
Thursday, August 13, 2020

F e a t u r e s

Established 1961 13
L i f e s t y l e

T
he monster explosion that leveled
Beirut’s port darkened the
Lebanese capital’s future but also

blasted its past into oblivion, ravaging
many beloved architectural and cultural
treasures. Gems of the city’s heritage,
including some of the region’s most ele-
gant Levantine villas with their triple-
arch windows, were damaged beyond
repair. Many of old Beirut’s remaining
colonial-era and earlier landmarks had
already been damaged by 15 years of
civil war and decades of government
neglect.  The August 4 blast finished the
job. Days after the disaster, Tania Ingea
gave a tour of her home on Sursock
Street, which bears her relatives’ name
and houses some of the most striking
vestiges of the old Beirut aristocracy’s
heyday. “It feels like a rape,” says the
heiress of the mansion, previously
known as Palais de la Residence. 

The devastating blast of a pile of
industrial fertilizer, widely blamed on
government negligence, was so power-
ful that it literally redrew Beirut’s coast-
line and skyline. Ingea’s converted
18th-century palace now looks like it
has been vandalized, with broken
Ottoman-era artefacts in every one of
both floors’ rooms.

Wooden panels inscribed with Arabic
calligraphy have been blown off doors
and walls and now sit piled in corners of
the house. Shards of stained glass more
than two centuries old have been swept

aside to one corner with the rest of the
waste. When Lebanon marks its centen-
nial in three weeks, the port blast will
have deprived it of some of the most
graceful relics of that period.  “There is
now a cut between the present and the
past,” Ingea says.  “It is an interruption
in the transmission of memory of a
place, of a family, of a portion of the his-
tory of the city.”

Gallery of pain 
Just next door is the Sursock

Museum, a cultural beacon in a country
whose treasures are often poorly pro-
tected and showcased. The mansion-
turned-museum, which only a few
months ago was housing a landmark
Picasso exhibition, now tells the story of
a city’s desecration.  Its facade is crum-

bling above a grand imperial staircase
that curves upwards in an arch. The
Mediterranean light that previously trick-
led through the building’s stained-glass
windows now floods the structure, ren-
dered almost entirely open-air. 

Jacques Aboukhaled, the architect
who led renovation efforts there for
around 20 years, says the “fabric” of the
building is safe, but pressure from the
blast blew off almost everything else.
“As it is a closed building, there was an
implosion from every single corner,”
says the 68-year-old. “I did not expect
to see so much damage.”  Aboukhaled
estimated that the repairs would take
more than a year and cost millions of
dollars.  But he is not deterred: “I feel
very attached to this building. It’s like
our house.”  Built as a mansion in 1912,
the palace opened its doors as a muse-
um nearly 50 years later, as instructed
in the will of its owner, Nicolas Sursock,
who wanted his grand home converted
after his death. It reopened in 2015 after
an eight-year closure for major renova-
tion work, its new walls adorned with
paintings from the country’s “golden
era” in the 1960s.

‘Winter poses danger’ 
Between 20 and 30 artworks were

damaged in the blast, mainly by flying
shards of glass, according to a muse-
um spokesperson.  They include the art
collection’s main gem: a circa-1930

portrait of Nicolas Sursock, painted by
renowned Dutch-French artist Kees
Van Dongen. The blast caused the
painting to fall, cutting a slash into the
canvas that stops right at Sursock’s
forehead.  “It’s my favorite painting,”
said Elsa Hokayem, the museum’s
assistant director.

Inspecting the National Museum of
Beirut after Tuesday’s explosion,
Culture Minister Abbas Mortada said
he was relieved that Lebanon’s main
archaeological trove escaped disaster,
with only its external facade slightly
damaged. He couldn’t say the same for
“hundreds” of other heritage buildings
already pockmarked and made frail by
Lebanon’s devastating 1975-1990 civil
war.  “Most of the heritage buildings
are damaged,” Mortada said. “It ’s
going to take a lot of work.”

He estimated that repairs would cost
“hundreds of millions of dollars”, but
said they needed to be carried out
urgently, before heavy winter rains
sweep away what’s left. A culture min-
istry team is conducting a damage
assessment, but Mortada said he was
banking on outside help, especially
from France. “We need renovation
works to happen as soon as possible,”
he said, warning of the coming rains. “If
winter comes and they are not done ...
this will pose a grave danger.”— AFP

Desecrated: Blast leaves old 
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A
pair of pandas on loan from China
to a Canadian zoo are facing a
food shortage as their supply of

fresh bamboo dries up, officials warned.
And plans to send them back to China,
where bamboo is abundant and easy to
access, according to a Calgary Zoo state-
ment, have been stalled by pandemic-era
changes to import and quarantine regula-
tions. Er Shun, a female, and Da Mao, a
male, each require around 90 pounds (40
kilograms) of fresh bamboo daily. Calgary
Zoo turned to farms in British Columbia for
a temporary domestic supply after inter-
national borders were closed in a bid to
limit the spread of COVID-19. But that
supply will run out in September, it said.
“You can’t give them just any bamboo
because they won’t eat it,” a Calgary Zoo
spokeswoman told AFP.  “Our fridges
need to be replenished with fresh bam-
boo every three days in order to meet
their dietary needs.”

