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Transition: Trump vs Obama

Never in the recent 
history of the United 
States has the 

country gone through such 
a turbulent post-election 
phase with the incumbent 
President Donald Trump 
of the Republican Party 
refusing to concede defeat 
despite projections showing 
his rival, Democrat Joe 
Biden, having a decisive 
majority in the Electoral 
College. Sullying the sanctity 
of the highest office to an 
unprecedented extent, the 
millionaire and former reality 
TV host is going on a no-
holds-barred attack against 
the former vice president, 
hurling allegations of voting 
fraud, which have no base 
whatsoever, and stubbornly 
refusing to pave the way for 
a smooth transition of power. 
His vitriolic rhetoric, bravado, 
conspiracy theories, bigoted 
views often bordering on 
racism and baseless charges 
have tested the patience of 
his countrymen as well as 
citizens of other democratic 
countries, leaving them 
with frayed nerves. In this 
chaotic scenario, one can’t 
help but reminisce about 
the presidency under Barack 
Obama and his dignified exit 
in 2016.

When comparing the Obama 
and Trump eras, what comes 
to mind are the opening lines 
of Charles Dickens’ ‘A Tale of 
Two Cities’: “It was the best 
of times, it was the worst 
of times, it was the age of 
wisdom, it was the age of 
foolishness, it was the epoch 
of belief, it was the epoch of 
incredulity, it was the season 
of light, it was the season of 

darkness, it was the spring 
of hope, it was the winter 
of despair.” Sans an iota of 
doubt, one can say these 
lines ring true in the present 
context. Both Obama and 
Trump are at two ends of 
the spectrum. While one is 
cerebral, dignified, chivalrous 
and polished, the other is 
brash, bigoted, insensitive 
and imprudent. Way back 
in 2016, just two days after 
Election Day, Obama invited 
Trump to the White House. 
During the 90-minute 
meeting, he promised 
all support for a smooth 
transition. On the other hand, 
the sitting president has not 
extended any such invitation 
to Biden and Vice President-
elect Kamala Harris. In fact, a 
CNN report says that Trump 
has no such plans to comply 
with the time-honoured 
tradition.

His lack of chivalry became 
evident when he flouted yet 
another hallowed custom 
when he came to power in 
2016. It is an old tradition for 
the new first-term president 
to invite his predecessor to 
the White House to unveil an 
official portrait. However, he 
chose not to invite Obama, 
the first Afro-American to 
become president, as he 
accused him of several 
unsubstantiated offences. 
The ceremony, which 
takes place in the White 
House East Room, is also 
attended by the former first 
lady, whose portrait too is 
unveiled.

Unlike his predecessor, who 
demonstrated inclusiveness 
in word and deed, Trump’s 

rhetoric has been blamed 
for being insensitive, 
divisive and even racist. For 
instance, when he started his 
campaign for the presidency 
in 2015, he termed Mexicans 
“rapists”, accusing them 
of “bringing drugs” to the 
country. In the same manner, 
when the coronavirus 
pandemic broke out, the 
president was quick to term 
it “Chinese virus” and “kung 
flu”, raising the hackles of 
Beijing. He also proposed a 
blanket ban on immigrants 
from Muslim-majority 
countries.

His unkindest cut was when 
he hinted that Harris did 
not meet the benchmarks 
required to contest after 
Biden announced his 
running mate. It reminded 
one of Trump’s attacks on 
Obama, harping on the 
“birther” controversy that 
he was not born in the US. 
When the nation was rattled 
by the Black Lives Matter 
protests, he described it as 
“the symbol of hate” and was 
slow in slamming the actions 
of white supremacists. 
On the contrary, he has 
retweeted messages of 
extreme right-wing outfits 
during his campaign.

Trump’s animosity towards 
his predecessor became 
very much evident when 
he systematically targeted 
Obama’s achievements. 
He began by pulling the 
US out of the Trans-Pacific 
Partnership trade talks and 
revoking protection given to 
undocumented immigrants. 
Souring US-Cuba ties, which 
had thawed under Obama, 

the Republican president 
re-imposed sanctions on 
Havana, including travel 
curbs.

Trump has also come under 
fire for the shoddy manner 
in which he handled the 
pandemic when it first broke 
out earlier this year. This 
is in sharp contrast to the 
much more efficient manner 
in which his predecessor 
tackled the spread of H1N1 
in 2009.

It is time to heal the 
wounded soul of the nation 
and take across the message 
of unity and inclusiveness 
to Americans of all racial 
backgrounds. People believe 
that Biden and Harris can 
do it better and fight the 
pandemic with renewed 
vigour. Without further ado 
and histrionics, Trump should 
ensure a smooth transition 
and avoid going down in 
history as the president 
who left the White House in 
disgrace.

ANSIF ASHRAF 
Managing Editor, British Herald

ansif@britishherald.com

Best,
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L
ike raindrops 
falling on 
parched, sun-
dried earth, 
her magical 

words calmed the frayed 
nerves of millions of 
Americans who waited 
with trepidation for the 
outcome of the nail-biting, 
nauseating cliff-hanger 
election, exacerbated by 
an incumbent president 
who would not concede 
defeat. “We did it, we did it, 
Joe. You are gonna be the 
next President of the United 
States,” a beaming Senator 
Kamala Harris dressed in a 
running outfit and wearing 
shades, told Democratic 
candidate Joe Biden over 
the phone on November 7. 
The short video of her phone 
call went viral as soon as it 
was posted on her Twitter 
page. Watching the video, 
millions of US citizens and 
people around the world 
knew they were witnessing 
history in the making and 

the media went gaga. Once 
the president-elect takes 
the oath of office, his running 
mate, Harris, will become the 
first woman, the first Afro-
American and the first South 
Asian-American to occupy 
Number One Observatory 
Circle, the official residence 
of the US vice president.

Words that came 
from the heart

Across the globe, people 
were glued to their mobile 
phones and television 
sets that night to lap 
up every word the vice 
president-elect spoke 
during the Victory Speech 
in Wilmington, Delaware, 
which is Biden’s hometown. 
There was thunderous 
applause from hundreds of 
drive-in supporters, many 
of whom came with their 
children, as Harris walked 
on to the dais dressed in a 
white pantsuit and a pussy-

bow blouse, a symbolic 
show of solidarity with 
the US women’s suffrage 
movement which secured 
voting rights for women 
exactly one hundred years 
ago. 

She began her address 
with a tribute to the late 
Congressman John Lewis 
by quoting him. “Democracy 
is not a state, it is an act,” 
she said, adding that the 
democracy in the nation 
remained as strong as the 
willingness of people to 
fight for it. Protecting it 
takes struggle and sacrifice. 
“When our very democracy 
was on the ballot in this 
election, with the very soul 
of America at stake, with 
the whole world watching, 
you assured a new day 
for America,” she told 
supporters, who cheered 
her with applause, blared 
vehicle horns and waved 
American flags.

FIRST,  
NOT THE LAST

>>>

COVER STORY
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She thanked voters for 
choosing Biden whom 
she termed “a healer, a 
uniter, a tested and steady 
hand. A person whose own 
experience of loss gives him 
a sense of purpose that will 
help us as a nation, reclaim 
our own sense of purpose. 
In glowing terms, she 
paid tribute to her mother, 
Shyamala Gopalan Harris. 
“She is always in our hearts. 
When she came here from 
India at the age of 19, she 
didn’t quite imagine this 
moment. But she believed 
very deeply in an America 
where a moment like this 
is possible. And so I am 
thinking about her. A staunch 
champion of women’s rights 
and the cause of Blacks, 
Harris dedicated her win 
to generations of women - 
Black, Asian, white, Latina 
and Native American - who 

throughout the nation’s 
history, “have paved the way 
for this moment tonight. 
Women who fought and 
sacrificed so much for 
equality, liberty and justice 
for all, including the Black 
women who are too often 
overlooked, but so often 
prove they are the backbone 
of our democracy.” Her 
powerful words evoked 
louder rounds of applause 
and many supporters, 
especially women, were 
seen fighting back tears of 
joy.

Acknowledging the struggle 
of women for voting rights, 
the vice president-elect 
said she stood on their 
shoulders. “While I may 
be the first woman in the 
office, I will not be the last. 
Speaking from the heart, 
she reached out to all girls 

in the country, saying, “Every 
little girl watching tonight 
sees that this is a country 
of possibilities.” Harris also 
appealed to the children, 
saying “regardless of your 
gender, our country has 
sent you a clear message: 
dream with ambition, lead 
with conviction, and see 
yourselves in a way that 
others might not see you, 
simply because they have 
never seen it before. But 
know that we will applaud 
you every step of the way.”

Jubilation in India

The biracial Senator from 
California was born to an 
Indian mother, who had 
immigrated to the US, and 
a Jamaican emigrant father. 
Her mother Shyamala 
Gopalan, hails from the 

south Indian state of 
Tamil Nadu. Following the 
announcement that Harris 
was the vice president-
elect, there was jubilation 
in many parts of India 
with people coming out 
to burst firecrackers on 
the streets to show their 
joy over an Indian-origin 
American assuming the 
second-highest office in 
the country. There were 
also prayers of gratitude. 
Many hailed her victory as 
a proud moment for the 
Indo-American community. 
In the metropolis of Mumbai, 
a group of artists came up 
with a portrait of Biden and 
his running mate. 

In Thulasendrapuram, the 
ancestral village of Gopalan, 
Hindu believers assembled 
at a temple sporting photos 
of Harris to give thanks to 
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the deities for “aiding her 
victory.” As part of the special 
rituals conducted there, 
priests poured milk over the 
idol of the deity and chanted 
prayers. Colourful patterns 
and murals honouring her 
were drawn in courtyards of 
houses and traditional bands 
were also seen playing 
victory tunes. 

Italian-born Sonia Gandhi, 
head of the Indian National 
Congress party, said Harris is 
a daughter of India in a letter 
which she sent to the vice 
president-elect and invited 
her to make a visit. "We hope 
we will have the opportunity 
soon to welcome you to 
India, where you will be 
warmly hailed not just as a 
much admired leader of a 
great democracy, but also 
as a beloved daughter,” she 
said in the letter.

Prominent Indian and Indian-
American personalities such 
as movie stars Priyanka 

Chopra Jonas and Mindy 
Kaling resorted to social 
media to shower praise 
on Harris and Biden. In her 
Twitter page, Kaling posted 
pictures of the president-
elect’s running mate and 
wrote, “Crying and holding 
my daughter, 'look baby, she 
looks like us'."

Early days and 
education

The daughter of cancer 
researcher Gopalan, who 
shifted to the US in 1958 for 
higher studies, and Stanford 
University faculty Donald 
J Harris, who came to the 
country from Jamaica for 
higher education, Kamala, 
meaning lotus in Sanskrit, 
was born on October 20, 
1964. Along with her younger 
sister Maya, she grew up in 
Berkeley, California. Though 
the kids were brought up as 
Blacks in the Christian faith, 
with the duo being part of 

a local Baptist church for 
Blacks’ junior choir, Gopalan 
also introduced them to 
Hindu worship and used 
to take them to temples as 
well. Her parents divorced 
when Harris was seven 
and the siblings used to 
visit their father at Palo 
Alto during weekends. 
She has vivid memories 
of the several annual trips 
to Tamil Nadu to visit her 
grandparents, retired 
bureaucrat P V Gopalan 
and Rajam, and relatives. 
On many occasions, she 
has recounted her vivid 
memories of her maternal 
grandfather taking her to 
the sandy beach in Chennai 
where he would regale her 
with anecdotes of illustrious 
freedom fighters. When she 
turned 12, they relocated to 
Montreal in Canada, where 
her mother did research at 
the McGill University. 

Harris was initially enrolled 
at Notre Dame des Neiges 

primary school and she 
graduated in 1981 from 
Westmount High School 
in Quebec. In 1986, she 
bagged a BA in Political 
Science and Economics 
from Howard University, a 
Black stronghold, where she 
was part of the Alpha Kappa 
Alpha sorority. Three years 
later, she graduated in law 
from the Hastings College of 
the Law, California.

A stellar track 
record

The young law graduate 
began her stellar career as 
deputy district attorney in 
Alameda County, California, 
in 1990. Noting her sterling 
performance, eight years 
down the line, Harris was 
roped in by Terence Hallinan, 
San Francisco district 
attorney, as assistant district 
attorney. As the head of the 
Career Criminal Division, 
she prosecuted sexual 
assault, murder and burglary 
cases. She changed jobs 
two years later to work for 
San Francisco city attorney 
Louise Renne and looked 
into cases pertaining to child 
abuse and neglect.

The ambitious daughter of 
a farsighted, glass ceiling-
shattering mother, Harris 
decided to contest for the 
position of District Attorney 
of San Francisco in 2002. 
During her campaign, she 
vowed not to seek the death 
penalty and to prosecute 
habitual offenders only in 
violent felony cases. She 
won after securing 56 per 
cent votes and became the 
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first woman to rise to that 
position. During her term 
in office from 2004 to 2011, 
the district attorney office 
received more than 1,900 
convictions for marijuana-
related offenses.

Within six months of taking 
charge, Harris proved her 
mettle by clearing 27 out 
of 74 backlogged murder 
cases in San Francisco, 
which at that time had the 
highest murder rate in the 
US. Within two years, her 
office witnessed 87 per cent 
conviction rate for murder 
and 90 for gun violations. 

One of her most notable 
achievements in San 
Francisco was the 
establishment of a Hate 
Crimes Unit to crack down 
on violence against LGBT 
children in schools. Thanks 
to her upbringing by a 
broadminded mother, Harris 
has always championed the 
cause of sexual minorities 
and Blacks. She scripted 
new chapters in penal 

history of the state by 
forming the San Francisco 
Re-entry Division. As part 
of this bellwether initiative, 
offenders belonging to 
the 18 to 30 age category 
and who are not convicted 
for any weapon or gang-
related crime, can plead 
guilty in return for a deferred 
sentence and regular 
appearance before a judge 
for a period of one and a half 
years. 

Under this initiative, those 
convicted have to undertake 
220 hours of social service, 
obtain a high school-
equivalency diploma, take 
part in parenting classes 
and clear all the mandatory 
drug tests. Upon graduation, 
the court wipes his or her 
slate clean. As many as 200 
persons graduated through 
this initiative within six years 
and the rate of returning to a 
life of crime was way below 
10 per cent, which was 
testament enough of her 
farsightedness and social 
concern. 

Gracing the 
chair of Attorney 
General of 
California
Eyeing greater heights, 
Harris in November 2008 
announced her intention to 
join the race for the Attorney 
General of California. In 
the primary conducted on 
June 8, 2010, she emerged 
victorious trouncing fellow 
contenders Chris Kelly and 
Alberto Torrico and went 
on to lock horns with Steve 
Cooley, district attorney of 
Los Angeles County, of the 
Republican Party. 

Though he led the race 
initially, he had to concede 
defeat on November 25 
and Harris took the oath of 
office on January 3, 2011. 
For the first time, the state 
witnessed the glass ceiling 
shattering with Harris 
becoming the first woman, 
first Black and the first South 
Asian-American to reach 
that revered position. In 2014, 
she was re-elected. 

The landmark Homeowner 
Bill of Rights is one of 
America’s strongest 
shields against aggressive 
foreclosure manoeuvres. 
In 2013, Harris played a key 
role with Assembly speaker 
John Perez and Senate 
president Darrell Steinberg 
in introducing the bill, which 
effectively put an end to the 
malpractice of dual-tracking, 
which involves processing a 
modification and foreclosure 
simultaneously. She was 
instrumental in homeowners 
obtaining handsome sums 
as damages using the 
powerful bill. 

With her ears on the ground 
to know the travails of the 
common man and think of 
ways to better their lives, 
Harris has made epoch-
making changes in different 
sectors. In 2012 she said 
an agreement had been 
made with behemoths 
such as Google, Amazon, 
Apple, Hewlett-Packard 
and Microsoft which makes 
it mandatory for them to 
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display privacy policies in 
apps sold through their 
stores. To tackle data 
breaches and other privacy-
related issues on the online 
platform, she came out with 
a Privacy Enforcement and 
Protection Unit.

However, during her stint 
as Attorney General, she 
did come under fire for not 
taking enough action to 
address police brutality. It 
intensified when she refused 
to order a probe into the 
shooting of two Black men 
in 2014 and 2015 by police. 
Harris also faced flak for 
not lending support to a 
bill in 2015 requiring the 
Attorney General to appoint 
a prosecutor specialised in 
police use of deadly force.

The green, 
rainbow-friendly 
crusader

Her sparkling career has 
been marked by several 
instances where she has 
stood for those belonging to 
the LGBT community. During 
her stint as Attorney General 
of California, she played 
a key role in defending 
same-sex marriages. The 
state of California passed 
a controversial state 
constitution amendment 
named Prop 8 in 2008 
recognising as valid only 
marriages between a 
man and a woman. Harris 
took cudgels against this 
and in February 2013, she 
filed an amicus curiae 
brief challenging the 
constitutional validity 
of the amendment. She 

argued that its sponsors 
did not have legal authority 
to represent the state’s 
interests by defending 
it in federal court. Three 
months later the Supreme 
Court gave its verdict that 
the sponsors lacked legal 
standing and within a few 
days, the stay on same-sex 
unions was vacated.

Her state was the first in 
the country to introduce a 
legislation banning gay and 
trans panic defence in court, 
which allows a person to 
argue that they committed 
injury or murder in a fit of 
insanity to ward off same-sex 
sexual advances, and Harris 
was its co-author.

She is also a champion of 
environmental protection 
and when she was Attorney 
General in California, she left 
no stone unturned to fight 
against glaring lapses that 
led to ecological disasters. 

In the infamous oil spill in 
Refugio in 2015 in which 
close to 140,000 gallons of 
crude spilled off the coast of 
Santa Barbara, she ordered 
attorneys to probe criminal 
lapses on the part of the 
operator Plains All American 
Pipeline. The firm was 
indicted on 46 charges. Four 
years later, a jury returned 
a judgment that found the 
company guilty of failure 
in maintaining its pipeline, 
forcing Plains to pay a fine of 
more than 3 million dollars.

The road to the 
Senate

She decided to enter the 
political arena when Barbara 
Boxer, junior senator of 
California, announced 
she was retiring from the 
chamber when her tenure 
came to an end in 2016. 
On January 13, 2015, Harris 
launched her campaign 

and during its convention in 
February the following year, 
the California Democratic 
Party endorsed her. Later, 
Governor Jerry Brown too 
expressed support. She 
came on top in the primaries 
held on June 7 bagging 40 
per cent of votes. With the 
endorsement of President 
Barack Obama and Vice 
President Joe Biden, she 
sparred with Democrat and 
member of the congress 
Loretta Sanchez and 
trounced her in the vote held 
in November. 

Named by “Times” as one 
of the 100 most influential 
women in the year 2013, 
Harris as senator blasted 
President Donald Trump’s 
executive order in January 
2017, preventing the citizens 
of certain Muslim-dominant 
nations from entering 
the US. She also hogged 
headlines that year for 
grilling Deputy Attorney 
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General Rod Rosenstein 
for his involvement in the 
ouster of FBI director James 
Comey.

Earlier in January this year, 
before the onset of the 
impeachment trial of Trump, 
she spoke in the Senate on 
the integrity of the judicial 
system and underscored the 
fact that no one, even the 
president, is above the law.

The unsuccessful 
presidential race

The Senator, who has 
won a host of awards, 
including the Bipartisan 
Justice award, announced 
her decision to run for 

the White House in 2019. 
Thousands of Democratic 
supporters gathered to 
hear her speak during 
the launch of her formal 
campaign on January 27 in 
front of the Oakland city hall. 
Surprisingly, her campaign 
gained momentum and 
funds flowed in. In June 
during a debate, she chided 
Biden for what she termed 
his “hurtful” words when 
he spoke in a fond manner 
about senators opposed 
tooth and nail to the efforts 
to integrate communities 
in the 70s. Though her 
ratings surged, they tanked 
after the second debate in 
which she confronted Biden 
and Congresswoman Tulsi 
Gabbard, who targeted her 

track record as Attorney 
General.

Her attempts to appeal to 
both left-leaning Democrats 
and moderates ended 
in a fiasco. Coupled with 
what the BBC termed as 
“muddled responses to 
questions on healthcare 
policy”, her popularity further 
slid. Finally, on December 
3, Harris announced her 
decision to withdraw from 
the race. In March this year, 
she threw her weight behind 
Biden and endorsed him for 
President.

Following the South Carolina 
Democratic primary in 
February in which Biden won 
with a huge margin, there 

were calls to rope in Harris 
as his running mate in a bid 
to woo Black voters and 
those of colour. The appeals 
to select her intensified 
with the Black Lives Matter 
protests that rocked cities 
across the country in the 
wake of the brutal killing of 
George Floyd, a Black man, 
by a white police officer on 
May 25. On August 11, he 
made the announcement 
that he had picked Harris as 
his running mate.

Despite the fact that she 
used some harsh words 
against him when she 
contested, Harris soon 
proved to be a valuable 
asset to his campaign as she 
drew Black voters and those 
from other racial minorities 
to his rallies and events, 
bolstering the hopes of the 
Democrats. Her experience 
in raising funds for her bids 
for the Senate and the 
presidency came in handy. 
Her charm and polished way 
of speaking, peppered with 
witty repartee, appealed to 
voters across generations.

She proved to be a team 
player by keeping a low 
profile during the campaign 
by hosting in-person as well 
as virtual events far from the 
glare of the media. 

The challenges 
ahead

According to experts, Harris 
will be a valuable asset 
in the White House and 
Biden can count on her 
while taking concrete steps 
to bridge the racial divide 
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and tackle police brutality 
and systemic racism given 
her biracial background 
and expertise in handling 
criminal justice. They 
believe, she can also make 
valuable suggestions while 
making judicial nominations.

In her Victory Speech, Harris 
said now it was time for the 
real work to begin to save 
precious lives and keep the 
pandemic at bay. As per a 
BBC report, Biden and the 
vice president-elect have 
come out with a website 
for the transition and have 
pledged to turn their focus 
on the economy, uproot 
racism and address climate 
change issues. 

“The road ahead will not 
be easy. But America is 
ready and so are Joe and 
I,” she said in Wilmington. 
The report also says the 
President-elect is most likely 
to issue executive orders 
reversing the policies of his 
controversial predecessor. 
They include rejoining the 
Paris climate pact, revoking 
the decision to quit the 
WHO, ending the travel 
ban on residents of seven 
Muslim-majority nations. 
He might also re-introduce 
the Obama-era policy to 
provide immigrant status to 
undocumented migrants, 
termed as Dreamers, who 
arrived in the country as 
children.

Stand on hot 
button topics

When she ran for the 
White House last year, the 

senator hinted that she was 
open to having discussions 
on the controversial 
proposal to make gun 
control stricter. Along with 
most compatriots, Harris 
wants more curbs on 
firearms makers as well as 
compulsory background 
screening, plugging 
loopholes and a blanket ban 
on all assault weapons, said 
a BBC report. 

The Vice President-elect 
had also indicated earlier 
that she welcomed the idea 
of  a compulsory buyback, 
which forces those who own 
assault weapons to forfeit 
them.

When it came to women’s 
rights, Harris had thrown 
her weight behind the 
highly debated taxpayer-
funded abortions during the 

Democratic primary. She 
believes that it would save 
the lives of women hailing 
from lower-income families. 
She is also open to the idea 
of providing employees 
with six months paid family 
leave on personal or medical 
grounds, according to the 
report. During her campaign, 
she said that large firms 
should have equal pay 
certification in order to do 
away with the gender pay 
gap, failing which they will 
be penalised. 

Like other Democratic 
contestants, Harris also 
vowed to provide citizenship 
to immigrants in the US who 
have no documents and also 
endorsed the suggestion 
of decriminalising border 
incursions by immigrants 
and bringing healthcare 
funded by taxpayers to 

those crossing the frontier 
without proper documents.

'Doug', ‘Momala’ 
and sneakers

She is married to lawyer 
Douglas Emhoff, who 
prominently featured in 
her campaign. He has two 
kids from his first marriage, 
Cole and Ella, who call 
her ‘Momala’. They were 
present during the Victory 
Speech. In an interview 
with a magazine, Harris 
said that when she married 
‘Doug’ in 2014, she and the 
children decided that the 
term ‘stepmother’ was not 
suitable and they coined the 
moniker. When she assumes 
office, Emhoff will become 
the first Second Gentleman 
of the country. Her sister 
Maya Lakshmi Harris is 
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a lawyer, public policy 
advocate and television 
commentator. She was with 
Kamala all throughout the 
election campaign. 

