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CINCINNATI: In this, photo provided by the Cincinnati Zoo and Botanical
Garden, Wendy Rice, the zoo’s head keeper of Africa, feeds a bottle to a baby
Nile hippopotamus born prematurely in January and named Fiona, in the
hippo’s enclosure at the zoo in Cincinnati. —AP

CINCINNATI: The Cincinnati Zoo says its
premature baby hippo, Fiona, is getting
more independent and now tops 100
pounds, meaning her days of napping
on her human caretakers’ laps are dwin-
dling. She was born at the zoo in
January and weighed just 29 pounds, far
below the typical weight. The zoo says
caretakers raising Fiona are beginning to
scale back their time with her, leaving

her alone for a few hours at night.  It’s
the beginning of a transition in how
much contact they have as they move
toward eventually integrating her into a
group of hippos with her parents. They
say hippos can grow to be 3,000 pounds
and are very dangerous, so at some
point caretakers will begin interacting
with her only from behind a protective
barrier.—AP

Zoo plan for baby hippo: More 
independence, nix lap naps

BEIJING: A Chinese real estate invest-
ment firm has announced it has become
the largest shareholder in SeaWorld and
intends to import the US company’s con-

troversial theme parks into China. The
Zhonghong Zhuoye group said in  a
statement released Friday night it will
buy a 21 per cent stake in SeaWorld

Entertainment, whose shows featuring
killer whales have been slammed by ani-
mal rights groups.

The Chinese firm bought its stake

from Blackstone at a price of $23 per
share, with the transaction expected to
be worth approximately $430 million.
The purchase, which is expected to be
finalised in the second quarter, will make
Zhonghong the largest shareholder in
SeaWorld, with the possibility of raising
its stake to 24.9 per cent.  The deal will
provide Zhonghong with exclusive rights
to develop theme parks in mainland
China, Taiwan, Hong Kong and Macao,
SeaWorld said in a separate statement. 

“ We are delighted to engage with
SeaWorld to bring this iconic, world-class
family entertainment brand to China,”
said Yoshikazu Maruyama, President of
US Operations at Zhonghong, said in the
statement. “Zhonghong Group is making
a significant, long-term investment in
SeaWorld, reflecting their appreciation of
the strength of our brand, our potential
to grow the company and a shared com-
mitment to protect wildlife and the envi-
ronment,” said SeaWorld CEO Joel Manby. 

Founded in 1959,  SeaWorld
Entertainment is the operator of twelve
parks across the United States, including
three amusement parks called SeaWorld
dedicated to marine attractions, with
killer whale and dolphin shows. But their
reputation has been tainted by several

scandals and by the fierce opposition of
environmental organizations. In 2010, a
k i l ler  whale grabbed the ponytail  of
Dawn Brancheau, a SeaWorld trainer, and
dragged her underwater to her death in
front of horrified onlookers at the end of
a show at SeaWorld Orlando.

The whale,  nicknamed “ Ti l ly,” was
involved in the death of a par t-t ime
trainer at the Sealand of the Pacific facili-
ty in Canada in 1991 and that of a man
who died in 1999 after he sneaked into
SeaWorld to swim with the mammals
after the park closed. CNN featured Tilly
in a 2013 documentary, “Blackfish”, that
covered those fatalities and also sought
to show the impact of captivity on these
giant sea creatures.

Animal  r ights groups charge that
killer whales were kept in tanks that are
too small, fed improper diets and forced
to perform tricks. The group prides itself
on having “saved more than 29,000 ani-
mals in distress over the last fifty years”
and having “sensitized” 400 million visi-
tors to killer whales. However, under
public pressure, SeaWorld last March
announced it would stop breeding killer
whales, and would no longer keep any of
them in captivity after its current genera-
tion dies.—AFP

SeaWorld to expand in China after investment deal

DOUMA, Syria: The wail sliced
through the stuffy underground
medical centre in a besieged town
near the Syrian capital. Dania, 14,
was writhing in pain ahead of her
first ever dialysis session. She was
one of dozens of patients being
treated for renal insufficiency inside
a basement-turned-clinic in
Douma, the largest town in the
Eastern Ghouta rebel bastion near

Damascus. “It’s a good thing she
came in today. I ’ve never seen
results this high in my life,” kidney
specialist Mohammad Sadeq told
Dania’s mother solemnly as she
wiped tears from her teenage
daughter’s face.

