
WASHINGTON: First, Bao Bao and
Bei Bei the pandas made a splash
at the National Zoo in Washington.
Then, April the Giraffe wowed fans
at a game park in New York. Now,
meet Fiona the baby hippo, the
pride and joy of Cincinnati. Across
America, zoos and animal parks are
looking for the next internet sensa-
tion-a strategy that tugs at the
country’s heartstrings and gener-
ates tons of clicks, but one that can
also backfire.

Fiona was born prematurely in
January, weighing just 29 pounds
(13 kilograms). But from yesterday,

she will be the star of her own
series,  “ The Fiona Show,” on
Facebook’s Watch, the social net-
work’s new platform for original
video content. For the premiere,
the Cincinnati Zoo and Botanical
Garden-which already has been
sharing every little detail of Fiona’s
life on social media-has pledged to
unveil a never-before-seen video
of the hippo’s birth. America has
fallen in love with the adorable but
somewhat clumsy mammal, whose
first steps have felt in some ways
like a soap opera, with a regular
rhythm of ups and downs. She has

her own hashtag: #TeamFiona.
In one video released by the

zoo, fans can see Fiona being bot-
tle-fed by a caretaker shortly after
birth, nestled into the woman’s
chest. Then, with the world watch-
ing, Fiona found her taste for play-
time, diving into the pool to recon-
cile with her mama, who had ini-
tially rejected her at birth. At seven
months, she now weighs a more
standard 450 pounds (200 kilo-
grams). “We didn’t plan on her
becoming a celebrity. It just hap-
pened,” Cincinnati Zoo communi-
cations director Michelle Curley
told AFP. “We were transparent and
communicated her health chal-
lenges from the day she was born.
People started to root for her and
fell in love with the little hippo.”

Zoo attendance up 
The idea of turning Fiona into a

reality star was not really the zoo’s
idea, Curley said. “Facebook
approached us about doing a
show about Fiona on their new
Watch platform,” said Curley,
admitting that she herself is “crazy”
about the hippo. Curley admits
that the “Fiona factor” has boosted
the zoo’s bottom line. “Attendance
has been great this summer, and
some of that can be attributed to
the Fiona factor. We have not, how-
ever, spent one dollar on ads invit-
ing people to come see Fiona,” she
noted. For Ivy Collier,  a board
member for the non-profit Animals
and Society Institute, turning zoo
animals into stars is an “economi-
cal” marketing tool.

In recent years in the United
States, zoo births-from pandas to
eagles have been followed by hun-
dreds of thousands of people
online, thanks to live webcams
focused on the animal enclosures.
Collier said she hopes that zoo
watching and education will
“translate into a deeper interest of
animal protection and welfare.” “It’s
awfully hard to learn about cute,

fuzzy polar bear cubs and then
watch them be abused,” she said.
But for Lisa Moore, a sociologist
and professor at the State
University of New York - Purchase
College, such a strategy is “green-
washing”-pretending that it’s pro-
environmental and pro-animal
when it’s really about money. “It’s
completely artificial. And that’s the
paradox: it’s supposed to get us
closer to animals but it actually dis-
connects us. And eventually we
won’t have to leave home anymore
and will  just watch webcams,”
Moore said.

Troubling or entertaining? 
According to Moore, such a

strategy could have repercussions
down the line.  “Soon, we will put
cameras on animals,” she said with
disdain. Elizabeth Grauerholz, a
sociologist at the University of
Central Florida, agreed. “I find it
troubling on a few levels. These are
income-generating endeavors that
attract advertisers and sell prod-
ucts to benefit the (for profit) facili-
ties,” she said. Elizabeth Hogan, a
program manager at the New York-
based World Animal Protection,
said turning animals into internet
sensations is not all bad. But she
did warn of the misconceptions
that could occur.

