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Letter from the editors
Matt McAlister
Of the many things to sort out when we started Contributoria last year there was one question in particular we weren’t sure about. Would we see challenging reporting, or would writers play it safe?
We knew we could create the environment for people supporting journalism to work as a concept, but it was always going to be up to the writers and the community to bring the difficult topics, the unheard stories, and the hard-hitting investigative reporting that changes people’s minds and exposes wrongdoing.
These more difficult articles have been gaining traction, but it wasn’t until the latest issue here that the community went all-in and tackled some of the world’s biggest problems. And they did so with intelligence and style.
They told stories about refugees and immigrants, slave labor, homelessness, human rights abuses and organised crime. They surfaced stories you wouldn’t normally read in mainstream media about fascinating animal research, political history, and inspiring activists.
The community’s ambitious spirit and passionate coverage of subjects mainstream media fails to surface is what interests the many partners we’ve started working with recently.
We’ll need all the intelligence, style, spirit and passion we can find to meet the challenge posed by our latest partner - Vivienne Westwood.
The British fashion icon, environmentalist and activist is going to guest edit the September issue.
Vivienne Westwood wants writers to cover the dangerous game being played on behalf of the people and our planet by politicians, bankers, corporations and, yes, mainstream media.
As Greenpeace UK director John Sauven wrote via Vivienne Westwood’s Climate Revolution, “We seem to have accepted a simplistic and beguiling mantra: more growth, more profits, more stuff. And, with it, the consequences: more climate change, more chaos, more extinction, more inequality…
Climate change is not about diplomacy or energy or capital or economics. Climate change, like many other important issues, is about power. A new energy system means new power relations.
The Contribuoria community’s job now is to expose this new power dynamic for everyone to see clearly. We’ve posted some topic suggestions to help guide writers’ proposals.
We couldn’t be more proud to work with Vivienne Westwood on the September 2015 issue. After seeing how hard writers are working to cover such difficult stories as they did in the current issue we now know that Contributoria’s flavour of journalism supported by people can take on the biggest and most challenging stories of our time.
Desperate lives of New Delhi's Afghan refugees
After fleeing bombs and the Taliban, Afghan migrants discover life is harsh in different ways across the border in India
A Shukla
Noor Amir, a 50-year-old Afghan national, was recently found lying unconscious on the roads of New Delhi, India’s capital. The police officer, who took Amir to the nearest hospital, was surprised and shocked when the doctors told him Amir had 95 capsules of heroin, worth around £300,000, lying in his stomach.
After treatment, Amir was arrested on drug peddling charges. Local media often report incidents of Afghanis involved in drug peddling rackets and there appears to be a trend in the offing.
“In the past a similar case was reported where an Afghan national had died of a drug overdose after one capsule had burst inside his stomach. It was only during the post-mortem that the capsules were recovered from his body,” a senior police officer told national daily Hindustan Times.
Amir, like many of the Afghan refugees was living in South Delhi’s Lajpath Nagar neighbourhood, once known for Pakistani refugees who crossed the border during the Partition.
In an interview with another local daily, Amir, who has two wives and is a father of five children, said that he did it for his family. He had been promised £700 to traffic the drug by the peddlers.
India today is full of Afghanis who have migrated from their troubled nation. The neighbourhood looks very friendly to the migrants; restaurants serve Afghan cuisine and signboards in Pashto (the native language in Afghanistan) are a common sight. Almost every second shop has a signboard in Pashto.
The reality, however, is different from what it is seen on the surface. The locals charge them higher rents, sometimes double the market rate, and may even make them leave their apartments, often in less than a year, which is the ideal contract period. Some Afghanis complain that locals often mistreat them.
“These are trivial issues. The real issue is job for us. We don’t have work permits so it is difficult for us to get a decent job and maintain a decent standard of living,” Fuwad says, when I meet him in a cafe. His handsome and young oval face was looking a little dull. “We were scared of bombs and the Taliban there. It's hunger that haunts us in this country.” He lives in a 200 sq ft apartment with his family of 12, including a few relatives.
Most of the refugees are in menial work because of the lack of work permits. Even those who have a decent education find it hard to get a job in New Delhi.
There is no official estimate of the actual number of Afghan refugees living in New Delhi. Unofficial numbers range from 10,000 to 60,000 in the region. Poor living standards and lack of a proper diet are also affecting the health of most of the refuges, particularly women and children. Afghan patients are a common sight at the local health clinics.
“I do not doubt that Afghan refugees are getting into drug paddling rackets. They have limited options. The cost of living is very high in the capital and the kind of job opportunity that the city offers us is not good enough to have two square meals,” says Feeroz. He has been living in Delhi for the past year and works as a waiter in a restaurant.
The future of the Afghan children also hangs in balance. They remain at home, while older boys try to help their elders in the fight to put bread and butter on the table. Older girls help their mothers or aunts at home. Going to school is a distant dream for them.
“The biggest challenge for us to have food and make enough money to pay rent to the landlord. Everything else is a luxury for us” says Ashfaque Hussain. He is quick to add: “This includes education.”
Volcano at twenty: Montserrat's rise from the ashes
In July 1995 a dormant volcano at the heart of the Caribbean island of Montserrat woke up, changing the lives of Montserratians forever. After twenty years of evacuation and rebuilding the government faces critical choices about how to ensure the island's economic survival.
Amy McTighe
There are different kinds of volcano and different kinds of eruption. There are lava domes, shield volcanoes, cinder domes and stratovolcanoes. Some ooze molten lava in slow, sticky rivers and tourists can wander safely along the side of the volcano to watch. Others erupt explosively and unpredictably, throwing debris high into the air or thundering down the volcano’s slopes. Still others blaze deadly paths with fast-moving, unseen fingers of red-hot gas.
Millions of years ago the Caribbean oceanic plate was forced to slide underneath the Atlantic plate, creating an angry friction that caused volcanoes to erupt in a long, graceful arc. The remains of these volcanoes became the tropical caribbean islands of the Lesser Antilles. As the subduction of the Atlantic plate continues, so too does seismic activity, and the region is frequently shaken by earthquakes. At irregular points throughout history long-dormant volcanoes have woken up and disgorged their contents, relieving the build up of friction and pressure thousands of metres below the earth’s surface.
The small caribbean island of Montserrat in the late twentieth century was idyllic, attracting visitors from around the world but avoiding mass tourism and maintaining its ‘local’ feel. Plymouth was a sleepy town of mostly wooden or stone buildings with a village atmosphere. Most of the island’s 11,000 inhabitants knew each other and lived simple lives; growing food, running shops or working for the government. Soufriere Hills was just a mountain, the bubbling hot springs were a tourist attraction and nobody noticed a few extra earth tremors.
On the afternoon of 18th July 1995, residents of Plymouth noticed a quiet roaring noise which they assumed was a distant transatlantic jet engine. But the sound persisted throughout the afternoon and was soon joined by the distinctive smell of sulphur and in some places small amounts of falling ash. Was the volcano which had been dormant for so many centuries finally waking up? It seemed inconceivable.
In the late evening the island’s British Governor Frank Savage (Montserrat is a British Overseas Territory) appealed for calm on Radio Montserrat but asked people to pack a bag in case it should be necessary to move them to the north of the island during the night. There followed tense days of confusion and worry as scientists from around the world descended on the island, scaling the mountain with their technical instruments and scurrying around to find the cause of the activity. Meanwhile ash spluttered from the volcano and fell like rain. The skittish began to leave the island but most seemed to trust the authorities and by day 12 it was even reported that the new volcanic activity was proving a tourist attraction.
As the humid tropical summer went on, people wanted answers. What did the future hold for Montserrat? Just how dangerous was the volcano and how long would it be dangerous for? Despite the frenetic activity of scientific teams, little information was forthcoming and it was stressed to the public that the scientists needed to take their time over testing and analysing data. To rush them would be counter-productive.
When the scientists did start to talk it was in another language. A language of seismology, volcanology and geology; seismic, phreatic, pyroclastic; vents, flows, dome growth; tremors, hybrid tremors, earthquake swarms, eruption columns. Not even the time frames were straightforward. At the beginning of August 1995 Chief Minister Rueben Meade said that any worsening of the situation could take days, weeks, or even months. Privately the scientists were in disarray. There was no consensus between them on what to expect from Soufriere Hills, and even less consensus between the British-appointed Governor and the government of Montserrat over what public action to take.
Evacuation
On the morning of Monday 21st August 1995 the inhabitants of Plymouth witnessed a terrifying sight. Rolling down the mountain was a huge black cloud, heading straight for them. Governor Savage was on his rear balcony and ordered his household indoors. What was in the cloud nobody knew and as it hit the homes of Plymouth the world turned black.
Rose Willock, the calming voice of Radio Montserrat, called the scientists as soon as she saw the cloud coming. They told her that it was “a phreatic eruption, more worrying than the first venting of 18th July, but not necessarily a threat to lives.” To her listeners, sitting terrified in their homes, the world inside and out as black as midnight, Rose translated the scientists’ words into something for them to take hold of.
I know you’re scared stiff but please don’t leave your homes.
“Okay everybody, listen up. I know you’re scared. That’s understandable and that’s okay. But I’ve just spoken to the scientists and they say this is a phreatic eruption, a combination of ash and steam. Don’t be afraid. I know you can’t help being afraid because we’ve never seen anything like this before. I know it’s very intense where you are. I know you can’t see anybody. Some of you might be at home alone. I know you’re scared stiff but please don’t leave your homes. If there’s somebody there with you, you may want to hold their hand and just stay together, talk to each other, reassure each other. Just stay where you are. It’s going to clear. I don’t know how soon but no one’s going to get hurt.”
Governor Savage had had enough of the uncertainty and when the cloud cleared he ordered evacuation of all residents south of the Belham valley. 8,000 people, more than 70% of the population, were uprooted and moved to the less-developed north of the island to live in tents, schools and churches, with no idea when or even if they would be allowed home.
November 1995 to September 1996
It turned out that ‘phreatic’ basically meant that the volcano was clearing its throat. The dirty ash clouds of the first weeks of activity subsided as Soufriere Hills found a clearer passage for its volcanic material. Pyroclastic material began to flow intermittently down the side of the volcano, channeled harmlessly into the ghauts that wrinkled its slopes. By late 1996, more than a year after the start of the eruption, Montserratians had learned to live with the volcano and had adopted the vocabulary of the scientists. Twice daily Radio Montserrat volcano reports talked with ease of “broad band tremors, hybrid earthquakes, rock fall signals, long period events and pyroclastic flows.”
While they mastered the jargon, many people could not come to terms with the uncertainty of their living conditions. Thousands had been evacuated and then returned several times, so at each evacuation they expected to go home sooner or later. The constantly changing designation of which areas were safe or unsafe, or somewhere in between, sent mixed signals to the general public.
September 1996 to June 24, 1997
Dome growth, dome collapse… a never ending cycle. Montserratians knew to watch the shape-shifting of the volcano’s peak carefully. The faster the growth, the more likely the collapse, and then any number of disastrous things could happen; pyroclastic flows, pyroclastic surges, explosive events. Until mid 1996 however, these were largely theoretical threats and activity had been confined to small flows and occasional ‘ashing’. The volcano had become an annoyance rather than a danger.
On 17th September 1996 there was a huge dome collapse and explosive eruption. The ash cloud, looking just like the mushroom cloud of an atomic bomb, reached 14km into the sky and stones and ash rained down on the island. For the first time pyroclastic flow destroyed houses around the mountain. This marked the beginning of nearly a year of increasingly large and dangerous volcanic activity and the end of residents’ hopes of going home.
But still some people returned to their homes and land in the exclusion zone. Since April 3 1996 they had been sleeping on cots in hot, crowded shelters and churches. The better shelters resembled wooden barracks, while others were just tents. Privacy was attempted with sheets hung from ceilings. Many people preferred to risk their lives rather than lose their dignity. Some people too felt they had no choice. Their livelihoods were in the south and they needed to farm in order to live. Still others preferred to leave their fate in God’s hands. If it was their time He would take them, if not He would save them.
The scientists and the governor’s office were at a loss to get across their fears about just how dangerous the volcano could be. The people had come to live with it and their government seemed to agree with them. Perhaps the scientists were just overreacting. So the borders of the exclusion zone were porous and the checkpoints were flexible. People came and went as they pleased.
Pyroclastic flow vs. pyroclastic surge
I have visited Pompei and seen the excavated remains of Romans prostrated in positions of apparent agony, usually on their backs with arms and legs partly bent, fingers curling in as if clutching at life itself. I imagined the agonising final minutes of their lives as molten lava rolled over them, preserving their screams and agonies forever. But it was not molten lava which killed the Romans of Pompei in their thousands, it was a pyroclastic surge. Previously referred to as nuées ardentes (glowing clouds), these surges are fast-moving clouds of hot gases and lighter particles that travel faster and further than the heavier material and at temperatures as high as 500ºC, incinerate everything in their path.
The raised arms with curled fingers were not protective gestures but the result of a flash-roasting. When gases at such temperatures hit the human body the clothes and hair ignite and the body starts to burn. A couple of breaths burn the throat and lungs and in shock all the organs shut down and consciousness is lost. Death is virtually instant.
Unlike heavier pyroclastic flows, these surges move so fast that they can even travel uphill, and are not confined by the contours of the landscape. Montserratians were becoming familiar with the volcano’s pattern of behaviour. Many of those venturing inside the exclusion zone believed that they knew the danger areas - the valleys and ghauts down which pyroclastic material would flow. It was hard for them to visualise something so different from what they had been watching and living with for so long. It was just more scientific jargon.
A fatal day
At 3am on the 25th June 1997 seismometers at the Montserrat Volcano Observatory (MVO) suddenly started to register regular, large tremors. Local resident David Lea, on the MVO night shift, said it looked like birthing contractions.
At 7am seismometers were still showing major activity but little could be seen of the volcano through the wet fog. Radio Montserrat began to broadcast continuously
All people inside the exclusion zone, including Bethel, Brambles Village, Whites Yard and Spanish Point, should leave immediately.
At 1245 seismometers began registering almost constant activity.
That morning Delia and James Ponde were working in their field in Farrell’s Yard. They knew that they shouldn’t be in the exclusion zone but they needed the money from selling the vegetables that they grow. They had arrived early in the morning and taken the usual precautions; turning their pick-up to face the road and leaving the keys in the ignition. For once, however, they had forgotten to take the radio into the fields, and with the heavy fog over the volcano they don’t notice the growing activity. Their son Keithley Ponde was higher up in the fields tending his potato crop with only a donkey for transport.
Harry Lewis, his wife Isolyn, her sister Celestine and their friend Melville were
also in the fields of Farrell’s Yard, not far from the Pondes, harvesting carrots.
At 12:57pm the dome of the volcano collapsed over the north crater wall, causing the first pyroclastic flow down mosquito ghaut.
The Pondes were about to leave the fields after a hard morning’s work when Delia looked back at the mountain and saw the pyroclastic flow heading down the mountain towards them. She shouted at her husband that they had to go and they jumped into their pickup.
As Harry, Isolyn, Celestine and Melville realised what was happening Harry started running to where he had left his truck. He shouted to the others to run to the main road, where he would pick them up. As soon as he got into his truck he drove as fast as he could down the hill, passing Delia and James Ponde going in the opposite direction. But his wife, sister-in-law and friend were not there. Harry started driving up and down the road, searching and calling for them.
At 1pm more volcanic material from deeper inside the lava dome was ejected and a second, larger avalanche roared down the valley.
Isolyn, Celestine and Melville hit the main road running fast. With yet another huge bang and the sight of more pyroclastic flow thundering down the mountain they decide to keep on running rather than wait for Harry to get to them. They ran north, away from the volcano and up Windy Hill, trying to get to higher ground. As the pyroclastic flow got closer they decided to shelter and crouch behind one of the buildings in Streatham village, praying for safety.
From their vantage point on Windy Hill, James and Delia Ponde saw the second pyroclastic flow take the valley. The land they were working just minutes before was completely engulfed in pyroclastic flow.
At 1:08pm a third eruption catapulted a column of ash over 13,500 metres into the air and a huge pyroclastic flow came down the volcano.
The path already laid by previous flows allowed this one to move faster and further, and when the flow hit a sharp bend in the valley the lighter mixture of gases and ash known as a pyroclastic surge, jumped the wall of the valley and headed straight down across the Central Corridor, across Farrell’s Yard, Streatham and Molyneaux.
Delia and James felt the hot wind rushing across the land just below them and saw the hilltop around them begin to burn. They did not know where their son was. Isolyn and Celestine, seeing that the second flow has missed them, started to make another run for it but Melville stayed crouched behind the house sheltering them. The pyroclastic surge hit them before they even knew what was happening.
Minutes after the third and final eruption helicopter rescues began. Delia, James and others on Windy Hill were winched to safety as the hill around them burned, but Keithly Ponde was nowhere to be seen. The following day teams found his remains at the bottom of Windy Hill, beside his donkey. Celestine, Isolyn and Melville were also found, limbs bent, fingers curled, exactly as the fossils of Pompeii. They were only 140 metres from safety.
In all 19 people died in the three eruptions over just 20 minutes and more people were badly burned. June 25th 1997 was a turning point for Montserrat. The British government finally realised that the volcano was a serious problem and that they needed to help resettle the population more permanently. The Montserratian government acknowledged that they needed to take the scientists more seriously and the scientists blinkingly opened their eyes to the human element of their studies.
In the twenty years since the volcano woke up again, June 25th 1997 was the only fatal day. The island was divided into zones, which could be opened and closed according to threat from the volcano. Access to exclusion zones became tightly controlled and transgression was punished. There were several more significant eruptions in the following years, but there has been nothing since 2010. Even the ashings have stopped. In 2014 the government reopened part of the exclusion zone which had not in the end suffered from pyroclastic flow, and there is hope that the worst might be over, volcano-wise.
Rebuilding Montserrat
Economically and socially Montserrat has fought back against this natural disaster. The easiest solution (for Britain) would have been to resettle the entire population and leave the island to the elements. But Montserratians are fiercely proud of their culture and individual identity, and even for those who did leave, most live in hope of one day returning.
Huge developments have been made in making the formerly sparsely inhabited north of the island into the new heart of the nation. Building work continues apace, there’s a new airport and port, and since the calming of volcanic activity in the last 5 years, house prices have begun to boom and house-building projects abound.
All of the above has been accomplished with more than £420 million of British Aid but also through the dogged persistence and hard work of those residents who remained on Montserrat throughout much of the crisis and the island’s rebuilding.
Although on the surface all seems to be going well however, there is discontent and discord over the future. The relationship between the Government of Montserrat and the British Government’s Department for International Development (DfID) which administers the aid is strained at best, and there have been many mistakes made on both sides in the past 20 years. There is also some evidence and plenty of rumours of incompetence and/or corruption on both sides going back many years, which have gone largely uninvestigated due to a lack of political will on either side.
Most of the recent allegations have been leveled at the Montserrat Development Corporation (MDC) – a private company set up to handle DfID money and run Montserrat’s regeneration. The running of the MDC was a lesson in mismanagement and worse. This has not been fully investigated but the MDC was recently shut down by (fairly) newly-elected Premier Donaldson Romeo.
New leadership, new direction?
Premier Romeo is a relative newcomer to the political scene in Montserrat. The office has for decades been handed around a select few families and he is fresh to politics, previously standing only in opposition. It is hard not to like or trust Romeo, and he is widely popular. His manner and approach are open, friendly to all and he appeals to people from all social strata and nationalities with his moral stance and dignified but approachable demeanor.
It is now nine months since Romeo took office, and while the Premier himself remains popular, it is not clear whether the rest of the government are working as a cohesive whole under his leadership and direction, or to their own agendas. While the developments mentioned earlier indicate a real change in Montserrat’s fortunes, if one looks closer it is easy to see that without greater clarity of direction and the enforcement of clear and productive policies, the island will continue on a steady path of decline.
Here’s the main problem: The population is too small. With only 5,000 or so inhabitants, only half of whom are of working age, how can the government raise enough money to run a country and pay the 910 public sector workers whose salaries alone total between £16-18 million a year?
The unreliability of British aid
The answer, currently, is to depend on British aid money, administered by DfID. Montserrat has received £420 million from the UK since 1997 and continues to receive £26 million a year. While Britain is responsible for Montserrat as an Overseas Territory, an assumption that British aid will continue at this level is a dangerous one, based as it is on a moral argument.
18 years of academic study, government and NGO work in the fields of international politics and development have taught me that money is never distributed according to need or right, but by an unpredictable combination of political and societal whim and economic self-interest.
Last year I sat in front of a DfID representative in Iraq after I visited vast refugee camps crammed with hundreds of thousands of terrified Yezidis who had fled the ISIS onslaught and now faced dying from cold in the winter. He told me that although he had a budget of several million pounds, he wasn’t allowed to spend it yet because they (DfID) were waiting for the Iraqi government to take some responsibility for the situation themselves. He said this from a chair in the lobby of the luxury hotel in which he had lived for several weeks without even having visited the camps.
There was no hint of irony in the demand of this British official, whose government had exploited and manipulated Iraq in the 20th century and invaded and left it broken in the 21st, that the Iraqis take responsibility for their own problems. He further confided that use of the money was dictated by politicians, who follow public opinion, which was certainly not in favour at that point of having any more to do with Iraq.
Examples such as this show that a purely moral argument for British reparations to caribbean nations for slavery will go nowhere. Britain has wronged so many nations and peoples in the past 300 years that it simply cannot afford to open the flood gates to any one historical claim, and there is no international precedent of reparations payments for pre-20th century events.
But it is the role of politicians, and therefore public opinion, in DfID’s allocation of resources that should worry Montserrat the most. Just read the comments section of a recent Daily Mail article and you will see the potential for the right wing press to write something one-sided and inflammatory to ignite the passions of a British public suffering from austerity, who are increasingly turning on aid and immigration as vents for their frustration. British payments of £5,200 a year to each citizen of what appears to be a tropical island paradise could be easily misinterpreted by a public who are being told that their own benefits and public services must be drastically cut.
The risk of a substantial reduction in British aid to Montserrat should not be underestimated, and it would be a naïve or self-interested politician who based all of Montserrat’s future plans on an increase in such aid, or even continuation of the current level, even while they continue to demand it.
All of this makes the reparations-focused approach of some parts of the Montserrat establishment seem hopelessly out of touch. When asked in October what his approach to improving the self-sustainability of Montserrat was, a newly elected member of the Government of Montserrat told a group of non-Montserratians in private that in his view the government didn’t need to do anything to make the country self-sustainable - it just had to get as much money as possible out of the British government, indefinitely, because they owed Montserrat due to slavery. At the time it was thought that the politician was exaggerating in order to provoke his audience, but I have since heard watered-down versions of his philosophy dropped into many situations, to great public approval.
The approach by this politician is fundamentally irresponsible: Rather than alert the Montserratian people to the true risks, opportunities and choices that the future presents, it is a short-term garnering of public approval at the expense of the long-term welfare of the nation.
The way forward
If British money can’t be relied upon, what is the way forward? Premier Romeo is promoting job creation and foreign investment. In fact, job creation on a scale necessary to keep employable Montserratians on island and encourage others to return, requires a substantial effort to encourage inward investment. The main way to achieve this however, is not through the plush advertising campaigns and corporate schmoozing of the now defunct MDC, or even Premier Romeo’s current efforts to promote Montserrat through speeches overseas. It lies first and most fundamentally in demonstrating that Montserrat can support and protect the investments of overseas companies once they arrive on island.
In recent years too many companies and individuals who have tried to set up business enterprises in Montserrat have been driven away after their initiatives failed due to either lack of support from the government, impenetrable and nonsensical bureaucratic hurdles or at worst active obstruction by individuals resentful of outsiders taking opportunities seen as reserved for Montserratians. Foreign business owners feel unprotected by a haphazard police force and a lack of follow-through of support by many sectors of government.
In one act of substantial damage to a foreign-owned business on island last year, the police failed to investigate the incident for 6 weeks, despite many requests by the business’s owners. By the time the police investigated, after direct appeals to the Chief of Police and the Governor, the physical evidence was no longer useable and the business owners were unable to pursue compensation from the company or individual who caused the damage. When complaining to the Government of Montserrat about this lack of investigation and support on this issue, one owner of this business was told by the Minister responsible “what do you expect? This isn’t Europe.”
The owners of this business are now reluctantly considering relocating their business to another island. Their business model was working, they intended to expand and to train and employ local people in a new technology, but they completely lost trust in the will and ability of the government to protect them in even the most basic way. This is not an isolated example, and every such investment or business failure represents lost revenue and potentially lost jobs for Montserratians, and a disincentive for future investors.
New economic and educational initiatives
A significant ray of hope in Premier Romeo’s government is the hard-working but understated Delmaude Ryan, Minister for Education, Health and Social Services, and Deputy Premier. Her forward-thinking initiatives, especially in the area of education, are already yielding results. She has been working to create an on-site farm for practical agricultural training at the secondary school, financed by an obscure international development fund. She is implementing her vision with a mixture of public and private sector, and Montserratians and non-Montserratians. Her lack of discrimination and focus on the end result will enable the youth of Montserrat to develop an understanding of both traditional and modern skills in agriculture, a key area of development and employment.
Ryan also has a nascent plan for an apprenticeship scheme, which would require companies who set up in Montserrat to engage Montserratian apprentices, harnessing any foreign investment to provide valuable vocational training for increasing numbers of Montserratians in a variety of sectors.
Such schemes may appear less glamorous than the building of a multi-million dollar basketball stadium or commissioning countless consultancy reports that produce alien visions of a luxury-Montserrat of the future. But they are critically important to rebuilding Montserrat, more slowly, but more effectively, from the ground up.
What about DfID?
It is possible to argue with many of the decisions of DfID (for example removing a ferry subsidy that reduced day-trip tourists from 22,000 a year before 2005 to near insignificance) but in the end it is a geographically distant entity whose policies are dictated by a mixture of politicians beholden to the whim of public opinion, and civil servants who remain in their posts for three years at most and then move on. For this reason it seems rather futile to battle against them, or even to expect too much long-term, visionary thinking.
The future relies instead on the actions of those on Montserrat itself. The vision and integrity of politicians like Donaldson Romeo and Delmaude Ryan give hope that Montserrat will become more open to outsiders, particularly those who have the will and means to invest financially in Montserrat’s future. This will in turn create an environment encouraging more Montserratian refugees to return home, bringing with them revitalising skills and energy. Their contribution to rebuilding Montserrat will ensure the survival of a unique and invaluable society.
The historical part of this article relied heavily upon Montserrat resident David Lea’s video documentaries, Montserratian Cathy Buffonge’s written accounts and Phil Davison’s book ‘Volcano in Paradise: Death and Survival on the Caribbean Island of Montserrat’
Thailand under military rule
A year after the coup, the Thai military continues silencing any criticism and failing to set a date for elections
Ana Salvá
“Return happiness to Thai people” was the promise made by the general Prayuth Chan Chan-ocha one year ago when he seized power in Thailand. On 22 May 2014 the Thai military staged its second coup d’état in eight years and assumed full control of the country after several months of political turmoil and street protests.
“The Thai people, like me, have probably not been happy for nine years. But since May 22, there is happiness”, he said triumphantly.
Thai society has been increasingly polarized in the last decade by a political crisis that has pitted two groups against each other. On one side are the “red shirts”, mainly poor farmers from the rural areas in the north and northeast of the country. On the other side are the Democrat Party, the oldest party in Thailand, and the “yellow shirts”, a group mostly formed by middle class urbanites from the capital, Bangkok, and people from the southern provinces in the country, the stronghold of the Democrat Party.
While the red shirts are supporters of the former Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra, who was deposed by a military coup in September 2006 after winning two elections in a row with his social policies, the “yellow shirts” and the Democrat Party are ultra-royalist nationalists who see Thaksin and his associates as a threat to the old order.
In the aftermath of the 2014 coup, the Army tried to create an atmosphere of celebration organizing festivals and concerts in the streets and squares in Bangkok. In those events, Thai citizens were treated with free food, drink and even haircuts, and were given the chance to pet a pony or take a selfie with soldiers singing and dancing.
Mr. Prayuth also composed a ballad called “Return Happiness to Thailand” and launched a TV program with the same title in which today he still explains to the public some of the plans his government is devising for the country.
The coup and its aftermath would look somewhat like a soft political satire if there was not hidden a quasi-totalitarian agenda behind Mr. Prayuth’s policies.
The military has consistently silenced any criticism since it assumed power, and has summoned or arrested dissidents to undergo what has been termed as “attitude adjustments”.
In a report entitled “Attitude Adjustment: 100 days under martial law”, the human rights watchdog Amnesty International denounced hundreds of arbitrary detentions of academics, activists, students or journalists, by the military regime. Most of them have been arrested for more than seven days without formal charges or access to a lawyer. Moreover, the organization has documented that some detainees suffered beatings, death threats, suffocation or even mock executions while in custody.
And, after one year of military dictatorship, the harassment against any kind of opposition has not abated.
“The junta’s orders to the media to abstain from criticizing them are still in effect and three weeks ago, Voice TV pulled off its morning news talk program which is critical of the military regime”, says a journalist who prefers to remain anonymous. “As for myself, I have to seek permission from the military junta whenever I wish to travel abroad and an Army colonel who ‘looked after’ me while I was detained without charge last year had sent me a friend request on Facebook, which I accepted”.
Most recently, the military government announced that it will hold a meeting for 200 local and international journalists to teach them how to ask “constructive questions” and “not distort facts.”
“There has been no order from any of my bosses, but it is my duty to build healthy relationships and mutual understanding with the media”, said the Army Signal Department Commander, Lieutenant-General Suchart Pongput, when he made the announcement.
The control of the media started shortly after the coup. Back then, the junta instructed journalists to stop interviewing academics critical with the military arguing that they could “cause confusion” in society. The voices of these academics remain silenced in the universities, and many of them have been summoned by the military to refrain from carrying out activities that might prove to be “divisive” and “disrespectful to the law.”
According to Human Rights Watch, the repression and persecution against dissidents that has followed the coup have forced to leave Thailand the highest number of academics, activists, journalists and politicians since the successive crackdowns on pro-democracy movements during the 1970s.
“An academic who thinks differently about the military government has to censor himself if he wants to work and live in Thailand. The main reason is [the current law], which allows detention for up to seven days without charge”, says a law scholar who also prefers to remain anonymous.
Apart from the repression of dissidence, the new regime is trying to mold the minds of the Thai children through indoctrination in the education system. In schools throughout the country, kids are now required to memorize a list of “Twelve Values” dictated by Mr. Prayuth in a new poem released by the Ministry of Education. Among these “Thai Values”, figure prominently the love for the nation, the Buddhist religion and the monarchy, and through them the junta is trying to teach Thai people from an early age a “correct understanding of democracy.”
On March 20, the martial law that was imposed two days before the coup was lifted with the aim of giving confidence to the tourism sector. However, military power has been strengthened. The junta replaced the martial law with the Article 44 of its interim constitution, which has been widely criticized by human rights groups. The Article 44 actually broadens the junta authority and confers it an unlimited and unchecked power. For instance, it allows the military to carry out detentions without any warrant or formal charges.
“There has been real resistance to the coup from day one. But this has come in the form of small protests and civil disobedience, and has not been organized and mobilized by well-established movements. Even though the actions of these individuals have been quickly suppressed by the Thai authorities and the dissidents have been sent to prosecution in military courts, we still see that many in the Thai society still refuse to accept the legitimacy of the NCPO junta”, says Sunai Phasuk, senior researcher at Human Rights Watch.
The military has arrested citizens who staged symbolic and peaceful protests seemingly as innocuous as reading George Orwell’s novel 1984, or using the three fingers salute from the Hollywood blockbuster The Hunger Games, which has been adopted as a defiant gesture of protest against the coup. “When I made this greeting I was stopped by a plainclothes police and taken to the military club. They made me sign a document ensuring that I would not do so again”, explains Nachacha, a 21 years old student.
More than one year after a coup carried out “to restore democracy” to the Thai people, that seems a prospect more distant than ever. Promised elections have been delayed indefinitely and, while Prayuth explains to the Thai people how happy they should feel, many are wondering when their democratic rights will be restored.
Making a stand against sweatshops
Smaller independent designers are promoting stricter ethical standards in their businesses
Aneira Davies
Imagine working a 16-hour day for less than the minimum and living wage. Imagine also doing that in unsafe and often hazardous conditions. That is what some workers employed by sweatshops have to endure, according to organisation War on Want, while making clothing for the UK and other first-world countries.
Awareness of where our clothes are made isn’t high on the agendas of many shoppers, although most have heard of disasters that affect the clothing industry, such as the Rana Plaza factory collapse in 2013, when 1,134 people lost their lives and thousands more were injured. Shoppers may have heard, too, of how some high street retailers have used sweatshops in the past to sell us clothing at an extremely affordable price.
Although we are more likely to see these issues raised when shopping in a high street store, the ethics surrounding clothing affects all parts of a supply chain for clothing companies, from fabrics to working conditions and these issues can affect smaller companies too, although not perhaps on such a grand scale.
In response to general working conditions for many workers and disasters such as the Rana Plaza collapse, some retailers and smaller clothing designers are fighting back. Campaigns such as Fashion Revolution Day and H&M’s Conscious collection are making shoppers all over the UK question where their clothes are made and in what conditions.
The sustainable route
Smaller clothing designers are making a stand, too, and promoting ethics within their business. Alice Rolfe, who runs ethical surface pattern company Rolfe & Wills, uses organic cotton and responsibly sourced products in her business. The Bristol-based designer creates her patterns and screenprints them by hand onto homewares and clothing.
I couldn’t run a company that takes advantage of other people just so I can do what I want to do with my life. - Alice Rolfe
It is important to Alice that she uses sustainable and ethical ways of working in her company, and she uses products such as recycled or FSC certified paper and organic ink and cotton in her work.
She says, “As I am the only person who makes decisions in my company all social responsibility falls on me. I couldn’t run a company that takes advantage of other people just so I can do what I want to do with my life.”
As a small business owner, it is especially relevant to Alice that she follows the sustainable route as it helps her justify what she does: “I think all companies should look at who is making their products and in what conditions, and what impact their processes are having on the environment.”
It’s not hard to find ethical companies out there that are wanting to help you do it the right way. - Alice Rolfe
However, when promoting ethics in her business, she hasn’t found it to be of major importance to her customers. They are occasionally pleased, she says, but if a customer is deciding between her own organic cushion and another that is made in a factory on the other side of the world, Alice says they would choose the one that looks best on their sofa.
Alice puts this down to people being concerned about organic, but thinking about it more when it comes to what they eat, rather than what they wear: food over fabric. She thinks that if more were done to promote organic and ethical supplies in the public domain, then more people would consider these issues when buying products. Alice also thinks that businesses should make it clear if they work with ethical companies and products.
“It will encourage small companies like mine to go sustainable,” she concludes.
Verifying the source of materials
For Heidy Rehman, who owns London-based womenswear brand Rose & Willard, ethics is core to her business. The company is committed to the highest standards of manufacturing, has an unwavering ethical practice and very high standards, ranging from how material is sourced to working conditions. These are conditions, Heidy says, that she would have to be willing to work in herself.
She says: “Nothing – not a single fabric, trim or label – comes from any source we can’t scrutinise in terms of acceptable labour conditions and production techniques. When dealing with suppliers directly, for example textile mills, we choose UK, European and New Zealand production houses and only those where we can be safe in the knowledge that their practices are of an acceptably high standard. And when we say ‘high’ we measure this in terms of the types of standards we ourselves would be willing to work within.”
In the past, Heidy says she has had to reject ideal materials she has found for her clothing because the source cannot be verified. As a business owner, she does not believe that exploitation, in any form, is the way to build a brand.
“From a supplier perspective,” she says, “holding to ethical standards creates a mutual respect which I think is good for business.”
Nothing – not a single fabric, trim or label – comes from any source we can’t scrutinise in terms of acceptable labour conditions and production techniques. - Heidy Rehman
This applies to all areas of Rose & Willard and the company does not allow any of its staff to work more than eight hours a day. Heidy also says she does not employ any unpaid interns.
The benefits of upholding such high standards stretch out to the way that Rose & Willard is treated by other ethical companies and Heidy says there is a camaraderie among businesses of this kind, across all industries.
“What I tend to find,” she says, “is that we are followed on Twitter etc by other ethical brands and this has a sustaining effect.”
But there are, like Alice, limitations to maintaining an ethical business. The major limitation is cost and Heidy often finds that she pays at least twice the cost that other businesses may pay for supplies. However, the benefits far outweigh the limitations and things that can go wrong if shortcuts are taken, such as Rana Plaza, which Heidy believes has brought the risks associated with cheap clothes to the fore.
She concludes: “One could argue that there will be a time when companies will not be able to afford to be anything but ethical.”
It is obvious that these independent designers are doing the right thing by maintaining high ethical standards in their work, paving the way for other retailers to follow suit in the future. Although consumers will always be searching for a cheap price, and some retailers will always put profits over working conditions, there are companies that uphold strong ideals when it comes to ethics and sourcing sustainable materials and, perhaps, in time, more clothing retailers will follow
Tales of the last Jews of Calcutta
With just 22 members remaining, Jews are a vanishing community in Calcutta. They made the city their home 200 years ago and created a gorgeous legacy that now exists in memories and magnificent architecture. Before they disappear into oblivion, a few Jews narrate captivating tales of their old lives.
Arpita Chakrabarty
You can almost see the grand synagogue bristling with men chanting morning prayers. Not a place to stand, even. From the balcony above, it looks like a mass of people covered in monochrome. But the gleaming chandeliers make the atmosphere look orange. Many of the men are in a trance as they recite from the prayer book and move their heads and bodies unawares. There is a deep rhythm in the chanting of the prayer together by hundreds of men. The lyrical devotion travels through rows of men and long arches, hits the walls and windows, and then spreads all over the synagogue, much like the perfume of an incense stick. The balconies are filled with women of all ages wearing the best Arabic and English styles of clothing. They too are in a daze. The rabbi is preaching from the raised podium at the centre of the hall. A black table fan behind makes him comfortable.
The sun outside the colossal structure in this humid city has just begun to crawl its way from the closet. It strikes its first ray on a few stained glass windows. The ripples are created and, all of a sudden, a rainbow of colours lights up the cloth-covered chairs, the men's faces and their tallit-clad shoulders. But no one notices; the chanting makes them unaware of everything else. Even the disturbing noise of hanging fans with twisted blades is blanketed by the powerful prayer song.
The worlds of sanctity are created and broken simultaneously while people come and go as they begin and finish their prayers.
You can almost feel a part of Jewish life throbbing inside this synagogue. Even if you are not Jewish, you can almost witness the dynamic culture as you pass by on your morning stroll.
Almost.
Except the Jews are missing.
This synagogue continues to stand at the same place, without the monochrome Jews reciting their prayers in a trance, without any religious worship and melodious chant, and without the vitality of life that once existed inside its long, archaic walls.
A thriving community
Elias David Ezra built Magen David Synagogue in 1884 in the memory of his father, David Joseph Ezra. The father and son were well known all over India for their real estate pursuits. They built several mansions that still stand mightily amid the chaos of Calcutta.
The Ezras were one of the many Jewish families that began migrating from Iraq, Syria and Iran around 1798 to escape persecution in their native lands and settled in the port cities of Bombay, Calcutta and Rangoon. They were traders dealing in indigo, silk, cotton, yarn, ivory and coffee. Many Jews opted for Calcutta because of its prominence as the capital of British India. Within the span of a century, the Jewish community of Calcutta increased to more than 2,000 people. In the next 50 years, the community grew to about 5,000 people during World War II. More and more Jews were migrating from Burma, which faced a Japanese invasion in early 1940s.
