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At a sprawling complex on the site
of a former Soviet collective farm
in Moldova’s breakaway region of

Transnistria, workers are harvesting
caviar - and striking it rich. Shooting out
from behemoth beluga fish are glistening
obsidian orbs that the firm Aquatir exports
for hundreds of dollars around the world
from the tiny pro-Russian enclave. But
the real treasure is in the company’s rare
albino belugas, which are set next year to
produce a gold-tinted white caviar tasted
only by the wealthiest people on the plan-
et. “We got very lucky,” advertising man-
ager Viorica Grimakovskaya tells AFP
during a tour of the 30-acre (12-hectare)
premises.

Worth some $20,000 ($17,000 euros)
per kilogram, according to Grimakovskaya,
the white caviar is packaged in containers
made of pure gold to match the roe’s color
and sold only at auction set a year in
advance. Aquatir - which was founded in
2006, 15 years after a brief civil war that
saw Transnistria break away from Moldova
in the wake of the Soviet Union’s collapse -
stumbled on some 20 of the albinos when
purchasing their first stocks.

“They had just arrived into the world
and we immediately brought them
here,” Grimakovskaya recalls. “If we
had waited just a little bit, they wouldn’t
have been sold to us.” The company
was founded to take advantage of the

newly lucrative business of farming the
delicacy, after a 2005 ban on sales of
wild beluga caviar from the Caspian
and Black Seas. Now Aquatir’s albino
belugas are finally mature enough to
start producing the exclusive roe, but in
the meantime the company has been
doing just fine.

From US to Japan 
In vast air-conditioned buildings that

look like plane hangars, 450 tons of bel-
ugas, Russian sturgeons, sterlets and
besters churn water - and profits. The
fish, which are not killed when their roe
is harvested, produce some seven tons
of black caviar each year, sold for $22

to $90 per 50 grams (1.75 ounces).
With offices also in Germany, Aquatir
exports the delicacy to countries rang-
ing from Spain and Switzerland to Israel
and Indonesia. 

Shipments also reach as far as the
United States and Japan, and are
planned for Dubai. The company sells
barely any of its products at home - a
would-be state that has not been recog-
nized internationally and is propped up
by free Russian gas and some 1,500
troops. “It’s not so easy to sell caviar to
Transnistrians,” Grimakovskaya says.
That’s because the separatist enclave in
Europe’s poorest country has an aver-
age wage of $250-$300 per month.

For those buying the caviar abroad,
its taste comes with a hint of controver-
sy. Aquatir is owned by Sheriff, a con-
glomerate with an economic and politi-
cal monopoly on Transnistria, long
described as a hotbed of smuggling and
corruption. The group also owns the FC
Sheriff football club which shocked
Shaktar Donetsk and European giants
Real Madrid in its first two matches in
this year ’s Champions League and
faces former champions Inter Milan later
this month. With its fish able to live
more than a century, Sheriff has a long
time before its gold rush slows.— AFP 

Workers extract caviar from a sterlet at the Aquatir sturgeon complex in the town of Tiraspol, the capital of Transnistria - Moldova’s pro-Russian breakaway region on the
eastern border with Ukraine. — AFP photos

Fish swim in a pool at the Aquatir sturgeon complex in the town of Tiraspol.

Photo shows a worker extracting caviar from a sterlet at the Aquatir stur-
geon complex.

No lovers allowed
in top French
book prize after
ethics scandal

France’s top literary prize, the
Goncourt, will no longer allow lovers
and family members of the jury to be

entered for consideration, it was
announced Tuesday, following a scandal
last month. It was revealed in September
that one of the jury members, Camille
Laurens, was the girlfriend of philosopher
Francois Noudelmann, who was shortlist-
ed for his memoir “Les Enfants de
Cadillac” (“The children of Cadillac”). Not
only that, but it emerged that she had
written a scathing review in Le Monde of
one of its competitors for the prize, “La
Carte postale”, shortly after the shortlist
was announced.

At the time, the Goncourt Academy
defended its decision to include
Noudelmann’s book, saying they had dis-
cussed the relationship and decided it
was “not a reason to penalize a good
book.” But they have since back-tracked,
announcing a new rule that states:
“Works by spouses, partners or close
family cannot be considered.” They also
made clear that: “Jury members who hold
a literary position in the media must
absent themselves from writing on works
in the selection.”

The distaste with Laurens’ review in Le
Monde was already clear last month, with
Didier Decoin, president of the Goncourt
Academy, telling France Inter radio: “I
didn’t like that at all. And we will talk
about it.” Laurens has not been removed
from the jury, but that will be the punish-
ment for anyone breaking the rules in
future, the academy stated. Noudelmann
has, however, paid the price, with his
book removed from the shortlist. The win-
ner from the remaining nine books will be
announced on November 3. They only
get 10 euros, but a large amount of pub-
licity. — AFP 

France’s oldest man Jules Theobald
has died at the age of 112, his family
told AFP Tuesday. Theobald, who

hailed from the Caribbean island of
Martinique, a French overseas depart-
ment, died at his home in the island’s main
city Fort-de-France. Born on April 17, 1909
- though family legend had it he was born
two years earlier - the father of three
worked as a docker and a fisherman. In a
2019 interview with AFP he insisted feistily
that “if it were down to me I could live until
I’m 200! I’ve had a good little life! I don’t
have any regrets.”

As recently as March, residents had
voted the keen dancer and domino player
honorary president of his Pointe des
Negres home district. “He will leave a
great void, although his passing was
rather expected,” Fort-de-France deputy
mayor Steeve Moreau told AFP. “He loved
his district. He knew everybody and every-
body knew him - he was very close to
people.” The oldest man in the world is
Spain’s Saturnino de la Fuente Garcia,
aged 112 years and 236 days as of
Tuesday. He was born two months and
one week before Theobald.

