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Displaced Syrian, Wissam Diab, 19, plays the oud at his new home, a tent surrounded by luscious plants, which recreates his childhood home, in
the town of Atme in Syria’s northwestern Idlib province. — AFP photos

Wissam Diab shows his books at his new home.

Wissam Diab is pictured at his new home, a tent surrounded by luscious plants, which recre-
ates his childhood home.

This handout photo shows the 3-month-old giant panda cub Xiao Qi Ji (SHIAU-chi-ji), which
translates as “little miracle” in English. — AFP 

This handout picture released by Snapchat shows Snapchat’s latest feature called “Spotlight”. — AFP photos

The votes are in and counted and the
giant panda born at the Washington
zoo three months ago is to be

named Xiao Qi Ji, or “Little Miracle,” the
zoo in the US capital said on Monday.
Xiao Qi Ji was one of four Mandarin
Chinese names put up for public online
vote and nearly 135,000 votes were
received between November 16 and 20,
the Smithsonian’s National Zoo said.
“Giant pandas are an international sym-
bol of endangered wildlife and hope, and
Xiao Qi Ji’s birth offered the world a
much-needed moment of joy amidst the
Covid-19 pandemic,” the zoo said in a
statement. 

The male panda was born on August
21 to Mei Xiang, 22, the second-oldest
documented giant panda in the world to
give birth. She was artificially inseminated
in March with frozen semen from Tian
Tian, 23. More than 1.5 million people
have tuned in to watch the baby panda
and Mei Xiang on the zoo’s Giant Panda
Cam. “Watching Xiao Qi Ji always puts a

smile on my face,” said Steve Monfort,
director of the Smithsonian’s National Zoo
and Conservation Biology Institute.  “We
are grateful that those who share in our
joy have helped us pick the perfect name
for our panda cub.” Mei Xiang has now
given birth to four surviving offspring.

All cubs born at the zoo move to China
when they are four years old under a
partnership contract in which China owns
the pandas. The zoo’s breeding agree-
ment with China expires in December
and it is currently discussing an extention
with the Chinese authorities. Fewer than
2,000 giant pandas still live in their natu-
ral habitat in China, while some 600 more
live in zoos and breeding centers around
the world, according to the zoo. The
Washington zoo closed its doors on
Monday for an undetermined time
because of the surge in Covid-19 cases
in the United States. — AFP

Snapchat on Monday unveiled a
new curated short-form video feed
in a stepped up challenge to

social media rivals like TikTok. The new
format called Spotlight will allow
Snapchatters to see content from influ-
encers and other members of the net-
work popular with young smartphone
users. Spotlight is aimed at broadening
the connections among Snapchat users
by enabling anyone to create a video
that gets distributed on the platform. It
aims to encourage more users to create
short-form video “snaps” which can be
embellished with filters and augmented
reality effects.

Parent firm Snap describes Spotlight
as a “new consumption experience” for
the social platform with an estimated
249 million active users at the end of
September. The company said the new
offering could enable anyone to have
their videos viewed by millions of users,
and potentially earn money from them.
Snap said that all videos on Spotlight

will be reviewed by human moderators
before being shown on the platform-in
contrast with rivals which use automat-
ed systems and in many cases respond
to inappropriate content after the fact.
Another difference will be the lack of

public comments on Spotlight, eliminat-
ing the need for moderation of abusive
or unwelcome content.

Spotlight aims to become a “person-
alized” feed which will be curated by
algorithm based on users’ viewing
habits-a move following the lead of
TikTok which has seen sizzling growth
in recent months. The launch comes
amid increasing competition among
social networks and rivals copying
Snapchat’s disappearing messages.
Facebook’s core social network has
been losing ground among younger
audiences to rivals like Snapchat and
TikTok, even as Facebook-owned
Instagram continues to grow in that
demographic group. A Piper Jaffay sur-
vey of US teens last month showed
Snapchat is their favorite social media
platform, and that TikTok overtook
Instagram for second place. — AFP

This handout picture released by Snapchat
shows Snapchat’s latest feature called
“Spotlight”.

Among the olive trees in northwest-
ern Syria, displaced teenager
Wissam Diab plucks an oud out-

side his new home, a tent surrounded by
luscious plants. Inside, there are more
tumbling indoor plants and a collection of
tiny cacti, as well as dozens of books
lined up on a cloth-covered table from
authors such as Fyodor Dostoyevsky,
Haruki Murakami and Egypt’s celebrated
Naguib Mahfouz, the only Arab to win the
Nobel Prize for literature. Syria’s war

forced the Diab family to flee their village
of Kafr Zita in central Hama province, but
when 19-year-old Wissam moved into a
tent in northwestern Syria he decided to
recreate his childhood home.

“It’s been four years, and we haven’t
been able to find a house or go back
home,” said the young man with green
eyes and shoulder-length brown hair.
“What I’ve done with the tent is me try-
ing to settle down.” And settle down he
did in his own tent in an olive grove in

the area of Atme, in Idlib province near
the Turkish border, while his parents
and two sisters have a separate tent
next door. A patterned stone path leads
up to the front door and wooden sticks
top the canvas roof. All around, plants
and flowering shrubs thrive in large
plastic pots, or in neat rows in the soil of
his front garden.

Indoors, he has hung a textile curtain
along the tarpaulin wall, and made a
small living room with a floor-level sofa.

An ornate red carpet pads out his tent
underfoot. “Our home was like this. We
had a garden, we had a library, we had a
lot of flowers,” he said. It “was like this,
but much, much better”. Syria’s war has
killed more than 380,000 people and dis-
placed millions since starting in 2011. In
Idlib, a major rebel bastion, around half
of the three million inhabitants live in
tents or shelters, many after losing their
homes in other parts of the country now
back under government control.

New home ‘from scratch’ 
In October 2016, Diab and his family

were forced to flee their home further
south, as regime aircraft bombarded the
surrounding area in a bloody campaign
that killed his only brother. Scrolling
through his smart phone, Diab shows
images of their old home in Kafr Zita,
which he says was blitzed in the fighting.
The family lived in a displacement camp
until eight months ago.

But as fears mounted over the spread
there of the novel coronavirus, they
decided to move away to somewhere
more secluded.

When they ran for their lives four years
ago, the Diabs grabbed the bare neces-
sities and Wissam managed to save a
few of his precious books. His collection
now contains 85 novels and other books,
including translated works by
Dostoyevsky or Murakami, he says.
“Here I had to start again from scratch. I
bought plants and books, and built the
library up again,” he said. To pass the
time, he is also teaching himself to play
the oud via tutorials on YouTube. Diab
says many of his neighbors were sur-
prised to see how much energy he had
poured into transforming his tent. But the
young Syrian says he fears it will be
some time before anybody can go home.
“I know we will be here for a while,” he
said. So in the meanwhile, he looks after
his cacti collection and waters his creep-
ing jasmine. — AFP

Wissam Diab reads a book sited in front of his new home.

Wissam Diab is pictured at his new home.

Wissam Diab plays the oud at his new home. Wissam Diab shows his little cactus at his
new home.