The wealthy Jews occupied the affluent areas of the city around Park Street, while the middle and lower middle classes lived in the north around Bow Bazaar. The community had its own Jewish schools for boys and girls, newspapers, mansions, clubs and businesses. The poor families were helped by the rich ones who offered them jobs in their enterprises. The Jews travelled to Madhupur, Gopalpaur and Darjeeling to spend their vacations.
They mingled with other communities of the city, including Anglo-Indians and Parsis. But there was rarely any intermarriage with any other community. The Jews of Calcutta prospered and enjoyed a rich cosmopolitan culture under the British Raj until 1947 and 1948, when India’s independence and the creation of the state of Israel respectively changed the fate of their lives forever.
After India’s independence, a lot of insecurities over the future of their businesses led them to think about leaving Calcutta. There were fears of the Indian government taking over Jewish companies. In government offices, Hindi and Bengali became the working languages, which Jews did not know.
Although the Jews did not face any kind of discrimination from Bengalis, they witnessed violent animosity between Hindus and Muslims during the Calcutta Riots of 1946. Thousands of people were killed, injured and were arrested by police. Curfews were sounded in most areas of the city. In 1964, too, they witnessed another religious riot where more than 100 people were killed.
The uncertainty of the future coupled with these incidents made the population dwindle to a handful of people. Those who were living in Calcutta at that time had no extended family or children to draw them elsewhere.
Post World War II, many Jews, born and brought up in Calcutta, emigrated to England, Australia, Canada and the US. Others left for their promised land after Israel was created. As a result, by the 1970s, only about 600 Jews were still living in Calcutta.
A few decades later, in June 2015, only 22 Jews are reckoning up their last days in Calcutta. All of them are over 70, while a few are already in their 90s. Some of the Jews who migrated elsewhere in their prime have returned to Calcutta post-retirement, because it’s here they feel home.
Perhaps a decade later, the remaining traces of a vibrant community will dissolve into history. Except these elderly people and the mansions that stand mightily in this disorder, typical of Calcutta; everything else of this effervescent culture has already dissipated into a nostalgia that often breathes far away in England, the US, Israel, France, Canada and Australia.
Desolate buildings of Calcutta’s Jews
Magen David synagogue now stands empty and silently in the heart of Calcutta.
The 130-year old elaborate iron gate has been engulfed by black and blue tarpaulins on which hawkers have put up their wares of jewellery, shoes, utensils, and accessories. As and when a few visitors arrive at the synagogue, the hawkers remove their makeshift shops and make way for them. Cries of good bargaining and deals along with the uninterrupted honks of passing vehicles have consumed the supremacy of this majestic structure.
Inside the synagogue, the silence of the monumental dark hall swallows the visitors. Not a soul is present; the dusty prayer books have not been touched for years. Circular stained glass windows all around the hall shine like jewels and throw myriad colours on to the tiled floor and chairs. Twisted fans have stopped functioning and now gather dirt in a corner. The ornate lamps are broken; the wooden chairs, which were once tightly packed with religious Jews, now reflect their images on their own. The balconies that were once occupied by jostling women now stand meaningless.
The city does not have even 10 worshippers to conduct a Shabbat morning service at the synagogue. In the last 36 years, only once has the synagogue witnessed a formal service: when the Israeli ambassador to India flew in with six other Jews to achieve the quorum of 10 people. A Muslim man, Rabbul Khan, is the caretaker of this synagogue. His father and grandfather, too, looked after the synagogue, but Rabbul says he is the last of his family to maintain the synagogue. His children want jobs in large companies.
The Jewish mansions in the city shares a similar fate. The dazzling white Esplanade Mansion at the corner of Esplanade Row East and Old Court House Street imposes its dominance on the surrounding structures. But one would effortlessly miss its glory and splendour if one weren’t to pause for a while silently on the opposite side of the street as clamorous hordes of buses, taxis and people pass by.
Elias Ezra also built this magnanimous edifice with intricately detailed long circular balconies and arched windows in 1910. Built in the Art Nouveau architecture style that was popular during 1890-1910, this larger-than-life structure was a plum residential address for the city’s wealthy Jews. However, as their numbers shrank, the offices of Indian-government owned organisations occupied many of the mansion's 24 flats. Little do the people who work in these offices know or understand the historical value of this structure, which witnessed the rise and fall of a dynamic culture in Calcutta.
Tales from a bygone era
“The Jewish boys and girls who dated hardly kissed or slept with each other. They were frightened of repercussions. There were no contraceptive pills like we have now. They held hands together till they were married,” says Flower Silliman.
We are talking inside Silliman’s house, which bears a fusion of Indian and Jewish styles of decoration. Silliman is 85 years old, but can easily make young people jealous of her vigour and enthusiasm. Born and brought up as a Jew in Calcutta, she proudly mentions she saw warplanes landing on Red Road across the Maidan when the airport was still not built. Silliman lived in many countries, only to come back to Calcutta and spend the rest of her life here.
“We mingled with all English-speaking communities, but never ate supper with them due to our dietary laws. Nobody aspired to have food together. Everything was limited to tea and snacks. We were orthodox and followed all traditions, but started wearing pants and skirts instead of Arabic clothes. But we did not wear Indian clothes; our parents were afraid that if we wore salwar kameez, we would marry Indians and all the Jewish lineage will be lost.”
Jews take their lineage from their mother and their surnames from their father. Intermarriage was strictly prohibited. But even then some Jewish girls married Indians who converted to Judaism. The Indian men converted, because in most cases parents would prevent the marriage if they did not. Once converted they were accepted as members of the community and at the dinner table.
Silliman and other Calcutta Jews formed an extended, closely knit family. Even after they moved to different countries, they remained together. “Everything was the same like it was in Calcutta. Our gatherings, discussion, food, dance – all of it. As if we were picked up from one location and dropped in another, keeping everything unchanged.”
I ask for the reasons behind her return to Calcutta. “Living in Calcutta is easier and much more comfortable. I can’t think of living in New York. You have to get into the tube to go everywhere. It’s a race there. In contrast, Calcutta is relaxed. It is home,” declares Silliman.
An ongoing return from Israel
For Edmund Jonah, it was a different experience to be a Jew in Calcutta. Jonah’s family lived a little away from Calcutta in Agarpara. On weekends they drove into the city and socialised with cousins. On holidays, they would go to Bombay to meet families and friends who settled there.
Jonah was put up in a boarding school in Mount Abu in Rajasthan, and assimilated with Muslims, Parsis, Hindus and Bengalis. At home, Jonah and his siblings were cared for by Muslim servants and Nepali ayahs. “Racism and other forms of discrimination can have no meaning for us who grew up in India. We either liked someone for their personality or we didn’t. I have travelled a great deal of the world and I have found India to be the least racist country. They have the motto ingrained in them, 'live and let live'," Jonah proudly tells me in an email conversation from Israel.
Jonah’s mother, Rachel Sofaer, was born in Rangoon but her family moved to Calcutta when she was 10 years old. Rachel acted in two Bengali films under the screen name of Arati Devi. “My grandmother chaperoned her to the studios daily. There were several other Jewish girls who played in Indian movies. In our community there was no stain on doing so – perhaps a little envy from those who could not get an acting job in the industry. However, my mother’s film career came to a full stop when she married my father,” Jonah informs me.
For most of the Jewish girls, Jonah recalls, getting married was the thing to do. Some of them became nurses and stenographers, but they were discouraged to pursue further studies because they were told no man would marry them if they became too independent and earned more than their husbands. “Jewish men did not like their wives to go out to work as it cast a bad light on them, as if they did not have enough to support their families.”
There were a few exceptions like his mother, Jonah says, who worked for the American army during the war years. She was secretary to the colonel who was in charge of the camp in Titagar. “My father insisted that he did not want any of her earnings and she splurged on my brother and me, on her clothes and also lost considerable amounts every Saturday at the races.”
Races were a favourite pastime for those who could afford it and those who could not. Many Jewish men owned more than 10 horses and racing was a passion and enjoyment for them. They spent their Saturday afternoons at Calcutta racecourse.
Jonah worked for the National Tobacco Company, owned by a Jew, for many years. He spent the first 22 years of his life in Calcutta, Mount Abu, Darjeeling, Bombay and Andhra. He is now in his 80th year and lives in Israel.
“Parents were godlike figures to be a bit scared of. We did not have the strength to fight our parents and obeyed them whether they were right or wrong. But no one could have had a better childhood and education as we did in India. Although I live in Israel, I have returned to India several times as India is a part of me and will remain so until I die,” Jonah sums up.
No choice of home
At 71, Elisha Twena is one the youngest living members of the Jewish community in Calcutta.
He proudly shows me a photograph of his mother on his smartphone. She is 93 years old and can finish reading a book in two days.
“Most of the Jewish families in Calcutta were poor and that’s why we had a free school,” observes Twena. But that did not deter children from participating in entertainment. “Watching movies was cheap at the cinemas around the city. We used to jump from our school’s back gate, go to a cinema and come back again to school without anyone being informed. It was a fun time.”
Twena started working as soon as he finished school. “We were street smart. A lot of it came from values we learned in school and from our parents. After school, we immediately began working in different companies owned by Jews,” Twena says.
Twena’s sister and friends settled in Israel, America and England. “The first choice was definitely the US. But it was easier to go to England. Not much money was required. One could save for a few months to buy the tickets. Whoever couldn’t go to the US or England finally went to Israel,” Twena tells me.
Twena is a bachelor. He went to Israel and stayed there with his sister before he decided to come back to Calcutta. “I could not adapt myself in Israel after living here in Calcutta for so many years. Whatever accommodation was given to us was far away from the places where the mainstream population lived. There were also many logistical issues that I couldn’t efficiently manage.”
I ask him if he feels home here in Calcutta. “I have no choice. I do not have children or other interests to allure me anywhere else on this earth,” concludes Twena with bright eyes and a faded smile.
Brazil’s worst prison
Imagine a penitentiary in which inmates are allowed to walk around freely outside of their cells, where they live among rats and human excrement, and where they continue to participate in - and even lead - criminal organisations that are active outside the prison gates. Welcome to Presídio Central, a correctional facility in Porto Alegre, Brazil - a place of frequent human rights violations that has also become a headquarters for organised crime.
Bang
Roberto Silva, a 32-year-old, slightly overweight white man, was greeted inside cell 39F by a fierce-looking prisoner with a bundle of keys and a large knife hanging from his waistband. The man explained how things worked in Presídio Central (Central Prison); the military police guarded the outside walls, but on the inside the prisoners were in charge. Therefore, Silva had to follow their rules. He looked around his new home. Three hundred inmates lived cramped in a long corridor, walking freely in and out of open prison cells. His own cell had eight cement bunk beds, and approximately 20 inmates were assigned to them. Many had to sleep on the floor. The bathroom consisted of a hole in the ground hidden behind two half-walls. “Nothing prepares you for what you see when you enter that place,” Silva later told me.
Roberto Silva had never been arrested before 13 October 2014. This is not his real name. When I interviewed him in his humble, one-storey house in the surroundings of the Brazilian city of Porto Alegre, Silva asked me to use an alias because he is awaiting trial and feared that publication of an interview might influence a judge’s decision.
“This is not the life that I planned for myself,” he added, sitting on the couch next to his wife. Silva was raised by his grandparents in a lower middle class household near the Brazilian border with Uruguay. He graduated from high school, completed an IT certification training course and did a stint in the army. At 19 years of age, he moved closer to Rio Grande do Sul state’s capital, Porto Alegre, in search of better job opportunities. After holding several temporary positions, he eventually landed a stable job as a forklift operator for a GM affiliate.
What got him into trouble was smoking pot. Even though marijuana use is illegal in Brazil, Silva had smoked up to four joints a day since he was about 14 years old. “l never had problems buying the drug for personal use”, Silva revealed. “But one day, I purchased a little extra for a friend and when I went to give him his share, a police car pulled up.” When he was arrested, Silva had in his possession seven small packages of pot, which were worth about 300 reais (approximately £60 or $95). At the initial court appearance, a judge ruled that he had been dealing drugs. And even though Silva had no criminal record, the judge decided that he should stay in preventive incarceration until trial - which could take up to a year. “I just thought: my life is over,” he told me.
At Presídio Central, Silva went to live with first-time offenders. They have their own section, or “gallery”, in jail slang. There are 24 galleries spread throughout the 10 buildings that make up Presídio Central. Once you enter the grounds as a prisoner, you are forced to choose which one will be your home. Many galleries are occupied by gang members: the Manos, the Balas and other criminal organisations. The remaining galleries hold homosexuals, rapists and devout Christians - prisoners who are separated because of the risk of harm from other inmates. Inmates with a higher degree (who make up a tiny percentage of the prison’s population) are also kept separate. In total, there are 4,193 inmates in a facility measuring around 29,000 sq m - more than double the capacity. And there is no sign that the overcrowding will diminish; on average, 59 new inmates enter Presídio Central every day, while only 54 leave. According to statistics from 2015, the majority of inmates in Presídio Central are between 18 and 24 years of age, did not complete high school, self-identify as white and, just like Silva, are in prison awaiting trial for drug trafficking.
This unusual system has its roots in a bizarre event that took place more than 20 years ago, in 1994, when 10 inmates carried out a bold prison escape plan.
Over time, Silva got used to the system. Each of the galleries had its own 30-member prisoner-run administration. “It works like a business,” Silva explained. “There is a leader and he has several secretaries. Each one carries out a function, such as gatekeeper, cell manager and food servers. They are extremely organised and they all wear knives on their waists so that you can identify them easily.” The leader of each gallery makes the most important decisions, such as when the cell gates are to remain open or closed (although some galleries are in poor shape and there are no cell gates), when to turn off the lights and how to settle disputes among prisoners. Also, they usually have ties to criminal organisations on the outside.
This "executive board" of prisoners is not only acknowledged by Presídio Central’s official administration, but has been completely incorporated into the jail’s day-to-day system. This unusual system has its roots in a bizarre event that took place more than 20 years ago, in 1994, when 10 inmates carried out a bold prison escape plan. They took 24 people hostage in the prison’s hospital ward. After demanding three getaway cars from negotiators - among them state legislator Marcos Rolim - they drove off into the city. The police pursued them in a car chase until two cars were eventually stopped - and shot - by the cops. Three prisoners and one police officer were killed. A third car was driven by prisoners into the glass door of Plaza São Rafael, the most expensive hotel in Porto Alegre. Inside the lobby, the escaped prisoners exchanged gunfire with cops and stormed into a psychiatric conference on depression. Panicking, the doctors at the conference hid under tables. Having taken new hostages, two inmates holed up inside the hotel for 13 hours before giving themselves up to the police. The whole ordeal lasted for 48 hours and had a huge repercussion in the city. “It was all that the media talked about for weeks,” said Rolim. Porto Alegre citizens were terrified at the idea that dangerous prisoners could pull such a stunt.
Seven months later, in the middle of Brazil’s week-long Carnaval celebration, another prison break at Presídio Central again raised concerns about the fragility of the facility. Forty-four prisoners escaped after making a hole through a cell wall. They climbed out onto the roof and into freedom. The police were only able to catch the fugitives by shooting them, many in their legs. The state governor at the time, Antônio Brito, who was in his first weeks in office, declared a dramatic measure to end the problems of Porto Alegre’s largest jail once and for all. The plan called for the construction of new prisons in nearby cities and ultimately for the implosion of Presídio Central. In the meantime, the military police - a police force that operates according to military principles and is responsible for maintaining public order - would take the place of prison state guards in managing the facility. The military police did take charge, but it made a deal with prisoners; they would be granted the power to take over the jail - on the inside - as long as they promised not to attempt any prison breaks or riots.
To date, the plan has worked; no prison-related turmoil has hit the streets since then. However, the state government has delayed plans to build new prisons and Presídio Central remains in the care of the inmates.
Open market
As I waited to interview Sidinei Brzuska, a judge from Porto Alegre’s Criminal Court who acts as a liaison between the military police and the prisoners, about 10 gallery leaders were inside his office. They and the judge hold regular meetings, in which the leaders request judicial and medical assistance for prisoners, give their opinions on prison transfers and arrange for certain goods to enter the facility, such as TV sets, stoves and fans. On this day, they had a formal complaint; they were not happy with the way that new correctional officers were treating them.
“The guards were new and they were being a little too rough with the inmates, and that is unacceptable to them,” Brzuska told me as I entered the room for our interview. “There is a very fragile agreement at play inside this facility, that actually keeps everyone safe.” His job, he admitted, is to keep prisoners happy so that the pot does not boil over.
Over time, the executive boards have gained so much bargaining power that they are essentially free to engage in several illegal activities inside Presídio Central without being disturbed by the guards. Among the most shocking of these activities is the open drug market inside the facility. “I used to buy pot all the time,“ Silva revealed. “They sold cocaine, pot and crack on a platter, even on visitation days, and often guards watched the transactions without interfering.” In December 2014, this practice became public when a video was published showing dozens of inmates waiting in line to snort cocaine inside one of the galleries. The video was sent by a source inside the prison to reporter Renato Dorneles, who works for the local newspaper, Diário Gaúcho.
According to Judge Brzuska, drugs (as well as cellphones and handguns) are smuggled into Presídio Central by family members on visitation days. An average of 230,000 people visit the inmates each year. Many have been caught smuggling items inside pieces of bread, fruit, children’s toys and even body cavities. Brzuska and the military police attempted to regain some control of the situation by introducing a body scanner for visitors late last year. Since it has been in place, authorities have apprehended a large amount of drugs on their way in. But the illegal items continue to enter the facility.
“Family members and crime associates now throw packages over the jail’s outer walls,” said Brzuska. Guards have also found rats running around wearing necklaces made of crack and mice with packages of cocaine sewn into their bellies. At the same time, it is suspected that some guards might have their own agreements with prisoners. “They will always find a way,” Brzuska said. “Crime leaders are relentless.”
In addition to selling drugs, the executive boards make money by maintaining a canteen inside each gallery, where they sell all types of products to inmates, from detergent to crackers. In one of the boldest statements of their power, the leaders established that they are the only ones allowed to purchase items from the prison’s commissary. They then resell these items at the gallery’s canteen for four times the purchase price. “The truth is that for the prisoners who are in charge of Presídio Central, it is great to be there,” said Dorneles, the reporter, who has been covering the topic for 20 years. “They make more money inside than they would on the outside. Also, they have all sorts of perks, like their own beds, plasma TVs, their own freezers and as many drugs as they want.”
Presídio Central is “a sham of a jail” for certain prisoners.
These leaders are an arm of organised crime inside the prison; they make money for these organisations and gather new recruits. Some inmates carry out a more active role, going as far as orchestrating crimes that are committed outside of the prison by using cellphones that have been smuggled in to them. Fernando Marques, a 36-year-old who was serving 104 years for armed robbery, continued with business as usual inside the prison in the first half of 2014. In six months, he made 30,000 reais (approximately £6,200 or $9,700) without ever leaving cell 211, in Building D. Marques would use his cellphone to place two advertisements in the local newspaper: one, a job posting for a secretary; the other, placing an apartment for rent. He would then hire a secretary (who never saw a paycheck) and ask her to pick up the apartment keys at a real estate company and show the place to prospective renters who had answered the advertisement. Once renters made the deal and had paid a month worth of fees, they found out that the apartment did not, in fact, belong to the man who they had been in contact with over the phone.
“He fooled many people until we caught him”, said Police Commissioner Carmem Regio from behind her desk at the police station. “And we only found out that he was inside Presídio Central because we traced his phone number and he was always in the exact same location - right where the jail is located." Once the crime was discovered, a judge issued an arrest warrant for Marques, even though he was already in jail. The criminal was eventually transferred to the state’s maximum security prison (PASC), but his lawyer has formally requested his return to Presídio Central on three occasions. So far, judges have denied the request.
For Dorneles, this is a classic example of how Presídio Central is “a sham of a jail” for certain prisoners. “There is no isolation, really, because they are still in touch with the outside world due to cellphones. There is no crime prevention, because they continue to sell drugs and commit crimes. And there is no rehabilitation during their time inside; in fact, they sometimes come out worse than they went in.”
For the common prisoner, however, Dorneles believes that Presídio Central is more like hell. The only thing that the state provides for them, once they are inside, is some food, but it is not enough for everyone and it “tastes like crap”. Family members have to bring and pay for extra food and basic supplies, such as laundry detergent (there are no uniforms, washers or driers in Presídio Central), hygiene products, plates and silverware, and mattresses for them to sleep on the floor. The bill can add up to 300 reais per week, (approximately £60 or $95), and all the money goes to criminal organisations. In case families do not have the means to pay such an amount, which often happens, the prisoners are "adopted" by the gallery’s leaders. They end up accumulating a debt that can only be paid by becoming a new organised crime recruit once they are released from jail.
The common prisoner also has to endure overcrowded cells and buildings that are falling apart and infested with rats. Over time, and with prisoners in control, the state government began investing less and less in Presídio Central, to the point where, today, prisoners have to take care of the interior, independently, as if it was their house - from cleaning the floors to basic maintenance, such as buying and exchanging light bulbs. But there is only so much that they can do.
“Once, on a visitation day, I was on the patio and fecal waste started flowing through a crack on the building’s wall,” remembered Silva. “My wife and mother were visiting and I felt very embarrassed.” According to Dorneles, part of the reason why the state doesn’t invest in Presídio Central is because there is an understanding among many Brazilians that the government shouldn’t be spending money on criminals. “What people don’t understand,” Dorneles points out, “is that by not investing in Presídio Central, the government is helping to fuel organised crime and criminal activity, and that is much worse.”
The time has come
Airton Michels, not a particularly athletic person, swung a sledgehammer with his right hand and easily made a sizeable hole in the prison’s brick wall. The crowd cheered him on. “We cannot allow a place like this to exist anymore,” he announced on 14 October 2014. Michels, then the state’s secretary of public safety, had proudly gathered the press at Presídio Central to begin the tearing down of the facility, following through with a promise that state governments had been making for 20 years. The goal was to destroy Building C in 30 days, then Building D soon after and to continue the demolition until the facility was completely torn down. At the time the cost of the whole operation was estimated to be 1.1 million reais (£230,000 or $350,000).
The reality is that Presídio Central had become a huge headache to the state of Rio Grande do Sul and to the federal government. In 2009, Brazil’s legislative branch conducted a long investigation (named CPI, or parliamentary committee inquiry) into the prison system in the country. The inquiry took place after it became public that Brazil had the fourth largest prison population in the world, with an estimated 422,590 people behind bars, exceeding the official capacity by 34% (it has since leapt to 607,731 prisoners, 38% over capacity). After eight months of investigation, and having visited most of the prisons in the country, the committee found that Presídio Central was the worst of them all - a “dungeon”, according to the report. “Inmates live in the middle of dirt and mould. The smell is unbearable… a daunting vision, grotesque, surreal, absurd and inhuman. Such neglect!” states the final report. In the report’s conclusion, the committee asked for charges to be brought against seven people, among them Eden Moraes, the prison director at the time. Eventually, all charges were dropped, but there were huge repercussions in the national media. (Recently, federal legislators have been planning to conduct another CPI of the prison system in Brazil. They plan on revisiting the 10 worst prisons in the country, starting later this year.)
Another formal complaint was made public in 2012, when an inspection was conducted on the premises of Presídio Central and found that there was considerable damage to the facility’s infrastructure. The inspection was ordered by the local branches of the Order of Attorneys of Brazil (OAB-RS) and the Regional Council of Engineering and Agronomy (Crea-RS) out of concern for the conditions of the facility. The final report pointed to the lack of a sewage system, moisture in the walls that led to corrosion and cracks, exposed wiring inside the buildings and the proliferation of all sorts of bugs and rodents. The facility was at critical risk of falling apart, the specialists warned, and there was no chance that these buildings could be rehabilitated for the intended use as a prison. There was no way out. Presídio Central had to be demolished.
In January 2013, the Order of Attorneys of Brazil (OAB-RS) joined forces with other local entities, such as the Judges Association of state Rio Grande do Sul (Ajuris), and made a formal complaint to the Inter-american Commission of Human Rights of the Organization of American States. The idea was for the international organisation to pressurise Brazil’s Federal Government into resolving the issue. In 2014, OAB filed another complaint with the same purpose - this time at the United Nations Human Rights Council (the complaint also concerned the prison of Pedrinhas, in the state of Maranhão). “How can Brazil bid for a permanent membership on the UN Security Council while it does not follow the United Nation’s guidelines regarding human right’s violations?”, said OAB’s general secretary in the state, Ricardo Breier, during an interview. The complaints had some repercussion: in March 2013, the Organization of American States (OAS) sent a letter to Brazil’s federal government asking for urgent measures to improve the situation. President Dilma Rousseff’s aides responded by saying that the government was “making improvements”. But not much has changed to date.
The facility lacked a sewage system, moisture in the walls led to corrosion and cracks, exposed wiring inside the buildings and the proliferation of all sorts of bugs and rodents.
Having fulfilled his symbolic duty to start the demolition of the jail, Michels handed the sledgehammer to the construction crew in charge and proceeded to give interviews to the press. He explained to reporters that by the end of 2014, there would be only 500 inmates left in the facility, out of the nearly 4,000 that lived there. “We are slowly emptying Presídio Central, sending prisoners to new facilities that are being built as we speak in nearby cities. In fact, 370 prisoners have already been transferred in order for this demolition to begin,” he announced.
Most of Presídio Central’s inmates were to be transferred to a modern, rehabilitation-focused prison for 2,415 inmates located in Canoas, a city 19 km from Porto Alegre. However, the facility was not ready by the end of 2014 because of several problems; there were issues with the bidding process of the company responsible for building the facility, there was no money to build the access road to the new prison and, once it was finally built, the prison had defective electrical wiring, which needs to be completely redone. The construction of another three prisons that were supposed to replace Presídio Central faced similar issues involving bureaucracy, lack of funding and poor management. To this day, none of the facilities have been opened. As a result, the 370 inmates who had left Presídio Central for the beginning of the demolition had to be transferred back to the prison, except now Building C had been demolished, making the facility even more overcrowded.
As the situation reached unsustainable levels, the prison’s administration and the state and federal governments fell into a political blame game. “The demolition of Building C was rushed. The governor’s term was coming to an end and they just wanted to show that they were following through with their promise to solve the problem. It was a political move”, said Judge Brzuska from inside his office at Presídio Central. In the meantime, the state government continued to argue that there are not enough resources from the federal government to improve old prisons or build new prisons in the area. The federal government, in turn, blamed the state government, claiming that it systematically fails to execute projects that are already funded.
“Since 2012, we have been forced to cancel funding for five new incarceration facilities in the state, because the state government showed no motivation in building them,” said Renato Campos De Vitto, director of the National Department of Prisons (Depen), in a recent meeting in Porto Alegre. For Eugênio Couto Terra, president of the state’s judiciary organisation (Ajuris), both state and federal government are at fault. “The federal government doesn’t always have the money that they claim,” he said. “At the same time, the state is extremely slow in managing these funds, mostly because the governor’s term ends every four years and with a new governor, there are new priorities.”
School of crime
Little by little, day by day, Roberto Silva, the man who had been arrested for drug trafficking, adapted to the prison system and came to be viewed well by the executive board of his gallery. Initially, he was praised because he knew how to cook rice, beans and chicken - useful skills inside a facility where the state-provided food is inedible. Soon, he was appointed as a secretary; he would be in charge of his cell and the 20 or so inmates who were assigned to that space. After a few months, he was also wearing a knife, welcoming new prisoners and explaining to them how things worked inside Presídio Central. As part of this promotion, Silva was granted a few perks; he was allowed to sleep by himself on a bed and he used a cellphone that he purchased to call his wife and mother (he paid 2,500 reais, approximately £500 or $800 inside).
Meanwhile, Silva’s wife, a schoolteacher, had become increasingly concerned about her husband. “I didn’t want to visit him anymore. I didn’t want to see the faces of those other men. I didn’t want to be in this situation. I didn’t want to be so broke - because of all the money that he required inside. I never cried so much in my life”, she told me. Her only hope was to hire Vladimir Amorim, a lawyer who, according to rumours at Presídio Central, could perform miracles for prisoners, and who allowed his clients pay in instalments.
Amorim was well liked among the inmates because he had been one of them. The lawyer came from a lower middle class family, and at age 25, he was arrested in Presídio Central for shooting an acquaintance. “Everybody had a gun back then, and in the heat of an argument I shot the guy - but he lived, thank God,” he told me during an interview at a cafe. While he was inside Presídio Central, sleeping on the floor of Building D, itching from scabies, he watched his cellmates. “They were human beings, many wanted to live a better life, but they had no opportunity. Because they were poor, they had no access to decent legal counseling.”
When Amorim was released on parole, he made himself a promise; he was going to come back one day, but as a lawyer, to help those men. By the age of 28, he had graduated from high school and was accepted at a university. Eight years later, after facing several financial difficulties, he finally graduated from law school.
Since Amorim started working, his main focus has been to help inmates like Silva, humble men who are arrested at Presídio Central for drug trafficking - which amounts to 76% of the prison’s population. “Often they were carrying small amounts of drugs for personal use. But they are still considered drug traffickers,” he stated. According to Amorim, judges are influenced to make such a decision by social class and skin color. “You can have the same amount of pot if you are wealthy and well educated - they consider you a consumer and the penalty is minimal. If you are poor, black and live in the favelas, they declare you to be a drug dealer and you go to prison.”
This tendency has worsened with Brazil’s new drug legislation, which broadens the definition of drug consumer and drug dealer, giving judges more power to decide and potentially hand down harsher sentences. The result is that since 2005, when the legislation was put in place, Brazil’s prison population has increased 66%, according to recent numbers released by the Brazilian Federal Government.
When Amorim took on Silva’s case, other lawyers had appealed for bail, unsuccessfully. Amorim decided to take Silva’s case to the last and highest possible court - the Brazilian Supreme Court (STF). And to everyone’s surprise, Supreme Court judge Luís Roberto Barroso not only decided in his favour, but used the case to take a stand on the issue. Barroso wrote five pages justifying why someone like Silva should not be in prison. One of the paragraphs reads: “The current Brazilian prison system sends young, usually first offenders into incarceration, due to drug traffic of insignificant amounts of marijuana, in order to bring public order. What happens is quite the contrary. The degradation to which these detainees are subjected to in most prison establishments and the absence of internal separation between first and frequent offenders, as well as between temporary imprisonment and convicted felons, has turned prisons into actual ‘schools of crime’. Prisoners who have committed or are accused of having committed minor crimes come into contact with dangerous criminals, are brought into organised crime organisations and often return to committing crimes after they leave these prisons”.
On 8 May 2015, Judge Barroso ordered Silva to be released immediately. Inside Presídio Central, he was not expecting the good news. “I was so happy that I began to shout inside the gallery that I was leaving and was never coming back,” he said. He walked out the front door and hugged his wife for a long time. Now, rereading the Supreme Court decision in front of me, he gets emotional. “The judge was right. I was turning into a criminal. If I had stayed inside for a while longer, I don’t know what would have happened to me. I would probably have come out and killed the guy who asked me to buy drugs for him on the day that I was arrested. And then, there would be no turning back,” he said.
Silva is now awaiting trial. He has since found a job flipping burgers with a friend and is trying to get his life back on track. Even if he is convicted, his lawyer, Amorim, has planned to file several appeals, which could take up to five years. But in the end, he might just have to go back to Presídio Central.
Statues: the chase for eternal life
Brada Tease
Since time immemorial, humans have always been on a look out for that illusive fountain of youth. It has always been man’s main desire to stay young forever and have a longer life.
With each passing epoch mankind came to realise that immortality is but a pipe dream, all he could do to extend his existence was to leave behind sculptures and statues that would represent him. These artwork came to symbolize man’s yearning for an everlasting life.
The reasons for the erection and, continued affinity towards these statues differed and is dependent on how the next generation saw these sculptures. The viewpoint of the next generations, either spelled the longevity or demise of them.
If one looks around the globe one is met by various symbols and artifacts that have been left behind by those who hoped to live a longer life or be reminded of certain individuals who touched their lives in one form or the other, from the San cave artworks to the famous Indian love symbol the Taj Mahal.
The founder of China’s Qin dynasty, Qin Shi Huang (221–207 BCE) commissioned the creation of thousands of clay soldiers that became known as Terracotta Army.
This army is made up of more than 6,000 life sized figures that include soldiers, horses, chariots, bowmen and archers, the Emperor built these soldiers so that they would protect him in his afterlife.
It is not the number of years in existence that determines the longevity of a statue but it is what it symbolizes at the current time that decides its demise or not.
On 9 April 2015 many around the country and indeed around the world watched as a statue of Cecil John Rhodes, that had been erected at the University of Cape Town(UCT) South Africa, was removed after being there for just over 80 years. The students had started a campaign called “Rhodes Must Fall” and they called for its removal from the university’s yard because they felt it symbolized institutional racism, the irony of it all being that the land where the university was built was donated by the same Rhodes who was now a pariah.
To many during the Apartheid years, he was seen an astute and exemplary businessman who set a good course for many who followed him. With the coming in of democratic and majority rule in South Africa, public opinion about him began to change to a point were his statue was removed from the UCT campus.
During the “Rhodes Must Fall” campaign days, a South African media house called News24 commissioned one of its journalist to spend time with some students so as to get their direct views of the ensuing campaign.
Three of the students followed and interviewed were Ntokozo Dladla, Mbali Matandela and Ishmael Mahlangu, who were directly involved in the occupation of UCT’s administrative building as well, they were selected because they came from different backgrounds and the expectations were that the journalist would get a broad view of why they were part of the campaign.
Even tho the students explained that they came from different backgrounds one coming from a private school in Gauteng and the other from a rural school in Mpumalanga, the students reasoned that it was their shared skin colour that united them since the felt their skin colour irrespective of their economic background made it easy for them to be alienated in the university.
One said: “We are just trying to recognise that we have a right to be at this university,” said Dladla, a 21-year-old student currently in his fourth year of an LLB (law) degree.
The systems and the processes in place here have worked in such a way to exclude us from feeling as though we are part of this university. We feel alienated.
Matandela, a 21-year-old Honours student studying gender and transformation, said the issue went much deeper than mere words on a building or a statue, but rather it was focal point for a much wider issue.
“The lectures don’t represent your history or your narrative at all,” she said.
“You don’t see yourself on the campus monuments, on the naming of the buildings. You then turn to your books which don’t address you.
A mere two decades before, on 11 February 1990, a man who symbolized the worst form of terror to his enemies and the greatest form of hope for his supporters, walked out of prison to mixed motions. When Nelson Mandela walked hand in hand with Winnie Mandela after spending 27 years behind bars, he represented two opposing views of people from the same country.
In the months following his release the world watched as he transformed into one of the most beloved politician and statesman, his transformation saw those who had been seeing him all along as the terrorist of worse kind turning him into a commodity they wanted a piece of and the black majority questioning if this is the same Mandela they waited for all these years.
Mandela preached reconciliation and his version over time was shown to be lopsided, for it allayed white people’s fear while ignoring the black majority’s expectations. Calls from the black majority for holistic changes were ignored by Mandela and his ilk reasoning that people must be patient, its been over 20 years and the black majority has political power but not economic power.
Towards the latter ages of Mandela’s life a number of statues of his image were erected across the world, these stand tall from shopping centers to the front of Union Buildings, the official seat of the SA government.
Wole Soyinka the Nigerian poet asked everyone who cared to listen that they must confront history honestly, the reality is that the majority of black South Africans have started asking uncomfortable questions regarding this whole Rainbow Nation creation.
One wonders if the future generations will still have affinity towards the Mandela statues or as history teaches us, there might be a change of mind when it comes to him as well.
A sporting chance - how one woman succeeded in calling society to action
She came across as a reserved, soft-spoken young woman, but the months that unfolded revealed much more about this remarkable individual
Bronwyn Meyer
I remember our first encounter, at a meeting with volunteers of the Cancer Association of South Africa (CANSA) in Plettenberg Bay. CANSA is a non-profitable organisation whose purpose is to lead the fight against cancer in South Africa through research, public education and the provision of support to all people affected by cancer. Hanlie Sinclair, an industrious fundraiser for the organisation, was the youngest member of the group.
This successful businesswoman and mother of two developed a keen interest in sport, specifically long-distance running and cycling. She is recorded as one of Plett Athletics Club’s veteran runners of many a long-distance race. In 2010, she completed the Comrades Marathon for the first time. This ultramarathon of approximately 89 km runs annually in the KwaZulu-Natal Province of South Africa between the cities of Durban and Pietermaritzburg. Entrants hail from more than 60 countries. The direction of the race alternates each year between the “up” run (87 km) starting from Durban and the “down” run (89 km) starting from Pietermaritzburg. It is the world’s largest and oldest ultramarathon race.
Every year Hanlie and her husband take part in the Cape Town Cycle Tour, formerly known as the Cape Argus Pick n Pay Momentum Cycle Tour. It takes place annually in the Western Cape Province in South Africa and was established in 1978. It is currently the world’s largest individually timed cycling event, with as many as 35,000 cyclists taking part.
Finding out you’re at high risk of cancer leads to difficult questions and decisions.
Hanlie's journey with CANSA began approximately five years back when her mother became ill with cancer. A team of retired medical sisters, voluntering for CANSA, took care of her mother during this time. Sadly her mother died later, at the age of 57 years, but the dedication displayed by these women left such a big impression on her that she decided to join the group as a volunteer fundraiser to aid cancer prevention and treatment programmes.
According to the Union for International Cancer Control (UICC), more than 7 million people die from cancer, and more than 11 million new cases are diagnosed worldwide. Cancer kills more people every year than Aids, tuberculosis and malaria combined. Peter Boyle, director of the International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC), said that the continued growth and ageing of the world’s population would greatly affect the cancer burden.
By 2030, it could be expected that there would be 27 million cases of cancer, 17 million cancer deaths annually and 75 million people living with cancer within five years of diagnosis. A global challenge like cancer requires global action and the participation and support of world leaders, leading cancer organisations and cancer survivors to join together by making commitments to take action in their communities to reduce the burden of the illness (Ĺivestrong Foundation, previously known as the Lance Armstrong Foundation).
During 24–26 August 2009, an unprecedented gathering of 500 delegates representing more than 65 countries occurred in Dublin, Ireland, at the LIVESTRONG Global Cancer Summit. The summit report outlines the events of those three days and highlights opportunities and strategies that were identified that collectively provide a unified multinational roadmap to making cancer a global priority.
As a result of cancer in the family, Hanlie became proactive, determined not to suffer the same fate as her mother. She had tests done to determine the probability of developing cancer, which revealed a 93% risk . Facing the news of the test results led her to a life-changing decision - to have preventive mastectomy, which is surgery to remove one or both breasts in the hope of preventing or reducing your risk of breast cancer and an ovarectomy to prevent ovarian cancer.
Drawing from her mother’s experience with cancer and witnessing the suffering of other victims of cancer, she knew what may lie ahead should she fail to tackle this head on and as early as possible. Keep in mind that being identified as high risk doesn’t mean one is certain to get cancer. All it means is that your likelihood of developing the disease is several times higher than that of an average-risk person according to the Cancer.Net Editorial Board and Mayo Clinic.
“The decision to have surgery wasn’t negotiable. I wanted to witness my children grow up and to be there for my family for as long as I can. I was willing to take every precaution to do just that,” says Hanlie. She did some research on preventive surgery in order to prepare. According to the National Cancer Institute, mastectomy and ovarectomy for high-risk women may reduce the risk of developing cancer by 90%. In August 2013 Hanlie underwent a double prophylactic mastectomy and ovarectomy. It took a few months for her to fully recover from this delicate operation. Both her children tested negative for cancer.
Although I may not walk with kings, let me be big in little things.