Harris is a huge fan of 
sneakers and is most 
comfortable when wearing 
them. Little wonder then the 
sharp eyes of fans kept tabs 
on her sneakers whenever 
she hit the campaign 
trail. She has a particular 
penchant for Converse 
Chuck Taylor All-Star 
sneakers. According to an 
Oprah Magazine report, she 
has a really cool collection of 
Chuck Taylor sneakers and it 
is part of her wardrobe along 
with her ubiquitous pearl 
necklace. The magazine 
report also refers to an 
interesting incident when 
she had to visit a farm in 
New Hampshire during the 
presidential campaign where 
it was muddy. She was upset 
that she was wearing heels 
and did not carry her pair of 
Chuck Taylor shoes. Finally, 
she had to borrow a pair 
from one of her staffers for 
the event. 

Inspired by Mother 
Courage

Harris is always 
magnanimous when it 
comes to heaping praise 
on her late mother - a 
biomedical scientist- for her 
role in moulding her into 
what she is today. During 
the Democratic National 
Convention, Harris said she 
keeps thinking about the 
five-feet-tall 25-year-old 
woman who gave birth to 

her at Kaiser Permanente 
Hospital in Oakland, 
California. She gets oodles of 
inspiration from her mother, 
Gopalan, who shattered the 
glass ceiling with a sledge 
hammer both in India as well 
as the US.

She was born the daughter 
of a top bureaucrat in the 
south Indian city of Madras, 
now Chennai, in 1938 at a 
time when the nation was 
still governed by Britain. 
During her formative 
years, the family had stints 
in Bombay (present day 
Mumbai), Calcutta (Kolkata) 
and New Delhi, given the 
nature of her father’s job. 
The exposure she got 
during her days in the three 
metropolises, gave her 
a broad outlook and the 

inspiration to dream big, 
something quite unnatural 
for a girl from the highly 
conservative Tamil Brahmin 
community. Like most young 
women from upper middle 
class families in those days, 
Gopalan graduated in Home 
Science, meant to groom 
them to be perfect home-
makers, from Lady Irwin 
College in New Delhi.

Breaking moulds, she 
did the unthinkable by 
applying for a postgraduate 
programme in nutrition 
and endocrinology at the 
University of California, 
Berkley, in 1958. At that 
time, there were just a few 
thousand Indians in the US 
and very little women when 
the 19-year-old landed in 
America. Gopalan braved 

racism while adjusting to 
the new country, which was 
being rattled by the Civil 
Rights movement, anti-
Vietnam protests and anti-
imperialism agitations. She 
went on to bag a PhD in the 
same subject from Berkeley 
in 1964. During her days in 
college, she got attracted 
to the Afro-American 
Association, a group of 
Black students dedicated to 
studying the literary works 
of Black writers, and went 
on to become its first Asian 
member. It was during an 
off-campus event that she 
met her future husband 
Donald J Harris, who was 
that day’s speaker. Throwing 
convention to the wind, she 
dated the Jamaican fellow 
scholar and went on to 
marry him in 1963 without 
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even introducing Donald 
to her parents beforehand. 
It caused a scandal back 
in India as she had defied 
convention by marrying 
a person from another 
race. She again dropped a 
bombshell back home when 
she separated from him in 
1971, at a time when divorce 
carried a nauseating stigma 
in India. Working as a cancer 
researcher, she brought up 
Kamala and Maya and later 
they shifted to Montreal 
when she got a job there.

Gopalan’s path-breaking 
study on the isolation 
and characterisation of 
progesterone receptor 
gene in mice led to huge 
advancements in research 
on hormone-responsiveness 
of breast tissue. Ironically, 
she fell prey to cancer and 
died on Feb. 11, 2009. Her 
last wish was that mourners 
should not come with 
flowers. Instead, they should 

donate to the Breast Cancer 
Action organisation. She was 
cremated and her ashes 
were later taken to India by 
Harris and scattered in the 
sea.

Championing the 
cause of Blacks

Despite enjoying idlis, dal 
and other Indian dishes and 
learning how to pray in a 
Hindu manner, Gopalan was 
adamant that her girls grow 
up as Blacks conscious of 
their identity. While growing 
up in Berkeley, Harris and 
her sister were associated 
with Rainbow Sign, a cultural 
centre for Afro-Americans. 
It was also a conscious 
decision from her part to 
choose the Black intellectual 
citadel of Howard University. 
The only Black member of 
the Senate, she became 
more vocal about racial 
justice and police reform 

after the Floyd incident 
earlier this year. She showed 
solidarity by taking part 
in a protest march on the 
streets of Washington and 
won the praise of liberal 
sceptics. In a country which 
is witnessing rapid shifts in 
the demography in many 
parts given the inflow of 
immigrants from different 
corners of the world, Harris 
has a big role to play in the 
Biden administration as she 
can easily appeal to those 
sections of society and be 
seen as one of them by 
flaunting her biracial origin.

Accolades come 
pouring in

Prime Minister Boris 
Johnson congratulated 
Biden and Harris on twitter 
with a statement: “The US is 
our most important ally and 
I look forward to working 
closely together on our 

shared priorities, from 
climate change to trade 
and security.” Scottish First 
Minister Nicola Sturgeon 
lost no time in expressing 
happiness about the first 
woman vice president-
elect of the US. “The first 
woman in the White House 
-  and the first woman of 
colour too. This is a big 
and special moment,” 
she tweeted. Labour 
Party lawmaker Dawn 
Butler said in a Twitter 
message, “History making 
@KamalaHarris. Black girls 
rock.”

“With so many issues 
facing the international 
community, your message 
of unity is one we share. 
New Zealand looks forward 
to working with you both,” 
said newly re-elected New 
Zealand Prime Minister 
Jacinda Ardern on Twitter.

Thanking voters and 
campaigners on Twitter, 
former first lady Michelle 
Obama said, “After we 
celebrate, and we should 
all take a moment to exhale 
after everything we’ve been 
through. Let’s remember 
that this is just a beginning. 
It’s a first step. Voting in one 
election isn’t a magic wand, 
and neither is winning one.”

Singer Beyonce uploaded 
a photo of Biden and 
Harris on her social media, 
showing them both 
sporting face masks. It 
was accompanied by the 
message, “Congratulations 
to President-elect Joe 
Biden and Vice President-
elect Kamala Harris.”

COVER STORY
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On the EU's eastern border, seeking 
refuge is harder for some

P
oland has made 
it easier for 
Belarusians 
fleeing political 
persecution 

to enter, but for Seda 
Yunusova, a Chechen 
who was refused the 
opportunity to apply for 
asylum 16 times in 2016 
and 2017, this is little 
comfort.   
 
"With all this that is 
going on I am fearful 
again," Yunusova said 
by telephone from the 
village of Dymna, near 
the Belarusian border 
city of Brest, where she 
has settled with her eight 
children. 
 
Like other places in 
Belarus, Brest has seen 
violent anti-government 
protests, and Yunusova 
says signs of conflict are 
present in her village. 
"God forbid we would 

have to seek refuge again." 
Yunusova says she and her 
family fled Chechnya after 
her husband refused to 
serve in the Russian army 
in Ukraine in 2014, having 
already been deployed there 
the previous year. She says 
his military service meant 
the family was "blacklisted" 
by Polish border guards. 
He now works as a driver in 
Russia and visits on holidays. 
 
Poland's nationalist Law and 
Justice (PiS) government has 
cited security concerns as 
a reason for not accepting 
refugees, although it is keen 
to attract skilled workers 
from culturally similar 
Belarus. 
 
However, for PiS's critics, 
the presence of Yunusova 
and other Tajik and Chechen 
refugees on the European 
Union's eastern border is 
a reminder of what they 
say is Poland's refusal to 

meet its obligations under 
international law at a time 
when migration policy is 
straining relations in the 
bloc. 
 
According to Kirill Kofanov, 
a lawyer at the Human 
Constanta NGO in Brest, 
there are 30 to 40 asylum 
seekers in the city. 
 
Data from Poland's 
Foreigners Office shows 
that the number of asylum 
applications processed in 
2019 was around a third 
of the 2016 figure. While 
Poland has made it easier for 
Belarusians to get work and 
study visas, NGOs say it has 
been denying many other 
asylum seekers the right to 
submit applications. 
 
The UN Refugee Agency 
has urged Poland to help 
people fleeing war and 
persecution after Europe's 
human rights court ruled 
Warsaw had broken an 
international convention by 
denying asylum procedures 
to refugees.

MUSLIM COUNTRY

Gulbarg Sayfova, whose 
husband is a political 
prisoner in Tajikistan, spent 
two months in Brest before 
she crossed the border in 
2016. "They said to me why 
did you come here? You 
can go to Muslim countries 

... why did you come to 
Poland?," she said. 
 
One Chechen asylum 
seeker who did not wish 
to give her name said she 
succeeded in making an 
asylum application and 
crossing the border on 
her 55th attempt. "Go to 
China, to Turkey ... for all 54 
attempts they said the same 
thing." 
 
The Polish Border Guard 
said by email that there 
were no refugee blacklists 
and officers did not 
discriminate on religious 
grounds. They declined 
to comment on individual 
cases. 
 
"Border Guard officers 
are bound by rules 
of professional ethics 
concerning, among other 
things, the obligation to 
respect human dignity 
and to respect and protect 
human rights," they said.

Poland's interior ministry 
referred reporters to 
answers given by the Border 
Guard. 
 
For Yunusova, her priority 
is her children's education 
as she tries to build a life in 
Belarus, helped by Polish 
charities. 
 
"My oldest daughter would 
like to study in Poland. 
Perhaps one day."
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US cities seen ill-prepared for 
boom in elderly population

A
s the United 
States braces 
for a surge in 
the number of 
elderly people 

in the years ahead, most 
cities are ill-equipped to 
meet the needs of older 
residents, researchers said. 
 
People of colour, those 
with disabilities and low-
income groups are at 
higher risk of being unable 
to access the services they 
need in old age, found a 
report by the Harvard Joint 
Center for Housing Studies 
and the AARP Public Policy 
Institute. 
 
"The last thing we want 
is for people to age in 
place but never leave 
their homes," said Jennifer 

Molinsky, a report co-
author with the Harvard 
center.  
 
"So it's important we create 
the kind of environment 
where people are 
supported and able to be 
in public spaces." 
 
The US "baby boomer" 
generation is aging in such 
a way that the proportion of 
the population aged over 
80 will double by 2035, 
according to 2017 findings 
by the Joint Center. 
 
But most Americans do 
not live in communities 
considered "liveable" for 
the elderly, according 
to the new report, which 
draws on a liveability 
index created by AARP, a 

nonprofit focused on older 
Americans.

It rates cities on the 
basis of key issues 
such as housing, ease 
of transportation, 
healthcare amenities and 
whether they include 
multigenerational 
communities. 
 
Researchers then 
compared the index 
results with national 
survey data, allowing 
them to see which social 
and economic groups 
generally live in which kind 
of communities, Molinsky 
said. 
 
For instance, renters and 
low-income homeowners 
tend not to live in places 

with top scores on access 
to - and quality of - 
healthcare.  
 
Besides the forecasts for 
a sharp increase in the 
elderly population, Molinsky 
said the nation faced an 
"unprecedented" increase 
in the amount of time that 
people will stay living in 
their houses, as opposed 
to nursing homes or other 
options. 
 
That will strain existing 
infrastructure and services, 
she said, pointing to Joint 
Center estimates that less 
than 4% of US housing is 
considered accessible for 
older residents - built on a 
single story, for instance. 
 
The report's findings could 
help city officials target 
their interventions far more 
effectively, experts said. 
 
"Overwhelmingly older 
people express a desire 
to stay in their own home, 
but there is a mismatch 
between what people have 
and what they need to 
do that successfully," said 
Cindy Cox-Roman, interim 
chief executive at HelpAge 
USA, part of a global 
network advocating for the 
rights of the elderly.  
 
The coronavirus pandemic 
has heightened such 
disparities, she said, noting 
that "essential information 
about COVID-19 has 
been shared online by 
local governments, but 
many lower-income older 
households lack online 
access."
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Who pays for the toilet paper? 
The big questions of the work-
from-home era

A
s the world 
convulses in 
crisis, and tens 
of millions of 
us dig in for the 

long haul of working from 
home, one question looms 
large: who pays for the tea 
and toilet paper? 
 
The answer, according to the 
Dutch, is your bosses.  
 
And how much? About two 
euros ($2.40) per working 
day, on average. 
 
That's meant to cover not 
only coffee, tea and toilet 
paper used in work hours, 

but also the extra gas, 
electricity and water, plus 
the depreciation costs of 
a desk and a chair - all 
essentials that you'd never 
dream of paying for in the 
office. 
 
"We have literally calculated 
down to how many 
teaspoons there are in an 
average household, so from 
there it's not that difficult 
to establish the costs," said 
Gabrielle Bettonville of 
family finances institution 
NIBUD, which is mainly 
funded by the government 
and researched the extra 
costs of remote working.

Such accounting may 
seem somewhat trivial at 
a time when the world is 
overwhelmed by a once-
in-a-century pandemic, yet 
they are relevant as experts 
predict a deep decline in 
office-based work could be 
a permanent legacy of the 
crisis. 
 
Dutch authorities have 
already started applying 
NIBUD's  research, citing it 
to offer bureaucrats working 
from home a 363 euro 
COVID-19 "bonus" this year, 
starting in March when the 
country went into lockdown. 
Of course, the 2 euros a day 

is for an average worker 
with average costs, but can 
be tweaked depending on 
measures such as home 
heating and water costs, or 
the quality of insulation. 
 
It does not cover new 
furniture, computers, 
phones, or other equipment 
which NIBUD says 
employees should receive 
from their employers if 
necessary for their work.

FROM SPAIN TO 
BRITAIN

Other countries are also 
moving to adjust to the new 
work-from-home reality, 
aware that many employees 
have little appetite to return 
to the office full-time even 
once the pandemic has 
passed. 
 
Spain has obliged 
employers to pay for home 
office maintenance and 
equipment; Germany is 
debating a bill enshrining 
remote workers' rights; 
France has passed a law 
shielding them from after-
hours email; while Britain 
has hinted that it may relax 
the rules on tax deductions 
for work-related equipment 
purchased during the 
pandemic.  
 
But few nations have delved 
into the detail as deeply as 
the Dutch. 
 
"The government has set a 
good example here," said 
Jose Kager of FNV, the 
country's largest labour 
union, which wants all 
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home-workers to receive 
compensation along the 
lines laid out by NIBUD.  
 
"We're talking about 
structural, ongoing costs 
of working from home," 
she added. Many of FNV's 
members still have to 
physically show up for 

work, such as those at 
paint-maker AkzoNobel's 
factories and Heineken's 
breweries. But most bank 
workers, insurance company 
employees, call centre 
staffers and many others 
have been working from 
home since March. Around 
80% of Dutch workers are 

covered by collective labour 
agreements. 
 
Bank ABN Amro pays for 
workers to outfit their home 
offices, but routine expenses 
remain an open question. 
Spokesman Jarco de Swart 
said the bank did not believe 
workers would ever work 
from the office more than 
three days a week.

CAPPUCCINO 
MACHINE, 
ANYONE?

However, as ever, there's 
two sides to the story. 
And bosses argue extra 
payments make little 
sense at a time when the 
coronavirus crisis has 
floored the economy. Dutch 

employers' association 
AWVN spokesman Jannes 
van der Velde said the 
NIBUD calculations did not 
reflect all the benefits home 
workers were enjoying. 
 
"This call from unions 
for everybody to get 
compensation because 
people are now making their 
own coffee at home - one 
might observe that workers 
are also getting a lot of 
free time in exchange," he 
said, citing average time 
savings of one hour on daily 
commutes. 
 
While workers should be 
compensated for home 
office costs, that will be 
offset by cuts to their 
compensation for lease cars 
and other travel benefits, he 
added.  
 
"It won't be the case that 
people, pretty much 
anywhere, are going to 
get an extra "bonus" on top 
of their salary - definitely 
not during an economic 
recession." 
 
And, of course, there are 
limits. 
 
Surely it makes perfect 
sense for a boss to cough up 
for a productivity-enhancing 
cappuccino machine? 
Apparently not, according 
to Jeroen van Velzen of the 
Dutch interior ministry, which 
is covering additional costs 
on a case-by-case basis. 
 
"No, of course this is limited 
to the things that are needed 
to be able to perform your 
work," he said.
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African money transfer firms thrive as 
pandemic spurs online remittances

H
aving fled an 
economic implosion 
in his native 
Zimbabwe, Brighton 
Takawira was able 

to support his mother back 
home with modest earnings 
from a small perfume business 
he set up in South Africa. 
 
Then the pandemic struck. 
Borders closed. The buses 
he had used to send his cash 
stopped running.  
 
"I had to send something, even 
a few dollars," said Takawira, 
though it meant sometimes 
going without bread. So he 
tried out an online remittance 
company on a friend's 
recommendation. 
 
He is one of many African 
migrants being pushed towards 
digital transfer services, often 
for the first time, during the 
pandemic.  
 
This is fuelling a boom for 
Africa-focused money transfer 
companies, despite predictions 
from the World Bank of a historic 
20% drop to $445 billion in 
remittances to poorer countries 
this year due to a pandemic-
induced global economic slump.  
 
"We saw an increase of transfers 
as the diaspora wanted to help 
their family," said Patrick Roussel, 
who heads mobile financial 
services for the Middle East 
and Africa at French telecom 
company Orange - a dominant 
player in French - speaking 
Africa.  

Like Takawira, many had to 
dip into savings or make other 
sacrifices to do so, analysts and 
company officials say. 
 
The pandemic gave remittance 
companies an advantage over 
their main competition in Africa: 
the sprawling informal networks 
of traders, bus drivers and 
travellers used by many migrants 
to send money home. 
 
"We've seen an influx of new 
customers, and we see them 
mainly coming to us from the 
informal market," said Andy Jury, 
chief executive of Mukuru, the 
company Takawira now uses. 
 
Jury and other industry 
executives say that shift is likely 
to last as digital remittance 
services are typically cheaper, 
faster and safer than informal 
networks, which are difficult for 
governments to regulate.   
 
Mukuru, which focuses mainly on 
African remittances and allows 
customers to send both cash and 
groceries, has seen a roughly 75% 
acceleration in growth compared 
to last year. 

'SILVER LINING'

Remittances to sub-Saharan 
Africa officially totalled $48 billion 
last year, according to the World 
Bank. Experts, however, say that 
figure tells only part of the story. 
 
Much of the money Africans ship 
home via informal networks is 
absent from official data. 

As those networks ground to a 
halt during lockdowns, formal 
money transfer businesses 
- particularly digital platforms - 
were suddenly the only game in 
town.  
 
According to Kenyan central 
bank data, remittances to Kenya 
were up 6.5% though August 
compared to the same period 
last year. Remittance inflows to 
Zimbabwe were up 33% through 
July. 
 
Online remittance company 
WorldRemit reported last week 
that transfers to Zimbabwe via 
its service had doubled over the 
past six months.  
 
Azimo, a UK-headquartered 
remittance company whose 
major African markets include 
Nigeria, Ghana and Kenya, saw 
a nearly 200% increase over 
the expected number of new 
customers in April, May and June.  
 
"I'd swap it out for no pandemic 
any day of the week," Azimo CEO 
Michael Kent said. "But given 
that's what's happening, I think 
you are seeing digital adoption 

in financial services all over the 
place."  
 
Remittance companies got 
an additional boost early on 
in the pandemic when African 
central banks reduced fees 
and loosened limits on digital 
transactions, to encourage the 
public to use digital services to 
facilitate social distancing. 
 
"I would probably agree with the 
World Bank that the total amount 
(of remittances) will go down," 
said Dare Okoudjou, founder of 
MFS Africa. "But anyone who's in 
digital would actually gain market 
share and see their volume go 
up." 
 
The company, which runs 
networks across 36 African 
countries to channel remittances 
between mobile money 
accounts, has seen year-on-year 
transaction growth of over 90% 
in 2020. 
 
The industry is now at an 
inflection point, analysts say. 
 
"If we can get the money flowing 
with less friction, it's going to 
be better for everybody. That's 
the silver lining," said Timothy 
Ogden, managing director of the 
Financial Access Initiative at New 
York University.  
 
Takawira, whose brother also 
works in South Africa, says he's 
now using Mukuru each month 
to send cash and groceries to 
his 60-year-old mother in rural 
Zimbabwe, where inflation is 
topping 650%. 
 
"My salary does not buy much ... 
When the boys send me money, 
it does help a lot " his mother 
Gladys Muzira said.
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Virus shatters Latin America's 
middle class dreams

When the 
coronavirus 
hit Chile and 

abruptly cost Lorena 
Rodriguez her job, the 
47-year-old nanny took a 
painful decision to pawn her 
jewelry - gifts from decades 
earlier - for cash. 
 
Like more than half of Latin 
Americans, she worked in 
the informal sector, looking 
after two children in an 
upmarket area of the coastal 
city of Valparaiso but living 
comfortably on joint income 
with her husband of 700,000 
pesos ($905) a month.  
 
Then suddenly, worried 
about infection risks from 
Rodriguez' bus journey to 
work, the family cut her job 
in March.  
 
Without a contract, she 
could not receive benefits 
like unemployment pay 
or social support, despite 

living in one of the region's 
wealthiest nations. A 
100,000-peso ($126) 
emergency payment from 
the government soon 
ran out, forcing her to the 
pawnbroker. 
 
"It was a last resort," said 
Rodriguez, who swapped 
her rings and bracelets 
for a 340,000-peso loan 
to support herself and her 
husband, a retired member 
of the Armed Forces. 
 
"I had a stable job. We lived 
pretty well - at least without 
too many worries. It's hard 
to see now where all this will 
end." 
 
Millions in Latin America's 
middle classes are 
similarly being dragged 
back into poverty as 
COVID-19 has exposed 
the fragility of welfare nets 
and governments' lack of 
financial firepower. The 

region's labour market 
has been hit harder than 
anywhere else in the world. 
 
After economic stagnation 
and crises in the 1980s, 
Latin America had seen its 
middle class thrive thanks 
to a commodity boom that 
drove growth in the 2000s 
and helped pull 60 million 
people out of hardship. 
 
Now, the region of 650 
million people will see its 
economy contract more 
than 9% this year, according 
to UN estimates, the worst in 
the developing world.  
 
Poverty is set to surge back 
to 2005 levels. 
 
Many economists say the 
crisis has exposed Latin 
America's neglect of long-
standing weaknesses: 
reliance on low-productivity 
sectors such as mining and 
agriculture, failure to bring 

more workers into formal 
jobs, and lack of effective 
tax systems to redistribute 
wealth concentrated among 
a small elite.  
 
"This crisis should serve 
as a wake-up call for 
us to mobilise against 
the disparities and gaps 
that have resulted in an 
increasingly fragile world," 
Argentina's foreign minister 
Felipe Sola told a recent 
meeting of the G20. 
 
According to Asier 
Hernando, regional director 
of the charity Oxfam, the 
pandemic could push 
52 million more people 
into poverty and leave an 
additional 40 million jobless. 
Women and indigenous 
groups will be hit particularly 
hard. 
 
"There is no cushion. If 
you fall, you fall a lot," he 
said. "This could break the 
social contract of the region 
and could lead to years of 
enormous social conflict."  
 
After protests in several 
South American countries 
last year, the pandemic has 
cast a further spotlight on 
hunger, inequality and lack 
of state support. 
 
In Chile, where 2019 protests 
turned violent, the downturn 
is reviving anger. In Peru, 
Congress tried to oust the 
president and economy 
minister over lack of support 
for small businesses. 
In Venezuela, already 
spiraling into poverty before 
COVID-19, protests over 
shortages have intensified.
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RISE AND FALL

Though the virus arrived late 
in Latin America, it hit hard. 
 
Five of the top 10 countries 
in the world for infections 
are in the region, which 
accounts for 34% of global 
deaths despite having only 
around 8% of the planet's 
population.  
 
Epidemiologists cite poverty 
as a cause. 
 
With up to 58% of 
workers in the informal 
sector, according to 
the International Labor 
Organization (ILO), many are 
unable to quarantine or they 
would starve.  
 
About 2.7 million businesses, 
or nearly 20% of companies, 
are to shut, according to the 
United Nations' Economic 
Commission for Latin 
America and the Caribbean 
(ECLAC). The ILO says 34 
million people have already 
lost jobs. 
 
Only 12% of Latin American 
workers are eligible for 
unemployment payments, 
versus 44% in North America 
and Europe.  
 
That has left an army of 
self-employed workers and 
budding entrepreneurs 
exposed, which could hurt 
growth for years. 
 
"For two months I have not 
been able to pay for my 
daughter's school," said 
Goodny Aiquipa, a 36-year-
old clothing merchant in the 
Peruvian capital Lima. 

Her parents had moved from 
the countryside to work as 
street vendors. But she was 
able to build a home, pay 
for private education and 
holidays, and plan to buy a 
car. 
 
Now the outbreak in Peru 
- the world's deadliest per 
capita - forced her to shut 
her T-shirt store. "I'm a month 
behind on electricity and 
water. I spent what I had to 
pay for renting my premises 
on food," she said.  
 
