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Fe a t u r e s

In this file photo a rose-ringed Parakeet rests on a power line
in Israel’s coastal Mediterranean city of Netanya, north of Tel
Aviv. — AFP 

To their detractors, they’re dirty alien invaders whose
incessant chatter ruins Sunday morning lie-ins. To
their supporters, they’re beautiful, cheerful

reminders of warmer climes amid the winter chill. Love
‘em or hate ‘em, thousands of rose-ringed parakeets,
close relatives of parrots, have made their home in the
Netherlands over the past five decades, and their grow-
ing presence has become a source of noisy debate. Like
in other European cities such as London and Paris, the
colourful green birds with distinctive red beaks have
proliferated over the years.

They gather in garden trees and around schools; they
even roost outside the Dutch parliament in The Hague,
with urban legend telling how one debate was drowned
out by the birds’ constant calls. Imported from Pakistan in
the 1960s to brighten the aviaries of wealthy Europeans-
especially the Dutch and British-over the years many
escaped and have now successfully adapted to life in the
city. Indeed, the rose-ringed, or ring-necked parakeet
was listed among Europe’s top 100 most invasive species
in the scientific journal “Biological Invasions” in
December. 

While their fans claim they are victims of a knee-jerk
fear of anything new, some groups actively lobby for
their numbers to be culled. In Amsterdam, where one of
the largest colonies of parakeets lives, the town hall has
banned residents from putting out food in some areas or
risk a 70 euro ($86) fine. Critics argue the flying flocks

undermine the natural order, pinching the resting spaces
of owls and bats, leaving behind piles of bird droppings
and ravaging trees and plants. “Some residents are even
thinking of moving house because of their infernal noise,”
said Wilfred Reinhold, president of an association fight-
ing against the birds’ presence in the country.

‘Charming, but destructive’ 
With plentiful food, few predators and lots of water,

the living is easy in the Netherlands, where the flocks
have grown unchecked. In Leiden, biologist Roelant
Jonker has taken the country’s oldest colony of the birds
under his wing, despite being allergic to their feathers
and even though his passion was sorely tested six years
ago. While studying a group of yellow-eared parrots in
the jungles of Colombia, Jonker was taken hostage by
FARC rebels, a “traumatizing experience” which lasted
eight months. But he remains determined to protect the

estimated 15,000 parakeets which now call the
Netherlands home. By comparison, France is 15 times
bigger but counts only some 10,000 parakeets.

“Of course they are charming... but they also cause a
lot of damage,” said Reinhold, keeping a watchful eye on
some budding chestnut trees outside the Dutch parlia-
ment. A recently published picture of an embassy-lined
street near the royal palace sullied with parrot droppings
has only added grist to his mill.

‘Here to stay’ 
Reinhold insists that measures should be taken to stop

the flocks. “Nets could be dropped on the trees at night
to catch hundreds of them,” he suggested, accepting
however that using guns to shoot them down “would not
be a very good idea in the city”. But removing them
would be too costly, argued Jonker, declaring: “There is
nothing to do. They are here, they are going to stay.” He
pointed to some birch trees, saying they had once been
imported by the Romans and were now an integral part
of the Dutch landscape. The next generation will see the
parakeets “as ordinary birds... and they will be as ordi-
nary as all the different colours of people and birds in
Europe,” he added. — AFP

Pretty polly or pests? Dutch
in a flap over parakeets

Of course they are 
charming... but they also
cause a lot of damage

Mostly fun, 
sometimes weird:
‘BBC Dad’ one
year after video

The Korea politics professor who became a
viral sensation after his children interrupted
a BBC interview says he has  been pulled

over by police for selfies and photographed buy-
ing milk in the year since the broadcast. Robert
Kelly of Pusan National University was comment-
ing on the downfall of impeached president Park
Geun-hye when his daughter Marion waltzed into
his home office, followed by his toddler son
James, who wheeled in on his baby walker.

