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Russian officials agree to 
free ‘whale jail’ animals

MOSCOW: Russian officials said Monday they will
work towards freeing all orca and beluga whales from
a notorious facility in the east of the country, after a
visit by US-based marine mammal advocates. Nearly
100 whales captured for sale to aquariums have been
kept in small pens for months in what the media has
nicknamed a “whale jail” in the Russian Far East, as
the campaign to release them gathered strength and
went global.

Kremlin-backed Far Eastern governor Oleg
Kozhemyako on Monday announced that he has
“made a decision to free the animals into the wild,”
after meeting noted environmentalists and campaign-
ers Jean-Michel Cousteau and Charles Vinick who vis-
ited the facility last week. “Our goal is to release all of
them,” said a joint statement by Kozhemyako,
Cousteau and Vinick. 

Cousteau, the son of celebrated French ocean
explorer Jacques Cousteau, is the founder of the US-
based Ocean Futures Society, while Charles Vinick
heads the Whale Sanctuary Project and has worked on
rehabilitation of captive orcas in the past.  Cousteau
told AFP by phone from Vladivostok that he believed
“many of the animals will be released” but that it will
take time to identify the right decision for each animal.
“If some are sick we will take care of them,” he said. 

He said dolphinariums should move away from using
marine mammals and instead use technology to “con-
nect the public to the ocean through 3D projections”
as well as encourage seeing the animals in the wild. The
“whale jail” has exposed the lack of legislation in
Russia regulating capture of marine mammals, with
companies abusing catch permits for “educational pur-
poses” only to proceed to sell the animals to the cap-
tivity industry, notably in China where it is booming.

‘It’s a battle’    
Russia is the only country that catches wild

orcas for aquariums, with each animal fetching $6
million or more in what is a very opaque market.
The conditions in the facility in Nakhodka, which
contains 10 orcas and 87 beluga whales, are “not
conducive to their long term health,” said Vinick.
“The pens are small and crowded, the depth is too
shallow,” he told AFP.  “In general, most of the ani-
mals are stable,” though they have developed skin
conditions, he said. 

Four firms captured 90 belugas and 11 orcas last
summer. Three belugas and one orca have disap-
peared since that time. Scientists have taken probes
and audio data from the animals and will continue
working with the Russian side, Vinick said. As a first
step, the facility should be expanded, and animals’
attention should be redirected from humans feeding
them, he said, so that they spend more time in the
water and limit exposure to air and sun.

On Thursday, Russia’s environment minister said
that releasing the animals in the winter would be
too dangerous. “Now we are in summer, and this
work can and must be done.”  But environmentalist
Dmitry Lisitsyn, whose group Sakhalin Watch has
called for their release for months, said the govern-
ment has not even filed a legal complaint to seize
the animals from the companies keeping them.

“A legal decision is a decisive factor (in free-
ing the animals), and it doesn’t exist,” he said,
concerned that when summer comes, officials
will say their hands are tied.  “It’s a battle,” he
told AFP. “It’s possible that the forces behind the
captive companies are just killing time.”—AFP 

Companies abuse catch permits for educational purposes

MOSCOW: A Greenpeace activist paints their logo onto an image of an orca in front of the monument dedicated to
Russian scientist Kliment Timiryazev, in Moscow. — AFP 

Black holes: Picturing 
the heart of darkness
PARIS: Astronomers are poised Wednesday to unveil
the first direct image of a black hole and the surround-
ing whirlwind of white-hot gas and plasma inexorably
drawn by gravity into its ravenous maw, along with the
light they generate. The picture will have been captured
by the Event Horizon Telescope (EHT), a network of
eight radio telescopes scattered across the globe. 

Paul McNamara, an astrophysicist at the European
Space Agency and project scientist for the LISA mis-
sion that will track massive black hole mergers from
space, helped AFP put what he called an “outstanding
technical achievement” into context.  

How do we know black holes exist?
“We think, of course, of a black hole as something

very dark. But the mass it sucks in forms a so-called
accretion disk that gets so hot it glows and emits light.
Over the years, we accumulated other indirect observa-

tional evidence-X-rays coming off objects, for example,
in other galaxies. 

In September 2015, the LIGO gravitational wave
detectors in the US made a measurement of two black
holes smashing together. 

All the evidence we have from around the universe-
X-rays, radio-waves, light-points to these very compact
objects, and the gravitational waves confirmed that they
really are black holes, even if we have never actually
seen one.”

What is an ‘event horizon’?   
“At the centre of a black hole is something we call a

‘singularity’-a huge amount of mass shrunk down to an
infinitely small, zero-dimensional point in space. If you
get a certain distance away from that singularity, the
escape velocity drops under the speed of light. That’s
the event horizon. It is not a physical barrier-you could-
n’t stand on it. If you’re on the inside of it, you can’t
escape because you would need infinite energy. If you
are on the other side, you could escape-in principle.”

How big is a black hole?
“The diameter of a black hole depends on its mass

but it is always double what we call the Schwarzschild
radius.  If the Sun were to shrink to a singularity point,
the Schwarzschild radius would be three kilometers,
and the diameter would be six. For Earth, the diameter
would be 18 millimeters, or about three-quarters of an
inch. The event horizon of the black hole at the centre
of the Milky Way, Sagittarius A*, measures about 24
million kilometers across. Sagittarius A* — which has
four million times the mass of the Sun-is one of two
black holes targeted by the EHT. The other, even big-
ger, is in the galaxy M87.”

What will the image look like?   
“The Event Horizon Telescope is not looking at the

black hole per se, but the material it has captured. It
won’t be a big disk in high resolution like in the
Hollywood movie ‘Interstellar’. But we might see a black
core with a bright ring-the accretion disk-around it.
The light from behind the black hole gets bent like a
lens. No matter what the orientation of the disc, you will
see it as a ring because of the black hole’s strong gravi-
ty. Visually, it will look very much like an eclipse, though
the mechanism, of course, is completely different.”

How is the image generated?   
“The technical achievement is outstanding. Rather

than having one telescope that is 100 meters across,
they have lots of telescopes with an effective diameter
of 12,000 kilometers-the diameter of Earth. The data
is recorded with very high accuracy, put onto hard
disks, and shipped to a central location where the
image is reconstructed digitally. This is very, very,
very long baseline interferometry-over the entire sur-
face of the Earth.”

Any threat to general relativity?
“Einstein’s theory of general relativity fits all the

observations made so far related to black holes. The
gravitational wave signature from the LIGO experi-
ments, for example, was exactly what the theory says
would be expected. But the black holes LIGO meas-
ured were small, only 60-100 times the mass of the
Sun. Maybe black holes millions of times more massive
are different. We don’t know yet. We should see a ring.
If we see something elongated on one axis, then it can
no longer be a singularity-that could be a violation of
general relativity.” — AFP