In 2014, Hanlie decided to combine an existing passion - her love for sports - with a new passion, using a running event such as the Otter African Trail Run, to champion the fight against cancer. This world-famous run, Africa’s premier marathon distance trail run, also dubbed the “Holy Grail of trail”, is an exclusive event permitting no more than 200 participants, a taxing trial with 7,020 steps en route.
The challenge starts in the Storms River Rest Camp in the Tsitsikamma section of the Garden Route National Park and finishing at De Vasselot Campsite, Nature’s Valley. It is a two-day event including a 4-6 km Prologue Route on the first day and the featured 42km traverse of the iconic Otter Hiking Trail on the second day. The completion of both events is mandatory in order to qualify for a medal. This trail run is extremely difficult and demands a high level of technical proficiency and endurance.
A friend whose husband was one of the entrants for the annual Otter Trail Run encouraged her to participate and insisted on sponsoring her entry fee. The 7,020 steps along the route sparked the idea of raising funds to obtain much-needed adult diapers and nutritional shakes for cancer patients receiving chemotherapy.
“I love pushing boundaries and enjoy exploring new opportunities. The Otter Trail Run is something I have always wanted to experience. This was my opportunity to do something worthwhile,” says Hanlie, who owns a beauty salon.
She took on the challenge with the condition to acquire sponsorship for each step taken, with CANSA as the preferred beneficiary. At first she pitched the idea to family and friends following advertisements on social media sites and local newspapers. She named her campaign “Hanlie’s Steps for CANSA”. Soon businesses and individuals bought into the vision and caused sponsors to challenge each other to improve on pledges rendered. One such business, Hunter Hotels, with its head office based in Plettenberg Bay, gave a generous sponsorship for the acquisition of adult diapers for cancer patients.
Julie Smith, the group's human resources and operations manager, says that Hunter Hotels takes its corporate social responsibility very seriously. “In our community we have friends, family as well as staff affected by cancer. After I saw Hanlie’s plea for sponsorship in our local newspaper and on Facebook, I decided to give her a call. It was a worthy cause to support,” said Smith.
According to the veteran runner she was so excited about the challenge, starting the race at a high speed. “Halfway through the race I became extremely tired and had to rest for a while in order to get my strength back!” says Hanlie. Her husband and children awaited her at the finishing point. A substantial amount of money was generated as a result of this initiative. Hanlie continues her tireless efforts leading the fight against the spread of cancer, along with her team of volunteers, through community education and prevention programmes.
Quote - Sunday poem: Little things, by Edgar A Guest
How the demise of a steam train helped kill tourism in Eden
Will these tracks ever see the famous steam train chuffing along them again?
Cathy Dippnall
The world famous steam train, the Outeniqua Choo-Tjoe, known by tourists and photographers alike for its spectacular journey from George to Knysna, in an area called Eden in the southern Cape region of South Africa is dead.
The train service and the tourism economy of one of the best known tourist attractions died when floods in 2006 and 2007 washed huge parts of the railway track and surrounding rock face away.
In an effort to keep the Choo-Tjoe alive and attract tourists it was diverted from George to Mossel Bay, but the train never regained its popularity, as the scenery on the shortened journey was no longer breath-taking as it trundled through more built up areas along the coastline.
I didn’t know I was in Eden until I got there many years ago – the Eden I found myself in is called the Garden of Eden near Knysna. It is a beautiful short nature trail just off the main N2 highway and the reason I was there with my daughter is that it is close to the end-point of a cycling trail my husband and son were riding.
In fact, not too long after moving to George, the district council was renamed the Eden District Municipality, under which seven smaller municipalities fall.
It is a diverse district with sparkling coastlines, lakes, beaches, farmlands and majestic mountain ranges that take you inland to the rugged semi-desert area called the Klein (Little) Karoo.
The part of Eden that I am describing is about the railway line that the Choo-Tjoe ran on from George, through gorges, past villages, alongside forests and lakes, farmlands and sea to its endpoint in Knysna, a stunning coastal town that local and international tourists enjoyed travelling to every day.
In August 2006, a cut-off low brought torrential rain to the Southern Cape and among the tremendous damage inflicted in the storm’s pathway were landslides and wash-aways along parts of the railway line, the most significant being the landslide at Dolphin’s point on Kaaiman’s Pass in Wilderness, (the line just after the bridge where the most famous photos of the Choo Tjoe were taken.) The landslide left the railway line suspended in thin air. The area nearby was declared unstable and a house overlooking the line was condemned as being too dangerous to live in.
As a journalist it was part of my beat to report and take pictures of the floods. The full realisation that the Choo-Tjoe would never puff its way from George to Knysna again took a long time to sink in, especially as rock falls and landslides on the adjacent Kaaiman’s Pass road were repaired and the road near the damaged railway line was built up again with a concrete abutment.
The storms in November 2007 were the final death knell for the Choo-Tjoe. Transnet, the South African government’s transport provider said that the branch line didn’t form part of its core business and was not a profit generator for it, so repairing the line was the least of its priorities.
The Choo-Tjoe diverted to Mossel Bay until the end of 2011 when Transnet said because it had not found an appropriate bidder to take over the service, there was no other option than terminate the Choo-Tjoe service altogether.
Despite efforts to negotiate with Transnet by tourism and other bodies as well as willing private backers, eight years later the status quo remains and the remaining line is totally unkempt and in disrepair.
Nine years after the initial floods, while on a business trip to the area with my husband Kelvin, we took a trip down memory lane.
The end of April, beginning of May is usually still busy, with lots of visitors about, but the closer we got to the Garden Route from Cape Town the quieter it got. At first we put it down to April being an almost continuous holiday with public and school holidays and Easter. But the feeling of emptiness became palpable the closer we got to George.
It was a long weekend with very little traffic about except in pockets like in Mossel Bay and Wilderness where visitors and locals always abound – where there is entertainment and particularly pubs and restaurants. In Wilderness I came across a half dozen informal crafters who said they had been moved away from their usual haunts where tourists stop and business was bad.
Driving on we passed few cars and to our dismay in Sedgefield there was barely a shop open, let alone people. I have to admit that we didn’t stop to see if any old haunts still existed, especially the excellent pie shop at Sedgefield station. In fact having recently read the article ’’Steam Whistle stop still on track” (see full story at end of article) about Joe and Louisa Groenewald who had left behind a successful business in Pretoria for Sedgefield – the first Cittaslow (slow food) town in Africa – for a better quality of life for their children and bought the Steam Whistle Stop, I feel very guilty. In fact I am heart sore about their situation and admire their tenacity in doing whatever it takes to keep going.
They weren’t the first people I’d heard about that are really struggling to survive and there was evidence of it everywhere. Even before our meander along the Choo-Tjoe route, we stopped at our usual haunt in Albertinia near Mossel Bay to stock up at the local deli/butcher and adjacent craft shop with braai (BBQ) food and any wool or knick-knacks that caught my eye.
A sad story of mother and aunt running two ailing businesses, while the middle aged daughter/ niece worked a day job and then worked two hours in the evening and at weekends trying to keep the businesses operating despite dwindling tourism. The daughter told me that after 25 years of working in finance at the local refinery she wasn’t sure if she would be one of the 750 people on the retrenchment list. “I just have five more years before I can take early retirement, so I’m hoping I can work there until then.”
I digress – after it was realised the Choo-Tjoe was not going to re-open and when tour groups were still coming in large numbers, people were still optimistic and came up with ideas of catching tourists driving by. The old railway station at Buffalo Bay was one. An enterprising couple had rented the premises, painted it bright pink and turned it into a wonderful restaurant – the food was lovely and in a quaint setting with lots of lawn and forest.
Turning down the Buffalo Bay road the farm stall is still there – still making delicious milk tarts and cupcakes, its customers now seem to be the canoeists and the riverbank pub/restaurant on the other side of the road. Coming to the turnoff to the station there is now a backpackers sign propped up.
Undeterred we drove up what is now an overgrown track to the station – over the railway line to find ourselves face-to-face with three very angry looking hippy types – presumably the people running the backpackers. The station/cum restaurant is dilapidated – home to two of the hippies and is presumably the backpackers accommodation and the little house next to the road inhabited by a furious woman complaining that we were breaking her planters with veggies in them that she had strategically placed in the road.
As it is a public road we ignored the complaints and I got out and took some pictures – mostly of the derelict track and wondered how it could ever be restored without a huge outlay, especially if any of the old wooden sleepers have been stolen (they make very sturdy furniture.)
Then on to Knysna – the same thing – overgrown tracks, very few travelers around, the station a sad looking place.
As my assignment was to seek out small business entrepreneurs – in particular crafters, once again no informal crafters in site – road works down one of the busy tourist streets had forced the unique shops that would usually be open on a Sunday to stay closed. Very dismal. The African craft market (that I presume had been moved from the entrance to the town when the road was being widened a few years back) is now on a site on the way to the famous Heads that overlooks the estuary. Instead of stalls facing the road it is semi-enclosed with its back to the road. No-one appeared to be around so we didn’t stop, except to have lunch at an overrated restaurant overlooking the estuary that served minute portions of gourmet sandwiches and chips.
Travelling into the Karoo a couple of days later, the story is the same – in Oudtshoorn I spoke to a woman who runs a coffee/cum craft shop for the owner and she said that apart from food and beverages, no-one buys very many crafts. At least Oudtshoorn still has its world famous Cango Caves to attract tourists and there is a very active wine and brandy route on that section of Route 62, purportedly the longest tourism route in the world.
As a passionate tourism supporter and a founder member of the Outeniqua Hop Route in the George area (another failing route as tourism flounders) I am deeply saddened.
Tourism has become very seasonal in Eden, the summer school holiday season over Christmas and Easter with other events like the Knysna Oyster Festival and various cycling marathons propping up the economy.
Will the Outeniqua Choo-Tjoe ever run again? I hope so – there are certainly many keen supporters. But it is hard work keeping a dream alive – no-one ever said living in Eden would be easy.
Ends
Find out more about the Choo-Tjoe and what has been done to try and reinstate it at: http://www.friendsofthechoo-tjoe.co.za/history-of-the-line-and-current-status/
Photo gallery: http://www.outeniquachootjoe.co.za/gallery.htm
More interesting articles: http://forum.gardenroute.com/showthread.php?1441-Possible-closing-down-of-the-Outeniqua-Choo-Tjoe&s=570cfaef3fc1ebfdf133780aa632b9c3 http://www.knysnaplettherald.com/news/News/General/136416/Steam-Whistle-Stop-still-on-track http://www.cittaslow.org/section/association http://www.heritageportal.co.za/article/outeniqua-choo-tjoe-something-chew http://www.gardenroute.co.za/ http://www.sanparks.org/parks/garden_route/tourism/activities/forest_excursions.php http://www.route62.co.za/
Ghost fleets and invisible men: from slavery to statelessness
Thousands of vulnerable South-east Asian men are stranded and forgotten on remote Indonesian islands. It's time to bring them all home.
Daniel Murphy
The names of all fishers quoted in this article have been changed.
Locked in cages, tortured with stingray tails and forced to fish: in March, an Associated Press (AP) exposé on modern slavery aboard Thai fishing trawlers operating in Indonesia underscored and echoed last year’s hard-hitting investigation by the Guardian, which revealed that seafood products tainted with slavery are lining our supermarket shelves. However, the true scale of this human tragedy is still unfolding and it demands urgent action from governments, industry and consumers around the world.
AP’s recent and shocking investigation focused on a far-flung island in eastern Indonesia, Benjina, and the Burmese men who were duped, kidnapped and sold into slavery aboard vessels in Thailand’s distant water fishing fleet. These brutalised men, and occasionally children, are part of a complex global seafood supply chain that earns Thailand roughly $7 billion annually in export revenues, a sizeable portion of which comes from products sold to North American and European consumers.
There must be a mountain of bones under the sea. The bones of the people could be an island. - Ko Naing
Not every victim of modern slavery in Thailand’s distant water fishing industry remains in thrall of their gangmasters, sold among floating prisons at sea or locked in cages on shore. In 2008, Al Jazeera produced a documentary telling the story of the thousands of Burmese runaways who had escaped exploitation aboard Thai trawlers and were eking out a precarious existence on the Indonesian island of Tual. In October 2014, Thailand was outraged after a high-octane investigation by Thai Rath TV discovered hundreds of Thai nationals who had escaped exploitation and were stranded on yet another Indonesian island, Ambon.
Thailand’s military government leapt into action, with Prime Minister Gen. Prayuth Chan-o-cha vowing speedy repatriations in response to tear-stricken mothers pleading for their sons’ return, televised phone calls between estranged family members and the social media hashtag “bring our Thai people home”. The government has been true to its word, with repatriations of Thai nationals from Ambon now numbering in the hundreds as nationalities are verified and documents processed on a case-by-case basis. But what about the thousands of Burmese, Cambodian and Laos men stranded and scattered across remote Indonesian islands, unable to return home?
Everyone came on Thai boats… People of Thailand and the Thai government - please don’t abandon me! My life is more than 90% identical to the Thai people who’ve been repatriated. - Somkhith
Sompong Srakaew, founder and director of Thailand-based NGO Labour Rights Promotion Network (LPN), and Patima Tungpuchakul, who coordinates the LPN offshoot Seafarers Action Center (SAC), have been central actors in this story as it has unfolded over the last year. They and their team have worked tirelessly with the Thai and Indonesian authorities to facilitate the identification and repatriation of khohn dtohk reuua ("people who have fallen off the boats"). In a series of dispatches from Ambon via Facebook, Srakaew has shared reports of several recent trips to Indonesian islands. Taken together, these reports outline the process through which a victim of modern slavery is rendered stateless.
In a major campaign last year, the UNHCR highlighted that statelessness still affects at least 10 million people worldwide. Although the UN’s refugee agency (UNHCR) has not been completely consistent in its approach to defining statelessness, it does recognise a basic form of statelessness applying to persons who are unable to receive the protection of their home country. Commonly known as de facto stateless, such people are generally unable to establish their nationality or their nationality is either disputed or ineffective. Across Thailand’s distant water fishing fleets, this kind of statelessness has become part of the business model.
It starts with the black market production of counterfeit seaman books, the official documents that are required for fishers entering or leaving Thailand aboard the country’s fishing vessels. Last August, Thai authorities raided part of a network of illegal printing presses in Bangkok, the operator of which told of one man who had come to him for 2,000 fake seaman books over the last two years, at a cost of just $4.60 each. Srakaew, along with others such as the International Organisation for Migration (IOM), highlights how these fake documents effectively render escaped or abandoned victims of trafficked, forced and bonded labour stateless as soon as they step off the boat.
Our body is here but our mind is at home. If it was possible to walk back home, we would do it right away. - Samneang
Counterfeit seaman books use the names of deceased men along with photos of the actual fisher to turn, for example, a Cambodian or Burmese man into a Thai national. When victims of exploitation aboard fishing boats escape ashore or when “unruly” fishers are abandoned by vessel operators they become invisible, because their identification documents obfuscate their true nationality. Some eventually integrate into the local Indonesian community or end up anonymously buried in the graveyards of whichever island they have ended up on. But most return to the boats or resort to hand-to-mouth work hauling fish in the ports, providing, Srakaew suggests, a rotating pool of cheap slave labour for unscrupulous vessel operators.
Some of us got off [the boat] to buy some drinks for fellow workers. The captain was so angry he beat us and stabbed me. He abandoned me on an Indonesian island. There, I was stuck on land carrying rocks in exchange for food. - Chang
Depriving victims of trafficking, forced and bonded labour of their very identity also serves another purpose; it shifts responsibility from vessel operators onto the victim themselves, as they can now be picked up by Indonesian authorities as undocumented migrants. In October 2014, the Thai media reported that Ambon’s immigration detention centre was holding 1,772 people with seaman books, just under a third of whom were estimated to actually be Thai nationals.
IOM’s deputy chief in Indonesia has estimated that there are around 4,000 stranded fishers scattered across various Indonesian islands. Getting these stateless people home is a bureaucratic labyrinth, requiring the coordination of consular authorities in multiple states. To date, fewer than 1,000 have been repatriated. For some of those stranded, the nationality verification process is complicated by the fact that they do not possess proper identity documents even in their home country, or they simply can’t remember their home address. Victims of modern slavery are also mixed up in these repatriations and it is uncertain whether governments are effectively screening and identifying for indicators of human trafficking, forced and bonded labour or offering appropriate assistance to those already identified by international organisations such as IOM.
We have gathered enough witnesses to prove his existence. His cousins were surprised that he was still alive. - Samak Tubtanee, LPN caseworker
Meanwhile, LPN highlight that many khohn dtohk reuua are slipping through the net of South-east Asian governments. Following field visits to multiple Indonesian islands, LPN argues that there is an urgent need for humanitarian assistance to meet basic needs such as food, clothing, medicine and shelter - a reflection of the fact that most available funding is earmarked for getting stranded fishers on flights back home. Srakaew has criticised Thailand’s military government for turning a blind eye to the plight of foreign nationals brought to Indonesia by Thai fishing companies. Although he argues that Thailand should be more proactive in its approach to non-Thai fishers in need of assistance, Srakaew holds the private sector ultimately responsible for the situation, calling on Thai fishing companies to pick up the costs of repatriation and provide compensation to exploited workers.
With the Thai government facing strong international pressure to crack down on both trafficking and illegal fishing, honest reporting on the problems that drive reform in the private sector may be becoming harder. In reference to reports on the situation in Ambon from Thapanee Ietsrichai, a journalist at the (partially state-owned) broadcaster Channel 3, Thailand’s prime minister and former army general bluntly informed journalists in March that they would “have to be held responsible” for publishing any news that damaged the reputation of Thailand’s multibillion dollar, export-oriented seafood industry.
In response to the AP story, Thailand’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs invited vessel operators accused of using slave labour to “come in” and work with the government to set the record straight. The prime minister has also issued steely warnings to the big fishing companies implicated in abuse but it remains unclear whether the Thai Overseas Fishing Association (TOFA) has conducted a proper internal investigation of the allegations levelled against one of its member companies. In early 2015, Thailand’s Department of Special Investigations (DSI) busted a human trafficking network using the large refrigerated cargo vessels typically owned by TOFA companies to transport victims to fishing boats in Indonesia.
The only thing that awaits us here is death. - Hla Phyo
The problem of South-east Asia’s stateless ex-slaves and khohn dtohk reuua is not going away. In May, Indonesian authorities identified more than 2,000 Thai, Burmese, Laos and Cambodian fishers on one island, most of whom they suspect are victims of human trafficking and exploitation. It’s time for governments, the private sector and civil society to work together systematically to ensure that stranded fishers and victims of exploitation aboard fishing vessels operating in Indonesia are identified, processed and brought home swiftly and provided assistance and compensation where appropriate. For some fishers long dreaming of home, this is already several decades overdue.
A fuller picture of reality
Often as a journalist, you meet people who help you gain an insight into a small world previously unknown to you. Occasionally, you come across someone who helps you challenge the status quo.
Danielle Batist
“Five random facts and an opportunity to work together”, I wrote in an introductory email to Seán at the beginning of last year. If I could have predicted even half of the opportunities we would end up pursuing, I probably would have run away in fear of the sheer volume of work that lay ahead. Luckily I am much worse at predicting the future than I am at diving into the unknown, head first. As it turned out, we were in for quite a journey.
Seán is the editor of Positive News, the world’s first publication dedicated to reporting positive developments. Having reported about the world’s problems for many years, I felt that their mission to take a solution-focused perspective on the challenges facing society was much needed in the media landscape. We started to make plans over coffee. Some 16 months on, we are still drinking coffee, but by now many of those early plans are turning into reality.
The news magnifies only a fragment of reality.
As a boy, Seán produced his own homemade newspaper. Growing up, he began to realise that the concept of “news” was not set in stone, but rather a result of a complicated editorial decision-making process. A process, he felt, that didn’t do justice to the world as it was. “I knew that the stories of war, crime, scandal and tragedy were vitally important. I also came to understand that they weren’t the full picture, that the news magnifies only a fragment of reality.”
By the time he started editing the paper, he realised that his gut feeling - about the story that was not being told - was shared by many others. I just happened to be one of them and we met at the right time. Not long after, we started the Constructive Journalism Project to address the issue of what Seán now calls “peak negativity” in the news.
To understand the disconnection between journalists’ values and the media they produce, you can start by asking them two questions: “Why did you become a journalist?” and “How do you feel when you watch the news or read the paper?”
In the past year, we put these to several hundred journalists of all ages and nationalities. We ask groups of reporters to submit their answers on coloured Post-It notes and include specific values they deem most important to their profession. Through an anonymous count, we identify the commonalities within each group.
“To hold power to account” is always up there – and thankfully so. When prompted to explain why, colleagues often say that they want to inform people of wrongdoings. When asked why that in turn is important, they mention the underlying desire to have an impact in society and ultimately, to contribute to positive change.
Yet when participants hand over their notes describing their feelings after consuming news themselves, a different set of words come in. Like many average news consumers, journalists mention words like “depressed”, “sad”, “overwhelmed”, “hopeless” and – perhaps most worrying of all – “desensitised”. Working in a news ecosystem that does not reflect their personal and professional values leaves some frustrated and unsatisfied in their jobs.
There is a famous quote attributed to Napoleon Bonaparte. I often try to picture how he would have spoken these words during his time as French emperor from 1769-1821. “Never awake me when you have good news to announce, because with good news nothing presses; but when you have bad news, arouse me immediately, for then there is not an instant to be lost.”
Journalism has come a long way since Napoleon’s day. A growing number of media organisations worldwide are starting to recognise that they can provide a fuller picture of reality, beyond just what is going wrong in the world. The notion that “if it bleeds, it leads” is no longer the only thing that determines what news is. Meeting Seán has shown me that – at least sometimes – “if it succeeds, it leads”, too.
This is the 10th part of the series, “Someone I met”. For previous episodes, visit http://daniellebatist.com/someone-i-met.
Press-ganged
Zimbabwean journalists face abduction, torture, persecution and prosecution if they expose wrongdoings in Mugabe's regime.
Danmore Chuma,' 1980,'Zimbabwe
Walking in Zimbabwe’s treacherous media terrain is a reminder of the internationally prescribed safety code that no story is worth dying for. Forced abductions and persecution of journalists for merely informing the public on critical national development issues is on the rise and continues unabated.
Within a year, five journalists have suffered different forms of persecution and the majority have been silenced. Criticism of the status quo is a criminal offence and those found “outside the line” are immediately whipped into line. A journalist may be protected by law, but it is very difficult to escape death and or persecution in Zimbabwe. Only government propagandists are spared in this purge as truthful, objective and balanced reporting is outlawed. Yet despite the hostile operating environment, Zimbabwe’s journalists seem undeterred.
A dark cloud now hangs over this Southern African country with a heavily tainted human rights record, following the abduction of a journalist, pro-democracy activist and leader of Occupy Africa Unity Square Itai Dzamara, on 9 March 2015. Dzamara was kidnapped at a barbershop near his home in the densely populated Glenview 7 community.
Five unidentified men, suspected of being members of the notorious military intelligence, pounced on Dzamara while he was having a haircut, accusing him of stealing an animal before handcuffing him and shoving him into a white Nissan truck with concealed number plates. Most vehicles belonging to the deadly military intelligence in Zimbabwe have no number plates.
An airtime vendor Peter Nyandoro who witnessed the tragedy confirmed: “Five men in glasses and suits jumped out of a white Nissan and intercepted Dzamara. They took Dzamara and started questioning him for a while before whisking him away, saying they were investigating him over stolen cattle.”
His friends suspect it is the work of the security agents and that he is being punished for his criticism of the status quo since his days as editor of the independent newspaper, The Leader.
Dismissing the allegations of cattle theft, Dirk Frey, who has worked with Dzamara, said this was just an excuse, adding that the activist was abducted for his criticism of President Robert Mugabe’s three-decades rule.
“Absolutely no! If they had a case for cattle theft, they could have brought him to court. Here is someone who resides in Harare; where could he have stolen cattle from? My suspicion is that the state agents used the cattle theft as a pretext to justify the abduction,“said Frey.
Dismissing widely held fears that the state might have taken his life, Frey remained optimistic over 100 days after his disappearance, hinting that the state would release him when an opportune time comes. “No, we can’t rush into such conclusions. We are hoping for the better that they will release him one day. They are waiting for an opportune time. If they release him now when everyone is so concerned, how would they explain that?”
The state alleges that the kidnapping of Dzamara was stage-managed by the Movement for Democratic Change.
However, the state denies any involvement in the abduction of the journalist, putting the blame squarely on the Movement for Democratic Change, the main political opposition in the country. The state alleges that the kidnapping of activist Dzamara was stage-managed by the opposition political party in order to gain international sympathy.
The fearless critic of President Robert Mugabe has not been seen since. His family and lawyers for human rights have been unable to establish his whereabouts although a missing persons report was made at Glennorah police station in Harare. There is growing public panic and fear for his life. Hope is fading as each day passes.
Family representative and brother of Itai Dzamara, Patson Dzamara expressed his fear that the regime might have harmed his brother for standing up against the worsening economic and political conditions.
“We don’t know where Itai is. It’s 100 days since his abduction. We are still in the dark. Even though on the surface we fear the worst, we still hold on to hope. We know there is God, who fights for his people. As such we look forward to meeting Itai soon. I implore on all Zimbabweans to keep piling on pressure until Itai is released. We know Itai was abducted for taking a stand over the debilitating economic and political conditions that prevail. As a family we are doing all we can to get to the bottom of this,” said a sorrowful Patson Dzamara.
Activist and friend Elvis Mugari added: “We tried our best to locate him but our efforts were fruitless. Now there are two possibilities; either they killed him, or they are holding him in one of their torture camps. But even if they killed him we still demand his body.”
Exactly three months down the line, the police still claim they have no clue as to Dzamara’s whereabouts. This is despite the fact that High Court Judge David Mungota had ordered the Home Affairs, the state security ministers, the Zimbabwe Republic Police Commissioner Augustine Chihuri and the CIO director general Happiton Bonyongwe to find Dzamara, including by advertising on radio and newspapers and to give fortnightly updates to the court.
“Respondents to dispatch a team of detectives to work closely in conjunction with the lawyers for human rights to search for Itai Dzamara at such places as maybe within their jurisdiction and report progress of such search to the registrar of the High Court by 16.00 hours every Friday fortnightly until his whereabouts are determined,” read part of the ruling.
Cornered by the BBC’s Stephen Sackur, during his Hard Talk programme recently, Zimbabwe’s Minister of Information, Media and Broadcasting Services, Professor Jonathan Moyo said the journalist and democracy activist might have skipped across the border into Botswana.
However, human rights groups see events unfolding very differently. They believe that this was a well calculated and planned move to stifle criticism of the nonagenarian leader, who is now chair of the Southern African Development Committee and African Union.
Dzamara was arrested and assaulted by riot police several times, and warned to stop his criticism of the country’s leadership.
Zimbabwe-born analyst Dr Rick Mkonza expressed his fear that this might be yet another crackdown on dissent and the media by Mugabe’s government: “It is clear that President Robert Mugabe’s government is not doing enough to ensure that Itai is found. If Mugabe really abducted him it could be to send a message to would-be protesters and critical reporters that government will not tolerate such criticism.”
A Giraffe Hero award-winner, Dzamara is popularly known in Zimbabwe for leading a peaceful campaign against President Mugabe’s government, urging the leader to admit failure and resign. Through social and mainstream media, Dzamara condemned President Mugabe’s years of misrule and plunder. In September last year, he formed the Occupy Africa Unity Square where he urged Zimbabweans from all walks of life to peacefully confront Mugabe.
The journalist was arrested and assaulted by riot police several times. He was warned by the state to stop his criticism of the country’s leadership. At a press conference in December last year, Dzamara hinted that he feared for his life, for unknown people were always after him.
The abduction of journalists in Zimbabwe and the world over has devastating effects on the families of the victims. Today, Dzamara’s family are exposed to trauma as they wait desperately for his safe return. His wife Sheffra Dzamara, son Nokutenda and daughter Nenyasha remain exposed to fear and uncertainty as they wait desperately for their father, their guardian and mentor.
Sheffra has called on the police and human rights lawyers to do what ever possible to bring her husband home unharmed. “I dont know where he is. I do not know what they are doing to him. I want them to release him unharmed and alive,” said heartbroken Sheffra.
The crime of abduction is a very serious violation of human rights under international law. It violates the dignity of a person, subjects him to potential assault, torture and threatens their very life. It punishes the family and puts children and spouses under serious psychological trauma. They live in fear and uncertainty.
Critics blame the government of President Mugabe of complacency and downplaying the matter. Amnesty International regional director Deprose Muchena expressed concern at the continued disappearance of Dzamara and advised that the state security forces must act in order to avoid accusations of playing a role in the abduction of the activist.
“The enforced disappearance of a known government critic without a trace is a concern in the country with a history of violence targeting political opponents. The best way for Zimbabwe’s security agents to allay fears that they were not complicit in Itai Dzamara’s disappearance would be to take seriously their responsibility to establish his whereabouts and ensure his safe return,” said Muchena.
The enforced disappearance of a known government critic without a trace is a concern in the country with a history of violence targeting political opponents.
In the declaration of rights all forms of enforced disappearance(A/RES/47/133), the UN General Assembly emphasises that enforced disappearance undermines the deepest values of any society committed to respect for the rule of law, human rights and fundamental freedoms and that the systematic practice of such acts is of the nature of a crime against humanity. Under such circumstances, the state is accountable because it has a duty under domestic and international law to protect human life and to conduct an effective investigation aimed at clarifying the whereabouts of the missing person.
This is an outright violation of Article 18 of the African Charter on Human and People’s Rights, which states that the family shall be the natural unit and basis of society and shall be protected by the state, which shall take care of its physical and natural health.
Dzamara is not the only media practitioner or citizen to have been abducted for exercising his professional duty. Civil servant Rashiwe Guzha disappeared in the early 1980s and has not been seen since. She is believed to have been killed by the central intelligence agents for revealing state secrets. A former abductee and photojournalist, Andrison Manyere, chronicles how he was kidnapped by state security agents at sunrise during the bloody 2008 presidential runoff in Norton.
“I could have died. Now I have a weak memory,” he said with a faint grin. “About seven men, armed with AK47 guns, came to Norton at around 5pm in the evening. I was handcuffed at gunpoint and shoved in a brand new KB Isuzu silver with no number plates. I was blindfolded with a smelly blanket and thrown between the seats looking down. I was taken to a place that i later learned was Goromonzi torture camp. I was put in a small, dark room. They asked my background and everything about me. They threatened me with death. They asked me about my friend Ndira, whom they had killed. I was given food once a day. The person who gave me food was a prisoner official, who refused to talk to me.”
Manyere alleges his only offence was to give a different picture of the economic and political events unfolding then. He claims he was targeted for extensively covering government policies and actions such as the chaotic land grab operation, Murambambatsvina, and the bloody 2008 presidential runoff where he exposed the Zimbabwean regime in local, regional and international media.
“At the height of the farm invasions when they invaded Bennet’s farm, I took pictures. I also took pictures during operation Murambatsvina and the bloody 2008 elections. As a freelance journalist I had to stand up for the voiceless. During the 27 June presidential run off, I had to cover what was happening - the beatings and killings that took place. I took pictures of people who were brutalised in Chiweshe, Gutu and Mtoko,” Manyere said.
Veteran journalist and economic justice activist Farai Maguwu, speaking from his Mutare base, chronicles how the state security agents pounced on him in 2008 for merely exposing the massive plunder of diamonds by the military and politicians in Mugabe’s government in Manicaland.
“When security agents came to my house I escaped through the window. They camped in my house for six days, arrested my cousin and beat him. My nephew was held hostage at home and later beaten when he tried to escape. In police custody I got very ill and was denied medication. I was then illegally taken out of remand prison at night by secret squad to Matapi torture camp. I was saved from torture by the timely intervention of my lawyers whom I had alerted,” said Maguwu.
Philemon Jambaya, a freelance journalist who was heavily assaulted by municipal police in Chitungwiza for covering a meeting during an access to information protest by residents on World Press Freedom Day in May this year, expressed fear at the risk associated with his work but promised to soldier on: “No doubt, journalism in Zimbabwe is a risky job but since this is my profession I will never surrender.”
Zimbabwe is the only country in Southern Africa with the most repressive and draconian colonial media legislation still in place. The Public Order and Security Act (POSA) provides for the prosecution of journalists for reporting unfavourably in a way considered a threat to national security. According to Press Without Borders’ 2014 report, Zimbabwe is ranked 135 out of the 180 countries assessed in terms of press freedom.
But section 62 of the Zimbabwean constitution guarantees press freedom. The African Union Chapter on People and Human Rights provides for the freedom of expression and the press. The Media Institute for Southern Africa (MISA) has since described the persecution of reporters as backward and retrogressive.
Union-busting socialists? The aesthetics of resistance, the Scottish National Party and the fate of Britain
Ten months after it narrowly lost a referendum on independence the Scottish National Party is stronger than ever, but whether it will achieve its core aim depends on some slick political brinksmanship
Dominic Hinde
The summer rain is threatening to to turn into sunshine above the Thames as Natalie McGarry, MP for Glasgow East, opens the window on the balcony of her wood-panelled office opposite the Houses of Parliament.
“I think the SNP victory has shown people around the UK that there can be alternative messages, and that with the right catalyst you can break the system,” says McGarry, whose first weeks in London have seen a media storm around her party’s challenging of convention on everything from where to sit in the chamber to clapping speeches. She is one of 56 Scottish National Party (SNP) representatives in Westminster following their best election ever, replacing the Liberal Democrats as the third party in UK politics.
The newly elected SNP MP represents one of the poorest constituencies in the UK, while her office occupies a prime address in one of the richest. Many of McGarry’s constituents rely on government services and in recent years food banks that run on private donations have become a regular fixture as the UK government has sought to reduce social security spending. It was against this background that the SNP soared to victory in May’s elections, capitalising on a feeling that the main UK parties were indifferent to the problems of Glasgow’s working class communities and Scotland more generally. Ten months on from the narrowly lost all-or-nothing referendum on Scottish independence, the main political driving force of the movement to leave the UK has reached new heights of political dominance on a simple message of change.
With the right catalyst you can break the system. - Natalie McGarry MP
“I think it has kind of shaken up politics in the UK at the moment, regardless of us playing our cards and being defeated in votes,” she says. “I was speaking to to Caroline Lucas [the UK’s only Green MP] last week and she said that having a large group of SNP MPs had changed the dynamics within the parliament, and that empowers the smaller parties too. Prime Minister’s Questions is quite intimidating if you are in a small block.”
Resisting austerity
The SNP has been keen to foster a reputation as rebels on the UK political scene, declaring itself part of an anti-austerity alliance in the general election campaign together with the Green Party in England and the independence-focused and green-tinged Plaid Cymru in Wales. Just two days before meeting for an interview, the square outside McGarry’s office had been filled with anti-austerity protestors and Caroline Lucas had made a stirring speech to the crowd. McGarry herself had been at a similar demonstration in Glasgow.
Opposition to UK government cuts became a key part of the SNP’s message in the run up to their election landslide. The party’s slick media team had used the twitter hashtag #redtories to attack the Labour Party for being too close to the Conservatives, a label eagerly taken up by Scottish voters. “Labour no more” pin badges were printed and distributed to party members and the public alike, together with the more folksy identity marker, “See me, I’m SNP”. The result was a catastrophic night for the one party in Britain with a claim to represent its disparate parts. Hounded from Scotland and pushed out of the south of England by a voting system that exaggerates the gains and losses of parties, Labour has been beaten back to the middle of Britain.
Whatever the bigger political picture, Glasgow East is suffering heavily from economic stagnation and a lack of basic services.
Since her party’s landslide north of the Anglo-Scottish border in May, McGarry’s staff have been working on laptops out of a community centre in one of the most deprived areas of her constituency. On the index of multiple deprivation that maps living conditions across the UK, the area is consistently hard hit and notoriously has a male life expectancy of just 54 in one district. It is clear that whatever the bigger political picture, Glasgow East is suffering heavily from economic stagnation and a lack of basic services.
Six weeks earlier the prospective MP had been out canvassing hard in the constituency under the banner “Stronger for Scotland”. The SNP cast itself not as a pro-independence party but as standing up for normal people’s interests better than the Labour Party had done. McGarry took her seat from Labour’s Margaret Curran, a former Scottish minister and senior member of the Labour Party.
“Yes, the feeble 41,” says McGarry, referring to the former 41 Scottish Labour MPs whom she believes did not do enough to look after Scotland before most of them lost their seats. Although the SNP and its allies in the Scottish Green Party narrowly lost September’s referendum on Scottish independence, it gave the SNP in particular a critical mass that it carried into Westminster. Across the country people received SNP leaflets in their letterboxes on which Scotland’s First Minister and SNP leader Nicola Sturgeon boasted that she would “stand up for Scotland”. It was a turn of phrase that passed from the pens of campaign managers to the mouths of the general public.
“I think it is in part due to the referendum, but then it is not just about how you voted in the referendum,” says McGarry. “In my constituency, a majority of people voted Yes, but it wasn’t just about that. On the doorsteps, for example, I met a 73-year old man who said he would vote No if there was another referendum, but that he thought the SNP were best suited to stand up for Scotland. He thought the SNP had stood up to the Tories, and when they looked at the Labour party they did not do it through the rose-tinted spectacles that had given them a loyalty for generations. Looking at that block of MPs whom we sent to Westminster, people did not feel they were raising their voices enough.”
More powers for Scotland
One of the key pledges of the SNP was to secure more powers for Scotland after defeat in the independence referendum, but it finds itself in a difficult position. The UK government is currently pushing its Scotland Bill through parliament, determining which new powers the Scottish Parliament in Edinburgh will inherit. There may be more SNP MPs than ever before, but the party is powerless to influence the majority Conservative government.
Top of the list for the SNP is welfare powers.
“Being a Scottish MP is not about nationality, but knowing you have been empowered by more than 50% of people to represent them. You have some great debates in the chamber, only to see them troop through the voting lobby without any real engagement with an issue,” laments McGarry.
Top of the list for the SNP is welfare powers, which it argues would counter the huge cuts to social security for which there is no mandate in Scotland. The government though is reluctant to cede such significant areas of policy to Britain’s second-largest member nation.
“The reason we want welfare is because we want to be able to act on all of these powers and link them up – without joined-up powers we cannot tackle equality at a base level,” McGarry explains.
Running through the hall that divides the House of Commons from the House of Lords, McGarry picks up the presiding officer of the Scottish Parliament, the SNP’s Trisha Marwick. Marwick also happens to be a relative, and the Scottish Parliament’s official representative in London has the support of the 56 SNP MPs. Twenty-four hours later the same hall would be filled with disability protesters and police officers as the protesters attempted to storm the parliamentary chamber in protest at government cuts to disabled support.
“Ultimately we are here to secure the best deal we can for the Scottish parliament,” says McGarry, waving to other members of the SNP 56 as she runs through the Gothic cloisters on the way to the parliamentary canteen.“If you look at some of the media reports it is clear that the London media does not understand some of the complexities of the Scottish situation, but it is a studied ignorance. ‘Scotland has delivered 56 seats’ was one of the headlines, which made me laugh because we have no more seats than before, just a different party has them.”
The SNP’s radical identity
One thing that the SNP and the media can agree on is that it has become a symbol of resistance at Westminster. At the state opening of parliament, McGarry and her fellow 55 colleagues wore white roses in allusion to the Little White Rose of Scotland, a poem by the Scottish writer Christopher Grieve, better known under his pen name Hugh MacDiarmid. Grieve is a canonical figure in Scotland’s independence movement, becoming an early high-profile candidate for the party and a near-mythological figure among certain sections of the nationalist movement. Such displays of black and white political symbolism belie the complexities of the SNP project, however.
