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Some 183 million people tuned in to
watch this year’s Eurovision Song
Contest, organizers said Monday,

with young online fans driving up viewing
figures for the pop extravaganza. Across
36 countries, the May 22 grand final in
Rotterdam saw an average of 40.5 per-
cent of television viewers tuning into the
world’s biggest live music event-up four
percent from the last contest in 2019, the
European Broadcasting Union said.

The Geneva-based EBU puts togeth-
er the kitsch annual competition, which
was cancelled last year due to the coro-
navirus pandemic. It said viewing figures
among 15-24-year-olds were up seven
percent on 2019, at 52.8 percent.
Meanwhile during the Eurovision week-

which includes the semi-finals-50.6 mil-
lion unique viewers across 234 countries
watched the official YouTube channel, a
figure up 28 percent on 2019. The 18-34
age bracket made up 71 percent of
those who viewed Eurovision’s live
online content.

Italian rockers Maneskin won the con-
test with their song “Zitti e Buoni”, fight-
ing off stiff competition from France and
Switzerland to finish with 524 points.
“We’re thrilled to see that audiences wel-
comed back the Eurovision Song
Contest in such huge numbers and very
proud to have brought millions together
at a time when so many are still apart,”
said executive supervisor Martin
Osterdahl. “The huge success of

Maneskin and so many of this year’s
songs demonstrates that, even in its
65th year, the Eurovision Song Contest’s
impact is bigger than ever.”

Drugs furore 
This year’s final was swiftly engulfed

in a social media storm over speculation
that Maneskin’s flamboyant singer
Damiano David snorted cocaine at the
final. Footage of the lederhosen-clad
vocalist leaning over a table in the hospi-
tality area of the competition went viral.
David insisted he had not taken drugs,
and cleared his name by voluntarily tak-
ing a drugs test. In victorious Italy, 4.3
million watched the grand final-the high-
est number since the country returned to
Eurovision in 2011 after 13 years out.
Host nation the Netherlands saw their
biggest audience since records began in
2003, with 5.4 million tuning in — up 21
percent on 2019. A whopping 78.5 per-
cent of Dutch TV viewers were watching.

However, Eurovision-loving Iceland
once again had the largest viewing
share of any market, at an extraordinary
99.9 percent. Germany delivered the
biggest audience for the 11th consecu-
tive year, with 7.8 million viewers. In
Britain, 7.4 million tuned in — the high-
est number since 2014 — despite the
UK finishing in last place with
Eurovision’s dreaded “nul points”.
Founded in 1950, the EBU is the world’s
biggest public service media alliance. It
has 115 member organizations in 56
countries, plus 31 associates in Asia,
Africa and the Americas.— AFP 

Dissident Cuban
artist to ‘continue 
the struggle’ after
hospital release

Dissident Cuban artist Luis Manuel
Otero Alcantara vowed Monday to
“continue the struggle” after spend-

ing almost a month in hospital following a
hunger strike. Otero Alcantara, 33, was
released earlier in the day from the
General Calixto Garcia university hospi-
tal, which announced “his complete
recovery.” Associates had claimed he
was forcibly taken to hospital after start-
ing a hunger strike that lasted eight days.
“After a month in the hands of the beast,
we’ll see how things go in the streets to
continue the struggle,” Otero Alcantara
said in a video published by opposition
media Cubanet.

He said state security forces had tak-
en his mobile telephone and left him “lit-
erally a month without communication
and with little access to my family,”
adding that he would soon “recount
everything that happened to me.” Otero
Alcantara is the leader of the San Isidro
protest movement (MSI) of artists and
intellectuals pressing for free speech and
other rights in the communist nation. The
Cuban government accuses Otero
Alcantara of being financed by the United
States, which has had sanctions in place
against Cuba for decades.

He went on hunger strike last month to
protest against authorities seizing several
of his works when he was arrested during
a demonstration. He was admitted to
hospital on May 2. His release was
announced by the Havana public health
authority. Otero Alcantara “reiterated his
gratitude to the personnel that looked
after him at every opportunity,” said the
hospital. In the early days of his hospital

stay, authorities released videos of him
appearing in good health but those close
to Otero Alcantara said they had been
unable to communicate with him.

Amnesty International described him
as a “prisoner of conscience” while the
US demanded his immediate release.
After his arrest last month, he was freed
but rearrested several times for trying to
leave his home, which had been sur-
rounded by police. During his hunger
strike, his internet service was cut off and
police prevented people, including two
priests, from visiting Otero Alcantara. The
MSI claimed he’d been taken to hospital
by force and that official medical reports
on his condition were “confusing and
contradictory.”

In a sign of solidarity, last week around
20 Cuban artists asked that their works in
Havana’s Fine Arts Museum be hidden
from public view. The museum rejected
the request, saying it wasn’t in “the public
interest.” Painter Tomas Sanchez, 73,
wrote on Facebook: “Cuban art is going
through dark times ... the criminalization
of difference is not-and never will be-a
path towards coexistence.” — AFP 

Italy’s Maneskin pose for pictures on stage with the trophy after winning the final of the 65th
edition of the Eurovision Song Contest 2021, at the Ahoy convention center in Rotterdam.

