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ZAGREB: In a family kitchen on the hilly outskirts
of Zagreb, a group of chefs from Nigeria, Ethiopia
and Croatia sprinkle salt into flour and grate orange
zest as they whip up a range of breads from their
home countries. The bakers belong to “Okus Doma”
or “Taste of Home”, a project that helps migrants
and refugees to start new lives and make friends in
Croatia through cooking together and sharing
recipes. “Settling down in a new country is very dif-
ficult,” said 34-year-old David Ajobi, a medical stu-
dent from Abuja, as he kneaded dough for Nigeria’s
popular “agege” bread, a recipe taught to him by
his mother. “Okus Doma wants to bring people
together, they can come out and show their skills
and show what they can contribute,” he told AFP
over a table scattered with mixing bowls, rolling
pins and jars of ingredients. 

Croatia, where memories of a brutal 1990s war
are still vivid, is currently known as a quick transit
point for refugees and migrants. The Western
Balkan nation has seen hundreds of thousands
from the Middle East, Asia and Africa cross its bor-
ders since mid-September on their way to start
new lives in more prosperous northern Europe. But
Okus Doma was set up to welcome newcomers
who end up staying longer, whether they are flee-
ing war or persecution, coming for work or study,
or moving for family reasons. Since it began in
2006, initially to document refugees’ memories, the
project has brought together people and dishes
from around the world, including Syria,
Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran, Libya, Zimbabwe and
Algeria.      

Culinary dreams
Those in the collective, including Croatian vol-

unteers, share food and stories in home kitchens
around the city, take part in workshops and festi-
vals and prepare dishes on informal catering
requests. They now have big plans to expand their
culinary activities with the eventual goal of open-
ing a restaurant, serving favourites such as Afghan

pilau, Kurdish falafel and North African couscous.
The partly EU-funded project also tries to raise
awareness and understanding among Croatians,
whose homogeneous society of 4.3 million people
is predominantly white and Roman Catholic.
“Institutions are very traditional and not very
open... people aren’t used to seeing different skin
colours,” said Emina Buzinkic, a local activist
involved in the initiative since its early days.

She said that preparing food with refugees and
other newcomers helped Croatians to feel “much
closer” to them. “They realise these are people with
fears and needs and lives. It’s an exchange, it’s very
important.” The recipe sharing began after Croatian
activists and asylum seekers they worked with
began meeting up, often in cafes, to discuss their
lives and experiences. “We are also people who
have gone through war and we also had a lot of
refugees. We wanted to show we understand that,”
said 31-year-old Buzinkic, referring to Croatia’s four-
year independence war that began in 1991.

‘Losing roots’
Buzinkic recalled a Palestinian woman, Sara,

who told her about a pie that her grandmother
used to make, one of her strongest childhood
memories. “She never ate it again, and she felt like
she had lost her roots,” Buzinkic said. Sara eventual-
ly moved from Croatia to Western Europe, but her
story was one of the inspirations for Okus Doma.

Participation in the project varies because many
of those seeking refuge end up leaving Croatia-
obtaining asylum here is a lengthy, difficult and
often unsuccessful process, while other European
countries offer better opportunities for education
and jobs.

Some Syrians involved recently took the chance
to move to Germany with the huge wave of people
currently passing through the Balkans, Buzinkic
said. But the chefs who remain have been fundrais-
ing to expand the project, with plans to develop a
catering business, cookbooks and various language

courses ahead of the end goal of a restaurant.
Among the budding restaurateurs is Sadou

Diagne, a Senegalese 25-year-old who has been in
Croatia for more than a year. A registered refugee,
he prefers not to talk about why he had to leave
home, saying only that “it’s something I really want
to forget”. But he fondly recalls cooking with his
mother and aunt as a child, and he now shares

Senegalese classics such as “thiebou dieune”, a
spicy fish and rice dish in tomato sauce, with
friends at Okus Doma. He said the chance to learn
new recipes from different countries had been a
“big pleasure”, and one that also helped him to
build a new life in Zagreb many miles from his rela-
tives. “It’s about a new family and a new experience
for me,” he said. —AFP 

Croatia helps migrants settle by cooking ‘taste of home’
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ZAGREB: Chichi Amare from Ethiopia (left) and David Ajobi, 34-year-old medical student
from Nigeria prepare breads for the “Okus Doma” project, that helps migrants and
refugees to start new lives and make friends in Croatia through cooking together and
sharing recipes. —AFP

BEIJING: China’s capital yesterday
issued its first ever “red alert” for pol-
lution, as the city government
warned that Beijing would be
shrouded in heavy smog from today
until Thursday. China’s leadership has
vowed to crack down on environ-
mental degradation, including the air
pollution that blankets many major
cities, following decades of unbri-
dled economic growth. The move
comes as UN Secretary-General Ban
Ki-moon warned a Paris summit of
nearly 200 nations against a “climate
catastrophe”, urging governments to
reach a strong deal to limit global
warming.

