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F e a t u r e s

A
half century after its waves were show-
cased in the seminal surfing film “The
Endless Summer”, Dakar is becoming an

essential stop for globe-trotting boarders look-
ing for the perfect ride. The documentary, first
released in 1964 and credited with sparking
worldwide interest in the sport, follows two
Californians as they search the planet for the
best summer surfing-starting in the Senegalese
capital. But it was decades before locals started
noticing the city’s now popular surf spots,
including the long, powerful Ngor Right wave
featured in US director Bruce Brown’s movie.
“When I started surfing, there were just two
Senegalese who practised with quite a few
expatriates,” says 37-year-old Senegalese pro-
surfer Oumar Seye, eyes pink from the sea
water. 

“There was no club, no federation... We
would watch the tourists surfing, and that’s
what gave us the desire.” Seye is a native of Ngor,
a fishing community which, along with Yoff and
Ouakam, is the home of Senegal’s ethnic Lebou
community.  When he was little, he would help
an uncle selling sandwiches and drinks on the
beach. “It was the place where all the surfers
met... Whenever I had the chance to go into the
water, I would surf. That’s how I learned,” says
Seye, who rode his first wave at age 13. One of
the pioneers of the sport in a country with 700
kilometers (435 miles) of coastline and 13.5 mil-
lion inhabitants, Seye today takes part in shows
and competitions, which he also organises,
drumming up sponsorship to pursue his pas-
sion. “I am the first black surfer to get a pro con-
tract,” says Seye, who has founded a surf school
of “43 members aged from three to 64” and a
shop selling famous brands in surf clothing and
equipment. 

‘More speed’ 
Nine-year-old Benjamin Vercammen, one of

Seye’s students, has been surfing for a year with
his brother Alexandre, one year his junior and
barely bigger than his board.  Riding the waves
prevents him from being “locked up at home”,
Benjamin says, shivering with cold after emerg-
ing from the water. Franco-Cameroonian Noura
Diwouka, aged 15 and a surfer of three years, is
among the most experienced in the water. In
the sport, there is “more feeling, more speed”,

she says, but she has no intention of going pro,
insisting that “it’s just for fun”. Aymeric Senghor
recalls first encountering board sports 20 years
ago on a trip to the beach in Bel-Air, a rocky
plateau jutting into the bay on Dakar’s east
coast.

There he fell in love with bodyboarding, in
which the surfer rides a short, rectangular piece
of foam on the face or curl of the wave, usually
lying down and propelled by flippers. The thin
and sharp-witted 35-year-old also has a school
and his own competition, whose second edition
was held in May at the Almadies peninsula, a 10-
kilometre (six-mile) stretch of coastline with 15
popular surf breaks. Bodyboarding, quicker to
pick up than surfing, is hugely popular but
could “develop better” with more support, says
Senghor, suddenly distracted by the cries of a
crowd watching a competitor powered by a
strong wave. Yan Dagassan, of the Senegal
Surfing Federation, tells AFP that while surfing
has its origins in Polynesia, Dakarites have long
practiced one of its cousins, stand-up paddle-
boarding.

‘Surfing about to explode’ 
“The people of Ngor have been doing it since

time immemorial on old boards and with dug-

out canoe paddles,” he says. As board sports
become increasingly popular in Senegal,
Dagassan says there are now eight clubs with
more than 280 members and a national champi-
onship. Senegal also enters international com-
petitions, where it usually ranks well.  “We have
no money and we have never had any funding,
but in 2014, for the first time, we participated in
the African championships and we got second
and third place,” Dagassan says. “The popularity
of these local surfers has inspired young
Senegalese who want to emulate them.”

