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RAPPOLOVO: A lion that escaped from an
airport, a crocodile found at a rubbish dump
and an elk attacked by stray dogs — all
these animals have found refuge in an unusu-
al private shelter in Russia. Dozens of bears
have also passed through the Veles centre,
just outside Saint Petersburg, since it was
opened in 2009 by businessman Alexander
Fyodorov, who says he spent more than $1
million on the project.

“Our aim is to treat wild animals and get
them back on their legs again in order to
release them if that’s possible,” he said of the
centre in Rappolovo, 20 kilometers out of
Russia’s second city. “Some of the animals
were found after accidents, others were
abandoned. Sometimes their stories are like
the plot of a film,” said Fyodorov. One par-
ticularly dramatic story is that of a lioness
called Elza, who escaped in Saint
Petersburg’s Pulkovo airport in December
last year. “Elza was sent from Grozny (the
capital of Chechnya) by a Chechen business-
man to his friend in Saint Petersburg as a
New Year’s gift,” Fyodorov said.

“But the sleeping pills g iven to the
lioness before the trip stopped acting too
early. In the airport, the lion broke her
cage open and made a run for it.” The lion

was soon captured and later taken to her
new owner, but he quickly realized that “it
was impossible for him to keep a lion” and
brought her to the shelter. At the time,
keeping wild animals at home was not ille-
gal, but a law was recently enacted that
bans the practice from next year. Less is
known about the background of the croc-
odile named Gena who was found at a
rubbish dump north of the city. Keeping
exotic wild animals as pets has long been
fashionable among certain rich or novelty-
seeking Russians but often ends unhappily
with animals mistreated or escaping.

Little help from state 
Other animals come to the shelter after

incidents in the wild. Two years ago, while
still a foal, an elk called Alyuminka was badly
hurt by stray dogs attacking her. Elks are still
common in European Russia, living in forests.
She now paces the enclosure in Rappolovo.
“Those animals that could not survive in the
wild stay here,” said Alexander Teplyakov, a
45-year-old volunteer at the centre. Four
staff and around 10 volunteers work in
Rappolovo, where the animals are kept in
huge cages or enclosures around a large
stone building housing a medical facility.

Despite Russia’s huge size, human activity
is increasingly encroaching on the animals’
natural habitat and making it harder for them
to survive in the wild. The state does little to
support them, even as President Vladimir
Putin gives speeches praising Russia’s natu-
ral heritage and enjoys occasional photo
opportunities with wild animals.

“In Russia, you can count centres like this,
where there is real help given to wild ani-
mals, on the fingers of one hand,” said
Svetlana Ilyinskaya, co-director of the
Centre for Legal Protection of Animals, a
Moscow NGO. There are around 50 million
abandoned pets in the country, particularly
cats and dogs, that breed in the wild as own-
ers often do not sterilise them, she said. For
wild animals, road collisions are a frequent
cause of death, with 161 vehicle accidents
recorded in Russia last year involving large
animals — often elks. Ilyinskaya said that
“there is no effective plan to help wild ani-
mals in need.”

“There are no shelters, nor (public)
awareness of what you should do if you
find a wounded animal in the wild. There’s
also no law that could protect them against
industrial development,” she said. 

And for private shelter owners l ike

Fyodorov, the costs are prohibitive. “I’m
not sure how long we can go on,” he said,
explaining that profits at his construction
business had been hurt by the economic

crisis that hit Russia in 2014. “You can’t
predict the future,” he said, admitting that
his friends think he is “crazy” for maintain-
ing the shelter. — AFP

Runaway lion, wounded elk 
find home in Russian shelter

Galapagos bans fireworks 
to protect unique wildlife
QUITO: Fireworks have been banned on the Galapagos Islands to protect the archipela-
go’s unique fauna, the local government said. The local council said in a statement that it
had agreed “unanimously a resolution that prohibits the importation, sale, distribution and
use of fireworks or pyrotechnics in the Galapagos province.”