Suddenly the implications of a parliamentary
vote turned into what the BBC described as a
“perfect piece of physical comedy”. Kelly’s wife
Kim Jung-A, who was watching on television from
their living room, flew in seconds later, flinging
her arms in a desperate attempt to retrieve the
young intruders, before returning on all fours to
reach out and close the door. The clip spread like
wildfire online and provoked widespread debate
and commentary in media around the world. It is
the most-watched video ever on the BBC’s
Youtube page, with more than 27 million views-
half as much again as the second-placed item,
drone footage of the Nazi concentration camp at
Auschwitz in Poland.

A year after the broadcast, Kelly wrote on the
website of the Lowy Institute, an Australian think
tank, that the subsequent 12 months had “mostly
been fun, and sometimes weird”. “I was pho-
tographed buying milk at Costco once, because
apparently BBC Dad’s calcium consumption is a
hot issue,” he said. “A cop in South Korea once
pulled me over to ask for a selfie.” The family had
made some money as a result of their notoriety,
“but the total amount was not that much”.

The biggest upside, he said, was that his opin-
ions on North Korea and northeast Asian security
were sought more often, and he was invited to
more events-although at one panel in China he
was introduced as “BBC Dad... and, oh yeah, an
expert on Korea”. As the furore mounted in the
days after the interview, Kelly had expressed
hopes that one day he would be known for his
work, adding: “I mean, this wouldn’t be the first
line in my obituary.”

‘Race-gender narrative’ 
The US-born academic, who studied at Ohio

State University, teaches US foreign policy at the
institution where he is an associate professor, and
has research interests in international politics and
political theory. The politics surrounding the
video were “weird”, he added in his post, pub-
lished on the anniversary of the interview Sunday.
Some racist neo-Nazis called him a “race traitor”
- “This was predictable; anyone in an interracial
relationship has experienced it,” he said.

“More curious were the responses from the
left which tried to read some kind of race-gender
narrative into the video,” he added, with his wife’s
attempts to stay out of shot by crawling along the
floor seen as “some sort of metaphor for white-
male social power in Asia”. “The episode was just
a family blooper,” Kelly insisted. In South Korea,
suggestions that his wife was the family nanny
were seen as prejudiced at the time, with broad-
caster SBS referring to “Caucasian-centred
racism”.

Kelly denied the two most frequent claims
about the video - that it was staged so that they
could become famous, and that he did not get up
because he was not wearing trousers. “We antici-
pate that this is our final major public statement
on the video,” he added, hoping that after a year,
“peak interest in it has passed, making way for
the next dancing cat video”. — AFP

In one of the planet’s most northerly settlements, in a tiny
Arctic town of about 2,000 people, Benjamin Vidmar’s
domed greenhouse stands out like an alien structure in

the snow-cloaked landscape. This is where in summer the
American chef grows tomatoes, onions, chillies and other
vegetables, taking advantage of the season’s 24 hours of dai-
ly sunlight. During winter’s four months of darkness, when
temperatures can reach -30 Celsius (-22∞F), Vidmar tends
to microgreens - the leaves and shoots of young salad plants
- and dozens of quails in two rooms beneath his home.

He is the sole supplier of locally-grown food in the
Norwegian town of Longyearbyen in the Svalbard archipela-
go. The North Pole is about 1,050 kilometers (650 miles) to
the north; mainland Norway is about as far south. Growing
food in such conditions can be “mission impossible” but it is
necessary, Vidmar told the Thomson Reuters Foundation.  He
hopes to set an example for other remote towns in the region.

“We are so dependent on imports. Everything is by boat
and plane,” said Vidmar, who comes from Cleveland, Ohio,
and who has lived here for nearly a decade. That makes the
town vulnerable, he said. In 2010, stores in Longyearbyen
stood empty after an Icelandic volcano erupted, bringing air
transport to a halt. And the cost of imported food and its
quality “is often disappointing”. His company, Polar
Permaculture, aims to produce enough food for the town and
process all its organic and biological waste. It sounds ambi-
tious, but the firm, which received support from a govern-
ment-funded body that helps startups, broke even last year,
just two years in. It was helped by the fact that he and his
teenage son do not draw salaries, and Vidmar still cooks full-
time at a school.

