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I
n the shadow of Canada’s largest clus-
ter of skyscrapers, Toronto is looking to
preserve a majestic, centuries-old oak

tree-but efforts have been complicated
by the pandemic. The towering 24-meter
(79-feet) high Northern Red Oak is one of
the oldest trees in these parts, having
sprouted an estimated 300 years ago,
around the time that French explorers set
up a trading post on the nearby shores
of Lake Ontario. The tree now finds itself
in the back yard of a nondescript bunga-
low on a winding street in the heart of a
residential North York neighborhood. Its
huge trunk has a circumference of five
meters and brushes up against the back
of the 1960s house. 

In summer, its long leafy branches
shade the entire lot from the sun’s rays.
But in recent years, a new homeowner
expressed concerns about being able to
afford proper tree maintenance and its
roots cracking the house’s foundation.
Neighbors also worry that this awesome
specimen may one day be damaged by
strong winds or felled in a storm. To pro-
tect it and make it accessible to every-
one in this city of six million people,
Toronto’s city council voted in 2018 to
buy the property, raze the house and
turn the land into a small public park.

‘Takes your breath away’ 
A deal was reached with the home-

owner last year to sell the property to the

city. That outcome delighted Edith
George, a local resident who lobbied
over 14 years to preserve the oak tree,
whose beauty she says “just takes your
breath away.” “It’s the Rolls-Royce of
heritage trees. No other tree in Canada
has the heritage value that this tree has,”
the 68-year-old retiree told AFP. Experts
say that with care and under the right
conditions, the tree could live another
200 years or more. “A tree like this is
expensive to maintain. If the lot is a pub-
lic space, the city will be able to take
care of it better than I can,” says Ali
Simaga, who purchased the home in
2015. “I don’t want to be selfish and
keep it to myself, either,” he adds.

The deal, however, is not done yet.
The city’s purchase offer is conditional
on private donations to cover half of the
price tag for the property. Fund-raising
started in December 2019, with a target
of raising Can$430,000 (US$325,000) by
the end of this year.

After a promising start, including a
Can$100,000 pledge by a couple of
local philanthropists, contributions
slowed to a trickle during the pandemic.
As of mid-July, about Can$125,000, or
nearly 30 percent of the goal, had been
collected. If the target is missed by the
deadline, without an extension, the
monies collected would be used to sup-
port tree planting across the city while
the future of the historic oak tree would

be in doubt.

Canadian heritage 
The tree sits along a former Humber

Valley trail used by indigenous peoples
and later by European fur traders portag-
ing between lakes Ontario and Simcoe-a
leg of a trade route that spanned the
continent from the Gulf of Mexico to the
north shore of Lake Superior, according
to historian Madeleine McDowell.
Travellers used large trees as landmarks,
she said. This oak was probably already

pretty big when the French lost the terri-
tory to the British, who established the
Town of York-which would later become
Toronto-in 1793. 

It is “a wonderful tree,” commented
Manjit Jheeta, director of the City of
Toronto Partnership Office. “It is part of
Toronto’s heritage, it is part of Canada’s
heritage and it tells the story of our coun-
try,” she said. Last year, the city unveiled
a plaque in its honor, a first for a single
tree in the nation’s largest metropolis.  Its
ecological value is no less: the oak tree

has absorbed and stored more than 11
tonnes of carbon from the atmosphere.
“When bad things happen,” said
George, “I don’t go to church, I come
here because this is like my cathedral.
“It’s a survivor and it gives us hope for a
planet that’s in peril.”— AFP

Local North York resident Edith George stands next to an oak tree that
she spent 14 years lobbying to preserve. — AFP photos

An oak tree estimated to be about 300 years old, or twice as old as
modern Canada itself is viewed in North York, Ontario.

A
pair of Japanese honeymooners
stranded in Cape Verde by the
coronavirus pandemic have been

named unlikely ambassadors for the
tropical paradise’s Olympic team at next
year’s Tokyo Games. Rikiya and Ayumi
Kataoka started a round-the-world trip in
December in South Africa, and were
working their way north in February when
the scale of the pandemic began to
become clear. They scrapped their plans
to continue on to Europe and decided to

fly to Cape Verde.  “We thought staying
in Cape Verde was the safest option,”
husband Rikiya, 29, told AFP in an online
video interview from the island. “We felt
fortunate that we were able to come
here. The number of infections was rising

in Japan. Europe has also seen an
explosive rise in cases. Honestly, I
thought we got lucky for being able to
come to a very peaceful place.”

