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The British government on Monday
blamed the EU for a failure to
reach agreement on visa free-trav-

el for musicians post-Brexit, after coming
under fire from performers including
Radiohead frontman Thom Yorke.  The
singer called Boris Johnson’s govern-
ment “spineless” while Tim Burgess,
frontman with indie band The
Charlatans, accused leaders of “treating
artists with... contempt”. But a govern-
ment spokesman on Monday insisted
the European Union was culpable.
Britain had tried to secure visa-free trav-

el for touring musicians as part of an
“ambitious agreement on temporary
movement of business travellers”, but
Brussels rejected it, he added.

London dismissed the EU’s counter-
offer of a visa exemption for performers
visiting any of its 27 countries for less
than 90 days, according to the
Independent newspaper, citing Brussels
sources.  Stars including One Direction’s
Louis Tomlinson and former Boyzone
member Ronan Keating urged fans to
support a campaign calling for a “free
cultural work permit”, with an online peti-

tion collecting almost 250,000 signa-
tures. The visa would give free travel
throughout the EU for music-touring pro-
fessionals, bands, musicians, artists, TV
and sports celebrities.

Horace Trubridge, general secretary
of the Musicians’ Union (MU), said
Britain’s rejection of the EU’s offer was
“nigh-on unbelievable”. “With the British
music business having been devastated
by Covid-19 and with no end in sight to
the black hole of cancelled concerts,
tours, festivals and regular gigs..., the
news, if true...is nigh-on unbelievable,”

he added. Last week, organizers of
British music festivals said the pandemic
had devastated the industry and warned
events could disappear for good without
more government support. Cabinet
Office minister Nicholas True has said
talks with Brussels over visa-free travel
for artists were “unlikely” to resume in
the near future. — AFP 

Simon Rattle will leave the London
Symphony Orchestra to become
chief conductor of the Bavarian

Radio Symphony Orchestra in Munich
from 2023, in what has been described
as a blow to Britain’s classical music
world. Rattle, one of the world’s most

renowned conductors and a vocal oppo-
nent of Brexit, has signed a five-year
contract with the German orchestra.
“The Bavarian Radio Orchestra is very
pleased that Sir Simon will come to
Munich as our new chief conductor,”
said Ulrich Wilhelm, general director of
the public broadcaster, Bavarian Radio.
“With his passion, his artistic versatility
and his engaging charisma, he will be a
most worthy successor to Mariss

Jansons,” he added. Jansons died of a
cardiac arrest aged 76 in December
2019.

Rattle, who turns 66 next week, is a
prominent figure in Germany, where he
led the Berlin Philharmonic from
September 2002 to June 2018. He still

l ives in Berlin with his third wife
Magdalena Kozena and their three chil-
dren. “My reasons for accepting the role
of Principal Conductor in Munich are
entirely personal, enabling me to better
manage the balance of my work and be
close enough to home to be present for
my children,” he said in a statement.

‘Cultural jail’ 
Rattle has called Brexit a “terrible

mistake” and made no secret of the fact
that he would not have returned to lead
the LSO had he known Brexit might turn
his homeland into a “self-built cultural
jail”. He officially took the baton of the
LSO in 2017, a year after the Brexit refer-
endum. However, British media reported
that his reason for quitting London was
dissatisfaction with the home of the LSO,
the Barbican Hall, which he views as
inadequate for music at the highest lev-
el. Music critic Jessica Duchen noted
that the chances of London getting a
new concert hall now “are slender, given
the UK’s gloomy economic prospects
beyond Covid-19 and Brexit”.

Rattle’s “move does not feel like a
vote of confidence in the UK,” she
added. Rattle made his name at 25
when he powered the City of
Birmingham Symphony Orchestra into
the international big league.  He first per-
formed with the LSO when he was 22
and conducted the orchestra at the
opening ceremony for the 2012 London
Olympics, accompanied by comedian
Rowan Atkinson as Mr Bean on key-
boards. Of his 16 years with the Berlin
Philharmonic, he has described his rela-
tionship with the orchestra as sometimes
turbulent, but never destructively so.
During his time in Germany, he reorgan-
ized the orchestra into a foundation, giv-
ing members more control over its activi-
ties and decreasing the say of politi-
cians, while championing contemporary
music. — AFP

Masks that helped save lives dur-
ing the coronavirus pandemic
are proving a deadly hazard for

wildlife, with birds and marine creatures
ensnared in the staggering number of
discarded facial coverings littering ani-
mal habitats. Single-use surgical masks
have been found scattered around
pavements, waterways and beaches
worldwide since countries began man-
dating their use in public places to slow

the pandemic’s spread. Worn once, the
thin protective materials can take hun-
dreds of years to decompose. “Face
masks aren’t going away any time
soon-but when we throw them away,
these items can harm the environment
and the animals who share our planet,”
Ashley Fruno of animal rights group
PETA told AFP.

Macaques have been spotted chew-
ing the straps off old and tossed-aside
masks in the hills outside Malaysia’s
capital Kuala Lumpur-a potential chok-
ing hazard for the diminutive monkeys.
And in an incident that captured head-

lines in Britain, a gull was rescued by the
RSPCA in the city of Chelmsford after its
legs became tangled in the straps of a
disposable mask for up to a week. The
animal welfare charity was alerted after
the bird was spotted, motionless but still
alive, and they took it to a wildlife hospi-
tal for treatment before its release. “It’s
clear the mask was there for some time
and the elastic straps had tightened
around his legs as his joints were
swollen and sore,” said RSPCA inspec-
tor Adam Jones.