“Videos of captive animals with-
out context may create unrealistic
perceptions of wildlife behaviors
and needs,” Hogan told AFP.
“ Videos that are more purely
‘entertaining’ may also create unre-
alistic perceptions of wild animal
interaction with people; in truth,
the general public should never
interact directly with wild animals.”
While the strategy has divided ani-
mal experts, it’s not exactly new,
nor is it the product of the digital
age. In the 1960s and 1970s, Guy
the Gorilla became the star of the
London Zoo and British television.
Decades later, Fiona has fans in 70
countries. — AFP
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PARIS: Widely promoted guidelines to reduce fat
intake could be unhealthy for people in low- and
middle-income countries whose diets are already
too starchy, researchers said yesterday. Health
authorities in Europe and North America recom-
mend eating more fruits and vegetables while cur-
tailing consumption of fatty foods, advice also
adopted by the United Nations and globally. But
people in poor nations cutting back on fat may
wind up piling on more carbohydrates-such as
potatoes, rice or bread-because fruits and vegetable
are more expensive, the authors point out.

“The current focus on promoting low-fat diets
ignores the fact that most people’s diets in low-
and middle-income countries are very high in car-
bohydrates, which seem to be linked to worse
health outcomes,” said Mahshid Dehghan, a
researcher at McMaster University in Ontario,
Canada and lead author of a study in The Lancet.
Meanwhile, a companion study, also published in

The Lancet, concludes that the rich-world guide-
lines-backed by the World Health Organization
(WHO) — on fruit and vegetable consumption
could be safely cut back from five to a more afford-
able three portions per day.  

Dehghan and colleagues sifted through the
health data of 135,000 volunteers from 18 countries
across six continents, aged 35-70, who were moni-
tored for a seven-and-half years. People who met
three-quarters or more of their daily energy needs
with carbs were 28 percent more likely to die over
that period that those who ate fewer starchy foods
(46 percent or less of energy needs). Surprisingly,
the findings also challenged assumptions on fat
intake: diets high in fat (35 percent of energy) were
linked with a 23 percent lower risk of death com-
pared to low-fat diets (11 percent of energy).
“Contrary to popular belief, increased consumption
of dietary fats is associated with a lower risk of
death,” Dehghan told AFP.

Regional imbalances 
That covered a mix of saturated fats (from meats

and milk products), along with monounsaturated and
polyunsaturated fats (from vegetable oils, olive oil,
nuts and fish), she added.  The study did not look at
so-called “trans fats” from processed foods because
“the evidence is clear that these are unhealthy,”
Dehghan said. The best diets include a balance of 50-
55 percent carbohydrates and around 35 percent total
fat, according to the authors, who presented their
findings at the European Society of Cardiology
Congress in Barcelona. Current global guidelines-
based mostly on studies done in Europe and the
United States-recommend that 50-65 percent of one’s
calories come from carbs, and less than 10 percent
from saturated fats. Overall, the study found that aver-
age diet consists of just over 61 percent carbohy-
drates, 23.5 percent “good” fat, and 15 percent protein.
But these averages hid important regional imbal-
ances: In China, South Asia and Africa, intake of

starchy foods was 67, 65 and 63 percent, respectively. 
A quarter of the 135,000 subjects-mostly in poorer

nations-derived more than 70 percent of their daily
calories from carbohydrates, while half had less than
seven percent saturated fats in their diet. The findings
“challenge conventional diet-disease tenets” largely
based on the lifestyles of Europeans and Americans,
Christopher Ramsden and Anthony Domenichiello
commented, also in The Lancet.