Scott Hames is a lecturer at the University of Stirling who has written extensively about the relationship between cultural expression and the independence movement. His office sits in the shadow of the monument to William Wallace, the 14th century military leader who defeated invading English armies and has become a regular fixture in portrayals of Scottish nationalism in the British media.
“Twenty years ago the idea of Scottish cultural radicalism was centered on Byres Road,” says Hames, referring to the cultural set based on the main street past Glasgow’s sprawling university campus. “Now though these people are outnumbered 10 to 1 and are going to find themselves marginalised in what they created.”
Unlike in Westminster, in post-referendum Scotland simply being Scottish is not a transgressive act in the way it once was. In the 1980s and 1990s, Scotland’s cultural renaissance was characterised by self-consciously Scottish – and left wing - voices such as the novelists James Kelman and Iain Banks. It was even the stated and unrealised wish of the late Banks to “die in an independent Socialist Scottish Republic”.
You begin to sound like government cheerleaders whose output is too similar to the official rhetoric. - Scott Hames
Today’s national project is a far more mainstream affair, and though it campaigned on an anti-austerity platform, the SNP is still vocally pro-business and has advocated cuts to corporation tax and the freezing of local taxation. This created a dilemma for the cultural radicals who helped sow the seeds of the SNP’s rise.
“Scottish writers and activists used to employ authenticity and difference – if you continue to bang the drum then you begin to sound like government cheerleaders whose output is too similar to the official rhetoric,” says Hames. “The SNP has not hitched its wagon to serious cultural nationalism, but it exists at a symbolic level.” The white roses worn in Westminster were an obvious act of political aesthetics, albeit one that relied on Westminster’s own ideas about Scotland.
Choppy waters for radical rhetoric
In Westminster the SNP represents a challenge to the status quo, but in Edinburgh it is now firmly established as the dominant political and social force. Only a few weeks after its anti-austerity election tidal wave, a storm started brewing on Scotland’s west coast that is proving a challenge to its rhetoric of resistance. Caledonian MacBrayne, the government-owned ferry operator whose iconic red funnel is known throughout Scotland’s sprawling chain of islands, was put out to public tender.
The company provides lifeline services to some of Scotland’s most remote communities, including that of one of the SNP’s most senior Westminster politicians. The main beneficiary of private involvement is likely to be Serco, the multinational outsourcing company that already runs Scottish contracts for ferries to the remote Northern Isles and overnight rail services to England at the request of the SNP government in Edinburgh. Previously embroiled in scandals at its immigration detention centres in England, the company also provides support services for the UK’s nuclear arsenal at the Faslane naval base outside of Glasgow, areas where the SNP has sought to distance itself from the policies of Westminster government and the privatisation agenda.
It is very clear this is handing operation of a public service to a private company that will run it with profit as its leading motive rather than public service. - Patrick Harvie MSP
Patrick Harvie is a pro-independence member of the Scottish Parliament and co-convener of the Scottish Green Party. Despite campaigning alongside the SNP in the referendum defeat, he has been critical of the behaviour of the government in Edinburgh on key issues.
“People are deeply concerned about their futures and their pensions,” he says of Caledonian MacBrayne, “as well the principle of whether a publicly owned, publicly operated public service should be handed over, as so many others have already to the private sector and a company like Serco. It is very clear this is handing operation of a public service to a private company that will run it with profit as its leading motive rather than public service […] all of us should be saying to the European Union and UK government that this should be kept in the public sector.”
The Greens are just one strand of a pro-independence grouping committed to a more radical vision of Scotland than the SNP. In the 1800s, Edinburgh used to style itself the Athens of the North, including building a huge neoclassical monument atop one of the Scottish capital’s hills. It is a visual language that feeds into the idea of Scotland as a special, inherently democratic and progressive country, and for a certain section of the Scottish electorate Greece is the new role model. A number of socialist groupings recently agreed to come together under the banner of a “Scottish Syriza”, vowing to both fight austerity and campaign for independence, and inspired by the popular-left movement in Greece.
Talk without action
The emphasis on difference is an inherent part of the SNP narrative, but away from Westminster it has taken an extremely centrist approach to maintaining its popularity. The safe game being played at home by the SNP also means it is not doing as much as it might to match its rhetoric of equality and social justice, according to one leading researcher who wished to remain anonymous. The researcher, who teaches at a leading Scottish university and studies Scottish government policy says that ambition is rarely met with action.
They have an endless conversation about it to avoid making redistributive decisions. - Anonymous policy researcher
“If they have to tackle a difficult problem like ‘social justice’, they have an endless conversation about it to avoid making redistributive decisions that leave some people worse off,” they say. “The land reform debate [to tackle Scotland’s unequal system of land ownership] will be an interesting test once the landed lobby starts. The SNP government strikes me as the very epitome of a conservative centrist government. They’re not changing anything because it will lose them support.”
The SNP has been in power in Edinburgh for eight years and looks set to win another term in Scotland’s general elections next May. In that time it has benefited hugely from the lack of opposition from a disorganised Scottish Labour Party that will shortly elect its fourth leader in four years. Labour’s huge losses have meant that many of the old generation of politicians has been cleared out, and what the party now does could determine the future of the whole of the UK.
Labour renewal?
One person hoping to take Labour back to power and save the union is Cat Headley, a young lawyer from Orkney off Scotland’s northern coast. She is campaigning to become a member of the Scottish parliament for Edinburgh Western, an area that takes in the country’s iconic Forth Rail Bridge. Before the SNP election wave swept across Scotland, the party projected its logo onto the structure, perpetuating the idea that it was an insurgent and anti-establishment force. For the first time in half a century, though, it is Labour that is on the back foot, still coming to terms with being a party of opposition. Belonging to the same generation as McGarry, the constitutional upheaval in Scotland has given Headley’s politics new meaning.
“I joined the party in 2013, I had got involved and been interested in the referendum, and had become more confident in my own voice regarding politics after going on Twitter. You get to know people and find new connections, and out of that people said, ‘have you ever thought about going further with this?’ I’d always been a Labour supporter but the referendum made me realise there was meaning to getting involved in politics.”
She was scouted out to stand as a candidate by a party desperate for new blood and was present in the counting hall in May as the scale of Labour’s Scottish defeat became clear to those assembled in the room. Ten years ago Headley could have expected to be a member of the Scottish parliament without much thought going into it, but “I don’t think I have much chance,” she admits of the present situation. “The job now is to rebuild the party and work towards breathing new life into it.”
We need a whole new kind of politics to respond to the new politics the SNP has brought. - Cat Headley
“There is a huge onus on all of us to really think about it, and I have considered a lot why this all happened,” she reflects. “We’ve not all been sobbing into our cups of tea, but having realistic conversations about how to move forward. There have not just been knee jerk reactions to this and I think there is a realisation now that simple solutions will not work and that we need a whole new kind of politics to respond to the new politics the SNP has brought.”
The SNP poses an existential threat to Labour, pushing it not only from power but even attempting to replace it as the party of trade unions. On the same weekend that protesters filled Parliament Square in London and Natalie McGarry marched in Glasgow, the SNP’s trade union group held a huge conference with some of its 16,000 members – more than the entire Scottish Labour party.
“Labour likes to think it is above the kind of politics the SNP runs,” Headley says, “the problem being that it has not worked and they have been so effective at messaging that the substance of what goes on does not really get analysed. That leaves you with a choice between doing the same or trying to be consistent.”
Perception politics
“Sadly your policies are just half of it. You need to do the perception politics and be successful,“ she admits. “People are not listening. Our policies in the manifesto were right – people voted for our policies but with an SNP flag on it. The manifestos were highly similar. In the longer run they even had the same plans to tackle austerity. We need to hold the SNP to account and rehabilitate ourselves in the eyes of voters as trustworthy.”
This is the heart of Labour’s problem - whatever they do, it has been branded an institutionalised party, suffering the same fate as Germany’s Social Democrats to Greece, which have been caught between radicalism and managerialism. On everything from education to reforming the UK, Labour is trapped between two worlds which the SNP seems able to master simultaneously.
“The UK has unequal parts, and Scotland cannot just decide to be federal on its own. Federalism has the same risks as full economic autonomy. We need to have a UK convention on the constitution where everyone can contribute,” Headley says.
The problem for Headley’s party is that there is little appetite for any meaningful change across the UK. The same impotence felt by the SNP’s 56 members in Westminster is matched elsewhere in the UK. With a full majority the Conservative government can do as it likes. In the long term, this benefits the SNP too, which can protest in Westminster and govern in Edinburgh, strengthening the idea that it is both a radical outsider standing up for normal people and a responsible custodian of Scotland.
The SNP has ruled out another referendum for the time being, but with the caveat that something major could change that. With another five years of austerity from Westminster and perceived indifference from Labour, that something may not be far away.
What is democracy in a broken society?
Fanny Malinen looks at two recent elections and argues that there is more to democracy than electoral reform
Fanny Malinen
Britain’s General Election in May ended in a farcical result: a majority government only just over a quarter of adult population voted for. It is no wonder anti-austerity protests have intensified and the need for [electoral reform]([http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/generalelection/general-election-2015-sixty-per-cent-of-people-want-voting-reform-says-survey-10224354.html] is widely acknowledged.
First-past-the-post system favours big parties and pushes aside the possibility for any alternatives to arise from the party political sphere. It is more a relic than an electoral system fit for the 21st century.
But having followed another election closely just weeks before the British one, I can’t help but think that a more democratic electoral system – such as proportional representation – is no magic bullet either.
Finland, often held up as an example of egalitarianism and a strong welfare state that leaves no one behind, went to the polls in April. Contrary to most predictions, the right-wing Perussuomalaiset (PS – they call themselves the Finns Party in English, but as a Finn I prefer to use the acronym rather than let them take ownership of the name of the nation) held on to their position as the second-biggest party. They formed a coalition with the winning Centre Party – in reality, a right of the centre party with a former businessman leader who is now the PM – and the free-market neoliberal National Coalition Party, pushing for heavy austerity.
The Finnish electoral system follows the D’Hondt method as do those of several European countries, including Scotland, which uses it in part. It aims to allocate seats proportionately to votes first to parties and then to candidates inside the party. In reality this is somewhat compromised by differing sizes of constituencies: in the Finnish capital Helsinki, a candidate from a small party can stay out of the Parliament with double the number of votes than it takes for someone from a larger party to get in in a less densely populated area.
The PS is led by a charismatic populist, Timo Soini, and the rest of the MPs are as colourful a bunch as his rhetoric. Most are new to politics and there is little of a shared party line other than varying degrees of xenophobia, homophobia, conservativism and the feeling that Finland under EU membership has left many behind. The lack of coherence in policies was showed by the discrepancy between pre-election rhetoric of being on the side of “ordinary” people and the coalition government’s budget. Austerity in Finland is not that different from austerity elsewhere: it benefits the rich, not the ordinary.
Then there is the issue of racism. Jussi Halla-aho, now an MEP, has been found guilty for inciting racial hatred in his writings. One MP, Pentti Oinonen, spoke against equal marriage comparing it to the right to marry one’s dog. And just some weeks ago, another MP Olli Immonen (who also happens to be chairman of a white supremacist organisation) posed in a group photo with members from an openly neo-Nazi group. But the party takes no action and Mr Soini manages to convince his supporters that these are isolated incidents – or that the liberal media is on a crusade against the PS.
It is definitely true that the media is very concentrated in the capital Helsinki. That it is so out of touch with the rural and working class areas where the PS gained most of their support from is showed by the fact that no opinion polls managed to capture their popularity before the election. The media keeps portraying the party’s supporter base as uneducated, ignorant and small-minded people who don’t really understand their political choices. What could feed protest votes against arrogant establishment more than that?
But to call the Finnish media left-wing would be to miss the truth by miles; it has largely adapted the language used by populists who call themselves “critical towards immigration”. This Orwellian renaming of racism obscures what it is: racism.
The tricky bit is that Finland’s growth since it emerged from the recession in the 90s has indeed left many people behind – and the EU does not show its most democratic side (if it has one) to a country with a population of 5 million. The PS speak to those who have been alienated by most politicians: those hit hardest by the structural changes that have speeded up the transition to a post-industrial society, losing their jobs first when the recession hit and left out of the boom when there was one.
The underlying problem is that most politicians are in denial about all this, which leaves a lot of ground for racist rhetoric. This is a shared issue across Europe. It definitely applies to UKIP in Britain: under the Finnish PR system, they would now have 80 seats in Westminster.
I am not saying that there is much good in the British electoral system. Those who argue that it keeps extremist parties in check have lost sight of the extreme nature of Tory cuts. And don’t even get me started on the House of Lords - what does an unelected second chamber have to do in any system that claims to be a democracy?
But it is misguided to argue that we could have democracy by electoral reform. Politics does not start or end at the polling station. British media is even more concentrated and outright propaganda than the Finnish; inequality in the UK triumphs any European country; sums business and the financial sector here can spend on lobbying and party donations mirror their influence.
There is much more to consider for democracy. Real democracy can only take place when we tackle the ravaging inequality brought about by decades of neoliberalism, intensified by the most recent push for austerity.
Proportional representation is a good transitional demand, as are limits to political donations, transparency and media reform. We need to go further and create radically different ways of sharing our world, based on co-operation rather than competition and seeking collective rather than individual gain.
South Africa's child nutrition scandal
Food security problems in South Africa means thousands of children from poor families are undernourished, damaging their future prospects and even their life.
Frances Aron
Fezile runs into the small, open yard of her home where carrots, potatoes and green beans grow in fertile soil in a corner. She is hungry and tired after a 2km walk home from school. For breakfast she ate a big plate of maize meal, with sugar and milk. Twice a week she gets a boiled egg as well. At school today they were given a thick, hearty vegetable soup with brown bread and butter. Her mother prepares a bean and cabbage stew in a big pot on the fire. She looks up and smiles at her daughter. An infant is tied to her back and cries for milk. She offers it quality formula feed from a sterilised bottle, both provided by the baby clinic nearby.
The above imaginary scenario would be preferable to the reality. Sadly though, undernutrition is rife for the majority of South Africans. It is unlikely such a family has all these food items, or a way to obtain them. For instance, it seems obvious that households should be able to grow vegetables for their own consumption. However, many, such as those in the Western Cape informal settlements of South Africa, are often unable to grow food because of a lack of soil or the space in which to do so. Feeding bottles may not necessarily be sterilised and the formula may be overdiluted with contaminated water.
It is a miracle that Fezile, who represents the standard young schoolchild, has reached a school-going age and the chances are that her baby brother won’t. Insubstantial meals are likely to dull the mind of a child like Fezile to perform at school. Evidence abounds worldwide on this very subject. A poor diet leads to suboptimal work performance, in this case, at school.
While food is acknowledged as a basic human need, it is nutritious food that is the key to good health and wellbeing throughout life. The World Food Summit of 1996 defined food and nutrition security as: “When all people at all times have access to sufficient, safe, nutritious food to maintain a healthy and active life.” This definition has been taken further to always include physical and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life.
Few South Africans have food and nutrition security.
It is likely then that few South Africans have food and nutrition security. A great many people in South Africa rely on a monotonous diet where maize meal is the only affordable staple. Maize meal may be eaten to a point of satiety, yet, even when fortified, it will not meet daily dietary requirements. Perhaps a prime point to be made is that food availability in a country does not ensure access by all for various reasons, including a lack of purchasing power and entitlement to agricultural land. Food preferences, too, may not necessarily favour good nutrition. This last point is contentious, simply because individuals may not necessarily buy healthy foods as a first choice.
So we know a little about the necessity of good nutrition in general. However, eating healthy food is specifically essential for a young mother-to-be. Specifically, the so-called critical window period of establishing the quality of a child’s health for life occurs during the first 1,000 days of life, i.e. from conception through to the child’s second birthday. This is the time when optimal nutrition is of utmost importance.
UNICEF sums this up in a nutshell: “It means that mothers are empowered to initiate breastfeeding within one hour of birth, breastfeed exclusively for the first six months and continue to breastfeed for two years or more, together with nutritionally adequate, safe, age-appropriate, response complementary feeding starting at six months. Maternal nutrition is also important for ensuring the good nutrition status of the infant as well as safeguarding women’s health.”
Obviously, exclusive breastfeeding for the first six months would be ideal, but there will undoubtedly be exceptions such as the mother being ill or her not producing milk and so on. After that first six months, evidence shows that breast milk alone is inadequate in terms of meeting the nutritional needs of an infant. This is where complementary feeding plays a role in the form of other foods and liquids to be given alongside breast milk.
The popular Lancet Series (2013), a source of literature on the subject of maternal and child health, describes the consequences of undernutrition, which are dire: stunting (low height for age), anaemia, proneness to infectious diseases because of a compromised immune system, impaired cognitive development to name just a few. Beyond two years of age, much of the damage is irreversible.
In 2011, the Tshwane Declaration for the Support of Breastfeeding in South Africa was realised. Was this an answer to many a prayer? According to the Declaration, the SA government declared itself a country that supports exclusive breastfeeding and complementary feeding and pledged to take action to implement devised strategies such as food-based dietary guidelines. It pledged to scale up the supply of antiretroviral drugs to prevent HIV through breastfeeding and to improve the health of HIV-infected mothers. Formula feeding was strongly discouraged in a country where it has led to an increase in the number of deaths of children from malnutrition and various immune disorders. Understandably, this Declaration seemed like a beacon of hope.
Perhaps "seemed" is a tad harsh a judgement? In May this year, UNICEF SA reported in Independent Online that every year approximately 75,000 children do not reach their fifth birthday, and 75% of newborn babies die in their first week of life in South Africa today. This infers South Africa is far behind in meeting the Millennium Development Goals first pledged in 2000, its fourth goal being to reduce under-five child mortality by two-thirds worldwide.
Efforts to educate young mothers and girls about optimal breastfeeding, including suitable breastfeeding for those with HIV and the necessity of good sanitation and hygiene, abound.
These statistics come as a shock to those working tirelessly to change the status quo. Efforts to educate young mothers and girls about optimal breastfeeding, including suitable breastfeeding for those with HIV and the necessity of good sanitation and hygiene, abound. Consider the number of maternal health and baby clinics springing up nationwide and greater support for mothers being provided in the workplace. Yet with all the right strategies in place, why is it taking so long to see positive change? Perhaps therein lies the answer? Perhaps suitable strategies are not in place at all.
Referring to the stipulations of the Tshwane Declaration, Du Plessis says: “There is a need for adequate monitoring and evaluation processes at all levels of implementation, using the [above] strategies to drastically improve exclusive and continued breastfeeding, and to advance the health and survival of children in South Africa.” It would seem the trouble lies in inadequate planning and implementation at the various levels, including district and municipal levels.
Du Plessis identifies the need for suitable training of all healthcare workers. As it stands, poorly trained health staff means poorly implemented strategies. Du Plessis draws on evidence from Brazil that indicates that progress lies in effective communication between those imparting information and providing support to young mothers. There are clear signs this is happening, at least on a small scale. Fairly recent studies, as in the last five years, reveal that South African staff at a particular clinic in the province of KwaZulu Natal managed successfully to get local mothers with HIV to use suitable breastfeeding practices to prevent transmitting the virus to their infants.
The future need not be bleak. What is evident is that suitable policies alone do not count for much unless they are suitably implemented. But this is easier said than done. The challenges faced by healthcare workers countrywide are likely to be overwhelming. Many are poorly trained, and poor comprehension and communication greatly impede matters. Little education in general, current food practices and a lack of female power in the household in making decisions around food may be also responsible. Of course, a lack of disposable income, poor access to suitable foods to meet mothers' nutritional needs and to provide for complementary breastfeeding are at the heart of the matter. Only then can food-based dietary guidelines be of benefit.
More than anything, the answer lies in ensuring food security. Certainly, progress already exists with non-governmental initiatives such as SOIL FOR LIFE, an organisation committed to teaching individuals techniques to grow their own vegetables regardless of how small or dry the environment. Those trained are then proudly equipped to provide their own families with healthy food. Until a great many more people are entitled to land and to cultivate it, changes in food security, hence better nutrition, will be slow in happening. Let us hope and believe that more families will be able to support themselves significantly better, just like Fezile’s.
Why are young people voting for UKIP?
Harry Vale
One of the more interesting observational tweets (probably the only one, it is Twitter after all) coming out of the fallout of the general election was that Twitter is a tedious echo chamber and we, the Grauniad-reading, yoghurt-munching, The Wire-evangelising liberal idiots shouldn’t have been so surprised when the Tories won. We all thought it unimaginable that Labour would do so poorly, that UKIP would have any support at all, that Cameron and friends would have enough five years to do even greater damage than they already have.
During the last few days before voting, I decided to look through Twitter, not thinking people would actually be talking about UKIP in anything other than an amusingly derisive fashion. Twitter wasn’t for, UKIP supporters, was it? That was Facebook, Mumsnet and illigble scrawlings on the toilet doors in the pub. The platform tends to skew younger, so it’s no surprise to see the most politically active are younger people, but it was surprisingly to see so many people talking about UKIP in a positive manner. I was in the mood for a chat, mostly to see if they were actual human beings who believed all the shit they were spouting.
The first was a young woman whose profile picture featured her standing in the sun, holding a glass of wine, looking nothing like what I assume someone who spends 99% of her Twitter life talking about politics. This doesn’t reflect brilliantly on me, it’s just not what I imagined. She was 19 and her timeline was mostly shouting about people slagging off UKIP and retweeting lots of anti-Islamic news stories and blog posts from places like Britain First and various other, short-lived, anti-Islamic, transparently racist dickheads.
I asked her about the Islamic stuff, about how she felt about so many UKIP councillors being sacked or being reprimaned for being racists or saying stuff that seemed quite racist, even when stripped of the idiot’s defense — context.
“It’s just a few bad eggs, most of UKIP isn’t racist. A lot of this isn’t about race, it’s about this country. I don’t care if you’re black or white, as long as you abide by this country’s traditions.”
I asked her if I could put her name in the article. She said no. Her actual name — along with most of the people I talked to for this article — wasn’t put on her Twitter profile. A lot of them were members of the Egg Brigade (a name a Twitter friend coined for the legions of usually male, usually abusive Twitter trolls who are too insecure to upload a picture of themselves) and most were just really angry about Something. There was never a unifying theme, it was just Something Wrong that they were really cross about.
So here was the big, simple question. Why was she voting for UKIP?
“I’m voting for UKIP because they’re the only party that cares about this country.”
Meaning what?
“They’re not going to leave this country in the lurch like Labour did. They’re going to fight for people in this country, not from Europe, or Africa.”
Did she realise, I asked, that she’s sounding a bit xenophobic?
“To you, maybe, but most people don’t feel that way. Most people are sick of being unable to book a GP’s appointment on the day. Sick of not being able to get a council house. Sick of how much money the NHS was spending on migrants.”
I took this opportunity to actually fact check what she was saying. This wasn’t a one-on-one interview, it was over email, so full disclosure, I didn’t just know all this stuff off the top of my head and blind her with facts.
“So, according to Full Fact, migrants who arrived from 2000-2011 contributed £5 billion more in taxes than they took out. In 2012-13, there were 377,561 social housing lettings in England. Around 27,000 of those were non-UK nationals. How is this vibing with the view that the UK is being overloaded by immigrants?”
Her reply comes back surprisingly quickly.
“Even if those facts are true, I’m not going to check, that’s still 27,000 houses not going to British people.”
But it’s not the neverending flood from Calais.
“It’s 27,000 and this is all because of Labour.”
Labour do not do well on Twitter during the general election. People keep accusing me of being a Labour supporter in the same angry manner someone might be called a child molester or a fan of Michael Bay movies.
Our emails are getting increasingly terse. She won’t reply about the anti-Islamic stuff on her timeline, only saying that it’s not racist to talk about the nationality and religion of the “child rapists in Leeds and Bradford.” I decide to leave it there, as it’s not really going anywhere and I think she’s really getting sick of me.
Another chap I talk to is so bloody proud of UKIP. It’s in his Twitter bio, it’s in the words he emails me, it’s in his proud tweets talking about how this is his first election and he’s “so fucking excited” to be voting for Nigel Farage. I ask again about racist councillors.
“They’re not all racist. Why is everyone always going on about racism? There was nothing bad said, it’s just political correctness and Labour councillors trying to eliminate the competition.”
I ask him why Labour don’t have reams of councillors being sacked for being racists.
“Labour had LOADS. Look at the Tories. It’s not just us. It shouldn’t be about race. Every party is going to attract a few bad eggs.”
UKIP seem to attract them a lot stronger than most parties.
“I disagree. I don’t believe that AT ALL. People are being attacked for being UKIP voters, did you know that? Did you know UKIP has a very diverse group of candidates.”
Some of my best councillors are black. So why is he voting UKIP? Why is he so excited about it all?
“Because this is the first time I’m going to be able to make my mark. This is my chance to make a difference. UKIP’s policies make the most sense. They’re not going to leave people like me behind while someone comes along on a dinghy and gets a free ride here.”
Another young person, a similarly excited young man, tells me that UKIP are party of freedom and liberty. I ask him how this makes sense when Nigel Farage, his mainest man, complained to the BBC over a joke on Have I Got News For You. How is he the leader of the party of freedom and free speech?
“Whoever went to the police went to it over electoral laws and libel.”
No laws were broken and it would’ve been slander, not libel, but these arguments are just ignored. It’s a common thread with these people. They can throw out facts and figures, but as soon as you counter them with your own facts and figures that you took five minutes to research and didn’t just copy and paste from your angry uncle’s Facebook wall, you’re ignored or called a Labour supporter.
So why are young people voting for UKIP? I think a lot of them just feel ignored. They’re not being engaged properly by Labour or the Lib Dems, or when it is, it’s just painfully patronising. They’ve grown up in Cameron and Clegg’s tired, demoralising Britain and want a change. The only option for them is Nigel. Good old Nigel who loves a pint, loves a fag, he’s such a bloke, so easy to identify. He’s not all stuffy like David Cameron or George Osborune. He’s cooler than Ed Miliband (although to be fair, the mould on that cheese I’ve had in the fridge for the last few months is cooler than Ed Miliband).
They’re looking for answers that a lot of parties either aren’t giving or aren’t even listening to the questions. I’m sure, like voters of most parties, that some of them are just hateful arseholes who will migrate to either Labour or the Conservatives when UKIP eventually self-destruct. I’m embarrased that my only post-election moment of joy was that all the people who swore, shouted and were generally just unpleasant wankers around me would be waking up to Farage being unelected.
I couldn’t vote for UKIP because I’m not convinced they’re a real party. Nigel Farage is just a highly sophisticted android designed by someone who wants to troll the main parties and generate a lot of ad revenue for the Daiy Mail. Some young voters are voting for them because they’re not old enough or jaded enough to see through Farage and his party’s policies.
Those lucky gits.
Driven to distraction – reclaiming our gap time
Constant connectivity is undermining our ability to live in the moment, argues Helena Greenlees
Helena Greenlees
"Kuvit pois!” (“Pictures away!”) my two-year-old tells me if I even glance at my smartphone to reply to a text or email, or just check the time when I have what I think is a “gap”. She’s two and she gets it. She lives in the moment, fully in the moment, absorbed and with all her attention focused on the task in hand. She does not, ever, ever multitask.
I, on the other hand, am aware of the constant to-do list my modern, fast-paced life presents me and will use any free moments to catch up with emails or messages, add to my shopping list (on my phone), and often simply check Facebook before wondering why I am wasting time checking Facebook. “Free moments” might be anything from waiting for water to boil, brushing teeth to pushing a swing.
How do you feel about your phone? Does it pull at you all the time, asking to be checked? Do you automatically turn to it if you are waiting for a bus, waiting for someone to come back from the toilet, waiting for the kettle to boil? How long after you get up do you switch it on? Do you ever even switch it off? Do you fill all your gaps with it? Sometimes you might be bored, sometimes just alone and otherwise unstimulated.
Since I first got a mobile phone I took to switching it off or putting it on silent to avoid the constant interruptions those pinging text messages brought. Since getting a smartphone I’ve started putting it on silent and in another room because I have become increasingly unhappy about the amount of attention it demands of me.
At first smartphones seemed revolutionary – all that “wasted” time could now be productive: get your shopping done, reply to an email… but how much longer does it take to reply to an email using your phone? It either takes longer, or you write one sentence in poorly constructed text speak when once you might have set aside time to write a letter.
As instantly contactable adults we have forgotten long-form living.
We don’t focus fully on what we are doing because if there is a momentary pause we use it to check our email, text messages or social media stream. We stop living our lives in order to engage remotely in other people’s lives – other people that we often barely know. We multitask - or we think we do. We have no more time gaps. Gaps are increasingly filled by gazing into our phones. We don’t give ourselves time. Time to think, to consolidate thoughts, to create, to be inspired, to give one subject long deep consideration.
Wasted gaps
Ideas come to us in our “gap moments” - but those gaps are now frequently filled with status updates. If every gap is filled with stimulation, we prohibit creativity and inspiration. Since Archimedes famously stepped into a bath we have found inspiration while taking time out from our busy lives.
What’s the one place you don’t take your smartphone? It’s not bed. I know plenty of people who check their phones before they even get out of bed. But you can’t take (most) smartphones into the shower yet. How many times have ideas come to you in the shower? Showering or bathing is a sort of meditation; you can’t do anything else but be there with your thoughts while you wash. For many of us it’s the only gap we have left that isn’t filled. Finns take bathing to another level with sauna culture. The sauna is a place where friendships are forged and bathing can take hours. A 10-minute shower can’t compare but even that can be enough to give your mind some time to think.
If you have ever been in “the zone”, whether it’s creatively writing, painting, working or even just focusing on the moment and what or who is in front of you, then you have been “lost in the moment”, thinking long-form; you were not distracted. If someone or something distracts you, well, the moment is gone. You lose the magic.
Alerts and distractions
Since the mass take-up of smartphones, daily internet access has skyrocketed. Before smartphones we would go online a few times a day for longer periods. Now we go online much more frequently and for shorter periods. Because we increasingly access mobile devices we are less likely to sit and write long “letter” style emails and more likely to send brief messages and check social media than read long articles.
Along with constant internet access, smartphones have also brought us constant distractions and interruptions. Our phones ping and flash with every text, call, email and social media update: demanding our attention NOW, even if we are doing something important, be it work, study or spending time with loved ones. We are losing the ability to pay attention to each other and ourselves, our ideas, creating a culture of distraction. We are increasingly disconnected from the people around us. When our phones ping and we attend to them instantly we are prioritising phones over those we physically face. We no longer pay attention - to ourselves, to each other, to our ideas or to tasks.
Try an experiment to see how often you are distracted from what you are doing during a morning. Some of these distractions will be a phone call or a colleague coming over for a chat or to ask a question. But many are likely to be chat messages, texts, Facebook updates and emails that draw your attention. We distract ourselves, too, by constantly allowing our mind to wander even if alerts are switched off, wondering if anyone has replied to our post on Facebook.
Alarms normally indicate danger or to be alert in some way. Our brain naturally focuses attention on any alarm, and the alerts, bleeps and flashes from our phones are a form of alarm. Most of these alerts are not important, but occasionally one comes in that’s urgent. Because of those occasional important alerts we feel compelled to check every alert instantly. Add to that the pull to check something on the internet or to check Facebook and we can quickly find we are checking our phones almost constantly.
With time we are becoming less able to pay attention to things for long periods, more easily distracted. And the more easily distracted we are, the more distracted we become.
Isolation
As adults many of us find the lure of our phones becoming ever stronger, but it is worse for teenagers. Many teenagers communicate more by text or other media than they do face-to-face. Digital devices are increasingly widely available to younger and younger children. A common belief is that this constant task switching and hyperconnectedness is making young people nimble and quick-acting multitaskers. However, it is doubtful that they are really learning this skill - more likely they are simply training themselves in distraction. By constantly seeking stimulation they may inevitably seek instant gratification, make quick choices and lack patience. Their mental health may also suffer as one study suggests: "Regression analyses revealed that increased media multitasking was associated with higher depression and social anxiety symptoms, even after controlling for overall media use and the personality traits of neuroticism and extraversion.”
Dr Clifford Nass, who was one of the first people to study the impact technology has on face-to-face communication, suggested young people spend too much time gazing at screens and as a result are losing the skills needed to interact face to face, such as reading emotions and body language. In his study “Media Use, Face-to-Face Communication, Media Multitasking and Social Well-Being Among 8- to 12-Year-Old Girls”, he found that media multitasking and online communication had a negative socioemotional impact and resulted in lower self-esteem and less sleep. A higher ratio of face-to-face communication by contrast resulted in positive socioemotional outcomes and feelings of social success and normalcy.
The problem with multitasking
We may think we are multitasking, being more productive by using gap time, our “wasted time”, in this way, but actually we are losing the ability to think and live long-format, to pay attention to the task in hand and, ironically, getting worse at multitasking. We are losing the ability to pay attention to each other and ourselves and teaching ourselves to be easily distracted. We are losing our inspiration.
Many jobs require us to juggle tasks, doing several things at once. With massively increased technology use we have taken task-switching to a new extreme in work and in personal life. Researchers have labelled this “skill” chronic multitasking.
We are losing the ability to pay attention to each other and ourselves and teaching ourselves to be easily distracted. We are losing our inspiration.
Many believe multitasking to be a skill that makes them agile and able to think and act quickly. It even sounds quite positive and semi superhuman: “multitasking”, except that people can’t multitask. A computer can. A human brain, however, switches back and forth from one task to the other, one task at a time. People who multitask are in fact just doing two minutes of one task before doing three minutes of another.
Research suggests that the brain copes very badly with multitasking, and that it can even have a negative impact on brain function. Not only do chronic multitaskers use their brain less efficiently when focusing on a single task, but they are also, perhaps surprisingly, worse at multitasking than light multitaskers. The more we multitask the poorer we in fact become at multitasking, because we are training ourselves to be increasingly easily distracted.
A study compared differences in information processing between light and chronically heavy media multitaskers. “Results showed that heavy media multitaskers are more susceptible to interference from irrelevant environmental stimuli and from irrelevant representations in memory. This led to the surprising result that heavy media multitaskers performed worse on a test of task-switching ability, likely due to reduced ability to filter out interference from the irrelevant task set.”
Nass, one of the study’s co-authors, notes that scholarship has remained firm in the overall assessment: “The research is almost unanimous, which is very rare in social science, and it says that people who chronically multitask show an enormous range of deficits. They’re basically terrible at all sorts of cognitive tasks, including multitasking.”
The most distracting of them all - Facebook
Media multitasking involving Facebook appears to have a particularly negative effect on individuals. A study looking at the grade point average (GPA) of multitasking students found that texting and Facebook had a negative impact on GPA, while email, phone calls and instant messaging did not.
The study, “Facebook and Academic Performance”, also counters the frequently held belief that today’s youth are growing up able to simultaneously process multiple information streams: to multitask. The study shows that attempting heavy multitasking (specifically relating to Facebook use in this study) has negative effects on individuals. Heavy multitaskers make more mistakes and need more study time to achieve the same level as students who process the same information sequentially (rather than multitasking): “Results show that Facebook users reported having lower GPAs and spend fewer hours per week studying than non-users.”
Why does Facebook in particular have such a negative impact?
In one study Dr Larry Rosen’s research team observed 300 students of different ages studying something important for 15 minutes in their natural environment. Students only stayed on task for an average of three minutes at a time, mostly being distracted by technology (smartphones and laptop screens). The better performing students stayed focused for longer, the worse performing students used more media and tended to multitask.
There was another very surprising result; those who checked Facebook, even just once during the 15 minutes, were poor performers. Many people reported that a beep/vibration/alert flashing would compel them to respond. However, Dr Rosen noted that even without sensory reminders many reported constantly wondering whether someone had commented on their Facebook post, replied to a text message or even wondering what interesting things their friends might have posted.
So our minds are constantly wondering if there is something we are missing when we aren’t checking our phones or Facebook, even if we aren’t receiving alerts. It might feel like we are connected to a huge friendship network but really we are mostly just watching other people’s lives the way we did when TV first arrived. We are, as we were then, spellbound by this new “shared experience”. In turn we hope that others are watching our lives and count the likes or comments on our posts as a measure of our popularity.
Professor Sherry Turkle put it well: “We are lonely but fearful of intimacy. Digital connections offer the illusion of companionship without the demands of friendship. We expect more from technology and less from each other.”
Can we slow down to speed up?
This constant distraction, inability to focus on the moment, to stay “in the zone”, the loss of our gap time and our hyper-connectedness appears to be resulting in an increasingly disconnected, uninspired and isolated society. A society of chronic multitaskers who believe we are agile and fast-thinking but actually lack focus and inspiration, we’ve filled our “wasted” time but lost our creativity. We’ve obsessed over Facebook and forgotten our family and friends who are actually in the room.
If you have ever been lost in the moment, creatively, solving a problem at work, doing research or just gardening or running, you will know what it’s like to be fully in that zone. To focus all your attention on what you are doing without distraction. You are more productive, your brain seems to function more effectively. If you are distracted, even just briefly, you lose the magic and sometimes you just can’t get it back. Distractions can make a 15-minute task take a whole hour.
How can we slow down and reconnect with ourselves and each other? Could slowing down even lead to more productivity and ultimately getting tasks done faster? Would we actually be more productive if we stopped trying to fill every gap with mini tasks? Given the results of research it does appear that multitasking is making us much worse at managing any tasks. So perhaps if we stop trying to multitask, do so much all at once, if we try to slow down we might actually find we can be more productive and get tasks done faster.
Rosen believes understanding the concept of focus will help us live with internal and external distraction. In other words, metacognition: the ability to understand when focus is necessary and when it is not, and therefore also knowing when it is a good time to be distracted and when not.
One strategy suggested by Rosen is the use of “tech breaks”. Check your phone (or other technology) for one or two minutes before switching it to silent and focusing on what you are doing for 15 minutes, lengthening the focus time gradually. He has advised teachers in classrooms, parents at dinnertimes and bosses during meetings to try this with success, though he reported it is difficult to achieve for longer than 30 minutes.
It’s not just focus that suffers, but relationships too. Looking at a phone rather than the person you are currently interacting with tells them that they are not as important as what’s on your phone: not as important as what some semi-stranger is saying on Facebook about a life you have very little to do with. When we let our phones interrupt our lives constantly, we are letting other people’s lives interrupt ours to the point where we miss what’s going on in front of us. We live other people’s lives, or snippets of their lives, but stop living our own.
We can’t shut off from technology now we have it, but we can definitely learn to manage it better. We can take tech breaks. Breaks from technology as well as breaks from long-form living to check technology. When you want to focus, be it for an hour to work, a day to spend with family, or a morning to go for a walk and enjoy nature, switch off your phone, put it in a drawer or leave it at home. Focus on what you are doing. Then, when you are ready, set aside time to catch up with what you need, with emails, Facebook or whatever else is important to you. You can catch up quite fast; you won’t miss much. But by allowing your phone to tear you away from life moment to moment you could be missing everything that’s important.
The more I leave my phone out of reach, the less I’m finding it pulls me to check it.
I have been practising being more mindful of how I use technology. When I need to work I put my phone on silent and out of reach. I might allow myself a tech break, say after an hour of work, to quickly check for important emails. The more I leave my phone out of reach, or even better in another room, the less I’m finding it pulls me to check it. Uninstalling Facebook also helped phenomenally. Instead of spending half an hour trying to write a short email on my phone, I can take 20 minutes to write a long one on a keyboard at a set email slot. I took my daughter out for the day to explore the countryside where there was no mobile or internet reception and we had one of the best, most connected days ever.
