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Apolar bear was spotted Saturday in
the Quebec region of Canada,
prompting wildlife officials to warn

residents of a small town stunned by this
very rare appearance. The bear-whose
species has become a symbol of the dan-
gers of global warming-was seen in the
morning hours in Madeleine-Centre in the
Gaspesia region, a peninsula along the
south bank of the Saint Lawrence River, wit-
nesses said. As of Saturday afternoon, offi-
cials were still trying to find the animal.

“The dog was barking and I heard my
partner yell, ʻThereʼs a bear, thereʼs a bear!ʼ”
said Sophie Bonneville, who lives in the
town of 2,000 people located 800 kilome-

ters (500 miles) east of Montreal. Quebec
provincial police put out a tweet warning
people about the bear sighting and urging
them to stay indoors.

Bonneville said nobody in town had ever
seen a polar bear so far south, not even
wildlife officials. “People thought it was a
joke,” she told AFP. “How could a bear
cross the ice pack, swim and make it here?
Even people on the north bank have not
seen such a thing,” she said. Police
patrolled the region, where hiking is popular.

“We went door to door to tell people to
stay indoors,” Quebec provincial police
spokesman Stephane Tremblay told AFP.
He said he had never seen a polar bear in

this area, either. “With climate change, any-
thing is possible,” said Bonneville, who
managed to snap a couple of photos of the
bear before it wandered off into a wooded
area. “What is worrisome is, why did it come
here? Was it global warming? Or was it just
a mistake of nature?” she mused.

In Canada, polar bears-the planetʼs
largest land carnivores-are listed as a “vul-
nerable” species. A 2020 study published in
Nature Climate Change said climate
change could lead to their extinction as
global warming causes the gradual melting
of the Arctic ice pack. — AFP

Rare birth of
Asiatic cheetah
cubs in Iran

An Asiatic cheetah gave birth to three
“healthy” cubs in Iran, the head of
the environment department said

Sunday, calling it a first in captivity for the
endangered species. “Iran”, one of only a
dozen cheetahs found in the Islamic repub-
lic, delivered three “healthy” cubs by C-
section, Ali Salajegheh told IRNA news
agency. “This is the first birth of an Asiatic
cheetah in captivity,” he said.

“By preserving these cubs, we can
increase the cheetah population in captivity
and then in semi-captivity,” Salajegheh
added. The cubs were born in the Touran
Wildlife Refuge in the Semnan province
east of Tehran, where the mother and her

babies are being monitored in intensive
care.

The worldʼs fastest land animal, capable
of reaching speeds of 120 kilometers (74
miles) per hour, cheetahs once stalked
habitats from the eastern reaches of India
to the Atlantic coast of Senegal and
beyond They are still found in parts of
southern Africa, but have practically disap-
peared from North Africa and Asia.

Iran is one of the last countries in the
world where the Asiatic cheetahs live in
the wild and began a United Nations-
supported protection program in 2001.
The subspecies “Acinonyx jubatus
venaticus”, commonly known as the
Asiatic cheetah, is critically endangered,
according to the International Union for
Conservation of Nature.

In January deputy environment minis-
ter Hassan Akbari said Iran is home to
only a dozen Asiatic cheetahs-down from
an estimated 100 in 2010. Their situation
“is extremely critical”, Akbari said at the
time, adding that the animals have been
victims of drought, hunters and car acci-
dents. —AFP

Homemade missiles fizzed, roared and
sputtered across a field in central
Thailand on Sunday as amateur rock-

eteers put their skills to the test in front of
hundreds of revelers. The “Look Noo” festi-
val originated among Thailandʼs Mon ethnic
group as a way to honor deceased monks
in the Buddhist kingdom-using a rocket as a
spectacular way to ignite a cremation fire
from afar. It gradually developed into a com-
petition, with hundreds gathering every year
trying to hit a target around a hundred
meters away-or at least send their projec-
tiles flying further than their rivals.

Sunday saw the resumption of the annu-
al festival-paused since 2019 because of
the pandemic-spurred social distancing
restrictions in Thailand-with around 1,000
spectators amassing in Pathum Thani to
cheer on over two dozen teams. The rock-
ets deployed are around a meter long,

made from metal and wood and filled with
homemade explosives, usually potassium-
based. Their horizontal flight is guided first
by a cable hanging slightly above head-
height, along which they stutter and fizz,
gradually picking up speed and belching
yellow-white smoke.

At the end of the cable, the rocket contin-
ues zipping through the air-and hopefully
towards the target-for a few brief seconds
before careening nose over tail across the
swampy ground. Helpers rush out with red
flags to mark where each rocket landed and
judges keep records along the sidelines.
After every launch, teams have to recalcu-
late the angle of the cable, said Atthapol
Kongkarn, 36.

“We adjust the height each round so the
rocket could hit the target,” he said, as his
teammates rejigged their rocketʼs equip-
ment for its next round. Going for brute pow-

er and distance over accuracy can tempt
teams into danger, Phra Ajarn Samran
Thamavaro Thongbai, the assistant abbot
at Bang Pho Nai temple, told AFP “Some
teams want their rocket to be the fastest
and reach the farthest distance, so they use
a highly explosive material... But if they are
not careful, the rocket might explode,” he
said. “Our rocket also exploded in the past,”
he admitted. 

A parade of dancing and music accom-
panies the rockets to the field, and some
teams write spells and incantations on the
projectiles in the hope of guiding them to
their target-as well as a top prize of $440.
From the safety of the sidelines, spectator
Jongkol Tuusamran, 65, praised the “team-
work” of the amateur gunners. “As Pathum
Thani residents, weʼre proud of this compe-
tition,” she told AFP. — AFP 

Paris is aiming to redevelop the
area around the Eiffel Tower in
time for the 2024 Olympic Games,

but the cityʼs residents are beginning to
rebel over a plan that would see 22
trees ripped up. The Paris mayorʼs
office wants to build tourist facilities and
offices at the foot of the world-famous
landmark. Architectʼs projections show
semi-submerged buildings covered in
greenery.

But campaigners have launched a
petition urging the mayorʼs office to
ditch the plan, expressing particular
concern over the fate of some very old
trees. “We reject the felling and endan-
germent of dozens of healthy trees, in
particular the 200-year-old and 100-
year-old trees, which really are the
cityʼs green lungs,” says the petition,
launched by four environmental groups.
Around 35,000 signatures have been
gathered so far.

Deputy Mayor Emmanuel Gregoire
sought to mollify opponents of the
scheme. “No 100-year-old tree will be
cut down,” he said. His aides told AFP
they were working to reduce the num-

ber of trees to be felled for the project,
having already cut back from 42 to 22.
They also stressed the redevelopment
was part of a plan that involved planting
dozens of trees and creating a green
space across the clogged centre of the
French capital.

But campaigners remain uncon-
vinced. “They are creating some vege-
tation, but they are destroying a lot of it
at the same time,” said Philippe Khayat
of the SOS Paris association, one of
the backers of the petition. The tower is
one of the worldʼs most famous build-
ings and welcomes some seven million
visitors a year. — AFP

In this file photo people sit below the
Eiffel Tower on the Champ-de-Mars on a
sunny day in Paris. — AFP 


