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T 

he Belvedere Zoo in Tunis 
has been closed for main-
tenance since the release 
of photographs of a blood-
ied, dead crocodile there, 

with a paving stone and a rock next 
to its head.

The municipality of Tunis, which 
posted the photographs on Face-
book, said the reptile died from 
internal haemorrhage after having 
been hit with stones.

“A group of visitors threw stones 
at the head of a crocodile,” the mu-
nicipality said in the post.

Dr Mahmoud Latiri, a veterinar-
ian and head of the zoo’s sub-man-
agement department, said: “The 
killing of the crocodile is an appall-
ing act of aggression. Yet it remains 
to be determined if it was an acci-
dent or a premeditated act.”

“As we consider the general be-
haviour of the zoo visitors, we per-
ceive that there is a tendency to 
excite the animals with the aim of 
provoking some sort of reaction. 
It is clear that the curious visitor is 
looking for a spectacle,” he said.

Authorities promised to create an 

environmental police force that was 
supposed to start work in January 
but has not done so.

Dozens of Tunisians gathered 
outside the Belvedere Zoo to de-
mand an explanation, seemingly 
unconvinced by the official state-
ments and promises of mainte-
nance and renovation.

They called for the respect of in-
ternational norms at the zoo, the 
renovation of the park without re-
course to private management, the 
protection of the Belvedere as a 
public property and the implemen-
tation of the law against vandals 
and animal abusers.

“Renovations will be undertaken 
to ensure the animals’ safety and 
other needed maintenance meas-
ures will be implemented. The 
temporary closure is meant to raise 
awareness about the significance of 
the site and the essential need to re-
spect animals,” Latiri said.

He said the zoo was to be reo-
pened in late March “as soon as the 
required works on the general as-
pect of the site” are completed.

“For the duration of the closure, 
we will be attempting to implement 
a number of urgent measures… 
Fences will be put up to secure the 
site and prevent the motorists from 
parking their cars near the main 

entrance,” he said. “There are also 
some measures to prevent street 
vendors from accessing the zoo 
premises.”

The zoo has had as many as 17,000 
visitors on weekends, which makes 
it “almost impossible to properly 
manage the high flux”, Latiri said.

“We have four guards and we 
need to hire at least 15 more… We 
are speaking of 12 hectares of land 
that should be properly guarded. 
This task is palpably overwhelming. 
At present, we have more than 20 
security cameras and we are plan-
ning to improve surveillance in the 
coming weeks.”

Torturing an animal can result in 
a prison sentence of 15 days and a 
fine of 4,500 dinars — about $1,950. 
However, the law is never enforced. 
The killing of the crocodile was not 
the first incident of animal abuse at 
the zoo.

“A video that shows some young 
people riding on the back of a rhi-
noceros dates back to few months 

before the killing of the crocodile,” 
Latiri said.

“There are signs all over the site to 
remind our visitors that it is strictly 
forbidden to feed the animals, climb 
over the security fences and come 
near the enclosures. “To prevent 
future abuse, we have been working 
on providing further security at the 
enclosures by raising the fences to 
up to 2 metres.”

Latiri said: “We need to focus 
on education and awareness cam-
paigns. The ablution basin used 
to host a centre for environmental 
education. We are planning to reo-
pen this facility so as to provide our 
visitors with essential information 
and promote the values of environ-
mental protection and respect of 
nature.”

The zoo is but a small part of Bel-
vedere Park, which “is a cultural 
and historic site,” said Emna Charfi, 
secretary-general of the Association 
of the Friends of Belvedere.

“The Belvedere was conceived as 
a green area where vegetation oc-
cupies most of the space to evoke a 
philosophy of freedom and liberty.

“The Belvedere boasts typical 
and exceptional species. Inside the 
park, there are also a number of 
monuments, including Al Kobba 
(the dome), the royal ablution ba-

sin… and the Casino. An exceptional 
building, the Casino is infused with 
an Arab-Moorish design and used to 
serve as a recreation centre before 
being transformed into a military 
club.”

Charfi pointed to problems per-
taining to urbanisation and park 
governance.

“Our association was created in 
1989 after the announcement of 
a development plan for the con-
struction of a four-lane highway 
that would divide the park into two 
parts. Fortunately, we managed to 
block that arrangement,” she said.

“At present, we believe that con-
sultations are needed to protect 
the park but we have not been con-
sulted when the temporary closure 
was announced and we were not 
involved in discussions that took on 
maintenance and management.