Cut off mask straps 
The biggest impact may be in the

water, with green groups alarmed at the
flood of used masks, latex gloves and
other protective gear finding their way
into already contaminated seas and
rivers. More than 1.5 billion masks made
their way into the world’s oceans last
year, accounting for around 6,200 extra
tons of marine plastic pollution, accord-
ing to environmental group OceansAsia.
Already there are signs that masks are
worsening threats to marine life.
Conservationists in Brazil found one
inside the stomach of a penguin after its
body washed up on a beach, while a
dead pufferfish was discovered caught
inside another off the coast of Miami.

French campaigners Operation Mer
Propre found a dead crab ensnared in a
mask in a saltwater lagoon near the
Mediterranean in September. Masks and
gloves are “particularly problematic” for
sea creatures, says George Leonard,
chief scientist from US-based NGO
Ocean Conservancy. “When those plas-
tics break down in the environment, they
form smaller and smaller particles,” he
told AFP. Those particles then enter the
food chain and impact entire ecosys-
tems, he added. 

There has been a shift towards
greater use of reusable cloth masks as
the pandemic has worn on, but many
are still opting for the lighter single-use
varieties. Campaigners have urged peo-
ple to bin them properly and snip the
straps to reduce the risk of animals
becoming ensnared.  OceansAsia has
also called on governments to increase
fines for littering and encourage the use
of washable masks. — AFP

Rhinoceros calf “Jessie” was just
four-months-old when she arrived at
a shelter in northern South Africa,

bleeding from a cut to the shoulder and
deeply traumatized. Rescuers suspect
the animal was injured by poachers who
took out its mother, hitting the calf with a
machete to keep it away. Jessie was
lucky to escape alive and land in a unique
center devoted to rehabilitating rhino
orphans.  “It took two days of giving her
Valium for her to calm down,” carer Zanre
Van Jaarsveld recalled. “She was very
dehydrated too.”  

The Rhino Orphanage is tucked away
in the lush forests of South Africa’s
Limpopo province, hidden at the end of a
red-dirt track dotted with potholes.
Mischievous monkeys dart across the
road as a tower of giraffe galop away ele-
gantly in the distance. A large metal gate
guards the entrance to the center-sur-
rounded by several dozen game reserves
at an undisclosed location. “If farm work-
ers give information to poachers... they
will make more money than they would
make in a year’s wages,” said founder
Arrie Van Deventer. Security and vigilance
are therefore key to protecting the
orphanage, which survives on private
donations.

‘We’re their mothers’ 
Van Deventer, a former history teacher

turned game breeder, started the project
after he was called to help with a poach-
ing incident in 2011. Two white rhino
females had been found dead in the area,
presumably killed for their horns. One of
their two calves was still alive and needed
a new home.  Van Deventer, 67, made
several enquiries to no avail.  The only
options for the traumatized calf, he said,
were tourist facilities where it would be
pestered by visitors.   “I found out there
was nothing, nowhere ethical,” Van
Deventer recalled. “Then I heard myself
saying over the phone: I’ll build one.”
Today the orphanage is home to a num-
ber of rhino calves. Most are of the
square-lipped species, also known as
white rhino, but some of the rarer critically
endangered black rhino are also housed
there.

The mission is clear: rescue, rehabilita-

tion and release. No tourists allowed, very
few visitors and minimal human contact.
“If they get too accustomed to people it
makes it more difficult to release them into
the wild,” Van Deventer explained, adding
that the grounds were also closed to the
public for “security reasons”. Four staff
and two volunteers, all women, work
around the clock to nurse the rhinos,
sometimes even sleeping next to the
youngest calves in an open faced barn.
“We’re their mothers,” said manager
Yolande Van Der Merwe, 38. “They sleep
very close for warmth and comfort.
“Someone brings (us) food, or if we want
to take a dinner or a bathroom break
someone comes to stay with them,” she
told AFP. “As soon as they are left alone
they start screaming.” Their cries are
high-pitched, something like the sound of
a dolphin, according to Van Deventer.

Most of the calves have been
orphaned by poachers. Rhinos are killed
for their horns, highly prized across Asia
for traditional and medicinal purposes.
One kilogram of the keratin, obtained from
their horns, can sell for over $110,000
(90,000 euros) on the black market. The
trade is lucrative and thousands of rhinos
have been poached in South Africa over
the past decade as a result.  At the
orphanage, the three youngest residents-
two females and a male-impatiently wait
for large baby bottles brimming with a mix
of milk and boiled rice.

Rhinos gain over 350 kilograms in their
first year of life and calves need to feed
every few hours. “At five or seven days
old they are tiny, knee-high,” gestured
Van Der Merwe. “They gain a kilo a day at
least.” By their first birthday, rhinos gener-
ally weigh close to half a ton. —AFP

Radiohead frontman Thom Yorke

This file photo shows the London Symphony Orchestra’s Music Director Simon Rattle pausing
between pieces as he conducts the LSO playing at The Barbican in London. — AFP 

In this file photo Gary Stokes, founder of the
environmental group Oceans Asia, poses with
discarded face masks he found on a beach in
the residential area of Discovery Bay on the
outlying Lantau island in Hong Kong. 

From macaques to
crabs, wildlife
faces threat from
face masks

Rhino calves sleep under a tree at the Rhino
Orphanage in an undisclosed location near
Mokopane, Limpopo province. — AFP photosThis undated handout photo shows a gull with its feet wrapped up in a face mask in the British

city of Chelmsford. — AFP photos

This picture shows a macaque monkey playing with a face mask, used as a preventive
measure against the spread of the COVID-19 coronavirus, in Genting Sempah in Malaysiaís
Pahang state. 

Carer Zanre Van Jaarsveld, 26, plays with a rhino calf at the Rhino Orphanage.

Rhino calves are seen at the Rhino Orphanage
in an undisclosed location near Mokopane.