Renal insufficiency limits the
kidney’s ability to filter waste out of
the bloodstream or regulate hor-
mones, and is typically treated with
several dialysis sessions per week.
For residents of Douma, encircled
by government forces since 2012
and without humanitarian aid
deliveries since October, the condi-

tion is becoming increasingly dead-
ly. Last month in Douma, kidney
failure killed three people. The
same number lost their lives to the
condition in the whole of 2016.

“Because of the lack of supplies,
our patients have to have fewer ses-
sions,” said Sadeq, whose centre is
the only place offering dialysis in all
of Eastern Ghouta. “Each patient
used to have two to three sessions

per week. Then it became one a
week. And with the delay in receiv-
ing the necessary supplies, we were
forced to decrease it to one session
every 10 days,” he said. “We could
save lives if we just had the material.”

Tell me RIP   
The centre was founded in 2013

with seven dialysis machines, medi-
cine, and other equipment recov-
ered from previously state-run clin-
ics nearby. Each dialysis session
requires needles, membranes, and
special cleaning serum, but
patients also take vitamins, hor-

mones, and blood pressure medica-
tion between sessions. When the
Douma siege began in 2012, the
centre began relying exclusively on
equipment and medicine delivered
on a fairly regular basis by the
United Nations and the
International Committee for the
Red Cross.

But that all stopped in October
when government forces tight-

ened their encirclement. Since
then, only a single life-saving deliv-
ery of “250 dialysis sessions” from
the Red Crescent-enough to last
the centre for a month-made it
through on March 9. “If Dania had
come in three days earlier (before
the one-off delivery), I wouldn’t
have been able to do anything for
her,” Sadeq said. “ That delivery
saved that child’s life.” The benefits
of the new materials, however, will
be short-lived.

Khayriyah, 58, stared in disbelief
at Sadeq when he told her that he
could not accommodate her for

another dialysis session before next
week. “Next week? But I’m so tired,”
she told him. “This is all we can do.
The supplies that came in won’t last
us any more than that,” he respond-
ed. “Well, if you don’t see me then,
make sure to tell  me to ‘rest in
peace’,” she quipped.

The centre or the grave   
Mona, 30, has been a regular

patient at the centre since it
opened, and the shortages have hit
her hard. “If tomorrow there are no
more supplies, I don’t know what
I’ll do,” she said, brushing away a
tear without pausing. “The dose
we’re currently taking is so low
that I can’t even stand up on my
own two feet,” she said. Because of
the siege, the hormones and other
medication Mona is meant to take
between her sessions are nearly
impossible to find or too expen-
sive to afford.

Hundreds of thousands are liv-
ing under total siege across Syria,
with millions more trapped in what
the United Nations dubs “hard-to-
reach” areas. Most are encircled by
Syrian government troops and
allied militia, but rebels and the
Islamic State group also use the
brutal tactic. Mohammad, 47, has
been living with renal insufficiency
for 12 years, but the tightening
siege means he is now gripped
with anxiety over whether he will
have be able to access dialysis or
find the pills he needs.

“The supplies are our soul-with-
out this medicine, we can’t live,” said
the father of five. As their situation
becomes increasingly dire, Douma
residents with kidney conditions
say the centre is their only hope. 

