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Environmental protesters from the “No Grandi Navi” group demonstrate aboard
small boats against the presence of cruise ships in the lagoon, as the MSC
Orchestra cruise ship (rear) leaves Venice on Saturday. —AFP photos

The MSC Orchestra cruise ship sails across the basin as it leaves Venice.

Tugboats escort the MSC Orchestra cruise ship across the basin past the Bell Tower and
Doge’s Palace as it leaves Venice.

Tugboats escort the MSC Orchestra cruise ship.

NFTs are on display during a press preview of the upcoming Natively
Digital: A Curated NFT Sale at Sotheby’s on June 4, 2021 in New York City.

An NFT titled ‘Meules after Claude Monet’ by Matt Kane is on display. A woman looks at a NFT by Robert Alice x Alethea AI titled “iNFT // To the
Young Artists of Cyberspace” during a media preview. —AFP photos

This screengrab from video posted on April 14, 2021 and
received courtesy of an anonymous source via Facebook
on Friday shows protesters making the three-finger
salute during a poetry reading as part of a demonstra-
tion against the military coup in Shwebo. —AFP

They are technology enthusiasts on the hunt for
opportunities in the Wild West market sur-
rounding NFTs: the popular certified digital

objects that have spawned a new generation of collec-
tors convinced of their huge potential. Brandon Kang,
a 25-year-old videographer from California, started
buying NFTs in December, and already owns more
than 500. In February he spent $50,000 for
“Reflection”, a digital work by electronic music artist
Feed Me. 

His collection includes digital images of simian
heads (Bored Ape), a beverage can and a cube, as well
as an animation of a car driving down a road, all of
them created by artists little-known by the general
public. He displays them on screens in his house and -
with few exceptions - has no plans to sell them.

Kang has made believers of some of his friends and
family members. “One thing that they thought was cool
is the way to verify ownership of these digital NFTs. It
is truly a unique experience,” he said. NFTs - “Non-
Fungible Tokens” - are digital objects such as draw-
ings, animations, pieces of music, photos or videos,
whose authenticity is confirmed by blockchain tech-
nology, preventing forgeries or manipulation.

NFTs have generated nearly $2.5 billion in sales
over the first five months of 2021, based on numbers

from the specialized NonFungible website. The big
auction houses now regularly sell them, as Sotheby’s is
doing through June 10 with its “Natively Digital” sale.
The ability to prove the authenticity of NFTs was
decisive for Kang, long an investor in cryptocurrencies,
which rely on the same blockchain technology. Before,
he said, “there was no way to prove and show owner-
ship of digital assets cryptographically.”

‘Not easy to digest’ 
It was that same guarantee of authenticity that

drove Devan Mitchem, a Singapore-based cloud engi-
neer, to begin collecting digital objects, after at first
being skeptical because of the “inconsistent formats,
marketplaces and storage options”. But the emergence
of websites like OpenSea and Nifty Gateway allowed
artists to sell their works directly while enabling col-
lectors to buy, store and resell them, making the NFT
world almost as accessible as the stock market. 

Mitchem, a blockchain specialist with Google
Cloud, now owns more than 200 NFTs. Like Kang, he
has no plans to sell them. “It’s risky, but I feel works
created from 2017 through the lockdowns of 2021 will
be remembered as the defining moment of this new
category,” he said. “This era will hold a special place in
future portfolios.”

Pankaj Patil, a computer engineer, last year sold
some of the 150 digital objects he had acquired, fear-
ing for the future of the NFT market. Today, this New
Jersey resident said, “I definitely regret selling some of
them,” even as he acknowledges that “this space is not
easy to digest for everyone.” Devan Mitchem said he
can see why some people might have doubts. “I can
absolutely understand any skepticism,” he said. “There
are several things to unpack” about how NFTs work.

For anyone interested in exploring this new mar-
ket, Mitchem offers this advice: “Read up on the
philosophies behind blockchains like Bitcoin.” That
should make it clear, he added, that “these are global
computers not owned by a single entity.” “It’s still
very much the Wild West,” he said, “but also a land of
opportunity.”

Love of art, or money? 
Kang, too, urged anyone intrigued by NFTs to do

their homework before plunging in. Those who “flood
in the market without doing their research and not
even making an effort to understand NFTs,” he said,
“will be the ones who will most likely be burned.” He
adds that a recent market correction that saw a drop in
both average prices and the number of transactions
does not in any way threaten the future of NFTs.

