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Flower buyers checking flowers in a warehouse at the Dounan Flower Market. Influencer Bi Xixi (left) dressed in traditional costume doing a livestream at the Dounan Flower Market to
sell flowers with her phone in Kunming in southwestern China’s Yunnan province.

Less than four years after lifting a ban
on cinemas, Saudi Arabia hosted its
first major film festival yesterday as it

eyes a lucrative new industry. Movie houses
were barred for decades until April 2018,
but over the next 10 days, actors and direc-
tors will tread the red carpet at Jeddah’s
Red Sea International Film Festival. The fes-
tival started a day after Jeddah hosted its
first Formula One Grand Prix. It will show-
case 138 long and short films from 67 coun-
tries in more than 30 languages.

Among them are Jordan’s critically
acclaimed “The Alleys”, directed by Bassel
Ghandour, and non-Arabic films including
Joe Wright’s “Cyrano” and “‘83”, the story
of India’s 1983 cricket World Cup victory.
The festival is also expected to honor
Haifaa Al-Mansour, the first female Saudi
director, who shot “Wadjda” in 2012, the
winner of a number of international awards.
The rise of Saudi Arabia’s de facto ruler,
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, in
2017 has ushered in a number of reforms.

“The thought of organizing a film festival

in Saudi Arabia was unimaginable just five
years ago,” said Egyptian art critic
Mohamed Abdel Rahman. The festival also
has an eye on a burgeoning market for
shooting and consuming films in Saudi
Arabia. Saudi Arabia’s annual box office
could reach $950 million by 2030, accord-
ing to a report by multinational accountan-
cy firm PwC. It estimates the kingdom’s
forecast population of nearly 40 million
could absorb up to 2,600 cinema screens.

Underground industry 
A social shift in the conservative Gulf

state has included the lifting of a ban on
women driving and allowing mixed-gender
concerts and other events, even as a strict
crackdown on dissent remains in place.
“Before cinemas reopened in 2018, the
industry was working underground,” said
Saudi director Ahmed Al-Mulla who has
run an annual Saudi Film Festival in the
eastern city of Dammam since 2008. “There
were no capabilities to film or get financing.
It all depended on the individual’s efforts.”

Industry observers, however, say the Saudi
film sector still lacks expertise, as well as
investment. But some big projects are now
becoming reality.

MBC Studios, the production arm of
Saudi-owned Arab media giant MBC Group,
went online in 2018 with huge budgets. It is
currently filming the action movie “Desert
Warrior” in the Neom region, also on the
Red Sea. But it’s not just about big budgets,
said Al-Mulla. Cinema needs “a high stan-
dard of freedom of expression... from featur-
ing women to the freedom of addressing dif-
ferent topics”, he said. “Cinema is the soft
power that can pave the way for the success
of the social and economic changes that are
underway (in the kingdom).” Saudi Arabia
has for decades had a strict interpretation of
Islam and despite the modernization drive,
social restrictions remain in place. “Cinema
is not only an art but needs to be trans-
formed into a culture in Saudi Arabia,” Al-
Mulla said. —AFP 

From cinema ban to film festival:
Saudi rolls out red carpet

100 dead cats 
found in French 
pensioner’s home

Around 100 dead cats were found in
the home of a retired man in south-
ern France, animal protection asso-

ciations said yesterday. The volunteers
were alerted by the niece of the 81-year-
old who entered his house on Sunday after
he was taken to hospital in Nice on the

French Riviera and discovered the lifeless
pets. Most of the dead cats were stored in
sealed plastic or wooden containers, the
regional daily Nice-Matin reported.

In addition to the cats found in and
around the house, there were also remains
of squirrels and rats, and a dog’s jaw. More
than 20 severely undernourished cats were
rescued from the house alive and handed
over to veterinarians or placed in foster
homes. “Judging from their positions most
of the cats were already dead when they
were put in these boxes,” Philippe
Desjacques, president of the La Tribu du
Fourmilier association, told AFP. “But we

think that at least two were locked in
alive.” The mangled remains of one cat
were found on the living room sofa, partly
devoured by other cats.

