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Members of a Canadian sparrow species 
famous for their jaunty signature song are 
changing their tune, a curious example of a 

“viral phenomenon” in the animal kingdom, a study 
showed Thursday. Bird enthusiasts first recorded the 
white-throated sparrow’s original song, with its dis-
tinctive triplet hook, in the 1950s. Canadians even 
invented lyrics to accompany the ditty: “Oh my sweet, 
Ca-na-da, Ca-na-da, Ca-na-da.” But starting from the 
late 20th century, biologists began noticing that mem-
bers of the species in western Canada were 
innovating.  

Instead of a triplet, the new song ended in a doublet 
and a new syncopation pattern. The new ending 
sounded like “Ca-na, Ca-na, Ca-na.” Over the course 
of the next two decades, this new cadence became a 
big hit, moving eastward and conquering Alberta, then 
Ontario. It began entering Quebec last year. It’s now 
the dominant version across more than 2,000 miles 
(3,000 kilometers) of territory, in an extremely rare 

example of the total replacement of historic bird 
dialect by another. Scientist Ken Otter at the 
University of Northern British Columbia, and his col-
league Scott Ramsay from Wilfrid Laurier University, 
described the dizzying pace of this transformation in 
the journal Current Biology. 

“What we’re seeing is like somebody moving from 
Quebec to Paris, and all the people around them say-
ing, ‘Wow, that’s a cool accent’ and start adopting a 
Quebec accent,” Otter told AFP. Their work was based 
on 1,785 recordings between 2000 and 2019, the 
majority made by them but with contributions from 
citizen-scientists, who posted the files on specialist 
sites like xeno-canto.org. In the western province of 
Alberta, about half of the recorded songs ended with 
the triplet in 2004; ten years later, all the males had 
adopted the doublet. In 2015, half of western Canada 
had converted to the doublet version, and by last year, 
the new song had been well established on the western 
tip of eastern Quebec province. At this rate, the his-

toric triplet version may soon exist only in tape 
recordings. 

 
Bird influencers  

The males of the species sing to mark their territo-
ry, and their songs all share a common structure. 
Usually, if a variation appears, it remains regional and 
doesn’t make headway in neighbouring territories. The 
study represents the first time scientists have been 
able to show this kind spread at huge geographic 
scale, said Otter. So how did it happen? Probably in 
the same way that children return from summer camp 
humming new tunes: songbirds from different parts of 
Canada winter in the same parts of the United States, 
then return to their own homes in spring. 

The researchers verified this theory by tagging a 
few of the birds. So it was that in the plains of Texas 
and Kansas, the new song’s first adopters from west-
ern Canada—avian influencers, if you will—popular-
ized the trend among their eastern brethren. Previous 

work has shown that young birds can pick up a foreign 
song after listening to a recording. But to truly under-
stand why the males were willing to abandon the old 
song that had once served them well, the scientists 
have to rely on theories. Otter believes it may be 
because females were more attracted to the new song, 
so young males rushed to adopt it.  

“There seems to be some advantage to adding nov-
el elements into your song that make the song, not 
necessarily more attractive, but increases people’s 
attention to it,” said Otter. Going back to the human 
example, it would be akin to “if all the French women in 
Paris thought that a Quebec accent sounded much 
more interesting than a Parisian accent, and so every-
body starts adopting a Quebec accent.” The hypothe-
sis remains unverified.—AFP 

 

For guests at the “Dolce Hanoi Golden Lake” cof-
fee comes in a gold cup and bath time is taken in 
gilded splendour. The world’s first self-pro-

claimed gold-plated hotel is open for business—and 
the Vietnamese owners insist they have the Midas 
touch despite the cramping of global travel during the 
coronavirus pandemic. The hotel cost $200 million to 
construct with a 24-carat plating across lobbies, an 
infinity pool and rooms with even cutlery, cups, 
shower heads and toilet seats receiving the golden 
treatment. While expensive for Vietnam, at $250 a 
night it is not prohibitive for wealthy locals craving a 
few nights living like Donald Trump, the US President 
renowned for his love of all things that glitter.  

The hotel wants “ordinary people to the super 
rich... to check-in” both physically and on social 
media, said Nguyen Huu Duong, chairman of Hoa 
Binh group that owns the hotel. A gold-plated infinity 
pool overlooks the city, while meals at the 25-storey 
hotel in downtown Hanoi may be mixed with a myste-
rious “gold  substance”, according to the owners. So 
far, the smattering of customers appear to be delight-
ed with Hanoi’s flashiest new digs.   “When I arrived 
here... I felt like a king, you know, the Pharaoh... the 
king of Egypt,” joked Phillip Park, a South Korean 
guest. “I really enjoyed the luxury atmosphere,” 
added Vietnamese guest Luong Van Thuan, saying he 
felt his status had automatically been “raised”. 

The relatively modest construction price tag was 
achieved by sourcing the gold plating locally—signif-
icantly reducing costs. “Our group has a factory that 

can do gold-plated stuff, so the cost for our equip-
ment and furniture here is quite cheap,” Duong said. 
And the pandemic which has strafed global tourism 
has not put him off opening, with Vietnam winning 
praise for its swift lockdown which has contained the 
coronavirus spread. “For sure next year, we will make 
money,” he added.—AFP 

 

Guests pose for selfies at the infinity pool of the newly-inaugurated 
Dolce Hanoi Golden Lake hotel, the world’s first gold-plated hotel, in 
Hanoi.—AFP photos  

Hotel staff wait to welcome guests in the lobby of the 
newly-inaugurated Dolce Hanoi Golden Lake hotel. 

A staff member stands near the lifts in the lobby. 

A staff member poses for a photograph inside the 1,000 USD per night executive two 
bedroom suite of the newly-inaugurated Dolce Hanoi Golden Lake hotel. 

A staff member stands near 
the lifts in the lobby of the 
newly-inaugurated Dolce 
Hanoi Golden Lake hotel. 

The sink and toilet bowl are seen in one of the rooms. 

Staff wait to welcome guests in the lobby. 

A placard hangs on a room’s doorknob.  
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