The poorest have been 
hardest-hit in terms of job 
losses, while almost eight 
out of ten people already 
lived on an income lower 
than three times the poverty 
line, said Alicia Barcena, 
executive secretary of 
ECLAC. 
 
"It's very difficult to speak 
about a middle class when 
these people are very 
vulnerable," said Barcena.

A SCHOOL CLOSES

Regional governments 
also lack the financial 
wherewithal to emulate 
stimulus packages in the 
United States or Europe. 
Most suffer from low tax 
incomes and high debt. 
 
In Guatemala, where 
social spending is among 
the region's lowest, 
entrepreneurs Aura 
Cartagena and Erwin 
Pozuelos hoped in vain for 
financial support.

To bankroll their school in 

Guatemala City, the couple 
took on debts and sold 
their cars and property 
to pay the 25 staff, before 
eventually closing its doors. 
 
"We don't have a single 
property that is solvent 
- everything is in debt," 
Cartagena, 51, said in the 
living room of the small 
house the family moved to, 
holding back tears.

A slew of larger companies 
– from major airlines to 
energy companies - were 
forced to lay off staff or 
close their doors. 
 
Economists warn the crisis 
will drive millions from 
salaried work into informal 
jobs with lower wages, 
fewer benefits and less 
protection. 
 
Even in Mexico, the 
region's second-largest 
economy, the left-leaning 
government of Andres 
Manuel Lopez Obrador 
has avoided a generous 
bailout amid concerns over 
its finances. As many as 10 
million people, many from 
Mexico's middle class, are 
expected to tumble into 
poverty, analysts say. 
 
Outside a food kitchen in 
Mexico City, Carlos Alfaro, 
a 51-year-old Uber driver 
who also had a one-man 
cleaning business, waited 
for stew, rice and bread for 
his 77-year-old mother and 
his two children. 
 
Work dried up, forcing him 
to seek handouts. "I never 
imagined I would have to 

come to do this," he said. 

The UN World Food 
Programme predicts 16 
million people in the region 
could face severe food 
shortages this year. 
 
In Brazil, the region's 
largest economy, President 
Jair Bolsonaro's far-right 
government abandoned 
austerity policies for 
welfare payouts that in 
the short-term reduced 
poverty. 
 
Despite Brazil's welfare 
spending – which even the 
government admits cannot 
be sustained - workers 
looking to climb the social 
ladder have fallen on hard 
times. 
 
Douglas Felipe Alves 
Nascimento, 21, moved to 
Sao Paulo at the start of 
the year for a job in a textile 
firm after years in part-time 
construction work. 
 
The wages were enough 
to rent a room, buy basic 
homeware and begin 
finishing his high school 
diploma. But when 
COVID-19 struck, he was 
one of the first to lose his 
job.  
 
By July, he had sold his 
things to cover unpaid rent 
and turned to a Catholic 
mission for food and warm 
clothing.  
 
"Everything I had 
accomplished in those 
three months of work, it 
took a month of pandemic 
to lose it all," he said.

SOCIETY
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Cabbies and office workers: Meet 
Singapore's ordinary royals

I
n the modern republic 
of Singapore, several 
seemingly ordinary 
people working in offices 
or driving taxis can 

claim to be of royal blood, 
descendants of a 19th 
century monarch who ceded 
control of the Southeast 
Asian island to the British. 
 
But few residents in 
one of the world's most 
cosmopolitan cities are 
even aware of this lineage, 
a sore point with Tengku, or 
Prince, Shawal, acclaimed 
by some members of his 
family as 'head of the house 
of Singapore'. 
 
"They still exist?" is a 
response the 51-year-old 
says he often receives when 
he tells people he is one of 

the descendants of Sultan 
Hussein Shah - whose 
treaties with the British led 
to colonial rule and the 
founding of the modern 
country. 
 
Shawal is one of several 
Singaporeans who bear 
the honorific name Tengku, 
meaning prince or princess 

in Malay, and claim links to 
the Sultan. 
 
Until the turn of this century, 
some of them still lived 
in their ancestral home, 
a crowded, dilapidated 
palace, before they were 
evicted by the government 
which turned it into a 
museum.

Seventy-nine descendants, 
of whom 14 were living in the 
palace, were offered payouts 
as part of colonial-era deal 
to provide for the Sultan's 
family, the government said 
at the time. Many of the 
others were living overseas, 
it said. 
 
The legal beneficiaries' 
names were not made 
public, making it difficult to 
verify royal claims.  
 
The Singapore government, 
which has ruled unbroken 
since the city-state's 
independence in 1965, 
said that all but one of 
the payments have been 
made but it was unable to 
share more details on the 
beneficiaries. 

"NOT A DYNASTY"

Shawal, who showed 
reporters government 
correspondence identifying 
him as a beneficiary, still 
regularly visits the palace-
cum-museum and its nearby 
mosque and cemetery in the 
city-state's Malay heritage 
enclave called Kampong 
Glam.  
 
Despite facing personal 
issues with his income cut 
and his logistics job at risk 
due to the coronavirus 
pandemic, Shawal says he 
devotes time to keeping the 
Sultan's heritage alive by 
dressing in traditional royal 
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costume and attending 
celebratory events. 
 
But gaining wider 
recognition is a challenge, 
even among a disparate and 
somewhat divided band of 
claimants. 
 
Other descendants warn 
about the dangers of 
living in the past or are too 
preoccupied with hardships 
of the present. 
 
"We are not a dynasty. It is 
not important whether you 
are a descendant of the 
royal family or not," said 
Tengku Indra, a 67-year-old 
consultant who lived in the 
palace grounds as a child. 
 
"What is crucial is you 
must earn your life through 
meritocracy instead of 
enjoying an ascribed 
status based on ancestral 
position." 
 
Indra was described as the 
great-great-great-great 
grandson of Sultan Hussein 
in an article by government-
affiliated heritage society 
Friends of the Museums 
Singapore last year. 
 
Indra's son, 40-year-old 
businessman Tengku 
Azan has a two-year-
old daughter who would 
be one of the youngest 
descendants. 
 
He thinks future 
generations will not 
take much interest in 
the Sultan's history. "The 
past inadvertently takes 
a back seat and remains 
uncherished," he said.

For other former palace 
residents, life in the outside 
world has been a rude 
awakening. Tengku Faizal, 
43, said after he left the 

palace in 1999 he took 
a job as a cleaner in a 
condominium and would get 
teased for being the prince 
who handles garbage.

He now drives a taxi but says 
he is struggling to make 
ends meet and has been 
given financial assistance 
to cover his daughter's 
childcare fees. To help out, 
his wife has taken a part-
time job in a McDonald's 
outlet. 
 
"We are not smart, we 
are not rich," Faizal said, 
speaking in English. "We got 
title only."  
 
In neighbouring Malaysia, 
a constitutional monarchy 
where Sultans still play an 
active role in public life, 
honorific names are far more 
common.  
 
Of seven Singapore 
claimants interviewed, 
Shawal was the most eager 
about celebrating his 
heritage. 
 
But even he had his own 
doubts about passing on 
the "burden" of the royal 
title and did not give it to his 
daughter at birth. 
 
Now 27 and working for a 
biotech firm, Princess Puteri 
has reclaimed her Tengku 
name but says she also finds 
explaining her credentials an 
uphill task in a country that 
has largely forgotten this 
piece of history. 
 
"Some part of me feels 
sad because I need to 
explain who I am. But the 
moment when they look 
at Prince Harry they know 
he is the prince," she said, 
referring to the globally 
popular grandson of Queen 
Elizabeth II.

SOCIETY
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Spurred by COVID-19, African schools 
innovate to close learning gap

I
n rural Sierra Leone, 
teenagers tuned into 
solar-powered radios 
for their lessons, while 
Kenyan students texted a 

code to receive free learning 
guides on their phones. 
 
As COVID-19 shut Africa's 
schools, governments and 
charities rushed to make 
learning accessible to 
millions of pupils without 

internet or even electricity, 
sparking innovations that 
could keep children learning 
long after the pandemic has 
passed. 
 
"The situation... pushed 
all the governments and 
education ministries to 
think in a different way," 
said Elena Locatelli, an 
advisor on education in 
emergencies at the UN 

children's agency UNICEF. In 
a matter of months, officials 
set up distance-learning 
programmes, often via TV 
and radio, while charities 
and start-ups distributed 
devices and materials to 
supplement them.  
 
Even as children now return 
to classrooms, many of the 
initiatives are set to continue 
for vulnerable children who 

struggle to attend school 
due to poverty or conflict. 
 
Sub-Saharan Africa has 
the world's highest rate of 
out-of-school children, with 
about a third missing out on 
classes in 2018, according 
to the UN cultural agency 
UNESCO. 
 
"All these solutions... can 
also be used in situations 
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in which children have no 
access to school due to 
conflict or insecurity, or for 
children that find themselves 
on the move," Locatelli said. 
 
The rise of distance learning 
could "completely transform" 
how countries think about 
education, said Sarah Smith 
from the International 
Rescue Committee (IRC), 
which has been developing 
audio lessons for refugee 
children. 
 
"It could open up 
opportunities for formal 
education systems to 
welcome in things like a 
radio programme or a new 
app into their curriculum 
in a way they have been 
reluctant to do in the past," 
said Smith, senior education 
director at the IRC.

'PATH OF NO 
RETURN'

Education needs are 
particularly dire in Burkina 
Faso, where violence has 
forced 1 million people - 
more than one in every 20 
inhabitants - to flee their 
homes. Islamist groups 
wage frequent attacks 
across the country's 
northern scrublands. 
 
Before the coronavirus hit 
in March, 2,512 schools 
were closed because of 
the security situation, said 
Education Minister Stanislas 
Ouaro.  
 
Although the government 
had talked about setting up 
distance learning, it took 

the pandemic to make it 
happen, he said. 
 
"Coronavirus was also an 
opportunity for us," Ouaro 
said. 
 
"We realised we could 
develop radio and digital 
classes that could be a 
response to the pandemic 
and to other types of crises, 
such as the security crisis 
and natural disasters." 
 
Burkina Faso started 
broadcasting lessons on 
radio, television and online 
after closing all schools in 
March. Schools reopened for 
the new year on Oct. 1, but 
radio classes are continuing 
for children in conflict-hit 
areas. 
 
"For us, it's a path of no 
return," Ouaro said. 
 
While distance learning 
cannot replace school, it will 
now be the go-to solution 
any time education is 
disrupted, he said. The UN 
refugee agency (UNHCR) 
has backed national remote-
learning programmes by 
distributing solar-powered 
radios, pens and notebooks 
in Burkina Faso, Mali and 
Niger - urging the countries 
to keep broadcasting 
lessons after COVID-19.  
 
"We would like for next year 
to continue this activity and 
to organise some kind of 
listening groups. It can be 
in schools where schools 
can reopen, or it can be 
in the community where 
schools cannot reopen," 
said Charlotte Berquin, an 

education specialist for 
West and Central Africa at 
UNHCR. 

'CHALLENGE AND 
OPPORTUNITY'

Even when children are in 
school, distance-learning 
solutions can help address 
challenges such as 
overcrowded classrooms, a 
lack of trained teachers and 
inadequate materials, said 
Yesani Kapanda, education 
programme manager for the 
charity Voluntary Service 
Overseas (VSO) in Malawi. 
 
This is the aim of VSO's 
"Unlocking Talent through 
Technology" project, which 
provides solar-powered 
tablets with interactive 
courses for children to 
follow at their own pace. 
The project started in 
five schools in 2014 but 
was scaled up during the 
pandemic to bring at-
home learning to some 
200,000 students in total. 
VSO ultimately hopes to 
integrate the use of tablets 
into all primary schools in 
Malawi. 
 
"There is low absenteeism 
and dropout rates in the 
schools (where tablets 
are used) and the project 
has reduced the gender 
dynamics between girls 
and boys in the acquisition 
of numeracy and literacy 
skills," Kapanda said. In 
Kenya, the charity Metis 
took another approach 
by distributing home 
learning guides in person 
and via text message and 

WhatsApp. They estimate 
they were able to reach 
more than 30,000 students 
during the coronavirus 
lockdown with learning 
materials. 

Students send the letters 
'EDU' to a certain number 
and this triggers a series 
of questions to determine 
what content to send the 
learner, with lessons on 
school subjects including 
mathematics as well as 
gardening, storytelling and 
theatre. 
 
Text-based learning is seen 
as a possible growth area 
too. 
 
Eneza Education, an 
education technology 
social enterprise operating 
in Kenya, Ghana and Ivory 
Coast, opened its SMS 
platform without charge 
during lockdown, leading 
to its use by 2.2 million 
learners who did not have 
steady internet access. The 
company has now launched 
in Rwanda with plans to 
assist more vulnerable 
students.  
 
Metis co-founder Rebecca 
Ume Crook said she 
envisions the model 
being used long after 
the pandemic to provide 
children and caregivers who 
need support with learning 
ideas and creative materials. 
 
"We have the challenge 
and the opportunity to 
reimagine education as a 
result of this pandemic, but 
we have to do so equitably," 
she said.
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Naples teachers bring socially distanced 
school to streets and balconies

S
ince schools in 
the southern 
Italian region 
of Campania 
closed due to a 

surge in COVID-19 cases, 
teachers have been taking 
their classes to the streets 
to prevent students from 
falling behind. 
 
Campania, around 
Naples, escaped largely 
unscathed from Italy's 
first coronavirus wave in 
the spring, but the region 
has seen infections soar 
in recent weeks and local 
authorities have closed 
most schools until the end 
of October. 
 
"Mothers called me and 
said the kids are in floods 
of  tears, they want to go 

back to school, they don't 
understand why schools 
need to be stopped," 
said Pamela Buda, while 
holding a class for pupils 
sitting on public steps in 
central Naples. 
 
Tonino Stornaiuolo 
yells out his lessons to 
pupils listening from 
their balconies and on 
the streets outside their 
homes. 
 
"We do everything to 
respect the rules because 
I think this emergency in 
Italy is serious and real," 
Stornaiuolo said. 
 
The government has so 
far avoided imposing 
nationwide curbs on 
schools, businesses and 
freedom of movement, 
but has urged regional 
authorities to draw up 
their own restrictions if 
needed. 
 
Lombardy, where Milan 
is located, has already 
introduced a curfew 
from 11 pm to 5.00 am to 
put a stop to late night 
gatherings. Campania has 
said it will follow suit. 
 
"I wanted to find a way in 
which the kids could see 
us and share time with 
us, at least as long as it 
is possible and until we 
know whether there will 
be another lockdown," 
Stornaiuolo added.

EDUCATION
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Indigenous Amazon activist fights to save 
forest and tribe's future

S
amela Sateré-
Mawé, a 24-year-
old biology 
student, has one 
guiding belief - if 

the rainforest dies so will her 
Amazon tribe. 
 
"Indigenous people are an 
extension of nature, and 
nature is an extension of 
us," said the environmental 
activist, who joined Greta 
Thunberg's Fridays for 
Future movement to save 
the forest. 
 
Environmental activism, she 
said, is just a new name for 
what the Sateré-Mawé have 
been doing for centuries. 
 
Samela posts videos on 
social media and takes 
part in Fridays for Future 
when she is not studying 
or making anti-COVID face 

masks in a craft workshop 
with other indigenous 
women in a Manaus suburb. 
 
Scientists say the Amazon, 
the world's largest rainforest, 
absorbs vast amounts 
of carbon dioxide and 

its preservation is vital to 
curbing climate change. 
 
Swedish activist Thunberg 
is an inspiration for her, but 
more so are her roots in 
Amazon indigenous culture 
from where she derives her 
concern for the environment 
and the rainforest, which 
is threatened by illegal 
loggers, encroaching 
farmland and wildcat miners. 
 
Her people's name comes 
from Sateré meaning "lizard 
of fire" in their Tupi language 
- in reference to a dominant 
clan within the tribe - and 
Mawé, meaning smart and 
curious parrot. 
 
The Sateré-Mawé are forest 
people whose ancestral 
homelands were by the 
headwaters of tributaries 
of the Amazon. Their first 
contact with Europeans 
was with Jesuit missionaries 
in the middle of the 17th 
century. 
 
Encroachment on the 
forests and illness brought 
by outsiders has driven 
hundreds of the 13,350 
Sateré-Mawé to move to 
urban areas, as Samela's 
parents did before she was 
born.      
 
Today, their main source of 
livelihood is the caffeine-
filled seed of the Guaraná 
fruit that grows on a vine in 
the forest and is ground into 
a powder used for energy 

drinks and as a dietary 
supplement. 
 
Samela says the forest 
is under threat from the 
government of far-right 
President Jair Bolsonaro who 
has eased environmental 
controls and plans to 
develop the Amazon 
economically. This has 
encouraged illegal gold 
miners and loggers to invade 
indigenous reservations. 
 
This year, fires mainly started 
to clear land for cattle and 
farming in the dry season 
increased to a 10-year high 
in August, according to 
government satellite data. 
 
In a remote address to the 
United Nations General 
Assembly, Bolsonaro 
rebutted international 
criticism of his environmental 
policies and said the fires 
were started by indigenous 
people, who do use fire to 
clear patches of land to grow 
food. 
 
His comments outraged 
Samela, who believes 
indigenous people are the 
best guardians of the forest 
because they depend on 
its biodiversity to survive 
and are not motivated by 
greed driving environmental 
destruction. 
 
"The fires make me very sad, 
because we are losing so 
much territory ... If the forest 
goes, we will die," she said.
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said Melati, speaking from 
their home surrounded by 
paddy fields.  
 
"We need to see the bar 
set a lot higher and a lot 
sooner," she said, calling on 
policymakers to take swift 
action. 
 
Melati's activism started 

banning single-use plastic 
bags. 
 
The sisters aren't resting 
on their laurels, however. 
Tackling climate change is 
now among the world's most 
pressing issues, they say.  
 
"We know the urgency, we 
have to take action now," 

REAL-LIFE HEROES

After taking on plastic, Bali sisters 
want bar raised on climate action

D
ismayed by the 
plastic waste 
strewn over 
their home 
island of Bali, 

sisters Melati and Isabel 
Wijsen have channelled 
Ted Talks and international 
conferences in raising global 
awareness through a youth-
led movement to try to 
eliminate the scourge.  
 
It was not "rocket science," 
said Melati, 19, of the 
plastic waste problem that 
prompted the sisters to set 
up their "Bye Bye Plastic 
Bags" initiative seven years 
ago. 
 
The campaign has grown 
internationally, with Bali 
leading the way in Indonesia 

when she was only 12 years 
old and her sister even 
younger at 10. They have since 
garnered global attention, 
speaking at international 
conferences including setting 
out their ideas in a Ted Talk.  
 
The sisters say they were 
inspired by figures such as 
Nelson Mandela, Princess 
Diana, and Mahatma Ghandi 
when at school. 
 
Growing up on the tropical 
island famed for its beaches 
and temples, they were 
disconcerted by the plastic 
waste everywhere.  
 
"Sadly...we could see that 
no matter where we went 
there was plastic constantly 
surrounding us," Melati said.  
 
Indonesia, an archipelago of 
more than 17,000 islands, is 
estimated to be the world’s 
second-largest contributor 
of plastic pollutants in the 
oceans after China, according 
to a 2015 study published in 
Science journal.     
 
The Southeast Asian country 
this year unveiled a plan to cut 
marine plastic debris by 70 
percent within five years and 
to be plastic pollution-free by 
2040. 
 
But for the sisters measures 
on the environment are often 
too slow and reinforces the 
need for the young to take 
action. 
 
"We believe that us kids may 
only be 25 percent of the 
world's population, but we are 
100 percent of the future," said 
Isabel.
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'Be one with the fish': aquarium 
yoga among Hong Kong Ocean 
Park's new offerings

A
gainst the vivid 
backdrop of a 
giant aquarium 
filled with 
sharks, manta 

rays and other aquatic life, 
a yoga group performed 
side planks, chair poses 
and lunges, their arms 
outstretched to the ceiling. 
 
Hong Kong's cash-strapped 

Ocean Park has begun 
offering fitness activities 
such as yoga, meditation 
and dance classes to keep 
its flagging business afloat 
and offset deep losses due 
to coronavirus restrictions 
that have battered tourism in 
the Asian financial hub. 
 
Yoga instructor Jessica Lee 
said the fish in the aquarium 

were a calming presence 
during her class. "It's really 
nice to be almost at one 
with them," she said. "I 
feel as if I am in the water, 
moving as fluidly as they 
are." 
 
The 43-year-old theme 
park and Walt Disney Co's 
Hong Kong Disneyland have 
been shuttered for most of 

the year, only reopening in 
September. Both parks are 
mandated to operate at a 
maximum of half-capacity 
and face masks remain 
compulsory. 
 
At over HK$6 billion in 
debt according to its latest 
annual report, Ocean Park 
secured a HK$5.4 billion 
($696 million)government 
bailout in May which it 
said would help it stay 
operational for another year. 
 
Anti-government protests 
last year and the rise of 
competing amusement 
parks in the region such as 
Chimelong Ocean Kingdom 
on China's Hengqin island, 
have exacerbated pressure 
on both Ocean Park and 
Hong Kong Disneyland. 
 
Ocean Park also said it 
would for the first time open 
hiking trails underneath 
its cable car ride which 
overlooks the South China 
Sea. Air-conditioned tents 
will be available for those 
who want to camp and 
barbecue, it said. 
 
However, 26-year-old 
resident Sze who was 
visiting Ocean Park, said 
paying an additional cost 
for yoga and hiking seemed 
unnecessary when she was 
only interested in the rides. 
 
"We need to pay extra 
money to join the hiking 
activities while hiking is 
supposed to be free," said 
Sze, who did not want to 
give her full name. "Doing 
yoga is also free if you go 
into the wild."
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By the pool or ferris wheel? 
Japanese theme park becomes 
new office for teleworkers

T
he coronavirus 
pandemic has 
turned one 
Japanese theme 
park into a new 

workplace for teleworkers, 
with a haunted house for 
the bargain.  
 
Yomiuriland, an amusement 
park in Tokyo, launched 
an "amusement workation" 
package to include a 
working booth next to 
its pool, and a ride on its 
observation ferris wheel 
with a portable WiFi router. 
 
"I love working outside. 
This is a good plan, and it 
feels great," said Tatsuki 
Yamamoto, 47, president 

of a IT solutions firm FLEQ, 
sitting on a white pool chair 
with his laptop. 
 
Employees at his company 
are also working remotely, 

Yamamoto said. A third 
of Japanese firms are 
reassessing using offices 
as 65% of firms allowed or 
encouraged employees 
to work from home 

due to the pandemic, a 
poll showed in August. 
Many workers in Japan, 
and globally, began 
telecommuting as the 
coronavirus spread and 
governments imposed 
strict restrictions to 
contain it. 
 
Several tourists 
attractions in Japan 
have been hit by the 
pandemic, and some 
amusement parks have 
explored other ways to 
lure visitors.      
 
The Yomiuriland theme 
park sells day passes for 
1,900 yen  ($18.05) per 
person on weekdays, and 
2,000 yen for weekends 
and holidays, including a 
workspace rental on the 
pool side, and a ride on 
the giant ferris wheel, as 
well as after-work free 
golf balls at a driving 
range inside the park. 
 
About ten customers 
including Yamamoto 
used the park with roller 
coasters and a haunted 
house as their alternative 
office. 
 
On the slowly moving 
ferris wheel, Yamamoto 
dialled into an online 
conference call and 
showed off the height to 
his co-workers through a 
camera on his laptop. 
 
However, it was hard to 
focus in the air, he said. 
 
"I don't know whether to 
enjoy the view or do the 
work."
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Nurses suffer burn-out, 
psychological distress in COVID 
fight - association

M
any nurses 
caring for 
COVID-19 
patients are 
suffering 

burn-out or psychological 
distress, and many 
have faced abuse or 
discrimination outside of 
work, the International 
Council of Nurses (ICN) 
said. 
 
Supplies of personal 

protective equipment for 
nurses and other health 
workers in some care 
homes remain insufficient, it 
said, marking World Mental 
Health Day.  
 
"We are extremely 
concerned about the 
mental health impact on 
nurses," Howard Catton, 
a British nurse who is the 
ICN's chief executive, 
said at the association's 

headquarters in Geneva. 
"Our most recent survey 
of national nurses' 
associations shows that 
more than 70% of them 
(the associations) were 
saying that nurses have 
been subject to violence 
or discrimination and as a 
result of that they are very 
concerned about extreme 
cases of psychological 
distress and mental 
health pressure,” he said. 

The figure was based on 
responses from roughly 
a quarter of its national 
nurses' associations in more 
than 130 countries. 
 
Nurses face a broad 
spectrum of issues that 
affect their mental health, 
including physical and 
verbal abuse, Catton said. 
 
