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People take selfies while riding camels in Mesaieed, Qatar. — AFP photos People ride camels in Mesaieed, Qatar.

Shaheen stretched out on the sand
and closed his eyes, but there was
little time to rest for the camel.

World Cup fans coming in droves to the
desert outside Doha were ready for their
perfect Instagram moment: riding a camel
on the rolling dunes.

As Qatar welcomes more than a mil-
lion fans for the monthlong World Cup,
even its camels are working overtime.
Visitors in numbers the tiny emirate has
never before seen are rushing to finish
a bucket list of Gulf tourist experiences
between games: r ide on a camel’s
back, take pictures with falcons and
wander through the alleyways of tradi-
tional markets.

On a recent Friday afternoon, hun-
dreds of visitors in soccer uniforms or
draped in flags waited for their turn to
mount the humpbacked animals. Camels
that did not rise were forced up by their
handlers. When one camel let out a loud
grunt, a woman from Australia shrieked,
“it sounds like they’re being violated!”
Nearby, a group of men from Mexico
dressed in white Qatari thobes and head-
dresses took selfies.

“It’s really an amazing feeling because
you feel so tall,” 28-year-old Juan Gaul

said after his ride. The Argentine fan was
visiting Qatar for a week from Australia.
Cashing in on the opportunity are the ani-
mals’ handlers who, thanks to the World
Cup, are making several times more than
they normally would. “There’s a lot of
money coming in,” said Ali Jaber al Ali, a
49 year-old Bedouin camel herder from
Sudan. “Thank god, but it’s a lot of pres-
sure.”

Al Ali came to Qatar 15 years ago but
has worked with camels since he was a
child. On an average weekday before the
World Cup, Al Ali said his company would
offer around 20 rides per day and 50 on
weekends. Since the World Cup started,

Al Ali and the men he works with are pro-
viding 500 rides in the morning and anoth-
er 500 in the evening. The company went
from having 15 camels to 60, he said.
“Tour guides want to move things fast,” Al
Ali said, “so they add pressure on us.”

As crowds formed around them, many
camels sat statue-like with cloth muzzles
covering their mouths and bright saddles
on their bodies. The smell of dung filled
the air. Like other Gulf cultures, camels
once provided Qataris a vital form of
transport and helped in the exploration
and development of trade routes. Today,
the ungulates figure into cultural pastimes:
camel racing is a popular sport that takes
place on old-school tracks outside the city.

Al Ali said he knows when an animal is
tired - usually if it refuses to get up or sits
back down after rising to its feet. He can
identify each camel by its facial features.
“I am a Bedouin. I come from a family of
Bedouins who care for camels. I grew up
loving them,” Al Ali said. But the sudden
rise in tourists means there’s less time to
rest between rides, he said. A short ride
lasts just 10 minutes while longer ones
run 20 to 30 minutes long.

Normally, Al Ali said a camel can rest
after five rides. “Now, people are saying
we can’t wait ... because they have other
plans they need to go to in the middle of
the desert,” he said. Since the World Cup
started, the animals are taken for 15 to 20
- sometimes even 40 rides - without a
break.

Al Ali’s day starts around 4:30 a.m.,
when he feeds the animals and gets
them ready for customers. Some tourists
have been arriving at dawn, he said,
hoping to get the perfect sunrise shot,
“so we have to work with them and take
photos for them.” From midday until 2
pm, both handlers and camels rest, he
said. “Then we start getting ready for the
afternoon battle.”

But not every visitor has been taken by
the experience. Pablo Corigliano, a 47
year-old real estate agent from Buenos

Aires, said he was hoping for something
more authentic. The excursions start on a
stretch of desert by the side of a highway,
not far from the industrial city of Mesaieed
and its vast oil refineries. “I was expecting
something more wild,” said Corigliano. “I
thought I would be crossing the desert,

but when I arrived, I saw a typical tourist
point.” Soon after, Corigliano and a group
of friends looked for a dune buggy to race
into the desert. — AFP

Prominent Iran
actor freed on bail
Aprominent Iranian actor has been

released on bail more than a week
after her arrest for having supported

nationwide protests, local media reported.
Hengameh Ghaziani “was released today
based on an order from judicial authori-
ties,” state news agency IRNA reported
late Sunday. Tasnim news agency added
that she was let out on bail.

Her release came a day after two of the
most prominent figures arrested over the
demonstrations-former international foot-
baller Voria Ghafouri and dissident
Hossein Ronaghi-were also freed on bail,
reports said. Iran’s judiciary reported on
November 20 that Ghaziani was among
eight celebrities and politicians interrogat-
ed for their comments about the protest
sparked by the September 16 death in
custody of Mahsa Amini, 22.

