades. It is grappling
with corruption, a financial crisis and polit-
ical deadlock which has left Iraq without a
new government months after October
elections. “The climate has also strongly
affected the gazelles,” which lack forage
in the desert-like region, Jayashi added.

Barren soil 
At three other Iraqi reserves further

north, the number of rhim gazelles has

fallen by 25 percent in the past three
years to 224 animals, according to an
agriculture ministry official who asked to
remain anonymous. He blamed the drop
at the reserves in Al-Madain near
Baghdad, and in Diyala and Kirkuk on a
“lack of public financing”. At the Sawa
reserve, established in 2007 near the
southern city of Samawah, the animals
pant under the scorching sun.

The brown and barren earth is dry
beyond recovery, and meagre shrubs
that offer slight nourishment are dry and
tough. Some gazelles, including young-

sters still without horns, nibble hay
spread out on the flat ground. Others
take shelter under a metal roof, drinking
water from a trough. Summer hasnʼt
even begun but temperatures have
already hit 50 degrees Celsius (122
Fahrenheit) in parts of the country. The
effects of drought have been compound-
ed by dramatic falls in the level of some
rivers due to dams upstream and on trib-
utaries in Turkey and Iran. Desertification
affects 39 percent of Iraqi land, the coun-
tryʼs president has warned. “Water
scarcity negatively affects all our regions.

It will lead to reduced fertility of our agri-
cultural lands because of salination,”
Saleh said. He has sent 100 million
dinars (over $68,000) in an effort to help
save the Sawa reserveʼs rhim gazelles,
Jayashi said. But the money came too
late for some. Five more have just died,
their carcasses lying together on the
brown earth. — AFP

A young Rhim gazelle receiving medical care at the facility. Rhim gazelles which died of malnutrition and lack of care at
the facility in Iraq’s southern province of Al-Muthanna.

Rhim gazelles graze at the Sawa wildlife reserve. This aerial view shows Rhim gazelles grazing at the Sawa wildlife reserve.

This aerial view shows a Rhim gazelle grazing at the Sawa
wildlife reserve.

Thailand to drop
mask rule, foreign
tourist registration

Thailand announced Friday it would
drop rules requiring people to wear
masks outdoors and no longer

require foreign visitors to register before
travel, as COVID-19 cases fall and the
kingdom seeks to lure tourists back.
Facemasks have been compulsory in pub-
lic in Thailand, including outdoors, since
mid-2021 when the Delta variant was run-
ning rampant. But as the pandemic has
subsided, the tourism-dependent kingdom
has gradually relaxed covid restrictions in
a bid to boost visitor numbers.

Thailandʼs relaxation on facemasks
comes after similar moves by regional
peers including Cambodia and Singapore.
Taweesin Visanuyothin, spokesman for
the Thai COVID taskforce, said wearing
masks outside would become voluntary,
but was still recommended in crowded
areas, entertainment venues and on pub-
lic transport. He said the health ministry

would announce further details of the
mask relaxation, including when it would
come into force. On July 1 the govern-
ment will also end the “Thailand Pass”
system, under which foreign tourists had
to register and show proof of vaccination
and health insurance before they could fly
to the kingdom.

Visitors will have to carry vaccine cer-
tificates or take Covid tests on arrival. The
move is seen as an attempt to bolster the
sputtering economy, which has seen
growth hammered by the pandemic and
living costs rising. There were more than
1.6 million foreign tourist arrivals during
the first six months of 2022, with foreign
tourist receipts logged at 99.7 billion baht,
according to government data.

This compares with around 40 million
foreign tourists visiting Thailand in 2019,
the last year before the pandemic. Daily
Covid-19 cases have hovered below
3,500 in recent weeks, with the number of
deaths registering below 50 a day for a
month. More than three quarters of the
population has been jabbed with two vac-
cine doses, with more than 40 percent
also getting a booster dose. —AFP

‘Game of Thrones’
Jon Snow spin-off 
in early development

A“Game of Thrones” sequel focused
on the fan-favorite, impossible-to-
kill character Jon Snow is in early

development at HBO, according to
Hollywood trade reports. Kit Harington-
whose stoic warrior Snow was last seen
banished from Westeros in the “Thrones”
finale-is attached to star if the spin-off
series goes ahead, the Hollywood
Reporter and Variety said, citing anony-
mous sources.

HBO declined to comment, and
Haringtonʼs representatives did not imme-
diately respond to an AFP request for
comment. If the show gets a green light, it
would be the latest in a rapidly expanding
television universe based on George RR
Martinʼs fantasy novels. Three live-action
prequel series are already in the works-
including “House of the Dragon,” which
hits screens this August-as well as three
animated prequels. But the purported Jon
Snow series would be the first to be set

after the events of smash hit “Game of
Thrones,” which bowed out with a deeply
divisive final season in 2019.

While several major characters died,
Snow-who was revealed to be Aegon
Targaryen, a potential heir to the Iron
Throne-left Westeros in exile, headed for
the icy and wild North. His character had
already been brought back from death after
being betrayed earlier in the showʼs run.

News of the possible spin-off drew
mixed reaction from fans online, with
some delighted to see more of arguably
the standout character from “Thrones,”
and others questioning the logic of picking
up from the original showʼs disappointing

finale. “Bro just re-do the last season at
this point... We ainʼt gonna get mad at you
and you get to make all that money again
and have a chance at a competent end-
ing,” said one popular post on Reddit.

During its eight-year run from 2011,
“Thrones” was a global phenomenon,
scooping a record 59 Emmys with its war-
ring families and fire-breathing dragons,
medieval violence and non-stop sex. Martin
signed a five-year deal with HBO in 2021,
reportedly worth “mid-eight figures” in dol-
lars, to develop shows both within and
beyond the “Thrones” universe. —AFP

Turki Al-Jayashi, director of the Sawa wildlife reserve, adds
nutrition supplements to water trough at the reserve.

These photos show Rhim gazelles grazing at the Sawa wildlife reserve in the desert of Samawa in Iraq’s southern province of Al-Muthanna. — AFP photos