But when the country’s airport shut
down, they were stuck, and Rikiya, who
runs a sharehouse business in Tokyo
and works as a videographer, began
producing videos and photos for local
restaurants and resorts in exchange for
meals and lodging. He also posted
videos on his Instagram account, featur-
ing everything from Ayumi strolling
through the streets of Sal Island greet-
ing waving residents to a local renova-
tion and beautification project. Word
gradually got out and local media
picked up the story, catching the eye of
the country’s Olympic officials.

Promoting Cape Verde 
Leonardo Cunha, Cape Verde’s chef

de mission for the Tokyo Games, decid-
ed to get in touch and propose a part-
nership. “We decided to invite them as
our ambassadors because they were
making a lot of high-quality videos of Sal
Island and taking a lot of attention from
it,” he told AFP by email. “They were
keen on promoting our country, even
being in a difficult situation,” he added.
The request came out of the blue, said
Rikiya. “I thought maybe the fact that we
were stuck in Cape Verde... might
attract media interest. But I never imag-
ined that we would become Cape
Verde’s Olympic ambassadors,” he
laughed. Tiny Cape Verde, with a popu-
lation of around 550,000 people,
expects to send just a handful of ath-

letes to the Tokyo 2020 Games, which
were postponed earlier this year as the
pandemic exploded.

Cunha said the couple were in a
unique position to promote the country.
“We are only asking them to keep docu-
menting their trip to Cape Verde and
promote the images and the morabeza
(traditional Cape Verde hospitality) that
they are experiencing,” Cunha told AFP.
“We hope that from now on they can
persist in this task of promoting our
country and take the opportunity to do it
as well during the Tokyo 2020 Olympic
Games.”

Giving back 
Exactly what form that promotion will

take during the Games, or when the
couple will return to Japan, is unclear.

Cape Verde’s airport is still closed, and
Rikiya is not in any hurry to leave-he has
plans to film the country’s president and
Olympic committee. “I don’t think I will
be so lucky to be given these great jobs
again,” he said. Cape Verde’s Olympic
committee has told the couple they will
have tickets to watch the Games in
Tokyo.  But for now, Rikiya is focusing
his work on promoting Cape Verde’s
tourist destinations and local business-
es-when he is not enjoying a dip in the
emerald waters with Ayumi. “In my past
travels, I have never stayed in one place
for such a long time, like we have in
Cape Verde,” he said. “Now, honestly, I
think I want to do my part and give back
to this country.”— AFP

T
here will be no more separate
Silver Bear awards for best actor
and best actress at the Berlin film

festival in future, organizers announced
Monday, saying they want to eliminate
forms of hierarchy between men and
women. From next year, the German
capital’s Berlinale will only crown the
best performances in a leading and a
supporting role. The announcement fol-
lows years in which the film world has
been shaken by MeToo sexual abuse
and harassment scandals that spread
far beyond Hollywood.

An end to sex-separated awards rep-
resents “a signal for a more gender-sen-
sitive awareness in the film industry,” the
two festival directors Mariette
Rissenbeek and Carlo Chatrian said in a
statement. Alongside the Cannes and
Venice film festivals, the Berlinale is one

of the European highlights of the annual
cinema industry calendar. Cannes still
singles out a best actor and actress,
while Venice awards a Volpi cup to
actors of each sex. Taking place in
February, this year’s Berlinale was
squeezed in before coronavirus restric-
tions slammed down across much of
Europe, while Cannes had to be called
off. Venice’s festival will go ahead next
week under strict infection control meas-
ures. Next year’s Berlinale is planned to
take place “physically” from February
11-21, with measures “ensuring the
greatest possibility for all guests”, the
organizers said. But changes in “the
festival structure, the film programming
and the total number of invited films” will
be revealed in the coming weeks, they
added. — AFP

B
ollywood megastar Amitabh
Bachchan is back at work filming
India’s version of “Who Wants To

Be A Millionaire?” following a bout of
COVID-19, while authorities eased coro-
navirus curbs on movie and TV shoots. A
blanket ban on studio activity in March
dealt a huge blow to India’s cinema and
TV industries, hitting not just Bollywood-
the world’s most prolific film factory-but
also regional movie-making hubs and
productions for television and streaming
platforms. In June shooting was allowed
again but with strict rules, including a
ban on actors and crew aged over 65 —
including Bachchan, 77 — until a court
overturned that earlier this month.

