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People queue up to drop off their hamsters at the New Territories South
Animal Management Centre in the Shatin area of Hong Kong yesterday.

A hamster named ‘Marshmallow’ plays inside a cage before being
dropped off at the New Territories South Animal Management Centre
in the Shatin area of Hong Kong yesterday.

A woman holds up a cage with a hamster named ‘Marshmallow’ before
entering the New Territories South Animal Management Centre in the
Shatin area of Hong Kong yesterday.

Iraqi musician Naseer Shamma plays the oud during rehearsals at the Iraqi National Theater in Baghdad. Long uprooted from his native Iraq, Shamma, an icon of
the Arabic oud, has returned home to help rekindle the flame of Iraqi music, snuffed out by decades of conflict. —AFP photos

Hong Kong’s government faced outrage yester-
day over its decision to cull thousands of
small animals after hamsters in a pet store

tested positive for COVID-19. Like China, Hong
Kong maintains a “zero-COVID” policy, stamping
out the merest trace of the virus with contact trac-
ing, mass testing, strict quarantines and prolonged
social-distancing rules. Their latest measures target
hamsters and other small mammals - including chin-
chillas, rabbits and guinea pigs - which authorities
on Tuesday said will be culled as a “precautionary
measure”.

The move came after hamsters sold at the
Little Boss pet shop tested positive for the Delta
variant - now rare in Hong Kong. Officials
dressed in full PPE gear carried red garbage bags
marked with biohazard warnings out of the shop
on Tuesday night. Authorities “strongly encour-
aged” anyone who bought a small mammal after
December 22 - right before Christmas - to give
up their pet for culling.

Outside a government-run animal centre yester-
day, a man surnamed Hau told AFP his 10-year-old
son was inconsolable about culling “Pudding”, a
recently bought hamster, but that he was worried
about the health of his elderly parents living in the
same household. “I have no choice - the government
made it sound so serious,” Hau told AFP, showing
videos of his son wailing in front of Pudding’s pink
cage. One hamster lovers’ group said it received
more than 20 inquiries about whether owners had
to give up their furry friends.

Authorities said Tuesday the COVID-positive
creatures were believed to be imported from the
Netherlands, with Hong Kong’s health secretary
defending the move as part of “precautionary meas-
ures against any vector of transmission” - despite a
dearth of evidence showing animal-to-human trans-
mission. About 1,000 animals sold at Little Boss and
another 1,000 hamsters in dozens of pet shops will

be culled, authorities said. The import of small mam-
mals has also been halted.

‘No one can take my hamster’ 
Animal lovers across Hong Kong reacted

with alarm: a Change.org petition garnered
more than 23,000 signatures in less than a day,

and the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to
Animals (SPCA) denounced the decision. “The
SPCA is shocked and concerned over the
recent announcement about the handling of
over 2,000 animals,” it said in a statement sent
to AFP yesterday. One owner - who bought her
pet on January 1 - was defiant, pushing back on

the government’s cull.
“No one can take my hamster away unless they

kill me,” she told local media outlet The Standard
yesterday. She recalled a recent birthday party
attended by officials that resulted in multiple
COVID infections and left Hong Kong’s leadership
redfaced. “Will they also kill all infected COVID-19
patients and their close contacts?” the owner
demanded. “If all people who attended the birthday
party are culled then I will hand my hamster to the
government.”

A grim humor settled on Hong Kong-centric
social media accounts, with netizens publishing
illustrations of hamsters wearing surgical masks or
facing off with the Grim Reaper. The city’s largest
opposition party also waded into the controversy,
saying the “indiscriminate killing” policy will only
cause “public resentment”. “If cats, dogs or other
animals get infected in the future, will they also be
targeted for ‘humane dispatch’?” wrote Felix Chow,
the animal rights spokesperson for The Democratic
Party, on the group’s official Facebook page.

‘An unpopular decision’ 
But the government’s decision has some support-

ers. Top microbiologist and government advisor
Yuen Kwok-yung had praised the measure Tuesday
as “decisive” and “prudent”. Yesterday he told local
radio that his defense of the policy had earned him
“some emails telling me to go to hell”. Yuen said the
Agriculture, Fisheries and Conservation Department
did not have enough staff to quarantine hamsters
and test them daily, “so they had no choice but to
make such an unpopular decision”. When ques-
tioned about Hong Kong’s hamster cull, the World
Health Organization said some animal species can
be infected with the coronavirus, and animals can
reinfect humans. “That risk remains low but it is
something that we are constantly looking at,” said
the WHO’s Maria Van Kerkhove. —AFP