The sport, nevertheless, remains largely the
preserve of foreigners on Dakar’s beaches
where local families, sunbathers and the curious
prefer to watch rather than take part. A big rea-
son is the prohibitive cost. In a country where
the minimum monthly wage is less than 37,000
francs (56 euros), a new board can  set you back
up to 400,000 francs while lessons cost between
10,000 and 15,000 francs. But it’s not just the
money. Apart from fishermen, “most Senegalese
are happy to look at the waves rather than
going in to experience them,” says Seye. “Now
through the surf schools, we teach swimming,
and surfing in Senegal is about to explode
because there we have strong momentum,” he
adds. —AFP

Surf schools finally making waves in Senegal
Students of the Rip Curl Surf Club Ngor surf school walk on the Almadie beach. —AFP photos Louane and Maiva, surf students, ride a wave.

Young surfers wait on the Almadie beach with their bodyboards.

A surfer rides a wave off Uluwatu, in the south of Indonesia’s resort island of Bali. Senegalese surfer Oumar Seye stands with surf students a wave.

Airbnb-style 
listings surpass 
hotel rooms in Spain 

T
he number of beds listed by online
home rental services like Airbnb in
Spain surpassed the number on

offer by hotels last year, a study published
by Spanish tourism sector body Exceltur
showed. Airbnb and other similar sites
listed a total of 2.7 million beds in Spain
at the end of 2014, compared to 2.4 mil-
lion beds available at hotels and other
traditional regulated lodgings, according
to the study carried out by audit firm EY
for the association.

Sites like Airbnb, which lets home-
owners rent out their homes for a fee by
marketing them online, list around
278,000 properties in Spain. “This is a
highly lucrative business which has expe-
rienced rampant growth,” Exceltur, which
groups Spain’s major hotel chains, travel
agents, tour operators and airlines, said in
a statement on Thursday. In the north-
eastern city of Barcelona, where a surge
in visitors numbers in recent years has
triggered a backlash from some locals, 64
percent of available rooms are offered by
online home rental services.

Spain is the world’s most popular
tourism destination after the United States
and France, according to Madrid-based
United Nations World Tourism
Organization. The country received a
record 65 million foreign visitors last year, a
7.1 percent increase over the previous
year. Tourism is crucial to the slowly recov-
ering yet jobs-scarce Spanish economy,
accounting for about 11 percent of all eco-
nomic activity and one in nine jobs,
according to the tourism ministry. But
Exceltur said online home rental services
generated just 9.8 jobs per 100 tourist
beds compared to 53.3 jobs per 100
tourist beds at a hotel. It also warned that
they could cost state coffers up to 800 mil-
lion ($895 million) euros in lost tax earn-
ings due to undeclared earnings. —AFP

A
giant gorilla with brooding good looks and
rippling muscles is causing a stir at a
Japanese zoo, with women flocking to check

out the hunky pin-up.  Shabani, an 18-year-old sil-
verback who tips the scales at around 180 kilo-
grams (400 pounds), has become the star attrac-
tion at Higashiyama Zoo and Botanical Gardens in
Nagoya, striking smoldering poses the movie mod-
el in “Zoolander” would be proud of. “He often rests
his chin on his hands and looks intently at you,” zoo
spokesman Takayuki Ishikawa said yesterday.  “He is
more buff than most gorillas and he’s at his peak
physically. We’ve seen a rise in the number of
female visitors-women say he’s very good-looking.”

Shabani, who has been at the zoo since 2007,
shot to fame after being made the campaign model
for the zoo’s spring festival earlier this year, Ishikawa

said, adding that the ape’s paternal skills are also a
big hit with women. “He’s a father and he always
protects and looks over his children,” he said. “Zoo-
goers think his kindness is attractive too.” 

Women have taken to social media to swoon
about Shabani’s rugged looks, describing him as
“ikemen”-or a hunk-and likening him to a male
model.  A recent flurry of tweets has made Shabani
a national celebrity, with Japan’s broadcasters NHK
and NTV featuring the gorilla on popular shows.
“He will look you in the eye and sometimes if you’re
taking photos it will look like he’s posing for you
like a model,” said Ishikawa. “But he’s the head of a
group of five gorillas so it’s likely he’s just watching
out for them and keeping an eye on you.” —AFP

Women flock to Japan 
zoo to see ‘hunky’ gorilla

Pictures show giant male gorilla Shabani, weighing around 180kg at the Higashiyama
Zoo. —AFP photos