I’m still terrible for trying to multitask constantly, I expect to continue to get told off by my two-year-old for checking my phone when I should be focusing on something more important like a daisy chain, but every time I leave my phone on silent or off in another room I can feel the spell becoming that little bit weaker and the life in front of me becoming a little bit more vibrant again.
Just for now, just for the next half hour I’ll put those pictures away and push my daughter on the swing. I won’t check my emails while her back is turned. I’ll watch the view with her not the one on my screen, share that view, share that experience – live my life, not other people’s.
Ghani Kashmiri: a sketch
Irfan Mehraj
In the late summer of 2013, only a few months after Penguin Classics published translation of Ghani Kashmiri’s poetry, I went to meet the translators at University of Kashmir, where the duo teach English to masters’ students. Why the publication of such a famous Persian language poet from Kashmir in English language had drawn no public or media interest was a little baffling to me, considering the past few years of splurge in English language writing about Kashmir.
Why wasn’t the release of the book in Kashmir an event of great cultural importance as such events would usually be in rest of the world? Mufti Mudasir Farooqi, one of the translators of The Captured Gazelle: the Poems of Ghani Kashmiri, dissatisfied with the tepid response to the book shrugged shoulders and told me disquietingly, “I don’t know what’s wrong but I don’t expect much. If such a work would have been written in other parts of India or anywhere in the world, it would have been an event there because their national poet would be brought to the surface and made accessible to lot many people but here nobody seems to have taken interest.”
The utter lack of interest in the book, whose sales at the local bookshops in Indian administered Kashmir remain dismally low, suggests a deep disconnect between people and history. In the words of well known Kashmiri poet and critic Zareef Ahmad Zareef Kashmiris have stopped looking at their history critically and appreciatively. “It’s the reason why poets like Ghani remain little known and understood here,” he says. The work of translation was supposedly aimed to bridge this disconnect and bring the language in which Ghani composed his verses to a wider public but the dismal response only brings to light that Persian is no longer the well-regarded language that it was until 1947, even though as Zareef points out “most of the historical writing about Kashmir was done in Persian.”
Outside Kashmir, the scene is quite different Mufti Mudasir told me. “It makes me happy that the book has attracted a lot of attention outside Kashmir.” Zareef corroborates and says that Ghani was and still continues to be much appreciated by outsiders, particularly in Iran. “Ghani has found acceptance and love from the native Persian speakers in Iran and other parts of Central Asia where Persian is a predominant language,” says Zareef.
On a sunny day in May at the Department of Persian in University of Kashmir, the rush of students is considerably low and the few who mill about in the lawn at the front of department speak very little on Ghani, as the nominal ‘they have not been taught yet’ is given as the argument.
“I don’t know which century he lived in or what his poetry is composed of but I know for sure that Ghani was a great Kashmiri poet who like other poets from Kashmir remains largely hidden to us,” a post-graduate student of Persian told me.
For Professor Shadab Arshad, who teaches Persian literary history to master’s students at the varsity’s Persian department, the present relevance of Ghani in Kashmir cannot completely be understood ‘because of the language barrier that exits.’ A gradual extraction of Persian language from the school curriculum happened after the Indian rule started in Kashmir in 1947. Twenty years ago, Andrabi told me, Persian was taught from fifth standard but now it’s only taught as a language subject at graduate and post-graduate level.
“And since Ghani is a Persian poet, he continues to be ignored by not only the people in general but by the literati as well,” Professor Arshad says.
“We teach Ghani at master’s level here in the department but there is no real public knowledge about who Ghani Kashmiri was,” he says.
Mohammad Tahir was born in the old city of Srinagar, probably in the locality of Rajouri Kadal, where he is also believed to be buried and a tomb has been constructed over it. The exact date of his birth is not known but all major historians agree that he was born in the first half of the seventeenth century and according to Mufti Mudasir, ‘probably in the first decade.’1
However, a biographer of Ghani writes that there is no historical document stating the exact date of birth of Tahir Ghani but she states that one literary biographer Girdari Lal Tikoo has ascribed 1630 as Ghani’s year of birth. “But most literary biographers and historians are silent about the exact date of birth of Ghani Kashmiri,” the paragraph ends.2** **
Neelofor Naaz Nehvi, whose short biography of Ghani Kashmir in Urdu (Ghani Kashmiri: Life and Poetry) is perhaps the only other substantial reference on the life and poetry of Ghani apart from the most recent The Captured Gazelle writes that although the year of birth of Ghani cannot be ascertained but the fact that Ghani died in his old age has to be brought forth, because there is a ‘false notion’ that Ghani died in the prime of his youth. “It cannot be true that Ghani died in his youth because there are a number of verses in his divan (collected poems) wherein Ghani himself is narrating the tale of his life and from which we come to know that Ghani has seen that phase of old age when hair turns grey, teeth start to fall out, back gives away, eyes lose their vision, every part of the body aches and a total infirmity overpowers man and his being,” she writes.
From the numerous descriptions of old age in his poetry, it can be ascertained that the assertion that Ghani was born in 1630 cannot be true and also because it’s historically established that Ghani died in the year 1669, as recorded by his pupil Muslim.
Additionally an important event in the life of Ghani was the meeting with Sa’ib, a famous Iranian poet at that time, who came to Kashmir with his patron Zafar Khan Ashan, the then Mughal Governor of Kashmir. The meeting with the Iranian poet also corroborates that Ghani died in old age. Sa’ib visited Kashmir in 1631-32 and by this time Ghani had already earned a name for himself as a poet. “So we can safely say that when Sa’ib visited Ghani, he must have been around twenty five years of age,” writes Neelofar Naaz Nehvi. Since Ghani died in 1669 CE, as recorded by his pupil, ‘by this we can calculate that Ghani lived for another thirty seven years after the visit of Sa’ib to Kashmir.’
Such was the reputation of Ghani at this young age that Iran’s most famous poet Sa’ib came calling to his door to understand the meaning of a Kashmiri word kraal pan (potter’s thread), which Ghani had used in one of his verses. Zareef says that fame came quite early to Ghani Kashmiri, even though he sought to distance from all sorts of worldly praise.
“Ghani had written Marsia (eulogies) of two prominent Persian poets of Kashmir, Abu Talib Kalim and Mir Ilahi Hamdani who died when Ghani was around twenty. And when these came out in public, Ghani was highly praised by some well known and established scholars in Kashmir,” says Zareef. “The visit of Sa’ib to Kashmir only to understand the meaning of a word Ghani had used in his verse illustrates how great a poet Ghani Kashmiri was.”
Mufti Mudasir writes that Sa’ib was highly impressed to meet Ghani ‘whose verses bore a marked resemblance to his own.’ The verse that drove Sa’ib to meet Ghani reads:
muye mayaan-e tu shudah kraal pan
kard judaa kaasaye sar haa zi tan
Your hair-thin waist has
become the potter’s thread,
Severing off from bodies
many a head
Although, Mulla Mohammad Tahir Ghani has used Tahir as his pen-name in a few of his poems, but Ghani was his preferred non-de-plume in his entire poetry. The epithet Mulla to his name, Professor Arshad says, ‘meant that he had achieved high level of philosophical education and not just the traditional religious education as the term has come to denote in the present world.’ Thus Muhammad Tahir came to be known as Mulla Muhammad Tahir Ghani Kashmiri in Kashmir and the wider Persian speaking world of the Mughal era.
About the lineage of Ghani, a controversy exists whether Ghani belonged to the Ashai family of Kashmir or the Ishai family but generally it is believed that he belonged to the Ashai family. According to the Hassan Shah Khuihami, author of the seminal Tareekh e Hassan, Ghani’s ancestors came from Ishawar, a village in Khorasan (which lies in modern day Iran) and settled in Kashmir. Hassan is of the view that people in Kashmir, owing to linguistic modifications, changed Ishawar into Ashai.
Neelofar Naaz Nehvi says that there are no real facts about whether Ghani belonged to Ashai family or Ishai because ‘according to the historical record by GMD Sufi, a historian of repute, there is no place like Ishawar in Khorasan and even if there was a place by this name or there was any connection with Ishawar then the family name would be Ishawari not Ashai (since there is Ishawari family in Kashmir as well) and therefore Hassan Khuihami’s assertion is wrong. ’
“We can say that Ghani’s ancestors were from Ishawari lineage and later on literary historians without any historical proof changed it into Ashai. Moreover Ashai and Ishai have common ancestors, so they are same,” she writes.
Ghani Kashmiri wrote at the time when Kashmir was under the aegis of Mughal Empire after losing its independence in 1586, which sent the last ruler of Kashmir Yusuf Shah Chak in exile in India, where he died and is buried, and in the wake leaving her princess Habba Khatoon sing mournful songs in the name of lost love and independence, which are still sung today in Kashmiri homes.
Ghani composed his verses when the Mughal patronage over art and culture had attracted many poets from the Persian speaking world to Kashmir, which had already earned a sobriquet of Iran-e-Sagheer (Little Iran) in the centuries prior to the Mughal period. The influence of Persian language and culture on the Kashmiri culture and language had been a continuous affair and had started when Shah Miri’s came to throne in 1339.
Neelofar Naaz Nehvi says that the literary and cultural links between Kashmir and Iran were always mutually enriching and this relationship between the two cultures influenced Kashmiri culture, language and art in such a way that Kashmir came to known as Iran-e-Sagheer (Little Iran).
“The foundation of Persian language in Kashmir was laid down by Bulbul Shah, a venerated Sufi Saint who came to Kashmir during Rinchan Shah’s rule (1320-23) and started missionary work here. The language of propagation was Persian. Rinchan Shah was the first emperor of Kashmir to accept Islam. Thus, the visit of Bulbul Shah to Kashmir started the social penetration of Persian language and with the success of Islam (as more and more people adopted the Islamic faith), Persian language attained a wider status as the language of culture and faith,” she writes.
The Islam that Kashmiri society adopted, Professor Arshad told me came through Persian language and Persia was a venerated seat of art and culture at that time, and this directly influenced the kind of Islam that people practiced here, which was Sufi in nature. “My father learned Islamic prayer in Persian not in Arabic. The names of five-daily prayers of Islamic faith are in Persian too. Persian historiography is quite rich in Kashmir,” says Arshad.
It was in the backdrop to this rich cultural tradition of Sufism (clothed in Persian language and culture), which had given Kashmir the name of Reshi-wear (Abode of Saints) that Ghani Kashmiri composed his verses. Ghani was educated in all the literatures of his time and was a keen scholar. Ghani was not only erudite in literature of his time; he was pretty well versed with philosophy as well. Neelofar Naaz Nehvi states that Ghani had also mastered hikmat and tibb (spiritual healing and medicine). “We come to know from Ghani’s poetry that he had knowledge of medicine too,” she writes.
Ghani Kashmiri studied at Madras ye Qutbiya in Qutubudin Pora of old city Srinagar. The Madrasa was built by Shah Miri emperor Sultan Qutub ud Din (1373-89) and during Ghani’s schooling at the institute Haji Mohammad Qari was the head teacher. Among the esteemed teachers of the institute included Mulla Mohsin Fani, Mulla Jauhar Nath and Mulla Abdul Sattar.
“According to Muslim (pupil of Ghani) it was here at the Madrasa that Ghani’s spiritual journey took off under the mentorship of Mulla Mohsin Fani. But Ghani with his preservation and deep inclination to spiritual truth far exceeded his teacher,” Naaz Nehvi writes.
Aadil Aseer Dehlevi, who has translated some quatrains of Ghani into Urdu states in the forward to his translation work that such was the brilliance attained by Ghani under the tutorship of Mulla Mohsin Fani that Fani would at times seek guidance from his Ghani. “In Kashmir, there is no bigger poet of Persian language than Ghani,” Dehlivi declares.
Mirza Mohsin Fani Kashmiri (d. 1670-71) was, in turn, “known to have studied with Mohebullah Allahabadi, a distinguished commentator of Ebn al-Arabi’s mystical teachings. This pedagogical affiliation could account for the recurrent formulations of Ebn al-Arabi’s theory of hierophany (tajalli) in Ghani’s poetry as well as in the preface to his Divan (Collected Poems) by his student and compiler, Muslim.”3
As befitting Sufi ideals of austerity and asceticism, Ghani had moulded himself in these ideals and lived a life of austerity and asceticism. “Ghani was of a dervish (ascetic) frame of mind and thus was not a seeker of fame and recognition. He lived his life in shadows, away from the peering eyes of society and people,” says Zareef.
Ghani’s preferred way of being was that one who comes close to people, one who forms close associations with people and worldly affairs would be distant from God and truth. He believed that one who wants to come close to Truth/God would distance himself from the assembly of men.
Ghani kept aloof from the Mughal court in Kashmir, despite his acquaintance with the court poets of the era, writes Prashant Keshavmurthy, a professor of Persian Studies at McGill University, Canada. “Ghani appears nowhere in contemporaneous courtly chronicles of his time. This is probably why one of the earliest reports on him in biographical dictionaries (taḏkera) characterizes him as a Sufi who refused the imperial summons to court, preferring his ascetic love of God to imperial service. This characterization seems borne out by a letter by Ghani himself to an unnamed but probably courtly addressee, wherein Ghani confesses his inability to both “adorn the new bride of poetry” such that it would appeal to discerning litterateurs as well as “fill the sea/meter of the praise of the choicest of the lineage of nobility and liberality.” It would thus appear that he practiced poetry in a physical location separate from the court but was routinely visited by poets who attended it. This exposure to courtly literary circles perhaps accounts for the popularity of his poetry among the Mughal elite and for Ghani’s own complaints across ten of his *ḡazal* distichs of the literary theft of his verses.”4**
Neelofar Naaz Nehvi says that literary historians have given no picture of Ghani’s life in their texts and that whatever we can say with confidence about his life and times can be gauged from his poetry. “The story of his life as told by Ghani in his poetry is full of torment and suffering. It’s pretty clear from his poetry that Ghani never had any material comfort in his life. As adulthood dawned on him, he suffered from the pangs of livelihood,” writes Naaz Nehvi.
Ghani, in one of his couplets likens his life to the wheat-grinder which keeps revolving without halt or comfort. Ghani says that this endless journey has blinded him and he cannot find comfort now.
“How Ghani earned his living is not known, although his aversion to making poetry a means for it is well known, a trait especially remarkable in an age when it was customary for poets to employ their poetic skills to seek favours from rulers and nobles,” writes Mufti Mudasir in the introduction of The Captured Gazelle.
Ghani lived his entire life in poverty but his poetry would give him solace. Recreating one couplet where Ghani boasts off his poetic prowess, Mufti Mudasir writes that ‘Ghani was highly conscious of the quality of his verse and sometimes expresses satisfaction over the fame his verse earned him.’ The verse reads:
My verses have travelled to Iran.
No, not just Iran, they have
travelled the world.
My name has attained
such fame in India,
As the signet ring’s mark
in black ink
Ghani lived all his life in a solitary house in the old city of Srinagar, ’from where he silently watched the dismal condition of his people (living under the yoke of foreign rule) and occasionally, though obliquely, alluded to it in his poetry.” Neelofar Naaz Nehvi writes that his house was a mirror of his self; the only valuables at his house were paper, pen and ink. “In fact his house gave a true picture of his suffering self.”
In one of his couplets Ghani invokes sky to question it whether the heavens have bestowed the colour on his house on seeing Ghani’s colourless face. He says defeat is trickling down the walls of his house.
Ghani didn’t earn a single penny from his poetry and this poet from old city Srinagar abhorred court and authority to the extent that when Saif Khan, governor of Kashmir at that time was sent by the then Mughal emperor Aurangzeb asking Ghani to visit the emperor’s court, Ghani tore his clothes off and sent the messenger back with the words, ‘Tell your emperor that Ghani has gone mad.’
Ghani died three days after this incident.
Poetry
Ghani Kashmiri was a poet of Ghazal (a lyric poem with a fixed number of verses and a repeated rhyme, typically on the theme of love, and normally set to music), but he has also written couple of masnavis and several rubiyats (quatrians). Mufti Mudasir calls Ghani Kashmiri ’a mazmun aafreen, a creator of novel poetic themes and meanings’. “The ability to create fresh metaphors is the hallmark of all good poetry Ghani possesses a remarkable gift for creating metaphors and similes which draw striking comparison between apparently dissimilar and disparate situations or objects. His poetry testifies to his imaginative acumen by which he transforms the data of ordinary experience into rich poetical meaning,” writes Mufti Mudasir.
Her decked vermillion feet,
his endless prostrations.
What act, for a Hindu can,
can excel the worship of fire!
The skies are in motion to
put my ill luck to sleep.
The rocking cradle brings
comfort to the fretful child.
Fleeting beauty is unworthy of love.
The lamp of lightening’s flash attracts
no moth.
Like the whirlwind, I am
ever free from bonds.
Abode on back, I have
no worries of settling down.
From the teller of beads a whisper
reaches my ear:
’A hundred hearts lose their
peace to bring solace to one.’
Ghani, like the shadow of the bird
flying in the course of love,
Falling into the dust will not
disrupt my flight.
The company of her tresses
made me famous throughout.
Like the seal’s mark which
owes it fame to black ink
The metaphors and similes used in these verses make right the claim that Ghani was a master creator of fresh meaning. “As is evidently clear, these verses bring out a connection between the idea and the image, thereby bringing out a new set of connotations to bear upon the image,” explains Mufti Mudasir.
Ghani’s poetry is divided into two distinct phases, says Neelofar Naaz Nehvi. The phase of his poetry is that period when Ghani hadn’t attained any fame. The second phase of his poetry is the one when his verses had reached a widespread fame and he had become popular poet in the Persian speaking world.
“His popularity had travelled from Hindustan to far reaching corners of Persia. The verses from both the periods of his life reflect this. However, Ghani had seen far more days of fame and popularity than he had seen of otherwise. Because his divan is full of those verses where Ghani refers to the popularity, and intrinsic worth of his poetry,” writes Naaz Nehvi.
Ghani was proud of his own verse and he reflected on his poetic brilliance thus:
Meaning cannot refuse,
submission to Ghani’s genius.
Poetic themes were fashioned
for him at the dawn of creation.
Among the admirers of Ghani was Mohammad Iqbal (1877-1938), a poet-philosopher considered one of the greatest poet of the Muslim world, who in his Paayem-e Mashriq (Message of the East) sang thus, of Ghani:
Ghani, that melodious nightingale of verse
Whose songs resonated in Kashmir’s paradise.
Who kept the door shut while at home
And left it open while away from it.
Someone said, ’O soul-stirring bard,
This act of yours leaves all puzzled.’
How well replied he who had no wealth.
No wealth, except in the realm of meaning.
’What friends see me doing is right.
My house guards nothing of value save me.
’As long as Ghani sits in his house
All his wealth abides in it.
’And when this illuminating candle is away
No abode is more desolate than his.’
Iqbal invokes the same spirit of Ghani in his famous work Jawed Nama (1928) ‘where the spirit of Ghani appears as a harbinger of deliverance from darkness and despair.’ Kashmir today battles through a military occupation, which has scarred its population and made the yearning for Azadi, freedom, deliverance all the more urgent. Ghani’s spirit in Jawed Nama is unflinching and the faith he shows in his people can only be described as the victory of hope over despair.
Do you think our soil
is bereft of spark?
Look into our heart
with a keener eye
Wherefrom has passion
and fervour come?
Wherefrom has this breath
of the spring’s breeze come?
It has come from the
very wind which
Bestows colour and scent
on our lofty mountains.
Your cry is a bell
waking up the caravans.
Why do you despair of
the people of this place?
Their breasts do not carry
dead hearts.
Their sparks are still
alive under the ice.
Wait till you see that
without the trumpet’s blast
A whole nation will rise to
life from their graves.
Grieve not, O you gifted
with the vision.
Exhale the scorching breath
to consume the dry and the wet.
Under this turquoise sky
many a city has been torched
By the fire that exudes from
the dervish’s heart.
A kingdom is flimsier
than a bubble.
It can be blown up
by a single breath.
It is the song that fashions
the destiny of nations.
A song can make or
mar nation.
Though men’s hearts are
transfixed by your lancet,
None has discerned your
true worth yet.
Notes that emanate from you
are a poet’s song,
But what you say goes
well beyond poetry.
Raise a fresh tumult
in Paradise.
Sing a song of drunkenness
in Paradise.
A few paces away from the site where a teenager, Tufail Matoo, was shot dead by government forces in the mass revolt of 2010, lies Ghani Memorial Stadium. On the far end of the stadium, near a Sufi shrine is a library called Ghani Memorial Library and Reading Centre. The new building was constructed in June 2011 by the State government of Indian administered Kashmir. The building is constructed over the residence of Ghani Kashmiri, and a marble plaque reads that ‘the present building is a redone structure with dimensions and interior specifications of the original house retained.’ But Zareef Ahmad Zareef differs. The library is spacious with a large reading room and a couple of other small rooms, including an office. Ghani’s house in comparison wasn’t as big and the present structure has no aura of heritage to it.
“The old structure was wooden and it had beautiful windows carved with architecture, but the greedy contractor employed by the government to re-construct the house sold off all those relics of Ghani’s house and constructed over it a concrete structure,” laments Zareef.
Zareef says that the present political dispensation ruling Kashmir and the one before it has no interest in safe-guarding the cultural relics of the past. “Leave alone Ghani, look what they have done to the old bridges of Srinagar city. They want to wipe out Kashmir’s past,” says Zareef.
At the Ghani Memorial Library, not a single work is available on the poet on whose residential house this memorial was built. Not even a booklet or a brochure. The caretaker informs me that he cannot help me in finding any work on Ghani in the library. Come again some other day when madam will be here, he tells me.
Ghani Kashmir’s Divan (collected poems) was published by Jammu Kashmir Academy of Art, Culture and Languages in 1964 and then re-printed in 1984. Although, as per Mufti Mudasir, ‘Ghani has been one of those much read poets whose divan (collected poems) has gone through several editions and has been published in different publishing centres of India at least in eleven times’, sadly in Kashmir bookshops and even at the Cultural Academy run Kitaab Ghar, Ghani’s divan is not available. “Ghani’s divan has been out of print for several decades now,” Mohammad Ashraf, who runs Kitaab Ghar told me before giving addresses of other lesser known bookshops in the city where I might find his divan.
“We cannot just publish Ghani’s divan without there being any demand for it. In my entire career, I have not seen anyone coming here to look for Ghani’s divan. You are the only one. There is no public demand for it. How many readers of Ghani Kashmiri are available in Kashmir?” Mohammad Ashraf Tak, cheif editor of Urdu at the Cultural Academy told me.
With the September 2014 floods wreaking irreparable havoc to the archive section of the Cultural Academy, Tak explains that at present it’s quite difficult for the Academy to publish anything. “Almost all of the manuscripts were destroyed by the floods. We are in no position to publish anything.”
Tak says that the dwindling interest in Persian cannot be reclaimed just by the efforts of Cultural Academy. “If Persian language is introduced into the curriculum of schools and colleges, perhaps then we can expect widespread interest in Ghani, because he was one of its greatest practitioners,” he says.
When at a time that even the native Kashmiri language is not being promoted as the language of dissemination, it only remains a foregone thought that Persian will see any kind of rekindled interest in Kashmir.
“There aren’t many Persian poets in Kashmir at the moment, and those who come to us don’t have quality, which is sad considering this is the land which produced a literary giant like Ghani,” Tak told me.
For Zareef Ahmad Zareef, the relevance of Ghani Kashmiri for the present crop of writers and poets working in different languages like English or Kashmiri is two-fold. “First of all a genuine poet is always relevant. Secondly Ghani is a quite remarkable poet whose motifs and themes are opportunities for the younger writers working in any language to seek to learn the construction of themes and motifs. Through it, they can also look at their own history and seek guidance from it, instead of looking outside.”
For Seema Qadiri
Notes
Kashmir: under the shadow of draconian laws
Kashmir has seen unending mass destruction from the Partition of India. It has seen the deadliest times as a conflict hit region in the form of Human Rights violations and the denial of basic rights
Irfan Tramboo
Kashmir issue - the background
British, when left Hindustan (comprising of undivided India and Pakistan), while dividing it into two countries, left a dispute on a piece of land in between them know as Kashmir, commonly known as Masla-E-Kashmir (Kashmir Issue), throughout the subcontinent and with the passage of time has developed into a wound. Though, India is visibly taking this issue lightly and at certain points, turning to show up the aggressive behavior towards Kashmir, according to the British MP David Ward* “Indian government has been quite aggressive in terms of its stance towards Kashmir which is opening up a whole new area of uncertainty”*
Kashmir has always been a bone of contention between India and Pakistan. Given its disputed nature, both the countries have fought several wars, which has resulted in mass destruction on both the sides.
The Kashmir problem was born when Pakistan came into the existence, to be precise, soon after the bloody and horrific partition in 1947 when . Taking into account the principles of partition: Religion and the boundary of the states. Kashmir should have been the part of Pakistan, given the fact that the majority of the populations was of Muslims and the large part of its boundary touched the newly created Pakistan but, the internal manipulation of various leaders in Kashmir, including the Maharaja (King) of the state of Jammu and Kashmir by India gave rise to a situation where the Maharaja signed the instrument of accession with India. Thus, soon after this the disputed nature of the state came into being with a party making it a point that the state of J&K has acceded to the union of India and on the contrary the another party accusing that there has been the breach of principles which were the foundation of the partition. Both the countries took up the issue in United Nation (UN) and in order to the term the state as* ‘Disputed Territory’* the United Nation Security Council’s resolutions came into being. India which immediately raised the Kashmir issue in UN general assembly, today state all such resolutions as irrelevant by changing its stance on the disputed nature of the state of J&K. Today India is not ready call Kashmir a disputed territory—-calling it an integral part of Indian union.
The internal resistance, which firstly came as an armed struggle and then took the shape of peaceful struggle against India, was subsequently born in Kashmir to challenge India’s claims of Kashmir being its integral part. Such resistances were born from time to time like: soon after the state was made the part of Indian union by the King without consulting its subjects a resistance was born which stood against the decision and then in 1980’s 1990’s and it continues till date. The struggle is on but on the nature of the resistance has changed and that is from violent to peaceful. The fact remains that the support to such resistive forces was given from across the border as Pakistan wanted the resistance forces to keep on challenging forcible and unjust accession of the state. While India directly and indirectly worked for the elimination of the basic elements of such resistances which stood against India.
The resistance in Kashmir has seen both the phases i.e the violent and the peaceful one. The armed one started from 1987-2000 and from 2000 to date the resistance has been peaceful and it is being said that armed one was to shift the focus of international community towards Kashmir and the peaceful one is to carry it to the next level. The armed struggle hasn’t completely vanished yet from Kashmir against India but their presence can be felt every now and then in the state however, the peaceful resistance of the people has occupied the central stage as we can see on the streets of Kashmir the people can been seen protesting peacefully in a constitutional way. The peaceful struggle is regarded as the most authoritative one which at times keeps a check on those who are associated with the armed resistance. For instance at times points of time the armed leadership let the leadership, which guides people through the tides of peaceful agitation, to make certain decisions pertaining to the struggle.
The year of 2008 and 2010 are seen as the symbols of the peaceful resistance in the state by the people and the leadership as well. The uprising of 2008 and 2010 symbolizes the power of the peaceful struggle. During these two decisive uprisings more than 200 people were killed by the Indian security forces in response to the stones bullets were showered on the agitating people. What has been observed about the killings of 2008 and 2010 is that most of those who were killed fall in the age group of 18-22 and in some cases below 18. The wounds on the bodies of those who were killed, were observed and reveal that they were fired upon not disperse but with the intention to kill them. Most of the hits were in the areas like: abdomen, chest, throat and head.
The role of the British
Indian state is in the state of denial and is not ready to accept the ground realities of the dispute. When Sir Cyril Radcliffe came to India to mark the International boundaries between the newly born two countries (under boundary commission), marked Gurdaspur (in Punjab ) into India. Gurdaspur, coming under the authority of India, provided a way to the Indian forces to grab Kashmir as Gurdaspur was the only link between Kashmir and the rest of India. Maharaja Hari Singh (King) of Kashmir had already signed the document of accession with India against the will of its subjects. If the basic principles of partition are taken into the consideration, Gurdaspur would have gone into Pakistan and there was no other route connecting India with Kashmir. This grave historical mistake committed by Sir Cyril Radcliffe created the Kashmir dispute on the face of this earth, where as of now 500,000 to 600,000 Indian army troopers are present and from past 60 years or so 500,000 people have died and it was admitted by David Ward* when he said that “Kashmir has been a constant sources of misery over many years to many people. 500,000 to 600,000 Indian army troopers are present on permanent basis. It is an area of tension and some 500,000 people have died there in past 60 years or so” See British parliament agrees debate Kashmir ‘rights violations’*
It is now the point of interest that Britain is showing much interest in resolving the Kashmir issue. In the latest development 40 British MPs, 10 MEPs and 50,000 members of public have signed a petition for holding a debate on the human rights violations in Kashmir and its resolution thereof. However, on the diplomatic front Britain is wearing a different face where it is of the opinion that Kashmir is the bilateral issue between the two countries, but, deep somewhere Britain is now willing to offer its help under the curtain and may be some day it will speak the same language on the diplomatic front in connection to the Kashmir issue.
Draconian laws
The state machinery has worked hard enough to curb the peaceful resistance of people in the state in order to impose such curbs two draconian laws (to be specially mentioned) are at their disposal: Armed Forces Special Powers Act (AFSPA) and Public Safety Act(PSA)
Both the laws are in nature ’draconian’ and the mockery of judiciary. It is alarming for the international community that such laws still exist in this part of the world. While, the international community believes in upholding of the basic human rights and the values, these two laws are altogether violating the basic human rights of any person.
The year of 2008 and 2010 saw massive uprising against the Indian state with the result the government forces resorted to the use of brutal force to curb and suppress the uprising which challenged the being of the Indian state in J&K and it was also a challenge for the claims of J&K being the integral part of the union of India. These uprisings made many eminent scholars and thinkers to ponder over the Kashmir issue and largely helped in shifting the attention of world community towards what was happening in Kashmir.
Coming back to the draconian laws, what we saw during those years of uprising or even now, for a single killing in rest of the India the enquiry commissions are formed and the guilty is punished but, that has never been the situation when it came to Kashmir—-what we see in Kashmir is totally different. These draconian laws come to the rescue of the security men. After killing of around 200 boys there was not a single arrest or the formation of any enquiry commission. Nothing and thanks to AFPSA: which has always been there.
Armed forces special powers act (AFSPA)
This law bestows security personnel with free hand to kill or arrest anyone on suspicion. The men in uniform can do anything on mere suspicion. This draconian law has severely affected the population of the state. This law to a larger extent has played its role during the uprisings in 2008 and 2010. The boys were killed and this draconian law bestowed impunity to killers and with the result no one was arrested for the killings and even today the condition is same. The Amnesty International (AI) has came with various reports on the state of human rights violations and the killings on the youths during the years of the uprising but the Indian state has kept its strategy to suppress the struggle with force and with a kind of legislation which will not provide any room for any type of struggle which questions the very basic of the relation of the J&K with the union of India.
The other case apart from the killings is the enforced disappearances. Thousand of persons have been taken into the custody and made them to disappear. Once they were taken into the custody they were totally made invisible for their family. This is also the blessing of the AFPSA which has given unbridled powers to the men in uniform and there dares no one to question them.
Public safety act (PSA)
The yet another draconian laws which has got its presence in the state of J&K. Under this act any person can be arrested and put behind bars without a trail for almost 2 years. This act has been widely used in Kashmir to curb the ongoing people’s movement. Hundreds have been booked under this act so far. The state can arrest anyone on any reasons and without any trail for 2 years. From the top most persons of the people’s movement to the school going children this act have proven it efficiency on every front. From a boy on streets pelting stones on security men to the person who has a greater role to play in the movement both have suffered courtesy: PSA—-this act also violates the basic human rights of any person and thus fall into the category of draconian laws. Many international rights group have came up with the reports terming this law as inhuman but the Indian state has never budged to setup a review commission after being widely criticized.
Given the fact the state of J&K is a conflict hit zone; it has affected the population gravely. The effects have been physical and more importantly psychological as well. The draconian laws which are in place have increased the psychological ailments in the population. A person who leaves his home in the morning is not really sure about his return in the evening. Here, not only that person is affected but, his entire family suffers because of such fear psychosis created. The percentage of mentally disturbed patients has increased from past some decades and the reason is the creation of new methods of curbing the fight for justice led by the people of the state. Such curbs in the long run affect the psyche and the mental health of the subjects and this trend has been seen from last several decades now.
There is a need for international community and the international rights group to campaign for the elimination of the all such draconian laws which are nothing but a shame for a civilized society. The world community which advocates the upholding of the human rights should come forward and launch a full-fledged movement against the violation of the human rights—-the violation which is on the peak level in conflict hit J&K. The time has come for the world community to take side of those who are fighting for the justice as the justice is the only thing which makes the life better, prosperous and booming. The justice should flourish everywhere on the face of this earth and that will surely lead to the prosperity of the whole world.
Help the oppressed to break the shackles and join the run for prosperity and peace and this will only be possible when the world’s civilized and honorable societies will come forward and destroy the system which is posing threats to the basic human rights of the people.
Non-stereotypical portraits of late adulthood in film
Joanna Zajaczkowska
In contemporary film art, the issues and dilemmas of ageing populations appear more and more frequently. In response to the expectations of older audiences, filmmakers increasingly deal with the problems of people who have reached a certain age.
“If there is a population that is in its forties, it would like to see movies about people its own age. They clearly don’t necessarily feel like they have to see Twilight,” Academy Award-nominated director, writer, and producer Julie Taymor says. The director of Frida remarks that there are many people over 40 who prefer to go out in order to get their entertainment fix. “The older audience was brought up on movies. They like going out, but they don’t necessarily like just sitting at home, channel surfing, and watching television,” Taymor says.
The themes related to ageing have been the focus of some prominent European filmmakers like Michael Haneke (who won an Oscar for Amour) or Paolo Sorrentino (who won it for The Great Beauty).
The British production* The Best Exotic Marigold Hotel* is an example of a commercially successful movie about ageing, with a worldwide gross of more than $136.8 million.
Referring to the current situation of the American film industry, Julie Taymor claims that it is still difficult to make a mainstream movie with these sorts of themes as central issues. “This movie is independent for the time being until it’s really proven that you can have this kind of story in a commercial way,” she adds.
Ageing populations present new themes for filmmakers. Since people live longer and are more concerned about their health and quality of life, the film portrait of the autumn of life is also changing onscreen. Old age is ceasing to be automatically associated with sickness, deteriorating health, and growing feelings of alienation and being unneeded. More insightful and bold studies of characters who have unconventional lifestyles and defy stereotypes about old age are coming to cinemas.
Tasting life to the fullest
Gloria(2013) is a bittersweet picture that glances into the life of a lonely woman approaching maturity. The protagonist of Chilean director Sebastian Lelio’s film is Gloria, a 58-year-old divorcee; an attractive, intelligent woman living in Santiago, who tries to make the most of life despite the obstacles that face her at every step. Gloria’s children have moved away from home some time ago and they lead their own lives, devoting a minimum of attention to their mother. Her ex-husband, meanwhile, has met a younger woman. For Gloria, recovered freedom essentially becomes the freedom of loneliness, which is tangible especially since she lives in an apartment building buzzing with relationships and emotions. Gloria’s life is further complicated because her ophthalmologist diagnoses a deteriorating eye disease.
Paulina Garcia, who plays the main role, creates a powerful portrait of a multidimensional character. Gloria does not slacken the tempo of her professional life and is open to new experiences and challenges. She takes part in interpersonal trainings and in yoga classes. In the evenings, she attends dances, where she looks for new opportunities for love. Gloria is aware of the passage of time and does not intend to artificially make her look young (she sports an old-fashioned haircut and glasses), although she also does not want to reject caprices and risks. Bungee jumping, paintball sessions, a fiery romance with the charming newly met Rodolfo: Gloria tries to take everything that is best from life, even if a moment later she feels bitterness and the taste of failure. After all, even failure has value that Gloria appreciates, experiencing another life lesson.
Masterfully played by Garcia, an icon of Chilean television and film, Gloria is one of the most important cinematic portraits of mature women, who search for their place in the world and who do not allow themselves to become enslaved by unfulfilled dreams, aspirations, and talents.
Sex without age limits
Life Begins Today] is another film that proves that life after 60 can also be interesting, exciting and fulfilling, including in the sexual aspect. The plot of movie by Laura Mañá concerns several pensioners in ages ranging from their 60s to their 80s who attend a “sex class” in an education centre in Barcelona. The class is run by Olga (Rosa Maria Sardà), an energetic teacher who helps her students rediscover their sex lives. In the following sessions, Olga presents the whole spectrum of sexual pleasures in elderly age and teaches students about influence of sex on their health and wellbeing.* Life Begins Today *deals with the sexuality of senior citizens, which many continue to view as a taboo subject, in a non-priggish yet simultaneously warm way.
The viewers follow the impact of sex education on the lives of four students and their relationships with family members in vivacious Barcelona. This Spanish film reveals a coterie of characters notable for their unusual honesty. There is the cantankerous 70-year-old Juanita (Pilar Bardem), who after the death of her husband is convinced that she will die at any minute. Pepe (Luis Marco) is going through his recent retirement and is considering divorcing his life. Meanwhile, Herminia believes that she is too frigid with regards to feelings, but it turns out that the problem was that she had not yet found the right man. Her meeting with Juan changes her life forever.
Each of these characters approaches matters related to maturity and one’s own vision of happiness differently. Each of them is entangled in different social and family arrangements. Laura Mañá creates a suggestive image of senior citizens who do not want to be a burden on their own children. The protagonists of the Spanish comedy fight for the autonomy of their own life choices in a determined way, at the same time discovering the joys of life anew.
Life Begins Today fully demonstrates that life after 60 can be interesting, exciting, and full of challenges, while love and joy are not only the domain of youths.
A woman at the crossroads
Sixty-year-old Angélique challenges the social perception of the life of a senior citizen. She flaunts her independence at every step. She is marked by tight gaudy clothes in tacky colours, an excess of jewellery and strong makeup as well as her chain smoking. Additionally, she leads an eccentric life. Although she has had four children, she never had thought of settling down. She is the oldest in a group of women in working in late-night cabaret bar in Lorraine, a city situated on the Franco-German border. While most of the clients come to this place aiming at watch women doing pole-dances in the laser lights, Angélique’s job as a bar hostess consists of making friendly small talk and getting them to buy expensive drinks. The times are changing and the club’s regular clientele has withered. Feeling that she is more and more alienated from the nightlife milieu, Angélique starts to consider a change in her life, which so far had been filled with dance, fun, flirting, and carelessness.
Awarded with the Golden Camera in the Best Debut Film category at Cannes, Party Girl (2014) is the inspired story of Angelique Litzenburger, the mother of one of the film’s directors, who plays herself in the film. Her performance as a woman examining her life choices is really moving.
In the film* Party Girl, directed by Marie Amachoukeli, Claire Burger and Samuel Theis,* the impulse for Angelique to radically change her life is the unexpected proposal of her regular client, Michel (Joseph Bour). A retired miner proposes marriage to Angelique. Angelique accepts the proposal, moves in with Michel, and tries to stabilize. Although she tries hard, it soon turns out that it is difficult for her to break with her past life and habits, especially since she has growing doubts as to whether she truly loves Michel…
Shot in the convention of a docudrama, Party Girl offers a unique insight into the life of women working in night clubs near the Franco-German border. “Angélique worked in night clubs not because she was forced to do so, but because she liked the job. There are people who really belong to the nightlife world. This film questions if it’s possible to break your profound nature. Can you be someone else than who you really are?” director of* Party girl*, Samuel Theis discussed the movie during Q &A session at OFF Camera International Festival of Independent Cinema.
