
Notre-Dame paintings removed 
amid lead pollution fears

AFP | Paris

French art experts head-
ed into the stricken No-
tre-Dame cathedral in 

Paris to remove all the remain-
ing paintings yesterday despite 
warnings from an environmental 
group that the site could be a 
toxic health threat.

Officials from the culture 
ministry were allowed into the 
850-year-old landmark to be-
gin retrieving the artworks after 
fire service officials declared the 
scorched structure safe enough 
to go inside.

Firefighters and engineering 
experts have been working on 
the fragile landmark since a dev-
astating blaze on Monday night, 
erecting scaffolding and other 
wooden supports to stop any of 
the stonework collapsing.

“The paintings inside the ca-
thedral have been saved from 
the flames and can now be taken 
down and transported to safe ar-
eas,” France’s Culture Minister 
Franck Riester told reporters at 
the scene yesterday.

“All of the paintings will be 
removed today,” Riester add-
ed, saying that he was feeling 
“very positive” given how most 
of the priceless canvasses, many 
of them dating from the 17th or 
18th century, had been saved.

As firefighters inspected the 
top of the fragile southern fa-
cade, art experts began carrying 
out paintings from the cathe-
dral in protective white film and 
loading them into trucks. 

The artworks were taken to 
the Louvre museum, a centre of 
restoration, where experts will 
repair relatively minor damage 
caused by smoke or water before 
storing the paintings until they 

can be returned.

Lead pollution? 
But as the latest phase of sal-

vage work took place, a French 
charity warned about the possi-
ble health impact from the fire.

The Robin des Bois (Robin 
Hood) organisation said that 
around 300 tonnes of lead from 
the roof and steeple had melted 
in Monday night’s fire, which ac-

cording to officials had reached 
800 degrees Celsius (1,470F) at 
its peak.

“The cathedral has been 
reduced to the state of toxic 
waste,” the association said in a 
statement, calling on French au-
thorities to detoxify the tonnes 
of rubble, ash and waste water 
produced by firefighters.

“Before launching a compe-
tition for the design of a new 

steeple, we should launch a com-
petition to decontaminate what 
at the moment, alas, can be con-
sidered an industrial wasteland,” 
it added.  

After fears about air-borne 
lead pollution on Monday night, 
monitoring service Airparif told 
AFP it did not monitor lead levels 
in real-time but it has sent its 
filters to be analysed in a labo-
ratory.

There was no immediate re-
action from French authorities 
to the claims by Robin des Bois, 
which are of most concern to 
people living and working on the 
Ile de la Cite island where Notre 
Dame stands.

Lead pollution can cause neu-
rological defects for humans, 

especially children, as well as 
nervous system and kidney 
problems. 

Art saved 
Thanks to a human chain 

formed by firefighters and 
church officials on Monday 
night, the vast majority of the 
most sacred artifacts and valu-
able items inside the cathedral 
were saved.

These include the Holy Crown 
of Thorns, which Catholics be-
lieve was worn by Jesus Christ 
at his crucifixion, and a tunic 
thought to have belonged to 
13th-century French crusader 
king, Louis IX, who was made 
a saint. 

Even a copper statue of a roost-
er containing relics that sat atop 
the now-destroyed Notre-Dame 
spire was found among the ash-
es, dented but intact. 

The paintings being brought 
out yesterday included several 
of the great “Mays” paintings, 
which were commissioned 
between 1630 and 1707 by the 
Corporation of the Parisian gold-
smiths.

The giant canvasses, as big as 
three metres by four (10 feet by 
13), depict events from the life 
of the Virgin Mary and were of-
fered to the cathedral every May 
1 as a sign of devotion.
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Around 300 tonnes 
of lead from the 

roof and steeple had 
melted in Monday 

night’s fire
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One of the rose windows below the damaged roof of Notre-Dame-de Paris Cathedral in Paris

Journalist shot dead in Northern 
Ireland in ‘terrorist incident’
AFP | Derry, United Kingdom

A journalist was shot dead 
during riots in Northern 

Ireland in what police  yester-
day were treating as a terrorist 
incident following the latest 
upsurge in violence to shake the 
troubled region.

“Lyra McKee was murdered 
during orchestrated violence 
in Creggan last night,” Assistant 
Chief Constable Mark Hamil-
ton said in a statement.

McKee, 29, had earlier post-
ed an image that appeared to 
be from the riots in the Creg-
gan housing estate in the city 
of Londonderry, also known 
as Derry, accompanied by the 
words “Derry tonight. Absolute 
madness.” 

Images of the unrest post-
ed on social media showed a 
car and van ablaze and hood-

ed individuals throwing petrol 
bombs and fireworks at police 
vehicles.

“A single gunman fired shots 
in a residential area of the city 
and as a result wounded Ms 
McKee,” said Hamilton, adding 
that police believed the gun-
man was a “violent dissident 
republican”.

