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Offenders with mental health condi-
tions at a southern German hospital
can pitch in with looking after a small

herd of alpacas as part of their therapy. Staff
at the Mainkofen psychiatric hospital in
Bavaria say the aim is for the generally calm
animals to help patients develop skil ls
towards social reintegration. Those on the
program have daily tasks, such as to feed the
around 10 alpacas, walk them, brush their
coats, dress their wounds and clean out their
stables. Erwin Meier, whose name has been
changed for this report, has helped care for
the alpacas since October and believes it has

helped him. “I like it very much,” he said.
“It’s fun to work with animals. There is
something to do every day.”

The animals, which can be known to spit,
have helped him to control his anger, said
Meier, who did not want to give details
about his conviction.  “I used to get angry
quite quickly, I was impulsive, but it ’s
improved thanks to the animals, because if I
get angry, they get angry too, and the
calmer I am, the calmer they are too,” he
added.

Hats and blankets 
The program is open to all patients at the

hospital but intended primarily for offenders.
If they stay out for too long or outside the
authorized hours, permission to spend time
with the alpacas is revoked. Silke
Lederbogen, the program leader and owner
of the alpacas, runs a nearby farm with her
husband with about 50 of the animals, using
their wool to make hats and blankets.
“Usually, patients in the hospital do not have
contact with ‘normal’ people,” she said. But,
in walking with the alpacas on the hospital
grounds, they are given the chance to chat
and answer questions about the animals
from interested visitors, patients and staff,
she added. “And they can do so competent-
ly,” she said. —AFP

Alpaca therapy helps 

convicts with mental illness

Alpaca owner Silke Lederbogen, leader of a program for delinquents
who are psychologically ill, takes care of some of her animals during an
animal therapy session for mentally ill criminals in Mainkofen, southern
Germany. — AFP photos

Alpaca owner Silke Lederbogen, put a halter on an alpaca during an ani-
mal therapy session for mentally ill criminals.

Patient Erwin Meier (not his real name), participant of a program for
delinquents who are psychologically ill, works with an alpaca during an
animal therapy session for mentally ill criminals in Mainkofen.

Alpaca owner Silke Lederbogen, stands next to some of her animals.

With Los Angeles nightclubs
closed, party promoters
have turned to mansions in

the Hollywood Hills to throw lavish,
raucous and sometimes deadly gather-
ings that have enraged neighbors and
local officials. Starting this weekend,
Mayor Eric Garcetti has granted emer-
gency powers to utility workers to cut
electricity and water at sprawling
homes dotted around the famous
Hollywood sign that have “essentially
become nightclubs” during the coron-
avirus pandemic. “The consequences
of these large parties ripple far beyond
just those parties-they repeat
throughout our entire community,
because the virus can quickly and eas-
ily spread,” he warned.

But infection is not the only fatal
risk. Last Monday, beneath roaring TV
news helicopters, police arrived at a
mansion off the famous Mulholland
Drive packed with young partygoers.
In the ensuing chaos, gunshots rang
out and one person was killed.  “When
I say party houses, I’m not talking
about your neighborhood barbecue or
your family gatherings,” said
Councilmember David Ryu, who is
working on legislation to target
offenders. “I’m talking... literally parties
that cost a million dollars to host, with
caged lions and tigers and baby
giraffes on red carpet,” he told AFP.
“It’s an extravaganza.”

‘The Hills’ 
Under strict Los Angeles licensing

laws that see nightlife close at 2 am,
revelers have long headed for parties
in “the Hills” after last call.  While the
pandemic lockdown initially caused a
lull in the house party scene, the past
few weeks have seen gatherings soar.
Most are run not by the homeowners
but by nightclub promoters who now
rent mansions for the night, said LAPD
Hollywood Captain Steve Lurie.  “The
same promoters have figured out ‘Well
wait a second, I can jump on Airbnb,
spend $10,000 a night for a Hollywood
Hills mansion, and sell tickets and pro-
mote the party just like if it was a
nightclub,’” he told AFP. “It’s exactly
the same thing. Except now my night-
club has an unobstructed view of Los
Angeles, a beautiful swimming pool.”

Organizers often charge entrance
fees and run cash bars for the events
organized by secret mailing lists and
word-of-mouth. One invitation sent for
an “underground” Prohibition era-
themed party last weekend promised a
“private, multi-level, 100% outdoor
venue.” According to Hollywood
United Neighborhood Council presi-
dent and resident George Skarpelos,
pre-pandemic there were 10 to 15 par-
ties each weekend night but “now
there’s like 50.” “You think to yourself,
‘Look, I understand that you guys feel
cooped up and you want to hang out

and have a good time.’ We all do,
right?” said Skarpelos. “But I feel that
there’s a lot of people who kind of
throw caution to the wind.”