Researchers preparing seed samples at the wild plant seeds research
division.

This picture shows a researcher checking seed stored in a long-term storage
room at the Baekdudaegan National Arboretum Seed Vault Centre in the
southeastern mountainous county of Bonghwa.

A researcher checking trial plantations at the wild plant seeds research divi-
sion.

In this grab from an AFPTV video Cuban
artist and dissident Luis Manuel Otero
Alcantara gestures in front of one of his
paintings in Havana. — AFP  

Hidden in a South Korean mountain
tunnel designed to withstand a
nuclear blast, the seeds of nearly

5,000 wild plant species are stored for safe-
keeping against climate change, natural
disaster and war. Plant extinction is pro-
gressing at an alarming rate, researchers
warn, driven by increasing human popula-
tion, pollution and deforestation, even
before many species are catalogued. The
Baekdudaegan National Arboretum Seed
Vault Centre preserves nearly 100,000
seeds from 4,751 different wild plant
species to ensure they are not lost to
“apocalyptic events”, says its head Lee
Sang-yong. It is one of only two such facili-
ties in the world, he told AFP: unlike more
commonplace seed banks, where samples
are stored and regularly withdrawn for vari-
ous purposes, deposits in seed vaults are
meant to be permanent, with use intended
only as a last resort to prevent extinction.
The vault is designated as a security instal-
lation by South Korea’s National
Intelligence Service, surrounded by wire
fences and dozens of cameras, with restric-
tions on filming in place and police
patrolling on a regular basis.

Inside, a lift leads about eight floors
down to a cavernous concrete tunnel,
where two heavy steel doors guard the
storage room and its hand-cranked shelv-
ing racks, kept at minus 20 degrees Celsius
to preserve the seeds and 40 percent
humidity to keep them viable. The vault’s
samples are largely of flora from the
Korean peninsula, but with a capacity of
two million seeds, the South makes its
space available to other countries, with
Kazakhstan and Tajikistan among those to
have taken up the offer. Depositors retain
ownership of their samples and control over
withdrawals.

But Lee pointed out: “The seed vault
stores seeds to prevent their extinction, so
the best scenario would be that the seeds
never have to be taken out.” Despite its
doomsday-defying role, it was built by a
country that in 1950 was invaded by the
neighboring North, and Pyongyang has
since developed a nuclear and missile
arsenal.

The facility was built in the “safest spot”
in South Korea, Lee said, designed to
withstand a 6.9-magnitude earthquake
and even an atomic strike. “It’s geographi-
cally very safe,” Lee said. “And we paved
a 46 metre-deep underground tunnel to
ensure it’s safe from war and nuclear
threats.”

‘Race against time’ 
The world’s biggest and best-known

seed vault is buried deep inside a former
coal mine on Svalbard, a remote Arctic
Norwegian archipelago around 1,300 kilo-
meters (about 800 miles) from the North
Pole. Dubbed the “Noah’s Ark” of food
crops, the Global Seed Vault focuses on

agricultural and related plants, storing more
than one million seed samples from nearly
every country on the planet. But
researchers say preserving the seeds of
wild plants-the original source of the crops
we eat today-should not be overlooked.

Many crop relatives in the wild that
could provide genetic diversity to help long-
term food security “lack effective protec-

tion”, according to a recent UN report. It
warned that farming was likely to be less
resilient against climate change, pests and
pathogens as a result, adding: “The bios-
phere, upon which humanity as a whole
depends... is declining faster than at any
time in human history.” Wild plants hold
promise as future medicines, fuels and
food, said the Royal Botanic Gardens Kew
in a report last year, but around two-fifths of
them are threatened with extinction, largely
due to habitat destruction and climate
change.

It was a “race against time” to identify
them before they disappeared, it added.
Research on wild plant seeds is “lacking
tremendously”, said Na Chae-sun, a senior
researcher at the Baekdudaegan National
Arboretum. She and her team collect sam-
ples and carry out a meticulous and exten-
sive process including X-ray tests and trial
plantations before seeds are catalogued
and stored in the seed vault. “One might
ask why is that wild flower on the kerbside
important?” she said.  “Our job is to identify
these one by one and letting people know
how important they are,” she went on. “The
crops that we eat today may have come
from that nameless flower on the kerb-
side.”— AFP

This picture shows a researcher preparing seed samples at the wild plant seeds research divi-
sion of the Baekdudaegan National Arboretum in the southeastern mountainous county of
Bonghwa.

Officials preparing to enter a storage room in a tunnel at the Baekdudaegan National
Arboretum Seed Vault Centre in the southeastern mountainous county of Bonghwa.

This picture shows the exterior of the Seed Vault Centre at the Baekdudaegan
National Arboretum in the southeastern mountainous county of Bonghwa, as the
center head Lee Sang-yong (second left) interviews with AFP. — AFP photos


