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Gazans take respite from war’s destruction at dinosaur park
Saud Abu Ramadan

Gaza City

G 

aza Strip residents are 
taking a step back — way 
back — in time to find a 
respite from the con-
stant reminders of the 

dangers of life under occupation.
They are visiting Dinosaur City 

on Gaza’s Mediterranean shore. 
Since its mid-June opening, the 
“Dino Park” in the gigantic Sharm 
Amusement Park on Gaza’s south-
ern shore has drawn thousands of 
visitors.

Less than a year after a war, 
which Israeli said was in retalia-
tion for the firing of rockets from 
Gaza at its cities, the park offers a 
chance to briefly leave behind the 
fighting that left more than 2,200 
people dead and rendered 20,000 
homes uninhabitable. The fighting 
left thousands of children in Gaza 
suffering post traumatic stress dis-
orders, which have symptoms such 
as depression, anxiety, lack of sleep 
and fits of rage.

It is rare for Gaza’s children to 
be exposed first-hand to models of 
huge creatures they have only seen 
on television.

“I’m so happy to be here because 
it is the first time in my life I visit 
a place like this,” said 11-year-old 
Lina Mattar.

“I want to thank Sharm Park be-
cause it gave the children of Gaza 
this beautiful gift,” she said, beam-
ing a smile as she, her parents and 
three siblings watched a screeching 
dinosaur.

“We need places like this not only 
in Gaza but in all of Palestine.”

Visitors enter through an effigy 
depicting the head of a dinosaur 
with its mouth wide open. The 
short tunnel portraying a dino-
saur’s throat leads to a lush jungle 
garden. There, 15 different Chi-
nese-made model dinosaurs make 
loud sounds, violently shake their 

heads and tails and open their big 
mouths, bringing sounds of joy, 
laughter and clapping from specta-
tors.

Lina’s father, 36-year-old Deyaa, 
said 2014’s Israeli war “badly dam-
aged the psychology of our children 
and traumatised them. This is a 
good getaway place.”

“These parks help change our 
children’s moods,” he added, point-
ing out that not many Gazan can af-
ford to take their children to such 
parks. Entry to the “Dino Park” 
costs about 80 cents per child; tick-
ets for adults are $1.80.

Mohammed Assar, Sharm Park’s 
director of public information, said 
there were similar dinosaur parks 
in China, the United Arab Emirates 
and Britain.

“The park takes the children from 
the world of books to the world 
of virtual reality, where they can 
watch the dinosaurs move and hear 
the sounds they make,” Assar said.

He said the park came to exist-
ence to “give visitors a real image 
on how dinosaurs lived”.

More than 700 species of dino-
saurs have been identified. How-
ever, palaeontologists predict there 
are many species still to be discov-
ered. Dinosaurs went extinct about 
65 million years ago.

At Dino Park, the 15 different di-
nosaurs on display are huge and 
each produces a different comput-
er-generated sound, which Assar 
said “is not hazardous” for visitors.

Assar said the park was the brain-
child of four Gazan engineers, who 
carried out the $100,000 project 
with financing from local investors. 
Building materials were imported 
from China through Israel.

“The difficulty we faced is the 
wait time for the material to come,” 
he said. “We were not sure that 
Israel would let us bring the dino-
saurs and the other raw materials, 
such as melting bars, wood, metal 
fences and rocks.”

Much of the material is prohib-
ited under an Israeli blockade im-
posed on Gaza’s Hamas rulers fol-
lowing their violent takeover of the 
strip from the moderate Palestine 
National Authority in 2007. The 
Israelis ban materials it says might 
be used to dig smuggling tunnels or 
mount attacks on Israel.

In addition to being an amuse-
ment area, the park should also be 
seen as a “cultural and educational 
facility that helps schoolchildren 
understand and learn more about 
these ancient species”, Assar said.

Near each dinosaur on display, 
there is a sign explaining the type 
and name of the dinosaur, where it 
lived and where it originally came 
from.

One of the models, of a dinosaur 
called the Ptiranodon, is the one 
that “welcomes” visitors to Dino 
Park. This species of dinosaur lived 
about 89 million years ago. It fea-
tures what looks like a hammer on 
the back of its head and its wings 
are about 9 metres long.

Assar said having such an attrac-
tion in Gaza “gives children some-
thing to be proud of: their own di-
nosaur park”.