"There are nurses who 
have been subject to 
discrimination, where 
their landlord has not 
renewed their lease for 
their apartment, or they 
can’t get child care for their 
children," he said, without 
giving specifics of physical 
or verbal abuse. 
 
ICN has lobbied for better 
protection and working 
conditions for nurses on the 
front lines of the pandemic. 
 
"We still continue to see 
problems with the supplies 
personal protective 
equipment. There have 
been improvements, 
particularly in hospitals," 
Catton said. 
 
But some care homes and 
long-term care facilities in 
Europe, and in North and 
South America still lack 
supplies, he said, citing its 
members' survey.  
 
The World Health 
Organization said that 
services for mentally ill and 
substance abuse patients 
have been disrupted 
worldwide during the 
pandemic, and COVID-19 is 
expected to cause further 
distress for many.
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Japan researchers show masks do 
block coronavirus, but not perfectly

J
apanese 
researchers 
showed that 
masks can offer 
protection from 

airborne coronavirus 
particles, but even 
professional-grade 
coverings can't eliminate 
contagion risk entirely.  
 
Scientists at the 
University of Tokyo built 
a secure chamber with 
mannequin heads facing 
each other. One head, 
fitted with a nebuliser, 
simulated coughing 
and expelled actual 
coronavirus particles. 
The other mimicked 
natural breathing, with a 
collection chamber for 
viruses coming through 

the airway. A cotton mask 
reduced viral uptake by 
the receiver head by up 
to 40% compared to no 
mask. An N95 mask, used 
by medical professionals, 
blocked up to 90%. 
However, even when the 
N95 was fitted to the face 
with tape, some virus 
particles still sneaked in. 
 
When a mask was 
attached to the coughing 
head, cotton and surgical 
masks blocked more 
than 50% of the virus 
transmission.

"There was a synergistic 
effect when both the 
virus receiver and virus 
spreader wore masks," 
the researchers wrote 
in a study published 
recently. 
 
There has been a 
growing consensus 
among health experts 
that the COVID-19 virus 
can be spread through 
the air. The US Centers 
for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC) revised 
its guidance to say the 
pathogen can linger in 
the air for hours. 
 
A separate team of 
Japanese researchers 
used supercomputer 
simulations to show that 
humidity can have a 
significant effect on the 
airborne dispersion of 
virus particles.



34 NOV-DEC 2020 www.britishherald.com

BRITISH HERALD HEALTH

Airplane COVID-19 risk 'very low' with 
masks, other actions, report finds

T
ransmission risks 
of COVID-19 
during airline 
flights are very 
low and below 

other routine activities 
during the pandemic such 
as grocery shopping or 
going out to dinner, when 
using face coverings 
and taking other steps, 
researchers at the Harvard 
School of Public Health 
said.  
 
The report found 
transmission risks can be 
"reduced to very low levels 
through the combination 
of layered infection control 
measures." The report, 
funded by Airlines for 

America - a trade group 
representing American 
Airlines, United Airlines, 
Delta Air Lines and others 
- and a consortium of 
aircraft and equipment 
manufacturers and airport 
operators, comes as 
US airlines lose billions 
of dollars a month as 
passenger demand remains 
down 65% year on year 
because of the coronavirus. 
 
US carriers are operating 
just 50% the flights they 
did in 2019. Some carriers 
have recently announced 
new plans to end blocking 
of middle seats during 
the pandemic. The 
Aviation Public Health 

Initiative team at Harvard 
recommended strategies to 
mitigate transmission risk 
on aircraft, during boarding 
and exiting. 
 
The report found after 
airlines mandated 
masks, boosted cleaning 
procedures and revised 
boarding procedures, "and 
with millions of passenger 
hours flown, there has 
been little evidence to 
date of onboard disease 
transmission."  
 
The report noted 
commercial passenger 
aircraft are equipped with 
ventilation systems that 
refresh cabin air on average 

every 2-3 minutes and 
removing more than 99% 
of particles of the size that 
cause SARS-CoV-2. 
 
Researchers also found 
face masks significantly 
reduce risks of disease 
transmission during the 
COVID-19 crisis. Airlines 
have mandated masks, 
added new cleaning and 
implemented protocols 
to manage boarding and 
deplaning. 
 
The US Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention 
this month issued a "strong 
recommendation" that all 
passengers and employees 
on airplanes and in airports 
should wear masks to 
prevent the spread of 
COVID-19. 
 
The Harvard report said 
risks remain that contagious 
pre- or asymptomatic 
people could be unaware 
and opt to fly. 
 
The study echoes a US 
Defense Department 
study released earlier this 
month that found the risk of 
exposure to the coronavirus 
on flights is very low. 
 
When a seated passenger 
is wearing a mask, an 
average 0.003% of air 
particles within the 
breathing zone around 
a person’s head are 
infectious, even when every 
seat is occupied, it found.
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Next crop of COVID-19 vaccine 
developers take more traditional route

T
he handful of 
drugmakers 
dominating 
the global 
coronavirus 

vaccine race are pushing 
the boundaries of vaccine 
technology.  

The next crop under 
development feature 
more conventional, proven 
designs. 
 
The world will need several 
different vaccines to fight the 
COVID-19 pandemic, given 
the sheer size of global 
need, variations in effects 
on different populations, 
and possible limits of 
effectiveness in the first crop. 
 
Many leading candidates 
now in final-stage testing 

are based  on new, largely 
unproven technology 
platforms designed to 
produce vaccines at speed.     
 
They include messenger 
RNA (mRNA) technology 
used by Moderna Inc 
and Pfizer Inc with 
partner BioNTech SE, 
and inactivated cold virus 
platforms used by Oxford 
University/AstraZeneca Plc, 
Johnson & Johnson and 
CanSino Biologics, whose 
vaccine has been approved 
for military use in China. 
 
Merck & Co in September 
started testing a COVID-19 
vaccine based on a 
weakened measles virus 
that delivers genes from 
the new coronavirus into 
the body to stimulate an 

immune response to the 
coronavirus.

Of these, only the 
technology offered by J&J 
and CanSino that use cold 
viruses as vectors to deliver 
coronavirus genetic material 
have ever produced a 
licensed vaccine - for Ebola. 
 
The next set of candidates 
- with late-stage trial results 
expected in the first half of 
2021 - are heavily skewed 
toward approaches that 
have produced successful 
vaccines. 
 
Conventional methods 
include using a killed or 
inactivated version of the 
pathogen that causes a 
disease to provoke an 
immune response, such as 

those used to make flu, polio 
and rabies vaccines. 

Also more common are 
protein-based vaccines 
that use  purified pieces 
of the virus to spur an 
immune response. Vaccines 
against whooping cough, 
or pertussis, and shingles 
employ this approach. 
 
French drugmaker Sanofi 
is developing a protein-
based COVID-19 vaccine 
employing the same 
approach it uses for its 
Flublok seasonal flu vaccine. 
Sanofi expects to start the 
final phase of testing in early 
December, with approval 
targeted in the first half of 
2021. 
 
While Novavax Inc has not 
yet produced a licensed 
vaccine, it is using similar 
purified protein technology 
and expects to start a late-
stage US trial involving 
30,000 volunteers in late 
November. 
 
"Those are more traditional 
approaches, so we can 
feel more comfortable 
that we have a lot of 
experience with them," said 
Dr. Paul Offit, director of the 
Vaccine Education Center 
at Children’s Hospital of 
Philadelphia. 
 
Offit also sees promise in 
some of the inactivated virus 
vaccines being developed 
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by Chinese researchers, 
including Sinopharm's 
China National Biotec Group 
(CNBG), one of the few first-
crop developers using a 
traditional technique. 
 
Other second-wave 
developers are making 
vaccines based on virus-
like particles (VLPs), which 
mimic the structure of the 
coronavirus but contain no 
genetic material from it. 
 
VLP vaccines can be 
produced in a variety of 
different types of cells, 
including mammal, bacterial, 
insect, yeast and plant cells. 
This approach has been 
used to develop vaccines 
for hepatitis B and human 
papillomavirus.

Quebec's Medicago is 
testing a VLP COVID-19 
vaccine grown in tobacco 
plants with the backing of 
tobacco company Philip 
Morris.  
 
Medicago has yet to 
produce an approved 
vaccine, but has completed 
large-scale testing for a 
seasonal flu vaccine using 
this approach. 

It plans to begin mid-stage 
trials of its COVID-19 vaccine 
next month and aims to 
make up to 1 billion doses a 
year by 2023. 
 
Others are looking at 
alternative delivery methods, 
such as the nasal spray 
vaccine being developed by 

a team at Xiamen University, 
Hong Kong University and 
Beijing Wantai Biological 
Pharmacy Enterprise, which 
is based on a modified flu 
virus.

CHALLENGES 
AHEAD

The second crop, however, 
could face problems 
completing large studies 
if the current leaders bring 
their vaccines over the finish 
line in the coming months. 

"If we get a super vaccine in 
December, from company 
x, which is on the market, 
it will be difficult to recruit 
participants into other 
studies," said Peter Kremsner 

from the University Hospital 
in Tuebingen, Germany. 
"Then everyone will say, 
if the vaccine exists, I 
will get vaccinated now 
with this vaccine. This will 
definitely prove a problem 
for recruitment,” added 
Kremsner, who is testing 
CureVac's mRNA COVID-19 
vaccine in early clinical trials 
with backing from the Bill & 
Melinda Gates Foundation. 
 
On the flip side, it is easier 
and faster to prove efficacy 
when community spread 
of the virus is rampant as 
is happening again in the 
United States, Europe and 
elsewhere, a potential 
advantage for companies 
starting large-scale vaccine 
trials in the near future.
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Croatia's Istria region producing some 
of the world's best olive oil, say experts

I
n just 15 years, Croatia's 
Istrian peninsula in the 
nothern Adriatic has 
become one of the 
world's best producers of 

olive oil, decorated with top 
industry awards.  
 
In 2020, Istria won the Flos 
Olei guide's best region 
in the world award for 
extra virgin olive oil for a 
6th consecutive year. The 

guide is compiled by expert 
tasters. 
 
"Some 15 years ago 
there were practically no 
producers of bottled olive 
oil in Istria and there was 
no expert verification of its 
quality," said Denis Ivosevic 
from the Istrian Tourist 
Board. 
 
"Now Istria has become a 

region where guests come 
also because they know 
what kind of olive oil they 
can buy."  
 
Some 70 small producers 
from Istria are assessed by 
the Flos Olei guide. Manuel 
Grubic, the owner of an 
olive oil mill in the town of 

Bale, said the quality of the 
oil is based on the work of 
small family producers. 
 
"The olive harvest is 
done manually, they are 
processed immediately and 
the quantity produced is 
relatively small."

Miroslav Pliso, a lawyer who 
started his small olive oil  
business some 20 years ago, 
said that a focus on quality 
production and the industry 
awards had put Istria on the 
map with tourists seeking 
good local gastronomy. 

He said his output is some 
2,000 litres of top quality 

olive oil a year. "The price 
of our oil is quite high in 
comparison to the price of 
an average good quality 
oil which costs around 
100-120 kuna per litre. We 
bottle the oil in the quantity 
of 0.25 litres and the price 
per litre is around 600 
kuna," he said.
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will propose the standards 
next year, outlining the date 
for them to be introduced 
and the level of energy 
savings each building must 
achieve. 
 
This would push building 
owners, such as commercial 
landlords, to meet the 
standard in order to rent out 
a property. 
 
"This sends a very strong 
regulatory signal to 
the market ... Until you 
renovate to the minimum 
acceptable level which 
society demands, you can't 
generate an economic 
return," said Peter 
Sweatman, chief executive 
of consultancy Climate 
Strategy & Partners.

CLIMATE CHANGE

Europe plans greener buildings to cut 
emissions, fight poverty

T
he European 
Union set out 
plans to launch 
a wave of 
green building 

renovations across Europe 
to cut greenhouse gas 
emissions and help people 
struggling to pay energy 
bills. 
 
The source of more than a 
third of EU carbon dioxide 
emissions, three-quarters 
of Europe's buildings are 
energy inefficient by modern 
standards and many are 
heated using fossil fuels. 
That needs fixing under the 
EU's plan to reach net zero 
emissions by 2050. 
 
The Commission plans to 
double the EU's annual rate 

of energy-related building 
renovations, which is 
currently just 1%, upgrading 
35 million buildings by 2030. 
 
"It's not easy. It's not just 
throwing money at it, 
we need to get the right 
regulation in place," Frans 
Timmermans, Commission 
executive vice president for 
the European Green Deal, 
said. 
 
Funding should prioritise 
renovations that tackle 
energy poverty, to support 
the 34 million Europeans 
struggling to pay heating 
bills, the Commission 
said. Other focus areas 
are public buildings and 
polluting heating systems. 
Upgrading social housing 

alone would require an extra 
57 billion euros ($67 billion) 
in annual investment, and 
EU support will come from 
a 672.5 billion euro section 
of its massive coronavirus 
economic recovery fund. 
 
Further cash could come 
from carbon market 
revenues, while the 
European Investment 
Bank will back technical 
support for projects. The 
Commission will also rewrite 
state aid rules, allowing 
governments to boost 
national funding. 
 
Central to the EU plan will 
be binding minimum energy 
performance standards 
for all existing buildings in 
Europe. The Commission 
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Climate change poses growing threats to 
vulnerable Africa, UN says

F
loods, droughts, 
hotter weather 
and a desert 
locust invasion 
— the impacts of 

climate change are hitting 
Africa hard, and worse 
is ahead for the region’s 
food supplies, economy 
and health, the UN climate 
agency said. 
 
Temperatures have been 
rising on the continent of 1.2 
billion at a comparable rate 
to other regions, but Africa 
is exceptionally vulnerable 
to the shock, according to 
the World Meteorological 
Organization (WMO).

Warming temperatures 
are slashing crop yields. 
Agriculture is the backbone 
of Africa's economy.  
 
“By the middle of this 
century, major cereal crops 
grown across Africa will be 
adversely impacted,” the 
WMO said in a report.  
 
It projected a reduction in 
yields of 13% in West and 
Central Africa, 11% in North 
Africa and 8% in East and 
Southern Africa. 
 
African countries are 
generally low-income and 
ill-equipped to respond to 

this and other consequences 
of climate change, the WMO 
said.  
 
Natural disasters such as 
Cyclones Idai and Kenneth, 
which struck three countries 
in southern Africa in 2019, 
underscored the region’s 
exposure, it said. 
 
The cyclones forced more 
than two million people from 
their homes, killed many 
hundreds, and destroyed a 
half million hectares of crops 
in Mozambique.  
 
Meanwhile, in drought-
prone areas including West 

Africa’s Sahel, the number 
of undernourished people 
has jumped by 45% since 
2012, the organisation 
said. Climate change is 
compounding problems 
such as conflict to drive 
growing hunger. 
 
In the Horn of Africa, below-
average rainfall in 2018 and 
2019 led to the worst cereal 
harvest in Somalia since 
records began in 1995 and to 
crop failures in neighbouring 
Kenya.  
 
Floods followed. Somalia, 
Kenya, Ethiopia and Tanzania 
recorded at least double 
their average seasonal 
rainfall in late 2019.  
 
The rain helped crops 
grow but also fuelled the 
locusts that have devoured 
hundreds of thousands of 
hectares of land in those 
countries since January.  
 
For now, the poorest are 
most affected.  
 
Africa’s overall gross 
domestic product will fall by 
between 2.25% and 12.12% as 
temperatures rise, according 
to a "long-term impact" 
study cited in the report. It 
did not specify a time period 
for the forecast. 
 
Warmer and wetter weather 
is also more suitable for 
insects that transmit dengue 
fever, malaria and yellow 
fever.
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Australian scientists find huge new 
healthy coral reef off northern coast

A
ustralian 
scientists found 
a detached 
coral reef on the 
Great Barrier 

Reef that exceeds the height 
of the Empire State Building 
and the Eiffel Tower, the 
Schmidt Ocean Institute 
said, the first such discovery 
in over 100 years. 
 
The "blade like" reef is nearly 
500 metres tall and 1.5 
kilometres wide, said the 
institute founded by ex-
Google boss Eric Schmidt 
and his wife Wendy. It lies 
40 metres below the ocean 
surface and about six 
kilometres from the edge of 
Great Barrier Reef. 
 
A team of scientists from 
James Cook University, 
led by Dr. Robin Beaman, 
were mapping the northern 
seafloor of the Great Barrier 
Reef on board the institute’s 
research vessel Falkor, when 
they found the reef on Oct. 
20. "We are surprised and 
elated by what we have 
found," said Beaman.

He said it was the first 
detached reef of that size 
to be discovered in over 120 
years and that it was thriving 
with a "blizzard of fish" in a 
healthy ecosystem. 

The discovery comes after 
a study earlier this month 
found the Great Barrier Reef 

had lost more than half 
its coral in the last three 
decades. 
 
Using the underwater 
robot known as SuBastian, 
the scientists filmed their 
exploration of the new reef, 
collecting marine samples 
on the way, which will be 

archived and placed in the 
Queensland Museum and 
the Museum of Tropical 
Queensland. 
 
"To not only 3D map the reef 
in detail, but also visually 
see this discovery with 
SuBastian is incredible," 
Beaman added. 
 
Although the northern 
section of the Great Barrier 
Reef suffered from bleaching 
in 2016, Beaman said this 
detached reef didn't display 
any evidence of damage.  
 
Bleaching occurs when the 
water is too warm, forcing 
coral to expel living algae 
and causing it to calcify and 
turn white. 
 
The Great Barrier Reef runs 
2,300 km (1,429 miles) down 
Australia's northeast coast 
spanning an area half the 
size of Texas. It was world 
heritage listed in 1981 
by UNESCO as the most 
extensive and spectacular 
coral reef ecosystem on the 
planet.
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Nigerian informal retailers turn tech-savvy to 
stock up amid pandemic

When the 
coronavirus 
outbreak forced 

shops to close in Nigeria's 
commercial capital Lagos, 
kiosk store owner Funmilayo 
Akinola weighed up her 
safety against the need to 
make a living. 
 
After deciding that she 
couldn't afford to stop 
working, she faced the 

challenge of replenishing 
her stock as the pandemic 
has made it harder for 
informal traders to buy 
wholesale goods due to 
safety measures disrupting 
supply chains.  
 
The answer lay in a logistics 
firm that provides an 
online marketplace where 
manufacturers and retailers 
connect. 

Lagos-based Trade Depot 
delivered goods that she 
bought using the company's 
app.  

"(Without Trade Depot) I 
would have just locked 
up my shop, because my 
husband will not allow me to 
go inside the market to go 
and be hustling for goods," 
said Akinola. 
 
She now uses her phone 
to order stock delivered 

by vans or tuk tuks to her 
narrow kiosk in the frenetic 
Lagos district of Mushin, 
where she sits surrounded 
by stacked-up goods, 
ranging from drinks and 
tinned food to detergent.  
 
Demand was particularly 
high during the month-long 
lockdown in Lagos that 
ended in early May, said 
Akinola. 

Trade Depot's chief 
executive officer, Onyekachi 
Izukanne, said the company 
- which operates in six of 
Nigeria's 36 states and was 
launched in 2017 - saw 
a 300% increase in gross 
revenue in the year to 
September, compared with 
the same period in 2019. 
 
Ikenna Nwosu, a logistics 
consultant, said the 
pandemic had  prompted 
a broader process of 

"digitization" that forced 
people to shop online. This 
has opened new supply 
chain networks and created 
employment opportunities 
as companies hire more 
workers to distribute goods, 
he said.   
 
"Its creating new revenue 
streams. That is just 
scratching the surface of 
digitization," he said.
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Coronavirus boosts cloud 
kitchens as foodie Asians order in

S
ingapore's Ebb & 
Flow Group took 
an unusual route 
to creating one of 
its most popular 

food items: analysing 
more than 200,000 data 
points to predict customer 
preference and potential 
demand. 
 
The result, launched shortly 
before the coronavirus sent 
the city into lockdown, was 
Wrap Bstrd - wraps with 
fillings such as chicken 
satay rice and beef bulgogi, 
borne from the insight 
that customers preferred 
Asian flavours in a fuss-

free fashion. "We were 
able to combine advanced 
behavioural data capabilities 
and pattern analyses with 
the expertise of our chefs 
to create a brand and menu 
that was specifically tailored 
for our customers," said chief 
executive Lim Kian Chun.  
 
"It is Singapore's first food 
and beverage brand that is 
driven entirely by insights 
derived from artificial 
intelligence," he said. 
 
Ebb & Flow Group is one of a 
growing number of companies 
operating restaurant kitchens 
known as "dark", "cloud" or 

"ghost" kitchens, which have 
no physical presence, and 
offer delivery-only services 
from a centralised location 
through a mobile app. 
 
Often operating out of 
warehouses and semi-
industrial buildings on the 
outskirts of cities, dark 
kitchens allow for burgers and 
biryanis to be made in the 
same location, and delivered 
directly to consumers ordering 
online.

While food delivery was 
already on the rise in recent 
years with aggregators such 
as Zomato, Uber Eats and 

foodpanda, coronavirus 
lockdowns and concerns 
about eating out have 
precipitated a boom in these 
services lately, analysts say. 
 
"The cloud kitchen model was 
already gaining momentum, 
now it is at a tipping point for 
the model to be fully utilised 
because of the shift to at-
home consumption," said Ali 
Potia, a partner at consulting 
firm McKinsey. 
 
"We are now starting to see 
data-driven menu design 
and pricing for greater 
personalisation. It is the future," 
he said.
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ROBOT CHEFS

The coronavirus has 
upended how people 
live, work and experience 
leisure, with urban experts 
predicting that cities will 
look very different as more 
people work and shop from 
home. 
 
The cloud kitchen market is 
seen as one of the biggest 
beneficiaries of this trend, 
with Allied Market Research 
in India estimating that the 
global industry could be 
worth about $71 billion by 
2027 compared to $43 billion 
last year.  
 
Autonomous vehicles and 
drones that can lower 
delivery costs will fuel 
the industry's growth, the 
research firm said in a recent 
report. 
 
Swiss bank UBS, in a 2018 
report, had forecast that 
deliveries would make 
up 10% of the global food 
services market by 2030, 
or more than $350 billion, 
helped by dark kitchens, 
robot chefs, cheaper 
deliveries and younger 
people who do not cook. 
 
But with coronavirus, "food 
delivery has become a 
necessity rather than a 
luxury" for even older 
people, said Phuminant 
Tantiprasongchai, co-
founder of Singapore-based 
TiffinLabs, which aims to 
have 1,000 cloud kitchens 
in cities worldwide. The 
company has created nine 
brands so far in Singapore 
- from pasta to "mind 

blowing" fries - with each 
brand based on analytics of 
consumers in the delivery 
zones of its kitchens. 
 
"Data touches every aspect 
of our business - right 
from conceptualising 
restaurants, to testing and 
creating menus that match 
consumer preferences, to 
even identifying the right 
locations for our kitchens," 
Phuminant said. 
 
"We also use analytics to 
predict demand - as a result 
we've seen little waste in 
our kitchens," he added, as a 
counter to the argument that 
cloud kitchens are fuelling 
an explosion in plastic waste. 
 
With data key to success, 
ride-hailing and delivery 
apps such as Uber, Grab 
and Gojek are partnering 
with dark kitchen operators. 
Gojek has tied up with Indian 
virtual kitchen company 
Rebel Foods to create 100 
cloud kitchens in Indonesia. 
 
Uber Eats invites restaurants 
to launch "delivery-focused 
concepts" from their current 
kitchen, based on its data 
that can identify dishes and 
cuisines that customers are 
searching for.  
 
The data - which will need 
to be "stored safely and 
managed effectively" - can 
also be used in other ways, 
said Potia.

"Can you pay a lower 
insurance premium if you 
order healthy food often, for 
example? Smart operators 
will find ways to use the data 

optimally," he said.

HYPER LOCAL

The coronavirus has forced 
the food service industry 
to adapt: restaurants got 
on to delivery platforms, 
and added tables on 
pavements and in parking 
lots.  
 
Still, the National 
Restaurant Association 
of India predicts up to 
40% of restaurants in the 
country may close, with 
big cities hit the hardest. 
The Indonesia Hotel and 
Restaurants Association 
said up to 30% of 
restaurants in Jakarta may 
shut. 
 
Not everyone sees delivery 
services as a panacea. 
 
Restaurants had been 
complaining about the 
high fee charged by 
aggregators, with labour 
rights groups also opposed 
to the low wages paid to 
gig workers who are mostly 
hired on contract. 
 
Some also worry about the 
social cohesion and sense 
of community if restaurants 
are forced out by cloud 
kitchens. 
 
Anurag Katriar, president 
of the National Restaurant 
Association of India, an 
industry group, pointed 
to aggregators' "high 
commissions, the heavy 
discounting on the 
platforms, the opaque 
nature of the algorithms 

and their control of the 
data".  
 
