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ROME: In ancient Rome, they would have been pit-
ted against gladiators or served up at banquets.
Now a caiman, a python and a troop of monkeys
that have been confiscated from mobsters, drug
dealers or collectors find safe haven at a rescue cen-
tre in the Eternal City.

Inside the majestic Appia Antica park near the
historic city centre, a veterinary clinic called “Our
Animal Kingdom” is now home to exotic turtles,
deer, boars, parrots, vultures, eagles and even a
group of excitable lemurs.

Every year, Italy’s police and forest guard rescue
around 400 exotic animals, according to Raffaele
Manicone, head of the local branch of CITES, the
Convention on International Trade in Endangered
Species of Wild Fauna and Flora.

The sharp-toothed caiman was rescued from the
back garden of a drug dealer in Rome, who kept
him in a small greenhouse. Lively, long-haired gib-
bons Tai and Martedi, who swing from ropes as they
cross their pen, hail from Thailand and were confis-
cated separately from women who claimed they
had simply found the monkeys on the streets of
Italy and taken them home.

“Given my passion for wild animals, I began col-
laborating with the security forces about 10 years
ago to save them,” clinic head Umberto Cara told
AFP, explaining how hard it is for spaces to be made
for such animals at local zoos.

Chatty gibbons 
Cara, a man with a ready smile who drives a jeep

around the grounds to check on his prized creatures,
works for free, paying for both the animal’s medical
care and their food and shelter by means of his day
job as a vet for domestic pets.  “We transformed the
clinic to help the wild animals, to cure them, to oper-

ate where necessary. The cages have been adjusted
and reinforced to be able to hold dangerous animals,”
he said, as the caiman gave a lazy yawn nearby.

While the turtles may mind their own business,
Cara has formed strong bonds with many of his
charges, especially the gibbons. “Tai, where is
Martedi?” he calls to the male, who tilts his white-
ringed head immediately to nod towards his female
companion. And here they will stay as returning the
animals to their original countries is complicated,
and releasing them into the wild in Italy is a no-go.
“It would be ecological madness because it would
compromise the existing eco-system.”

Some of the animals are rescued by customs offi-
cers in Italy’s airports and ports, hubs in which smug-
glers are also regularly caught with valuable animal
parts or skins stowed in false suitcase bottoms or
stashed inside everyday objects.

“Wildlife and nature crime”, which includes the
trafficking of elephant tusks, rhinoceros horns, tiger
skins or rare woods, is the fourth most lucrative crime
business worldwide after weapons, drugs and
human smuggling.

More than cocaine, gold 
It is a common early source of income for “the big

African and South American crime groups”, including
Nigeria’s Boko Haram and the East African militant
group Al-Shabaab, Manicone said. The earnings are
then reinvested in other illegal businesses.

While Europe has largely fallen out of love with
ivory, it is still prized by Southest Asian communi-
ties, as is rhinoceros horn, which when ground is
considered a sort of “cure-all” medicine, particularly
in Vietnam.

And the price of rhino horn has soared, now esti-
mated to be up to $60,000 a kilogram (2.2 pounds),

according to experts in South Africa where 80 per-
cent of the world’s rhino population lives. “This year
we seized five rhino horns at Milan airport. It is the
most precious natural asset...,”  Manicone said. The
horns were hidden inside cheap wooden statues.

“One horn alone can weigh up to seven kilo-
grams. They are worth more than cocaine, more than
gold,” he added. Despite the efforts of border police
and CITES’ anti-poacher army, the global trafficking
of animals, plants or parts is worth some $30 billion a
year-and is a fate from which Tai, Martedi and friends
are lucky to have escaped. — AFP

NEW DELHI: In an effort to better understand
and predict South Asia’s seasonal monsoon,
British scientists are getting ready to release
robots into the Bay of Bengal in a study of how
ocean conditions might affect rainfall patterns.
The seasonal monsoon, which hits the region
between June and September, delivers more
than 70 percent of India’s annual rainfall. Its
arrival is eagerly awaited by hundreds of millions
of subsistence farmers across the country, and
delays can ruin crops or exacerbate drought.

Ye t ,  t h e  r a i n s  a re  h a rd  to  p re d i c t ,  a n d

depend on a complex interplay between global
atmospheric and oceanic movements that is
not yet fully understood. They can be affected
by weather phenomena such as El Nino. And
scientists say they may also become even more
erratic with increasing climate change and even
air pollution.

“We are aiming for a better understanding of
the ac tual  physical  processes,” sa id  lead
researcher Adrian Matthews of the University of
East Anglia’s School of Environmental Sciences,
in a statement released Tuesday. “Ultimately, the

goal is to improve the prediction of monsoon
rainfall over India.” As part of the newly launched
$11 million study, scientists from British universi-
ty will spend a month at sea releasing seven
underwater robots from an Indian research ship
across a 400-kilometer stretch of water. The tor-
pedo -shaped robots wil l  gl ide through the
water, monitoring its salinity, temperature and
current before surfacing and transmitting data
to a satellite. At the same time, scientists from
the University of Reading and the Indian govern-
ment in a related study will take atmospheric

measurements at the same time.
By comparing the two sets of data, scientists

hope to better understand how ocean condi-
tions affect monsoon patterns. This year’s mon-
soon arrived at the southernmost tip of the sub-
continent on June 8 - a week later than usual -
and has been slow in moving north and provid-
ing relief amid a devastating drought that has hit
wide swathes of central, eastern and northern
India. The Indian Meteorological Department
had projected the rains will reach the capital of
New Delhi around July 1.— AP

ROME: Deers are seen at the veterinary clinic “Our Animal Kingdom” in the Appia Antica park. — AFP

WASHINGTON: A diet that includes three
daily servings of whole grains appears to
help people live longer, including by
reducing the rates of death from heart
disease and cancer, according to findings
released Monday.