The park should also 
be seen as a “cultural 
and educational 
facility”

Since its mid-June 
opening, the “Dino 
Park” has drawn 
thousands of visitors

The hazards 
of Egypt’s roads
Driving under the 
influence of drugs and 
poor infrastructure lead 
to high fatality rate
Yasser Ahmed

Cairo

T 

axi driver Yasser Moham-
ed was shocked when he 
learnt that many of his 
fellow drivers take drugs 
every day before getting 

behind the steering wheel.
“They think narcotics will help 

them work longer hours, not know-
ing that by doing so they are open-
ing the door for their death and the 
deaths of their passengers,” Moham-
ed said.

Topping the list of drugs used by 
drivers, according to Mohamed, are 
heroin and marijuana. He said the 
largely available drugs are mistak-
enly believed to improve the mood 
of the drivers and help them get 
over the difficulties of driving on 
Egypt’s crowded roads.

Drug use, however, is blamed for 
most of Egypt’s growing number of 
road accidents, which, according 
to the World Health Organisation 
(WHO), cost 12,000 lives in 2013.

WHO said Egypt has a road fatality 
rate of 42 deaths per 100,000 peo-
ple, adding that 48% of those killed 
are passengers. Pedestrians account 
for 20% of the fatalities. The remain-
ing are drivers.

Traffic engineering professor Mo-
stafa Sabry has called for tighter 
medical tests by authorities to make 

sure drivers do not mix driving with 
narcotics.

“Drug addiction by the drivers 
and their failure to abide by speed 
limits cause a lot of accidents on the 
roads,” Sabry said.

WHO’s Global Status Report on 
Road Safety says that, although 
Egypt has laws that limit motorists’ 
speed, ban motorists from taking 
narcotics or drinking alcohol, make 
it necessary for motorists and pas-
sengers to fasten seat belts and force 
motorcycle drivers to wear helmets, 
the country’s traffic laws are poorly 
enforced.

On June 22nd, Egypt’s newspa-
pers and news sites reported eight 
fatalities and six injuries from road 
collisions. On the same day, the gov-
ernor of the coastal city of Alexan-
dria was snapped on camera offer-
ing first aid to a road accident victim 
before medical responders arrived.

On June 21st, a prosecutor, a uni-
versity professor and a policeman 
were killed in separate traffic ac-
cidents in which five other people 
were injured.

Retired Traffic Department officer 
Youssri al-Rubi explained that drug 
tests were carried out by analysing 
samples of drivers’ saliva to ensure 
that they are not on drugs.

“Samples of the drivers’ saliva are 
being increasingly taken now on the 
roads for checks,” Rubi said. “Such 
a campaign needs, however, to be 
intensified everywhere in this coun-

try to keep drug addicts away from 
driving.”

Road accidents are becoming 
a prime cause of death in Egypt, 
along with cancer and heart dis-
ease. According to a 2014 report by 
the Ministry of the Interior and the 
Ministry of Transportation, 100,000 
road crashes occurred in Egypt from 
2008 through 2012, killing 33,000 
people and injuring 150,000 oth-
ers, in addition to the destruction of 
125,000 vehicles.

Human errors were blamed in 
a report by the Interior Ministry’s 
Highway Research Department in 
the same month for 76% of the ac-
cidents. The remaining accidents 
were attributed to infrastructure 

issues, which include poorly main-
tained roads, the lack of proper road 
lighting and badly designed roads, 
according to the report.

Mohamed, the taxi driver, said 
he recently had to drive from Cairo 
to the central province of Minya in 
darkness.

“I had to totally depend on the car 
lights to navigate through the dark-
ness of the road,” Mohamed said. 
“The problem is that most of the 
cars on the road did not have proper 
lighting, which increased the risk of 
collisions.”

A short time later, Mohamed 
drove from Cairo to Ain Sokhna — 
about 120 kilometres. He said he did 
not see a single traffic official or a ra-
dar speed sign.

Sabry, underlined that most road 
design mistakes occur during imple-
mentation.

“Those who build the roads do 
not abide by safety standards that 
are included in the original designs,” 
he said. “The unfortunate thing is 
that mistakes committed in this re-

gard lead to catastrophic results.”
Design mistakes are committed 

in the implementation of intersec-
tions, road layouts and curves, with 
some road bends being too sharp for 
motorists to deal with.

Sabry called for identifying what 
he called “black spots” — places on 
a road where most of the accidents 
occur — and introducing suitable 
solutions or modifications to reduce 
the risk of accidents.

“This process can save lives if car-
ried out along with measures by the 
authorities to prevent drivers on 
drugs from driving,” he said.

It is estimated that the road safe-
ty crisis costs Egypt $7 billion, the 
equivalent of 3.2% of gross domes-
tic product, according to the World 
Bank.

A 2014 World Bank report said al-
though Egypt needs to spend $700 
million every year to maintain its 
roads, only $70 million is allocated.

Yasser Ahmed is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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