"But I don't see deliveries 
replacing restaurants 
- eating out is still a 
special experience, a little 
celebration with family 
and friends that cannot be 
replicated by ordering in," 
he said.      
 
But cloud kitchens can 
also help small brands 
compete, revitalise 
abandoned properties and 
neighbourhoods, and bring 
about innovations with 
data, analysts say. 
 
"The market will sort itself 
out," said Potia. 
 
"Places that have 
something unique to offer 
will survive, and there is 
always going to be room 
for neighbourhood dining - 
particularly now, as people 
go hyper local," he said. 
 
Indeed, the pandemic 
has given an unexpected 
boost to street food, said 
Chawadee Nualkhair, a 
food blogger in Bangkok. 
 
"Go to Chinatown at night or 
the Old Town at lunchtime, 
and they are absolutely 
packed," she said, referring 
to neighbourhoods that 
are typically frequented 
by tourists, but are seeing 
more locals now. 
 
"So while Bangkok's fine 
dining scene seems to 
be holding its breath at 
the moment, street food 
seems to be experiencing 
something of a rebirth."

TECHNOLOGY
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Nokia's COVID detection 
system automatically scans for 
temperature, mask

N
okia has 
created an 
automated 
system that 
uses a thermal 

camera and real-time video 
analytics to determine if 
a person has COVID-19 
symptoms and is wearing 
a mask, part of efforts to 
protect employees as they 

return to work. The Finnish 
company has been using 
the system in its factory 
in Chennai, India, for two 
months and has screened 
more than 200,000 people 
in that facility.  
 
The factory, which was 
closed for some time 
to comply with Indian 

regulations following the 
coronavirus outbreak, 
has more than 1,000 
employees. 
 
The system detects 
whether a person has a 
high temperature or is not 
wearing their face-mask 
and alerts the operation 
centre, the head of 

Analytics and IoT for Nokia, 
Amit Shah, said. It comes 
with its privacy settings 
where faces can be blurred 
to comply with local 
regulations and deployed 
across different locations 
and monitored from a 
central facility without the 
need to keep a person at 
every check point. 
 
"Nokia factories and R&D 
centres are deploying 
this," Shah said, adding 
that talks were also at 
"pretty advanced stages" 
on deploying the system 
in North America, Latin 
America and Asia and 

across sectors including 
schools and government 
buildings. 
 
Nokia said customers 
could expand the product 
to add other features, 
including predictive 
surveillance, machine 
maintenance and security 
threats.

TECHNOLOGY
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With social media chatbots, Indonesia 
braces for monsoon floods

A
s Indonesia 
braces for 
monsoon 
floods, a local 
website said on 

Wednesday that it will help 
emergency workers and 
residents, already battling 
the new coronavirus, better 
respond to crises. 
 
PetaBencana.id, which 
means "disaster map", uses 
artificial intelligence (AI) 
and internet bots to monitor 
and respond to social 
media posts by crisis-hit 
communities, using them to 
map events like floods, fires 
and earthquakes in real-
time. 
 
Parts of Southeast Asia have 
been hit by heavy rainfall, 
and more is predicted during 
the monsoon season up 

until March, with the onset 
of a La Nina weather system, 
characterised by unusually 
cold temperatures in the 
equatorial Pacific Ocean. 
 
"For Indonesia, they're 
expecting a 40% increase in 
rainfall," said Nashin Mahtani, 
director of PetaBencana.
id, which was founded in 
2013 and covered five cities 
before it went nationwide in 
February.  
 
"We emphasise the need 
of real-time information 
because you cannot predict 
how the flood is going to 
happen." 

PetaBencana.id monitors 
words linked to disasters 
that are posted on 
Twitter and its AI-assisted 
"humanitarian chatbots" 

use Twitter, Facebook and 
Telegram messaging service 
to engage with residents 
about disasters they have 
flagged up. 
 
"When residents share 
information about their 
needs, the emergency 
agencies are better able 
to allocate their resources," 
Mahtani said. 
 
Indonesian President Joko 
Widodo this month urged 
ministers to prepare for the 
potentially hazardous impact 
of La Nina. 
 
A typhoon and a storm 
have brought floods to 
neighbouring Vietnam and 
the Philippines this month, 
forcing thousands to be 
evacuated from their homes 
in poor regions already 

suffering hardships due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic.    
 
Indonesia, an archipelago 
of thousands of islands with 
a population of 270 million 
people, has about 81,000 km 
(50,300 miles) of coastline, 
making it particularly 
vulnerable to climate 
change. 
 
It has also struggled to stem 
the coronavirus, with about 
400,000 cases and almost 
14,000 deaths, the highest 
figures in the region. 
 
"Even in areas where people 
are used to flood events, 
this time the response is 
going to be very different 
because we're going to have 
to incorporate certain health 
protocols," said Mahtani, 
highlighting social distancing 
rules. 
 
"As emergency plans adapt, 
we anticipate that they'll be 
changing to the situation 
as needed - which requires 
an even greater degree of 
flexibility and coordination," 
she said from the island of 
Bali.  
 
PetaBencana.id has trained 
schools and community 
groups to prepare for 
disasters, including using 
the website to be aware of 
flood risks, know when to 
evacuate, avoid disaster-hit 
areas, and to help authorities  
monitor flood-defence 
infrastructure.

TECHNOLOGY
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Singapore firm invents coronavirus 
breathalyser with results in seconds

A 
company in 
Singapore has 
developed a 
breathalyser 
test for the 

new coronavirus which it 
says will enable people 
to know whether they are 
infected in under a minute. 
 
Breathonix, a startup 
firm from the National 
University of Singapore, 
says its test achieved 
more than 90% accuracy 
in a pilot clinical trial of 
180 people in the city-
state and hopes to get 
regulatory approval early 
next year. 

Countries worldwide 
are looking to develop 
alternative tests to the 
Polymerase Chain Reaction 

(PCR) nasal swab, which is 
invasive and in short supply 
in some places where 
demand has outstripped 

manufacturers' production 
capacity. 
 
Breathonix is currently 
expanding its trial in 
Singapore and hopes to 
improve accuracy and 
get the green light to go 
commercial in the first 
quarter of next year.  
 
At US$20, Breathonix 
says its test would be 70% 
cheaper than PCR tests, 
although infected patients 
would likely still need the 
more sensitive PCR tests to 
confirm the diagnosis. 

"The breath test is more like 
a first level screen device," 
said Jia Zhunan, co-founder 
and CEO of Breathonix, 
adding it could be deployed 
at conferences, sports 
events and concerts. 
 
The device uses disposable 
mouthpieces and is 
designed to ensure there is 
no cross-contamination.  
 
After blowing into the 
device, it assesses the 
chemical compounds of the 
breath to determine whether 
or not a person is infected. 
Results are generated by a 
computer within 60 seconds. 
 
A similar breathalyser is 
being tested by a hospital 
in France, although experts 
have warned the system 
may be too costly for 
widespread distribution.

INNOVATION
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The robot dolphin that could 
replace captive animals at theme 
parks one day

D
arting around the 
pool as a group 
of swimmers 
stands in the 
shallow end, the 

dolphin looks much like those 
that jump through hoops and 
perform acrobatics at theme 
parks.  
 
But this marine creature is a 
robot. 
 
"When I first saw the dolphin, 
I thought it could be real," said 
a woman who swam with the 
remote-controlled creature. 
 
Edge Innovations, a US 
engineering company with 
an animatronic and special 
effects division in California, 
designed the dolphin, which 
starts at $3 million to $5 
million. 
 
It hopes that life-like 
animatronics used in 
Hollywood movies could 

one day entertain crowds 
at theme parks, instead of 
wild animals held in captivity. 
Swimmers could dive with 
robotic great white sharks 
or even reptiles that filled 
Jurassic-era seas millions of 
years ago. 
 
"There are like 3,000 dolphins 
currently in captivity being 
used to generate several 
billions of dollars just for 
dolphin experiences. And 

so there's obviously an 
appetite to love and learn 
about dolphins," said Edge 
Innovations founder and CEO 
Walt Conti. 
 
"And so we want to use that 
appetite and offer kind of 
different ways to fall in love 
with the dolphin."  
 
Animatronics may bring back 
audiences turned off by parks 
using live animals, said Conti. 
 
Some 20 European countries 
have already banned or 
limited the presence of wild 
animals in circuses. 
 
At Edge's Hayward, California 
headquarters, its 550-pound 
(250-kg), 8-and-a-half-foot 
(2.5-meter) animatronic 
dolphin with skin made 
from medical-grade silicone 
headlined a programme for 
schools in partnership with 
TeachKind, part of People 
for the Ethical Treatment of 
Animals (PETA). 
 
Edge also made the aquatic 
creatures used in Hollywood 
blockbusters "Free Willy," 
"Deep Blue Sea" and 
"Anaconda."  
 
"The idea of this pilot is 
really to create a kind of 
"Sesame Street" under 
water," said Roger Holzberg, 
creative director for Edge's 
animatronic programme. 
 
"Those characters taught a 
generation how to feel about 
different kinds of aspects of 
humankind in ways that had 
never been imagined before. 
And that's what we dream of 
with this project."
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On the moon, water water everywhere 
and not a drop to drink (yet)

T
he moon lacks the 
bodies of liquid 
water that are a 
hallmark of Earth 
but scientists said 

lunar water is more widespread 
than previously known, with 
water molecules trapped within 
mineral grains on the surface 
and more water perhaps 
hidden in ice patches residing 
in permanent shadows. 
 
While research 11 years ago 
indicated water was relatively 
widespread in small amounts 
on the moon, a team of 
scientists is now reporting the 
first unambiguous detection of 
water molecules on the lunar 
surface. 

At the same time, another team 
is reporting that the moon 
possesses roughly 15,000 
square miles (40,000 square 
kilometers) of permanent 
shadows that potentially 
could harbor hidden pockets 
of water in the form of ice. 
Water is a precious resource 

and a relatively plentiful 
lunar presence could prove 
important to future astronaut 
and robotic missions seeking 
to extract and utilise water for 
purposes such as a drinking 
supply or a fuel ingredient. 
 
A team led by Casey Honniball 
of NASA's Goddard Space 
Flight Center in Maryland 
detected molecular water 
on the lunar surface, trapped 
within natural glasses or 
between debris grains. Previous 
observations have suffered 
from ambiguity between 
water and its molecular cousin 
hydroxyl, but the new detection 
used a method that yielded 
unambiguous findings. 
 
The only way for this water 
to survive on the sunlit lunar 
surfaces where it was observed 
was to be embedded within 
mineral grains, protecting it 
from the frigid and foreboding 
environment. The researchers 
used data from the SOFIA 
airborne observatory, a Boeing 

747SP aircraft modified to carry 
a telescope. 
 
"A lot of people think that the 
detection I've made is water 
ice, which is not true. It's just 
the water molecules - because 
they're so spread out they don't 
interact with each other to form 
water ice or even liquid water," 
Honniball said. 
 
The second study, also 
published in the journal Nature 
Astronomy, focused upon 
so-called cold traps on the 
moon, regions of its surface 
that exist in a state of perpetual 
darkness where temperatures 
are below about negative 260 
degrees Fahrenheit (negative 
163 degrees Celsius). That is 
cold enough that frozen water 
can remain stable for billions of 
years. 
 
Using data from NASA's Lunar 
Reconnaissance Orbiter 
spacecraft, researchers led by 
planetary scientist Paul Hayne 
of the University of Colorado, 
Boulder detected what may 
be tens of billions of small 
shadows, many no bigger than 
a small coin. Most are located 
in the polar regions. 
 
"Our research shows that 
a multitude of previously 
unknown regions of the moon 
could harbor water ice," Hayne 
said. 

"Our results suggest that 
water could be much more 
widespread in the moon's polar 

regions than previously thought, 
making it easier to access, 
extract and analyze." 
 
NASA is planning a return 
of astronauts to the moon, a 
mission envisioned as paving the 
way for a later journey carrying 
a crew to Mars. Accessible 
sources where water can be 
harvested on the moon would 
beneficial to those endeavors.  
 
"Water is not just constrained to 
the polar region. It's more spread 
out than we thought it was," 
Honniball said. 

Another mystery that remains 
unsolved is the source of the 
lunar water.  
 
"The origin of water on the 
moon is one of the big-picture 
questions we are trying to 
answer through this and other 
research," Hayne said. "Currently, 
the major contenders are 
comets, asteroids or small 
interplanetary dust particles, 
the solar wind, and the moon 
itself through outgassing from 
volcanic eruptions." 
 
Earth is a wet world, with vast 
salty oceans, large freshwater 
lakes and ice caps that serve as 
water reservoirs. 
 
"As our closest planetary 
companion, understanding the 
origins of water on the moon can 
also shed light on the origins 
of Earth's water - still an open 
question in planetary science," 
Hayne added.
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As the Arctic's attractions 
mount, Greenland is a security 
black hole

O
n a windy 
August 
afternoon 
in 2017, 
Akitsinnguaq 

Ina Olsen was relaxing in 
the old harbour of Nuuk, 
Greenland's capital, when 
a Chinese icebreaker sailed 
unannounced into the Arctic 
island's territorial waters. 
 
"I saw it by chance," Olsen, 
50, said. "My first thought 
was: 'They're already here!' 
They're pretty cheeky, those 
Chinese." 
 
She pulled out her phone 
and took a picture of the 
167-meter long Chinese 
icebreaker Xue Long (Snow 
Dragon), before it turned 
around and disappeared.  
 
The Chinese ship was one 
of a growing number of 
unexpected arrivals in Arctic 
waters as shrinking sea 
ice has fast-tracked a race 
among global powers for 

control over resources and 
waterways. Both China and 
Russia have been making 
increasingly assertive moves 
in the region, and after the 
US Secretary of State Mike 
Pompeo last year said now is 
"America's moment to stand 
up as an Arctic nation and for 
the Arctic's future," military 
activity is stepping up. 
 
Greenland is a semi-
autonomous part of the 
Kingdom of Denmark and 
Copenhagen runs the 
island's defence through 
its Joint Arctic Command. 
On several occasions since 
2006, foreign vessels have 
turned up unexpectedly 
or without the necessary 
protocols, in waters that 
NATO-member Denmark 
aims to defend, Greenland 
residents and military 
sources in Denmark and the 
United States said. 
 
Copenhagen and its Arctic 
neighbours have tried in 

recent decades to keep the 
region what they call a "low 
tension" area. But each event 
underscores new challenges 
for Denmark and its allies.  
 
The main problem: It's hard 
to see what's going on there. 
 
Greenland, which US 
President Donald Trump 
offered unsuccessfully to 
buy from Copenhagen last 
year, is largely an ice sheet 
with a rocky coastline of 
44,000 km (27,000 miles) 
- longer than the earth's 
equator. It's hidden by 
almost complete darkness in 
the winter months. 
 
Beneath its rocks and ice 
are abundant resources 
of minerals and rare earth 
metals used in equipment 
from smartphones to 
electric vehicles and military 
jets, as well as uranium and 
potentially vast resources of 
oil and natural gas. 
 
Greenland offers more than 
resources. The island, which 
is nearer to New York than 
New York is to Los Angeles, 
is also a strategic window 
onto space.  
 
Located at Thule, the 
United States' northernmost 
air base houses the 21st 
Space Wing's network of 
sensors, which provides 
early missile warning and 
space surveillance and 

control. Thule is one of the 
few places in the world with 
access to satellites that 
orbit the poles, completing 
coverage of the globe which 
is essential for weather 
forecasting, search-and-
rescue and climate research. 
 
"Historically the Arctic, like 
space, was characterised as 
a predominantly peaceful 
domain," Secretary of the 
US Air Force Barbara Barrett 
said in July when presenting 
America's Arctic strategy in 
the transcript of a webinar 
hosted by the Atlantic 
Council think tank. 
 
"This is changing." 
 
Several countries are 
building new icebreakers 
to increase freight traffic. 
China, which in 2018 
declared itself a "near-
Arctic" nation, has said it 
wants to build infrastructure 
and "participate in the 
governance of the Arctic."   
 
China has "really gone 
from zero to 60 in space, 
very quickly," US Space 
Force chief General John 
W. Raymond told the July 
presentation. He said China's 
capabilities "threaten our 
access to space in the Arctic" 
both in Alaska and Thule.  
 
The icebreaker that Olsen 
photographed in 2017, used 
by China's Polar Research 
Institute for scientific 
expeditions, had been 
invited by a researcher in 
Greenland, the researcher 
said. But it had not, as would 
normally be expected, 
applied in advance for 
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clearance, the head of the 
Joint Arctic Command Kim 
Jorgensen said.  
 
Also in the area taking 
advantage of the short Arctic 
summer, a multinational 
search-and-rescue exercise 
spotted the Xue Long. 
Danish armed forces invited 
it to seek permission to 
enter, which was granted, 
Jorgensen said.  
 
China's foreign ministry 
did not comment on that 
incident but said in a 
statement it respects the 
sovereignty and jurisdiction 
of "the Arctic countries in 
the area" and is ready to 
make positive contributions 
to the peace, stability and 
sustainable development. 
 
By this year, Western 
allies had increased their 
presence. US destroyer 
Thomas Hudner, together 
with Denmark's Joint Arctic 
Command, sailed for the first 
time into the deep fjord near 
Nuuk in August. In August 
and September, a US Coast 
Guard cutter carried out 

joint exercises with Danish 
and French naval vessels on 
Greenland's west coast. And 
last month, Denmark for the 
first time joined the United 
States, UK and Norway in a 
large-scale military exercise 
in the Barents Sea near 
Russia. 
 
Danish Defence Minister 
Trine Bramsen said that 
Denmark wants to keep 
tension low in the Arctic, 
"but we must not be naive." 
Russia is trying to limit the 
right to free navigation in 
international waters, she 
said; Denmark is taking steps 
towards strengthening the 
Armed Forces' surveillance 
and presence there.  
 
A spokesperson at the US 
embassy in Copenhagen 
said Denmark needs to 
strengthen its defence in 
the Arctic with additional 
investment. 
 
Moscow's ambassador 
to Denmark, Vladimir 
Barbin, said talk of threats 
to freedom of navigation 
is a "made-up pretext" for 

naval exercises and Russia's 
activities in the Arctic 
are peaceful. US policy 
"accompanied by bellicose 
rhetoric, is creating a new 
reality and splitting Arctic 
states and could open (the) 
sluice gates for overspill of 
tension from the outside to 
the Arctic region," he said.

BELOW THE 
RADAR

Some Arctic regions are 
relatively well covered by 
satellite and radar. But since 
the early 1990s, Greenland 
has slipped off the radar.  
 
From 1959 to 1991 Greenland 
was part of the North 
American Aerospace 
Defence Command, an 
integrated chain of 63 radar 
and communication centres 
stretching 3,000 miles from 
Western Alaska across the 
Canadian Arctic. It had four 
radars operating on its ice 
sheet. Two were dismantled; 
the other two were 
abandoned and are now 
slowly sinking into the ice. 

Today, to monitor its vast 

area, Greenland has one 
aircraft, four helicopters and 
four ships. In addition to 
enforcing sovereignty, they 
handle fishing inspection 
and search and rescue 
operations. Six sleds 
powered by 80 dogs patrol 
the remote northeastern 
part. 
 
In August 2006, a local 
couple said they spotted 
a submarine while they 
were hunting reindeer at 
the remote Qassit fjord in 
southern Greenland, said 
Niels Erik Sorensen, who 
headed Denmark's Arctic 
Command at the time. The 
couple told the police  and 
made a drawing, which the 
military identified as a likely 
Russian model. 
 
"This was the first sighting 
since the end of the Cold 
War," said Sorensen.  
 
The sub was mentioned in 
a 2016 report on Denmark's 
Arctic defence, which said 
candidly that "there is no 
access to a coherent picture" 
of the situation in the area 
of responsibility for its Arctic 
Command. Neither the 
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airspace nor activities below 
sea-level are monitored.  
 
As there is no surveillance, 
it said, "it is not possible to 
assess whether violations of 
sovereignty are taking place 
in the air. Thus, no deliberate 
violations of the airspace ... 
have been found." 
 
In another part of the 
Arctic that year, a US Coast 
Guard vessel accidentally 
discovered a joint Russian-
Chinese naval exercise 
in Arctic waters near 
Kamchatka, said Paul 
Zukunft, who retired as 
Commandant of the US 
Coast Guard in 2018. 
 
"This is a region where we 
did not have any satellite 
coverage," he said. "But we 
did have a ship up there, 
and they literally stumbled 
upon this joint naval exercise 
between Russia and China 
that otherwise would not 
have been known."  
 
Russia's ambassador said 
there are no joint Russian-
Chinese military-naval 
exercises in the Arctic 

Ocean. The Chinese foreign 
ministry did not comment. 
 
The Danish government 
promised in 2019 to 
upgrade military spending 
in Greenland with a 
payment of 1.5 billion 
Danish crowns (£183.5 
million) for surveillance. 
Denmark's Bramsen said 
that was a "first step" and 
Copenhagen has yet to 
decide how to spend the 
money.  
 
For now, Denmark has no 
satellites to monitor traffic 
around Greenland. In 2018, 
it started receiving a few 
satellite images a day 
from the European Union's 
Maritime Safety Agency, 
but they aren't always 
detailed enough for military 
purposes. 
 
"Denmark will never be 
able to defend itself in 
the Arctic," said Steen 
Kjaergaard, head of the 
Centre for Arctic Security 
Studies at the Royal Danish 
Defence College, which 
does research for the 
defence ministry.

"The government is trying to 
strike a balance."

"DARK TARGETS"

That balance is becoming 
increasingly delicate. For 
years, it's been fairly easy 
for foreign researchers to 
access the waters around 
Greenland and those 
between Greenland, Iceland 
and the UK, researchers 
and military sources say: All 
that's needed is to fill in a 
form seeking permission.  
 
Last year, though, Danish 
authorities failed to approve 
an application from a Swiss-
led group of international 
researchers, the government 
said in response to a 
Freedom of Information 
request. The researchers 
were planning to travel 
on a Russian icebreaker, 
50 Let Pobedy (50 Years 
of Victory) on the first-
ever circumnavigation of 
Greenland. 
 
Authorities let the 
application expire without 
responding. 
 
Two sources with knowledge 
of the matter said they had 
become suspicious that 
the icebreaker, used for 
several earlier expeditions 
in Greenland, could serve 
non-scientific purposes 
such as tapping information 
from subsea fibre cables 
or mapping the seabed to 
ease access for Russian 
submarines. 
 
In 2016, a Russian vessel, 
Yantar, which the US Navy 

has alleged transports 
submersibles that can 
sever and tap into cables 
miles beneath the ocean's 
surface, anchored outside 
Nuuk, where a subsea 
communications cable 
lands that connects Iceland 
and America.  
 
Ambassador Barbin 
said Russia considered 
the icebreaker decision 
an "unfortunate 
misunderstanding," noting 
that this year Denmark 
agreed to another Russian 
icebreaker visiting 
Greenland and the Faroe 
Islands. 
 
Even NATO allies arrive 
unannounced in these vast, 
dark waters.  
 
Foreign ships usually 
report their arrival using 
the international Automatic 
Identification System ship-
tracking system. When 
analysing satellite images, 
the Joint Arctic Command 
often identifies what it calls 
"dark targets" - objects that 
look like ships but can't be 
identified on the system. 
 
If the Danish military sends 
out vessels or helicopters to 
the target, they often find an 
iceberg. When the targets 
have turned out to be ships, 
these have most often 
been  US marine vessels 
that haven't reported their 
arrival, military sources say.  
 
The US embassy didn't 
comment. Denmark's 
defence ministry said the 
allies are working to bolster 
information sharing.

GEOPOLITICS
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Guillaume is six years old. 
His parents, Claire and 
Dominique - both of them 
amateur musicians - sent 
him for his first piano lesson 
aged four after they realised 
he could hear a tune and 
play it back for himself. He 
also has perfect pitch. 
 
In late August, Benoliel 
had his moment in the 
spotlight in Salzburg, the 
Austrian city and birthplace 
of composer Wolfgang 
Amadeus Mozart. Bénoliel 
was selected to perform 
on stage in a concert 
after winning two prizes in 
the Grand Prize Virtuoso 
competition.  
 
He picked up first prize 
in the young musician 
category, and a special 
prize in the exceptional 
young talent category.  
 
Away from the concert 
halls, music is simply a 
fun experience that he 
shares with his family. They 
sometimes play together, 
and in the evenings Benoliel 
gives mini-concerts for his 
parents in the living room 
of their home southeast of 
Paris. 
 
"Everyday is full of 
adventures and pleasure 
because we both love 
music," said his mother 
Claire, who works in 
management consulting. 
 
As for his future career, she 
said she and her partner 
will let their son decide. But 
she said whatever path he 
takes, she hoped music will 
still be present in his life.

ENTERTAINMENT

Meet the six-year-old pianist 
who plays Rachmaninoff

When Guillaume 
Benoliel sits at 
the piano stool 

rehearsing Rachmaninoff's 
Italian Polka for a 
forthcoming concert, his feet 
dangle in the air.  
 