A hamster named ‘Marshmallow’ plays inside a cage before being dropped off at the New Territories South
Animal Management Centre in the Shatin area of Hong Kong yesterday. Pet owners were instructed by the
government to give up recently purchased hamsters, chinchillas, rabbits and guinea pigs as the city culls
thousands of small animals after hamsters in a pet store tested positive for COVID-19. —AFP photos

Big cats caged in zoos are at risk from
catching COVID-19 from their keepers, a
study said Tuesday. Research led by sci-

entists at the University of Pretoria found three
lions and two pumas fell ill with coronavirus-
and the clues point to infection by their han-
dlers, some of whom were asymptomatic.
“Reverse zoonotic (animal-borne) transmission
of COVID-19... posed a risk to big cats kept in
captivity,” the authors said. 

The investigation was launched after three
lions at an unnamed private zoo in
Johannesburg fell ill last year with breathing
difficulties, runny noses and a dry cough. One
of the three developed pneumonia while the
other two recovered after experiencing milder
symptoms. As the signs were similar to cora-
novirus among humans, the animals were tested
for COVID-19 and these came back positive. To
establish the source of the infection, 12 zoo
workers who had had direct and indirect con-
tact with the animals were then tested, five of
whom tested positive.

“This data suggests that SARS-CoV-2 was
circulating among staff during the time that the
lions got sick, and suggests that those with
direct contact with the animals were likely
responsible for the reverse zoonotic transmis-
sion,” said Marietjie Venter, a professor of
virology at the university. Genome sequencing
on viral samples taken from the humans and the
animals found that the lions had become infect-
ed with the Delta variant of COVID-19, which
was circulating in South Africa at the time.

A year earlier, two pumas that had exhibited
signs of anorexia, diarrhoea and nasal dis-
charge also tested positive for COVID. They
were treated and recovered after three weeks.
A PCR test of the pumas’ faeces at the time
confirmed the presence of COVID. When the
scientists tried later to do genetic sequencing,
there was insufficient viral material left to
determine which variant was to blame. The
assumption however, is that the pumas also fell
ill after being infected by humans. The research
appears in a peer-reviewed, open-access jour-
nal called Viruses. —AFP

Long uprooted from his native
Iraq, Naseer Shamma, an icon of
the Arabic oud, has returned

home to help rekindle the flame of Iraqi
music, snuffed out by decades of con-
flict. “When you are in your own coun-
try, you feel very high emotions with
the audience,” the master string player
said in an interview with AFP. At nearly
60, the virtuoso who studied under late
Iraqi oud legend Munir Bashir still
appears in awe of his instrument, as
well as those that accompany it. 

“All those instruments are Iraqi-you
have the santur for example. Each one
is from 2000 BC,” he said at the
national theatre orchestra packed with
Iraqi instruments. “They are very his-
toric instruments and the sound is a
very special sound.” Speaking between
rehearsals, he added: “There is nostal-
gia here, with friends. I studied in
Baghdad for six years and I always feel
more comfortable when I play here.” 

But such nights in Baghdad have
become more of an exception than
the rule for Shamma, a native of Kut,
in the country’s southeast. Exiled in

1993 under dictator Saddam Hussein,
he only returned to Iraq for the first
time in 2012. In the interim, he spent
time in Cairo, as well as launching
schools of Arabic oud across the
Middle East, before settling in Berlin,
where he lives now.

‘Education first’ 
Aside from his musical mission, his

latest Baghdad performances come
with another purpose. “Now we’re
playing to help education. My new
project is called ‘education first’. We
need to help Iraqi schools,” Shamma

said. As UNICEF has pointed out,
“decades of conflict and under-invest-
ment in Iraq have destroyed what used
to be the best education system in the
region and severely curtailed Iraqi chil-
dren’s access to quality learning”. 

From the Iran-Iraq war of the 1980s
to the subsequent international embar-
goes, the 2003 US-led invasion and the
later Islamic State group takeover, Iraq
has struggled to emerge from bloody
turmoil. “And of course, three or four
generations paid the price of this,”
Shamma said.

Despite the sluggish pace of Iraq’s
recovery and the political disputes that
always threaten to erupt into new vio-
lence, the musician is hopeful for change.
“We hope that music... will change the
soul of people,” he said. While Iraq is
still far from its cultural heyday of the
1970s and 80s, it has recently seen a
fledgling renaissance, with art galleries
opening and book fairs and festivals
being held. “We need to close the bad
past and start again a new life with a
new memory and a new vision for the
future,” Shamma said. —AFP


