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A photo taken on Feb 23, 2021 in Florence shows
Italian criminal lawyer Alessandro Traversi with a
facsimile reproduction of the “Book of the Nail”
(Libro del Chiodo). —AFP photos

A visitor views the exhibition “Dante 700 - A portrait
of Dante and the poet’s places in Massimo Sestini’s
photographs” on Feb 23, 2021 at the Santa Maria
Novella church in Florence. 

This picture taken on March 8, 2021 shows Zalina Bakar and Daud Kasim inspecting caladium plants for
sale at their nursery in Sungai Besar outside Kuala Lumpur. —AFP photos

This picture taken on March 7, 2021 shows Leiister Soon pruning his plants in his home in Kuala Lumpur. 

Learning to tell your elephant ears from your
flamingo flowers has become the latest virus
lockdown escape in Malaysia, where house-

plants are very much in season. Collectors are search-
ing out specimens with intricate patterns in a dazzling
array of reds, yellows and greens, and sharing their
best on social media. “It’s like looking at a painting,”
collector Leiister Soon told AFP, admiring the broad-
leaf caladium - elephant ear plants - at his Kuala
Lumpur home.

“Taking care of plants meant that I can divert my

attention - (it is) better than watching the number of
COVID cases going up.” The plants are known as
“keladi” in the local Malay language, but the trend has
grown to encompass other species, such as anthuriums
- known as flamingo flower, or laceleaf -and alocasias,
whose varieties include the silver dragon.

Once relatively cheap, prices surged last year when
lockdowns confined Malaysians to their homes, and
many collectors started posting images of their
favorite plants on social media. While some still cost as
little as 20 ringgit ($4.80), the rarest can now fetch up

to 6,000 ringgit each. Soon says he spent more than
20,000 ringgit on plants in the past year alone.

“During the lockdown, people were at home think-
ing about how to beautify their homes,” nursery own-
er Daud Kasim told AFP in Sungai Besar, 100 km
northwest of Kuala Lumpur. “They could look at
these plants - and their stress would go away.” An
avid collector himself, Daud said he started selling
keladi plants in late 2018 but demand exploded dur-
ing the pandemic.

Nearly half of his nursery’s inventory is now made

up of such plants, with foreign varieties from coun-
tries such as Thailand, China, the United States and
the Netherlands. Standing among thousands of pot-
ted specimens, Daud said the trend was here to stay,
even as authorities gradually begin lifting restrictions.
Malaysia first imposed curbs last year shortly after
the start of the pandemic and had to implement
restrictions again in January when a new wave hit, but
the outbreak is slowing. Health authorities have
reported more than 300,000 infections and over
1,000 deaths. — AFP  

AChinese hotel built around a central polar
bear enclosure for the non-stop viewing
pleasure of its guests opened Friday to imme-

diate condemnation from conservationists. At
“Harbin Polar Land” in northeastern China, the hotel
bedrooms’ windows face onto the bears’ pen, with
visitors told the animals are their “neighbors 24
hours a day”. 

A video shows the bears - a threatened species -
photographed by crowds of guests under harsh
warm lights, in a space consisting of fake rocks and
icicles, and a white painted floor. Animal rights
organizations reacted with outrage, urging cus-
tomers to stay away from establishments profiting
“from animals’ misery”. “Polar bears belong in the
Arctic, not in zoos or glass boxes in aquariums - and
certainly not in hotels,” said PETA Asia’s Vice
President Jason Baker. 

In the wild, polar bears usually roam territories
that can span thousands of miles, Baker added.

Harbin is famous for its ice-carving festival, and the
hotel resembles a giant igloo, with its roof topped
by artificial ice. But some Chinese social media
users expressed unease at the theme being taken to
this extreme. 

“A panoramic prison for polar bears... haven’t we
learned anything about animal cruelty?” one com-
mentator said. “Gaps in China’s wildlife protection
law allows businesses to exploit animals without any
concern for their welfare,” a spokesman for China
Animal Protection Network, who declined to be
named, told AFP.