Amini had been arrested for an alleged
breach of Iran’s strict dress rules for
women. Thousands of people have been
arrested and dozens killed in connection
with what Iranian officials call “riots”
fomented by Western enemies. Before her
detention Ghaziani, 52, had already indi-
cated she had been summoned by the
judiciary, and then published a video on
Instagram of herself removing the obligato-
ry hijab head covering. She is a two-time
winner, in 2008 and 2012, of the best
female actor award at Tehran’s Fajr film
festival.—AFP

World Cup frenzy puts strain on Qatar’s camels

People pose for a photo atop
camels in Mesaieed, Qatar.

A camel sits in the
sand between
tour groups in

Mesaieed, Qatar.

A camel waits for the next group of riders in
Mesaieed, Qatar.

A man takes a selfie while riding a camel in Mesaieed, Qatar.

Wordplay, blank signs,
music: How China is
protesting zero-COVID

Holding up blank pieces of paper, co-
opting the national anthem, compli-
cated wordplays: protesters in China

are devising a myriad of creative ways to
voice dissent against the government and
its zero-COVID policy. Here’s how many
Chinese have attempted to evade censor-
ship to demonstrate their anger and show
support for protests:

Blank signs 
Protesters in multiple cities, including

Beijing on Sunday, held up blank A4-sized
sheets of white paper in a sign of solidarity
and a nod to the lack of free speech in
China. Others posted white squares on
their WeChat social media profiles. Viral
photos also appeared to show students
from top Chinese university Tsinghua hold-
ing up signs showing Friedmann equa-
tions-chosen for the similarity between the
physicist’s name and the phrase “freed
man” or “freedom”. And after authorities

blocked more obvious keywords and place
names from internet searches, nonsensi-
cal posts comprising repeated characters
with “positive” meanings went viral on the
WeChat super-app and the Twitter-like
Weibo, including some that simply read
“right right right right right” and “good good
good”.

By Monday, many of the earlier non-
sense posts and references to “A4 paper”
had been wiped from social sites, though
similar posts continued to spread. Social
media users also turned to advanced
wordplay to discuss the protests, using
terms like “banana peel”, which has the
same initials as President Xi Jinping’s
name in Chinese, and “shrimp moss”,
which sounds similar to the phrase “step
down”.

Sarcasm 
Some crowds over the weekend called

explicitly for Xi to step down, and yelled
slogans like “No to Covid tests, yes to
freedom,” referencing a banner hung up
by a solo protester in Beijing just before
the Communist Party Congress in
October. Others were more cautious, hold-
ing what appeared to be silent protests
and offering flowers and candles to com-
memorate victims of a deadly fire in

Xinjiang last week that prompted the latest
wave of anger.

In Beijing, a crowd at the Liangma
River on Sunday night shouted “I want to
do Covid tests! I want to scan my health
code,” inspiring Weibo users to post simi-
larly sarcastic phrases. Video clips of Xi as
well as quotes from the president have
been repurposed to support mass demon-
strations, including one clip of him saying:
“Now the Chinese people are organised
and aren’t to be trifled with.”

Music, football 
Groups in multiple locations across

China sang the national anthem and the
Internationale at their gatherings, pre-
empting accusations by Beijing that
protests were unpatriotic or instigated by
foreign forces. And one viral video that
was swiftly taken down by censors pur-
portedly showed students at a university
dormitory singing the song “Boundless
Oceans, Vast Skies” by Cantonese pop
band Beyond-an ode to freedom also
adopted by pro-democracy protesters in
Hong Kong before the pandemic.

Netizens also spread memes about the
ongoing World Cup in Qatar, using images
of unmasked football fans to mock China’s
strict zero-Covid policy. In one widely

shared video that has since been cen-
sored, a social media user overlaid audio
of people screaming “put your mask on!”
and “do a Covid test” on scenes of cheer-
ing World Cup spectators.

Jumping the firewall 
International social media platforms like

Twitter and Instagram are blocked by
China’s virtual Great Firewall, but tech-
savvy residents have been able to post
information on the protests using special
Virtual Private Network (VPN) software. To
get the message out beyond China’s bor-
ders, anonymously run Twitter accounts
are opening up their inboxes to video sub-
missions from across the country, while
several protest live streams have been
hosted on Instagram.

And Chinese students studying abroad
have organized similar demonstrations
around the world, including in several
North American and European cities. In
one Instagram video geolocated by AFP,
singing protestors put up a mock street
sign from Shanghai’s Urumqi Road on a
lamppost outside China’s consulate in
Toronto, Canada. — AFP

Members of the local Chinese community hold placards at a vigil in support of the protests
against Beijing’s zero-COVID policy taking place across China.

Students hold up placards including blank white sheets of paper on the campus of the Chinese
University of Hong Kong, in solidarity with protests held on the mainland over Beijing’s COVID-19
restrictions. — AFP photos