In May Calgary Zoo announced it
would hasten the return of the two giant
pandas to China. The pair had arrived in
2014 and were originally scheduled to go
back after spending a decade in Canada.
But the zoo has been unable to secure
travel permits from China, and last week
expressed “increasing concerns for the
giant pandas’ well-being.” “To date, China
has not been able to approve international
permits due to changes in its import laws
and quarantine facilities due to COVID-
19,” zoo president Clement Lanthier said
in a statement. “The continued delays in
international permitting is putting the
health and welfare of these two beautiful
giant pandas in jeopardy.” —AFP

S
ome skin, eggs and tissue sam-
ples are all that remain of
Malaysia’s last rhino, Iman, who

died last November after years of failed
breeding attempts. Now scientists are
pinning their hopes on experimental
stem cell technology to bring back the
Malaysian variant of the Sumatran rhi-
noceros, making use of cells from Iman
and two other dead rhinos. “I’m very
confident,” molecular biologist
Muhammad Lokman Md Isa told
Reuters in his laboratory at the
International Islamic University of
Malaysia. “If everything is functioning,
works well and everybody supports us,
it’s not impossible.”

The smallest among the world’s rhi-
nos, the Sumatran species was
declared extinct in the wild in Malaysia
in 2015. Once it had roamed across
Asia, but hunting and forest clearance
reduced its numbers to just 80 in
neighboring Indonesia.

Iman, 25, died in a nature reserve on
Borneo island, following massive blood
loss caused by uterine tumors, within
six months of the death of Malaysia’s
last male rhino, Tam. Efforts to get the
two to breed had not worked. “He was
the equivalent of a 70-year-old man, so
of course you don’t expect the sperm
to be all that good,” said John Payne of
the Borneo Rhino Alliance (BORA), who
has campaigned for about four
decades to save Malaysia’s rhinos. “It
was obvious that, to increase the
chances of success, one should get

sperm and eggs from the rhinos in
Indonesia. But right till today, Indonesia
is still not keen on this.”

Across the border
Indonesia’s environment ministry

disputed accusations of cross-border
rivalry as a reason why Malaysia’s rhi-
nos died out, saying talks continue on
ways to work with conservationists in
the neighboring southeast Asian
nation. “Because this is part of diplo-
matic relations, the implementation
must be in accordance with the regula-
tion of each country,” said Indra
Exploitasia, the ministry’s director for
biodiversity conservation. The
Malaysian scientists plan to use cells
from the dead rhinos to produce sperm
and eggs that will yield test-tube
babies to be implanted into a living ani-
mal or a closely related species, such
as the horse.

The plan is similar to one for the
African northern white rhinoceros,
which number just two. Researchers in
that effort reported some success in
2018 in producing embyronic stem
cells for the southern white rhino. But
the process is still far from producing a
whole new animal, say Thomas
Hildebrandt and Cesare Galli, the sci-
entists leading the research.

And even if it worked, the animals’
lack of genetic diversity could pose a
threat to long-term survival, Galli told
Reuters. Indonesian scientist Arief
Boediono is among those helping in
Malaysia, hoping success will provide
lessons to help his country’s rhinos.
“It may take five, 10, 20 years, I don’t
know,” Arief added. “But there has
already been some success involving
lab rats in Japan, so that means there
is a chance.” Japanese researchers
have grown teeth and organs such as
pancreas and kidneys using embry-
onic stem cells from rats and mice in
efforts to grow replacement human
organs. For now, however, Iman’s
hide will be stuffed and put on dis-
play alongside Tam in a Borneo
museum. — Reuters
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Back from the dead? Stem
cells give hope for revival of
Malaysia’s extinct rhinos

Iman was the last wild rhino found in
Malaysia. — Photo by  Borneo Rhino Alliance

S
ri Lanka’s coronavirus lockdown has
helped reduce the death toll from
clashes between elephants and

humans, conservationists have said. A
record 405 elephants were killed by
humans in the country last year, up from
about 360 in 2018. A total of 121 people
were killed by elephants, up from 96 the
year before, according to government
data. Speaking ahead of World Elephant
Day on Wednesday, Jayantha
Jayewardene, a leading international
expert on elephants, said: “We can say
that the human-elephant conflict eased
during curfews. “But this is a temporary
situation. Farmers will start defending their
crops and the killings will resume.” Most
of the killed elephants are shot dead or
poisoned by farmers trying to keep them
off their land. The beasts are considered
sacred in the majority-Buddhist island and
are protected, but prosecutions are rare.

Most of the humans are killed by ele-
phants who have seen their habitat drasti-
cally reduced, rampaging in villages look-
ing for food. Sumith Pilapitiya, a conserva-
tionist and former director-general of the
government’s wildlife department, esti-
mated that the number of elephant deaths
decreased by 40 percent during the coro-
navirus lockdown, which started in March
and officially ended in June. Pilapitiya
said an average of 240 elephants were
killed annually between 2010 and 2017
and the rate had accelerated since.

Pilapitiya told AFP: “The Asian elephant
is classified as ‘endangered’, so we can-
not afford to lose elephants at that rate.”
He expressed hope that a “significant
reduction” during the shutdown-which
included nationwide stay-at-home orders,
with people only allowed out to buy
essentials-would bring down the overall

toll for the year. Sri Lanka’s elephant pop-
ulation has declined to about 7,000
according to the latest census, down from
12,000 in the early 1900s.

World Elephant Day
Pilapitiya said a new panel of experts

on measures to reduce human-elephant
conflicts in the country would have its first
meeting on World Elephant Day.

“This may be an auspicious beginning
and hopefully the government will imple-
ment the recommendations of this com-
mittee,” he said. During the shutdown,
Pilapitiya accompanied wildlife trackers
who reported spotting baby elephant
twins at the Minneriya sanctuary northeast
of Colombo, the first pair seen in the wild
in Sri Lanka and a rare sight anywhere.

But the shutdown of wildlife parks dur-
ing the pandemic saw an increase in
poaching and illegal hunting of all wild
animals, prompting the government to
order a crackdown in July. Environmental
lawyer Jagath Gunawardena said law
enforcement authorities were preoccu-
pied with the coronavirus, which made
poaching easier.—AFP
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