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Astart-up entrepreneur from South
Africa wants to change the way
edible caterpillars popularly known

as “mopane worms” are viewed and eat-
en. For many people, particularly from
western European backgrounds, the idea
of eating insects is still riddled with fear
and inhibition. But they can be a valuable
source of nutrition and farming them is
not detrimental to the environment.

South African chemical engineer
Wendy Vesela has found ways of turning
the spiky green and black caterpillars-
which are packed with protein and iron-
into a flour that can be used in savoury
biscuits, sweet chocolate protein bars,
cereals or smoothies. When steamed
and sliced, mopane pieces can also be
used as pizza toppings. Vesela says she
has found domestic and international
customers for her organic products.
Edible insects and worms may indeed be
gaining popularity in Western cultures.

But food anthropologist Anna Trapido
insists that the trend should not be seen
as just another dietary fad, a “kind of
adventure tourism, where you get a
badge” for eating them. “Mopane need to
be treated with respect because they are
part of peopleʼs emotional, spiritual, culi-
nary genres,” she said. In Veselaʼs home
province of Limpopo, where she grew up
in a town not far from the world-famous

Kruger National Park, mopane is a staple
food, cooked in a sauce of onions and
tomatoes.

ʻMore protein than steakʼ
The caterpillars are “a healthier option

of protein”, she said. And itʼs “not a worm.
So people have just to get over that fear.”
Vesela tried to woo reluctant customers
with biscuits and protein bars at a recent
food fair in Johannesburgʼs upmarket
Sandton district.

“I wonʼt eat a worm. Iʼm sorry, itʼs dis-

gusting. But if you give it to me in the
form of a chocolate... itʼs really delicious,”
said Gail Odendaal, 38, walking away
with a bag of protein bars. Mopanes are
environmentally friendly, too, requiring no
extra water or land, as they breed and
feed on mopane trees, which grow in hot
and dry regions of southern Africa. They
are a better source of protein than many
other foods on the market, said dietitian,
Mpho Tshukudu.

“Itʼs high in protein, in essential fats
and minerals, especially iron. It has more

iron than the most expensive piece of
steak,” she said. With demand rising
since she started her venture seven
months ago, Vesela plans to expand the
business and have multiple harvests a
year. She now hires rural women to gath-
er mopanes when they are in season in
December and April. The mopanes are
gutted, boiled and dried to then be used
whole or milled.— AFP

Fossil discovery
solves mystery 
of  how pandas 
became vegetarian

The discovery of panda fossils in
China has helped researchers solve
the mystery of how the giant species

developed a “false thumb” and became
the only dedicated vegetarian in the bear
family. Fossils dating back about six mil-
lion years found in southwest Chinaʼs
Yunnan province included a greatly
enlarged wrist bone called a radial
sesamoid. It is the oldest known evidence
of the modern giant pandaʼs false thumb
that allows it to grip and break heavy bam-
boo stems, scientists wrote on a research
paper published in the latest edition of the
Scientific Reports.

The fossils belong to the now-extinct
ancient relative of the panda called an
Ailurarcto that lived in China six to eight
million years ago. “The giant panda is... a
rare case of a large carnivore with a short,
carnivorous digestive tract... that has
become a dedicated herbivore,” Wang
Xiaoming, curator of vertebrate palaeon-
tology at the Natural History Museum of
Los Angeles County, said.

“The false thumb in Ailurarctos shows...
for the first time, the likely timing and steps
in the evolution of bamboo feeding in pan-
das.” Researchers had known about the
pandaʼs false thumb, which works similar
to a human thumb, for about a century.
But the lack of fossil evidence had left
unanswered questions about how and
when the extra digit - not seen in any other
bear - evolved.

“While the giant pandaʼs false thumb is
not the most elegant or dexterous... even
a small, protruding lump at the wrist can
be a modest help in preventing bamboo
from slipping off bent fingers,” Wang
wrote. The fossils found near Zhaotong
city in the north of Yunnan included a false
thumb that was longer than that found in
modern pandas, but without an inward
hook on the end.

The hook and a fleshy pad around the
based of the thumb evolved over time
since it had to “bear the burden of consid-
erable body weight”, the paper said.
Pandas traded the high-protein, omnivo-
rous diet of their ancestors for bamboo,
that is low in nutrients available year-round
in South China millions of years ago. They
eat for up to 15 hours a day and an adult
panda can consume 45kg of bamboo a
day. While their diet is mostly vegetarian,
wild panda are known to occasionally hunt
small animals.—AFP 

At the age of 85, Uruguayan Olga
Diazʼs kidneys are failing - she was
beginning to despair at her bleak

future, kept alive by 12 hours of dialysis
per week. But at the clinic where she
receives her treatment, Diaz has found a
new “will to live” thanks to live tango and
milonga performances. “This is more than
medicine,” Diaz told AFP from the
Diaverum clinic in Montevideo.

It is 9:00 am and Diaz is one of 20
patients sitting in armchairs, all connected
to the “artificial kidneys” that purify their
blood. Suddenly the sound of the
machines and chattering nurses are
drowned out by bandoneon music and a
voice singing the classic tango piece
“Naranjo en flor.” Smiles break out across
the faces of patients, including Diaz, who
visits the clinic three times a week to
spend four hours connected to a machine.