Those fireworks that produce light but no noise have been excluded from the ban.
The islands are home to thousands of residents as well as being a tourist destination,
and the measure comes just days before New Year celebrations in which many people
traditionally set off fireworks. “Ecosystems as sensitive as the Galapagos Islands are
affected (by fireworks), principally its fauna that is unique,” said the council.

It also wants to avoid any potential deterioration in air quality or pollution of water
sources. Animals have suffered from elevated heart rates, nervous stress and anxiety,
which have “notably” changed their behavior and affected the survival of species inhab-
iting this World Heritage Site that belongs to Ecuador.

“This is a gift to conservation for Ecuador and the world,” Lorena Tapia, president of
the local council, said on her Twitter account. A campaign to limit the use of fireworks
on the Galapagos Islands was launched in 2017. Single-use plastics have also been
banned on the archipelago, about 1,000 kilometers off the coast of Ecuador. Known for
its endemic species, the volcanic Galapagos Islands played a crucial role in British natu-
ralist Charles Darwin’s studies before he came up with his theory of evolution. — AFP 

‘Sometimes their stories are like the plot of a film’

WHO chief warns
DRC unrest 
threatening gains
in Ebola fight
GENEVA: The World Health Organization chief
warned Friday that growing unrest in eastern
Democratic Republic of Congo was disrupting
efforts to rein in an Ebola outbreak, threatening
gains made in fighting the deadly virus. The
security situation in the Ebola-hit Beni and
Butembo areas has deteriorated since
Thursday morning as protests erupted against
further delays to DRC’s election. This has com-
plicated efforts to provide vaccinations and
track down people who may have been infect-
ed, WHO Director-General Tedros Adhanom
Ghebreyesus said in a statement.

Some 20 people suspected of having con-
tracted Ebola fled a transit centre where they
were being monitored in the Beni region, the

epicentre of this latest outbreak of the highly
infectious and potentially fatal disease, accord-
ing to the country’s health ministry. The inci-
dent followed the announcement that elections
planned for Sunday in the region had once
again been postponed because of local unrest,
as well as the Ebola outbreak.

Tedros said that the UN agency and its part-
ners were continuing to respond to the Ebola
outbreak in the North Kivu and Ituri provinces.
But “yesterday our teams in Beni were unable to
carry out critical field work, including vaccina-
tions, contact tracing, and following up on alerts
of potential new cases,” he said. And in
Butembo, “some alerts of potential cases were
investigated and confirmed cases were referred
to treatment centres but teams were unable to
trace contacts or to conduct vaccinations.”

‘Tragedy’ 
Tedros stressed that response activities had

not been interrupted in other affected areas. He
pointed out that after an intensification of field
activities, “we were seeing hopeful signs in
many areas, including a recent decrease in cas-
es in Beni.” But he warned that “these gains
could be lost if we suffer a period of prolonged

insecurity, resulting in increased transmission.”
“That would be a tragedy for the local pop-

ulation, who have already suffered too much,”
Tedros said. He said the WHO teams in Beni
and Butembo were doing “everything possible”
to continue responding to the outbreak, and
that WHO hoped to “return to full operations
as soon as possible while remaining committed
to ensuring the safety of all staff deployed.

He asked everyone to “protect health facili-
ties and provide access for responders to the
affected populations so that we can stop this
outbreak.” “We cannot afford to take a step
back at this critical point in the response,” he
said. Kigali declared the Ebola epidemic last
August, and it has already claimed 357 lives. 

There is great concern that the disease could
spread to other major towns in the region, such
as Goma and Kisangani and even neighboring
Uganda. On Wednesday, the country’s electoral
commission cited the unrest in the region and
the Ebola outbreak as the reasons it was further
postponing national elections there. However,
the vote will continue to take place in the rest of
the country as scheduled on December 30, and
the next president will be sworn in on January
18, the commission said. — AFP 

RAPPOLOVO: A lion gestures in his cage at Veles, a shelter for wild animals in
Rappolovo village, outside Saint Petersburg. — AFP 