France was also home to the oldest
person ever whose age has been inde-
pendently verified - Jeanne Calment, who
died in 1997 aged 122 years and 164
days. The oldest known living person is

now Japanese woman Kane Tanaka of
Japan, aged 118 years, 276 days. French
nun Lucile Randon - who survived COVID
earlier this year - is meanwhile the oldest
known living European, aged 117 and 236
days. Japan’s Jiroemon Kimura, who died
in 2013 aged 116 years and 54 days, was
the oldest man ever whose age has been
verified. — AFP 

After almost a decade of exclusively
Western authors, will the Nobel
Literature Prize broaden its hori-

zons? The bestowers of the prestigious
award have a chance today to deliver on
their diversity pledge. A #MeToo scandal
caused the 2018 prize to be postponed,
and there has been recurring criticism
over the choice of male and Eurocentric
laureates.

And it is two years since the Swedish
Academy that awards the prize promised
new criteria that would lead to a more
global and gender-equal literature prize.
Since then, two women have taken home
the honor: Polish novelist Olga Tokarczuk
for 2018, and the American poet Louise
Gluck last year. But the 2019 winner,
Austria’s Peter Handke, was a controver-
sial pick. His pro-Serbian positions
extended to backing Serbia’s former
president Slobodan Milosevic, who was
on trial for genocide when he died in
2006.

The promise of a more geographic
spread has so far gone unfulfilled. The
most recent laureate who was neither
European nor American was China’s Mo
Yan, back in 2012. “Is it time for the
Nobel Literature Prize to get woke?”
Sweden’s leading daily Dagens Nyheter
asked this weekend. The leanings of the
Swedish Academy are largely impenetra-
ble - the nominations and deliberations
are kept secret for 50 years. But that
doesn’t stop literary circles from engaging
in frenzied speculation about dozens of
widely varying candidates.

Neglected areas 
“They’ve realized that they have to be

very discreet, very secretive, because
that makes it more magical, more excit-
ing,” Hakan Bravinger, literary director of
Swedish publisher Norstedts, told AFP.
His own favorite this year was Canadian
Margaret Atwood, he added. The
Academy’s five-member Nobel commit-
tee, elected for three years, is responsi-
ble for collecting and discussing the nom-
inations before submitting a list of five
names to the other 13 members of the
Swedish Academy.

After deliberations, the 18 Academy
members vote in early October to decide
on a winner. “I do believe they really want
to discover a genius from a previously
neglected area,” said Jonas Thente, liter-
ary critic at Swedish daily Dagens
Nyheter. He predicted the Academy

would probably favour Hungary’s Peter
Nadas. But his own hopes are for
Nigeria’s Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie and
her novels on “cross-cultural experi-
ences” - even if at 44 she is “probably too
young” for a Nobel, he added. The
youngest laureate to date was Rudyard
Kipling, who was honored at the age of
41 in 1907.

Critics have pointed out that non-
Western writers are not in short supply.
Kenya’s Ngugi wa Thiong’o is regularly
mentioned as an African author worthy of
the prize, as are Somalia’s Nuruddin
Farah or Mozambique’s Mia Couto.
South Korea’s Ko Un’s star may have
faded following accusations of sexual
assault, but India’s Vikram Seth and
China’s Can Xue, Yan Lianke and Lao
Yiwu (pen name Lao Wei) have also
been cited as potential winners.

Major Western countries have all had
several winners, France topping the list
with 15. But the world’s two most popu-
lous nations, India and China, have only
one each, not counting the Chinese-born
naturalized French citizen Gao Xingjian.
Caribbean-American Jamaica Kincaid
and Maryse Conde of Guadeloupe have
also been mentioned. Should either of
them win, it would be the first time a black
woman was honored since American Toni
Morrison in 1993.

Unpredictable 
Maria Hymna Ramnehill, a critic for

the daily Goteborgs-Posten, said she was
banking on a playwright, such as
Norway’s Jon Fosse. Canadian Anne
Carson, Americans Joyce Carol Oates
and Joan Didion, Russia’s Ludmila
Ulitskaya, French-Rwandan Scholastique
Mukasonga and French novelist Annie
Ernaux have all been tipped as the
potential 17th female laureate out of 117
winners since 1901.

Syrian poet Adonis, long a favorite
among bookies, has so far been ignored
by the Academy, as has Japan’s Haruki
Murakami. Their admirers worry they may
follow in the footsteps of writers such as
American Philip Roth, who died without a
Nobel. When it comes to an author such
as France’s Michel Houellebecq, his
inflammatory style and persona may
clash with the Academy’s tastes.

The 1895 will of Swedish inventor
Alfred Nobel creating the prizes specified
the body of work should be in an “idealis-
tic direction”. However, Handke’s exam-
ple proves the Academy is still prepared
to ruffle feathers if they think the body of
work merits recognition. “One might have
thought that the Academy would have
wanted to stay away from scandal, but
this only proves that the prize is more
unpredictable than ever,” Jonas Thente
said.— AFP 

In this file photo, Jules Theobald speaks during
an interview after he was officially named the
oldest man in France in Fort-de-France. — AFP

Photo shows a worktable inside Bjoerkborn Manor, where Alfred Nobel lived during the summer
periods of the last years of his life, in Karlskoga, Sweden. Alfred Nobel’s last laboratory still exists,
a stone’s throw from a big explosives plant. In Sweden and around the world, the industrial lega-
cy of the Nobel Prize founder is still making sparks fly. — AFP 