"I've met talented people 
in my career but not like 
him," said Benoliel's teacher, 
Serguei Kouznetsov. 
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Kenyan documentary spotlights activist 
torn between family and the struggle

K
enyan documentary 
"Softie" opens in 
2013 with Njeri 
Mwangi standing 
in a doorway, light 

illuminating a sleepy toddler 
on her hip as her husband 
Boniface sieves buckets of 
clotted blood outside.  
 
The next day, he dumps the 
blood and coaxes a herd of 
pigs to feast on it outside 
parliament to demonstrate 
against yet another pay rise for 
legislators, dubbed "MPigs" by 
protesters.  
 
Kenya is East Africa's 
richest nation, but its 
booming economy has an 
ugly underbelly. Runaway 
corruption traps millions in 
poverty, extrajudicial police 
killings are common and 
elections punctuated by 
deadly violence. 

The government says it is 
investigating corruption, 
and several high level 
officials are in court, 
including the former 
finance minister. Some 
cases have been going on 
for decades. 
 
Njeri and Boniface Mwangi 
are activists - they protest 
together and are arrested 
together - but as the film 
progresses, the focus 
moves from whether their 
crusade will succeed to 
whether their family will 
implode.  
 
"Families of human rights 
defenders or activists ... I 
want people to know we 
exist," Njeri, a movie buff 
and avid motorcyclist, 
said at the film's Kenya 
premiere. "Our children 
really struggle." 

Softie - an award-winner at 
the Sundance and Durban 
film festivals - shows the 
evolution of Boniface from 
an activist outraged by the 
2007-8 election violence 
into a political candidate 
promising his new Ukweli 
party will change the 
system from within, a 
decade later.  
 
His family grapple with 
his absence, a house 
permanently full of people, 
and death threats targeting 
their three young children. 
Njeri, fearing for their lives, 
eventually takes the kids to 
the Unites States in 2016. 
 
In one tense on-camera 
exchange before his family 
leaves, Boniface pleads with 
his wife: "you need to have 
an ideal that you live for, 
that's worth dying for."

"You think it will be better if 
you die?" Njeri replies sadly.  
A later scene lays out the 
stakes. The couple's eldest 
son Nate returns from 
his American school with 
something he has made for 
father's day: a loving card for 
his mother. When filmmaker 
Sam Soko asks from behind 
the camera why there's no 
message for his father, Nate 
shrugs. 
 
Moments like that forced a 
reckoning, said Boniface, who 
appeared with his family at 
the premiere, all in matching 
purple outfits. Now he's 
building his party, taking a rest 
from protests and spending 
time making meals for his 
family. He's finally realised he 
can't - and shouldn't - try to 
change everything himself.  
 
"Change is not an event... it's 
not a popcorn that pops in a 
microwave," he said. "It's a very 
slow painful marathon - and 
then the marathon doesn't 
end." 
 
The film started out as a 
five-minute Youtube clip 
about organising a protest, 
said Soko, who is an activist 
himself. It sprawled into a 
seven year project, now 
streaming on PBS in the 
United States and Britain's 
BBC.  
 
"It's essentially still an activist 
manual," he said. "But a different 
kind of manual ... (about) what it 
means to love."
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40-member troupe. People 
initially flocked back to the 
Big Top in September to 
watch Balkanski's son and 
daughter-in-law perform an 
acrobatic 'Wheel of Death' 
and the 'Hell Riders' from 
Colombia on motorcycles. 
 
Balkanski also contracted 
aerial gymnasts and other 
performers from Italy, 
Ukraine, Moldova and 
Russia. 
 
But, like much of Europe, 
Bulgaria has seen a surge 

ENTERTAINMENT

On a tightrope: Bulgarian circus defies 
odds during COVID pandemic

S
itting in his 
caravan in 
downtown 
Sofia, Alexander 
Balkanski, a 

former acrobat and trapeze 
artist and the founder of 
Bulgaria's largest circus, 
swings between hope and 
despair as he counts the 
emotional and financial costs 
of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
 
This year Balkanski, 78, 
had hoped to celebrate 
the 200th anniversary of 
his family's involvement in 
circus and the 20th birthday 
of Circus Balkanski, but the 
lockdown has drastically 
curtailed the season, which 
usually runs from April to 
November. 
 
Balkanski mortgaged his 
home to raise 250,000 euros 
for a new tent ordered to 
mark the anniversaries. 
He had to re-arrange his 
programme six times amid 
accumulating bills and artist 

cancellations, and the circus 
only opened its doors on  
Sept. 1. 
 
"All over Europe circuses are 
on their knees, including us," 
said Balkanski, whose family 
originally came from Italy 
and who himself has been 
performing since the age of 
eight. 
 
A welcome injection of 
50,000 euros in state aid 
was spent within days 
on back pay, rents and 
maintenance bills for his 

in COVID-19 infections this 
autumn, and this has quickly 
dented the numbers of 
visitors coming to the 2,000-
seat venue. 
 
"We started the first week 
very well, with about 300-
600 visitors per day. The 
second week we saw a 10% 
drop," he said. 
 
In recent days, that has 
slowed to a trickle of a few 
dozen. 
 
"I do not want circus to die 
before me. I want to go 
before the circus dies," said 
Balkanski. 
 
During a long career he has 
performed to Communist-
era leaders such as 
Bulgaria's Todor Zhivkov and 
the Soviet Union's Leonid 
Brezhnev, and also to US 
President Richard Nixon and 
Britain's Queen Elizabeth. 
 
His most cherished memory 
is performing at the Vatican 
City for Pope John Paul II in 
1986. 
 
Despite the challenges 
posed by the pandemic, 
Balkanski remains defiant 
that the show must, and will, 
go on. 
 
"Bulgaria needs to know that 
Circus Balkanski is alive. Our 
season ends on Nov. 22 and 
I am sure we will have the 
strength to persevere."
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Art galleries on the brink as 
pandemic lays waste to plans

T
his was to have 
been the year 
that an art 
gallery deep in 
the southern 

English countryside took 
the United States by storm 
with exhibitions of the 
extraordinary Lee Miller, 
a 1920s fashion model, 
surrealist and World War 
Two photographer. 
 
Filming for a biopic starring 
Kate Winslet was also meant 
to have begun at Farleys 
House in Muddles Green, 
where the American-born 
Miller recovered from 
documenting the horrors 
of war and entertained 
guests including Pablo 
Picasso and fellow surrealist 
photographer and her 
former lover Man Ray. 
 
Instead, the pandemic has 
put almost every plan on 
hold. 
 
"It's like a wasteland of 
tumbleweed," said Ami 

Bouhassane, Miller's 
granddaughter.  
 
She curates the Miller 
archive with her father, 
Antony Penrose, Miller's 
son with the surrealist artist 
Roland Penrose. 
 
COVID-19 has compounded 
the uncertainty created by 
Britain's departure from the 
European Union (EU), with 

a transition period ending 
on Dec. 31. That has left 
galleries anxious about 
how complicated it might 
become to stage shows and 
transport artworks abroad. 
 
For more than a decade, 
Farleys House and 
Gallery has averaged four 
international exhibitions a 
year, loaned mostly around 
Europe, accounting for 
roughly a third of its revenue. 
Other income comes from 
rights relating to the 60,000 
negatives in the Miller 
archive and from visitors to 
Muddles Green.

This year, it was planning on 
seven and to expand into 
the United States as part of a 
strategy to cope with Brexit. 
Two have gone ahead - one 
in Germany, traditionally 
one of its most important 
markets, and another in non-

EU Switzerland. A third show, 
intended for Europe, is being 
shown instead to Farleys' 
trickle of socially-distanced 
visitors, while the  other 
exhibitions are in storage. 
 
Such problems are shared 
to varying degrees by art 
institutions great and small 
as visitor numbers no longer 
justify large-scale exhibitions 
and planning is fraught. 
 
"The COVID-19 pandemic 
has impacted the entirety of 
the arts and culture sector," 
said Arts Council England 
in an email. The body is 
helping to administer a 
government 1.57 billion 
pound ($2.04 billion) Culture 
Recovery Fund. 
 
London's Wallace Collection, 
which includes works by 
Rubens, Van Dyck and Titian, 
has also seen a 90% fall in 
visitors and has deferred 
exhibitions to next year. 
 
"Financially it doesn't make 
sense to do blockbuster 
shows at the moment," 
Xavier Bray, director of the 
museum, said. 
 
Commercial revenue 
from events, a shop and 
restaurant has dropped by 
1.5 million pounds and the 
museum faces "a massive 
deficit" this year, Bray said. 
"Any help is going to be 
crucial to the survival of 
institutions like the Wallace 
Collection."
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Unsuited to new era? Fate of 
formal fashion hangs by a thread

I
talian luxury designer 
Brunello Cucinelli makes 
men's suits that sell for 
up to 7,000 euros (6,320 
pounds). But even he 

- like most people across 
the globe - hasn't worn a 
suit for months, let alone 
bought one. 
 
"We've all been locked 
away at home, so this is the 
first jacket I have put on 
since March," Cucinelli said 
in Milan as he presented his 
latest collection, wearing a 
light grey blazer. 
 
Most people in "white-
collar" jobs are working 
from home, with a 
newfound love of 
sweatpants, a trend that 
some experts expect to 
outlive the pandemic. And 
few, if any, weddings or 
parties are taking place.

This seismic shift in 
behaviour is having profound 
repercussions across the 
supply chain for suits and 
formal wear, upending a 
sartorial sector spanning 
every continent.  
 
In Australia, the world's 
biggest producer of merino 
wool, prices have been in 
freefall, hitting decade lows. 
Many sheep farmers are in 
dire straits, storing wool in 
every available shed in the 
hope of a rebound. 
 
In northern Italy, the wool 
mills that buy from the 
farmers and weave the 
fabric for high-end suits 
have seen their own orders 
from retailers nosedive.  
 
In the United States and 
Europe, several retail chains 
specialising in business attire 

such as Men's Wearhouse, 
Brooks Brothers and TM 
Lewin have closed stores or 
filed for bankruptcy over the 
past few months, and more 
could follow.  
 
Players at all levels said they 
were being forced to adapt 
to survive, from farmers 
turning to other forms of 
agriculture to mills making 
stretchier fabrics for a new 
breed of suits that don't 
crease easily and are more 
resistant to stains. 
 
"People want to be more 
comfortable and are less 
inclined to wear a formal 
suit," said Silvio Botto 
Poala, managing director 
of Lanificio Botto Giuseppe, 
a wool mill in Italy's textile 
hub of Biella which counts 
Armani, Max Mara, Ralph 
Lauren and Hermes among 
its customers. 
 
"With Zoom conferences 
and smart working, you'll see 
men wearing a shirt, perhaps 
even a tie, but not many 
suits."  

MERINO FARMERS 
CLING ON

Fine wool prices in Australia 
have more than halved 
during a tumultuous 
18-month period, as usually 
healthy purchases of merino 
wool from Italian mills have 
almost ground to a halt.

The benchmark price for 
merino wool fell to A$8.58 
(4.7 pounds) per kg in early 
September, auction results 
show, down from A$20.16 in 
early 2019. It has since partly 
recovered to just over A$10. 
 
Andrew Blanch, managing 
director of New England 
Wool in New South Wales, 
which sources wool from 
farms for Italian textile 
makers, said many buyers 
now had excess supplies.       
 
"They've all got wool to get 
rid of before they even come 
back to the market here," 
said Blanch, speaking on the 
phone from wool auctions in 
Sydney's western suburbs.        
 
"If the shops aren't open, 
everything just backs up. 
A lot of the orders we had 
bought wool against just got 
cancelled by their clients in 
the US and around Europe."  
 
He said that China, which 
alongside Italy purchases 
most of Australia's more than 
A$3 billion in annual wool 
exports, was now "the only 
show in town" even though 
Chinese buyers were also 
acquiring less wool. 
 
Many merino sheep farmers 
are storing their wool in 
sheds or storage facilities; 
though some who are still 
emerging from a three-year 
drought are selling their 
bales into the weak market 
to stay financially afloat. 
 
"Not everyone is big enough 
to hold on to their wool clip 
and wait for the price to 
change," said Dave Young, a 
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farmer near the New South 
Wales town of Yass. "We are 
in the position where we 
have to meet the market 
within a relatively short time 
after shearing."

Young, who has about 4,500 
sheep on his property, said 
he had re-focused some 
operations to provide lamb 
meat instead.

WOOL WEAVERS' 
GLOOM

A jump up the food chain 
to northern Italy, and Botto 
Poala expects his mill's sales 
to fall by 25% from 63 million 
euros last year and that they 
will take 2-3 years to recover.  
 
However his business 
is insulated to a degree 
because it mostly makes 
womenswear fabric; others 
are more pessimistic. 
 
"For some businesses, 
we are talking a 50%-80% 
plunge in sales," said Ettore 
Piacenza, general manager 
of the Fratelli Piacenza wool 
mill, a centuries-old family 
business with an annual 

turnover of 52 million euros. 
He also heads the wool mills 
department of the local 
business association.  
 
Botto Poala said more than 
50% of his mill's turnover 
now comes from wool that 
has been made stretchier by 
treating in a particular way or 
having lycra added to it.      
 
This is because whatever 
demand is left for suits, it is 
more likely to be for fabrics 
that are more resistant to 
stains and don't crease 
easily, while such cloth can 
also be used for casual wear, 
wool mills say.   
 
Italian luxury label Etro, for 
example, has just launched 
a "24-hour jacket" made of 
jersey and mixing wool and 
cotton.

'MY CLIENTS ARE 
IN PJs'

A gradual move towards 
casual wear has been going 
on for years. In 2019, even 
Goldman Sachs - a bastion 
of bespoke suits - relaxed 
the dress code for its staff. 

Not to mention the rise of 
the Silicon Valley hipster 
crowd. 
 
But COVID has 
turbocharged that shift - 
boosting sales of  comfort 
clothing and sportswear at 
the expense of business 
attire.  
 
In the second quarter of 
this year, when much of 
the world was in lockdown, 
Nike was the hottest brand 
according to Lyst, a global 
fashion search platform 
that analyses the behaviour 
of more than nine million 
online shoppers a month.  
 
It was the first time since 
the Lyst Index began that a 
luxury fashion brand did not 
take the top spot.  
 
Gap's Athleta unit, which 
sells tights, jogging pants, 
sweats and workout tops, 
was its best-performing 
fashion line in the three 
months to Aug. 1. Sales rose 
6%, compared with a 52% 
fall at Banana Republic, 
known for dressier attire. 
 
Suits ranked among the 
highest-discounted and 
lowest-selling items in 
France, Italy and Germany 
in September, according 
to data compiled by 
StyleSage, which combs 
prices on websites. 
 
Cheaper to mid-market 
labels including Asos, 
Topman, Guess and Hugo 
Boss had the steepest 
markdowns, at up to 50%. 
 
The collapse in demand 

for office attire led storied 
US retailers, also including 
Jos. A. Bank and J. Crew, to 
file for bankruptcy over the 
summer and many more 
retailers face an uncertain 
future. 
 
Retail consultancy Coresight 
Research forecasts that 
20,000 to 25,000 US stores 
could close by year-end, 
compared with about 9,800 
in 2019.  
 
"I confess I have not 
purchased any office wear 
this year. I can tell you for 
a fact walking around the 
City, there are very few 
suits on display," said James 
Whitaker, a partner at law 
firm Mayer Brown in London. 
 
Indeed business has been 
"extremely slow" even 
since the end of lockdown 
for Jasper Littman, a tailor 
trained in Savile Row, the 
London street renowned 
for its bespoke tailoring for 
men. 
 
Littman said his clients, 
mostly lawyers and bankers, 
"are sitting at home in their 
pyjamas". 
 
He usually makes about 200 
suits a year, but has only 
made 63 so far in 2020. 
 
Customers are reluctant to 
risk riding the train to pick 
up even the suits that are 
already made with a deposit 
paid. 
 
"There's no point in them 
doing that, because they'd 
be taking delivery of a suit 
they can't wear."
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'Funeral cards' helped an old 
Italian through lockdown, before 
his own was made

E
ach time he went 
to a funeral, Gino 
Verani came away 
with a "santino," 
the traditional 

laminated card with a picture 
of the deceased on the front 
and a prayer on the back. 
 
Over the years he would 
slip them into two small 
cardboard boxes in a drawer 
in the living room of his 
house in San Fiorano - a 
town in northern Italy that 
was at the epicenter of 
the country's coronavirus 
pandemic - along with 
his watch, an outdated 
cellphone and his keys. 
 
By the time Verani died on 
Sept. 6 at the age of 88, he 
had collected nearly 150 
"santini," so-called because 
they are similar to cards 
bearing images of Roman 
Catholic saints. 
 
Those cards depicting 
friends, and sometimes 
children of friends, became 
part of the many games 
his family devised to keep 

Verani's mind active against 
encroaching dementia 
during the national 
lockdown. 
 
"I would occasionally lay 
them all out on a table 
and ask him to identify the 
pictures," said his grandson 
Marzio Toniolo, 35, an 
elementary school teacher 
in the same town. 
 
"He remembered many  
of them, more than he 

remembered what he did a 
while ago," he said. 
 
At one point during the 
three-month lockdown 
from March to May, four 
generations of the Verani-
Toniolo family were living 
under the same roof, ranging 
from Toniolo's three-year-old 
daughter Bianca to Verani, 
her great-grandfather. 
 
Games were necessary 
because only short walks 
were permitted within 200 
meters (yards) of the house. 
 
Wearing a mask and wool 
hat, Verani would often stop 
to stare listlessly at a bulletin 
board where death notices 
were posted, a tradition that 
continues in Italy's smaller 
cities and towns. 
 
"After all of the restrictions 
were lifted (on June 3), he 
felt totally liberated. His 
mood improved and his 
body showed it for a while 
too," Toniolo said.

But during the summer 
Verani fell twice. He no 
longer could  manage 
the stairs so the family, 
including his wife Ines, 85, 
Toniolo's wife Chiara, 32, 
and his mother, set up an 
area on the ground floor 
where Verani could sleep in 
a single bed.  
 
He had slept beside Ines 
their entire married life of 
63 years. He was restless in 
the single bed. When he did 
sleep, it was badly. When 
family members cleaned 
him, he complained of pain. 
 
The family decided to 
move Verani to a care 
home in a nearby town 
so professionals could 
look after him, and Ines 
reluctantly agreed. Because 
of a two-week quarantine 
rule, they realised they 
might not see him alive 
again. 
 
"From that moment, my 
grandmother closed up 
inside herself, oppressed by 
feelings of guilt because, 
as she put it, 'we sent him 
off to die far from home'," 
Toniolo said. 
 
Verani died a week later of 
natural causes and his body 
was brought home. He was 
dressed in his best suit 
and put in a coffin flanked 
by two large candles for 
a 24-hour wake in the 
living room, a tradition in 
a country where funeral 
homes are not commonly 
used. 
 
Almost the whole town 
turned out to see him. Each 
person received a "santino" 
with Verani's picture on 
it. Toniolo added one to 
the boxes in the living 
room drawer, retiring his 
grandfather's collection 
forever.
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Due to open in early 2022, 
it will produce 100,000 
tonnes of insect products 
such as flour and oil 
annually and conserve 
land use while creating 
500 jobs. 
 
The 40-metre-tall plant 
spread over 40,000 
square metres, will be "the 
highest vertical farm in the 
world and the first carbon-
negative vertical farm in 
the world," Ynsect CEO 
and co-founder Antoine 
Hubert said. 
 
He spoke at the 
company's first factory, 
which it opened in Dole, 
eastern France in 2016, 
where conveyor belts 
carried trays with millions 
of squirming mealworms.

"It's important to develop 
insect sectors today 
because the world needs 
more proteins, more food, 
more feed to feed the 
animals that will make 
eventually meat and fish...
But beyond this, obviously, 
human food is a market," 
Hubert said.

G
rowing global 
demand for 
food is putting 
a squeeze on 
available land 

and one French startup 
says it has the answer: 
indoor insect farming. 
 
Ynsect raised $224 million 
from investors including 

Hollywood star Robert 
Downey Jr.'s Footprint 
Coalition to build a second 
insect farm in Amiens in 
northern France. 
 
The company breeds 
mealworms that produce 
proteins for livestock, 
pet food and fertilisers, 
and will use the funds to 
build what it says will be 
the world's largest insect 
farm. 

ODDLY-ENOUGH

French startup Ynsect to build 
world's biggest bug farm
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Catalan cat shelter gets smart 
to help COVID orphans

O
verflowing 
with aging 
cats who 
lost their 
owners to 

the COVID-19 pandemic, 
Barcelona's cat sanctuary 
El Jardinet dels Gats 
has launched an online 
campaign to get them 
adopted. 
 
As cats of all colours, 
shapes and sizes basked 
in autumn sunshine in 
the courtyard, shelter 
owner Alex Salvador was 
shooting an advertisement 
for "Whatever you can 
afford" donations on a 
smartphone, broadcast live 
on Instagram. 
 
"The COVID situation has 
brought us older cats, cats 

in quite severe physical 
states, from elderly people 
who had not taken them to 
the vet for a long time, so 
the costs are very high," the 
43-year-old Salvador said.  
 
The coronavirus pandemic 
forced the cancellation of 
onsite fundraising events 
and cut the incomes of 
existing donors, but the 
online drive has been a 
success, Salvador said, a 
restyled World War Two 
"We Can do It" poster with 
a cat in overalls hanging 
behind her.  
 
"We have adapted 
everything, the interviews 
for the adoptions, the 
interviews for the foster 
homes, the interviews for 
volunteers," said Salvador, 
whose late parents 
founded Jardinet 12 years 
ago. 
 
The epidemic has also 
brought in new volunteers. 
 
"Since I'm working from 
home, I work remotely in 
sales, I need to get out 
a little bit. Coming here 
to Jardinets helps a lot," 
said Andreas Schaedler, 
33, a Swiss who lives in 
Barcelona. 
 
Some cats also like to 
help with the integration 
process, like four-year-
old street-born Zipi who 
shows new arrivals how to 
respond to stroking and 
offers of food. 
 
"He has become the king of 
Jardinet, we are all in love 
with him," Salvador said.



NOV-DEC 2020facebook.com/britishherald 61

BRITISH HERALD

vision of the future... it is very 
possible that people could 
be physically required to be 
present and are not able [to 
be], so hence they have a 
robot presence somehow," 
Colbert said. Guests can tour 
the gallery in person or by 
booking a robot which they 

Robots get private view of 
major pop art show

L
ondon's Saatchi 
gallery is holding 
a private viewing 
for robots and 
humans, allowing 

people and machines to 
wander through the wacky 
world of pop artist Philip 
Colbert in a show designed 
to work both digitally and in 
real life. 
 
The show displays work 
featuring Colbert's cartoon 
lobster, the central character 
in his paintings and 
sculptures. 

Telepresence robots - 
remote-controlled robots on 
wheels with cameras and a 
tablet screen are on offer for 
those who don't attend in 
person. 
 
"I wanted to stage my 
exhibition opening using 
these telepresence robots 
as almost like a sci-fi vision 
of a possible future, where 
we have a telepresence 

robot which goes out into 
the world for us so we stay 
protected at home," Colbert 
said. 
 
"I felt that that was not only 
a way of making the show 
more accessible but also 
creating a more fantastical 

can then navigate through 
the space, zooming in and 
out on works exploring 
mass consumerism, 
contemporary culture and 
history. 
 
"It's quite incredible to be 
driving round Saatchi," said 
Josh Corden, an artist and 
preview invitee. "I think it’s 
incredibly powerful," he 
said from east London. The 
idea for the show was born 
during lockdown isolation. 
 
Auctioneer Simon de Pury 
attended the show through 
a telepresence robot which 
he controlled from his home 
in Monaco. 
 
"This is a wonderful way 
of attending an auction 
preview or an exhibition 
preview. You can get close 
up to the artwork, you can 
have a look at it from near, 
from far and you get an idea 
of proportion so it’s a pretty 
cool way of looking at art."

ODDLY-ENOUGH
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From disease to bushfires, Australia's iconic 
koalas face bleak future

A
t work, Morgan 
Philpott cares 
for sick children. 
In his off-hours 
the Australian 

paediatric nurse turns his 
attention to an equally 
defenceless group: unwell 
koalas. 
 
"They really run the risk of 
becoming extinct inside 
our lifetime," Philpott said 
of the New South Wales 
koala population at an 
animal hospital on Sydney's 
outskirts while helping a 
veterinarian treat a rescued 
koala infected with the 
bacterial disease chlamydia.  
 
The pervasive infection 
among the koalas, blazing 
bushfires, drought, logging 
of forests and urban 
encroachment of their 
habitat are some of the 
many destructive forces 
that continue to threaten 
their survival. These forces, 
a government report 
warned in June, could 

make Australia's symbolic 
animal extinct in New South 
Wales - the nation's most 
populous state - by 2050. 
 
