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The tiny lobsters are safe from 
predators-including each other-as 
they eddy in large white plastic 

tanks swirling with artificial currents. In 
a few weeks’ time, as part of a conser-
vation project, they will leave their small 
shed in the northeastern English port of 
Whitby for the open sea. Whitby, whose 
dramatic abbey ruins were an inspira-
tion for “Dracula” author Bram Stoker, 
is Europe’s third-largest lobster port.

Some 100,000 lobsters are landed 
each year, providing jobs for 150 peo-
ple. Joe Redfern, who runs the Whitby 
Lobster Hatchery, hopes eventually to 
release the same number each year 
from his tanks. “We want to make sure 
that the marine environment is protect-
ed and the lobster populations are con-
served for the future,” the 31-year-old 
biology graduate told AFP.

Lobster pots are piled high on the 
quays of the port, but the crustaceans 

were once part of a much bigger fishing 
industry in Whitby. The town’s mainstay 
catch of white fish has collapsed, a re-
sult of overfishing and climate change. 
Fishermen also blame European Union 
quotas, before Britain quit the bloc.

In the 1990s, there were about 30 
big fishing boats in Whitby but by 2005, 
“there was only one”, according to Red-
fern, who has been a fisherman him-
self. White fish such as cod and had-
dock have migrated to colder waters 
north. Some of the Whitby boats moved 
with them, relocating to the Scottish 
ports of Peterhead and Aberdeen. “The 
guys that didn’t want to move, they had 
to migrate into shellfish,” said Jonathan 
Parkin, a 43-year-old Whitby fisherman.

Mass die-off 
A new disaster struck Whitby fish-

ermen from late 2021. Lobsters, crabs 
and other crustaceans began dying off 

in huge numbers. The cause remains a 
mystery. Locals suspect a government 
project to dredge for a new post-Brexit 
“freeport” in the Teesside region, to the 
north of Whitby. They say the dredging 
has stirred up chemical pollutants in the 
seabed-a legacy of Teesside’s past as a 
centre of heavy industry.

But a government-commissioned 
study by independent experts said in 
January that it was “as likely as not that 
a pathogen new to UK waters” was the 
cause. Plans for the hatchery began 
before the mass die-off. But Redfern 
said it could help “bring a bit of hope 
back into the communities” and show 
that “something can be done to start to 
rebuild”. The project involves harvest-

ing female lobsters, each carrying thou-
sands of eggs, from the North Sea so 
that they can hatch safely.

Cannibalism 
In the unforgiving open sea, the sur-

vival rate for lobster larvae is just one 
in 20,000, or 0.005 percent. By allowing 
them to grow in a protected environ-
ment, Redfern hopes to increase that to 
20 or 30 percent. As they are fed and 
develop in their hatchery tanks, the lar-
vae are separated when they reach the 
stage when, in the wild, they are like-
ly to eat each other. After two to three 
months, they are ready for the sea.

“Obviously when we release them, 
they won’t all survive, but what we’ve 

done is protect them over the larval 
stage, which is their most vulnera-
ble period,” Redfern said. The project 
raised more than £100,000 ($120,000) 
to get off the ground, from crowdfund-
ing and corporate sponsorship.

Individual donors can sponsor a lob-
ster and follow it until it is introduced into 
the sea. The idea came from the Whitby 
fishing community, drawing inspiration 
from a similar project in Cornwall, south-
west England. “It’s massively, massively 
important,” said Parkin, who is involved in 
the project. “We’re releasing future gen-
erations of lobsters for future generations 
of fishermen.”—AFP

Volunteer and fisherman Jonathan Parkin inspects an egg-bearing adult female lobster in the 
Whitby Lobster hatchery in Whitby, northern England. — AFP photos

Volunteer Richard Fewlass inspects an adult lobster in the Whitby Lobster hatchery in Whitby.

Manager and marine biologist Joe Redfern 
uses his phone to record stage-four juvenile 
lobsters in a segmented tray to protect them 
from other juveniles, in the Whitby Lobster 
hatchery in Whitby.

Fishers prepare their lobster pots before fishing for lobsters and crabs in the North Sea.

Fishing vessels moored to the quayside in Whitby.

Cops and 
Chechens: TikTok 
duo become 
unlikely stars
Middle-aged Austrian police officer 

Uwe and hip young Chechen so-
cial worker Ahmad may look like 

an unlikely duo, but their TikTok videos 
have become a huge hit in Austria. For 
years the Vienna police have been mull-
ing over ways to reach out to the city’s 
large community of Chechen exiles to 
break down stereotypes on both sides 
and improve dialogue.   Young Chechens 
feel targeted by the police, and say they 
are unfairly associated with crime and re-
ligious extremism in the media.

It didn’t help that in 2021 Austrian po-
lice officers were convicted of beating a 
Chechen after being caught on security 
cameras. It was at a meeting last year 
between police and Chechens to discuss 
ways forward, that Ahmad suggested do-
ing Q&A-style video clips about Austrian 

laws and rules and regulations. “I had a 
lot of problems with the police,” said the 
23-year-old, who left the troubled Cauca-
sus republic as a small child.

