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Passengers queue to get tested for COVID-19 upon their arrival at
Lebanon’s Rafiq Hariri International Airport in Beirut. —AFP photos

Lebanese doctor Riad Sarkis (center) supervises the training process
of COVID-19 sniffer dogs at a facility in Lebanon’s capital Beirut.

Sniffer dog Sky takes part in a training to detect COVID-19 through
sweat samples at a facility in Lebanon’s capital Beirut.

Lebanese doctor Riad Sarkis says he can help
curb COVID-19 globally. As he speaks inside
Beirut airport, one of his secret weapons is

wagging its tail next to him. Specifically trained snif-
fer dogs can detect COVID in a person in a few sec-
onds, including in very early stages when a PCR test
would yield a negative result. “Man’s best friend”
doesn’t even begin to describe how Dr Sarkis views
dogs, which he argues can save more human lives
than ever before by stopping the spread of the pan-
demic. “The day we build a machine with an elec-
tronic nose that amplifies smells 10,000 times, then
we can replace the dogs. For now, we need them,”
Sarkis says.

Almost infallible 
The effusive professor, who splits his time and

work between France and Lebanon, has temporarily
sidelined his passions for music and poetry to stay
on a war footing against the pandemic that has
brought the world to a standstill. A digestive sys-
tem surgery professor and oncologist, Sarkis had
spent 12 years researching how dogs could help
detect cancer and increase chances of early treat-
ment. “When COVID appeared, I thought why not

try. And it worked,” he recounts.
Research was conducted with France’s Maisons-

Alfort veterinary school, a leading institution found-
ed in the 18th century, and various labs and universi-
ties. The results were staggering: the hyper-sensitive
snouts of trained sniffer dogs were almost infallible.
“PCR tests have a margin of error that can reach 30
percent. With dogs, it’s less than five percent,” he
says. Each dog can process hundreds of samples
every day, the only wages they need are biscuits or
rubber toys and they deliver results on the spot. The
technique is not intended to replace PCR testing but
has been rolled out in a number of international air-
ports such as Dubai, Helsinki and Sydney.

At a training facility provided by Bank Audi in
Beirut, Rox and Sky, an Alsatian and a Malinois, are
being trained by dog handler Carlo Selman. “These
dogs are a gift from God to combat COVID,” he
says, as Sky wiggles in excitement ahead of a new
exercise. Replicating the set-up at an airport termi-
nal, a partition shields the dogs from the testing area,
where passengers are ushered into booths. The
underarm sweat sample is collected by the passen-
gers, who are generally only too happy not to have a
swab drilled into their nostrils.

Other uses 
The cotton pad is dropped in a glass container,

which is in turn placed at the small end of cones
that flare open on the other side of the partition.
Pacing down the row of cones on their handlers’
leash, the dogs poke their muzzles in each one. If a
sample is positive, they stop and sit in front of it,
waiting for their treat. Sniffer dogs with K9 unit
experience in explosives or drugs detection can be
trained in weeks.

Sarkis explains that the accuracy and speed of the
dogs’ testing skills should be a key to stemming the
spread of the COVID pandemic. “By the time a pas-
senger carrying COVID gets PCR results, he has
entered the country and very often the damage is
done,” he says. Dogs can detect COVID at a very early
stage, which allows for the isolation of asymptomatic
people who would otherwise be unwittingly spreading
the virus. 

The use of dogs is not limited to airports and Sarkis
hopes to spread the technique to a wide range of
occasions and locations. The speed of canine screening
could make it an attractive option for buildings and
events hosting large numbers of visitors, such as the-
atres and weddings. The use of dogs for COVID

detection is also a milestone in scientific research,
Sarkis said. “It’s a fantastic innovation because it’s the
first time we’re able to demonstrate that a virus gives
off specific scents,” he said. “This technique will be
implemented with a lot of pathologies in the future,” he
predicts. “Unfortunately, we should expect pathologies
that could be even worse than COVID.” —AFP

Lebanese doctor’s drive to curb COVID with sniffer dogs

Lebanese doctor Riad Sarkis (left) supervises the
training process of a COVID-19 sniffer dog at a
facility in Lebanon’s capital Beirut.

Aformer star choreographer for Britain’s famed
Royal Ballet Company has died aged 35, his
family announced Saturday, a day after

Denmark’s Royal Theatre pulled his show over claims
of “offensive behavior”. Liam Scarlett enjoyed a mete-
oric rise but the Royal Ballet ended its relationship
with him in March last year after he was accused of
sexual misconduct with students over a 10-year peri-
od, although he was cleared by a seven-month probe.

