
TERRASINI, Italy: When Sicilian farmer Rosolini
Palazzolo first started growing papayas 11 years ago,
hardly any of his neighbors even knew what they
were. Now, the southern Italian island famed for its
picturesque orange and lemon groves is dotted with
the kind of exotic fruit trees more usually associated
with tropical climates - from papaya to bananas to
mangoes. “I get shivers when I eat mangoes now,”
Palazzolo laughed as he recalled how unimpressed he
was when he first tasted the fruit after buying one
imported from Brazil.

The 39-year-old is part of a new generation of
Sicilian farmers producing exotic fruits - encouraged
by demand and made possi-
ble by climate change. “The
temperature rise has been
good for us .. . for these
fruits,” he said as he cut
open a passion fruit.
Demand has also grown as
consumers have become
more aware of the health
benefits of eating fresh,
locally grown papayas and
other tropical fare,
Palazzolo added. “They got
the information from the
internet about vitamins and so on, and they started
buying. This was the process.”

Others have followed suit. Letizia Marceno’s family
has been farming on the outskirts of Sicily’s capital
Palermo for seven generations and began growing
bananas about eight years ago. “It became more favor-
able and more useful to cultivate the bananas,” said
Marceno, whose seven-hectare farm now has 1,200
banana trees growing alongside more traditional
Sicilian fruit and vegetable crops. Encouraged by their
success, they recently added avocados and mangoes to
their repertoire.

Hotter and drier
Average temperatures in Sicily have risen about 1.5

degrees Celsius in the last century, said local climate
researcher Francesco Viola, who rarely saw exotic fruits
or greenhouses while growing up. The trend is also
driven by competition from cheap imports of more tra-
ditional crops that has forced farmers to diversify. But
there are threats to the island’s exotic fruits boom.
Farmers said while the new crops brought in more
money, costs were also higher as tropical fruits need a
lot of water.

And while temperatures on the island are rising,
rainfall is decreasing, according to a 2013 paper by
researchers including Viola, who works at Sardinia’s
University of Cagliari. “The most likely scenario for

Sicily in the next years is ...
less rainfall and higher tem-
peratures,” said Viola, warn-
ing this could affect crop
productivity. Coldiretti, the
influential Italian farmers’
association, said climate
change was influencing agri-
culture across Italy.

“The rise in temperature
has favored the launch of
tropical crops in Sicily and
Calabria,” said its president,
Roberto Moncalvo. “It also

pushed up the ‘olives line’ to a point where now there
are small olive oil productions even on the Alps.” Water
shortages are already a big issue for small farmers in
Sicily, said Francesco Sottile, a professor at the
University of Palermo’s Department of Agriculture and
Forestry Sciences. Sottile now works to help farmers
grow the indigenous, drought-friendly vegetables that
were forgotten when irrigation became available.

“We have a lot of experience and tradition, mostly
in the internal part of Sicily, for tomatoes, melons,
eggplants, aubergines, peppers ... that are able to
grow with a very small amount of water,” he said.
Sottile said he remained optimistic about Sicily, where
youth unemployment in 2017 was almost 60 percent,
and 55 percent of the population lives on or below the

poverty line - double the national average. “I have
many agriculture students. They choose to go back to
the farm after the graduation and that gives me enthu-
siasm,” he said.

Innovate and collaborate
Scientists say the changes to conditions could vary

across Sicily, which is the largest island in the
Mediterranean and has diverse microclimates and soil
types. Andrea Passanisi, a law-graduate-turned-farmer
who grows avocados in the shadow of Mount Etna, said
the rich volcanic soil and clear water provided ideal
growing conditions. Passanisi, who converted his
grandfather’s old vineyard and lemon farm 15 years ago,

said the island’s agriculture industry must innovate and
collaborate if it is to have a future.

