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In a raucous cockpit in the Philippines,
Dennis de la Cruz grins from ear to ear
as he watches his roosters slash their

opponents to death in a frenzy of blood
and feathers. Shut for two years during
the COVID-19 pandemic, traditional
cockfighting arenas are getting back to
full capacity across the archipelago
nation. Cockfighting is hugely popular in
the Philippines, where millions of dollars
are bet on matches every week.
Roosters wearing bladed spurs on their
legs go beak to beak in a brutal fight to
the death, as spectators-mostly men-
wager on the result.

Supporters defend the blood sport as
being part of the Filipino identity and
argue the birds would be eaten if they did
not fight. But opponents maintain it is
cruel and should be banned, as it is in
many other countries. “In our village,
more than half the residents are cock-
fighters,” de la Cruz, 64, told AFP at a
recent derby in San Pedro, a city south
of Manila, where he fell one win short of
the one-million-peso ($17,000) champi-
on’s pot.

The son of a longtime cockpit opera-
tor, de la Cruz said he had never held a
regular job. Instead, he relied on his win-
nings from the roosters bred by his
nephews on a large farm. In a country
plagued by inequality, cockfighting is a
unique “neutral zone” where rich and
poor mingle and play by the same rules,
said University of the Philippines anthro-
pologist Chester Cabalza.

Adhering to a strict honor code, spec-
tators prior to the pandemic used hand
signals like stock brokers to lay their bets
during a match that can last less than a
minute. It is common for 300,000 to
400,000 pesos to be bet on a single fight,
one aficionado told AFP. After each fight-
there are 15 per hour-crumpled ban-
knotes are flung towards the winning bet-
tor. Losers welching on bets run the risk
of being attacked.

When cockpits reopened, regulators
wary of spreading the coronavirus
through excessive crowd interaction
ordered operators to install betting
machines, so winners could collect their
money from the cashier instead. “If your

cock wins, you stride out of the ring like a
tough guy-you exude a macho image,”
said gamefowl breeder Edwin Lumbres,
thrusting his chest out for emphasis. “But
if you lose, you hang your head and
shuffle out like somebody whose man-
hood is suspect.”

‘Forced to fight’ 
Katrina Del Espiritu Santo, of People

for the Ethical Treatment of Animals, is
pushing for cockfighting to be banned as
the birds are “forced to fight to the
death”. But the activist’s efforts have
failed to gain much traction in the
Philippines. Fighting roosters are ubiqui-
tous across the country and are prized
possessions-despite their loud crowing at
all hours. A bird can cost between 3,000
and 15,000 pesos depending on its par-
ents’ win record. Fighting fowls are kept
in wire cages outside homes in urban
areas or in triangular shelters on farms
that dot the countryside.

As cockpits fell silent at the start of the
pandemic, many small breeders could
not afford to feed their flocks and were

forced to sell roosters at firesale prices-
or throw them in the cooking pot. Others
admitted staging illegal fights to make
ends meet. To revive the sport and get
revenue flowing into government coffers
drained by the COVID-19 response, for-
mer president Rodrigo Duterte issued
permits to seven outfits to operate online
cockfighting.

Known as e-sabong, fights were held
in empty arenas and streamed 24 hours
a day, allowing people to place minimum
bets of 200 pesos per fight on their
mobile phones. The sport’s popularity
exploded-and so did the earnings.
People who had never watched cock-
fighting before began betting, while large
breeding farms saw demand for their
fowl surge. Duterte said the national gov-
ernment was raking in 640 million pesos
a month in fees-even as the economy
tanked.

It was also lucrative for e-sabong
operators. Charlie Ang, who runs Lucky 8
Star Quest, told a Senate inquiry this
year that Filipinos wagered between one

and two billion pesos on his platform
every day, which he claimed accounted
for about 95 percent of e-sabong bets.
But the disappearance earlier in the year
of 34 cockfighting workers, who are
feared dead, and reports of gamblers
being driven to financial ruin revealed the
seedy side of e-sabong. Some punters
reportedly killed themselves, while a
woman was arrested for allegedly selling
her baby to pay off debts.

Under growing pressure from the
public and lawmakers, Duterte reluc-
tantly shut down online cockfighting
shortly before his term ended in June.
But as pandemic restrictions eased in
the past year, local governments began
giving traditional cockpit operators per-
mission to resume fights-to the relief of
millions of Filipinos. “People were angry
because their favorite pastime was tak-
en away,” said Dondon Clanor, 45, a
cockfighting enthusiast. “Now everyone
is happy.”— AFP 

‘Houdini’ snake 
escape closes 
Swedish zoo

ASwedish zoo has been partially
shut down after a king cobra staged
an impressive escape from its

enclosure at the weekend, with staff on
Monday still searching for the venomous
vagrant. The snake, named Sir Vas (Sir
Hiss), escaped on Saturday through a
lamp fixture in a terrarium and was
believed to be somewhere in an inner ceil-
ing. He had only been brought to the zoo
a few days earlier.