Chinese authorities recently changed the law to
ban the consumption of wildlife for food, after spec-
ulation over the origins of the coronavirus nudged
investigators towards a Wuhan market selling ani-
mals. But the use of parts of endangered species in
traditional medicine remains rampant, and Chinese
circuses and zoos are often criticized for poor stan-
dards in animal housing and care.  —AFP

Having only just woken up from hibernation, a brown bear
named Ero lazily strolls between the trees under a snow-
capped mountain in central Kosovo, enjoying life along-

side his chubby partner Mira. Yet just eight years ago, he was a
so-called “restaurant bear” - chained up in front of an eatery,
forced to drink alcohol and serve as entertainment for cus-
tomers in a bizarre and cruel practice that was popular in
Kosovo after its late 1990s war with Serbia.

Ero is one of nearly 20 bears rescued from that abuse who
now live in a rolling 16-hectare refuge near the capital Pristina,
replete with trees, berry bushes, ponds and artificial dens.
Named the Pristina Bear Sanctuary, it is a rare conservation
success story in Kosovo, where poverty, corruption and political
crises are still overwhelming the former Serbian province 13
years after it declared independence.

That leaves the environment low on the scale of priorities,
with plastic bags a common sight along rivers and roadsides,
while coal plants pump black smog into the sky outside Pristina.
“From the beginning, it was clear to us that saving bears was
only the first phase of a larger project, to raise awareness of the
need to defend the wild,” said Afrim Mahmuti, director of sanc-
tuary. “Kosovo belongs to us, its environment, too, we are
responsible for it”, he added.

Tense rescues 
The story of the sanctuary began after a group of Austrian

soldiers deployed as part of KFOR - a NATO force in Kosovo -
were shocked by the sight of bears trapped in cages for the
amusement of restaurant patrons. They alerted their embassy in
2011, who then urged local authorities to stop the practice.
Eventually it was agreed that Austrian NGO Four Paws would
create a refuge on land provided by the municipality of Pristina.
The harder part turned out to be rescuing the bears from their
owners. The tense operations were carried out under the pro-
tection of special police forces supported by KFOR soldiers,
recalled Dardan Gashi, who was minister of the environment at
the time and a key champion of the project. “Some of the own-
ers were members of the former (pro-independence) guerrillas,
they thought they were invulnerable and imagined we wouldn’t
dare go there,” he told AFP. In one case, an owner “killed three
bears before we arrived”, Gashi added. Before their transfer, the
animals had to be tranquilized “because they were also very
aggressive”, and for some, getting off the alcohol - which was
used by owners to sedate the bears - was challenging.

‘Papa bear’ 
The first resident of the sanctuary was Kassandra, a brown

bear that had been abandoned in a cage in front of a restaurant
when the owner closed the business. She was in “terrible shape,
in a metal cage no larger than two-by-three meters, exposed to
the elements without any protection or shelter,” said Roswitha
Brieger, the wife of the former Austrian ambassador to Pristina,
Johann Brieger, and a key player in the project.

For months, the bear was living in her own excrement, sur-
viving off of food brought by locals who took pity. Mustafe
Gashi, a mellow 57-year-old who works at the sanctuary, recalls
how Kassandra’s arrival in early 2013 earned him the nickname
“Papa Bear”. Despite his current reputation as an animal lover,
Gashi was brought up in the rural highlands and therefore
taught to be on guard with wildlife.

“When I was a kid, the (adults) used to scare us by telling
us that the bears were going to eat us,” he told AFP. But while
waiting for construction of the sanctuary to be completed,
Gashi, who was originally hired as a security guard, offered to
sleep in a building next to the one where Kassandra was
housed. He regularly checked on his neighbor’s well-being, and
developed a loving relationship. “I saw that the bears did not
eat us”, he laughed.  Gashi also recalled bottle-feeding three
wild cubs who were brought to the sanctuary after their moth-
er was killed. “Never in a million years would I have imagined
holding a bear in my arms and raising it like my children,” he
said, explaining that he “never took care” of his two sons “like
he took care of the bears.”

The site’s core mission has been achieved - since 2014,
there have been no more cases of detained bears in Kosovo,
said director Mahmuti, whose next project is to find a home
for a lion and wolves that were held illegally. The sanctuary
employs about 30 people and its operating costs, some
400,000 euros ($480,000) annually, are funded in large part
by Four Paws. The year before the pandemic, the site wel-
comed some 40,000 visitors, mostly families and students.
“It’s a success story,” said Milot Kurshumlia, a 39-year-old
environmental activist who hopes it “won’t be the last”. “We
can see how useful the interaction between institutions, civil
society and wildlife defenders is.”  —AFP 

Dante’s “Divine Comedy,” considered one of the
world’s greatest literary works, came to light
after a miscarriage of justice which Italian legal

experts now want to correct - some seven centuries on.
The man whom Italians call the “Supreme Poet” was
exiled from his native Florence in January 1302, after
finding himself on the losing side of a feud between the
city’s “White” and “Black” political factions. 