Dehghan and colleagues set out to look for links
between diet and cardiovascular disease, which kills
some 17 million people around the world each year
— 80 percent of them in low- and middle-income
countries. Many factors contribute to these diseases
but diet is one of the few that can be modified to
lessen risk. But while high-carb and low-fat diets were
clearly associated with greater mortality, no statistical
link was found with the kind of life threatening
events-strokes, heart attacks, and other forms of heart
failure-that stem from cardiovascular disease. — AFP

Fiona the baby hippo, 
or how animals go viral

‘Soon, we will put cameras on animals’ 

WASHINGTON: Fiona the hippo of the Cincinnati Zoo has fans in 70
countries. — AFP 

Diet guidelines biased against poor nations 

VILNIUS: Behind a heavy wooden door
next to a Vilnius church, a couple of dozen
Lithuanian men are talking about their
dependence on alcohol. The moderator is
Kestutis Dvareckas, a priest and a decade
sober. The World Health Organization ranks
Lithuanians as the world’s heaviest
drinkers. WHO estimates published in May
pegged average annual consumption at
18.2 liters (4.8 gallons) of pure alcohol per
person in 2016, putting the small EU Baltic
state ahead of Belarus, Moldova and
Russia. “Drinking on the job had been toler-
ated on various occasions since the Soviet
era. Today, you still see alcohol at baptisms
and burials,” Father Dvareckas, 37, told AFP.
Rather than being social, drinking on these
occasions is often excessive to the point of
passing out.

Poor mental health and coping skills
play a role, especially among Lithuanian
men. WHO statistics from 2014 show that
16.7 percent of them abused alcohol or
were dependent on it.  Largely at fault is
“Lithuanian pessimism”, according to
Visvaldas Legkauskas, a psychologist at
Vytautas Magnus University in the central
city of Kaunas. “Life isn’t too bad here, but
we have this character trait and we drown
our sorrows in alcohol or we commit sui-
cide,” he told AFP.

Curbing consumption 
Dvareckas says he managed to quit

drinking and get his life back thanks to a
12-step program similar to the one used by
Alcoholics Anonymous and the support of
friends and family.  Wanting to pass on
what he learnt, he created the free pro-
gram As Esu (“I am” in Lithuanian) in 2009,
whose combination of group meetings,
prayer, therapy and work opportunities
help alcoholics get back on their feet.  An
association created this year forged a net-
work allowing 20 such communities to
share resources. Other initiatives such as
Alcoholics Anonymous are also afoot.

Burdened by the high social costs of
heavy drinking, the government is taking
action to curb consumption, including tax
hikes and a blanket ban on alcohol adver-
tising. Fighting alcoholism was among the
key campaign promises that gave the
Lithuanian Peasants and Greens Union
(LPGU) a surprise victory in 2016 elections.
Its leader has been organizing a booze-free
cultural festival in his village for a decade.  

Although parliament raised the tax on
alcohol in March, consumption did not fall
in the eurozone state of nearly three mil-

lion residents. Lawmakers then voted by a
large margin in June to raise the legal
drinking age to 20 from 18 and introduce a
blanket ban on alcohol ads next year.
Whether these measures will  work is
another matter. “Already back in 1998,
Lithuania had adopted a strategy to curb
consumption by 25 percent. But the reality
is that it went up by 130 percent instead,”
Health Minister Aurelijus Veryga told AFP.

Medical care 
For Father Dvareckas, the new legisla-

tion is not enough: “Why do I still have to
pass the alcohol shelf at stores before
reaching the one with dairy products?” At a
local store in the village of Semeliskes,
located 20 kilometers (12 miles) from
Vilnius, a saleswoman named Ona is scepti-
cal.  “Prices may have gone up, but no one
really cares. People will continue to buy as
long as they have money, and they’ll buy
five bottles instead of one to make sure
they’re stocked,” she told AFP. 

Many believe that to really be effective,
the restrictions affecting sales must be
coupled with other forms of help. Medical
treatment of alcoholics is still spotty in
Lithuania, where the necessary medication
is not paid for by the state, according to
the national health insurance fund.  There
are only five state-run alcohol rehab cen-
ters across Lithuania. For Veryga, the health
minister, it is critical “to ensure equal access
to everyone concerned in the various
regions”. — AFP

Hard-drinking Lithuania 
wages battle against vodka

VILNIUS: This file photo shows Priest
Kestutis Dvareckas, who hosts meetings
where people talk about their depend-
ence on alcohol, poses in Vilnius. — AFP 