“We are seeing the space mature, and I strongly
believe it is good in the long term to remove the peo-
ple who are purely trying to make profits” and are not
motivated by love of art, he said. Mitchem, like many
others, insists he is drawn by the artistic value of many
young digital creators, even if the public image of the
NFT is largely that of a fad, if not an outright fraud.

He speaks passionately about “Picasso’s Bull”, a
cubist depiction of a bull by visual artist Trevor
Jones and which he purchased for $23,000. He calls
it a “seminal piece”. NFT collectors, many of them
computer programmers and most of them men, say
they are also drawn by the constant innovation in the
market. 

They foresee a world in which NFTs can move
between platforms, sites and virtual universes,
unbound by the constraints of the physical world. They
also insist that the field is reducing its currently cata-
strophic carbon footprint - due to the huge energy
demands of underlying cryptocurrencies - as it adopts
new protocols for NFT creation and as less energy-
intensive cryptocurrencies are developed. Mitchem is
such a firm believer in NFTs that he believes the term
itself will disappear as the technology becomes com-
monplace. “It simply becomes digital media and digital
assets,” he said. —AFP 

Collectors of digital NFTs see a ‘Wild West’ market worth the risk

Saturday saw the first cruise
ship cast off from Venice
after almost one and a half

years’ suspension due to the
coronavirus pandemic, reinflam-
ing a war of words between sup-
porters and opponents of the
massive floating hotels. With the
MSC Orchestra looming over
Saint Mark’s square, demonstra-
tors in small motorboats waved
banners reading “no to cruise
ships”. “Cruise ships bring a hit
and run tourism that actually
brings little benefit to Venice,”
demonstrator Lucia Tedesco, 57,
told AFP.

Concerned for the environ-
ment and the city’s cultural her-
itage, opponents of the ships say
they cause large waves that
undermine Venice’s foundations
and harm fragile ecosystem of its
lagoon. But the UNESCO World
Heritage site is also home to fans
of the massive vessels, many
organized in the “Venice at work”
movement.

They say stop-offs by tourist
cruises create jobs in a city
dependent on tourism - itself
massively undermined by the
pandemic. Around 650 people
boarded the MSC Orchestra in
Venice after showing a negative
coronavirus test less than four
days old and passing another on
the spot. None showed any sign
of annoyance at the strict hygiene
measures designed to prevent the

intense outbreaks that hit some
cruise ships at the pandemic’s
height. Just half the MSC
Orchestra’s 3,000 places will be
filled for its tour taking in destina-
tions in southern Italy, Greece and
Croatia.

Celebrity appeal 
The ship’s crew took on sup-

plies and tightened up safety pro-
tocols during their time in Venice.
Venice’s economy had lost
“around one billion euros” ($1.2
billion) in the space of a year from
the 800,000 fewer cruise passen-
gers visiting, Cruise Lines
International Association director
Francesco Galietti told AFP - call-
ing the Orchestra’s stop “our con-
tribution to the restart of this city”.

As one of the world’s best-
known tourist destinations,
Venice’s cruise ship debate
always resonates beyond Italy’s
borders. On Tuesday, a slew of
international artists - from Mick
Jagger to Wes Anderson and
Tilda Swinton - wrote to Italian
President Sergio Mattarella,
Prime Minister Draghi and the
mayor of Venice. They called
for a “final stop” to visits by
cruise ships as well as better
management of tourist flows,
protection of the lagoon
ecosystem and limits on prop-
erty speculation to protect the
city’s “physical integrity but
also cultural identity”. —AFP

Cruise ships’ return to Venice reignites tensions

Myanmar poets square off 
against junta’s war on words

Before he was killed, Khet Thi’s poems railed eloquently
against Myanmar’s sudden coup, joining a deluge of
protest verse celebrating democracy demonstrators and

defying the military’s brutal war on words. As soldiers
unleashed a violent crackdown on resistance to the army
takeover, he implored the public to stand firm against what he
saw as an existential threat to the country’s future. “We have
to fight to win this battle,” he wrote. “If we lose: North Korea.
If we win: South Korea.”

Last month, scores of police and soldiers surrounded the
home he shared with his wife and family in the central city of
Shwebo. They accused the poet - who baked cakes and
made ice cream to support his family - of planning a series of
bomb blasts, and demanded he give himself up. The next day
his wife Chaw Su was summoned to a hospital in Monywa
around 80 km away. “I thought I would able to (bring) him
some clothes,” she told AFP.