“Our objective is to assess, in the light of new evi-
dence that may emerge, if these (three) verdicts (against
Dante) could be the subject of a retrial, or ideally be
quashed,” criminal lawyer Alessandro Traversi told AFP.
To do that, Traversi has invited fellow lawyers, senior
judges and prosecutors - plus the descendants of both
Dante and the judge who banished him from Florence -
to reopen the case at a May 21 conference.

Count Sperello di Serego Alighieri, an astronomer
with a direct bloodline to Dante, will take part alongside
the scion of Cante de Gabrielli, the judge who exiled the
poet. “I find it interesting to review this affair,” said the
judge’s descendant, Antoine de Gabrielli. But he added
that he would not seek to uphold his ancestor’s position
that Dante was guilty. “I’m not going to fight,” the
Frenchman told AFP.

Even if a full-blown retrial is unlikely to materialize,
given all the practical and legal issues, Traversi stressed
the value of a symbolic gesture of reparation towards
Dante, who “legally speaking, for the City of Florence is
still a person with a criminal record”. 

Burnt at the stake 
As well as a poet, Dante was a politician who served

as one of Florence’s nine elected rulers, or priors, for a
regular two-month term in 1300. It was this post that
landed him in trouble. When the “Blacks” faction retook
Florence in 1301 with the help of Charles of Valois,
brother of King Philip IV of France, and the support of

Pope Boniface VIII, Dante and other “White” priors
were tried in absentia. 

In Jan 1302, Cante de Gabrielli found them guilty of
corruption and political patronage, gave them three
days to pay a huge fine and banned them from public
office. Dante and the others were also stripped of their
assets. Two months later, de Gabrielli sentenced them to
be burnt at the stake if they tried to return to Florence. 

In 1315, after Dante refused the terms of an amnesty,
another judge changed the sentence to death by
beheading, also for the poet’s sons. Dante survived,
roaming from one Italian city to another. Relatively little
is known about his life, but he is believed to have com-
pleted the “Divine Comedy”, an imaginary journey
through hell, purgatory and heaven, shortly before his
death in 1321. Exile is a major theme in the book, which
also offered Dante the chance for some personal score-
settling: in it, he made sure to find a place in hell for
Boniface VIII and his other earthly foes.

Political trial 
Experts have long agreed that Dante was the victim

of biased judges. But Alessandro Barbero, Italy’s most
famous medieval historian, recently suggested that cer-
tain charges against him may have had some substance.
Dante definitely did not take bribes, but it is “not exact-
ly impossible” to imagine he exploited his role in office
to favor his political allies, Barbero wrote in a recent
biography.  Traversi hopes to set the record straight on
this - and dispel any doubts about Dante’s rectitude. His
conference will be one of several events honoring the
poet on the 700th anniversary of his death - most set to
be celebrated in a rather subdued fashion due to coron-
avirus restrictions. “We hope to do it in person, but we
are ready to do it remotely if necessary,” the Florentine
lawyer said.

Margherita Cassano, a judge from the Court of
Cassation, Italy’s supreme court, will draft a final report
from the conference, and all deliberations will be pub-
lished in a book, Traversi said. However, Serego
Alighieri - the descendant who not only carries Dante’s
name, but also shares with him the distinctive family
trait of an aquiline nose - noted it all came a little late.
“Dante was convicted, he went into exile, he was exiled
all his life, he never returned to Florence,” he told AFP.
“Anything that can be done for him (today) will not
change any of that.” —AFP

A brown bear plays at the Pristina Bear Sanctuary in
the village of Mramor on Feb 12, 2021. — AFP photos

A visitor stands outside the fence of the Pristina Bear
Sanctuary.

People look at polar bears inside an enclosure at a
newly-opened hotel, which allows guests views of
the animals from rooms on the premises in Harbin,
northeastern China’s Heilongjiang province, on
March 12, 2021. —AFP photos

People take photos of a polar bear inside an enclo-
sure at the hotel.