“We are treating this as a 

terrorist incident and we have 
launched a murder enquiry,” 
he added.

McKee had written for The 
Atlantic magazine and Buzz-
feed News and was named by 
Forbes Magazine in 2016 as one 
of their “30 under 30” outstand-
ing figures in media, according 
to her literary agent Janklow 
& Nesbit.

Police secured the area where journalist Kyra McKee was shot during rioting

Rome’s ‘Holy Stairs’ bared for first time in 300 years
Reuters | Rome 

Rome’s “Holy Stairs,” which 
some Catholics believe were 

climbed by Jesus in Jerusalem, 
have been uncovered from a pro-
tective wooden casing for the 
first time in nearly three centu-
ries and restored.

The 28 marble steps will re-
main bare temporarily for de-
vout pilgrims to climb on their 
knees with direct contact with 
the stone until they are covered 
again in June.

According to tradition, the 

stairs, known as “Scala Sancta,” 
were part of Pontius Pilate’s pal-
ace in Jerusalem and brought to 
Rome by St. Helen, mother of 
emperor Constantine, after she 
converted to Christianity.

But some scientists believe the 
stairs are only part of a legend or 
a symbolic replica of the stairs of 
Pilate’s palace.

Pilate was the Roman gov-
ernor of the province of Judea 
who, according to the Bible, suc-
cumbed to demands by Jerusa-
lem’s Jewish leaders that Jesus 
be crucified.

Pope Innocent XIII ordered 
the stairs encased in wood in 
1723 to protect them from dam-
age from pilgrims.

“We have seen these steps 
carved out in a totally unusual 
way. The feet of pilgrims had 
literally excavated them,” said 
Father Francesco Guerra, rector 
of the Holy Stairs Sanctuary, 
which hundreds of thousands of 
pilgrims visit each year.

Under the wood, restorers 
found coins, photos, rosaries 
and small hand-written notes 
with prayers left over the years.Worshippers pray on the Holy Stairs in Rome, Italy

‘World’s smallest baby boy’ 
set to go home in Japan
AFP | Tokyo, Japan

The world’s smallest baby 
boy, who was born in Oc-

tober in Japan weighing as 
much as an apple, is now ready 
for the outside world, his doc-
tor said  yesterday.

Ryusuke Sekiya was deliv-
ered via emergency Caesarean 
section, after 24 weeks and 
five days of pregnancy as his 
mother Toshiko experienced 
hypertension.

At 258 grams (9.1 ounces) he 
was even lighter than the pre-
vious record holder, another 
Japanese boy who weighed 
just 268 grams when he was 
born last year. That baby was 
discharged from a Tokyo hos-
pital in February.

When Ryusuke was born on 
October 1, 2018, he measured 
22 centimetres (8.66 inches) 
tall, and medical staff kept him 
in neonatal intensive care unit.

They used tubes to feed 
him, sometimes taking cotton 
swabs to apply his mother’s 
milk to his mouth.

Nearly seven months later, 
the boy has grown 13 times 
in weight, now weighing over 
three kilogrammes. He will be 
released from Nagano Chil-
dren’s Hospital in central Ja-
pan over the weekend.

“When he was born, he was 
so small, and it seemed as if 
he would break with a touch. 
I was so worried,” his mother 
said.

Ryusuke Sekiya being treated at a 
hospital in October

Fraud-tainted 
Montenegro 
tycoon challenges 
president

AFP | Podgorica, Montene-
gro

A top businessmen in 
Montenegro accused 

of fraud has said he was the 
victim of a racket by politi-
cians and challenged Presi-
dent Milo Djukanovic to a 
television debate to prove 
“who is telling the truth.”

In mid-January, a video 
clip from 2016 surfaced in 
which Dusko Knezevic, 
chairman of  the Atlas 
Group, appeared to hand 
the then mayor of Podgor-
ica an envelope containing 
what Knezevic later said 
was $100,000 to fund an 
election campaign.

13 killed as church 
roof collapses in 
South Africa
AFP | Johannesburg

The roof of a church 
collapsed during mass 

near the eastern South Afri-
can city of Durban, killing 13 
people and injuring at least 
16, officials said  yesterday.

The accident happened 
on Thursday evening in the 
town of Dlangubo, north of 
Durban, after heavy rains.

“The roof of the building 
collapsed because of heavy 
rains last night ... at this 
point we have a total of 13 
fatalities,” said a spokesman 
for the provincial tradition-
al affairs department.
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27
people live in Nagoro, 

Japan but there are some 
270 scarecrows

Valley of the dolls: 
scarecrows 

outnumber people 
in Japan village

Nagoro in Japan has become known as the valley of dolls after local resident Tsukimi Ayano began placing scarecrows on the 
street to inject some life into her depopulated village

AFP | Nagoro, Japan

In the tiny village of Nagoro, 
deep in the mountains of 
western Japan, the wind 

howls down a deserted street 
with not a living soul to be seen.