“It is with great sadness that we announce the trag-
ic, untimely death of our beloved Liam,” his family said
in a statement. “At this difficult time for all of our fami-
ly, we would ask that you respect our privacy to enable
us to grieve our loss.” The Royal Ballet said separately
it was “deeply saddened to hear the news of Liam
Scarlett’s death”. Scarlett joined the British troupe as a
dancer in 2006, retiring in 2012 to focus on choreogra-
phy. Claims of sexual misconduct against him shocked
the ballet world.

Denmark’s national theatre said on Friday that all
performances of his “Frankenstein” production had
been cancelled over new claims of “offensive behavior”
towards its staff in 2018 and 2019. “Offensive behavior
is unacceptable at the Royal Theatre,” said theatre
director Kasper Holten, according to The Times. “The
wellbeing and safety of our employees is a high priori-
ty for us,” he added in a statement.  “We therefore do
not wish to perform the works of the choreographer in
question until further notice and Frankenstein in the

spring of 2022 has therefore been cancelled.”
The allegations against Scarlett, regarded as British

ballet’s “next big thing”, reverberated globally, with
Australia’s Queensland Ballet cancelling a run of his
adaptation of “Dangerous Liaisons”. His works for The
Royal Ballet included “Despite”, “Consolations and
Liebestraum”, and “Swan Lake”.—AFP

UK’s star ballet choreographer dies at 35

British choreographer Liam Scarlett  

In this file photo a view of the old ticketing concourse at the Downtown Los Angeles Union Station where
part of the 2021 Oscars Ceremony will take place. —AFP

A“teeny-tiny” red carpet, no invitations
for Hollywood’s most powerful moguls,
and a “central” role for masks-next

weekend’s in-person Oscars are taking no risks
when it comes to COVID-19, but the event still
would have been “impossible” to hold just
weeks earlier, producers said Saturday. The
93rd Academy Awards will mark the first time
Tinseltown’s finest have assembled in over a
year, for a three-hour show that co-producer
Steven Soderbergh said is “not going to be like
anything that’s been done before.”

The delayed April 25 ceremony takes place
barely a week after California opened vaccina-
tions to all over-16s, with infection rates plum-
meting after a massive winter surge ripped
through the state. Movie theaters are even
reopening. Asked by AFP about the impact of
the show’s two-month postponement,
Soderbergh said: “It would have been impossi-
ble for us to do what we’re gonna do... I don’t
know how we would have done it.”

“This is the working definition of trying to
build an airplane while it’s in the air,” the direc-
tor told a virtual press conference, adding that
his experience of making films during the pan-
demic-and his 2011 thriller “Contagion”-had
proven invaluable. The ceremony will take
place amid the “physical grandeur” of Los
Angeles’s cavernous Union Station, with nomi-
nees mingling outdoors and then rotated in and
out of the venue during the show.

The traditional red carpet will be dramati-
cally downsized, and the guest list will be so
limited that even powerful Disney boss Bob
Iger “won’t be there,” said Soderbergh.
Speaking from the venue’s courtyard-where
only nominees, their plus ones, and a handful of
presenters will chat and drink-Soderbergh said
he hopes the Oscars will present the world “a
glimpse of what’s going to be possible when
most people are vaccinated, and rapid, accu-
rate, cheap testing is the norm.” “Masks are

going to play a very important role in the story
of this evening,” he added. “If that’s cryptic, it’s
meant to be-but that topic is very central to
the narrative.”

‘Snapshot of movies’ 
Soderbergh and fellow producers Jesse

Collins and Stacey Sher are keeping many
details under wraps, but said the unusual and
“hopefully unique” nature of a pandemic-era
Oscars “certainly opened up an opportunity to
try some things that haven’t been tried before.”
The ceremony will have “the aesthetic of a film
as opposed to a TV show,” including use of
movie-like “over-the-shoulder shots from with-
in the audience” and high-resolution,
widescreen formats, said Soderbergh.  Most
nominees are expected to attend in person,
with hubs in London and Paris set up allowing
Europeans unable to travel due to restrictions
to dial in-but only via slick, industry-standard
satellite hookups, not Zoom.

Recent awards shows have been slammed for
their heavy use of remote calling for nominees,
particularly after Daniel Kaluuya briefly lost
audio as he accepted his Golden Globe for best
supporting actor in “Judas and the Black
Messiah.” “Zoom has been a great thing, we’re
on it constantly,” said Soderbergh. “It’s just in
the context of this show... that doesn’t really fit.”