"If the areas that didn't 
burn last year burn this 
year, that would really 
be catastrophic," for the 
koalas, said Philpott, who 
joined the country's biggest 
animal rescue agency, 
Wildlife Information, Rescue 
and Education Service, or 
WIRES, at the urging of his 
daughter. 
 
"Future fires could spell the 
end of them." 
 
The country's worst 
summer of bushfires in a 
generation razed more 
than 11.2 million hectares 
(27.7 million acres), nearly 
half the area of the United 
Kingdom, thrusting 
the grey, tree-hugging 
marsupials into the centre 
of the national conversation 
and a hot political issue. In 
New South Wales, at least 

5,000 koalas were killed in 
the fires that burned 80% of 
the Blue Mountains World 
Heritage Area and 24% of 
koala habitat on public land, 
the government's June 
report said. 
 
As another summer looms, 
koalas face the threat of 
more bushfires, although 
weather forecasters expect 
a wetter, cooler few months 
than in the previous year. 
 
New state laws have 
sought to limit the ability 
of farmers to clear land 
deemed important for koala 
habitat, setting off a political 
brawl between urban 
conservationists and people 
in the bush who wanted to 
manage their own property.

"The rate of tree-clearing 
and loss of habitats (are) 
behind all of the other 
factors that threaten them 
in those developed areas 
which include domestic 
dog attacks and vehicle 
strikes," said Kellie Leigh, 
head of Science for Wildlife, 
a non-profit conservation 
organisation, before 
releasing a koala mother 
and its joey onto a charred 
tree sprouting green chutes 
in the Kanangra-Boyd 
National Park, about 200 km 
(124 miles) west of Sydney. 

The release was part of 
her research, the Blue 
Mountains Koala Project, 

on koala recovery in 
bushfire-hit areas. Koala 
conservationists, who 
blame climate change 
for much of the bushfires, 
are also focusing on cities 
as population growth in 
metropolises like Sydney 
drives demand to clear 
forests and make way for 
homes. 

Traffic safety signs have 
popped up now in 
developed suburbs warning 
of the risk of koalas crossing 
the road.  
 
"There needs to be a 
balance to ensure that 
these species survive," said 
Tracey, a WIRES volunteer, 
who asked not to give 
her surname, as she fed 
a mother and twin joeys 
eucalyptus leaves inside a 
rehabilitation enclosure next 
to her home.



NOV-DEC 2020facebook.com/britishherald 63

BRITISH HERALD

Park" films. The public 
works ministry in a 
statement also assured 
the safety of the Komodos.      

But environmentalists said 
the construction must 
stop. 
 
"Komodo needs to be the 
main priority. 

They need to be protected 
in a designated area," said 
Umbu Wulang Tanaamahu 
Paranggi, director of the 
Indonesian Forum for the 
Environment (Walhi) in 
East Nusa Tenggara. 
 
"What's going on now is a 
destruction of the dragons' 
living spaces."

WILDLIFE

Indonesia says 'Jurassic Park' 
project no threat to Komodo dragon

I
ndonesia's environment 
ministry has sought 
to calm outrage over 
construction of an 
island tourism project 

being dubbed "Jurassic 
Park", after an image went 
viral on social media of a 
Komodo dragon facing off 
with a big truck. 
 
The picture of the dragon, 
one of the world's largest 
lizards, blocking the 
path of a big vehicle on 
Indonesia's Rinca Island 
prompted an outpouring 
of anger about perceived 
threats to the natural 
habitat of the vulnerable 
species. Wiratno, a senior 
environment ministry 
official, said rangers 

would ensure the safety of 
dragons roaming near the 
construction, which will 
include an elevated deck, 
a dam and an information 
centre, to be completed in 
June.  
 
"They will intensively 
make checks of whether 
the Komodo dragons 
are under the buildings, 
remnants of buildings, and 
under the trucks carrying 
material," he said in a 
statement.     
 
Indonesia's current 
Komodo population is 
about 3,000, according to 
government data. Komodo 
dragons reach up to 10 
feet (3 metres) long, have 

curved and serrated teeth, 
a yellow forked tongue, 
strong limbs and a long 
tail.  
 
They can take down prey 
as big as a water buffalo 
with a single venomous 
bite. 
 
The project, which 
involves the country's 
public works and housing 
ministry, seeks to cater 
to visitors of the Komodo 
National Park, where the 
Komodos can be seen in 
the wild.  
 
Social media users have 
likened the project to 
one on a dinosaur island 
featured in the "Jurassic 
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The Dunes Camping And Safari LLC: 
Fun N’ Thrill On The Desert Sands

W
ith its lovely, 
sun-kissed 
beaches, 
turquoise 

waters, craggy rust-coloured 
mountains, endless golden 
dunes, glitzy malls and 
skyscrapers, the UAE is 
the perfect destination for 
the discerning traveller 
seeking the perfect blend 
of adventure, relaxation and 
shopping in an exotic Middle 
Eastern ambience. 

When it comes to providing 
visitors with an enticing 
blend of high-octane 
adventure, relaxation in 
the majestic vast desert, 
a yummy encounter with 
tantalising Emirati cuisine 
and a night full of charm 
reminding one of the Arabian 
Nights, The Dunes Camping 
and Safari LLC is second to 
none in the Gulf country.

Owned by a family which 
is experienced in the same 
field and other businesses 
for the last 22 years in Ras 
Al Khaimah (RAK), UAE, 
The Dunes Camping and 
Safari LLC provides tailor-
made packages for visitors 
to unwind and enjoy in the 
desert sands and return with 
unforgettable memories. 
The entity, which enjoys the 
approval and guidance of 
the RAK Tourism Authority, 
is managed by a group of 
prominent professionals 
having two decades of 
unmatched experience in 
the hospitality industry and 
an enviable track record of 
ensuring that each guest 
goes home with a fulfilling 
experience.

No one can resist the whole 
range of attractions The 
Dunes Camping and Safari 

LLC offers and they range 
from desert camping, dune 
bashing, sandboarding, quad 
bike tours and romantic 
dinners under the starlit sky 
to shisha smoking, henna 
painting and the visual treat 
of belly dancing and fire 
dance show. The highly 
trained, knowledgeable and 
multi-lingual team of the 
firm ensures that each guest 
is well taken care of, making 
their stay as memorable as 
ever.

“Our principal objective is 
to provide authentic quality 
based real-time traditional 
desert life experience to 
our guests, ensuring, safety, 
luxury and comfort along 
with the best, thrilling, 

adventure-filled experiences 
of desert camping, safari and 
other activities in our camp,” 
says The Dunes Camping 
and Safari LLC founder 
Shabu Korah Vaniyapurackal.

“Here at The Dunes Camping 
and Safari LLC, tradition 
and luxury are interwoven 
meticulously to provide 
utmost comfort and 
hospitality, ensuring safe 
and hygienic standards at 
its best to all our customers. 
At this camp, we have tried 
to bring to life the authentic 
traditional concept of classic 
desert life in the UAE, so 
that our guests carry back 
the most memorable and 
unique desert experience 
ever,” he adds.

For those seeking an 
overnight stay in the 
desert with a view of the 
great dipper and other 
constellations and the wind 
playing a symphony on the 
dunes, there are overnight 
packages where guests 
can choose to stay in an 
Overnight Camping Igloo 
Tent that accommodates 
two. They check in at 
15.00 pm and leave at 
9 am the following day. 
While mattress and pillows 
are provided in the non-
airconditioned tent, the 
bathroom and toilet are 
common. The package 
comes with welcome treats 
such as Arabian coffee 
and sinfully sweet dates; 
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soft drinks and water; 
barbecue dinner, short 
camel safari; sandboarding 
and entertainment at night 
in the form of belly dancing, 
Tanoura and fire dance 
show, which is for groups 
of more than 20 guests. 
Visitors are also given a light 
breakfast before they leave 
at 9 am.

For those wanting a bit more 
space and ambience, there 
is an Overnight Camping 
Premium Dome Tent 
package, which facilitates 
accommodation in a dome-
shaped tent with a floor 
area of 64 square metres, 
including the balcony. 
Each tent features a private 
entrance, 152 cm bed along 
with mattress, pillows and 
quilt apart from a separate 
bathroom and toilet.

With its spacious balcony, 
guests can soak in the 
mesmerising view of the 
sunset, which makes the 
dunes glow, setting a perfect 
teaser for the fun-filled night 
to come. For this facility too, 
the package has on offer all 
the treats that accompany 
those opting for the igloo 
tent. Guests can also opt 
for a similar package with 

accommodation in a dome 
tent with 45 minutes of 4×4 
dune bashing or quad bike 
riding. The duration of stay 
remains the same.

Guests who prefer a less 
luxurious setting can select 
the Overnight Camping 
Deluxe Dome Tent package 
where one can stay in a 
49-square metre deluxe 
dome tent, which comes 
with a private entrance, 
double cot, bedspread and 
pillows, A/c, outdoor sitting 
area and private bathroom 
and toilet. It comes with 
all the other additional 
attractions, except the dune 
bashing and the timing stays 
the same.

Wish to take in the surreal 
sights from up above and 
feel the wind caressing your 
face and hair? Welcome 
to the Overnight Camping 
Elevated Tree House. The 
25 square metre structure, 
which includes the balcony 
as well, offers stunning vistas 
of the sandy knolls and the 
azure sky, taking visitors 
to the heights of fantasy. 
It comes with a private 
entrance, an air-conditioner, 
private half toilet, a queen-
size bed with mattress, 
pillows and quilt and a 
balcony on both sides. The 
additional trappings of the 
package remain the same, 
except the quad bike facility, 
and so is the duration.

What makes The Dunes 
Camping and Safari LLC 
unique is the sheer variety 
of packages enabling 
customers to pick and 
choose what suits them 
the most. Those on a date 
or honeymoon can select 
their Romantic Private Safari 
Dine-in Desert package. 
Enjoying the golden rays of 
the setting sun, which work 
magic on the desert sands, 
and watching the night cast 
its star-studded blanket over 
the vast expanse, couples 
can enjoy a quiet, romantic 
dinner on the dune of their 
choice. It can be a pre-
packed barbecue or a live 
one cooked in front of them.

What makes this special is 
the pick-up and drop facility 
as well as a choice of camel 
trekking, dune bashing or 
quad biking. While dune 
bashing, involving an 
adrenaline-racing bumpy 
ride through the dunes in 
4×4 vehicles, stretches for 35 
to 45 minutes, the camel ride 
lasts an hour and so does 
quad biking through the 
sands.

No visit to the expansive 
dunes is complete sans a 
rendezvous with the ship 

TOURISM
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of the desert. The Camel 
Trekking in RAK Dunes is 
tailor-made for guests who 
seek the thrill of exploring 
the sands perched on a 
camel as it lazily plods 
through the dunes. This 
package includes the usual 
trappings as well.

For visitors who like to enjoy 
an evening safari in the 
sands, there is an Evening 
Desert Safari in RAK Dunes, 
which includes pickup and 
drop at the hotel and 45 
minutes of dune bashing. 

Fancy viewing the break 
of day in the desert as the 
golden rays of the rising 
sun lend an opulent glow 
to the sands that stretch 
into the horizon as far as the 
eyes can see? The Morning 
Desert Safari in RAK Dunes 
is the best bet and the trip is 
rounded off with a visit to a 
camel farm and a date palm 
plantation.

Guests seeking a good 
dining experience in the 
open are sure to enjoy The 
Dunes’ Bar & Bites – Dine 
in the Desert, which is of a 
duration of five hours. For 
all the adrenaline junkies 
who wish to have a bash 

on the sands, there is a 
Guided Quad Bike Tour in 
RAK Dunes in which guests 
can go full throttle over the 
knolls for 30 minutes and 
enjoy the other regular fare.

Visitors to RAK are sure to 
fall in love with the rust-
coloured Hajar mountain 
range that stands like a 
sentinel in the peninsula. No 
trip is complete without a 
visit to the highest peak in 
the range, Jebel Jais, which 
is 55 km away from RAK. A 
20-km road snaking through 
the mountains leads to the 
1,934m-high summit and 
there are viewing platforms 
all along the route to take in 
the untainted, majestic view 
of nature in all its rugged 

glory. The Dunes Camping 
and Safari LLC has an 
exclusive Mountain Tour to 
Jebel Jais RAK. The two-hour 
mountain visit comes with 
45 minutes of dune bashing 
and there are pick up and 
drop provisions.

RAK International Marine 
Sports Club advisory board 
member Riyas Kattil, an 
Indian expatriate and a 
marketing professional, 
who is the key organiser of 
the UAE’s mini version of 
the famous Nehru Trophy 
regatta of the south Indian 
state of Kerala, said that the 
northern emirate of RAK has 
immense tourism potential. 
“With over 7,000 years of 
fascinating history and 

culture, RAK is the perfect 
getaway from everyday 
life. Offering magnificent 
landscapes, breath-taking 
coastlines and rich desert 
plains, the emirate has 
firmly established itself as 
one of the most authentic 
destinations in the Middle 
East. With year-long 
sunshine and 64 kilometres 
of white sandy beaches, 
and just 45 minutes from 
the busy metropolis of 
Dubai, RAK offers an 
entirely unique experience 
from its neighbouring 
emirates.”

According to the partners 
Jibin Joseph and Shabu 
Korah, RAK is the first safe 
city in the world to be 
certified by World Travel 
and Tourism Council 
(WTTC) and Bureau Veritas 
during these pandemic 
days. “Now, we have come 
back stronger, safer and 
re-energised as restrictions 
have been eased,” says 
the duo, adding that the 
emirate is witnessing a flow 
of tourists from other parts 
of the UAE. “We expect 
2021 to bring in visitors from 
overseas like before.”

For more details log on to 
www.thedunesuae.com

TOURISM
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Elaborate Somali insurgent tax system 
collects almost as much as government

T
he Somali 
insurgent group 
al Shabaab 
collects almost 
as much tax as 

the government through 
a sophisticated system of 
levies on activities from 
importing goods to irrigating 
crops, a think tank report has 
found. 
 
The Mogadishu-based Hiraal 
Institute said al Shabaab's 
tax collectors were 
bringing in an estimated 
$15 million per month. Its 
report was based on more 
than 70 interviews with 
businessmen, government 
officials, al Shabaab 
defectors and active 
members of the insurgents' 
tax collection cell. 
 
It examined receipts and 
income reports from 
religious taxes and fees 

charged on activities such 
as crossing checkpoints, 
running businesses, 
irrigating or selling land, 
or exporting or importing 
goods. 
 
One senior Somali military 
commander told Hiraal 
that he had to pay the 
insurgency $3,600 in taxes 
to finish building his house. 
The first contractor he had 
hired quit after al Shabaab 
threatened him because the 
commander had not paid 
taxes.

The second contractor 
stopped work for the same 
reason. Even trucks carrying 
his construction materials 
would not move, the 
commander said, until he 
made his payment.  
 
Hussein Sheikh Ali, Somalia's 
former national security 

advisor and founder of 
Hiraal, said the al Qaeda-
linked al Shabaab's tax 
collection had grown more 
efficient since the think tank 
published a first report on 
the militants' finances two 
years ago.  
 
"These people are really 
into the business of money-
making," he said. That did 
not mean they are corrupt, 
he said.       
 
"They are strategic, they are 
serious, and they will look 
for ways to weaken their 
adversaries - the Somali 
authorities." 
 
Hiraal's report comes in 
advance of a United Nations 
report expected to say al 
Shabaab is generating a 
significant cash surplus and 
moving millions of dollars 
through the formal banking 
system. 
 
"This is an area that the 
panel prioritises and will 
continue to investigate," 
Natascha Hryckow, the head 
of the UN sanctions panel on 
Somalia, said. 

Much of al Shabaab's 
revenue comes from ports, 
said Hiraal's executive 
director Mohamed Mubarak, 
especially Mogadishu, 
where militants tax shipping 
containers the same way 
the government does. 
Another big revenue stream 
is zakat, an annual religious 

tax of 2.5% of an individual's 
wealth, Ali said.  
 
Al Shabaab is extremely 
adaptive, Ali said, and is 
following the government 
in adopting new taxes in 
areas such as healthcare or 
education. 
 
"They're kind of learning,"  
Ali said. "If (Finance) Minister 
Beileh gets a new taxation 
bracket for a business, 
Shabab will say aha, we will 
also tax this one." 
 
The insurgency often calls 
and questions business 
entities such as the 
Chamber of Commerce, 
or government agencies 
responsible for particular 
brackets of taxation, he said.  
 
The Chamber of Commerce 
declined to comment.  
 
"Please don't ask me 
for comment," said a 
representative who declined 
to be named. "People get 
killed (for this)." 

Somalia's Finance Ministry 
also did not respond to 
requests for comment. The 
federal government raised 
$230 million in domestic 
revenues last year. 
 
A senior Somali counter-
terrorism official said that 
the insurgency was probably 
collecting millions per 
month but that it was hard to 
get the full picture.
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'Eating rats': Myanmar's second lockdown 
drives hunger in city slums

A
fter the first wave 
of coronavirus 
hit Myanmar in 
March, 36-year-
old Ma Suu 

closed her salad stall and 
pawned her jewellery and 
gold to buy food to eat.  
 
During the second wave, 
when the government 
issued a stay-home order in 
September for Yangon, Ma 
Suu shut her stall again and 
sold her clothes, plates and 
pots. 
 
With nothing left to sell, her 
husband, an out of work 
construction labourer, has 
resorted to hunting for food 
in the open drains by the 
slum where they live on 
the outskirts of Myanmar's 
largest city. 
 
“People are eating rats 
and snakes,” Ma Suu said 

through tears. “Without an 
income, they need to eat like 
that to feed their children.” 
They live in Hlaing Thar Yar, 
one of Yangon's poorest 
neighborhoods, where 
residents shine flashlights 
in the undergrowth behind 
their homes, looking for 
some night creature to stave 
off their hunger.   
 
While rats, reptiles and 
insects are often eaten 
by families in rural areas, 
people in some urban areas 
are now being reduced to 
getting nutrition however 
they can. 
 
With more than 40,000 
cases and 1,000 deaths, 
Myanmar is facing one 
of Southeast Asia’s worst 
coronavirus outbreaks, and 
the lockdown in Yangon has 
left hundreds of thousands 
of people, like Ma Suu, 

without work and precious 
little support.

Local administrator Nay Min 
Tun said in his part of Hlaing 
Thar Yar 40% of households 
had received aid but many 
workplaces were shut and 
people had become more 
desperate. 
 
Myat Min Thu, the ruling 
party lawmaker for the 
area, said government 
aid and private donations 
was being distributed but 
acknowledged not everyone 
could be covered. 

NOTHING BUT THE 
MARKET

Even before the pandemic, a 
third of Myanmar’s 53 million 
people were considered 
"highly vulnerable" to falling 
into poverty, despite recent 
gains following the country’s 
emergence from decades of 
ruinous isolation under the 
military junta. 
 
The financial squeeze now 
threatens to plunge many 
back into poverty or squash 
their chances of getting out. 
 
Poverty in the developing 
East Asia and Pacific region 
is set to rise for the first time 
in 20 years due to COVID-19, 
the World Bank said in 
September, with about 38 
million expected to remain 
in or be pushed back into 
poverty.

Myanmar’s government has 
offered poor households a 
one-off food package and 

three cash grants of $15 
each as part of its relief plan, 
but families say it falls far 
short. 
 
A survey by ONow Myanmar 
of more than 2,000 people 
across the country in April 
found 70% had stopped 
working and a quarter 
had taken out loans for 
food, medicine, and other 
essentials.  
 
Sectors driving 
industralisation in Myanmar 
- including garment work 
and tourism – have come 
to a halt while remittances 
have dried up, said Gerard 
Mccarthy, a postdoctoral 
fellow at the Asia Research 
Institute in Singapore. 
 
 "Households already in dire 
debt from paying for medical 
treatment, schooling, 
sustaining the elderly and 
everyday survival...many 
will need to pay off these 
loans before they can begin 
spending on anything 
discretionary,” he said. 
 
Thant Myint-U, a Myanmar 
historian, rued the absence 
of a proper social safety net 
and the collapse of villages' 
traditional welfare systems. 
 
“For tens of millions of 
Myanmar’s poor, there 
is nothing other than the 
market, which in the good 
times provides opportunities 
for informal work in the cities 
or migration abroad but 
during a downturn is leaving 
the poorest with little more 
than the shirt on their backs,” 
he said.
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Medicine not chainsaws: Indonesian 
clinic keeps villagers and forests healthy

O
ffering 
affordable 
healthcare to 
villagers and 
indigenous 

communities living near 
forests could help reduce 
illegal logging and fight 
climate change, researchers 
said. 
 
A new study led by Stanford 
University analysed a clinic 
providing such a service, 
set up by two nonprofits 
adjacent to Gunung 
Palung National Park in 
West Kalimantan on the 
Indonesian part of Borneo 
island, covering the period 
from 2009-2019. 
 
Using satellite images of 
forest cover and more than 
10 years of patient records, 
researchers linked the health 
programme to a 70% fall 
in deforestation compared 
with other Indonesian 
national parks, equivalent 
to protecting more than 27 

sq km (10 sq miles) of forest. 
Study co-author Susanne 
Sokolow, a scientist at the 
Stanford Woods Institute for 
the Environment, said the 
researchers had observed a 
strong reduction in the rate 
of forest loss. 
 
"Importantly, we also found 
that the more engaged the 
villages were in terms of 
how many times they visited 
the clinic or participated in 
conservation programmes...
the more impact we saw," 
she said. 
 
The largest drop-offs in 
logging occurred next to 
villages that used the clinic 
the most, researchers said. 
 
Globally, about 35% of 
protected natural areas 
are traditionally owned, 
managed, used or occupied 
by indigenous and local 
communities, yet they are 
rarely considered in the 
design of conservation 

and climate programmes, 
according to Stanford. 
 
Seeking solutions, 
Indonesia-based 
environmental nonprofit 
Alam Sehat Lestari (ASRI) 
and US-based Health In 
Harmony first questioned 
local communities and 
found that a key reason why 
they cut down trees was to 
pay for healthcare. 
 
With this information, they 
established an affordable 
clinic in 2007, serving 
thousands of patients 
by accepting a range of 
alternative payments, 
such as tree seedlings, 
handicrafts, manure and 
labour – a system created 
with the communities. 
 
Through agreements 
made with district leaders, 
the clinic also provided 
discounts to villages that 
could show evidence of 
reductions in illegal logging. 

In addition, it offered training 
in sustainable, organic 
agriculture and a chainsaw 
buy-back scheme. 
 
The study, published in the 
Proceedings of the National 
Academy of Sciences, said 
the 70% fall in deforestation 
was equivalent to an 
averted carbon loss 
estimated to be worth more 
than $65 million, using 
European carbon market 
prices. 
 
The researchers also 
measured significant falls 
in infectious and other 
diseases, such as malaria 
and tuberculosis. 
 
Monica Nirmala, executive 
director of the clinic from 
2014 to 2018 and a board 
member of Health In 
Harmony, said the data 
supported two important 
conclusions. 
 
"Human health is integral to 
the conservation of nature 
and vice versa, and we need 
to listen to the guidance of 
rainforest communities who 
know best how to live in 
balance with their forests," 
she said in a statement.  
 
Stanford researchers are 
working with the two 
nonprofits as they look 
to replicate the approach 
with other rainforest 
communities in Indonesia, 
Madagascar and Brazil.
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In Tibet, China preaches the 
material over the spiritual

D
zekyid, a 
54-year-old 
barley farmer, 
presents himself 
as a role model 

for his neighbours and 
for the success of China's 
efforts to tie economic 
development to social 
control in Tibet. 
 
Dzekyid's well-built house 
in Jangdam village has a 
hall filled with Buddhist 
scriptures and Thangka 
paintings, and a row of 
prayer wheels for his 
religious 76-year-old father, 
Tenzin, to spin twice a day. 
As a member of China's 
ruling Communist Party, 
Dzekyid is an atheist. 
 
"This house is possible 
because of good 
government policies. 
My heart is wholly with 
the party, not even one 

bit with religion," said 
Dzekyid, whose family was 
showcased to a group of 
reporters on a government-
organised tour of Tibet, an 
area where access to foreign 
journalists is normally 
barred. 
 
Government officials in both 
Beijing and Tibet vetted 
the reporters from media 
organisations who were 
invited to join the trip. On 
the closely supervised 
tour, there was little 
opportunity to interact with 
ordinary Tibetans without 
government officials in 
attendance. 
 
China is pushing to 
transform the mindsets and 
values of Tibetans to bring 
them into the country's 
modern mainstream, which 
includes urging the region's 
devout Buddhists to focus 

less on religion and more on 
material prosperity. 
 
