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ASSISI: The small medieval Italian pilgrimage town of
Assisi, birthplace of Francis, Catholic patron saint of
ecologists, is embarking on a quiet revolution. Mayor
Stefania Proietti, an energy expert, plans to cut carbon
emissions 40 percent between now and 2030, and
hopes the “city on the hill” will inspire others to change
too. Assisi draws about 6 million visitors each year,
including Nobel Peace Prize winners, rock stars, Popes
and presidents.

Last month the city committed to shun investments in
fossil fuels and shift to
greener energies, along-
side an international
coalition of 40 Catholic
organizations. “The most
important thing is
(encouraging) people’s
belief that adopting a
new lifestyle is important.
One person’s action will
not have much impact
(on climate change), but
7 billion actions can
change the world,”
Proietti said. Hanging on
her office wall is former Pope John Paul II’s proclamation
making Francis, a 13th century monk, the patron saint of
ecologists, and nearby sits a panda statue - a gift from
the World Wildlife Fund. 

Taking care of nature “is the Assisi responsibility” she
said. “If we have a different message, then we are not
(being true) to our history.” Proietti, who is a professor
of energy systems at Rome’s Guglielmo Marconi
University, said she faces major challenges bringing
about change in the city. Its architectural heritage is one:
houses cannot put solar panels on their roofs in this
UNESCO world heritage site. The biggest challenge,
though, is changing people’s attitudes, she said.

“Assisi’s people and administration never thought
about this in the past,” said Proietti, who was elected last
year. She plans to expand the city’s heating grid that runs
off a combined natural gas-fed heat and power plant in
the valley below. The energy-efficient plant produces

electricity and the resulting heat is piped to people’s
homes and city buildings. She also plans to plant 1,000
trees around the valley’s industrial zone, encourage the
town’s inhabitants to grow more plants in their homes,
and promote the use of electric cars.

“I would like an electric car, but I cannot afford one,”
said Alice Scaglia, a 50-year-old Assisi artist and mother
of three. She has switched to low-energy bulbs, eats
locally grown organic food and has cut back on meat.
She said she wishes she could do more. “It is a necessary

revolution not only in
Assisi but in the world,”
she said. Near the mayor’s
office, a shop sells T-
shirts with handprinted
illustrations of Saint
Francis’ famous canticle
describing nature as
Brother Sun, Mother
Earth, Sister Water,
Brother Wind.

The saint’s environ-
mental bent inspired the
current Pope Francis’
choice of a name, and the

Pope - who has been outspoken on the need to address
climate change - has said he wants to continue Saint
Francis’ legacy.

“Assisi is a small town that starts to think about
these problems,” said Adriano Cioci, manager of Assisi’s
UNESCO office. “But if the large entities in the world -
including the United Nations, China, the United States,
India - don’t enter into this, the work of Assisi and other
communes will be in vain,” he said.

Franciscans go low
Saint Francis is buried in the city’s basilica, the focus

of pilgrims to the city and about 120 million people who
join its services via a webcast each year. Its custodians
- monks from the Franciscan order - are converting the
basilica, the seminary, and their home, to low energy
lighting. Its famous frescoes painted by Giotto, and the
saint’s tomb are now lit with LED lighting. They say

their emissions have fallen 75 percent since work began
in 2015. “We want the Sacro Convento and the whole
complex here to be an example to the city, the country,
the world,” said Father Enzo Fortunato, head of the
Sacro Convento’s press office. 

They also hope to install solar panels to generate
electricity, if they can get approval from the Ministry of
Culture. “It’s important for us to respect the environ-
ment, because ultimately this is to respect man,” said
Fortunato.

“When you’re saving the environment, you’re cre-
ating an environment for people (to live and work in).”
US talk show host Oprah Winfrey, artist Christo

Vladimirov Javacheff, and musicians Sharon Stone,
Spandau Ballet, Mika, Patti  Smith and Bruce
Springsteen have all visited.        