‘crazy’ to try
Vidmar’s produce now appears on many of

Longyearbyen’s menus, including at Huset restaurant where
intricate, multi-course Nordic tasting menus are served in
stately surroundings.  Alongside reindeer steak and tartare
of bearded seal is a delicate dish of quail egg with dill, red
onions and anchovies on flatbread. “We would not use quail
eggs unless they were local so we designed a dish as soon as
we got the opportunity to try them,” said Filip Gemzell,
Huset’s head chef.  Vidmar first stepped foot in Svalbard in
2007 while working as a chef on a cruise ship. One of his
first thoughts was, “How can people live here?”, but he was
also intrigued. 

“The sad part (in America) is you work so hard and you
still have to worry about money. Then you come here and
you have all this nature. No distraction, no huge shopping

centres, no billboards saying, ‘buy, buy, buy’.” A year later, he
moved to the island and started working at restaurants and
bars in Longyearbyen, a coal mining town turned tourist-
and-research attraction. 

He decided to grow his own food after becoming frus-
trated with the absence of fresh produce and the fact that a
lack of treatment sites meant organic waste was dumped
into the sea.  People thought he was “crazy” trying to grow
food in the Arctic. Initially he experimented with hydropon-
ics - farming in water instead of soil - but that meant using
fertilizer, which comes from the mainland. Eventually the city
authorities gave him permission to bring in worms from
Florida to do the job. Now, whenever he or his son deliver a
tray of microgreens to restaurants, they collect the previous
tray and feed the soil to the worms, which break it down to
produce natural fertilizer for bigger plants. His next aim is to
heat the greenhouse during winter using a biodigester -
which generates energy from organic material - so he can
use it all-year-round.

Sustainability
Vidmar also helps fourth- and ninth-grade students at

Longyearbyen school to learn farming and sustainability.
That has led older students to query the island’s supply
chain, said teacher Lisa Dymbe Djonne. “They question the
transportation of food from the mainland to here and how
expensive that is,” she told the Thomson Reuters Foundation
by phone.

“They’re going to interview some of the leaders _ to fig-
ure out how much it costs for the island and if it is possible
to grow our own food,” she added. “It’s a question a lot of
people up here have.”  Eivind Uleberg, a scientist at the
Norwegian Institute for Bioeconomy Research in Tromso in
northern Norway, said that fitted a pattern of rising interest
in locally produced food and sustainability in agriculture. In
a phone interview, Uleberg said that, although he was
unaware of Vidmar’s undertaking, efforts to produce food
locally in Norway were positive.

A short growing season and low temperatures are the
main barriers to producing food in such latitudes, he said,
but higher temperatures caused by climate change could
help. “There is definitely the potential to produce more veg-
etables and berries,” he said. But there are also challenges,
Uleberg added, including more rain in the autumn during
harvest, and changing conditions in winter that could kill
grasses crucial for animal feed.

For Vidmar, such obstacles and the unique conditions are
the reason he is determined to produce “the freshest food
possible” “We’re on a mission _ to make this town very sus-
tainable.  Because if we can do it here, then what’s every-
body else’s excuse?”— Reuters

Growing your own in 30 below - the chef 
on an Arctic self-sufficiency mission

This file photo shows the entrance to the Svalbard Global Seed Vault (SGSV) is pictured outside Longyearbyen on the Svalbard
archipelago, Norway.

Benjamin Vidmar and his son, Amir-Soffian Vidmar, pictured with microgreens and a quail
from their urban farm in Longyearbyen, Norway. — Reuters photos

A worm at the Polar Permaculture urban farm in
Longyearbyen, Norway.

A street in Longyearbyen town in the Svalbard archipelago,
Norway, is pictured.

Pots of microgreens at the Polar Permaculture urban farm in
Longyearbyen, Norway.

Benjamin Vidmar’s domed greenhouse is pictured in Longyearbyen, Norway.