The snake has now been renamed
Houdini after the famed escape artist, said
Jonas Wahlstrom, director of the Skansen
Aquarium. Staff have spread out flour to
try and track the slithery fugitive and sticky
traps have been deployed. They have also
brought in special cameras designed to
inspect sewage pipes, in order to search
the nooks and crannies out of reach. The
terrarium has housed king cobras for
about 15 years, but it only took the new
tenant a few days to find a way out,
Wahlstrom told AFP. “It turned out to be
clever,” he joked.

He explained that the escaped snake
had an advantage over previous tenants:
staff had recently replaced the lamp at the
top of the enclosure with a low-energy
bulb. “The old light was so hot that no
snake wanted to get close,” Wahlstrom
said. —AFP

Plastic recycling 
remains a ‘myth’: 
Greenpeace study

Plastic recycling rates are declining
even as production shoots up,
according to a Greenpeace USA

report out Monday that blasted industry
claims of creating an efficient, circular
economy as “fiction.” Titled “Circular
Claims Fall Flat Again,” the study found
that of 51 million tons of plastic waste
generated by US households in 2021,
only 2.4 million tons were recycled, or
around five percent. After peaking in
2014 at 10 percent, the trend has been
decreasing, especially since China
stopped accepting the West’s plastic
waste in 2018.

Virgin production-of non-recycled
plastic, that is-meanwhile is rapidly rising
as the petrochemical industry expands,
lowering costs. “Industry groups and big
corporations have been pushing for recy-
cling as a solution,” Greenpeace USA
campaigner Lisa Ramsden told AFP. “By
doing that, they have shirked all respon-
sibility” for ensuring that recycling actual-
ly works, she added. She named Coca-
Cola, PepsiCo, Unilever and Nestle as
prime offenders.

According to Greenpeace USA’s sur-
vey, only two types of plastic are widely
accepted at the nation’s 375 material
recovery facilities. The first is polyethyl-
ene terephthalate (PET), which is com-
monly used in water and soda bottles;

and the second is high density polyethyl-
ene (HDPE), seen in milk jugs, shampoo
bottles and cleaning product containers.
These are numbered “1” and “2” accord-
ing to a standardized system in which
there are seven plastic types.

But being recyclable in theory doesn’t
mean products are being recycled in
practice. The report found that PET and
HDPE products had actual reprocessing
rates of 20.9 percent and 10.3 percent,
respectively-both down slightly from
Greenpeace USA’s last survey in 2020.
Plastic types “3” through “7”-including
children’s toys, plastic bags, produce
wrappings, yogurt and margarine tubs,
coffee cups and to-go food containers-
were reprocessed at rates of less than
five percent.

Despite often carrying the recycling
symbol on their labels, products that use
plastic types “3” through “7” fail to meet
the Federal Trade Commission classifi-
cation of recyclable. This is because
recycling facilities for these types aren’t
available to a “substantial majority” of the
population, defined as 60 percent, and
because the collected products are not
being used in the manufacturing or
assembly of new items. According to the
report, there were five main reasons why
plastic recycling is a “failed concept.”

Economically unfeasible
First, plastic waste is generated in

vast quantities and is extremely difficult
to collect - as becomes clear during what
the report called ineffective “volunteer

cleanup stunts” funded by nonprofits
such as “Keep America Beautiful.”
Second, even if it were all collected,
mixed plastic waste cannot be recycled
together, and it would be “functionally
impossible to sort the trillions of pieces of
consumer plastic waste produced each
year,” the report said. Third, the recycling
process itself is environmentally harmful,
exposing workers to toxic chemicals and
itself generating microplastics.

Fourth, recycled plastic carries toxicity
risks through contamination with other
plastic types in collection bins, prevent-
ing it from becoming food-grade material
again. Fifth and finally, the process of
recycling is prohibitively expensive. “New
plastic directly competes with recycled
plastic, and it’s far cheaper to produce
and of higher quality,” said the report.
Ramsden called on corporations to sup-
port a Global Plastics Treaty, which
United Nations members agreed to cre-
ate in February, and move toward refill
and reuse strategies.

“This isn’t actually a new concept-it’s
how the milkman used to be, it’s how
Coca-Cola used to get its beverages to
people. They would drink their beverage,
give the glass bottle back, and it would
be sanitized and reused,” she said.
Some countries are leading the way,
including India, which recently banned 19
single-use plastic items. Austria has set
reuse targets of 25 percent by 2025 and
at least 30 percent by 2030 for beverage
packaging, while Portugal has also set
the 30 percent by 2030 goal. Chile is
moving to phase out single-use cutlery
and mandating refillable bottles.— AFP 

Men watch roosters during a cockfighting match at the San Pedro Coliseum in Laguna province.
Shut for two years during the COVID-19 pandemic, traditional cockfighting arenas have
reopened across the archipelago nation. Banned in many countries, cockfighting is hugely popu-
lar in the Philippines, where millions of dollars are bet on matches every week. — AFP photos

A man weighs his rooster before a cockfighting match at the San Pedro Coliseum in Laguna
province. 

Plastic trash is used to make a sign in Anacostia Park in Washington, DC. — AFP 

Gamecocks fight during a cockfighting match at
the San Pedro Coliseum in Laguna province. 

A rooster stand on a shelter at a gamefarm in Tanauan, Batangas. 