He has brought together other Sicilian avocado
growers under a single brand and now exports the
popular fruit to France and Poland. A third of sales are
online. “Altogether, in Sicilia Avocado, we have more
than 100 hectares. If just me? Only 24 hectares,” he
said. Fruit farmer Palazzolo agreed that innovation was
the key to success - and was already thinking up his
next venture. “You don’t have the know-how, but no
one around you has (it) either,” he said. “We want to be
the first coffee producer in Italy. And when I travelled
Cuba and I tasted the sugarcane rum, I said, ‘I have to
take this back’.” — Reuters
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Sicily’s farmers go tropical, 
exotic as climate warms

Demand grows as consumers become aware of health benefits 

I get shivers 
when I eat 

mangoes now
TERRASINI: Passion fruits at a farm owned by the Palazzolo brothers that produce tropical fruits in
Terrasini, Sicily. — Reuters

Antidepressants 
change songbirds 
courtship rituals
LONDON: Songbirds altered their courtship
behavior following exposure to antidepres-
sants increasingly found in the natural envi-
ronment, according to scientists in Britain
who conducted a three-year study. Male star-
lings sang less and were more aggressive
towards females who had been given small
doses of the antidepressant fluoxetine, com-
monly known as Prozac, researchers at the
University of York found.

They believe the study-to be published in
the journal Chemosphere-shows such
changes in behavior could put songbirds at
risk in the wild. “Here is the first evidence that
low concentrations of an antidepressant can
disrupt the courtship of songbirds,” said
Kathryn Arnold, from the university’s envi-
ronment department. “This is important
because animals that are slow to find a mate
often won’t get to breed. “With many wildlife
populations in decline, we have to ask
whether more could be done to remove
chemical contaminants like pharmaceuticals
from our sewage.”

River systems around the world are cours-
ing with over-the-counter and prescription
drugs waste which harms the environment,

according to the European Geosciences Union
conference in Vienna in April. If trends persist,
the amount of pharmaceutical effluence leach-
ing into waterways could increase by two-
thirds before 2050, it was reported. In Britain,
there were 64.7 million antidepressant items
prescribed in 2016, the York study noted.

Like other human pharmaceuticals, they
enter the environment via sewage and con-

taminate birds foraging on invertebrates at
wastewater treatment plants. With the impli-
cations poorly understood, the York scientists
tested the impact on starlings, a species com-
monly found feeding at such sites. The most
visible results emerged after they paired
males for two days with a female who had
been dosed with prozac, with changes in typ-
ical behavior.  — AFP 

PARIS: In this file photo, a European starling is pictured in the Carrousel gardens near
the Louvre museum in Paris. — AFP

Despair as
crippling drought
hammers 
Australian farmers
MURRURUNDI, Australia: A crippling
drought is ravaging vast tracts of Australia’s
pastoral heartlands, decimating herds and
putting desperate farmers under intense
financial and emotional strain, with little relief
in sight. While the country is no stranger to
“big drys” and its people have long had a
reputation as resilient, the extreme conditions
across swathes of Australia’s east are the
worst in more than 50 years.

A smattering of rain earlier this week did
little to ease one of the driest starts to the
year on record, turning pastures to dust and
destroying huge areas of grazing and crop
lands. With no feed, farmers have been forced
to ship in grain or hay from other parts of the
country to keep sheep and cattle alive,
spending thousands of extra dollars a week
just to stay afloat. Some exhausted graziers
spend hours each day hand-feeding their
stock because the ground is too dry for grass
to grow. Others have been forced to shoot
starving cattle.

“They are shooting their stock because
they don’t want them to suffer. They are
shooting them because they just can’t afford
to feed them anymore,” Tash Johnston, co-

founder of charity Drought Angels, said.
Farmers have also had to ration water for
their families and their herds because the
dams on their properties are dry or nearly
empty. Many face the prospect of abandon-
ing their homes altogether-some after being
on the land for generations.

It is a scenario repeated across New South
Wales state, where agriculture contributes
more than Aus$15 billion to the state’s econo-
my annually, employing more than 77,000
people. Authorities on Wednesday officially
declared the entire state in drought.

Conditions are similarly dire in Queensland to
the north, where the state government says
nearly 60 percent of land is suffering drought
conditions.