“For more than ten years, the 
members of our association have 
been militating to obtain the regis-
tration of the park as a site of cultur-
al and natural heritage. Regardless 
of all impediments, we remain op-
timistic and we continue our work 
towards the preservation of the Bel-
vedere.”

Iman Zayat is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.
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“A pungent odour of 
rotting animal flesh, 
carcasses and faeces 
filled the air at the 
zoo,” was the way 

veterinarian Amir Khalil described 
the scene in war-ravaged Mosul.

After Islamic State (ISIS) mili-
tants conquered Mosul in June 
2014, the Mumtaz al-Nour Zoo be-
came a base for the terror group’s 
operations. Residents who once 
fed the animals by hand could no 
longer visit. A few monkeys es-
caped but the remaining animals 
almost all died due to hunger and 
neglect.

Hunger turned some animals 
savage. A family of three lions was 
reduced to one, after the moth-
er ate the father and eventually 
starved to death.

Almost everyone was deterred 
from entering the site and that al-
lowed petty thieves to ransack the 
zoo.

The international animal wel-
fare charity Khalil works for — Four 
Paws — reached eastern Mosul a 
few weeks ago as part of a mission 
to provide the few surviving ani-

mals — Simba the lion and Lula the 
bear — with food and urgent medi-
cal attention.

Lula was treated for pneumonia 
and Simba, having been kept in a 
cage far smaller than required for 
his size, was treated for joint pain.

Khalil expressed dismay that 
some bears were kept in 10 sq.m 
confines, “pacing up and down 

their cage”.
While the surviving animals 

make a slow recovery, the dam-
age to their habitat resembles an 
apocalyptic wasteland littered with 
twisted metal and unexploded ord-
nance.

“Humans can flee, seek asylum 
and become refugees,” Khalil said 
in an interview via Skype, “but 

animals are always left behind, 
confined to their cages”. The Egyp-
tian-Austrian veterinarian has a 
history of delivering specialist care 
in emergency situations to animals 
trapped by war.

Khalil was deployed at Zawrah 
Zoo in Baghdad during the invasion 
in 2003, providing urgent veteri-
nary care. The scenes before Khalil 
in Mosul were no less harrowing as 
he arrived the same day Iraqi forces 
began their push deep into eastern 
Mosul.

“One of the cages was attacked 
by a missile; we witnessed this,” he 
said animatedly about the difficul-
ty of working in combat settings. 
“You could hear and see bombs 
everywhere.

“While the army controls the city, 
ISIS is still on the run. It’s unsafe. 
Warning letters are everywhere, in 
a propaganda war from both sides.”

Unable to protect the animals 
from harm, residents and the zoo-
keeper have welcomed Four Paws’s 
intervention. The zookeeper was 
injured in an attack, preventing him 
from visiting the zoo in person.

“Locals want to help but they 
lack the expertise to treat wildlife 
animals. They were unsure wheth-
er to feed them meat or vegeta-
bles,” Khalil said.

Locals, however, are indispen-

sable for a more important rea-
son. The charity travels widely 
not to take life out of devastated 
cities but, as Khalil said, “to de-
liver knowledge, know-how and 
respect. People do care but don’t 
know how to [provide] care.”

The training of local people and 
the creation of jobs keep the zoo 
from extinction and assists in the 
stimulation of economic life in a 
post-conflict situation.

“Local communities run the zoo 
on our recommendation and we re-
turn to follow up with the progress 
made,” Khalil said.

Although no decision has been 
reached, Khalil and Four Paws are 
negotiating the transfer of Simba 
and Lula possibly to Jordan where 
Al Ma’wa wildlife sanctuary in Jar-
ash could offer a stable home to the 
surviving animals.

Khalil emphasised the duty to 
protect and care for the animals at 
risk of a violent death. He said he 
regards animals as innocent by-
standers and the forgotten victims 
of human wars that rarely feature 
in political debate.

Nazli Tarzi is an independent 
journalist whose writings and 
films focus on Iraq’s ancient 
history and contemporary political 
scene.
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Wonders of the world’s fauna. Students look on at a couple of lions at the Belvedere Zoo in the capital Tunis.                                             (Fondation Bouebdelli)

A member of Four Paws gives treatment to a lion that was 
abandoned at the Mumtaz al-Nour zoo in eastern Mosul.             (AFP)

The zoo is but a small 
part of Belvedere 
Park, which is a 
cultural and historic 
site.
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