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the top athletes play volleyball.”
For Leyman, the appeal of the tourna-

ment is that it is open to anyone who is 
good enough to make it to the next round. 
“That’s the beauty of the open,” he said. “It 
is a true open in that you can be an amateur, 
just enter the qualifier and actually make it 
through the ranks and enter the tournament.”

It helps that many of professional volleyball 
players, including Olympians, live in the area, 
Shapiro added. “A lot of the top players that 
you see every year are local,” he said. “You 
will see tons of locals on every level.”

The tournament has 64-team main draws, 
48 of which are automatic entries. The other 
16 spots will be won in today’s qualifying 
match in games running through 6 p.m. 
“We’ve never had a 64- eam draw before, so 
this is the biggest we’ve ever done,” Shapiro 
said. “The draw always changes a little bit.” 

The winners of the finals get a $34,000 
prize, and that teams who place in other 
categories will also get cash prizes. “You’re 
technically an amateur until you win some 
money as far as I’m concerned, but they’re 
all professional-level,” Shapiro said. “Some 
are young and just starting out, and others 
are just hoping for their chance.”

One aspect of the open that will be different 
from previous years is the Legends Game on 
Sunday. The honorary exhibition game will 
feature veteran players, many of whom are 
still involved in coaching or playing recre-
ationally. “It’s great for a lot of the adults 
that have been around beach volleyball for 
a while, such as myself watching them grow 
up,” Leyman said. “And a lot of those guys, 
they still play and love the game.”

Former AVP Pro Tim Walmer will play 
in the legends exhibition with members of 
the Good Stuff team. He pointed out that 
beach volleyball first started back in the 
50s and 60s, before getting really popular in 
the 80s and 90s. “That’s when you had the 
most tournaments and the most money, but 
the seventies, that era was when sponsors 
and the rest of the county recognized what 
a great sport volleyball was,” Walmer said. 
“So they’re trying to connect those eras to 
the contemporary era.”

Cleary believes the event will help add 
color to the tournament and bring back the 
original spirit of the sport. “They’re going 
to have a four-team, six-man exhibition,” he 
said. “I think they’re trying to liven things 
up a little bit and there’s definitely a direct 
linkage to the six-man event and the history 
and culture of beach volleyball.”

Meanwhile, Walmer is really excited about 
playing in the legends game. “Being part 
of the inception of the AVP and then to be 
invited back it feels terrific,” he said. “It’s 
such a major part of our lives and to feel 
like you’re contributing again in this small 
way, it’s good.”
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Fewer than 5,000 Eastern Lowland 
Gorillas are estimated to remain in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), 
formerly known as Zaire (they numbered 
17,000 in 1995). Habitat loss, hunting, and 
war and violence are combining to push 
them over the edge. Pictured: a female 
Eastern Lowland Gorilla in the Antwerp 
Zoo, Belgium. Image by Frank Wouters, 
courtesy Flickr.

Dear EarthTalk: Has the recent violence in 
the Democratic Republic of Congo threatened 
the populations of lowland gorillas? How 
many are left?

-- Glenn Hammond, San 
Francisco, CA

The short answer is yes, dra-
matically. Not to be confused 
with Western Lowland Gorillas, 
which are thriving in significant 
numbers in neighboring Congo (a 
recent census counted 125,000), 
today fewer than 5,000 Eastern 
Lowland Gorillas are estimated 
to remain in the Democratic Re-
public of Congo (DRC), formerly 
known as Zaire. Some 17,000 
inhabited the region as recently 
as 1994, but today habitat loss, 
hunting, and war and violence 

are combining to push them over the edge.
Following the 1994 genocide in Rwanda, 

an influx of refugees, along with bloodthirsty 
militias, moved across the border into the 
neighboring DRC. These militias set up 
training grounds in the very forests the go-
rillas call home, making conservation work 
impractical to say the least. Park rangers, 
game wardens and wildlife researchers either 
fled their wooded beats or were removed at 
gunpoint.

In the wake of this, civilian populations 
in the affected areas still had to make ends 
meet somehow. So hunting for so-called 
“bushmeat,” and cutting down the forest for 

firewood, charcoal and space for agricultural 
plots became the means for day-to-day sur-
vival, and continue to this day. Some 91 
percent of the human population in the region 
practice subsistence agriculture. This means 
that large swaths of gorilla habitat throughout 
the region have been converted to farms. At 
the same time, 96 percent of the locals rely 
on firewood as their main supply of energy 
for warmth and cooking. “Forested parks are 
for many of them the last remaining source of 
fuel,” reports the Year of the Gorilla website.

Because the violence has been so persistent 
and the research areas so vulnerable, scientists 
don’t really know how badly Eastern Lowland 
Gorilla populations have been affected. The 
Year of the Gorilla Project, in conjunction 
with the Worldwide Fund for Nature (WWF), 
the Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS) and 
other groups, is working to reinstate regular 
monitoring and effective surveillance of the 
remaining Eastern Lowland Gorilla popula-
tion throughout Kahuzi-Biega National Park, 
where armed factions have proliferated.

“The last reliable data on population size 
and distribution were recorded in 1995, and 
it is suspected that the population has shrunk 
dramatically since,” reports the Year of the 
Gorilla website. “New, precise information 
will be one outcome of this project, enabling 
intelligent and effective approaches to the 

conservation of this rare species.”
Biologists, environmentalists and wildlife 

fans the world over are certainly hoping 
for the best, and will no doubt continue to 
watch what happens as the fate of some of 
our closest relatives on the planet hangs in 
the balance.

Contacts: Year of the Gorilla, www.
yog2009.org; WWF, www.panda.org; WCS, 
www.wcs.org; Congolese Institute for the 
Conservation of Nature, www.fieldmuseum.
org/congo/insticcn.html;

Send your environmental questions to: 
EarthTalk, P.O. Box 5098, Westport, CT 
06881; earthtalk@emagazine.com. Read past 
columns at: www.emagazine.com/earthtalk/
archives.php. EarthTalk is now a book! Details 
and order information at: www.emagazine.
com/earthtalkbook. • 


