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A Griffon vulture flies after being released alongside seven others into the 
skies from a holding pen in the village of Korfi in the highlands of Limassol 
district in southern Cyprus. —AFP photos

Wildlife vet Constantinos Antoniou holds a Griffon vulture. A Griffon vulture sits inside a holding pen before its release.

File photo shows a row of No.8 buses waiting to leave the Saphan Phut bus 
stop in Bangkok.  —AFP photos

Passengers seen on the No.8 bus in Bangkok. Bus conductor Arunee On-sawats with her two sons as she takes a break at 
the end of the route.

Tribute to Issey  
Miyake at Paris  
Fashion Week 

 

Japanese label Issey Miyake paid tribute to 
its late founder at Paris Fashion Week on 
Friday with the sort of choreographed dance 

show that he pioneered. A black and white por-
trait of Miyake, who died last month at the age of 
84, was projected on the walls and the show 
began solemnly with sober monochrome outfits. 

But the dancers turned to floatier, lighter outfits 
and a more dreamlike atmosphere as the show 
went on-reflecting the label’s trademark style. It 
was in the 1990s that Miyake teamed up with 
famed choreographer William Forsythe to put 
dancers among the models for a catwalk show. 

It was unprecedented at the time-but is now 
common, as seen at the Dior show earlier this 
week. Miyake, who was focused on clothes that 
allowed freedom of movement, also worked with 
the choreographer on costumes for his ballet 
“The Loss of Small Detail” in 1991. 

The collection presented on Friday was 
inspired by sculpture, with three-dimensional sil-
houettes made with a single piece of fabric and 
prints created from clay shapes applied by hand 
to the fabric to provide relief and texture. 

The house also introduced a new material, 
called “vegetable polyester”, which does not use 
petroleum products.  —AFP

With a wingspan as wide as a basketball 
hoop is tall, it took just a few flaps for the 
vulture to soar to freedom towards the 

glittering seas off Cyprus. Griffon vultures, birds that 
perform the vital job of clearing carcasses that could 
otherwise spread disease, are on the “brink of extinc-
tion” on the Mediterranean island due to poisoning, 
experts warn. 

But 15 have been returned to the wild in recent 
weeks in a bid to boost numbers, nearly tripling the 
population to an estimated 23, helping restore an 
iconic species critical to the health of the ecosystem. 
“They are nature’s clean-up crew,” said Melpo 
Apostolidou, from BirdLife Cyprus, an environmental 
group coordinating the vulture reintroduction pro-
gramme. 

“They provide an efficient, cost-effective and 
environmentally beneficial carcass disposal service.” 
With a white head and graceful sand-coloured wings 
stretching up to 2.8 metres (over nine feet) they are 
as majestic as eagles. 

The eight birds released on Wednesday were the 
last of a batch of 15 birds, rehabilitated after being 
injured as juveniles in Spain before being brought to 
Cyprus. Since December, they were acclimatizing in 
an aviary in the hills some 15 kilometres (10 miles) 
from the port city of Limassol. 

 
‘Nothing to be afraid of’  

Vultures are scavengers not hunters, neatly clean-
ing up fallen carcasses before they rot in the sun. A 
dozen birds-known collectively as a “wake” of vul-
tures-can clean a single sheep carcass in an hour. 
They do have an image problem: their eating habits 
of dining on the dead means some see them sinister 
harbingers of doom. 

But wildlife vet Constantinos Antoniou said there 

was no cause for alarm. “They are an integral part of 
our ecosystem, and have been for thousands of 
years,” Antoniou said, who provided technical sup-
port for the release, including fixing GPS trackers to 
their backs. 

“Unless you are dead, you have nothing to be 
afraid of, because vultures feed only on carcases: 
they have no interest in humans or pets.” Once they 
were a common sight over Cyprus. In the 1950s, 
there were several hundred birds across the island. 

But amid poisoning, hunting, habitat loss, distur-
bance of breeding colonies and birds flying into elec-
tricity wires, numbers had crashed to just eight earlier 
this year. “Poisoning is a big problem,” said Andreas 
Christoforou, a government wildlife protection officer, 
who with sniffer dog Sophie searches for illegally-laid 
poison placed by farmers and hunters to kill foxes 
and feral dogs. 

“Those laying poison face punishment, but it is 

hard to catch them.” Christoforou and Sophie, a bor-
der collie, have located some 10 poisoned baits in the 
past six months. 

He explained that since vultures often feast 
together, one poisoned carcass can wipe out several. 
In May, at least three vultures were found dead after 
eating poison.  

 
‘Flagship species’  

If vultures went extinct, it could impact our own 
health and well-being in the long-run, said Haris 
Hadjstyllis, from the Game and Fauna Service. “In 
the past they were seen as very helpful because 
they were so important in clearing carcasses, 
removing sources otherwise of bacterial disease,” 
Hadjstyllis said. 

“We cannot ignore history, for we never know 
what we might face in the future... everything that 
exists has a reason to exist, with a role to play in the 
ecosystem.” Today, livestock carcasses are collected 
for cremation, but feeding them to vultures could 
provide a simpler and eco-friendlier way, even reduc-
ing greenhouse gas emissions, experts from BirdLife 
argue. 