‘$50,000 cash’ 
The lawlessness of an underground

house party scene increases the dan-
ger of things going wrong. “Noise is
my last concern, believe it or not,” said
Ryu. “We’ve had major fires three
years in a row... you have people on
the balconies smoking. Where do you
think those cigarette butts go?” With
cars illegally parked several vehicles
deep on winding roads, emergency
officials are often unable to reach the
homes. In some cases the homeowners
may not even be aware of the parties,
and most include clauses in rental con-
tracts forbidding events.

But Skarpelos believes there is
often “a wink and a nod” to such rental
agreements. “They’re like, ‘Ok, maybe
I’ll rent it out to this shady guy who
says he’ll give me $50,000 cash,’” he
said. While the house involved in the
deadly shooting is advertised as a
retreat for feng shui and environmen-
talism, its social media accounts carry
videos of Brazilian dancers and scanti-
ly clad waitresses serving champagne.
The property managers told AFP they
had “absolutely no prior knowledge of
this large mansion party.” — AFP

Cypriot singer Alexia Vassiliou still
remembers the sound of the sirens
wailing eerily over her house when

she was just a child to warn of the Turkish
invasion. She and her family fled the north-
eastern town of Famagusta in 1974, and
decades later she has never returned to live
in the place she once called home. But
Alexia’s experiences shaped her future, and
today she uses her international acclaim as
an artist to help shine a spotlight on the
plight of the displaced and refugees around
the world. “I am a refugee... This is why I
am here today,”  she says, in an online con-
cert which is being re-streamed on
Wednesday to global audiences.  “There
was a moment when I did not have a home.
I was 10.”  

The novel coronavirus pandemic upend-
ed ideas for a live concert in Nicosia as
part of events to mark World Refugee Day
on June 20. But Alexia, whose career spans
four decades and who has recorded with
jazz great Chick Corea, was determined to
move the show online, incorporating per-
formances and messages of solidarity from
artists around the world. They include
American jazz singer Madeleine Peyroux
and British rock star Peter Gabriel, but also
local asylum seekers and refugees. A
revamped version of the concert is being
streamed on Alexia’s Facebook page on
Wednesday at 9:00 pm (1800 GMT).

‘We have to leave’ 
A former British colony, Cyprus marks

its 60th anniversary of independence on
Sunday, August 16.  The island has been
divided since 1974, when Turkey occupied
its northern third in response to a coup
engineered by the military junta then ruling
in Athens that sought to unite the
Mediterranean island with Greece. Ankara

launched another phase of the invasion on
August 14, 1974, during which it seized
Famagusta, Alexia’s home town.  UN-
backed talks on reunifying Cyprus col-
lapsed in July 2017.  “Before the coup d’e-
tat, we’d hear the grown-ups speak secretly
and we knew something ominous... was
about to happen,” Alexia told AFP from her
home studio outside the divided capital.  

She recalled hearing a radio news flash
about the coup, warning civilians to go
home because if anyone was on the street
“they will be shot”.   “My father was not
home yet,” she said.   One morning, she
woke up to the sound of air raid sirens.
“Our mother ran to our room and told me
and my sister, ‘Girls, you have to wake up,
there’s been a war, we have to (leave).’”
“Things like this never go away.”  

Lullaby and lament 
Alexia was part of Cyprus’s first-ever

Eurovision song contest participation in
1981, when she was still a teenager. She
returned for a solo performance in 1987.
She has recorded numerous albums cross-
ing genres from pop to world music and
jazz, including a 1996 album featuring
Chick Corea.  The shows have been organ-
ized by Alexia under the auspices of UN
refugee agency UNHCR’s office in Cyprus,
in collaboration with the interior ministry.
On a dark stage, she opens with “Agia
Marina”, a traditional Cypriot song, accom-
panied by the soft notes of a kalimba, an
African thumb piano.  She then moves into
George Gershwin’s “Summertime” and
African-American spiritual “Motherless
Child”, a trio of songs blending lullaby and
lament.  The re-streamed event however
includes performances not seen in the pre-
vious show.  “It’s not the same concert... it’s
better,” Alexia said. —AFP

Cyprus singer shines
spotlight on refugees

LA parties head for the Hollywood
Hills as mayor vows crackdown

The mansion Palazzo Beverly Hills, where a large party was held in defiance of coronavirus-related health order and ended in
a fatal shooting, is seen on Mulholland drive in Los Angeles, California. —AFP 

Alpaca owner Silke Lederbogen, walks with some of her animals.

A patient puts a halter on an alpaca during an
animal therapy session.

Cypriot singer Alexia Vassiliou plays music during
an interview with AFP in Nicosia. — AFP photos

Cypriot singer Alexia Vassiliou speaks
during an interview with AFP in Nicosia.