“As the saint of ecology and the environment, St
Francis transcends all religions,” said Enzo. On the main
thoroughfare leading from the basilica to the mayor’s
office is a family restaurant serving local specialities
such as risotto with mushrooms and truffles. Cristiana
Costantini, a journalist who was born and grew up in
Assisi and helps out in the restaurant, says that the city
must do its part to curb emissions and the already evi-
dent changes in the climate. “The seasons no longer
exist,” she said. —Reuters
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ELSDORF: Environmentalist march close to a lignite open pit mine near Elsdorf, western Germany as they
protest against fossil-based energies like coal, having negative impact on the climate change. —AFP 

The first luxury 
Perigord truffle 
cultivated in UK
LONDON: A black Perigord truffle has been cultivated in
Britain for the first time, and the scientists who announced
the breakthrough yesterday said climate change could
make it a new British crop. The 16-gramme (0.6-ounce)
specimen was cultivated in Wales in the roots of a
Mediterranean oak tree that had been treated with truffle
spores.

Scientists from Cambridge University and Mycorrhizal
Systems Ltd (MSL) said they also added lime minerals in
the surrounding soil to make it less acidic. A Perigord truf-
fle can be worth as much as £1,700 ($2,200, 1,900 euros)
per kilogram in Britain. It is currently found mainly in
France, as well as Italy and Spain. MSL said the truffles’
traditional Mediterranean habitat had been affected by
drought due to long-term climate change, and yields are
falling.

The British cultivation is “the farthest north that the
species has ever been found,” Cambridge University said.
Paul Thomas of MSL said: “This cultivation has shown that
the climatic tolerance of truffles is much broader than pre-

viously thought, but it’s likely that it’s only possible
because of climate change.” “Some areas of the UK... are
now suitable for the cultivation of this species,” Thomas
said, adding: “The potential for industry is huge.” The truf-
fle was recovered in March and found by a specially
trained dog called Bella. It will be kept for posterity but
the farmer can sell any future specimens to restaurants.
The results of the study have been published in the scien-
tific journal Climate Research. —AFP
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LONDON: An undated handout photograph shows trained
truffle dog ‘Bella’, who found the black Perigord truffle, at
an unconfirmed location.  —AFP 

DAKAR: Focused for decades on ending hunger, African
countries have largely failed to address a rising obesity epi-
demic that could soon become the greater public health crisis,
experts said as new data was released. A quarter of the
world’s 41 million overweight children under five live in Africa,
a figure that has nearly doubled on the continent in the last
two decades, according to the Global Nutrition Report pub-
lished on Saturday.

There are still six times more children on the continent
whose growth is stunted from malnutrition, and that number is
also increasing, the report said. But non-communicable dis-
eases such as diabetes and heart disease, most of which are
obesity-related, are expected to become the biggest killer in
Africa by 2030, according to the World Health Organization
(WHO). “Diets are changing, but they are not becoming more
nutritious,” said Corinna Hawkes, co-chair of the Global
Nutrition Report. 

“We’re worried that because attention hasn’t been paid to
this issue, obesity has had the space to grow,” she told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation. More than 30 percent of adults

in Africa are overweight, according to WHO, with obesity
rates nearing 10 percent even in very poor countries such as
Sierra Leone and Liberia. In some places people are both
overweight and malnourished, experts said. Sometimes a
mother is obese but her children are stunted, said Hawkes.
Highly processed foods have become increasingly affordable
and available worldwide, which is one of the primary drivers,
said Bruce Lee, executive director of the Global Obesity
Prevention Center at Johns Hopkins University. 

Moreover, in Africa people are often unaware that these
foods are unhealthy and do not necessarily see being over-
weight as a problem, he said. “If you have a country where
the concern was always not getting enough food, it’s going to
take a while to shift people’s perceptions,” Lee told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation. West Africa’s regional health
organization (WAHO) makes no mention of weight gain or
obesity in all 60 pages of its 2016-2020 strategic plan,
although it notes “alarming” rates of diabetes and growing
prevalence of high blood pressure.  Aid organizations that
address hunger should adapt their existing programs to also
prevent obesity, said Hawkes.

School meal programs in West Africa, for example, are
usually focused on making sure children get enough food
but sometimes have no standards for quality, she said.
Obesity-related conditions are usually expensive to treat
and wil l  take a heavy toll  on developing countries’
economies, experts say. “If we invest in nutrition, we’ll be
helping to achieve other development goals,” said Hawkes.
“This is not a side issue.” —  Reuters
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