In time, conservationists hope the vultures could 
bring in revenues through tourism, noting that feeding 
platforms in Spain have become popular for visitors. 
The birds were released as part of a wider 1.3 million 
euro programme, largely from the European Union’s 
environment and climate action fund, to boost key 
species in a bid to restore ecosystems. 

As the birds were freed, another vulture released 
in a previous batch soared on the other side of the 
valley, as if waiting for the rest to join. “These are a 
flagship species, and if we are losing a flagship 
species, what is happening to the rest of biodiversi-
ty?” said Apostolidou. “It is a huge battle.”  —AFP

Nature’s cleaners: Cyprus returns rare vultures to wild

Vets attach a GPS tracker onto the back of a Griffon 
vulture. 

A “Pink Devil” roars down 
Bangkok’s busy streets, furiously 
overtaking tuk-tuks, cars and 

motorbikes, narrowly avoiding a colli-
sion as it slows to allow passengers to 
scramble on before veering back into 
the capital’s hectic traffic. Welcome 
aboard the No. 8 bus. 

Infamous in the Thai capital, the No.8 
route has spawned parody songs, viral 
TikToks, horrified YouTube videos and 
even a feature-length Fast & Furious-
style film. Now the old-fashioned diesel 
buses are being phased out and 
replaced with cleaner electric models. 

But the hair-raising antics of the 
“Pink Devils”, as Thais call them, mask 
the tough conditions for overworked 
drivers incentivised to complete their 
routes as fast as possible. “It is a com-
petition,” said driver Aphisak Sodmui, 
who has helmed his “hot” bus-as the 
non-airconditioned, usually open-win-
dowed models are known-for the past 
decade. 

Roughly 60 such buses work the 
30-kilometre (18-mile) route, charging 
passengers 10 baht ($0.27) going 
north-south-part of Bangkok’s wider 
network that carries roughly 700,000 
people a day. 

A succession of high-profile No.8 

deaths in recent years have raised calls 
for reform and now new firms are over-
hauling the system, promising an 
improved service and replacing the 
buses with electric vehicles. 

But with a global ranking of ninth-
highest in road fatalities according to 
the World Health Organization, 
Bangkok’s new governor Chadchart 
Sittipunt has a long journey ahead in his 
attempts to clean up the traffic-choked 
megalopolis. 

And it does not look like the No.8 
will shake its reputation so easily-one of 
the newly inaugurated buses has 
already crashed, though no one was 
injured. 

 
‘Not frightening’  

The problem, according to Thai 
transport expert Sumet Ongkittikul, lies 
with the private firms who lease the 
route concession from the central 
Bangkok Mass Transit Authority 
(BMTA). Under their management, driv-
ers are given a share of the ticket sales 
for each journey, on top of their salaries. 

“So it is very logical that each driver 
tries to rush to get as many passengers 
as possible,” he explained. “Even within 
the company the drivers are racing each 
other to get the passengers.” 

No.8 driver Aphisak supplements 
his daily wage of between 150-200 
baht (roughly $5) with 10 percent of 
the daily ticket sales. “We have to com-

plete the route at least four times a day 
for us to have enough money to live,” 
Aphisak said. 

But Sumet believes this sort of 

behaviour is on the way out with the 
upgrade.  “What we hope is that the 
new operator will give more attention to 
training their drivers... to behave better,” 

he said. Denying the No.8’s reputation, 
Yothin Wuttisakchaikul-whose family 
manages one of the routes-blamed it 
instead on online commenters who have 

“never used this bus service before”. 
“Actual passengers would know the 

actual service of Bus No.8,” he said, 
adding that while drivers competed, “it 
is not to a frightening degree”. 

 
‘Definitely improved’  

It’s 3:30 am at a bus depot in the 
city’s northeast, and Aphisak and his 
family are preparing for the day. He 
starts his shift at 4:00 am, clambering 
aboard with partner and bus conductor 
Arunee On-sawats and-on the day AFP 
accompanied them-their two boys, 11-
year-old Phan and eight-year-old Mon. 

As a No.8 driver he will not finish 
until 9:00 pm or later if there is rain or 
heavy traffic-two near-daily guarantees 
in Bangkok. Aphisak-who like his chil-
dren grew up on buses with his conduc-
tor father-said he has never collided 
with cars, but admits that “pick-up 
trucks mostly crashed the bus I was 
driving in”. 

Customer Sai Pin, 47, said she had 
seen a change since the transition to 
the new buses-which now have a 
slightly higher fare of 15 baht ($0.39). 
“With the old buses, you might 
encounter lots of fast driving. The new 
buses have definitely improved on 
that,” she told.  —AFP

Fast and furious no more?  
Bangkok’s infamous No. 8 bus

Bus driver Aphisak “Boy” Sodmui and his wife, bus conductor Arunee On-Sawats, behind him in 
the mirror as he drives the No.8 bus in Bangkok.