“I had fallen into a routine. I did things
but without my old enthusiasm,” she
said. “The music gave my soul life and
gave me the will to live, joy, enthusiasm,
those things that were fading.” Other
patients agree that these mini-concerts
have improved their quality of life. Rafael
Gutierrez, 46, says music “makes time
go faster” and makes the dialysis treat-
ment “much more bearable.” The show
lasts 40 minutes and every patient has a
front row seat.

Hospital Tango 
Scientific research shows that listening

to music reduces anxiety and stress, and
stabilizes the heartbeat and pulse. It also
affects the areas of the brain related to
pleasure by boosting dopamine. Musicʼs
therapeutic benefits have been “amply
demonstrated,” says nephrologist Gerardo
Perez, 68, adding that the World Health
Organization (WHO) has “for years” rec-
ommended incorporating art and culture
into health systems.

That is why he has spent two decades
playing tango on his bandoneon to dialysis
patients. But last year, his personal initia-
tive was transformed into the “Hospital
Tango” project that puts on mini concerts
in health centers and hospitals. The idea is

to temporarily take people away from their
“worry, illness, uncertainty, suffering.”
“Often they donʼt know what their diagno-
sis is or what will happen in their lives,”
said Perez. In hospital, “they have a lot of
time to be alone, often worried.”

Other bandoneon players, singers and
guitarists have come on board to perform
throughout Montevideo. Inspired by the
Spanish Musicians for Health NGO, the
group is now trying to set itself up as a

charity, widen its activities and branch out
onto a national level. For now, the group
focuses on tango, which Perez touts as
“world cultural heritage,” but its mission
could expand to include other forms of
music or even theater. In fact “any artistic
expression,” is on the table, according to
Perez.

ʻMuch more than respiteʼ 
In a small room, bandoneon players

Abril Farolini, 22, and Ramiro Hernandez,
35, and singer Paola Larrama, 37, put on
protective gowns and facemasks. It is an
unusual experience for musicians, as is
the early morning hour and the audience
of hospital patients connected to dialysis
machines. But adapting to such a strange
environment reaps dividends: namely the
satisfaction of giving “much more than
respite,” said Hernandez, who was a
founding member of Hospital Tango. 

“It also generates happiness and good
humor,” he added. For Larrama it is a
“very moving” experience, especially given
the patientsʼ “willingness to connect.” “Itʼs
not the same as playing somewhere
where the people came to see you,” she
said. “Here we are bringing something to
them, while people are going through a
different experience.”—  AFP
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An attendee reacts as she tastes mopani worm chocolate at the
Hostex food Expo in Sandton.
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A panda enjoys a cake made with ice during its birthday at a zoo in Nanning, in China’s
southern Guangxi region. — AFP

A bowl of dried Mopani worms is seen at the Hostex food Expo in Sandton. A South African start-up entrepreneur is
changing the way people view and eat protein- and iron-packed mopane caterpillars. —  AFP photos

Bandoneonists Abril Farolini, 22, Ramiro Hernandez, 35, and singer Paola Larrama, 37, perform
at the dialysis room in the Diaverum Center for kidney patients, as part of the Hospital Tango
project, in Montevideo.— AFP 

Drought-hit 
Verona introduces
restrictions on
using water

The city of Verona, in northeast
Italy, on Saturday announced
restrictions on the use of drink-

ing water, due to an ongoing drought
in the Mediterranean country. “Due
to the weather situation and its
impact on the water supply, the may-
or has signed an order restricting the
use of drinking water for domestic
purposes,” read a message on the
cityʼs website. Under the drought
order, which lasts until the end of
August in the town of quarter of a
million people, it will be prohibited to
use drinking water to water gardens
or sports fields.

The water must also not be used
to wash cars or fill swimming pools,
with a breach of the rules punishable
with a fine of up to 500 euros ($520)
in the town famous as the home of
the ill-starred lovers Romeo and
Juliet. Municipalities across Italy
have begun introducing some form
of water rationing after an unusually
hot and dry spring sparked wide-
spread alarm. The Po river, Italyʼs
longest river and its largest reservoir
of fresh water, is suffering its worst
drought in 70 years.

The Maggiore and Garda lakes
are both far lower than usual for this
time of year, while further south, the
level of the River Tiber that runs
through Rome has also dropped.
Last week, the mayor of Milan
announced the northern Italian cityʼs
fountains would be switched off as
part of water restrictions imposed
due to the drought. Italyʼs largest
agricultural association, Coldiretti,
has warned that the drought is put-
ting over 30 percent of national agri-
cultural production and half of live-
stock farming in the Po Valley at risk.

The northern region of
Lombardy has called a state of
emergency, directing mayors to
curtail non-essential water use,
such as street washing and water-
ing parks and sportsgrounds. The
weather conditions have also hit
Italyʼs hydroelectric plants.
Hydropower facilities, mostly locat-
ed in the mountains in the countryʼs
north, provide almost one fifth of
Italyʼs energy demands. —AFP

A vendor (left) interacts with an attendee looking at a mopani worm
chocolate bar at the Hostex food Expo in Sandton.

An attendee holds a mopani worm at the Hostex food Expo in
Sandton. 