Party Girl is a captivating study of woman who has the courage to go her own way despite the social conventions of what is appropriate for what age.
Queer ageing
The cult of youth and vitality is very strong in LGBT culture. The exploration of models of ageing among queer subcultures seems to be marginalized theme in LGBT culture. How can members of the LGBT community keep up to this type of culture as they age?
“Queer ageing, especially in gay male cultures, has historically been regarded as ‘unglamorous,’ in part because of a strong identification with ageing Hollywood legends and divas like Judy Garland, epitomized by fictional characters like Norma Desmond in the film* Sunset Boulevard,” explains Karen Tongson, associate Professor of English and Gender Studies at the University of Southern California and author of Relocations: Queer Suburban Imaginaries.* There is also a long history of the relationship between male beauty and narcissism, from the original Ovidian myth to Oscar Wilde’s Picture of Dorian Gray. “In general, ageing in feminine subjects—be it heterosexual femininity, gay male femininity, lesbian femininity, etc.—is regarded with more pathos, despair, etc., especially given beauty standards for women or femme-identified people,” Tongson claims. The expert mentions that now, especially with expanded life expectancies for queer people suffering from HIV/AIDS and the mainstreaming of certain aspects of LGBT culture, particularly in the United States, more attention is being paid to elderly queer life and the possibilities of “growing old” as LGBT people. “Queers, in other words, want to grow old now that we have been given the opportunity to imagine our survival. And while there will always be segments of all populations who wish to remain forever young, more attention in general is being paid to what it means to age happily, gracefully, and with people you love,” Prof. Karen Tongson says.
Unconventional relationship
Centred on themes related to gay ageing, Cloudburst is an exceptional example of a road movie, whose main protagonists are an elderly lesbian couple. Together for over three decades, Stella and Dot have built a very good, trustful but also unusual relationship. Despite being in her seventies, cowboy hat-adorned Stella (Olympia Dukakis) still has a belligerent nature with a blunt and often sex-oriented sense of humour and obsession with K.D. Lang. Her quick temper is softened by the devoted love for her partner, Dotty (Brenda Fricker), who is infirm and nearly blind. They both live in the calm countryside of Maine near the Canadian border. Everything changes in the couple’s life when Dotty’s adult granddaughter, oblivious to the true nature of this relationship, decides to put her grandmother in a nursing home. Facing spending the rest of her life without Dot and pushed over the edge, Stella busts her partner out of there. The two embark on a picaresque trip in a truck towards Nova Scotia, Canada, where they can legally get married and finally be taken seriously as partners.
The determination with which Stella and Dot overcome obstacles in order to be considered partners in accordance with the law, show the strength of their love. Cloudburst is a thoughtful image of the autumn of life. Although it is shot in the convention of a comedy, Thom Fitzgerald’s picture does not avoid reflections on the passage of time, illness, and death.
Love is strange
Love is strange(2014) is another film examining the life of elderly gay people in the United States. The main protagonists of the French-American drama film, directed by Ira Sachs, are Ben and George, a gay couple of certain age who live in New York City. Due to the changes in the state law allowing gay marriages, Ben (John Lithgow) and George (Alfred Molina) take advantage of it and finally get married after living together for 39 years. Their happiness as newly-weds does not last long. George, who is a music teacher at a Catholic school is fired from his job. The couple must sell their Manhattan apartment, which they can no longer afford. Later, Ben and George are forced to live separately leaning on the kindness of friends until they find a new place. Love is strange is an intimate study of long- term relationship of mature people in the situation of separation. The growing feelings of alienation and loss, which main protagonists experience, being forced to live apart, in different places, make viewers feel how strong the bond between each other they established for years. Love is strange examines the problems that gay people still experience in the American society showing that legalizing same-sex marriage is not the final triumph in the history of the fight for rights of gay people in the United States.
The grand escape
The retirement home is a location that frequently appears in movies about old age. Redwood Highway (2013) tells the story of Marie Vaughn (Shirley Knight), a resident of a retirement community in southern Oregon, who decides to escape from that place and take an unusual challenge. From the start of movie, we learn that Marie is not happy living in this community, blaming her son for placing her there against her will. She is also in conflict with her granddaughter because she disapproves her fiancée, a drummer in a band. When Marie’s granddaughter Naomi withdraws her invitation to her wedding, Marie decides to attend this ceremony on her own by foot because, as she says: “They’ve taken my house, and my car. But they haven’t taken my legs, yet!” She sneaks off out of the hated retirement home and embarks on foot for the 80-mile trip to the beach wedding arranged on the coast near Brookings. The journey to the coast of Oregon to see the ocean for the first time in 45 years become for Marie an expression of her independence and strong determination despite her age and body condition’s limits. During this 80-mile trek, Marie encounters a variety of kind people who give her help and good advise. At various stages in her days-long journey, protagonist of Redwood Highway gains new experiences and also faces her past, lost chances and her lost love. Ultimately, this journey leads to reconciliation with her family and her own self as well as Marie’s gaining inner peace.
The story of Marie Vaughn brings another reflection about the value of life, the moment of being here and now. Life and its complex mixture of joys, sorrows, disappointments, and peace can be immeasurably interesting until the very end.
Empty homes and empty promises: Britain's housing scandal
Houses should be homes first and not just investments
Joe Turnbull
Britain is in the midst of a housing crisis more than 30 years in the making. When the Thatcher government gave council tenants the option to buy their homes via the Right to Buy scheme, it also prohibited councils from reinvesting the funds in more homes. The state was gradually replaced by the private sector as the primary builder of properties. So followed decades of rising demand and falling supply, which has resulted in today’s situation of booming house prices, unaffordable rents and surging levels of homelessness. The current Tory government needs to shift its focus away from propping up house prices and protecting investments to building more affordable housing.
Is demand simply out of hand?
Since the introduction of Right to Buy in 1980, the UK population has grown year on year; it is now 12% larger. That’s 8 million more people in need of homes. But even this significant increase in demand doesn’t tell the full picture. In addition to the growing domestic population, the UK housing market is increasingly flooded with foreign investors – at least 2 million of whom own property in Britain. Recent years have seen a huge influx of capital from overseas being poured into the property market, especially in London. In the capital, three-quarters of all new builds are bought by foreign investors, as are half of all properties worth more than £1 million, with the average asking price in London currently £981,182.
While demand in the housing market is increasing, the makeup of that demand is also changing. First-time buyers are facing stiffer competition from landlords, as the buy-to-let market has increased threefold since 2001. Investors are making money hand over fist, with profits totalling a staggering £112 billion last year, up more than £5 billion on the year before, largely at the expense of private renters and would-be first-time buyers. Between January 2014 and January 2015, the number of first-time mortgages awarded was down 14% year on year, while in the same period buy-to-let mortgages were up by the same percentage.
The Help to Buy scheme was the major housing policy of the last parliament. The scheme essentially sees the state underwrite part of the mortgage debt for first-time buyers, meaning a lower deposit is needed. It has come under particular scrutiny recently, with Capital Economics, a leading independent research company describing it as having had a “fleeting impact” that has served only a “lucky few”. The scheme has driven up demand and thus contributed to spiralling house prices. The income needed to buy a first-time home is now 12% higher than it was when the scheme started, compared to only a 1.5% increase in average earnings.
Or is supply just running dry?
Just as demand for housing has been on the up for decades, inversely supply has completely tailed off. In 1970 more than 350,000 homes were built. Last year that figure was just 141,000. In 2004, Kate Barker’s Review of Housing Supply suggested that 240,000 homes would need to be built a year to ensure enough affordable homes to meet demand. Since then, that target has never been met. The current output is now 42% below that suggested minimum. The Tories' 2015 manifesto promised 200,000 "starter homes" – reserved for first-time buyers under 40 and sold at 20% below the market price – over the course of the entire parliament. It did not contain a pledge on the total number of homes to be built annually.
While the government is neglecting building social houses, it is still spending vast amounts on subsidising housing - the amount spent on housing benefit is set to reach £25 billion a year by 2017.
So what has happened? Since the introduction of Right to Buy the state has stepped away from housebuilding and left the construction of social housing to not-for-profit housing associations. But housing associations only managed to build 21,600 new homes in 2013 compared to 1.7 million people who are on waiting lists for social housing. Anyone fancy a house share with 78 other applicants and their families? Thought not. Between 2010 and 2015, the amount councils have been given to spend on housing measures was cut by 34%, and further cuts look likely in the course of the next parliament.
But while the government is neglecting building social houses, it is still spending vast amounts on subsidising housing, just perhaps in the wrong areas. The amount spent on housing benefit is set to reach £25 billion a year by 2017. A significant amount of this money is simply lining the pockets of private landlords and helping keep rents inflated. A further £1.4 billion a year is spent on home ownership subsidies such as Help to Buy. It is estimated that the money spent on both these areas between 2010-2014 (£115 billion) would be enough to build some 6.8 million state-backed homes at current rates of subsidy, which would be enough to solve the housing shortage overnight, although rent and house prices – and therefore landlords – would probably take a drastic hit.
As the state has stepped back, the private sector has failed to step up. The drastic fall in the number of state-built homes since the 1970s simply hasn’t been sufficiently offset by the number of privately built homes. Since the recession, the building of private sector homes has been concentrated in fewer hands, with lots of small and medium-sized firms going under. Larger developers are reluctant to increase the numbers of homes they build, as Toby Lloyd of housing charity Shelter deftly puts it: “Housebuilders are profit-making developers, that’s their job. Why would they build more homes to sell them more cheaply?”
Making better use of what we have
It’s patently obvious that more homes need to be built consistently over a number of years to try and alleviate the shortage of decent and affordable homes. But there’s also a strong case to be made for using the properties that already exist but are sitting dormant. According to the Empty Homes Agency, there are more than 600,000 empty residential properties in England, 200,000 of which have been empty for six months or more. Based on statutory homeless figures, that’s nearly enough to provide each homeless person with two properties.
Mark Hemingway, Chair of the Empty Homes Agency, told me: “Properties that lie empty can blight neighbourhoods, represent a waste of our housing stock and mean that we are underutilising brownfield land that could readily provide much-needed homes for people.”
Charities like Habitat for Humanity Homes already do work in this area. They have a scheme that renovates disused properties on behalf of the landlord, before renting them out via housing associations at affordable rents. They have completed dozens of such homes, but what is needed is a more widespread approach that can bring whole derelict streets en masse back into use.
In addition to more traditional derelict properties, there is a growing trend of "buy-to-leave" investors who buy homes – especially new-builds – simply as assets that accrue value and therefore it’s easier to leave them empty. Quantitative statistics on this are notoriously hard to come by, but there is much anecdotal evidence of it. In one new-build tower block off Old Street, London, only one-third of the addresses were registered for both council tax and voting – a clear indicator of occupancy. If the limited supply that is created is being gobbled up by investors instead of being used as homes, this represents a serious problem. It seems high time some law to prevent this, or at least a viable tax to dissuade it, is implemented.
Building a better future
There is much at stake in tackling the crisis caused by Britain’s grossly unbalanced housing market. On the one hand developers, investors and buy-to-let landlords are reaping astronomical profits. Since 1996, property in the UK has performed considerably better than any other asset, with a return on investment as high as 1,400% over that period. At the sharp end of the scale are those forced to stay in temporary accommodation, live in caravans or even sleep rough – all of which have risen dramatically over the last four years. And then there are those in between, potential first-time buyers priced out and families being hit with ever-increasing rents on the private rental market.
The money spent on Help to Buy and other demand-side schemes would be better invested on increasing the supply of housing, especially by building affordable homes for tenants that were ring-fenced from investors – or, crazy idea as it might be – social housing. The current Tory plan to extend the Right to Buy scheme to housing association tenants is nonsensical, as it will only benefit those who don’t need help – tenants who already have both secure and affordable homes. Perhaps the most fundamental shift required is to stop viewing houses are purely investments for the rich; they should be homes for the rest first and foremost.
The forgotten story of the Free Territory
A stateless anarchist society once ruled eastern Ukraine
John Dennehy
When the February 1917 revolution overthrew the Tsar in Russia, political prisoners were freed from the jails in Moscow and looked up to as heroes who had fought the old regime. Later that year, in October, the Bolsheviks led a second revolution and installed the “dictatorship of the proletariat”. In the civil war that followed, one of the prisoners released in February, an anarchist named Nestor Makhno, would take control of eastern Ukraine with an army 100,000 strong and lead the charge for the “third revolution”.
It’s surprising how little is written about Makhno and the Free Territory, considering it was one of the longest and largest historical examples of a stateless society organised under anarchist principles, although the fluid situation, which at once created a dynamic that gave rise to the Free Territory, also makes it difficult to fully grasp what was happening.
It is curious to note another facet of the Free Territory almost universally ignored today; it existed in the same exact area where separatists are currently waging war against Ukraine's government. The Free Territory, at its peak, connected the current de facto rebel capital of Donetsk to the currently occupied Crimean peninsula.
When Makhno returned to his hometown of Hulyai Pole in eastern Ukraine in 1917, Russia was still at war with the Axis powers. In December, after the Bolshevik coup, the new government signed a peace treaty that allowed the Germany and Austria-Hungry Axis alliance to occupy Ukraine. Makhno and a small band of followers organised guerrilla attacks against the occupying troops and after some minor victories the militia grew and forced the Germans and Austrians to concentrate in urban areas.
In late 1918, the Allied powers won the First World War and the Axis powers withdrew from all occupied territories. In the power vacuum that followed the Makhnovists took control of a wide area around Hulyai Pole. Meanwhile, in Russia, a “White” counter-revolution was fighting the “Red” Bolsheviks. The Reds had the Russian capital, but the Whites held sway in much of Russia’s territory. After the Axis withdrawal, aside from the Makhnovists, Ukraine quickly became dominated by Ukrainian nationalist militias and the White armies.
The Makhnovists, sometimes also referred as the “Black Army”, grew rapidly from late 1918 to mid 1919. The Reds had entered Ukraine, but after faring poorly against the Whites much of their army withdrew. Many Red soldiers remaining in the region took their commanding officers as hostages and joined the Black Army. An anarchist-led mutiny in the Crimean peninsula added nearly 40,000 troops to Makhno’s command. At the time, many defectors believed the Bolsheviks had strayed from the cause and that the Makhnovists were the vanguard of the third and final revolution.
Many defectors believed the Makhnovists were the vanguard of the third and final revolution.
The Black Army was unusual because of its anarchist leanings and it has been debated just how true they were to that ideal. The military did have a very loose hierarchy but, aside from unusually large battles, most units operated with quasi independence. Each militia had democratic committees, general assemblies and elected their “officers”. In the territories under the control of the Black Army, the stated objective was to defend the land for the creation of “free soviets” and “libertarian communes”. Their stated goal was the creation of communes and workers' cooperatives completely independent of all central authorities, with no influence from political organisations. The Makhnovists organised meetings and distributed leaflets but relied heavily on the peasant communities to self-organise.
The territory under the control of the Black Army was in constant flux, which hindered the progress of self-organising social programmes and collectives. When the Reds or Whites took military control of an area, they installed political structures controlled by their political party. The stateless society that the Black Army fought for was mostly contained to the area surrounding Hulyai Pole until the spring of 1919 during a period of relative peace. This was near the peak of the Black Army’s influence. At the time, the Black Army counted on 100,000 soldiers and controlled a wide area where up to seven million people were living.
In 1921 the Black Army gave up the last of its territory and melted into a guerrilla force before ultimate defeat.
In 1920, a major outbreak of typhus weakened the Makhnovists. The Red Army, which had held off a White offensive toward the capital - in part because of a temporary alliance with Makhno - was once more in the Ukraine in large numbers. The temporary alliance was over and the Reds attacked the already-weakened Makhnovists. Another alliance with the Reds was struck late in 1920 but lasted less than two months before fighting resumed. By this time the Reds had consolidated their gains and with the Whites a smaller threat than previously, they were able to concentrate more of their forces against Makhno. In 1921 the Black Army gave up the last of its territory and melted into a guerrilla force before ultimate defeat. An injured Makhno escaped into Romania in late August.
In Trotsky’s memoirs, he wrote that he and Lenin, “had at one time seriously envisaged allocating certain territories to the anarchists, with consent of the local population of course and allowing them to conduct their experiment with a stateless society there.” As it was, the experiment is a remarkable, if little known, chapter in modern history about the potential for horizontal power on a mass scale. Documents from that era are rife with wartime propaganda for or against, but through the blur of that chaos it does seem apparent that the movement had wide local support and some encouraging early signs of success.
The bigger question, which history leaves unanswered, is if the movement could have survived the test of peace and time.
Ol’ Red Eyes is back : TFI Friday
Jon Bounds looks at TV — the new opiate of the masses — from a Marxist perspective. This month the anniversary TFI show, for a bit at least…
Jon Bounds
Chris Evans is red, but it’s a front. He makes a big thing about being ginger, but as he’ll reveal with a twitch of the stage curtain it’s now dyed.
The TFI Friday revival show featured Tory voters and supporters Allsopp, Clarkson, UKIP nonsense spouting Roger Daltrey, and the air of excess all harked back to an era of strong Columbian coffee, union jacks and celebration. An era where we didn’t realise that some of our heroes would turn out to be right-wing, because the leaders of the left were right-wing as well.
These days it seems more obvious. What once looked like a party we could all stumble into now looks like nothing so much as the Soho members club it always was.
Notoriety — not even fame — is the benchmark for entrance here, Evans trips across a list of names of those we’re about to be lucky to see, and then rolls them again, and again for good measure. But they don’t get any more exciting; society’s pain in giving Nick Grimshaw barely a minute to be interviewed is that he outstays his cultural worth and interest by more than 30 seconds.
In the nineties appearing on TFI Friday was simply part of the creative industry’s “relations of production”, as Marx and Engels described the sum of social relationships that people must enter into in order to survive and to produce. That’s no longer the case, the show itself — spinoff albums to shill during the commercials — is content creator rather than gatekeeper.
The status quo is not challenged however, and Status Quo - if they were promoting something probably would be on the show. They’re not. But Blur are. On the face of it Blur have an overlapping Venn section with the rest of the programme: Tory-smug friend of Clarkson, Oliver and Cameron, Alex James. But they have a balancing Labour member in drummer Dave Rowntree (albeit one that backs Kendall rather than Corbyn for leader). And they are the best band the world has ever seen. So let’s talk about them instead.
Before going to see Blur at Hyde Park last Saturday I marched against austerity, and against the Tories. Add having seen TFI Friday last weekend, and forgetting a few gray hairs, it could have been the nineties all over again. The march was subdued but defiant, the various factions beaten down by six years of Tory rule alongside Labour apathy to resistance, and the support bands at the gig were too. The music of Metronomy slides off the ears without penetrating, surplus product of the music industry, hardly the laying of the ground for a triumph. My companions were sniffy about Blur’s performance — citing gigs in the same place in 2009 and 2012 which were larger and more celebratory — and it’s true that this was much more a performance than a communing.
But if “society […] expresses the sum of interrelations, the relations within which these individuals stand,” even when they’re not on top form Blur can do nothing but offer a lesson in pop, rock and emotional honesty: and play a huge amount of fantastic songs. They are the best band in the world, and they have been the best band in the world for 20 years.
When they throw away Tender early on, it underlines just how many epic songs they have — not that the crowd will let it die, in each and every space (retuning, and yes, ice cream distribution) the swell comes up from the cheap seats “Oh my baby, oh my baby”.
A list of what they didn’t play would be a list of songs better than any of their contemporaries could produce. A list of the huge hits they overlooked here, songs that by and large don’t fit in with what the band today are showing — today they’re angry, “a fervoured image of another world” without Popscene — or even with the greatness of their art, would fill a greatest hits LP. Or even a best of the decade. And the decade before.
A startling feature was the attempted rehabilitation of ‘emptiness of capitalist success’ LP The Great Escape — which outside The Universal hasn’t had much of an airing in recent years. The Great Escape of course being the album that featured future Mayor of London ‘Red’ Ken Livingstone on vocals. He wasn’t present, but he would have approved by the reaffirmed co-operative ownership of the group: Graham’s proper return to the creative side provides added fission and added angles. The Magic Whip is a move towards true socialism and we only get flashes from Think Tank the band’s transitory state phase.
And the songs they do play hold the crowd together, more together than a thousand speeches. They show a better world is possible, that we should holding for tomorrow. Blur, for peace and socialism. Love is the greatest thing.
And TFI Friday may return, but it no longer has control of it’s own means of production.
MORE OF OL’ RED EYES’S MARXIST TV REVIEWS
A delay in funerals
Junaid Nabi Bazaz
On the early morning of May 10, 2015 two friends, Faizan Malik and Mohammad Haseeb Bhat, had left home to attend lessons in the old city of summer capital Srinagar in Indian Administered Kashmir (IAK).
After finishing the classes at 8am, the eleventh class students decided to play cricket in the courtyard of Pathar Masjid (mosque), build by Nur Jahan, wife of Mughal Emperor Jahangir on the banks of the river Jhelum. The ball, hit by one of them, flew into the river. To take the ball out of it, one friend advanced towards the river, while the other held him tight by his hand to prevent him to slip. Unaware of what was going to happen next, the feet of a friend who had taken front slipped and fell into the river dragging the other friend along. Two minutes later, the surface of river became smooth as if nothing had happened. The river had gulped the duo.
For about two hours, eyewitnesses told me, no attempt was made by the IAK government’s rescue team comprising of river police and State Disaster Relief Management (SDRF) to retrieve the drowned bodies. At 10 am, the rescue team arrived at the drowning site, whose failed search led them to sought help from Marine Commandos of Indian Navy. However the commandos also failed to prove helpful in retrieving the drowned.
A few days after the drowning, as the IAK government had continuously failed to retrieve the bodies, family members of the drowned pair hit the streets to press the authorities to speed up their search. Twelve days later after drowning, Haseeb’s body was retrieved successfully. On the same day, Faizan’s parents in anticipation that their son’s body would also be found in a short while because both the friends had drowned together, prepared a grave for their son. It was an act which rarely a parent does. However, the grave wouldn’t become the resting place for Faizan for following 11 days till his body was found on June 3.
The days of waiting for dead bodies, causes a delay in funerals, keeps a family in desperation, and takes time to resume their normal life. The unexpected death creates a void in the family triggering many mental disorders.
All these days in waiting were like doomsday for me.
“All these days in waiting were like doomsday for me. I used to leave home every morning and to see whether they found my son or not. I may have imagined every worse thing to happen in my life, but not to keep grave of my son waiting for his burial,” said Fayaz Ahmad, father of Faizan.
Well, these are not the isolated cases in which a drowned body remained under the water unretrieved for weeks together in IAK. According to official figures from January 2011 to April 2014, about 51 persons died due to drowning in the 10 districts of IAK. In these cases the rescue operation was started hours after the incident took place, said rescue officials.
What causes this delay in IAK? Official wishing not to be named said, the search operations, which is jointly conducted by the river and SDRF department, do not have the sufficient man force and equipment (that includes different variant of motor boats, extra life jackets, different sizes of hooking rods etc) to meet the requirement of three lakes-among them is Wular, the largest lake in India- the two big rivers, Jhelum and Indus and scores of other small water bodies.
At present, there are just seven motorboats and eight hired Shikaras (Kashmiri traditional boats) available with the rescue team. Due to this paucity, there are no boats available neither, in South Kashmir where from river Jhelum originates later fed by six streams -Brangi, Arapath, Sundram, Vishaw and Lidder -before the river settles in Wular lake and flows to Pakistan Administrated Kashmir nor in Central Kashmir where also a number of water bodies flow. Whenever there is a case of drowning, the rescue team along with the boat has to be dispatched from Srinagar, the headquarters of rescue team to carry out the operations. The team take almost a day to reach a spot.
The three out of seven motor boats have been kept in Nigeen Lake, in Jehlum, and one in Baramulla. The rest of the boats, as per officials, have been kept at Srinagar, to augment the requirement of equipments from areas which has does not have. This system, according to Syed Nisar Ahmad, in charge of the River police Force, cause more delay in fishing out the body because a drowning is first communicated to the local police station who forwarded the message to police control room and they to river police headquarters which then send team to a spot.
For instance, in July 2013, a drowned body was recovered almost a month after it had drowned in south Kashmir. The body was later recovered from Wular Lake in north Kashmir travelling a distance of about 200 sq km. Before the team reached at the spot, the same hierarchy of communication and dispatch of rescue team was followed. The body was recovered only after other departments intervened in the rescue operation.
In the above drowning case of the two friends, the rescue team was stationed about 7 sq km away from the spot. Locals first informed the local police station who forwarded the message to police control room and they to river police headquarters. Two hours later, rescue team reached the spot. Well, by this process, it seems the phone call might have taken few minutes which were true, but then what has caused the delay? Official said the absence of boats within a stretch of seven km caused the delay and out of the Srinagar district there are no boats even after travelling 40 sq km.
Due to this problem we are unable to fish out the body at the earliest.
“Due to this problem we are unable to fish out the body at the earliest. Had the boats with rescue team being placed at these place, the drowned bodies could have been found easily without any delay,” said a senior official in the river police, who wished to remain anonymous.
When asked In charge of the river police, Syed Nisar said that he has taken over the department only two months ago besides he is not an expert to comment on the issue.
“But what I know is whenever we get any information, we do send boats immediately,” said Nisar .
Last year, the then in charge of river police, Dr Vinod Kaul had felt the need of equipments and had written to higher ups asking for more equipment, which the current in charge accepted however he feigned ignorance what has happened to that proposal.
The presence of one boat of the rescue team in North Kashmir is not enough as well? According to river police officials, the rescue boat stationed there is insufficient to cover the entire belt. The boat placed there is a 75 horsepower boat, which cannot be moved easily if, for example, a drowning incident occurs in Handawara or Kupwara district or in Bandipora where Wular is located. In these cases, a boat of 25 horse power with rescue team is transported from Srinagar. This process almost takes a day. And in case they fail to recover the body, help is sought from the other departments like the Indian Navy, Lakes and Water Development Authority, tourism and fire and emergency department depending upon their availability and severity of the situation.
Officials said if the rescue team is present at a distance less than 2 sq km, it could not avoid the delay but probably save life as well. In May 2011, the presence of rescue team at a distance nearer to the drowning spot saved about 15 persons in world famous Dal Lake. The drowning was caused by the heavy wind storm.
“It was possible because we were present at the time of incident. Had we not been here, we would have later recovered their dead bodies from the Lake,” recalled an official who was part of the rescue team.
The concerned rescue officials said the government should station a rescue boat at different places to avoid delay. The presence of the rescue boats after every 3 sq km in Kashmir water bodies will turn to be handy, one in case of drowning, two to rescue people at times of flood alerts. In the devastating floods of September 2014 in which about 300 people died and destruction worth Rs One crore Indian Rupees (about one lakh British Pounds) was witnessed, the absence of rescue boats left people under 15 feet water unattended. Well a disaster is an opportunity to learn how to avoid them in future. But in case of IAK it remains to be seen how it gears up to retrieve the drowned bodies early which cause a delay in their funerals.
"Here, everyone knows a Cuban who had to go through the same hardships."
Since the 1959 revolution, Cubans have been using makeshift rafts to get to Florida. Can we compare these refugees with those in the Mediterranean Sea?
Jurriaan van Eerten
Put together the words refugees and Mediterranean Sea and most people will have the same image in mind: old fishing boats packed with people, human smugglers with dollar signs in their eyes and hundreds of drownings. Another continent, another sea; a similar situation has been going on for decades. Ever since the Cuban revolution people have used boats, often made by themselves, to make the 150 km sea crossing to Florida - by comparison, the distance between Tripoli in Libya to Lampedusa in Italy is roughly twice as long. Cubans arriving in the US are automatically granted political asylum, according to the Cuban Adjustment Act of 1966.
To curb the amount of rafters coming to the US, the Clinton administration added the wet foot/dry foot policy, which states that anyone intercepted in the waters by the US Coast Guard is automatically sent back to Cuba. The theory behind this is that Cubans can apply for one of the 20,000 visas the US issues yearly to Cubans, so they don’t have to take the dangerous trip through the shark-infested waters of the Florida Straits.
Since US President Obama and Cuban President Raoul Castro renewed diplomatic relations last December, Cubans are afraid the legislation for political asylum will change. To reach the US, Cubans like Raidel Simón Grencibia have to cross waters that are known for its sharks and strong currents to the Atlantic Ocean.
“The moment we heard that the US and Cuba started their talks, everybody went crazy,” Grencibia says, a Cuban who arrived a month prior to the US by crossing the Florida Straits in a makeshift boat with eight friends. “Everywhere people started to build boats in secret, because people feared being locked up on the island.”
Human smugglers and makeshift rafts
Grencibia used a boat soldered together from used car parts that he and his friends made in a secret hideout in the jungle. It is the usual way Cubans who want to leave the island by water work; they steal material from their workplace, or trade materials as secretively as possible. The resulting rafts are often an interesting sight, of which a few are exhibited in a botanical garden in the Florida Keys: rubber boats strengthened with an iron frame, sheets of corrugated iron soldered together. As may be expected, the boats don’t always stay afloat the whole trip; Grencibia had to swim the last three hours of his trip. Many people, however, never make it.
Although human smuggling is fought against heavily, there are still people making money out of moving immigrants from Cuba to Florida in speedboats at $ 10,000 a head. This doesn’t, however, happen on the scale as it does currently in the Mediterranean Sea, where big smuggling networks are active and stories surface of people being forced on full boats at gunpoint. Since 9/11, homeland security in the US has much more funding, which provides the US Coast Guard with many boats to patrol the waters. Though used to prevent Cubans from reaching US soil, a side effect of the Coast Guard boats - and the many cruise ships out there - is that people on sinking rafts are often saved before drowning.
Where Florida has the federal government behind them, Italy had to deal with the boat people alone, until recently. As a reaction to the 150 drownings in Lampedusa in 2013, Italy started the Mare Nostrum Emergency Rescue Programme. After the programme was stopped a year later many boat immigrants drowned, resulting in a new EU called Triton, focused on border protection rather than search and rescue.
Deportations
Italy threatened to issue Schengen visas to immigrants if no deal was struck soon. However, EU talks seem to be leading up to negotiating a possible 18 months of detention for asylum seekers. Deportations in the Florida Straits are a lot quicker; Cubans intercepted at sea by the Coast Guard camp out on deck of the cutters and are deported back to Cuba as soon as possible.
Although the deal with Cuba is to take back the deportees without punishing them, interviews with different recent Cuban arrivals in Florida reveal a different image; the deportees are escorted by the Cuban police as they walk down the streets, which brands them as criminals. Their attempt at fleeing the island is marked in their documents, which makes it impossible for them to find any specialised work.
“During a job interview they will say they do not trust you, because you might leave Cuba any day,” says Yuniesky Alcolea García, who arrived in the US on the 6th of June.
Applause for the people coming to ‘steal jobs’
Grencibia describes how people on the beach on the Florida Keys started to applaud when they saw him and his friends arrive. Someone ran to the nearest McDonald's to buy the Cubans some burgers and drinks.
This doesn’t surprise kayak fishing guide Randy Morrow, who lives in the Keys: “Well, many Cubans have ended up staying in the south of Florida, so here everyone knows a Cuban who had to go through the same hardships to get here.”
The discussion about immigrants in the US bears similarities to that in Europe; some people are afraid that immigrants will take their jobs and see multiculturalism as a threat to the original Anglo-American Protestant culture. The issue in Europe is more the fear of Islam taking dominance over Christianity, whereas in the US one of the main issues is language: in certain areas in the south of Florida, the main spoken language is Spanish.
Immigrants always have to start at the bottom rung of the social ladder. But as the concept of the American Dream is - in theory - open to everyone, more and more Cubans are to be found in the higher levels of (Florida) society. Take Marco Rubio for instance, son of Cuban migrants and senator of Florida, who is putting himself forward as a Republican presidential candidate for 2016.
In the meantime, contracts have been signed to renew a ferry line between Florida and Cuba. Although the travel connection between the countries will improve, it will probably soon be harder for Cubans who run away from the Castro regime to receive political asylum, as did Grencibia and hundreds of others.
The social cleansing of street entrepreneurs
Like many developing countries, South Africa's informal traders make up a significant part of the labour force, creating work for themselves where none existed before. For many, these hustlers are seen as stains on the city's image, indicators of criminal activity. And yet, beneath these historically entrenched stereotypes lie innovative social systems that are pivotal in the socioeconomic growth of the city.
Kim Harrisberg
On the last Saturday of each month, Rwandans partake in compulsory community service known as umuganda, where traffic is stopped and civil society takes to the streets to pick up litter, maintain the roads and commit to the general maintenance of the capital city, Kigali. When one first sees it (roadblocks, large crowds cutting grass with machetes or picking up trash from the sidewalk), one is filled with a flurry of philanthropic awe and respect for a country that was in the heat of a genocide 20 years earlier.
Kigali is unlike most African cities, with plastic bags being deemed illegal, buses that run on time, few beggars in sight and street vendors only found down dark alleyways. It does not take long to realise that beneath the immaculate mirage of a “perfect” African city, are autocratic policies holding this image in place - forcing vendors out of sight and beggars to rumoured “islands”. This is a trend not unique to Kigali, nor Africa alone. Yet, this policing of the poor on the continent with the second fastest rate of urbanisation, means that the livelihoods of millions depend on the very streets that are being cleaned up.
Rwanda’s oppressive media censorship means that the headlines about the city revolve around the impeccable cleanliness and safety. There is little space to ask: for whom is the city safe and clean?
In South Africa, there is greater media freedom and so the press and civil society have begun asking these questions after the recent spate of “street cleaning” that followed the harrowing xenophobic attacks. Operation Fiela (meaning to sweep away) is the crudely named street-cleaning initiative that has seen the arrest of thousands already. Many are claiming that Fiela is, at its core, institutional xenophobia used by the government to rid the country of unwanted immigrants, many of whom are street traders.
Yet the policing of the poor and vulnerable is not something reserved just for foreigners. With a 26% unemployment rate, street vending is a form of income for an estimated 33% of the South African population.
The human faces
Jah Ruben Solomons is part of this 33%. He is a street vendor who turned away from a life of crime to support himself “in a more Godly way”. He sits on the pavement by Wynberg taxi rank, one of Cape Town’s socially divided suburbs, where a large park acts as the geographical and social divide between gourmet restaurants and the informal market that pulses around the train station.
You see that tunnel down there, that is where we hide when the police come. I must hide like a criminal when I am actually an artist.
“Ya, we have to run from the police, maybe three times a week,” he says, sitting on his haunches behind his spread of wild ginger, honey, garlic, mountain potato and an array of herbs. “If they catch you, they can fine you. If you can’t pay the fine, they can arrest you, sometimes for up to three months.
“This is my daily bread,” he says, spreading his hands above his mountain-sourced finds. “It is better than the life I lived before.” He sells his goods alongside other vendors he calls “his brothers”.
For Usher Asante, selling his innovative street art has been a part of his search for “greener pastures”. Working near a highway onramp in Cape Town’s southern suburbs, he sells his plastic creations to housewives, tourists, students and other middle class drivers.
“You see that tunnel down there,” says Usher, pointing towards a concrete opening through which water is gently rolling, “that is where we hide when the police come. I must hide like a criminal when I am actually an artist.” He uses “we” naturally throughout the interview, emphasising that the other vendors “are his family”.
They tell me to vend legally at the taxi rank, but my clientele are not there! There are no tourists there. People will only laugh at my plastic chickens, saying they will only want a chicken with a heartbeat, a chicken they can eat, not look at.
Usher uses the skills taught to him by a Jamaican Rastafari who came to South Africa to teach unemployed individuals how to craft an array of animals from discarded plastic - literally turning trash into cash. Brightly coloured chickens, flamingos and piglets dangle from his hands, as he advertises his work at the windows of his passing customers.
With each snout, wing and beak he creates with his hands, he entrusts the education of his children, the financial freedom of his parents and wife, and a brighter future for himself. Yet he is forced to run from police sirens on a daily basis, his plastic animals dangling from his hands as he is chased for illegally vending in a non-vending area.
“Police take away my work. They fine me R500 to get it back. I can’t pay this so I have to let my work go sometimes. They tell me to vend legally at the taxi rank, but my clientele are not there! There are no tourists there. People will only laugh at my plastic chickens, saying they will only want a chicken with a heart beat, a chicken they can eat, not look at.”
For vendors like Jah Ruben and Usher, this tango with the police comes hand in hand with their work. Their “daily bread” is seen by many as dirtying the city, cluttering the streets with unnecessary (potentially dangerous) flotsam that stands in strong contrast to the quiet, glistening streets of Kigali.
The ghosts of apartheid
Naturally, these perspectives are inextricably tied to South Africa’s history, where the clean and the safe urban spaces were privileges reserved for the wealthier, whiter minority of South African society. In the final years of apartheid, the South African government adopted the 1991 Business Act, a tolerant law that promised to protect street traders from local authorities.
But apartheid’s ghosts linger on the street corners, pushing people of colour to the outskirts of the city, forcing long and costly commutes on those who can least afford it while luring the privileged of the city deeper into gated communities and high-walled suburban castles. The socioeconomic divides linger on in the city’s perspective of the poor, their interactions labelled as “loitering”, their businesses as breeding grounds for crime.
More inclusive development policies cannot take place without a psychological shift too, one that refines both the citizen’s and the government’s perspectives of the street vendor: the hustler, the entrepreneur.
Social and economic capital
In a research paper by Caroline Skinner, a senior researcher at the African Centre for Cities, we are reminded that street vendor numbers are on the rise as citizens strain to find incomes in often hostile economic environments. They are the informal middlemen and women who both support their family members and provide affordable, much-needed goods to the city’s working class. Statistics South Africa acknowledged that of the 141,000 job gains in the last quarter of 2013, 123,000 were largely due to the informal sector, a whopping 87%. Accumulatively, their economic contributions are a buzzing, bustling and important part of the city’s economic growth.
I have been here for six years, we look out for one another.
Quanita Smith, a fruit vendor also in Wynberg, stresses the deeply entrenched social capital and innovation that exists in the lives of the street vendors. “I have been here for six years, we look out for one another. If my friend, who is also a vendor, is not able to buy from the Epping fruit market where we all buy our stock, then I will sell her some of my fruit and veg [sic] at cost price. I will sacrifice my profit on that bag of tomatoes, because I know she will do the same for me if I need it one day.”
As the accounts of Jah Ruben, Usher and Quanita emphasise, informal trade involves the celebration of social capital and cohesion, the dependence on other traders who are seen as family and a searing drive to succeed, despite restrictive trade policies and deeply entrenched historical ideologies around the street trader.
Cape Town is not Kigali. Grilled corn, mountain garlic, beaded animals and counterfeit goods are not hard to find. The streets are not immaculately kept, nor can they be walked on at night without the fear of potential criminal acts. Neither city has the perfect policies in place to protect the economically vulnerable: the tenacious innovators and fighters of the streets. Yet it is the individual stories of the street vendors that remind us of the greater, functioning system that they have created for themselves; a carefully constructed beehive of economic activity that does not wait for the the government to provide, but instead provides for itself. It is a trademark of the African city that could do with being celebrated, rather than muted - although it may not wait to ask for permission either way.
Untold stories: the plight of Britain's homeless
As the housing crisis continues to spiral out of control, the size of Britain's homeless population is swelling. Lauren Razavi investigates.
Lauren Razavi
I smile at Graham*, one of the Big Issue sellers who works on my street, as I wander past on a sunny Wednesday afternoon. Graham and I are pretty familiar with each other by now; I buy a copy of the Big Issue from him on Mondays and deliver a cup of tea to him on Tuesdays. I don’t usually visit on Wednesdays, but this week’s different. Today I need Graham’s help and, luckily for me, he’s agreed to give it.