In an online statement, the Beijing
city government ordered all outdoor
construction work to stop on red
alert days, besides urging schools to
close. The notice, issued after days of
heavy smog last week, also puts traf-
fic restrictions on certain types of
vehicles in the city of 22.5 million
people. “Construction waste, excava-
tion transport vehicles, cement
trucks, gravel transport vehicles and
other large-scale vehicles are prohib-

ited from driving on roads,” authori-
ties said in the notice. The warning
was an upgrade from an orange alert
issued over the weekend, part of
China’s four-colour warning system
that includes yellow and blue levels
for less polluted conditions.

Beijing residents took to the
Internet to criticise authorities for not
issuing a red alert during last week’s
episode of heavy smog, which
exceeded hazardous levels on pollu-
tion indices. Environmental
Protection Minister Chen Jining on
Sunday vowed to punish agencies
and officials for any failure to quickly
implement a pollution emergency
response plan, the state-run Global
Times tabloid said. Chinese
researchers have identified pollution
as a major source of unrest around
the country. The looming smog
underscores the challenge facing the
government as it battles pollution
caused by the coal-burning power
industry, and will raise questions at
the Paris talks about its ability to
clean up its economy and environ-
ment. —Reuters

Beijing issues first 
ever ‘red alert’ 
on pollution

MAGADI: These are tough times for
African vultures. Already perceived as
ugly and saddled with being a sym-
bol of death and decay in many cul-
tures, their numbers are dropping
because of poaching, poisonings and
collisions with electricity pylons and
wind turbines. Four of Africa’s 11 vul-
ture species were listed as critically
endangered this year on an interna-
tional “red list” of species under
threat. The population of seven of
those species declined by at least 80
percent in the past 50 years, accord-
ing to a study published this year in
the journal Conservation Letters.

But how many people really care
about such a creature? Mark Twain
saw one and described it as having a
“bald, red, queer-shaped head, feath-
erless red places here and there on his
body, intense great black eyes set in
featherless rims of inflamed flesh.”
Vultures are overshadowed by threat-
ened “sexy, charismatic species” like
the lion, rhinoceros and elephant, said
Masumi Gudka, Kenya-based vulture
conservation manager for BirdLife
International, a group with branches
in 120 countries. “You have to be cre-
ative” in the hunt for an “innovative
way to sell the species that people
think are ugly,” Gudka said.

Vultures, for example, get positive
spin from Birdorable, a website that
sells clothing and other items with
soft, rounded images of birds, she
said. On a recent day, Gudka was walk-
ing with an Associated Press reporter
toward a 1.2-mile-wide cliff in Kenya’s
Rift Valley that is home to the critically

endangered Rueppell’s species of vul-
ture. About 200 Rueppell’s vultures
were in the sky or in the cliff overlook-
ing the dry bed of Lake Kwenia in
southern Kenya. Researchers believe
the species may have been there for
centuries, ranging widely on foraging
expeditions. The birds, circling high
overhead, were black dots.

A protective eye
There is hope for this species,

named for a 19th-century German
naturalist. While the refuge is on pri-
vate land, conservationists want to
raise funds to buy it and create a
conservancy backed by Maasai live-
stock herders who could benefit
from any ecotourism while keeping
a protective eye on the vultures in
their midst. “This area has so much

potential beyond just vultures,” said
Darcy Ogada of The Peregrine Fund,
a group based in Boise, Idaho, that
seeks to protect birds of prey. Birds
in this stark landscape include the
eastern pale chanting goshawk, the
brown snake eagle, the laughing
dove, the African mourning dove,
the augur buzzard, the lesser kestrel

and the blue-naped mousebird,
according to Ben Mugambi, a
Kenyan tour company operator.

Vultures get a bad rap because
they gather around the dead and
the dying. In the poem “Vultures,”
Nigerian writer Chinua Achebe
describes the seeming contradic-
tion between a vulture nestling
affectionately with its mate in a tree
and their ghastly feeding on the

eyes and bowels of a swollen corpse
in a trench filled with water.

Vulture body parts are precious
in traditional medicine in parts of
Africa. Some people believe they
cure disease, increase children’s
intelligence and guarantee success
in business and gambling, making
the birds a target for poachers.
Threats also include poison laid to
kill wild dogs or other mammals
that attack livestock.  Additionally,
rhino and elephant poachers some-
times poison vultures because they
circle above carcasses, possibly giv-
ing away their location to rangers.
At least 1,500 vultures died in 10
such poisoning incidents between
2011 and 2014 in southern Africa,
according to bird conservationists.

South Asian vulture populations
are also a small fraction of what
they were, largely because of feed-
ing on carcasses of livestock treated
with diclofenac, a veterinary drug
that is toxic to vultures.
Government bans on the drug,
however, have helped level those
declines and small increases in vul-
ture populations have been record-
ed in some areas. Mark Twain
seemed to understand the misun-
derstood bird. In the passage that
he wrote after a sea voyage in the
late 19th century, he noted that the
vulture that landed on his vessel
had “a business-like style, a selfish,
conscienceless, murderous aspect -
the very look of a professional
assassin, and yet a bird which does
no murder.” —AP

‘Give vultures a little love’

Photo shows a Rueppell’s vulture. Already perceived as ugly
and saddled with being a symbol of death and decay in many
cultures, their numbers are dropping because of poaching,
poisonings and collisions with electricity pylons and wind tur-
bines. —AP