For each 16-gram serving of whole
grains, public health researchers at
Harvard University noted a seven percent
decrease in overall risk of death, including
a nine percent decline in risk of heart dis-
ease death and five percent decline in risk
of cancer-related death.

Upping whole grain intake to three
servings per day, or 48 grams, brought
about a 20 percent drop in overall risk of
death, including a 25 percent decline in
risk of heart disease death and 14 percent
decline in risk of cancer-related death.

For their research, scientists analyzed
results of more than 12 previous studies
conducted between 1970 and 2010 in
the United States,  Britain and
Scandinavian countries,  involving
786,076 male and female participants.

“These findings further support cur-
rent dietary guidelines that recom-
mend at least three daily servings (or
48 grams) of whole grains to improve
long-term health and prevent prema-

ture death,” senior author Qi Sun of
Harvard’s Department of Nutrition said
in a statement.

He warned against popular low-car-
bohydrate diets that ignore the benefits
of whole grains, saying they should be
“adopted with caution” because they
may be linked to higher risk of heart dis-
ease and death.

Whole grains include foods such as
whole wheat,  oats,  brown rice and
quinoa. They contain fiber, which may
improve cholesterol levels and lower the
risk of heart disease, stroke, obesity and
type two diabetes.

Whole grains also provide nutrients
like B vitamins and minerals that are lost
during the refining process.  The
American Heart Association recom-
mends a diet rich in fruit and vegetables,
and says least half of grain consumption
should be whole grains.

Among the participants in the com-
bined studies,  there was a total of
97,867 deaths, including 23,597 deaths
from cardiovascular disease and 37,492
deaths from cancer.

The study was published online in
Circulation, the journal of the American
Heart Association. — AFP

Whole grain consumption 
could lead to longer life   

Exotic animals from Italy’s
underworld get second chance

Scientific robots to swim in Bay of Bengal in monsoon study

SYDNEY: Climate change appears to have
driven to extinction an Australian Great
Barrier Reef rodent, according to a new
study, which suggests the species may be
the first mammal lost to the global phenom-
enon. Extensive searches for the Bramble
Cay melomys, a small rat-like animal, have
failed to find a single specimen from its only
known habitat on a sandy island in far north-
ern Australia. Researchers said the key factor
behind the extinction was “almost certainly”
ocean inundation of the low-lying cay, likely
on several occasions, over the last decade
which resulted in dramatic habitat loss.

Available data on sea-level rise and
weather events in the Torres Strait region
“point to human-induced climate change
being the root cause of the loss of the
Bramble Cay melomys”, added the
Queensland state government and
University of Queensland study. The
Melomys rubicola, considered the Great
Barrier Reef’s only endemic (found nowhere
else) mammal species, was first discovered
on the cay in 1845 by Europeans who shot
the “large rats” for sport.

But the last known sighting, by a profes-
sional fisherman, was in 2009.When a 2014
study found no sign of the species,
researchers decided to conduct the most
extensive survey possible in the hope of
conserving the species. That survey-using
traps, cameras and searches-”produced no
records of the species, confirming that the

only known population of this rodent is now
extinct”, said the report. 

The 2015 IUCN Red List of Threatened
Species implicated climate change in the
extinction of another mammal, the Little
Swan Island hutia (Geocapromys thoraca-
tus), a rodent previously found on a coral
atoll in Honduras. But it found the main driv-
er of its demise was an introduced cat, the
report said.”Consequently, the conclusion
here that the extirpation of the Bramble Cay
melomys from Bramble Cay occurred
because of rising sea levels and an increased
incidence of extreme weather events over
preceding years is significant in that it prob-
ably represents the first documented mam-
malian extinction due solely (or primarily) to
anthropogenic climate change,” it said.

The study added that the main hope for
the species was that another population
existed in neighboring Papua New
Guinea.”Consequently, at this stage, it may
be premature to declare the Bramble Cay
melomys extinct on a global scale,” it added.
Environment group WWF-Australia said the
fate of the species was a sad reminder of the
nation’s extinction crisis.”Australia officially
has the worst rate of mammal extinction in
the world,” said spokesperson Darren Grover.
Unless governments commit significant
funding towards protecting Australia’s
threatened species, “we can expect to see
more native critters go extinct on our watch”,
he added. — AFP 

Australian rodents first 
victim of climate change

ROME: Italian doctor Umberto Cara who spe-
cializes in the recovery of animals brought by
police officers as part of the fight against ani-
mal trafficking or confiscated from mobsters,
drug dealers or collectors. — AFP