At a nearby cafe, we sit down for a toasted sandwich and a carton of juice to talk about Graham’s life. There’s a down-to-earth charisma about him that puts us both at ease, despite the personal nature of my questions. He retains a half-smile as our conversation begins.
“I’m homeless. That’s all people normally want to know,” he says with a shrug. “Once you’re homeless, that’s all you are. Everyone assumes you’re just a waste of space, not worth a minute of their time.”
Graham, 44, once lived in a rented flat a few miles from the centre of Norwich and worked as a lorry driver. When he lost his driving licence in 2011, things took a turn for the worse in his life. Within a year, he found himself broke, evicted and sleeping rough. “It’s a lonely existence as a lorry driver,” he tells me. “I didn’t have friends or family I could turn to and it was too embarrassing to even think about asking anyone I knew for money.” He shrugs again. “So here I am. Living on the streets. One of them homeless people ‘taking advantage’ of other people’s generosity.”
Many feel so demoralised by the process, they simply resign themselves to life on the streets.
Official figures show that 162,960 households in the UK applied to their local authority for homelessness assistance in 2013/14, and yet just 52% of these households were accepted as homeless and defined as "in priority need". The majority of those who are entitled to receive help from their council are families with children, those with mental health problems, and elderly people - groups that are the focus of government intervention and support across the board in Britain. This data represents the UK’s visible homeless, but there are many more, like Graham, who live an invisible life unacknowledged by the government.
“In order to qualify for support, you will need to be eligible for public funds, have a connection to the local area, be considered ‘unintentionally homeless’ and prove that you are in ‘priority need’,” says Sarah MacFadyen, policy manager for the homeless charity Crisis. “This means that many single homeless people in particular won’t qualify for support. For these people, either friends and family or local charities are their best option for ongoing help and advice.”
Those labelled "single homeless" are unlikely to be eligible for local authority housing. Without a fixed address, claiming benefits like Jobseeker’s Allowance becomes an uphill struggle. Many feel so demoralised by the process, they simply give up on pursuing help and resign themselves to life on the streets.
“Homelessness is a devastating experience which has a seriously detrimental effect on people’s physical and mental wellbeing. It can damage resilience, self-esteem and self-confidence, and leave people unable to think about employment while worrying about housing,” MacFayden tells me. “On top of this, if you do not qualify for support from the council, high rents and prohibitive deposits can make finding a place to live in the private rented sector extremely difficult.”
The council has no legal obligation to provide assistance or support — and so it doesn't.
Later that day, I walk down towards Norwich train station where I meet 20-year-old Jo*, who sleeps rough in the doorway of a Mattressman shop most nights. She’s a striking young woman; powder-blue eyes, ash-blonde hair twisted into a messy bun and a fiery, straightforward demeanour. We haven’t met before today, but she agrees to speak to me. We go for hot chocolate and cake in the nearby Costa Coffee shop, attached to a Premier Inn hotel. “I heard a woman say this place was a shithole the other day,” Jo tells me as we sit down. “She walked past me with my sleeping bag and my rucksack and didn’t even notice I was there. Loads of people ignore or shout abuse at people like me. But a lot of the time they’re oblivious, not ignorant.”
Jo left home at age 17 and slept on friends’ sofas for the next 18 months. She suffered abuse at home - something she doesn’t want to talk about in detail - and walked out one day when she just couldn’t take it anymore. She didn’t know where to go for help and was worried that the authorities would make her return to the home she’d run away from.
“It was almost two years before I tried to claim benefits. But they told me I’d made myself homeless on purpose, so they wouldn’t give me anything,” she tells me. “So I stopped asking, which I think is what they want, really. It’s easier if we’re quiet, not on the records, dealt with and disappeared.”
What Jo refers to is a local authority’s requirement to establish whether individuals have made themselves "intentionally homeless", meaning they left accommodation they could have stayed in. Reasons for this include doing or failing to do something that caused you to leave your home, and acting or failing to act on something that caused you to leave your home. Using this broad criteria, a council can decide that it was reasonable for you to continue living where you were, and therefore you made yourself "intentionally homeless" by choosing to leave. When this definition has been established, the council has no legal obligation to provide assistance or support, and so it doesn’t.
In reality, situations are rarely so simple, and this tick-box approach directly contributes to the number of both visible and invisible homeless citizens living in Britain today. “It is an incredibly hard journey unless you are considered a priority by the council,” says Nathan Tapper of homeless charity Dads House, which emphasises support for single fathers, who are very often ineligible for state assistance. “It could take years [to get help] and that’s with charities stepping in to bridge the gap. But without funding, and with homelessness rising, it’s a hard battle.”
After all, we are all just people separated by circumstances.
Charities and voluntary organisations are increasingly the ones providing support for homeless people through schemes such as drop-in centres, soup kitchens, night shelters and befriending schemes. Crisis and Dads House are part of a sector that in many cases does significantly more - with access to significantly fewer resources - than the government and local authorities we trust with billions in tax money every year.
“Welfare reforms have pushed vulnerable people further into more challenging and difficult circumstances. Sadly, with £12 billion anticipated further cuts to the welfare budget, we expect a further rise in those people pushed into vulnerability,” says Clare Skelton, communications officer at the Caritas Social Action Network (CSAN), an arm of the Catholic Church that works with many of the country’s most vulnerable and disadvantaged groups. “Beyond the figures, the real human cost of homelessness – mental health, loss of dignity, scapegoating and marginalisation - must be considered.”
So what can be done to change things? Political and legal reform could place more responsibility on government bodies and local authorities to take action in preventing and abolishing homelessness, but these are issues that rarely garner mainstream attention, which is one of the reasons that policies remained largely unchanged during Britain’s last parliament.
But both community and individual action are still possible, and crucially important. “I think in our communities we have forgotten our neighbours. I would like to see more centres opened, more food banks and more information [distributed] about how to help or who to donate to,” Tapper says. “And on an individual level, it would be great to offer a coffee or a sandwich to someone sleeping rough, or to take five minutes out of your day to say hello. After all, we are all just people separated by circumstances.”
The two homeless individuals, Graham and Jo, interviewed for this story requested that their names be changed and their photographs be omitted from the resulting feature. In respect of their privacy, these requests have been honoured.
Mandela Poster Project (Part II)
The social impact of the Mandela Poster Project is innovative and far-reaching. The project team was brave enough to embrace a simple question: “What can happen if…” as a mantra to innovate, challenge and explore endless possibilities for the project to thrive and benefit communities.
Madi Hanekom
This is the second in a series of three articles about key aspects of the inspired initiative, the Mandela Poster Project (MPP).
The first article, Nelson Rolihlahla Mandela – honouring an icon through an innovative poster project told the story of the birth of the project and its planning and implementation to honour the man fondly known the world over as Madiba. The second article focuses on the various aspects which made the MPP a noteworthy example of a successful social entrepreneurship undertaking by the manner in which it challenged conventional parameters of business management practices and the ways in which it addressed limitations by implementing creative ‘designerly’ thinking principles.
The concept of social entrepreneurship / social enterprise
To situate the MPP within the framework of a social entrepreneurship / social enterprise project, understanding the parameters of what constitutes such type of project is important.
But what is the meaning of the concepts social entrepreneurship and social enterprise? From the literature it becomes clear that there is no consensus regarding a universal definition. What is clear though is that it is accepted that, where conventional entrepreneurs establish business ventures in the hopes of making a financial profit, social entrepreneurs are concerned with the social impact of their projects (therefore not profit driven). This kind of project is also characterised by a strong component of independence, democracy, participatory governance, and acting in general public interest. And more importantly, implementing alternative approaches to challenge stale management constructs by embracing unconventional project management tactics and philosophies by simply asking: ‘What can happen if…’ which inherently solicits a plethora of desired outcomes – be they achievable or not.
Social impact can be described as the extent to which an organisation or project’s activities positively affect the target group/community through an improvement in their quality of life. This improvement and change can be in various areas, for example, civil rights, food security, housing security and artistic and cultural expression.
In some discussion fora (like the European Council of Associations of General Interest) the opinion is held that the preferred term to be used is social enterprise, not social entrepreneurship. The thinking behind this includes the required focus on the social impact of a project as well as the desire to support all sections of the lifecycle of a project – not just the stage of entrepreneurship.
In the world of design thinking specifically, which is the ambit of the MPP, the social enterprise terminology (rather than social entrepreneurship) is commonly preferred when writing and talking about improving lives by designing for social impact and also through incubating start-up projects. As Hunter (2013) says, “Design, through nicking many of the best bits of ethnographic practice, helps us to understand and deliver what people need and want, its creativity imagining new possibilities. Design, therefore, has much to bring the world of social enterprise. What social enterprise gives back in return is the concept of impact – not letting designers get away with defining success as ‘shipping a lot of units’ but truly trying to understand if they have improved life, made no impact, or made it worse.”
For purposes of this article however the term of social entrepreneurship will be used in its broadest interpretation to address social impact and to include all phases of the lifecycle of the MPP and its application of the “What can happen if…” question/aspiration.
Due to its perceived and achieved benefits, the activities generated through social entrepreneurship is currently receiving focused attention worldwide in respect of targeted projects, case studies on the planning and implantation of these projects, academic research, and learning programmes at NGO/NPOs and universities.
And these types of projects are also increasingly being subjected to some form of evaluation to assess their success in terms of a number of criteria.
Criteria for assessing a social entrepreneurship project
As there is no universally accepted definition of social entrepreneurship there are also not generally accepted criteria to measure the success of such projects and therefore no international benchmarking and best practice.
The fact that there is no ultimate definition and criteria allows for a degree of flexibility in interpretation when dealing with social entrepreneurship projects. In fact, investigating the MPP from a social entrepreneurship perspective asks for an understanding of it also specifically being a project anchored in design thinking, which asks for a creative approach. “Design thinking is a human-centered approach to innovation that draws from the designer’s toolkit to integrate the needs of people, the possibilities of technology, and the requirements for business success,” says Tim Brown, president and CEO of IDEO (one of the world’s leading design firms that takes a human-centered, design-based approach to helping organizations in the public and private sectors innovate and grow.) Ultimately, the designer’s core toolkit again boils down to its practitioners’ inherent ability to ask and respond to the “What can happen if…” challenge/aspiration.
But allowing for flexibility in terms of interpretation does not mean sacrificing meaningful and well-tested principles related to the thorough planning, implementation and monitoring of projects executed within the world of business. It does however mean that any discourse on assessing the success of a social entrepreneurship/social enterprise type project in the field of design (such as the MPP) should include thinking outside the business box (which tends to focus on a culture of process efficiency) and take on board a process that promises to deliver on creativity (Nussbaum, B. 2011).
From the available literature, I have distilled seven generic criteria, phrased as questions, below against which I evaluate the MPP from the perspective of a social entrepreneurship project, with special emphasis on the project’s social impact. The point of departure for generating these criteria is rooted in sound business principles as well as principles applied in social entrepreneurship projects implemented in, for example, South Africa. But none of these projects were communication design projects like the MPP and due cognisance is therefore taken in this article of the natural way in which the designers and other team members approached conceptualising and implementing the MPP.
The Mandela Poster Project viewed as a social entrepreneurship project
MPP has a somewhat different narrative than most other social entrepreneurship projects described in the literature as it had a very specific vision and objectives requiring a specific tailor-made creative response within a short space of time while achieving a fitting social impact, and this comes through in its assessment against the stated questions.
What is the need for the project to exist and is its vision and objectives articulated clearly?
The MPP was born from a specific need identified by two South African designers, Mohammed Jogie and Jacques Lange on 10 May 2013. Their vision was to create an innovative communication design project which would stand in celebration of Nelson Mandela’s 95th birthday on 18 July 2013 and also serve as fundraiser towards fulfilling Mandela’s final legacy wish: the establishment of the Nelson Mandela Children’s Hospital in Johannesburg.
Through their creative drive a poster project was conceptualised with the main objectives of, firstly, sourcing 95 exceptional and originally designed posters from designers around the world depicting each contributor’s view of Mandela, his values and his extraordinary legacy and, secondly, to generate a specific amount of funds towards building the Hospital (http://www.creativeweek.pro/ and https://www.facebook.com/MandelaPosterProject?fref=ts).
The fact that a defined need, vision and objectives were formulated clearly for the MPP contributed hugely to its successful execution.
Is the project based on an innovative entrepreneurial idea that aims to have a positive and concrete social impact?
The MPP showed admirably what an innovative entrepreneurial idea can achieve if it is planned and implemented well by a dedicated team, even if put under exceptional time and other unforeseen challenges, as well as the extent of the positive social impact it can attain.
The innovativeness of the MPPs entrepreneurial idea stems from many factors. It includes the choice of posters as the medium for the project (the format lends itself to striking creativity on the part of the designers and extensive impact, catching a person’s attention in a short space of time and holding it for long after the viewing) and the way that social media was harnessed to optimally and immediately reach designers in just about every corner of the world. It also includes the speedy mobilisation of a team of highly skilled and motivated people to plan and implement the project within an extremely tight timeframe, the linking up with key stakeholders such as the Nelson Mandela Children’s Hospital Trust (NMCHT), partnering with businesses such as Hewlett-Packard who sponsored the production of the posters, and the utilisation of global networks of designers who gave their unqualified support to the project and spread the word about it to ensure the MPPs widest possible showcasing internationally.
The social impact of the MPP has proven to be far wider than what could initially been foreseen. The humble beginnings of this design-led idea was to celebrate the life of Madiba and his contribution to humanity by collecting 95 exceptional and originally designed posters from around the world honouring his lasting contribution to humanity and celebrating his 95th birthday. This however changed radically as the project unfolded. The idea was almost immediately also broadened to include a fundraising focus to support the establishment of the Hospital legacy project.
Soon after the MPPs launch the project went viral through personal networking and utilising social media platforms. The launch team was flooded by interest from international designers, international mainstream media, making it clear that the project was going to have a reach far wider than initially anticipated and providing a springboard to substantially increasing its anticipated social impact.
The impact on the international design community was also huge, providing designers with an opportunity to express their views about Madiba, to showcase their work internationally and to contribute to fund raising for the Hospital. Through an astonishing explosion of interest, more than 700 posters by designers from over 70 countries were submitted within the space of 60 days. Posters were received from all inhabited continents, constituting an impressive global response.
Strong interest was soon shown to showcase the posters and the 95 Collection would have either been physically exhibited or presented digitally at more than 35 venues and events in 12 countries by November 2015.
“Very seldom in South Africa’s – or even the world’s – history have we seen the power of design as it has been embodied through the Mandela Poster Project”, says Gavin Mageni, group manager of the South African Bureau of Standards’ Design Institute, which bought the master set of posters.
When the Hospital is completed in 2016, the ZAR 1 000 000.01 contribution that the project made towards the funds required to establish the project, will furthermore resonate in the children who are treated at this first class health facility, one of only five dedicated paeadiatric hospitals on the African content.
A further incalculable social impact lies in the source of delight that the project was for all who worked on it: the team, the many designers who participated as well as the thousands of people who viewed (and are still viewing) the posters and people who also use this project as an opportunity to talk about the life of Madiba, his legacy to the world, his ability to forgive, his deep sense of selflessness and altruism and a deeper understanding of what constitute freedom, reconciliation, appreciation of cultural diversity, justice and equality .
The MPP also succeeded in raising awareness, not only of Mandela and what he stood for, but of South Africa in general and, specifically, the power of communication design.
What difference would a dedicated leadership team, with clearly defined roles and responsibilities, make to the successful execution of the project?
It takes very special and dedicated people to conceive and successfully implement a social entrepreneurship project. Gregory Dees and Mariam and Peter Haas (1998), developed the following definition regarding social entrepreneurs which captures the essence of such change-makers:
“Social entrepreneurs play the role of change agents in the social sector, by:
· Adopting a mission to create and sustain social value (not just private value),
· Recognizing and relentlessly pursuing new opportunities to serve that mission,
· Engaging in a process of continuous innovation, adaptation, and learning,
· Acting boldly without being limited by resources currently in hand, and
· Exhibiting a heightened sense of accountability to the constituencies served and for the outcomes created.”
The initial partnership of two individuals, who conceived the MPP, rapidly grew to include a team of 15 volunteers, now known as the Mandela Poster Project Collective (MPPC). These team members were sourced from diverse cultural and professional backgrounds to ensure that all areas of expertise required on a project of this nature and who gave freely of their time and know-how over the last two years.
The organisation of the team was highly democratic and there was no team leader. But everybody on the team knew exactly what was required of them in terms of scope of work and knew when to collaborate with other team members and when to forge ahead with their own areas of responsibility. Instinctive dovetailing was a critical success factor and there was also agreement to trust each other’s abilities and judgements unconditionally – sometimes regarded as a risky management practice, but that is what design-thinking methodology allows teams to do.
The team consistently demonstrated a strong component of independence, democracy, participatory governance, and acting in general public interest while remaining focus on the desired outcomes of the MPP. It is clear that this dedicated team was crucial to the success of the project and that each individual had an excellent understanding of his/her role and responsibility.
Is an upfront agreed formal structuring of the project processes necessary and should all resources be in place before the launch of the project?
The team found itself having to deal with a so-called wicked problem (a complex problem for which there is no simple method of solution) in the sense that it had no organisational infrastructure or financial resources (in fact, no budget whatsoever). Nevertheless, the MPPC acted boldly to overcome the shortage of resources and found ways and means to plan and implement the project from a lean platform of available resources and within the time frame required.
The project, of necessity, needed to be planned and implemented on a fast-track basis due to the severe time constraints (the team had only 60 days – May to July 2013) to give effect to the detail planning and implementation of the project, and deal with the massive interest the project generated globally almost from day one. The team found creative ideas in a very short space of time to ideate solutions for the project (literally in the first two weeks of the project start-up). Says Lange: “We learnt and adjusted plans throughout the process.”
Although there was no formal upfront agreed written business plan, the team members; extensive expertise at senior level within their chosen fields and their extra-ordinary high level of commitment, meant that this was not a stumbling block. As creatives they also relished working in an environment where everything was not done according to a predetermined plan. It allowed for creative ideas and solutions to flow unhindered but with appropriate checks and balances put in place to ensure that the project did not go off the rails. For instance, a well-thought through structured three-phase curatorial process was followed to narrow down the 700 posters received to the final 95 which was included in the collection. “One of the other strengths was that we had our ducks in a row regarding legal matters right from the outset because we knew that copyright was one of the most critical assets that we were dealing with and the project and team’s credibility hinged on this in totality,” says Lange.
The project made optimal use of technology and successfully tested the viability of building a large, special interest virtual community in a limited time frame. The team chose their solutions based on practical considerations but also based on powerful ideas.
The MPPC early on in the project cycle identified the key stakeholders in the project and opened up effective lines of communication. The MPPC also kept up extensive and regular contact amongst the team members to discuss matters and to ensure that the implementation could go ahead in a meaningful way. The team relied heavely on communication technology such as email, social media, Skype and the Basecamp project management app, since the members were based in different cities and continents which meant that physical meetings were not possible.
How important is the identification and involvement of the key stakeholders to the success of the project, including the duration of their involvement?
The project team early on formed strategic partnerships with the Nelson Mandela Children’s Hospital Trust as official project beneficiary and Ico-D (International Council of Design) as official promotional partner.
Other interested and affected parties in respect of the MPP was predominantly the international design community, strategic business sponsors such as Hewlett-Packard (production), Madlela Gwebu Mashamba Incorporated (legal services), Society of Graphic Designers of Canada (sponsor of the Basecamp communication and project management app), University of Pretoria (exhibition partner), SABS Design Institute (exhibition and promotional partner and eventual purchaser of the master set of posters) and various other exhibition partners and sponsors. The local and international media also actively supported the project and as such can be viewed as having played a specific role in the project as a stakeholder.
Participation in the MPP was open to all designers and contributors agreed to donate their poster designs to the Trust. Participants also agreed to allow the MPP to exhibit and reproduce limited copies as part of its fundraising efforts on behalf of the Trust.
In general there was a strong and sustained emphasis on inclusiveness of key project stakeholders. Long term involvement with stakeholders was not a requirement for the distinct phase of the project as each had a clear start and end date which automatically determined the timing and duration of involvement with specific stakeholders.
The MPP is an excellent example of a multi-stakeholder, cross-sector partnership project.
How is the sustainability of the project defined and implemented?
Sustainability is often defined in business environments in terms of the financial and operational sustainability of a project. But under certain circumstances there are other types of sustainability that are crucial, which is especially true in the case of the MPP.
The nature of the project asked for a different approach which did not require long term sustainability. As Jogie explains: “The MPP is a design-led initiative, it has a very specific format and brief, and it has a very specific desired outcome.” Once this outcome (celebration of Nelson Mandela’s 95th birthday and his life through a poster project, and having served as fundraiser for the Hospital) had been achieved, there was no real need to further keep the project alive in its original format. The team’s structure and focus has now shifted to other dimensions which include managing an international travelling exhibition schedule; case study presentations; the design of a font based on Madiba’s handwriting; the development of a book; and the detailed archiving of the project. Specific members of the team remain in place to manage this second phase of the project.
But the MPP subsequently seems to have taken on a life of its own and resonates far wider than just the design community. It would therefore not be surprising to in future hear of further innovative ways in which the MPP and its creative processes will be applied for learning purposes, thereby extending the intended lifecycle of the project.
However, a key sustainability measure for the MPP is its long term contribution towards cultural heritage, inter alias through the posters which will be made accessible to the public at the SABS and at the Hospital, once built. The cultural impact will furthermore also reach far wider as the project’s enthusiastic uptake by designers from different cultures worldwide, and the resultant varied images they portrayed through their posters strengthens our grasp of the culturally diverse ethnosphere (defined by anthropologist Wade Davis as “the sum total of all thoughts and intuitions, myths and beliefs, ideas and inspirations brought into being by the human imagination since the dawn of consciousness”) and that it is of equal importance as that of the diversity of the natural biosphere. The concept of the ethnosphereprovides a “framework for considering the world’s cultures that emphasizes their significance, diversity, complexity, and interrelatedness – as well as their vulnerability”. The vast and diverse body of work that the MPP generated assists in defining Madiba’s legacy also in terms of a diverse spiritual web of life which is critically dependent on a multiplicity of voices.
Future replication and scalability of the project is desirable.
The MPP was not designed with replication and/or up-scaling in mind. But it would be interesting to see the extent to which future initiatives with characteristics similar, or somewhat similar, to the MPP, would make use of the approach followed by the MPP. The MPP has subsequently been included as a case study on social entrepreneurship and design citizenship in books, magazine articles and conference presentations.
Conclusion
The MPP should be viewed as a prototype project, especially in the field of design, where a creative idea is generated, needing to be made a reality in a short space of time, and dealing with unexpected challenges and opportunities on an almost daily basis. This prototype is an interesting example of a successful social entrepreneurship project executed on a fast-track basis and effectively and efficiently accessing crowd-sourcing by means of social media.
It is also notable that the team implemented task plans and resource determination very fast and executed and delivered within two and a half months on the first promise (the 95 Collection) and on the second objective eight months later (securing the fundraising).
Although the evaluation of the MPP might give the impression that the project was executed flawlessly and that everything proceeded without a hitch, the team was acutely aware of some gaps and weaknesses in the planning and implementation of the MPP. Some of these shortcomings were: insufficient marketing undertaken in the initial phase of project; not anticipating from the outset that the project would grow so quickly and fully preparing for such eventuality; allocation of an extremely large work load to team members which led to them being under constant intense pressure while also having to cope with managing their own careers; the team could have benefitted from sourcing more members to assist with executing the scope of work; and the preparation of a written up business plan at the launch of the project would have assisted to guide the activities. It is also recognised that there was an opportunity lost to raise further funding for the Hospital through, for example, selling individual posters to people (many who asked for this), printing T-Shirts, etc but the upfront agreement was that the focus of the project would not be a commercial one and the team went all out to fiercely protect the integrity of the project in this respect.
In general, project teams could potentially add great benefit to their projects by allowing themselves to think outside the box filled to the brim by standard business approaches applied in the planning and implementation of projects and asking a simple question, without limitations or expectations: “What if we follow a different approach?” The answer might pleasantly surprise them, just as it did the team responsible for the MPP.
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Is China serious about the environment? Ask its central bank
The tale of a manufacturing giant and its smog-ridden financial success
Mandy Gardner
In 2009, a group of Chinese NGOs came together to create the Green Banking Innovation Award. The award has since been presented to the Bank of China, China Merchant’s Bank and Industrial Bank for their dedication to “green banking”. It sounds admirable, but what exactly is “green banking” and are China’s banks really doing anything different than British, American or other foreign financial institutions? It turns out that China’s newly proposed Green Bank is modelled on the UK’s Green Investment Bank, founded in 2012.
According to The Green Bank Report, green banking is the act of supporting and “promoting environmentally-friendly practices and reducing your carbon footprint from your banking activities”. Many activities - from using paperless account statements to issuing loans to environmental groups - can be classified as a form of green banking. Financial institutions such as Ulster Bank, Bank of Cyprus and Scotia Bank are offering mortgages and building loans to people who already have installed, or plan to install mechanisms like solar panels, better roofing and wall insulation, or upgraded boilers. HSBC made internal changes that stopped 2.1m kg of carbon dioxide from being released for electrical use.
Bloomberg Business listed its top 20 green banks for 2012, which included Lloyds Banking Group, Deutsche Bank, Banco Santander and even Goldman Sachs, but not a single Chinese bank.
So the pertinent question is, how do the Bank of China and other Chinese financial establishments merit the Green Banking Innovation Award? Will the country’s upcoming Green Bank policies help turn the tide of environmental degradation China’s people are currently experiencing all the way from Urumqi to Shenyang?
“Made in China” at the expense of air quality
China’s banking history has traditionally been closely tied to foreign banks, specifically British-owned banks. After becoming a republic, however, the People’s Republic of China completely socialised the banking system and eventually established many centralised financial institutions. Today, the People’s Bank of China acts as the country’s central bank, while the China Construction Bank, the Agricultural Bank of China, the Industrial and Commercial Bank of China and the Bank of China remain under state control. Each of these institutions performs a specific financial function within China’s economy.
In terms of assets, the People’s Bank of China (PBC) holds more than US$2tn, second only to the United States Federal Reserve.
This massive amount of wealth has been created through several industries, including agriculture, industry, and manufacturing – the latter of which has largely characterised the Chinese economy for the last few decades.
In 2011, Chinese workers produced more than 90% of the world’s computers, 80% of the world’s air conditioners, 70% of the world’s cellular phones, 60% of the world’s cement and 48% of the world’s coal.
China is the undisputed manufacturing capital of the world, with many products contributing to its GDP; however, it’s that last statistic that’s causing problems. In 2011, China burned 3.8bn tonnes of coal, rivalling the rest of the world’s usage at 4.3bn tonnes. To combat air pollution, people have taken to wearing face masks on a regular basis; in fact, these have become a normal part of the Chinese cityscape. The catastrophic use of coal to heat homes and power industrial and manufacturing plants has inspired China’s central bank to embrace “green banking”.
What does banking have to do with pollution?
The National Environmental Analysis that was released by Tsinghua University and the Asian Development Bank in 2013 states that of the 10 most air-polluted cities in the world, seven are in China: Taiyuan, Beijing, Urumqi, Lanzhou, Chongqing, Jinan and Shijiazhuang. Nearby Hong Kong is suffering as well, with airborne pollutants nitrogen oxide and fine suspended particulates reaching higher levels than ever before. Hong Kong-based bank, Hang Seng, has committed to increasing its support of environmentally friendly efforts that could bring pollutant levels down in both Hong Kong and China.
The strategy is based on several principles. Hang Seng will provide its clients with all-inclusive e-statements in place of paper statements, it has issued debit and other account cards manufactured from a form of plastic that is prone to natural biodegradation (PETG) and the bank has begun to take environmental perspectives into account during the lending and investment processes. For example, Hang Seng has made a concerted effort to reduce its carbon emissions and in 2007 became carbon neutral. By reaching out to impoverished populations in both Hong Kong and China, Hang Seng hopes to connect more people to green banking services than ever before.
The next major player on the Chinese green banking scene is the Bank of China.
“In recent years, Bank of China has played an important role as a financial institution in… economic restructuring and has made significant achievements in supporting the industries of clean energy, energy conservation and environmental protection in the promotion of green banking.”
Chinese banks such as Bank of China are working with the principles laid out in a 2007 government document titled The Green Credit Policy, which laid out several tools and methods for providing positive environmental and economic change to the country. One of these tools is the Environmental Information Sharing Database (EISD,) which compiles information about companies that do and do not comply with China’s environmental policies.
The effect of the EISD is to give consumers the information they need to make informed choices about the banks they do business with. The hope is that institutions that fail to make changes to their buildings and businesses will become unpopular, and therefore be forced to adapt.
The bank has also called for its entire staff to use less electricity, gas and water. According to the BOC website, staff must keep the thermostat above 26C in the summer months and below 20C in the winter months. In keeping with China’s government-supported “too high” banking policy, BOC has reportedly limited its lines of credit to industries and companies that are considered big polluters. This includes calcium carbide, ferroalloy, and electrolytic aluminium manufacturers.
Meanwhile the People’s Bank of China, in addition to making its own internal changes to curtail waste energy and resources, has proposed the founding of the China Economic Development Bank (CEDB.) The CEDB would offer “low-cost, longer-term financing for low-carbon projects”. Like the UK’s Green Investment Bank, the CEDB’s funds would be used to support environmentally friendly projects. It’s unclear exactly where the 100bn yuan (US$16bn) to finance the bank might come from, but suggestions have included China’s Finance Ministry, pension investments and the Chinese private sector as well as international investors.
The goals of the CEDB would be to fund China’s various industries as they attempt to clean up their sites and bring in new technologies to replace coal-burning furnaces and power plants. Environmental organisations throughout China have complained about a lack of consistent support from various government ministries in tearing down old, polluting edifices and starting again; this is because of a fear among industrialists and economic ministries that major changes in factories and manufacturing methods will lead to huge financial losses. As a state-supported institution, the CEDB would hopefully be able to change all that.
Why is green banking so important to China?
It’s easy to see why a radically different approach to environmental and human welfare is needed in China. Footage from major cities like Xingtai and Langfang in Hebei, the country’s most polluted province, shows a constant haze of smog that reduces visibility drastically and threatens the health of residents. As the world’s number one producer of carbon dioxide, and home to 16 of the planet’s 20 most polluted cities, China needs an environmental revolution both to support its existing industries and build new, sustainable factories and businesses.
Shenyang, a Chinese city often referred to as the “big brother of Chinese industry”, has already proven that restructuring the local industry can be profitable as well as healthy for the environment. Once full of smog and grey on a daily basis, Shenyang has completely turned itself around, now shining as a clean, smog-free beacon to the rest of China’s polluted cities.
Fortunately for the city of Shenyang, whose economy is still making the shift from heavy industry to transport, agriculture and manufacturing, the old 1950s-era factories were not only outdated but unprofitable as well. Seeing the demise of what used to be China’s leader in industry, several government ministries stepped in to finance the demolition and reconstruction of much of the city.
Today, the sky is blue and the brand-new factories have been fitted with desulphurisation equipment. The city is so clean it’s “almost like it’s not China", says the vice-president of BioHaven, an environmental consulting agency in Shenyang.
Cleaning up the main heavy industry area in Shenyang alone cost US$20m, an amount of money that not every city in China can hope to win from the government. With restructured “green” banks reaching out to more citizens, and the government asking that these banks focus on funding low-carbon and low-pollution projects, maybe the next generation of Chinese won’t grow up breathing the wasted gases and particles of their potentially world-leading economy.
http://www.theguardian.com/green-deal/interactive/make-your-home-more-energy-efficient-infographic
http://www.bloomberg.com/slideshow/2013-04-03/the-world-s-top-20-green-banks-in-2012.html#slide19
http://www.tealeafnation.com/2013/02/interactive-maps-of-chinas-most-and-least-polluted-places/
http://www.pbc.gov.cn/publish/english/963/index.html
http://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.cfm?id=9751
http://www.goecopure.com/biodegradable-petg-plastic/
http://greenbankreport.com/green-bank-deals/chinas-slow-move-to-green-banking/
http://www.bankofchina.com/en/aboutboc/boccsr/200807/t20080701_1601793.html
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A glaring exception in the fight against gender-based violence
Despite progress in many areas for women's equality, acid attacks and rape inflicted on young women are on the rise
Neha Basnet
UN Women has released its summary report: The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action turns 20. Progress, challenges and lessons learnt for the worldwide realisation of gender equality, the empowerment of women and the human rights of women and girls in the post-2015 context are presented in this summary.
The report shows that progress has been uneven in most areas of violence and discriminatory practices against women, including in Aids-related deaths, discriminatory laws, enrolment of girls in primary and secondary education, participation of women in the workforce, and harmful practices such as child marriage and forced marriage. Despite this, in the expanded normative commitments to women’s and girls' human rights, there remains a gap in implementation leading to collective failure. There is a glaring exception, however: adolescents and youth.
Despite the great progress made, new forms of violence and discriminatory practices among adolescents and youth have actually risen. Rape and acid attacks are now leading practices of violence against girls in the world and have become the second biggest cause of death of adolescents and young girls worldwide. Similar to rape, acid attacks are about the assertion of the masculine monopoly of social, political and economic control. As in other countries, in Nepal patriarchy is perpetuated by religious and ethnic ideologies.
Examples from different countries
A recent acid attack on two schoolgirls aged 15 and 16 at their educational centre shocked Nepal. It makes one wonder if this is the consequence women should expect for turning down a man’s proposal. Acid-throwing demonstrates ideology at its most extreme. Awareness and empowerment programmes, TV and the internet, and teaching young women to stand their ground have empowered women and girls to express their opinions in matters of love and relationships. And these are the very women who are then attacked, the ones who transgress gender norms, who reject traditional dress, exert their independence from men, or show any manner of “immorality” as defined by men.
Acid and its consequences
Industrial-strength hydrochloric or sulphuric acids are used in textile manufacturing. Acid burns through eyes, skin, flesh and bone. It restricts breathing because of its toxic fumes and causes oesophagal damage. It is as easy to buy as a bar of soap, cheap and reliably destructive. Because it can do such damage with minimal effort, the psychological effects on women vulnerable to the threat of acid-throwing are profound. Victims of such attacks not only suffer pain and agony, they suffer stigma throughout their lives leading to psychological trauma from which they may never recover. However, there are also examples of victims who have fought back and achieved victory.
Relationship between masculinity and acid-throwing
Masculinities have different definitions in different cultural contexts around the world. In various countries, hegemonic masculinity dominates society to a greater extent than any other forms of masculinities. Hegemonic masculinities are interpreted as "being a man" or domination over femininity, generally “subordinate”, “complicit” and “marginalised”. Sometimes such hegemonic masculinities are lost through the traditionally masculine functions and modernity, so such gender-based violence is the way to compensate for the loss of those (traditional) ways to prove masculine identity.
Acid attacks and rape are an extreme form of male reaction against the perceived loss of status and identity that some men experience when gender relations undergo sociocultural change. Progress toward gender equality is often two steps forward and one step back, as men react against women’s newfound gains in employment and public life by experiencing women’s gains as their own losses and lashing out against them to sustain their “social status” and economic entitlements.
Glaring exceptions
The term "violence against women" is broadly indicative of any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or private life (United Nations Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women 1993). Women’s rights groups, donor organisations and civil societies have managed to established women-friendly conventions and programmes to empower and support women. Countries like India, Pakistan, Cambodia and Bangladesh where such violence is high, have managed to make such crimes punishable by death, or years of imprisonment. However, only a few perpetrators have been tried in courts, let alone received the death penalty. Hence, enforcement of laws that criminalise violence against women still remains a serious problem in Asia.
UN Women and the UN Trust Fund to End Violence against Women have organised several programmes, campaigns and initiatives all over the world. With the support of UN Women, in partnership with Equal Access, *Samajhdari (Mutual Understanding) and White Ribbon are part of the voices against violence; the radio show aims to provide "a new platform to increase awareness, connect people to appropriate service and encourage community action" (UN Women, 2015).
Samajhdari is a new platform to increase awareness, connect people to appropriate service and encourage community action.
Such campaigns and programmes have encouraging innovative approaches to reach girls through an appropriate medium. However, members of the constitutional assembly, government officials, donors and civil societies only partake. Campaigns like White Ribbon, Samjdhari and HeforShe engage women and men and pledge to engage young people. However, young people’s participation may easily be hijacked or usurped by others' interests (UN Women, 2015).
The prevention of such kinds of violence must not only involve strong legal reforms and rehabilitation facilities, but also programmes and curricula, capacity-building that helps shape the attitudes of men and women towards masculinities and from an early age. While a quarrel, rejection or being jilted in love can be disheartening; an eye-for-an-eye attitude is unacceptable. With so much violence by and on young people and adolescents, the fight against gender-based violence clearly needs adolescents and youth to play a greater role in research, programs and policy-making.
The beaver heroes of Telemark
Russell Scott and Helena Greenlees investigate how the reintroduction of the beaver to Scotland has been an all-round success
Russell Scott
The Eurasian beaver (Castor fiber) lived in Britain 1.5 million years before humans but was hunted to extinction in 16th century Britain and to near extinction throughout Europe. When we lost the beaver we lost yet another keystone species and true “ecosystem engineer” that created habitats for many other species through felling trees and creating ponds.
By the early 20th century, beavers were close to extinction in Europe, but fresh hope was on the horizon. With the help of changes in legislation and management practice as well as translocations, reintroductions and natural recolonisation, the population in Europe has bounced back, reaching one million.
The first ever formal reintroduction of this mammal to Britain began with their release into Scottish lochs in Knapdale in May 2009. It was a milestone in British conservation history and had taken years to come to fruition.
The release was part of a five-year trial to study the feasibility and benefit of beavers to nature conservation and deprived rural economies. The trial is now over and the results of the trial will determine the fate of the beaver in Scotland.
Why do we need the beaver?
The beaver is a keystone species for forest and riverbank environments; its modification of the environment and the new habitats brought about by its activity provide an overall positive effect on biodiversity. Although there may be occasional negative effects, these can realistically be managed by human intervention where necessary.
Disturbance of trees by beavers promotes vigorous new growth and improves biodiversity, allowing for open glades as well as more open forest stands. Beavers stabilise wetlands during dry periods, creating ponds and flooded forests that serve as breeding habitats for birds and stable deep-water habitats for fish. The stability of water levels in beaver ponds make them a haven in times of drought. The increase in invertebrates resulting from the creation of beaver ponds provides an important food source for fish and, in turn, the stable fish population provides a reliable source of food for otters and birds. Otters use abandoned lodges as holts and many species of birds are drawn to the ponds to nest. In studies, the number of dragonfly species has been found to double or triple following beaver activity.
The beaver is therefore widely regarded as having a particularly positive impact on biodiversity as well as ecosystems and socioeconomic resilience.
Beaver as disturbance agent
Headline events such as massive wildfires in North America or the destruction of crops by insects tend to suggest that disturbance of our ecosystems is an unwelcome influence that should be excluded wherever possible. This is understandable and quite correct where there is a risk to life, livelihood or precious ecosystems that are limited in extent. However, natural disturbance events are increasingly thought to play a vital role in maintaining biodiversity in areas that are set aside or managed to maintain that diversity.
With influence ranging from thousands of hectares to a single tree or even a branch, disturbance is thought to be the engine that creates opportunity for a diverse range of species where otherwise a smaller range of species would be supported. A simple example of the positive influence of disturbance is when large trees are uprooted by a storm to expose areas of bare soil with accompanying high levels of light, which is vital for seeds to sprout. Disturbance can create so much diversity in the space occupied by ecosystems that whole ecosystems can collapse when disturbance agents are excluded.