Desjacques said the pensioner was
probably suffering from Noah syndrome,
which describes people hoarding a large
number of animals, often out of loneliness,
without being able to look after their
needs. Noah syndrome is a category of the
Diogenes syndrome that describes people
hoarding objects. Desjacques said the ani-
mal protection associations would file
criminal charges against the man for mis-
treatment of animals and negligence.—AFP

Boxes of roses, lilies and carnations pile up as
influencer Caicai speaks into her smartphone
from a small studio at Asia’s biggest flower

market-with thousands of customers eagerly await-
ing her view on the best deals. E-commerce is big
business in China and influencers and livestreamers
have made their fortunes showcasing products for
luxury brands and cosmetics firms. Now the nation’s
horticulture industry, worth an estimated 160 billion
yuan ($25.1 billion), is getting in on the action. And
where once people visited markets and florists
themselves, they are increasingly shopping for
blooms via their smartphones.

Online retail now represents more than half the
sector’s turnover. “Five bouquets, only 39.8 yuan
(6.25 dollars) for those that order right away,” the
23-year-old says-a sales pitch she hones for eight
hours a day delivered at lightning speed. “When
you sell something for a long time, the words come
naturally,” she tells AFP. Earnings can be unreliable,
however.

“Flower sales vary in busy and slack seasons, so
a livestreamers’ daily income is very variable. All I
can say is that the more you work, the luckier you
will be,” she explains, as colleagues next to her put
the bouquets in cardboard boxes ready to be
shipped. Demand for cut flowers has soared in
China as standards of living have risen, with the
southern province of Yunnan at the epicenter of that
boom thanks to its all-year mild climate. Provincial
capital Kunming boasts the biggest flower market in
Asia-the second biggest in the world after Aalsmeer
in the Netherlands.

‘Flowers are vital’ 
Everyday at 3 pm, a rose auction starts in a huge

room where over 600 buyers share the day’s supply
behind their screens. “Yunnan represents around 80
percent of flower production in China and 70-80
percent of the flowers on sale pass through our
auction room,” says Zhang Tao, responsible for the
market’s logistics-a crucial role when the goods are
so perishable. “That represents on average more
than four million flowers sold every day. For Chinese
Valentine’s day, we sold 9.3 million in a day.” They

are shipped across China within 48 hours. On the
retail side of the market, another influencer, Bi Xixi,
showcases flowers and bouquets from stalls to sell
on to her own online subscribers. Wearing a tradi-
tional Chinese dress known as a hanfu, passing from
one stand to another with her phone at the end of a
cane, the 32-year-old has racked up around 60,000
subscribers. 

She picks up flowers, shows them on her screen
while followers hurry to place their orders. Bi Xixi
started livestreaming early last year, when China
was paralyzed by the COVID pandemic. That’s
when she realized people were eager to see online
the flowers they could no longer buy outside. Now,

on a good day, she says she manages to sell
150,000 yuan ($23,500) worth of flowers in three
hours of live streaming. She takes around ten per-
cent commission and is optimistic about the future
of the trade. “People appreciate rituals more and
more. Flowers give them a feeling of being happy
and young people are beginning to like buying
flowers,” she says.

The market is still very far from saturation, says
Qian Chongjun, head of the Dounan Flower
Corporation, one of the largest entities on the market.
“Buying flowers every week has become a habit in
many families,” says Qian. “I think that one day they
will become a vital need, like air and water”.—AFP

Asia’s biggest flower market
makes stars out of influencers

This photo shows a vendor selling preserved flowers at his stall at the Dounan Flower Market in Kunming in
southwestern China’s Yunnan province. —AFP photos

Livestreamer Cai Cai selling flowers in a makeshift
studio at the Dounan Flower Market.

Various flowers in rectangular boxes piled up in a
warehouse at the Dounan Flower Market.

A flower buyer checking flowers in a warehouse at the
Dounan Flower Market.


