
Yep, ‘Nope’ rules
at N America
box office

Universal’s new horror flick “Nope”
opened atop the North American box
office, hammering the latest edition

of Marvel’s “Thor” franchise to earn an esti-
mated $44 million, industry watcher
Exhibitor Relations reported Sunday. The
alien-invasion sci-fi mystery, which fea-
tures a Black family struggling to make
ends meet on their bleached California
horse ranch, is the highly-anticipated latest
effort by writer and director Jordan Peele,
whose 2017 debut “Get Out” earned rave
reviews. “This is an excellent opening for
an original horror movie,” said analyst
David A. Gross of Franchise Entertainment
Research. The film-which stars Daniel
Kaluuya, who stole the show in “Get Out”-
managed to bump “Thor: Love and
Thunder” to second spot after the super-
hero blockbuster spent two weeks at num-
ber one.

The action comedy starring a muscle-
clad, self-parodying Chris Hemsworth as
the space viking who finds himself pining
for his ex-girlfriend Jane Foster (Natalie
Portman), pulled in $22.1 million for the
Friday-to-Sunday period, for a worldwide
cumulative total of $276 million. Third spot
belonged to “Minions: The Rise of Gru.”
The latest goofy installment in Universal’s
animated “Despicable Me” franchise took
in $17.7 million, for a cumulative total of
$298 million. “Where the Crawdads Sing”
also slipped one spot, to fourth. Sony’s
adaptation of Delia Owens’ novel about an
abandoned girl who grows up in marsh-
land of 1950s and 60s North Carolina and,
at a murder trial years later looks back on
that rough and violent upbringing, earned
$10.3 million.

Dropping from fourth to fifth was
Paramount’s “Top Gun: Maverick,” the
crowd-pleasing sequel to the original 1986
film that once again features Tom Cruise
as cocky US Navy test pilot Pete
“Maverick” Mitchell. The fighter ace fea-
ture, in its ninth week in theaters, has now
grossed an eye-popping $635 million
worldwide. Baz Luhrmann’s music biopic
“Elvis”-starring Austin Butler as the King
alongside Tom Hanks as his exploitative
manager, Colonel Tom Parker-took sixth in
the Warner Bros film’s fifth weekend of
release, at $6.3 million.

Completing the top 10 were:
“Paws of Fury: The Legend of Hank” ($3.9
million)
“The Black Phone” ($3.4 million)
“Jurassic World: Dominion” ($3 million)
“Mrs Harris goes to Paris” ($1.3 million).

— AFP 
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It might not be speedy, but it’s big, hungry
and fast at reproducing: the giant African
snail, a potential health risk to humans,

has once again invaded the southern US
state of Florida. Jason Stanley, a biologist
with Florida’s Department of Agriculture,
says that the gastropod greedily “feeds on
over 500 different kinds of plants.” “We’re
concerned with that being in our environ-
ment,” he told AFP.

Since June 23, employees from his
agency have been combing through the
gardens of New Port Richey, a small town
on Florida’s west coast, where the invasive
species has taken root. A single giant
African snail can lay up to 2,000 eggs each
year, Stanley explains, which-coupled with
its appetite-could spell disaster for the
state’s robust agriculture industry. In a
grassy plot of land in New Port Richey,
Mellon, a yellow Labrador trained to sniff
out the snails, walks with his handler.

He darts under a tree and sniffs around
in the grass. When Mellon eventually
locates a snail, he sits directly on top of it,
as he’s been trained to do. Florida authori-
ties believe that the snail, native to eastern
Africa, was reintroduced to the state when

someone brought it home as a pet. Unlike
other brown-tinted giant snails, this particu-
lar breed has white flesh. “These white
phenotypes are very popular in the pet
trade,” Stanley noted.

Through the talents of Mellon and
another snail-sniffing canine, more than
1,000 giant African snails have already
been caught in Pasco County, where New
Port Richey is located. Authorities are also
trying to stamp out the giant snails by
applying metaldehyde, a pesticide that is
harmless to humans and animals, accord-
ing to the state. The Florida Department of
Agriculture has established a quarantine
zone within New Port Richey: no plants or
other vegetation can be removed from the
area to try to prevent the snails from
spreading further.