But there was no need, according to a police officer, who
told Chaw Su her husband was dead. “I got only the dead
body back,” she told AFP. Myanmar has been in uproar since
the February coup ended a 10-year experiment with democra-
cy that had loosened the fetters of censorship and allowed for
greater self-expression.

As some protesters picked up hunting rifles and slingshots,
poets like Khet Thi joined a fight against the coup staged by a
population unwilling to surrender hard-won democratic free-
doms. Along with violence in the streets, the junta has tried to
stifle dissent with internet blackouts and by rounding up
celebrities and civil servants who have called for rebellion.

A video uploaded to Facebook soon in the weeks after
the putsch showed a collage of defiant protesters reciting
poems against the military. “With what conscience can you
go to work while everyone goes out and protests?” asked
one man, referring to a mass strike campaign launched to
pressure the junta.

‘Overwhelmed with rage’ 
Poetry played a prominent role in Burma’s struggle for

independence against colonial power Britain and the
decades of military rule that followed, when scores of writ-
ers were locked up as political prisoners. UK-based poet Ko
Ko Thett believes the medium has struck a chord with ordi-
nary people “overwhelmed with rage, disbelief and grief” at
the junta’s takeover.

He put his own writing on the back burner in order to con-
centrate on translating works by fellow poets writing from
post-coup Myanmar - some of whom, like Khet Thi, have since
been killed. Among them were Myint Myint Zin and K Za Win,
both teachers, who died during a ferocious military assault on
protesters in Monywa. Footage of security forces dragging
away the body of K Za Win later went viral on social media.

The transition to democracy “liberated” Burmese poetry,
said Ko Ko Thett, making it “more diverse in form and con-
tent, also more openly political”. Many have mobilised online
in their battle against the junta, including an underground
collective of 30 bards from across the country spreading
their verse on Facebook. “There is so much crime against
humanity (in Myanmar). Poets in such situations live with
tears in every single breath,” one poet, who asked to remain
anonymous for security concerns, told AFP. “Our poems are
hordes of screaming children.” —AFP

Costa del Sol braces 
for tourists’ return

The beach at Torremolinos is nearly empty but this southern
Spanish resort is gearing up for what it hopes will be a
busy summer and a return of “normality”. Spain will tomor-

row reopen its borders to travelers who have been vaccinated
against COVID-19 and all along the city’s promenade, hotels and
restaurants are reopening or racing to refurbish in anticipation.

“We are already seeing something of a recovery with
national clients,” said Orlando Perez, assistant manager of the
seafront Melia Costa del Sol hotel which opened its doors on

Tuesday after being closed for nine months. With bookings on
the rise, this 540-room hotel will next week see its occupancy
rate rising to 35 percent.  It’s a long way from the 90 percent
occupancy rate of the summer before the pandemic, but like
other Spanish hoteliers, Perez is betting the numbers will soar as
vaccination programs in key markets take hold and travel
restrictions are further eased. And the fact that the EU’s vaccine
passport will be in place by July 1, further freeing up travel with-
in the bloc, has added to the sense of optimism. 

As the world’s second-most popular tourist destination, Spain
is expecting to welcome 45 million foreign tourists this year -
more than twice the 19 million who visited in 2020 when the
global tourism sector was battered by the pandemic. For Spain, it
was the lowest figure since the late 1960s. And the impact can be
clearly seen in neighborhoods further from the beachfront where

it’s easier to find boarded-up shops and hotels.
As the “tourist hub” of Spain’s southern Costa del Sol,

Torremolinos “totally depends on the sector”, city mayor Jose
Ortiz told AFP. Although the pandemic delivered the “harshest
blow the city has ever experienced”, Ortiz is hoping tourism
activity could reach half of its pre-pandemic levels in June and
July. Domestic tourists have already started coming back since
the state of emergency which restricted inter-regional travel
was lifted in early May. Before the pandemic, Spaniards
accounted for half of the million or so annual visitors to
Torremolinos, a city of around 68,000 people. But one key rea-
son for concern remains. Tourists from Britain, who normally
make up a third of visitors to Torremolinos, are still required to
quarantine and take PCR tests on their return home from visit-
ing Spain, which puts many off. —AFP