"Tibet has some bad old 
habits, mainly due to the 
negative influence of 
religion that emphasises the 
afterlife and weakens the 
urge to pursue happiness 
in the current life," said Che 
Dhala, chairman of the Tibet 
Autonomous Region. On 
the trip to Tibet, officials 
showcased poverty-relief 

programmes that include 
relocation of families to 
better homes, schooling, 
vocational training, and 
business development 
efforts such as a climate-
controlled mushroom farm. 

The efforts are part of 
China's push to eradicate 
rural poverty nationwide by 
the end of this year. 
 
Officials also described 
efforts to "manage the 
minds" of Tibetans, who for 
centuries lived in a deeply 
religious society with a 
belief in reincarnation and 
a devotion to their spiritual 
leader. 
 
The head of Caiqutang 
village, Dekyi Paldron, 
described how poor 
households who receive free 
new government housing 
"should not" set up a family 
room for worshipping 
Buddha, a common feature 
in traditional Tibetan houses, 
because they "shouldn't be 
two-faced" after benefiting 
from the atheist Communist 
Party. 
 
"If space is taken up by the 
Buddha room, the boy and 
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girl may have to squeeze 
into one bedroom - this is 
not ideal for the healthy 
development of either child," 
another official told the 
visiting journalists. 
 
China seized Tibet after 
troops entered the region in 
1950, in what Beijing calls a 
"peaceful liberation."  
 
In 1959, spiritual leader the 
Dalai Lama fled China after 
a failed uprising, and the 
long-impoverished region 
has been one of the most 
politically sensitive and 
restricted parts of China.

PRAY LESS, WORK 
MORE

Recipients of poverty 
relief are told to curb their 
spending on religion and to 
instead invest in increasing 
their earning power and in 
their children. 
 
At a vocational school 
in Nyingchi, a signboard 
stated that the school uses 
ideological and political 
education to fight against 
"separatism", denounce the 
Dalai Lama and to prevent 

religion from making people 
"passive".

"Ten years ago, villagers 
competed among 
themselves to see who 
donates more to temples. 
Now they compete to see 
whose son or daughter has 
a stable government job, 
or who owns a car," Karma 
Tenpa, deputy propaganda 
minister for the Tibet 
Autonomous Region, said. 
 
Pictures of the Dalai Lama, 
once commonly displayed 
in Tibetans' houses, are 
banned, but framed posters 
of President Xi Jinping were 

visible inside all the homes 
the journalists were shown.  
 
Propaganda slogans urging 
allegiance to China and 
the Communist Party are 
conspicuous along roadsides 
and billboards in Tibet. 
 
Critics say China's efforts 
linking poverty eradication 
to an embrace of a secular 
life and the Communist Party 
infringe on human rights. 
 
"The Chinese government's 
efforts to force Tibetans to 
change their way of life to 
the one the government 
approves is a violation of 
their fundamental human 
rights, including their 
freedoms of thought and 
religion," Maya Wang of 
Human Rights Watch said. 
 
A recent report based 
on official documents 
described how growing 
numbers of rural Tibetans 
were being pushed into 
recently built training 
centres, where they are 
trained to be factory workers 

in a programme that some 
critics have called coercive 
- a characterisation China 
rejects.  
 
"At first we have to go around 
explaining to the nomads 
and herders why they 
should go for skills training 
to earn higher wages. Now 
that they see the benefit 
of doing so, they come to 
us automatically," Lin Bei, a 
poverty alleviation official, 
said.

FAME OR SHAME

Families who practise good 
hygiene or have other 
desirable attributes receive 
credits for goods such as 
washing powder or towels, 
Lin said. The best are listed 
as "Five Star Families" on the 
village notice board. 
 
Those deemed to show 
undesirable behaviour are 
named and shamed. 
 
"If someone has been lazy, 
drunk alcohol, hung out at the 
teahouse or played games 
instead of taking care of his 
family, we will call him out at 
the village meeting," said Lin, 
who is a member of China's 
ethnic Han majority.

Dzekyid, who like many 
Tibetans uses only one name, 
encourages his neighbours 
to support the party and its 
programmes. His house was 
built with a government grant 
of nearly $20,000. 
 
"Praying to the gods and 
Buddha can't get me this,"  
he said.
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For isolated tribe, Philippine rickshaw 
brings learning amid pandemic

When the 
pandemic 
shut Philippine 

schools, a group of teachers 
living near the indigenous 
Aeta people became 
so concerned about the 
impact on the children of 
the isolated community 
that they initiated a novel 
approach to help them - 
learning by rickshaw. 
 
While many students 
across the Philippines have 
been able to take online 
classes, the Aeta villages in 
a mountainous area north of 
Manila are largely without 
internet access - or even 
television reception - for 
distance learning.     
 
"We had to think of an 
alternative way to bring the 

lessons to the children," said 
Christopher Semsem, one 
of the teachers  behind the 
project from the Villa Maria 
Integrated School.  
 
So using old bookshelves 
and wooden boards, the 
teachers built a makeshift 
learning centre complete 

with a large monitor 
mounted on top of a 
motorcycle rickshaw that 
can bring learning to the 
villages in the rural province 
of Pampanga.  
 
Teachers pre-record videos 
on their mobile phones that 
are played on the monitor 

to assist with lessons while 
avoiding the  need for face-
to-face contact with the 
children. 
 
So far Aeta students had 
responded enthusiastically 
to the courses and their 
parents were relieved 
classes had resumed, the 
teachers say. 
 
There is debate among 
anthropologists about 
the origins of the Aeta, 
but many have moved to 
permanent settlements 
after deforestation 
upended their traditional 
nomadic way of life. 
 
School Principal Marizen 
Tolentino said the rickshaw 
initiative was vital to help 
the children comprehend 
the modules. 
 
"Some of our Aeta 
(students) cannot read 
... How are they going to 
be able to answer the 
modules?" questioned 
Tolentino.         
 
Since launching the 
initiative, the rickshaw 
has visited five villages, 
reaching around 500 
students from primary 
school to senior high, two 
to three times a week. 
 
The project by the teachers 
is entirely voluntary, though 
the local government 
provided the rickshaw and 
driver.
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combine Zoroastrian, 
Christian, Manichean, 
Jewish and Muslim beliefs. 
The group was brutally 
persecuted by Islamic State 
who viewed the Yazidis as 
devil worshippers. 
 
It slaughtered more than 
3,000 Yazidis, enslaved 

7,000 women and girls 
and displaced most of the 
550,000-strong community 
from its traditional home in 
northern Iraq. Hussein fills 
vast blue vats with dates, 

MIDDLE EAST

Yazidi Iraqi keeps tradition alive 
of arak-making from dates

S
aad Hussein, 
a 42-year-old 
Yazidi Iraqi, 
is one of the 
last in the 

northern region of Nineveh 
producing the anise-
flavoured spirit, arak, from 
local dates. 
 
Forced to flee his home 
town of Bashiqa, close 
to Mosul, when it fell to 
Islamic State in 2014, he 
returned after the defeat 
and expulsion of the 
Islamic militants to reopen 
his small distillery. 

"This is part of our heritage, 
but it's almost extinct. There 
is almost no one here in the 
area that does it," he said. 
 
"I have always loved the 
craft, and used to work in it 
previously. So I wanted to 
revive this craft,"  
 
He hopes to introduce the 
drink to a new generation, 
after most of the Christian 
and Yazidi Iraqis with whom 
it was popular fled the area. 
 
The Yazidis are an ancient 
religious minority who 

adds water and pulps the 
sweet fruit. He then places 
the mixture in a sealed pot 
and heats it to distil the 
alcohol.  
 
This is an old method that 
has been used exclusively 
in the city for decades, he 
explained.  
 
"Our Christian brothers 
were our main clients 
for this product. But 
immigration is part of 
the reason [our business 

suffered]," he said. Imported 
spirits also crushed the 
market, which was once 
so large it sustained 
numerous small local 
distilleries. 
 
Ghazwan Khairi is a 
customer of Hussein's.  
 
"I know that [his] work 
is great, I know what 
materials he uses and 
where he gets them. Also 
the flavour is great," he said, 
as he departed Hussein's 
workshop with a bottle.
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Nearly 6,000 Afghan civilians killed or 
wounded in 2020 - UN

N
early 6,000 
Afghan 
civilians 
were killed 
or wounded 

in the first nine months 
of the year as heavy 
fighting between 
government forces and 
Taliban insurgents rages 
on despite efforts to find 
peace, the United Nations 
said. 
 
From January to 
September, there were 
5,939 civilian casualties in 
the fighting - 2,117 people 
killed and 3,822 wounded, 
the UN Assistance Mission 
in Afghanistan (UNAMA) 
said in a report.

"High levels of violence 
continue with a 
devastating impact on 
civilians, with Afghanistan 
remaining among the 
deadliest places in the 
world to be a civilian," the 
mission said in a quarterly 
report. 
 
Civilian casualties were 
30% lower than in the 
same period last year but 
UNAMA said violence 
has failed to slow since 
the beginning of talks 
between government 
negotiators and the 
Taliban that began in the 
Qatari capital of Doha 
last month. The Taliban 
were responsible for 

45% of civilian casualties 
while government troops 
caused 23%, it said. US-led 
international forces were 
responsible for 2%. 
 
Most of the remainder 
came in crossfire, or were 
caused by Islamic State 
militants or "undetermined" 
anti-government or pro-
government elements, it 
said. 
 
Ground fighting caused the 
most casualties followed 
by suicide and roadside 
bomb attacks, targeted 
killings by the Taliban 
and air strikes by Afghan 
troops, the UN mission 
said. Fighting has sharply 

increased in several parts 
of the country in recent 
weeks while government 
negotiators and the Taliban 
have failed to make 
progress in the peace 
talks. 
 
Casualties among 
combatants on both sides 
have also been high, 
officials have said. 
 
The talks in Doha are 
aimed at ending 19 years 
of conflict since US-
backed forces, supported 
by US air strikes, ousted 
the Taliban in the weeks 
after the Sept. 11, 2001, 
attacks on the United 
States.
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In Beirut port, all of 
Lebanon’s ills are laid bare

T
he first of many 
warnings about 
a deadly cargo in 
Beirut's port came 
in February 2014, 

about three months after its 
arrival. It was made by Colonel 
Joseph Skaf, described by his 
family as a diligent customs 
official. 
 
Skaf, then the head of the 
anti-narcotics and money 
laundering division, informed 
the customs authority that the 
shipment of ammonium nitrate 
was "extremely dangerous" 
and posed a risk to the public. 
 
In his handwritten letter, 
reviewed and authenticated 
by a source familiar with the 
case, he urged that the ship, 
the Rhosus, be "moved away 
from the pier to the breakwater 
and if possible put under 
surveillance."  
 
Reporters couldn't determine 
whether Skaf, who died in 2017, 
received a response to his 
letter or whether he followed 
up on his warning. The office of 
the customs director referred 
questions about the matter 
to the finance ministry. The 

ministry didn't respond. Skaf's 
brother Elie recalls the colonel 
saying of the cargo, in 2014: 
"We will refuse to let them 
unload it." Skaf's son Michel 
says his father's determination 
to keep the Rhosus out of the 
port was typical of a man who 
"didn't let things pass" and 
challenged the wrongs he saw. 
 
Skaf's letter, dated Feb. 21, 
2014, was the first of several 
warnings by port, customs 
and security officials about the 
ammonium nitrate on board 
the Rhosus. None were acted 
on. 
 
Skaf moved a few months later 
to a new job overseeing airport 
customs. Shortly afterwards, 
in late 2014, the Rhosus' cargo 
was  transferred to a dockside 
warehouse. It exploded on 
August 4 this year, destroying 
whole neighborhoods and 
killing nearly 200 people. 
 
For the people of Lebanon, the 
wreckage of the port, and the 
failure to heed the warnings 
of Skaf and others, has a 
wider symbolism. Nearly three 
months on from the blast, 
they are still waiting for the 

results of an investigation their 
leaders promised would reveal 
the truth within days. Efforts 
to form a new, non-partisan 
government foundered on 
Lebanon's sectarian politics. 
In this chaos, international aid 
money, contingent on a new 
government stamping out 
corruption, has yet to flow. 
 
Skaf's family believes his 
death in 2017 was murder, 
possibly connected to his 
long career as a customs 
officer fighting criminality and 
drug smuggling, or his recent 
entry into politics. The official 
medical report, produced in 
2017, found Skaf died in a fall. A 
second report, commissioned 
by the family, concluded in 
2018 that Skaf was attacked.

CORRUPTION 
BEYOND 
IMAGINATION

The port, one of the busiest 
in the eastern Mediterranean, 
handling an estimated 
$15 billion of trade a year 
at its height, was rife with 
corruption, negligence and 
sectarian politics, according 
to nine people involved in 
shipping, clearance and 
administration. Their accounts 
were buttressed by import 
documents that one of the 
sources showed. 
 
The port mirrored the country 
at large, with jobs shared out 
along sectarian lines among 
mainly Muslim and Christian 

groups. It's an arrangement 
that has governed Lebanon 
over the past three decades, 
and is blamed by many for 
plunging the country into 
financial ruin. 
 
As one senior minister said: 
"The level of corruption in all 
layers of the state is beyond 
imagination. How much more 
corruption, like the port, is 
hidden beneath the cloaks of 
politicians?" He said he has 
received threats warning him 
"not to dig into corruption." He 
didn't elaborate. 
 
After Lebanon's 1975-1990 civil 
war, a transitional committee, 
representing the main 
sectarian political groups, 
was formed to manage 
Beirut's port temporarily. The 
committee remains to this day. 
 
Port chief Hassan Koraytem 
is widely seen as a loyalist of 
Prime Minister Saad al-Hariri, a 
Sunni Muslim, while customs 
boss Badri Daher's nomination 
was backed by Christian 
President Michel Aoun's party.  
 
Koraytem and Daher have 
been detained in connection 
with the explosion on 
suspicion of criminal 
negligence. Koraytem's lawyer, 
who says his client bears no 
responsibility for the blast, 
said political appointments 
are commonplace in Lebanon, 
not only at the port, and 
"that doesn't mean every 
appointee is corrupt." A lawyer 
for Daher said he couldn't 
comment during an ongoing 
investigation. 
 
Hariri's office denied putting 
loyalists into key jobs. Aoun's 
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media office said appointments 
during the president's term, 
including Daher's,  were made 
based on "competence and 
experience." 
 
Iran-backed Shi'ite group 
Hezbollah maintains an indirect 
presence at the port through 
merchant allies, three of the 
sources said. Hezbollah leader 
Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah 
has denied it has any such 
influence. 
 
With the port at the mercy of 
rival groups, decision-making 
was crippled, there was no 
oversight and a culture of 
impunity flourished, the nine 
sources said.. 
 
"This chaos suits everybody. It is 
very hard to crack," said Lamia 
Bissat, head of Lebanon's 
Institut des Finances Basil 
Fuleihan, an independent 
public body researching policy 
and governance. 
 
According to a 2019 study by 
academics at Oxford University 
and Columbia University, 17 
out of Lebanon's 21 shipping 
line companies have links 
to politicians via their board 
members, managers or 
shareholders. 
 
Lebanese analyst Sarkis 
Naoum estimates the state has 
missed out on billions of dollars 
in duty payments "because of 
the smuggling, under invoicing 
and theft that goes on" at the 
port. "Even warehouse guards 
have enriched themselves from 
bribes." Some importers have 
exploited duty exemptions 
for humanitarian and religious 
bodies as cover to import 
electronic items, construction 

materials, clothes, liquor, 
furniture and food, the sources 
said. 
 
A clearing agent described 
paying $100 to a port inspector 
to get a container processed. 
Another showed two customs 
documents. In the first, his 
application to have his cargo 
cleared swiftly was rejected by 
customs officials. In the second, 
it was approved. The difference, 
he said, was that the second 
time he paid a bribe. 
 
The sources said some porters 
were told to clear cargoes 
without checking them. Many 
scanners used to inspect 
goods didn't work properly, 
said Fouad Bawarshi, Deputy 
CEO of Gezairi shipping agent. 
His account was confirmed by 
other shipping agents. 
 
Under-invoicing - a ruse to 
avoid paying the full import 
duty - was routine. Merchants 
would pay bribes to politicians 
and their agents at the port to 
ensure cargoes were valued 
well below their worth, the 
sources said. 
 
Bissat, the head of Institut des 
Finances Basil Fuleihan, who 
has done extensive work on 
customs systems, said efforts 
to reform the port by installing 
automated systems and 
bringing in processes to curb 
corruption were resisted by all 
sides, including by politicians, 
customs and port officials and 
businessmen.

"No one could change without 
changing the whole system," 
she said. "There was a proposal 
for modernising the port 
authority." It didn't go anywhere. 

Bissat didn't elaborate further.  
 
She said she and other 
researchers had provided 
port authorities with a manual 
on how to handle chemicals, 
including nitrate. "You could 
not imagine that some people 
would be that reckless. It is just 
beyond imagination."

A FAMILY SEEKS 
ANSWERS

Skaf's family say he dealt with 
many sensitive cases during 
his career as a customs official, 
including some involving drugs. 
Colleagues sometimes warned 
him to be careful because of 
the nature of his work, said the 
source familiar with the case. 
 
In the early hours of one 
morning in March 2017, Skaf's 
jeep was found parked with 
its light on near his apartment 
building. The colonel's bloodied 
body lay at the bottom of a 
nearly 1.8m drop nearby. 
 
He had recently retired and was 
running for parliament in his 
hometown in south Lebanon. 
He was 57. 
 
Skaf's brother Elie said the first 
forensic doctor to examine 
Skaf told him that marks on the 
colonel's body suggested he 
had been attacked.  
 
Two medical reports, reviewed, 
found Skaf had a fractured skull 
and listed injuries including 
a swollen eye, a broken rib 
and bruising. The first of these 
documents was the official 
medical committee report of 
2017. It concluded a fall led to 
a brain hemorrhage, causing 

Skaf's death. It made no 
mention of an attack. 
 
Unconvinced, Elie hired a 
forensic expert to review 
the case file. This doctor 
concluded, in the second 
report, dated 2018, that 
Skaf's injuries suggested he 
was "subjected to a sudden, 
aggressive act that led to 
his fall." The report said Skaf 
suffered "a strong punch to his 
left eye" and a "very strong kick 
to the bottom of his rib cage."  
 
Elie appointed a lawyer who 
asked Lebanese authorities 
to re-examine the case. A 
spokesman for Lebanon's 
Internal Security Forces, which 
Elie said was overseeing 
the case, didn't respond 
to a request for comment. 
Questions to the interior 
ministry were referred to the 
ISF. 
 
"It's been about a year since 
then, and we don't know 
anything," said Elie. "They don't 
tell us anything." 
 
The family's struggle to get 
answers has struck a chord 
in a country where officials 
are rarely held to account. In 
a Facebook post soon after 
the port blast, Skaf's son 
Michel wrote: "A crime was 
committed in March 2017. My 
father did not slip and fall. He 
was brutally assaulted and 
murdered in front of his own 
house. The case was never 
closed and our family has been 
waiting for 3 years for a serious 
investigation, as his case sits 
on some desk gathering dust. 
We want a true investigation, 
we want justice and the truth 
for Colonel Joseph Skaf."
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Egypt collector accumulated 
over 100 vintage cars S

ayed Sima says he 
was around 25 years 
old when he began 
collecting vintage 
cars, attracted by 

their beauty and rarity. They 
were also relatively cheap. 
 
More than half a century later 
Sima, a nickname derived from 
the Egyptian slang for cinema, 
says he now owns hundreds 
of vintage cars, some of which 
he keep in Egypt's Media 
Production City where directors 
often rent the antiques for 
shows and films. 
 
Sima's oldest car is an Auburn 
which he acquired in the 1980s. 

"This is of course a very rare 
car, a car that is entirely a piece 
of antique," he said, while sitting 
in the Auburn showcasing 
its wooden frame and steel 
coating.  
 
"Its original tank is still inside. 
It's a beautiful car. Its structure 
is all wood."  
 
Sima remains fascinated by the 
way older cars operate.  
 
His 38-year-old son, Ayman, 
shares this peculiar passion. He 
grew up seeing his father's cars 
in movies. 
 
"I also liked how I saw these 
cars on movie screens. I would 
see a movie and think, oh it is 
our car," he said.  
 
Among the famous figures 
who once rode one of Sima's 
cars was former Egyptian 
president Anwar El Sadat, 
whose presidential car was a 
black 1975 Chevrolet Impala, 
said Sima.
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Grave-counting satellite images seek 
to track Yemen's COVID death toll

A 
first-of-its-
kind study 
using satellite 
images to count 
fresh graves 

and analyse burial activity 
in Yemen has estimated 
the death toll there from 
COVID-19 or COVID-related 
causes is far higher than 
official government figures 
suggest. 
 
Using high-resolution 
satellite imagery, 
researchers at the London 
School of Hygiene & 
Tropical Medicine (LSHTM) 
analysed burial activity at 
all identifiable cemeteries 
in Yemen's Aden region and 
calculated an estimated 
2,100 "excess deaths" 
during the COVID-19 
outbreak between April and 
September. "This total is best 
interpreted as the net sum 

of deaths due to COVID-19 
infection and deaths 
indirectly attributable to the 
pandemic," they said. The 
indirect deaths would be 
those caused by disruptions 
to health services or by 
measures which may have 
caused problems accessing 
food, they added. 
 
Humanitarian and global 
health experts had expected 
the COVID-19 pandemic's 
impact on Yemen to be 
severe, not least because 
the country's five-year 
conflict has disrupted 
already weak health services 
and led to overcrowding, 
food insecurity and shrinking 
humanitarian aid. 
 
“The health system has 
been devastated, only half 
of the health facilities are 
fully functioning - and those 

which remain open usually 
lack qualified staff, essential 
medicines and medical 
equipment, such as masks 
and gloves, oxygen and 
other essential supplies," 
WHO spokesman Tarik 
Jasarevic told a briefing in 
Geneva. 
 
But as of 25 October 2020, 
Yemen, which reported its 
first confirmed COVID-19 
case on April 10, had 
recorded only 2,064 
infections with 600 deaths 
from the disease.  
 
No comment was 
immediately available from 
Yemen authorities on the 
satellite estimates, but the 
internationally recognised 
government has said 
previously that it reports 
figures daily for areas under 
its control and nothing is 
hidden. 
 
Jasarevic said the WHO and 
other global health experts 
"remain concerned that 
the official epidemiological 
curve underestimates 
the extent of COVID-19 in 
Yemen". He said this was 
due to a number of factors, 
including low availability of 
testing and a lack of official 
reporting. 
 
Francesco Checchi, who 
co-led the grave-counting 
study, noted that having  an 
accurate picture of COVID-
19's impact "is vital for 

effective government and 
humanitarian responses". 
 
The researchers, whose 
study has not yet been 
peer-reviewed by other 
experts, cited supporting 
material in their analysis.  
 
In May, videos posted on 
social media and information 
from informants reported 
high numbers of fresh 
graves, suggesting a spike 
in burial activity, they 
said, adding: "The use of 
mechanical excavators 
in place of human 
gravediggers suggested that 
demand exceeded routine 
capacity." 
 
During the same period, 
the global medical charity 
Médecins sans Frontières 
reported a peak in hospital 
admissions, with a very high 
case-fatality ratio, and media 
said a shortage of personal 
protective equipment had 
forced several hospitals to 
close or reject patients with 
COVID-19-like symptoms.  
 
The research was funded by 
aid from the UK government 
and led by LSHTM and 
the technology company 
Satellite Applications 
Catapult, which specialises 
in geospatial analysis.  
 
The researchers said they 
are now conducting a  
similar study in Mogadishu,  
Somalia.
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We	are	a	Sedex	approved	facility	with	with	high	ethical	standards	geared	up	to	
manufacture	the	best	quality	fashion	jersey	wear	and	knit	wear.	Creative	
Clothing	is	already	an	established	CMT	supplier	to	Next,	Arcadia,	New	Look,	
River	Island	etc.		
	

	
With	over	300	employees	we	
manufacture	over	100,000	
garments	a	month.	
	
Creative	Clothing	works	with	
fashion	houses	in	the	UK	and	
works	on	a	CMT	base	model.	
We	pride	ourselves	on	
cultivating	a	special	
understanding	with	our	
customers	in	order	to	grow	
consistently.	Having	a	
partnership	with	a	factory	like	
us	who	is	established	in	the	
UAE	is	prominent		
	
To	get	in	touch	with	us	or	to	learn	
more	about	manufacturing	with	
us	please	call	us	on	the	following:	
+971555479701	or	you	can	email	
us	on:	
ahmed@creativeclothingco.com	

Creative	Clothing	Company	FZC	is	one	of	the	leading	CMT	
factories	in	the	Middle	East	established	in	the	year	2000,	
renowned	for	the	manufacture	of	detailed,	complicated	
garments.	With	talented	production	staff	that	understands	
and	caters	for	the	UK	High	St	retailers.		
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