Waleed al-Shammaa, 65, said
his kidney condition has wors-
ened because of rising blood pres-
sure-a direct consequence of the
stress of survival in Syria’s devas-
tating six-year war.  “Since the
Syrian uprising started, our lives
have been tied to this machine. If
the dialysis stops, so do our lives,”
Shammaa said, pointing to the
humming machine cleaning his
blood. “ This centre is  the only
thing we’ve got. It’s either the dial-
ysis centre or the grave.” —AFP

Dialysis supplies dwindle 
for besieged Syrians

‘Without this medicine, we can’t live’

SYRIA: Syrian medics tend to an injured man following a reported air strike in the northwestern
city of Idlib. —AFP

DUJIANGYAN, China: American-born giant panda Bao
Bao made her first appearance Friday before the public
in southwestern China following her move there from
Washington, DC. Bao Bao was born at the National Zoo
in Washington to pandas on loan from China. Under
the standard loan agreement, such panda cubs must
be returned to China before they are 4 years old, the
earliest age at which they might begin breeding.

The 3-year-old Bao Bao explored her spacious new
enclosure at the panda breeding base in the city of
Dujiangyan, which features both indoor and outdoor
play areas. Keepers have been helping her adapt to local
bamboo and Chinese steamed bread made from corn,
soybeans, rice and eggs. She is the 11th panda to be
born overseas and returned to China. Bao Bao, whose
name means “precious” or “treasure,” underwent a month
long quarantine at the Dujiangyan base, where keepers
monitored her activities and health by checking her
blood and feces.

Because she does not understand commands in
Chinese, she is being looked after for a time by an
English-speaking keeper. Giant pandas, China’s unofficial
national mascot, live mainly in the mountains of Sichuan,
with some also found in neighboring Gansu and Shaanxi
provinces. They have long been considered one of the
world’s most endangered animals, with an estimated
1,864 living in the wild and 200 in captivity.—AP

US-born panda Bao Bao makes 
first public appearance in China

CHILE: Handout picture released by the Chilean Army showing soldiers watching a 15-metre long dead whale
washed ashore in Pelluhue, Maule Region, Chile. —AFP

MEXICO CITY: Mexican poachers are
using go-fast boats, leading authorities
trying to protect an endangered por-
poise on 50-mile chases and parking
pickup trucks on beaches to load boats
and escape quickly. Mexico’s environ-
ment department revealed some of
the poachers’ risky tactics Thursday,
describing a chase earlier this week in
which authorities detected a boat
apparently fishing for Totoaba in an
area where gill net fishing is banned to
protect the vaquita marina porpoise.

However, the crew escaped after
leading a Navy boat on a 54-mile
chase. The truck they were planning to
use to haul their boat away got stuck in
the rising tide. The totoaba is prized in
China for its swim bladder, but by-
catch includes vaquitas, of which fewer
than 30 remain. The department said
that over the last two years, it had
seized 182 such open boats in the area,
as well as 15 small trawlers and 40
vehicles in raids against illegal fishing
in the upper Gulf.

It said that while small boats are
usually limited to using 100-horsepow-
er motors in the area, the poachers are
using motors of over 200 horsepower.
The totoaba trade is highly lucrative,

with thousands of dollars paid on the
black market for a couple of pounds
(kilogram) of bladders. The poachers’
dangerous tactics have been seen
before on videos filmed from shore but
whose authenticity could not be inde-
pendently verified.

One such video shows an escape like
the one described by authorities, in
which a patrol boat is seen chasing a
small fishing craft. The small boat literally
runs at full speed onto a boat trailer
attached to a pickup waiting in the surf,
and the pickup speeds off, up to its wheel
wells in water. The tactics illustrate the
difficulties authorities face in patrolling
the Gulf, also known as the Sea of Cortez,
the only place the vaquita lives.

Despite the ban, over 900 illegal
nets and lines have been found in the
area and removed over the last two
years, and 174 people have been
charged with illegal fishing. A force of
about 350 inspectors and military per-
sonal, 19 vessels, aircraft and a drone
system are being used to enforce the
fishing bans. But the effort is an uphill
battle. Authorities reported Monday
they found another dead vaquita in
the Gulf,  with wounds apparently
made by humans.—AP

Mexico poachers’ go-fast 
boats endangering porpoises

SICHUAN: Workers transfer the giant panda Bao Bao to its new home at the pan-
da research base in Dujiangyan in southwest China’s Sichuan province. —AP