But yet the street appears 
busy, dotted with life-sized dolls 
that outnumber humans 10 to 
one, the product of a one-woman 
bid to counter the emptiness and 
loneliness felt in Nagoro, like 
many Japanese villages decimat-
ed by depopulation.

Nagoro, around 550 kilo-
metres (400 miles) southwest 
of Tokyo, has become known 
as the valley of dolls after local 
resident Tsukimi Ayano began 
placing scarecrows on the street 
to inject some life into her de-
populated village.

“Only 27 people live in this 
village but the number of scare-
crows is tenfold, like 270,” the 
69-year-old doll maker told AFP 
in an interview at her home.

It all started 16 years ago when 
the dexterous Ayano created a 
scarecrow dressed in her fa-
ther’s clothes to prevent birds 
eating the seeds she had planted 
in her garden.

“A worker who saw it in the 
garden thought it really was my 
father... he said hello but it was 
a scarecrow. It was funny,” re-
called Ayano.

Since then, Ayano has not 
stopped creating the life-size 
dolls, made with wooden sticks, 
newspapers to fill the body, elas-
tic fabrics for skin and knitting 
wool for hair.

The skillful craftswoman 
needs only three days to make 
an adult-sized doll that are now 
scattered all around the village.

The secret to breathing life 
into the dolls? Applying pink 
colour to the lips and cheeks 
with a make-up brush, revealed 
Ayano.

At the local school, she has 
placed 12 colourful child-sized 
dolls at desks, positioned as if 
part of a lively class poring over 
their books.

The school closed seven years 
ago as there was no one left to 
teach, she recalled sadly.

“Now there are no children. 
The youngest person here is 55 
years old.”

Down the street, a “family” of 
scarecrows lounges in front of an 
abandoned grocery shop while 

a doll dressed as an old farmer 
window-shops next door.

Near the bus stop, a group of 
scarecrows gathers as another 
“father” doll pulls a cart full of 
“children.”

‘It’s lonely now’ 
While never humming with 

people, Ayano remembers as a 
child that Nagoro was once a 
well-to-do place with some 300 
residents and labourers support-
ed by the forestry industry and 
dam construction work.

“People gradually left... It’s 
lonely now,” she said. “I made 
more dolls as I remembered the 
time when the villagewas lively.”

Nagoro’s plight is replicated 
all around Japan, as the world’s 
third-largest economy battles a 
declining population, low birth 
rate and high life expectancy. 

The country is on the verge of 
becoming the first “ultra-aged” 
country in the world, meaning 
that 28 percent of people are 
aged 65 or above.

The latest government report 
shows that 27.7 percent of a pop-
ulation of 127 million -- one in 
four people -- are aged 65 or 
older and the figure is expected 
to jump to 37.7 percent in 2050.

According to experts, around 
40 percent of Japan’s 1,700 mu-
nicipalities are defined as “de-
populated.”

‘Extremely difficult’ 
After World War II, when for-

estry and agriculture were the 
main economic drivers, many 
Japanese lived in rural villages 
like Nagoro. But young people 
started to leave for Tokyo in the 
1960s, said Takumi Fujinami, 
economist at the Japan Research 
Institute.

“The economy was booming 
in Tokyo and industrial areas at 
that time. They were the only 
places people could earn money, 
so a lot of young people moved 
there,” he said.

Prime Minister Shinzo Abe 
has pledged to revive regions 
outside Tokyo by pumping in 
tens of billions of yen, but this is 
not enough to stop young people 

from leaving their hometowns 
to work in Tokyo, Fujinami said.

“In order to combat depopula-
tion, we need people moving in 
to depopulated areas. But recov-
ering the population is extreme-
ly difficult,” he said.

“Instead, it’s important to in-
crease income or improve work-
ing conditions for young people 
in rural areas.” 

For example, companies in 
rural areas tend to have fewer 
holidays than those in Tokyo, 
he said.

“We need to create commu-
nities where young people can 
make a long-term living ,” Fu-

jinami said, adding that subsi-
dising them to move in is not 
enough.

While there is little evidence 
of citizens returning to Nagoro, 
Ayano’s dolls have attracted 
flesh-and-blood peoplefrom as 
far afield as the US and France.

“Before I started making 
scarecrows, nobody stopped by. 
Now many people visit here,” 
she said.

“I hope Nagoro will become 
lively again and many people 
come here for sightseeing.”

“I don’t know what Nagoro 
will look like in 10 or 20 years... 
but I’ll keep on making dolls.”

Life-size dolls depicting schoolchildren at an elementary school

Local resident Tsukimi Ayano walking in front of an abandoned grocery shop decorated with life-size dolls in the tiny village 
of Nagoro in western Japan

Tsukimi Ayano checking on a life-size doll displayed at an elementary school

KNOW WHAT

According to experts, 
around 40 per cent of 
Japan’s 1,700 munici-
palities are defined as 

depopulated

Tsukimi Ayano making the head of a life-size doll at her house 