“This would be the first time in two gener-
ations, back to the 1930s, that we haven’t got
a crop up in the autumn or winter time,” Greg
Stones, who runs a small farm of cattle, sheep,
grain and crops near drought-hit Gunnedah, a
five-hour drive north of Sydney, said. “The
land is too dry... We’ve put cattle on the high-
way (near the farm) for the first time in my life
(so) they get a bit of rough grass.” — AFP 

AUSTRALIA: This photo shows a road dividing two dry farm paddocks in the drought-
hit area of Quirindi in New South Wales. — AFP

WWF uses
fake Singapore
ivory store in
campaign
SINGAPORE: An apparent online
ivory store which caused a furor in
Singapore has been exposed as a hoax
set up by environmental group WWF
to highlight perceived shortcomings in
local laws. The outlet called Ivory Lane
purportedly offered items including
earrings and necklaces for sale and had
a well-produced website, including a
price list and images of women model-
ing the jewelry.

The hoax shop, which appeared
online last week, insisted its products
were made from ivory obtained before
1990, when an international ban on the
trade came into force. It is still legal to
sell pre-1990 items in Singapore. But
consumers in the city-state reacted
with outrage at the website, flooding
its Facebook page with angry com-
ments and accusing the shop of sup-
porting the slaughter of elephants.

Some media including Agence France-
Presse reported on the growing furore.

After a few days, a post from some-
one claiming to be the store’s owner
appeared and insisted all the products
were “completely legal” in Singapore.
But in a statement late Tuesday, WWF
admitted it had set up the online shop,
and said the hoax was aimed at high-
lighting shortcomings in local wildlife
laws.  The group said that by continu-
ing to allow the sale of ivory obtained
before 1990, recently poached ivory
could be disguised as vintage ivory.

“It is not easy to understand wildlife
laws and what is legal and not, a reality
that is often misused by illegal traders,”
said Elaine Tan, chief executive of
WWF-Singapore. The WWF said set-
ting up Ivory Lane had sparked a heat-
ed debate and generated over 65,000
reactions. It was part of a broader
investigation by the group, which
found more than 40 shops in
Singapore selling ivory products. 

Tan said there was a need for strong
legislation to address the issue in
Singapore, a major hub for the illegal
wildlife trade due to its status as a
global trading hub. Singapore’s Agri-
Food and Veterinary Authority said the
government was considering a domes-
tic ban on the sale of ivory. —AFP 

Sri Lanka
battles 
wild elephants
COLOMBO: Sri Lanka yesterday
announced plans to substantially extend
electric fencing after marauding ele-
phants killed 375 people in the past five
years and villagers retaliated by slaugh-
tering nearly 1,200 of the beasts. The
government said the toll marked a clear
escalation of the human-elephant con-
flict and urgent steps were needed to
protect both people and wildlife.
Government spokesman Gayantha
Karunathilaka said authorities would
begin constructing 2,651 kilometers of
new electric fencing to keep elephants
away from villages bordering wildlife
reserves.

The cabinet also approved a plan to
upgrade the existing 4,349 kilometers of
electric fences-which repel elephants
but do not seriously hurt them-and
ensure better maintenance. There was no
immediate estimate of the costs. The
announcement came two days after

President Maithripala Sirisena called for
urgent action, saying elephants were
straying from national parks, raiding vil-
lages and destroying crops. Sirisena said
wildlife, including elephants, destroyed
about 35 percent of the country’s agri-
cultural produce. 

A monkey population of one million
in the island of 21 million people was
responsible for wiping out much of the
coconut harvest earlier this year and
driving prices up, the president said. He
also said there were almost daily
reports of elephants attacking villagers
or destroying property. Official figures
show 5,800 incidents of elephants
attacking property in the past five
years. Elephants are considered a
Buddhist symbol and protected by law.
Killing wild elephants is an offence
punishable by death, but there were
regular reports of angry villagers poi-
soning or shooting them.

Sri Lanka also bans the capture of
wild elephants, although many people
have illegally raised baby jumbos-seen
as a status symbol.

Official records show there were
about 200 domesticated elephants in Sri
Lanka before the recent ban on captur-
ing them. The population in the wild is
estimated at 7,500. —AFP 


