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At the side of a railway track on the
outskirts of Frankfurt, Cocker Spaniel
Monte is enthusiastically sniffing the

ground, his long furry ears flopping around
his nose. When he finds what he is looking
for, he obediently stops, sits and is delighted
to receive a treat from his trainer. Monte is
one of six dogs being trained by German rail
company Deutsche Bahn to identify the
presence of protected species in potential
construction sites. The dogs “can take us
directly to where the animals are” and can
work all year round in any weather condi-
tions, says Jens Bergmann, director of infra-
structure projects at Deutsche Bahn’s net-
work subsidiary.

Finya, Fenna, Storm, Eskil, Monte and
Whisper use their keen sense of smell to sniff
out snakes, toads, bats, lizards and other
creatures whose presence could hamper the
progress of construction works.” The law
requires us to identify the possible presence
of protected species,” explains Bergmann.
“We then either have to protect them on site
or find a new habitat for them.” Without the

dogs, this process can take specialists up to
a year. But having them on board reduces
the timeframe to less than two months, and
is much less invasive.

It also avoids “the unpleasant surprise of
finding animals when the machines are
already there”, says Kathleen Spittel-Schnell,
one of the dog trainers. “This can lead to
additional delays in the project or, worse still,
to a complete halt in construction,” says
Spittel-Schnell, who is also employed by the
rail group as a protected species specialist.

Lizards and snakes 
Electric car mogul Elon Musk knows this

all too well-last year, Tesla was forced to sus-
pend construction work on its planned factory
outside Berlin over concerns about protected
lizards and snakes. Deutsche Bahn has
already relocated some 12,000 endangered
animals since 2010. As part of their training,
the dogs are presented with a large metal
container with holes in it, a bit like a bottle
bank. Behind one of the holes is the scent of
an endangered species. Golden Retriever
Whisper tickles the holes with his muzzle
before plunging his nose into one of them.

Monte is just one year old but already
knows what to do if he finds an protected ani-
mal: don’t put your paws or your muzzle on
it. Just sit and wait for your treat. While dogs
have been used as a monitoring technique
for decades, “it is only recently that they have
garnered serious attention by ecologists from
all over the world”, according to a study pub-
lished in March in the British journal Methods
in Ecology and Evolution. Dogs are already
being used to detect wildlife in the United
States, as well as to identify endangered
species or items such as ivory passing ille-
gally through customs. — AFP

The man who handed Alec Baldwin
the gun that killed a cinematograph-
er admitted he didn’t fully check it,

documents revealed Wednesday, as the
sheriff investigating the fatal shooting
spoke of “complacency” on the US movie
set. Halyna Hutchins died after Baldwin
shot her with the Colt .45 he was pointing
at a camera for low-budget western
“Rust” being filmed in New Mexico. The
live round passed through her torso and
struck director Joel Souza in the shoulder.

Assistant director Dave Halls told
detectives he remembers seeing ammuni-
tion in the period weapon before he hand-
ed it to Baldwin. Moviemakers sometimes
use inert, or dummy, bullets in props. “He
advised he should have checked all of
them, but didn’t, and couldn’t recall if
(armorer Hannah Gutierrez-Reed) spun
the drum” to show him what was inside
the gun, an affidavit says.

Halls handed Baldwin the weapon
using the phrase “cold gun”-industry lingo
for an inert firearm. An investigation into
last Thursday’s fatal shooting has recov-
ered 500 rounds of ammunition from the
set, Sheriff Adan Mendoza told reporters,
adding that detectives believe they were a
mix of blanks, dummies and live rounds.
Entertainment trade website The Wrap
reported this week that crew members
had been using prop weapons just hours
before Hutchins was killed, shooting at tin
cans for target practice. “We have recov-
ered what we believe to be possible addi-
tional live rounds on set,” Mendoza said.

“We’re going to determine how those
got there, why they were there, because
they shouldn’t have been there. “I think
there was some complacency on this
set,” he added. As the film’s armorer,
Gutierrez-Reed, 24, would have been
responsible for supplying and keeping
weapons safe on set, ensuring that they
are accounted for at all times and locked
away when not in use. She told detec-
tives that on the day of the incident guns
were secured while the crew ate lunch,
but that ammunition was not, according
to the affidavit.

Mendoza told reporters more ques-
tions were being asked of the people who
“inspected or handled the firearm... before
it got to Mr Baldwin.” “We’re going to try to
determine exactly how that happened and
if they should have known that there was
a live round in that firearm.” “Rust” crew
members had complained about lax on-
set protocols, and a gun was mistakenly
fired at least twice on set in the days
before Hutchins’ death, multiple US out-

lets have reported.
It emerged this week that Halls had

been sacked as assistant director of a
previous production because of a gun
safety violation that had resulted in a
minor injury to a crew member. Santa Fe
district attorney Mary Carmack-Altwies
said context such as this might affect any
eventual decision to prosecute in the
“Rust” shooting. “It obviously could play
into whether charges get filed or not,” she
said. Asked whether Emmy Award-win-
ning Baldwin-who also served as a pro-
ducer on the movie-could face criminal
charges, she said it was not out of the
question. “All options are on the table. No
one has been ruled out at this point,” she
told a press conference.

Legal experts told AFP that despite
there being no doubt that Baldwin, 63,
pulled the trigger, he is unlikely to be
charged with a crime. “(Baldwin) appears
to have reasonably believed that this was
not a loaded weapon,” said University of
Southern California law professor
Gregory Keating. This fact would leave
him some way short of being culpable for
involuntary manslaughter. More likely,
said legal consultant Bryan Sullivan,
Baldwin and his fellow producers-there
are 12 people credited with variations of
this role-are likely to face action for civil
damages.

“I anticipate that everybody’s going to
be sued,” he said. Baldwin is expected to
be named in any lawsuit because of his
deep pockets, and because his fame
would help draw media coverage, accord-
ing to Sullivan. “A plaintiff’s lawyer would
definitely want to name Alec Baldwin to
get the money in there,” he added. — AFP

Trainer Alexandra Hoerand
uses a tablet to log endan-
gered species as her Cocker
Spaniel Monte sits next to
her during a demonstration
by German rail operator
Deutsche Bahn in Frankfurt
am Main, 
western Germany.
—AFP photos

A Cocker Spaniel named Monte, who is being
trained as detection dog to find endangered
species, is pictured.

In this file photo US actor Alec Baldwin
attends DreamWorks Animation’s “The Boss
Baby: Family Business” premiere at SVA
Theatre in New York City. — AFP 