Carries harmful disease 
“Another issue with this snail is that it

carries the rat lungworm, which can cause
meningitis in humans,” Stanley added.
That type of parasite, which has been
detected among the snails caught in Pasco
County, enters rats’ lungs when they eat
the snails and then spreads when the

rodents cough. If a human ingests one of
the worms, Stanley says, it usually makes
its way to the brain stem, where it can
cause meningitis.

Local resident Jay Pasqua still can’t

believe the stir caused by the giant African
snail. In late June, a Department of
Agriculture official came to his lawn mower
sales and repair store in New Port Richey
to flag the presence of the invasive

species.
“In the beginning, it was kind of funny to

see all the attention that a snail was get-
ting,” the 64-year-old told AFP. “But (after)
starting to understand the process of their
growth, how they got here, and what dis-
eases and what problems they cause, it
did become a concern at that time.”

He has since found dozens of the pests
in his garden, although he says he hasn’t
seen any for three days. The giant African
snail has been eradicated from other parts
of Florida twice before, first in 1975 and
then again in 2021. The latter extermina-
tion campaign took place in Miami-Dade
County and was the result of 10 years of
effort at a cost of $23 million.

Stanley says he’s optimistic that this
time will be much easier. “So far, it’s isolat-
ed in one area, and we’re already survey-
ing and treating this area. So we’re very
hopeful that it’s not going to take that
amount of time here.”— AFP
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A local resident of Pasco County, Jay Pasqua, holds dead giant African snails which he
found in his backyard in New Port Richey, Florida.-AFP photos

Employees of Florida Department of Agriculture display various sizes of shells of the
giant African snails near the inspection ground in New Port Richey, Florida .

An employee of the Florida Department of Agriculture
shows eggs of the giant African snail. 
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With its sharp claws, scaly skin and
venomous bite, Guatemala’s
“Sleeping Child” lizard has earned

itself few human friends.  One of them, for-
est ranger Juan Alvarado, has spent the
last 17 years of his life trying to save the
much-maligned creature from extinction.
Alvarado, 68, works at a forest reserve in
Guatemala’s Zacapa department that is
dedicated to saving the Guatemala
Beaded Lizard (Heloderma charlesboger-
ti), dubbed Nino Dormido (Sleeping Child)
by locals for its lethargic gait.

He expertly handles one specimen,
rescued from a nearby village, holding it
deftly by the head and body and placing it
gently on the ground. Seemingly non-
plussed, the lizard slinks off into the under-
growth. “People used to say that if you see
a Heloderma, you’re dead,” Alvarado said
of the reptile’s foul reputation. While the
lizard does pack a painful bite, it is rarely
deadly to humans who nevertheless view
it as a mortal enemy.

Projects to save the critter include
encouraging villagers to bring lost speci-
mens to the park-sometimes in exchange
for payments of food. Its venom, explained
Alvarado, was being studied for possible
use in cures for diseases such as diabetes
and cancer. Yet the creature has a fearful
reputation, and individuals who stray into
areas inhabited by humans are frequently
killed.

Sleeping Child lizard numbers have
been further decimated by human
encroachment on its ever-shrinking habitat,
climate change, and capture for sale as
exotic pets. At one point, they could fetch as
much as $2,000 apiece in Europe, said
Alvarado. Given the multitude of threats,
Guatemalan conservation officials estimate
there are only about 600 individuals left in
the world-an increase from 200 two
decades ago. The International Union for
Conservation of Nature lists the lizard as
endangered. — AFP

Lorenna Dewitz, an employee of Florida
Department of Agriculture, handles a
trained dog Mellon, as he sniffs and
searches for the giant African snails in
New Port Richey, Florida.

Saving Guatemala’s 
poisonous ‘Sleeping
Child’ lizard

A Heloderma horridum
charlesbogerti, an
endemic lizard in danger
of extinction, is seen at
the “Nino Dormido”
Municipal Regional Park.

An iguana is seen at the
“Nino Dormido” Municipal
Regional Park.

Juan Alvarado, 68, of the National Council of Protected Areas (CONAP), holds an iguana is
seen at the “Nino Dormido” Municipal Regional Park, in Cabanas, Guatemala.

A woman holds a Heloderma horridum charlesbogerti, an endemic lizard in danger of extinc-
tion, before releasing it. — AFP photos