Following the awards-show-as-a-movie
concept, no host has been announced, but pre-
senters-billed as the ceremony’s “cast”-will be
“playing themselves, or... a version of them-
selves.” Previously announced A-list presen-
ters include Harrison Ford, Brad Pitt and Reese
Witherspoon, with more set to be unveiled
before the show. Nominees will be asked to
share personal stories, in a show set to make
extensive use of interviews.  “The stories have
been incredible, so helpful to us,” said
Soderbergh. “And a wonderful archive-a snap-
shot of movies in 2020.” —AFP

Oscars producers lift the lid on
nearly ‘impossible’ ceremony

Fronted by a 20-year-old in pigtails, the dancing flash
mob swings into action, campaigning to save a threat-
ened wildlife reserve-part of a growing, youth-led envi-

ronmental movement rattling Indian authorities. The battle
between the state and environmental activists is not new in
India, where impoverished tribal communities have long com-
plained of being displaced in the pursuit of economic growth.
But it has rarely been fought by young women like Neola
Pereira, who turns up at protests dressed in skinny jeans, flu-
ent in internet-speak, and ready to dance. “People think only
environmentalists need to fight for the environment, but that’s
not true,” the business student told AFP.

Pereira has campaigned for months to stop a government
plan to expand train tracks, widen a highway and build an
electricity transmission line that will slice through Mollem
National Park-home to endangered tigers and other big cats.
The existing railway line transports thousands of tons of
Australian, South African and Indonesian coal daily through
Goa, on the coast of the Arabian Sea. It snakes through the
park, part of a mountain range named by the United Nations
as one of the world’s eight “hottest hotspots” of biodiversity.
Further expansion, activists say, would devastate the ecologi-
cally sensitive reserve and turn the lush state into a coal hub.

‘The flame travels faster’ 
By her own admission, Pereira never expected to get her

hands dirty in the fight against fossil fuels. India’s urban mid-
dle-class youth have, until recently, been far more preoccu-
pied with securing university admissions and competing for a
limited pool of white-collar jobs than environmentalism. But
that is starting to change, sparking a heavy-handed govern-
ment response.

In February, police arrested Disha Ravi, a 22-year-old cli-
mate campaigner, on charges of sedition, for allegedly creating
a “toolkit” on organising protests and sharing it with Swedish
activist Greta Thunberg on social media. “Young women like me
don’t just want to build a career, we want to use our voice for
change,” said Pereira, who was herself detained by police in
December and sees Ravi as a hero.

The #SaveMollem campaign has won support from
retirees, churchgoers and especially youth, thanks to
internet-friendly tactics, including a “Jerusalema” dance
challenge taken up by hundreds of people across Goa.
“Social media is helping a lot... it means the flame travels
faster”, said zoologist Hycintha Aguiar, who conducted
research in Mollem from 2019 to 2020. “I had refrained
from getting involved in activism earlier but what is hap-

pening here is very disturbing,” the 26-year-old told AFP.

‘The government is scared’ 
Every day, huge ships laden with imported coal dock at

Goa’s Mormugao port, where the cargo is loaded onto trucks
and finally into railway wagons destined for neighboring
states. Infrastructure giants JSW Steel and the Adani group,
whose billionaire owners are said to be close to Prime
Minister Narendra Modi, operate their own coal handling
facilities at the port.  It has sparked allegations that the con-
troversial projects are intended to boost their bottomline.
Goa’s power minister Nilesh Cabral-who is also its environ-
ment minister-dismissed fears of the state turning into a coal
hub as a fiction conjured up by campaigners. But he defended
the Mollem plans, saying that although the park’s biodiversi-
ty would be “disturbed” by the rail expansion, it would even-
tually recover. The projects would also improve connectivity
for Goans, he told AFP, adding: “When we say standards of
living, why should we not be (on) par with other people?”
Many locals are unconvinced. “As a child I enjoyed the
nature of Goa,” said Mariano Proenca, a 68-year-old priest
who attended one of Pereira’s recent protests. “Now,
because of these projects destroying it, children will not be
able to see nature,” he told AFP. Pereira is preparing for a
long fight, dismissing fears of a crackdown. But in December,
officers boarded a private bus carrying protesters, and
ordered the driver to take them to the police station. “We
were trapped... screaming for help”, Pereira recalled. Minutes
later, they were livestreaming the incident on Instagram, rack-
ing up over 200,000 views and prompting others to come to
their aid. —AFP

Young, female and fighting 
for India’s forests

In this photograph young environmental activist Neola
Sybil Pereira (center) dances with other activists dur-
ing a flashmob at Altona in Goa. —AFP