“But I had no one I could ask what 
I was allowed to do and what I wasn’t-
or even where I could get legal advice.  
“When I went to the police station to 
ask something, I was often insulted by 
the officers,” he told AFP. Listening to 
him that day at the meeting was Uwe, 
the 59-year-old neighborhood police 
officer who would become the other 
half of their double act.

‘People want selfies with me’
Since November, the duo dubbed 

“Cop and Che”, have been shooting short 
clips addressing a wide variety of issues 
from drugs to “What happens if I don’t 
have my papers?” or  “What am I risking 
by doing graffiti?”  But it was their video 
on the legalities of using firecrackers at 
New Year that literally rocketed them to 
success. So far, their videos, filmed with 
a mobile phone at a shopping mall in Vi-
enna, have been viewed over 2.6 million 
times-a huge audience in a country of 
nine million people.

Even teachers use the clips-which 
often tap into humor to get their point 
across-in schools.  “For us, maintaining 

a dialogue is one of the most important 
things” when it comes to integration, 
said Uwe. The grey-haired police officer 
often enlists Ahmad’s help to decipher 
the expressions and emojis used by 
teenagers in their comments below their 
videos. For the project to take off, “the 
police had to agree to hear our criticism 
so that we could work on a basis of mu-
tual trust,” said Ahmad.

To build bridges, especially with young 
Chechens, the police initially proposed 
football matches and chess games. “If 
you want to reach out to young people, 
that’s not going to work,” said Ahmad. 
Yet, neither “Cop” nor “Che” could have 
guessed that the videos would take 
on a life of their own, reaching not only 
Austria’s 35,000 Chechens but also other 
youngsters who would never dare to ask 
police questions in real life.

“Young people recognize me and want 
to take selfies with me,” said Uwe, who 
has never tasted fame before in his 40-
year career. Ahmad, however, has been 
feeling the downside of their success as 
well as the good, with some accusing him 
of siding with the police.  “But I don’t care, 
I do what I want,” he said.— AFP

Squeezing his eyes shut, a man 
breaks into song while filming 
himself getting a vasectomy-a Tik-

Tok trend helping dispel misinformation 
about the procedure whose demand 
has soared following US upheaval over 
abortion rights. Men across the United 
States have chosen to get snipped since 
the Supreme Court scrapped the federal 
right to abortion when it overturned Roe 
v. Wade last June, according to multiple 
urologists and reproductive health ex-
perts. Myths about vasectomy-a contra-
ception method popularized as the “male 
pill”-have long flourished on the internet, 
fueling what experts describe as nega-
tive attitudes about the procedure that 
has often been used as a punchline for 
emasculating jokes. Viral TikTok videos 
packed with buffoonery and mirth seek 
not only to demolish some of the myths, 
but to also promote the procedure as an 
option for men in solidarity with women 
robbed of basic reproductive rights.

Some men have gone as far as film-
ing themselves, from the waist up, while 
undergoing the surgery. “You’re getting 
neutered” was the title of one such vid-
eo by Las Vegas-based comedian Jim-
my McMurrin, which garnered over five 
million views. The common misconcep-
tions include that vasectomy is akin to 
castration or that it affects the libido and 
hormonal production, said Texas-based 
influencer Keith Laue, who created 
multiple TikTok videos about his proce-
dure. “I do believe they (TikTok videos) 
are helping to fight the myths and mis-
information around vasectomies,” the 
23-year-old told AFP. “I still have testi-
cles. Everything is normal.”

‘Baby factory’ 
The trend stands in contrast to many 

others on TikTok, a platform that experts 
say is flooded with unqualified influenc-
ers who peddle health misinformation, 

including vaccine and abortion-related 
falsehoods, often to boost engagement 
and views. “Many of the recent vasec-
tomy videos on TikTok highlight the Roe 
vs Wade ruling as the impetus for the 
decision to get a vasectomy, and how 
the onus of birth control should not fall 
mostly on women,” Katrine Wallace, an 
assistant professor at the University of 
Illinois Chicago, told AFP.

There is evidence that vasectomy 
rates have “significantly increased” 
since the court ruling, urologist Marc 
Goldstein from the Weill Cornell Medical 
College of Cornell University told AFP. 
That was echoed by several other urol-
ogists and fertility specialists contacted 
by AFP, with many reporting a multi-fold 
increase in vasectomies and a sharp 
spike in web traffic to pages offering in-
formation about the procedure.

Vasectomy, which prevents sperm 
from being released into semen, typi-
cally takes only a few minutes. Among 
the TikTok promoters of vasectomy, 
which experts say is less invasive and 
has a higher success rate than female 
sterilization methods like tubal liga-
tion, are women. Many cheered their 
husbands after they emerged from 
the procedure in viral videos using ti-
tles such as “Snip-Snip! Hooray!” and 
“Closing the baby factory.” 

Also gaining some traction were ed-
ucational videos by health experts who 
corrected wrong perceptions, including 
that vasectomy does not cause impo-
tence or increase the risk of prostate 
cancer. The trend appeared to reso-
nate with young people inclined to use 
TikTok-a platform which allows users to 
speak directly into the camera, creat-
ing a sense of intimacy-as their primary 
search tool even for crucial information 
related to health.—AFP

Chechen social worker Ahmad and Viennese 
police officer Uwe are pictured in a shopping 
mall in Vienna.— AFP photos