Late Sunday the government eased
the regulations but still insisted that com-
mon facilities be regularly sanitized,
masks worn and social distancing “fol-
lowed as far as possible”. But the relax-
ation depends on individual Indian
states, and Maharashtra, home to
Mumbai and Bollywood and responsible
for more than a fifth of India’s virus cas-
es, is sticking to the old rules for now.
“We are careful and will review these
decisions based on how the pandemic
is evolving in the state,” a spokesman for
the state government told AFP. Shows
such as “Kaun Banega Crorepati?” for
instance, which Bachchan has hosted
as quizmaster since 2000, will not be
shot before a studio audience.

The veteran star, who spent much of
July in a Mumbai hospital, shared a pho-
to with his 22 million Instagram followers
of crew members “in a sea of blue PPE”,
wearing full-body overalls and face
masks. Maharashtra authorities have
sought to combat the spread of infec-
tions by banning producers from filming
elaborate dance numbers and fight
sequences-a staple of popular Hindi cin-
ema. Social-distancing norms also put a
stop to kissing or embracing, meaning a
return of styles from the more conserva-
tive 1980s, when Bollywood songs often
cut to images of flowers brushing
against each other-then a shorthand for
romance.

In addition to providing crew mem-
bers with medical and life insurance,
producers in Mumbai are required to
have a doctor, nurse and an ambulance
on set. Members of the Bachchan
dynasty have been among the country’s
highest-profile coronavirus patients. The
superstar, his actor son Abhishek,
actress daughter-in-law Aishwarya Rai,
and granddaughter Aaradhya were all
admitted to hospital last month. All four
have since been released. — AFP

Japanese couple Rikiya (right) and Ayumi Kataoka (left) posing with the official Olympic Cape
Verde uniform and national flag as a gift from the National Olympic Committee in Santa Maria
in Cape Verde.

This handout picture provided by insta-
gram@rikiya_trip shows Japanese couple
Rikiya (left) and Ayumi Kataoka (right) at a
local restaurant in the town of Santa Maria in
Cape Verde. — AFP photos
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A
fter months-long cinema closures,
the US box office has opened to
the most significant degree since

pre-pandemic times. Movie theaters in
Florida, Texas, Georgia and other parts
of the country that were able to safely
reopen welcomed the first major theatri-
cal premiere since March: Solstice
Studios’ “Unhinged,” a thriller starring
Russell Crowe. The film played in 1,823
venues in North America, marking the
widest release yet since the pandemic
hit. “Unhinged” pocketed more than $4
million over the weekend, a promising
result given the challenging environ-
ment. In normal times, that figure would-
n’t be much to crow about. However,
only a fraction of the nation’s 6,000
movie theaters are currently in business-
and major markets like New York,
California and New Jersey are still
closed without a set date to reopen. The
biggest ticket sales for “Unhinged”
came from drive-ins in Los Angeles, San
Francisco and Sacramento, as well as
multi-screen theaters in Dallas, Houston,
Chicago, Atlanta and Orlando. Solstice
plans to expand the film to more than
2,300 cinemas in North America by next
weekend.

“All things considered, this is a sub-
dued opening,” said David A. Gross,
who runs movie consultancy
FranchiseRe. He gives Solstice credit for
taking a bold move in being the first new
movie to open. On one hand, it doesn’t
have much competition among ticket
buyers. But on the other, studios and
exhibitors have yet to determine how

eager audiences will be to return to the
movies. For their part, movie theaters
have taken rigorous and expensive
steps to ensure customers feel safe.
They are keeping space between seats,
limiting the number of tickets sold per
movie and encouraging people to buy
tickets online to reduce contact. They’ve
also made hand sanitizer more readily
available and ensured theaters will be
cleaned more regularly. And patrons will
be required to wear masks.

Solstice’s head of distribution Shari
Hardison says the company’s goal is to
hit $30 million at the box office by the
end of its theatrical run in North America.
After its performance this weekend, that
is a benchmark she feels will be easily
attainable. “Unhinged” cost $33 million
to produce, not including marketing or
distribution fees. “We have a lot of stairs
to climb, but the first steps are encour-
aging,” she said. Solstice president and
CEO Mark Gill repeated a mantra that
many in the movie business are looking
to during the global heath crisis: “Slow
and steady wins the race.” — Reuters