During the 20th century, beavers were absent from much of their former range, including the UK. At the beginning of the century only around 1,200 Eurasian beavers survived a period of unprecedented overhunting. As herbivores and dam-builders, beavers massively influence their natural habitat of water features and the woodland margins surrounding these aquatic habitats. It is for good reason that beavers have variously been described as disturbance agents, keystone species and ecosystem engineers.
What puts beavers in contrast to other local herbivores is their ability to fell large, mature trees. This creates vital deadwood habitats for insects that then serve as a food source for other species such as woodpeckers and swallows, while also creating perches and nesting opportunities. Through the creation of dams, beavers even transform terrestrial ecosystems into aquatic ones in the form of beaver ponds. Beaver ponds not only trap water but also sediment, and this sediment acts as a nursery for a high abundance of insect life, which in turn supports a plethora of species such as fish, birds, bats and otters. By engineering these very scarce habitats that otherwise wouldn’t exist in the landscape, beavers create biodiversity hotspots that go hand in hand with ecosystem resilience and health.
Why Knapdale?
Knapdale in Mid Argyll, Scotland, was chosen for the beaver trial because its ecology is suited to beavers with its variety of land and freshwater habitats, which in turn provided a variety of species to monitor. Steep ridges (knaps) and the sea create natural containment to minimise dispersal. The working Forestry Commission Scotland (FCS) forest in the area provided infrastructure for access as well as the opportunity to study the impacts of the beaver on forestry. Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) and FCS both have offices near the trial area and there was considerable local support as well as existing visitor facilities.
Each of the initial three release lochs (Loch Coille-Bharr–Dubh, Loch Linne and Creag Mhor) provided suitable habitat and, since beavers are highly territorial, each was large enough for an average beaver territory. The lochs are connected by watercourses and are close enough to allow the beavers to meet and establish new families and territories. The watercourses provided a buffer zone, allowing beavers to explore without immediately meeting other families and risking attack. The trial area as a whole is capable of supporting 25 beaver territories and contains several smaller lochs into which some beavers moved or were later released.
How it happened
Following successful reintroductions across Europe, discussions began in the 1990s for Scotland to follow suit. However, although there was strong public support for beaver reintroduction (two-thirds of respondents supported it), public consultations showed that there were concerns, mostly from the agricultural, forestry, field sports and fishing sectors, about negative effects following beaver activity. As a result, a trial reintroduction in Knapdale Forest was proposed by SNH in 2000 to address these reservations.
Section 14 of the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 states that it is illegal to release any wild animal not normally resident in the UK, so a licence was required before the trial could proceed. The initial application was rejected mainly because of its potential damaging effect on the Special Area for Conservation (SAC) in Knapdale.
However, following a change of government in 2007 a "Species Action Framework" (SAF) was launched. The framework identified species in need of targeted management and action and included two reintroductions: the white-tailed eagle and the Eurasian beaver. An in-depth licence request was presented to the Scottish government detailing legal issues, public consultation results, management methods, impacts, exit strategy, research and monitoring methods, risk assessment. A licence was finally granted for a five-year, independently scientifically monitored trial in 2008. It was to be the first ever licensed release of a mammal species in the UK.
Concern over any damaging impact on outside interests was addressed specifically in the Scottish Government licence condition number 18:
“Arrangements must be put in place by the licence applicants to ensure that local businesses and properties have a clear route to pursue compensation claims for damage caused by the beavers during the period of the trial.“
The geographically restricted trial was limited to five years and ended in May 2014. The results of the trial, which will determine the future of the beaver in Scotland, were analysed and the resulting report presented to the Scottish government in June 2015.
The aims of the trial (as stated by the Scottish Beaver Trial) were:
“i. to study the ecology and biology of the Eurasian beaver in the Scottish environment;
to assess the effects of beaver activities on the natural and socioeconomic environments;
to generate information during the proposed trial release that will inform a potential further release of beavers at other sites with different habitat characteristics;
to determine the extent and impact of any increased tourism generated through the presence of beavers; and
to explore the environmental education opportunities that may arise from the trial itself and the scope for a wider programme should the trial be successful.”
The beavers released in Knapdale were wild Eurasian beavers from Telemark, Norway. Following six months of quarantine, in May 2009, 11 beavers (three families) were released into three separate freshwater lochs.
The Telemark beavers
International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) guidelines state that for any reintroduction the taxonomically closest animals to the original native ones should be used. An SNH commissioned study showed that the fossil skulls of British beavers were closest to the Scandinavian beavers. The study also recommended selecting animals from a similar environment and climate. The mild climate of Telemark meant that it should not be too great a leap for the beavers to adapt to life in Scotland.
The beavers that were trapped were complete families. Population density and landowners' wishes were taken into account so that families were selected where landowners wanted them removed or where they represented a "surplus" and were likely to be shot or trapped by hunters.
The beavers were quarantined and examined especially to ensure that they did not carry, and therefore introduce, parasites and diseases such as the potentially pathogenic and zoonotic parasite Echinococcus multiloris.
Complete family groups were used on the basis that, being already bonded, they would be more likely to settle during captivity and stay together following release. During quarantine beaver families were kept together and provided with artificial lodges that they quickly adapted and modified. It also reduced the likelihood of the beavers moving beyond the trial area.
Release
On the 28 May 2009 the first beavers were released, with radio transmitters mounted on their tails to keep track of them. A soft-release approach was taken so the beavers had the chance to gradually acclimatise to their new surroundings and they were provided with supplementary food for the first few days to reduce stress levels and to encourage them to stay in the area. Artificial release lodges were created at the edges of the three lochs. These had temporary barriers (which the beavers would eventually gnaw through) intended to retain them while they acclimatised. However, the beavers all broke out of the lodges within minutes so the intended soft release turned into a hard release. The beavers didn’t return to the artificial lodges. Some experts believe that the scent of humans in artificial lodges following transportation only adds to the stress levels anyway.
Later releases were done slowly and, although artificial lodges with food were provided, the beavers were released into the surrounding environment and allowed to acclimatise in their own time: a much calmer process. The artificial lodges were also supplied with bedding from their quarantine lodges to provide familiar scents. Reducing stress levels during captivity and transportation and release are important to reduce mortality levels, always an issue in the first year for translocated beavers.
A 10-day post-release tracking programme followed the release, after which visits were reduced to every other day, then every third day and finally once a month.
There was some initial dispersal, resulting in some beavers going missing with radio signals being lost and others relocating within the trial site. A SBT field officer reported having heard gunshots at a time when one adult female from Creag Mhor was lost and there were fears that she had been shot. An investigation by police followed but no evidence was found. Some kits were also predated, one by what appeared to have been by a domestic dog.
The female was never found but an adult male from from Creag Mhor was found living in in a coastal woodland not far from the trial site along a freshwater burn. The route this beaver was likely to have taken meant he almost certainly moved through seawater to reach his new site – an important discovery as it was thought beavers were unlikely to disperse via the sea. The beaver was caught and re-released in his original loch. The missing sub-adult from Loch Coille-Bharr–Dubh appeared to have travelled to another part of the trial site but was never found.
Beavers moving from their release site had been expected and planned for; however, it was more extensive than expected. The trial site was not as enclosed as had initially been believed.
Beaver activity in Knapdale
The first dam built was on a burn between Dubh Loch and Loch Coille-Bharr, resulting in Dubh Loch expanding and stabilising at four times its original size. Dams had to be monitored to make sure that if any were built in the oligomesotrophic loch feature of the SAC natural water levels were maintained, either by devices designed to manage water flow or by removing the dams. This did not apply to Dubh Loch. A walking detour route for visitors round the flooded area was constructed, with a viewing platform providing a clear view of the dam. One dam at Loch Linne was removed because it was close to a culvert by a much-used forestry track, to avoid rising water levels undermining the track.
All the trial beaver families built short canals less than 2m in length. However three 30m, 1m wide and 0.5 m deep canals were built at Dubh Loch, leading from the loch into the regenerating birch forest around it. This is a key new habitat that has been colonised by aquatic plants, sticklebacks, amphibians and aquatic invertebrates.
The released beavers have gone on to breed successfully and 14 kits were recorded to have been born over the four breeding seasons of the trial from three breeding families.
Public engagement
On top of the initial consultations in 1998 and 2000, the SBT ran two more public consultations: one in 2007 before submitting a licence application to the Scottish government and another in 2014 near the end of the trial.
The results of the 2007 survey showed that 72% of the responses from residents in Mid-Argyll were in favour of beavers returning to Scotland and 73% in favour of them returning to Knapdale. The strongest opposition came from those living in Knapdale, in part from landowners and stakeholders. Public attitudes from those in favour showed an awareness of the benefits to biodiversity, wildlife tourism and the return of a keystone species. Those against were worried about damage caused by beaver activity, insurance and compensation issues, containment, questions about historical evidence supporting the previous range of the beaver and best use of resources.
The 2014 consultation received a great deal more responses. Of the respondents living in Mid Argyll 84% were in favour of wild beavers living in the area (11% disagreed), 74% of the Scottish adults that were aware of the trial support beaver re-introduction, according to YouGov (6% disagree) and 80% of locals believe beavers will help the local economy (4% disagree).
A great deal of effort was put into PR, media and marketing, resulting in a great deal of media coverage, including BBC's Springwatch and nearly 3 million people being engaged with the trial via TV, social media, website, education, events or visits. Twenty-six countries were included in the Knapdale visitors book. The story of the release was picked up by a wide range of media locally and internationally and the news reached an estimated 10 million or more people on Friday 29 May 2009.
The trial was awarded the Lonely Planet Wildlife Comeback Award in 2011, was highly commended in the Nature of Scotland Awards in 2013 and was voted Best Conservation Project in the UK by readers of the BBC’s Countryfile magazine.
The beaver trial has been very high profile: it is estimated that 2.9 million people engaged with the trial, whether via television, websites, social media or educational activities. The resulting tourist industry means beavers have a positive socioeconomic impact. For rural communities beavers can bring a revenue boost, as much as £2m a year, in the form of wildlife tourism.
The high profile nature of the trial has raised nature conservation awareness and increased awareness around returning native species to the wild, resulting in beavers being regarded as a "flagship" species.
Research and education
The beaver trial provided a unique research opportunity over and above the objectives of the project. Work placements, student projects and research papers were facilitated by it. Field trips were organised at the site and SBT staff gave more than 80 lectures. Students ranged from high school, adult night classes and universities.
The provision for local and national education programmes helped to promote understanding and awareness of Scotland’s natural heritage and encourage the restoration of wetland habitats. Education provision was both formal, engaging with the national curriculum (schools, nurseries, colleges and universities), and informal (activities with the public and special interest groups) enabling wider participation. Both promoted environmental awareness and responsibility.
There was a high level of demand for guided talks, walks and events (a total of 31,100 people attended) and a part-time education ranger was hired to meed this demand; 5,343 children and 2,092 adults engaged in the formal education programme. Over 200 schools were visited. More than 100 talks and presentations were given to over 4,000 people.
A curriculum-linked “Scottish Beaver Trial Education Pack” was sent to every primary and secondary school in Scotland. Educational resources were made available to download online and two live education events for primary schools using the online community portal for Scottish schools were provided. An international seminar was held at Edinburgh Zoo in 2009. Informal activities were created for public events such as feely boxes, a GPS beaver trail and geocaching.
Visitors and tourism
Objectives for visitors were established and leaflets and a visitor centre provided to facilitate these objectives. Learning objectives included why the trial was happening, the positive impact beavers can have on biodiversity, that Knapdale forest is a rich and valuable habitat for wildlife, who manages and resources the trial and that it is in an FCS forest. Emotional objectives were that visitors would feel the trial was exciting and well managed, worthy of support and that Knapdale is an enjoyable place to visit. Behaviourally it was hoped that visitors would interact with the provisions made and minimise disturbance to beavers and wildlife by keeping to the paths provided.
Steps were taken to facilitate the increase in visitors to the site that the beavers would attract, and also to protect wildlife from visitor impact. The existing car park and visitor centre were upgraded and interpretation panels and waymarkers provided.
The re-routed path round the Dubh Loch area provided the opportunity to add a floating pontoon on loch Coille-Bharr running parallel to the beaver dam and giving visitors a unique view of it.
The future of the beaver
A great deal of effort has been put into planning and implementing the Scottish Beaver Trial. More than 40 people from 10 organisations and three countries were involved in the 12 months that led up to the first release. The complicated five-year independent monitoring programme that followed the release allowed the opportunity for new animal-management techniques and study methods to be rigorously field tested. The work has advanced understanding of beavers, their role as a keystone species and how this reintroduction could be built and improved on should there be further releases in the future.
Over the five years of the trial, data was collected about the beaver ecology and the environmental and social impacts their activity brought about. The trial is now over, the results of the independent monitoring programme have been analysed and final reports produced. This package has been presented to the Scottish government by SNH and the future of the beaver in the UK hangs on the government’s decision.
In part two we aim to discuss some of the results of the trial and possible future scenarios for beavers in Scotland. One day this native animal could be back at home in lochs, rivers and burns throughout the country.
Reforming democracy - factional conflict
Scott
Consent and Control
The issue of how individuals can be free when subject to political control, has long troubled republican writers, and is especially salient today. Following the UK’s General Election, many proclaimed a crisis of democracy, citing the imbalance between votes obtained and the level of representation within the government. The Conservatives obtained 36.9% of the national vote, and over 50% of the seats. UKIP gained 12.6% of the votes and only one seat.
Following the election, five party leaders united to add their signatures to a petition demanding a reform of the electoral system.
The concern here, from the perspective of political liberty, is that the disproportionate power wielded by groups within Westminster, subject individuals to control that they have not consented to (so, 73.1% of the electorate did not consent to a Tory government), and therefore we might conclude that they are unfree.
In what follows, I will offer a brief suggestion of how we might reform our institutions and electoral system to ensure that individuals are adequately represented, and therefore have consented to the control which they are subjected to by the government. In doing so, I will follow Niccolo Machiavelli’s claim that,
‘All legislature that serves Liberty is produced out of the conflict between the different orders of the state.’
Republican Thinkers
Rather than offer an exegesis of republican thinkers and their approach to factional conflict (References are included below for those interested in this), it is useful to note two currents which run through republican thought. One is associated with Cicero, and later informed Rousseau, James Madison, and contemporary republican thinkers. These writers all share an antipathy towards conflict and factions – they believe that political liberty is achieved in a society where political power is safeguarded for one subset, or faction, and providing that faction wields their authority within the appropriate constitutional limits, individuals are free.
The other strand of republicanism comes from Machiavelli, who argued in the Discourses on Livy, that freedom arose in societies where the different groups were empowered to challenge one another. Laws which were subject to the input of various factions ensured that individuals had an impact upon the laws that they were controlled by. He famously stated that,
‘To me those who condemn the tumults between the Nobles and the Plebs seem to be caviling at the very thing that was the primary cause of Rome’s retention of liberty…. And they do not realize that in every republic there are two different dispositions, that of the people and that of the great men, and that all legislation favoring liberty is brought about by their dissension.’
This insight, that freedom is borne out of the conflict between society’s various factions, suggests a number of reforms which we could make to contemporary democracies, leading to freer and fairer societies.
Factional Democracy
Imagine a society in which one group determined all political policies and laws. Individuals who disagreed with the party’s action, and found that they were controlled in ways that they did not consent to, would be unfree. Now, imagine a second society populated by two factions, of roughly equal size and power. One group attempts to pass a law, which the other side makes revisions to. The law is subject to a number of amendments, and eventually passes into legislation. Here, I think, we would conclude that individuals are free, because what they want has had an impact upon how they’re controlled.
In contemporary politics, the first step to ensuring factions can contest political power, and ensure that all political activity is subject to popular control, would be the reform of the electoral system and campaign finances. A proportionally representative system, which transferred a faction’s share of the vote into a correlative share of seats, would ensure that groups are politically empowered to the extent that they enjoy popular support. Reforming campaign finances, perhaps through public funding or with much bigger caps on spending, would ensure that wealth did not have a disproportionate effect on political representation.
While this will go some way to ensuring that factions are empowered to contest for political power, it does not address the whole issue. We still have to be concerned about the composition of the cabinet, and the allocation of ministerial duties.
At the present time, the party with the largest share of seats is invited to form a government, with the party leader becoming the Prime Minister, and then appointing his own cabinet. Under a factional democracy, this would obviously be a problem. Suppose that the democracy had 6 parties, which shared their parliamentary seats in a ratio of 6:4:4:2:2:2. For the leader of the largest party to then assemble his own cabinet, ignoring that his party holds less than a third of the seats, would be impermissible.
Instead, we should look to produce a cabinet on the same principle of proportionality. This way, factions would be represented in the highest levels of government. When it comes to selecting the leader of the government, I think that the best approach would be for the Prime Minister to be the individual who could claim the support of the cabinet – representing the largest faction would not be sufficient, since that faction will still only represent a small proportion of the electorate’s preferences. The minister who could claim the support of a cross-faction group can plausibly claim to represent the interests of the governed.
Freedom through Conflict
With these measures, we can hope that all factions within society are empowered to propose and challenge legislation, ensuring that factional conflict determines the content of laws, and that all individuals can claim that their interests are respected in the formulation of governmental policy.
Political freedom would be ensured, then, through a democratic system where all factions would be able to contest for political authority. It is likely true that governments would be less stable, since they would not be able to force through whichever policies they wanted, but it would also be true that individuals’ interests would be represented in government, ensuring that they are not subject to the control of other groups. In this way, we can ensure that all legislation is produced by a conflict between society’s various orders, ensuring that all individuals remain free.
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Whose lion is it, anyway?
Steve Rushton explores whether English identity could and should be reimagined
Steve Rushton
The soul of the largest country on these isles feels lost. Images of today’s Englishness are not progressive.
Take George, patron saint and the man behind the red and white flag. Historically, he was a 3rd century Roman nobleman and soldier from today’s Turkey and Palestine. His standing grew nearly 1,000 years after his death, when he was branded a warrior saint; in effect, he was turned into a fundamentalist Christian propaganda tool to incite the Crusades, the religious wars against Arabs. He is also a patron saint for Genoa, Georgia and Portugal, plus a few other places.
A decade ago members of the Church of England campaigned to swap George for Saint Alban, England’s first Christian martyr. He seems a far better choice. In the 3rd century he offered a Christian named Amphibolus asylum from Roman persecution; this act led to Alban's conversion. He sacrificed himself by giving himself up disguised as Amphibolus and later was canonised as the saint of converts, refugees and torture victims.
Although Christianity is not relevant for many English people, swapping George for Alban would send at least two progressive signals. One, an admission and rejection of British imperialism. And two, it would challenge Britain’s leading role in a European asylum policy that allows refugees in the Mediterranean to drown in their thousands.
Inequality applauded
More broadly, Englishness seems a dirty idea, in need of rethinking. It conjures up images of Little Englanders who are small-minded, probably racist, clinging on to a history of world domination without apology. The inequality of imperialism is not hidden within this identity, but applauded. For instance, royal babies draw mobs of flag-wavers even though a quarter of the little princess’ peers will be born into poverty. A whitewashed past and warped present means this Englishness has lost sight of the future.
It is even more obvious that the union of these isles is lost, with Scotland’s departure nearing on the horizon. Britishness will soon need space in museums. Scottish independence will also probably encourage a knock-on surge in positive Welsh, Cornish and Northern political confidence and identities. I have spoken to many Irish people on both sides of the divide, but am not certain what its future is. But as the once dominant nation, the fall of Englishness and Britishness are entangled.
For the majority, Britain’s heyday was arguably the 1950s and 60s. The nation then bonded over "cradle to grave" universal healthcare, free education and welfare. All these things began to be dismantled by former primer minister Margaret Thatcher and possibly by her most lasting legacy: New Labour. Today, the majority of society’s public shared commons seem on death row, awaiting the austerity axe of the "majority" Conservative government, which won the election even though just 25% of people voted for them.
My roots come half from England, half from Scotland, but I no longer feel British. Since engaging with the independence campaign, I feel connected with a reimagined Scottishness. Forget kitsch stereotypes of kilts and bagpipes, this is a vision of 21st century hope. Another Scotland is possible, powered by renewable energy, with universal welfare rather than never-ending warfare; it is about a country that welcomes people in. Scotland’s vision can be read in the Common Weal and the Wee Blue Book. The movement had a strong feminist push, from Women For Independence, Bella Caledonia’s tartan-wearing iconographic figurehead to SNP leader Nicola Sturgeon and Westminster’s youngest MP, 20-year-old Mhairi Black.
In contrast, my Englishness feels stuck in a rut. The obvious progressive English thing to do with your identity is not mention it. Perhaps because more so than most places, Englishness needs to discard cultural baggage brimming with a shameful history of imperialism, slavery and colonialism.
Let the lion go
Like George, another aristocratic symbol from the Crusades that needs releasing is the lion. It first appeared on Henry I’s English army standards, the third Norman king of England. The lion then became central in the propaganda of Richard the Lionheart, and has been used by English royalty and the state ever since. The three lions can be seen on the England football shirt, and the animal pops up on the royal insignia everywhere: from the armed forces to the Foreign Office and the Ministry of Justice. Apparently more than 10,000 lion statues roam loose on London’s streets.
Like substituting George for Alban, letting the lions go offers another small, conciliatory step away from Britain’s colonial legacy. But what could replace it?
Opposite the lion on the royal insignia is Scotland’s national animal. It, too, is not native to these isles. In fact, it is not even native to this planet.
It is a unicorn. It has accompanied the lion on the royal insignia since the Act of Union 1707. In Celtic symbolism, it represents purity, healing powers and vitality, and also has connotations of power. However, I have not seen the unicorn really take off in the renewed Scottish identity.
Returning down south, England could choose a mythical creature, but a more grounded choice has strong merits for a shortlist.
A social creature
Badgers are under threat from the aristocracy, based on a narrative that they are dirty and diseased pests. They are the perfect analogy for the majority of English people under threat from austerity and crowded out by massive landowners. They, too, are social animals living in communities. Their communities, again like the majority of people, are at the frontline of fracking, and if this process poisons the earth surely badgers will be among its first casualties.
Additionally, badgers captured an interesting moment in England’s recent anti-racist struggle. On Parliament Square antifascists were preventing the BNP from marching on the Cenotaph. Then badger activists, in striking furry outfits, appeared to help stop the march of the fascists. The crowd chanted: “Black and white, unite and fight.”
Badgers might be adopted against austerity under the banner of "stop the cull: end austerity", and the anti-fracking movement could push the message of "badgers against fracking".
Yet look deeper and there is even more potential. Badgers are diggers. The Diggers were one of England’s most prominent movements for progressive social change. In 1649, after the English Civil War, they occupied land to grow their own food. They proclaimed their aim was to: “Work in righteousness, and lay the Foundation of making the earth a common treasury for all, both rich and poor. That every one that is born in the Land, may be fed by the earth his mother that brought him forth.”
On top of the Diggers, England is not short on inspiring political movements. Sparks could come from the worker solidarity of the Luddites, the mass movement of the Chartists, the call for equality of the Suffragettes or the 20th century call for peace from Greenham Common. All these things could help us reimagine England. Turning to music, arts, poetry, literature and loads of other imaginative and positive things, there is plenty to admire that is English.
So, perhaps this is the start of a discussion, not the end. Maybe it’s time to rekindle a new sense of Englishness, and maybe another England is possible.
Families of Soma miners united in their quest for justice
Tan Tunali
‘Pınar Gezer, wife of Zeki Gezer’, ‘Nursel Kocabaş, wife of Mustafa Kocabaş’, ‘Ismail Çolak, father of Ibrahim Çolak’. One by one family members call out their own names and the names of their loved ones, miners who lost their lives in the biggest mine accident in Turkey’s history. It goes with a ceaseless and collective sobbing.
Some cannot stop themselves from shouting a few angry words to the suspects, even though the judge warned them not to do so: ‘I hope that Allah will give you the same punishment as you have given me,’ Hüsniye Coskun, who lost her husband Zeki, shouts. The mix of intense grief and anger creates an emotion-laden atmosphere in the packed courthouse, which normally serves as a cultural centre. Judges, lawyers, gendarmerie and the suspects listen silently, some of them with wet eyes.
301 miners died on 13 May 2014, when fire broke out in the Enyez-coal mine in Soma. Almost a year later their families face with the people who they believe are responsible for the death of their husband, father, brother, son. 45 employees of Soma Holding, the company who ran the mine, stand trial at the higher criminal court in Akhisar, 40 kilometer south of Soma. After eight court days the judge demands sentences varying from 32 months to lifelong imprisonment. The indictments differ from first-degree murder to murder by deliberate negligence.
The trial commenced in tumultuous fashion. Initially, only 33 of the 45 suspects were present in court, stirring the anger of the families. The judge had decided, citing security considerations, to let the eight suspects in pre-trial detention follow the case through a video connection. It led to a courthouse with over two hundred of angry family members who demanded the eight to be brought to court.
When one guy expressed his anger physically, the counselors of the suspects left the courthouse to make way for a peloton of riot police that entered the courthouse in full riot gear. When all the consternation faded away the lawyers of the families insisted on their demand that the eight suspects in prison, including CEO Can Gürkan, would be brought to court. After a short break the judge met their demand.
Selçuk Kozağaclı, representing the families of the miners, holds ambivalent feelings about the court case that will continue on August 18: ‘The families have shown that they can, notwithstanding their emotions, seek justice in an orderly way. I’m very proud of them. I’m not happy about the fact that the case so far hasn’t shed light on the relation between Soma Holding’s management and the government. Now certain people who bear responsibility escape their punishment,’ Kozağaclı said. A highly contentious law enables public officials to escape prosecution.
Gülten Kavas, who lost her husband Ali, tells what the court case means to her: ’I want all people responsible to get the highest possible punishment. Only when that happens this country can show that it has some respect for human dignity. When I buried my husband I buried my own soul with him. Believe me, since then it’s difficult for me to live on. I only do so for my daughter, who together with 431 other children lost her father. At his birthday she embraced his grave and said: ‘Daddy, I told you you shouldn’t have gone to the mine. The money you had was enough for us.’
The families are connected in their anger and their desire to find justice for their loved ones. Even though the state offered them ‘compensation money’ (roughly 36.000 British pound), they feel abandoned; by the state, the media, but also by the local community. Pınar Gezer, who works in the breakfast salon of her cousin, bought a new house and a car from the money she received. ‘These are basic needs, but they’re both bought from blood money. Instead the state should have taken precautions to prevent such a disaster from taking place. That’s what I’m fighting for as well. In the first place I fight for my husband, but secondly I’m seeking justice because I don’t want other workers to end like my husband,’ Gezer said.
Occasionally she encounters angry gazes while walking down the streets of Soma. People envy her new house, she suspects. Once a miner asked her why she is putting so much effort in the court case. Gezer was left in dismay: ‘I felt so desperate when he asked me that. I almost slapped him in the face, but luckily I could restrain myself.’
During the anniversary of the disaster a big march throughout the Soma city centre was organised by the Association for Social Rights (Sosyal Haklar Derneği). The association offers judicial and psychological support and makes sure the families were well-organised and informed in the run-up to the court case. During the march, attended by a several thousands of people, two of the catchiest slogans addressed the observing crowd at the sidewalk: ‘Soma don’t sleep, protect your miners,’ and ‘Don’t be silent, if you’re silent you’ll be next.’
‘Soma’s sociology is very interesting,’ Kamil Kartal says with a feel for understatement. Kartal, a former trade unionist, came to Soma right after the disaster took place and he founded the Association for Social Rights. ‘Because the families of the victims weren’t able to organise themselves we did it for them. We try to do the same for miners, but that not so easy. A culture of fear is rampant and everybody is afraid to lose his job.’
As a miner in Soma, very little is needed to lose your job. Five months after the disaster in Soma, a second big mine disaster took place in the eastern town of Ermenek. A group of miners in Soma decided to travel to Ermenek as a gesture of solidarity to their colleagues who lost their lives. Upon arrival back in Soma the miners found their their access cards to the mines they worked for blocked. They were no longer welcome at their job.
Soma is a city with 100.000 inhabitants and the mines are virtually the only opportunity for employment. The population is generally of lower socio economic status, traditional and conservative. They welcome any opportunity for work, regardless the circumstances. Several months after the mine disaster 47 percent of the city voted for Recep Tayyip Erdoğan in the presidential elections. Just after the disaster, Erdoğan, at the time prime minister, had called the disaster the ‘fate’ of a mine worker.
Ӧzgur Ӧzel, MP for the Republican’s People Party, had warned months before the disaster for the dangerous circumstances in the Enyez-mine. When he recalls Erdoğan’s remark he still gets angry: ‘This disaster happened because the government is only interested in profit, rather than in people. The state is the sole customer of Soma Holding and shares close connections with the people running the company. It has deliberately failed in monitoring and creating safe working conditions. That has nothing to do with fate, but everything with wildly profit-driven policy.’
Reports of the disaster by Turkey’s Ombudsman Institution, the Turkish Union of Bar Associations and a parliamentary commission all show a structural negligence on behalf of the state and Soma Holding concerning the provision of safe working conditions. In September 2014, Turkish parliament passed a law to improve working conditions in mining. Last March, Turkey ratified an ILO convention regarding safety and health in the mining industry.
Emma Sinclair-Webb, senior Turkey researcher at Human Rights Watch, says the ratification of the ILO convention is a positive step. At the same time, she points out that it won’t solve Turkey’s structural problems: ‘The problem in Turkey is not the lack of legislation, but the lack of implementation of legislation. That’s why the number of occupational murders in Turkey is still way too high. As long as the government doesn’t take its responsibility in implementing its own laws, that won’t change.’
The interplay between 'hard science' and 'soft science'
How they can work better together
Thor Adams
Black/White, Male/Female, Rich/Poor and in this Context ‘Hard’ and ‘Soft’
Are all these constructs polar opposites of each other, or can they come together and learn from each other in a collaborative way? What’s in a term? Why can’t both or rather all aspects of science and the arts work together and work towards a better, more knowledgeable and more inter-connected world.
I believe they can, I believe they should and I believe with just the right nudges we can start to intertwangle the hard and soft sciences. Pure mathematics has a beauty and rhythm to it, how is this any different to poetry? Why do a lot of mediums and academic subjects and departments dismiss each other, actively denigrate each other and generally, in my opinion, do unconducive things to the furtherance of science and a better world?
I disagree with this artificially and historically constructed divide. I think it’s destructive and ultimately frankly stupid. I think so many people in various spheres of thought, education and academia could learn, inspire and bounce ideas off each other to the betterment of the actual science and even the arts.
This artificial divide really illuminates the wider battles in society. For example, the battle between the sexes. Look at the current controversy over an older Nobel winning scientist named Tim Hunt and his views on girls being distracting in the lab “scientists should work in gender-segregated labs and that the trouble with ‘girls’ is that they cause men to fall in love with them”. This comment on the one hand seems quite innocuous but on closer examination shows his relatively unprogressive, quite old fashioned and misogynistic viewpoint.
The point though is that men and woman do, in my opinion and others of course, think differently and this should be celebrated. This difference is conducive to alternative ways of thinking; coming at a problem from a variety of angles of attack and coming up with a number of solutions to a problem, different but equally valid criticisms of a theory and ‘blue sky’ thinking.
Class is another artificially created human construct. If all our scientists , engineers, artists and writers were from public schools like Eton and Cambridge, what a poorer, less interesting and frankly less progressive world the arts and science would be. Luckily Britain has a relatively meritocratic system in science and, to a lesser extent, the arts. Unfortunately, if you are a writer or an artist, you are more likely to get published if you are from a certain class. Society now recognises 7 classes, rather than the original three: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-22007058. It’s much more important to have access to things like ‘social’ and ‘cultural’ capital. Unfortunately, to a certain extent ‘who you know, not what you know’ still applies in journalism, writing, parts of academia and especially getting a job or starting a career.
The society we live in is a flawed construct from the outset. Whether it is how we are governed, how money is created, how our economy works, who has the power and importantly who doesn’t have that power. We are oppressed consciously and at a fundamental level by design. Large parts of our society and its people, for example in education and access to welfare, simply don’t even have access to the basics any more (food, housing, transport, education and any actual investment in them). A truly progressive society should provide these basics to all its people regardless of class, race and gender.
Getting back to the hard and soft Sciences; I think that we need to tear down this divide and build bridges to each sphere and all the stores of knowledge that are out there. We could come up with so many new breakthroughs, ideas, plans, inventions, social theories and practicable solutions if we all had equal access to the world and the entirety of academia’s output.
I find my friends who are engineers, physicists and mathematicians can sometimes forget to actually factor people into their models and equations. Equally I find my friends who are social scientists, philosophers and writers sometimes forget to factor reality, real world scenarios and practicality into their models, ideas and analysis.
I want the different spheres of academia to work better together. 100 years ago scientists were poets, philosophers and social scientists too. The great Victorian engineers and scientists believed they were designing and building a new society and that included factoring people into their grandiose visions. Often it included radical social change too, usually as a by-product of the vision but sometimes projects of large scope and scale had new ways of living, creating and sharing right at the heart of the project.
I think science in particular these days has increasingly stranded or hard to access stores of knowledge. This is because it can often take 15, 20 or even sometimes 30 years to learn, understand and then build on your predecessors work. This can sometimes lead to rigid thinking and dogmatic ways of doing things. Less ‘thinking outside the box’. What’s needed in my opinion is a more melting pot of ideas where artists, scientists, social theorists and writers can collaborate more and bounce ideas and thoughts off each other, which could possibly lead to new ways of thinking about the fundamental problem or idea that needs solving.
Spooked by a few short stories
“It is dull enough to confuse the eye in following, pronounced enough to constantly irritate and provoke study, and when you follow the lame uncertain curves for a little distance they suddenly commit suicide—plunge off at outrageous angles, destroy themselves in unheard of contradictions.” ― Charlotte Perkins Gilman, The Yellow Wallpaper
Trisha Bhattacharya
A short story in contrast to a novel has less space and time within which to draw readers. When a short story in a stretch of a few pages, manages to be lucid, sharp and unambiguous, it has the desired effect on readers. Moreover, short fictional stories that specifically spook and frighten readers, to whatever extent, also carry them on a temporary journey to a frightful world. Also, Spook and Short do travel well together, whether they are completely fictive or perhaps even inspired by real-life stories.
The developing plot of any spooky short story impacts readers most when they have no idea of how it is going to unfold in the end. So, it is best to read such stories without any prior knowledge of any associated denouements. The more suspense a reader encounters while they read, the stronger is the story’s influence upon a reader.
There are possibly many unintimidated readers and then there could be several readers who rattle easily; so, before choosing from numerous scary short stories, it is a good idea to know that the lingering influence of some stories could be longstanding. Although numerous stories about ghosts, supernatural entities, horrific events, have scared many readers since time immemorial, some stories that are not entirely about ghosts and ghouls have also similarly spooked readers.
Stories like the Three Ghost Stories by Charles Dickens, The Monkey’s Paw by W.W. Jacobs, The Body-Snatcher by Robert Louis Stevenson, are some of the many spooky short stories one can read and be frightened by. The following three short stories, all coincidentally written by women authors, have elements of spook in varying measures and characters one would possibly remember for a long time to come.
The Landing by Anita Desai
A woman has shifted into her newly bought accommodation—a really old house constructed in 1743. Her first day in the house is strange, windows open and close on their own and an eerie feeling grasps the new occupant. She feels that the house breathes and has a life of its own. She feels unwanted in the house as if the house does not wish her to be its owner. She, in particular, notices the landing that is part of the staircase joining the upper and lower floors of the house.
In the night, she senses someone watching her, and she can also hear someone breathing. To see who it is, she switches on one of the electric lanterns—but there is no one there. She follows the presence intuitively to where the landing is. She finds no clue pointing to who or what this presence could be. She thinks she may be hallucinating, getting old, but she knows she couldn’t be imagining everything that was happening to her. She realizes the presence hides somewhere in the landing.
She makes an effort to communicate with it as time passes, but it refuses to respond to her. She can only feel it watching her at night while she sleeps. She deduces that the landing could be a connection to a chamber or a space, which had once been an important part of the house, but now no longer was. To her, it also seems to be a link between the earthly realm that she is a part of and another separate realm the presence disappears to.
Although nothing usurious happens in the story in terms of action or conflict—it still is a quiet spook. The woman has no name in the story and the characters in the story are a few. The premises of the old house and the story associated with the strange entity in the house that wants her gone and makes her feel unwelcome and the landing where it hides, might not instantly shock or completely frighten. But a reader may be left with a feeling of—“what transpired here?”
The author allows the story to subtly unfurl. Whether the narrative toward the end reveals secrets of the house or not is for readers to find out. It is a well-written story, however, on the spook meter, it may not score as highly as other stories, but this story could still unnerve some fragile souls.
The Yellow Wallpaper by Charlotte Perkins Gilman
The first-person narrative of the story is haunting, especially, when a slightly mentally ill, but sane woman, tumbles into an abyss of strange wallpaper patterns, hallucinations and delusions, because of the drawbacks of a physician husband and the absence of proper stimulus. When mental structuring, already unbalanced and hoisted on weak foundations is subjected to the wrong stimulus and a subsequent attack on the nerves, resulting out of isolation and imaginations of an inherently disturbed mind, it could lead to destruction.
The woman, upon her husband’s insistence, must stay in the nursery on the upper floor of their newly rented house with gardens. She, on the other hand, wants to meet her cousin and also stay in one of the lower rooms that opens out into the piazza with rose bushes. Nevertheless, her husband negates all her suggestions and gently coerces her into living in the nursery for three-months at a stretch because he feels she needs fresh air—and should not mingle with anyone.
The nursery has several windows facing the gardens, the grapevine arbors and paths, leading into the neighbouring bay and in other directions. The narrator likes to write and does so in secret, fearing her husband’s disapproval. Her child is kept in the care of someone else while she rests in the nursery that was once a boys’ room and a gymnasium. However, the wallpaper of the nursery is terrible, and she must endure it, as she is housed there, for three months—for recuperation.
The woman dislikes it at first, and to add to her dislike, she starts seeing images in the patterns of the wallpaper, like bulbous eyes and strange fungous growth. She attaches several other concurrent interpretations to it, including one that the wallpaper patterns are actually caging a woman—and that she must get her out. The narrator also begins to see women creeping out of the wallpaper and then creeping around in the garden. The woman, however, can’t put the entire pattern into perspective.
The wallpaper starts consuming her attention furthermore, as time passes. She decides to decipher the patterns on her own and guards it surreptitiously from her husband and the housekeeper. The two other occupants of the house are not aware of the transition the already mentally unstable woman is going through. The physician husband does not stay at home often. Therefore, the woman is left on her own while her husband continues to attend to more ‘serious patients’ and the housekeeper attends to the house and other responsibilities.
As the three-month time period comes to an end, she asks her husband to take her away from there. However, he coaxes her otherwise once again, only to realize on the last day of their stay in the house that his decision had all along been wrong. His wife has plummeted into a terrible state, having finally escaped the prison of the wallpaper, which she had peeled off earlier, on her last night in the house.
Where Are You Going, Where Have You Been? by Joyce Carol Oates
A young teenager Connie, feels unappreciated at home, for her mother prefers her simpler elder sister June to her, because Connie has striking looks, unlike her or her daughter June. Connie is constantly reprimanded by her mother because she will not do what June does, work hard, save money, help around the house—and stare less at the mirror. Connie wishes her mother was dead. Although on one hand, she also feels that her mother inwardly prefers her to June.
Connie’s mother, however, allows her to travel to places with her best friend, for June does so too—with her own friends. Connie behaves one way when she is at home and differently when she is outside. One night, Connie meets Eddie, a boy, at a shopping plaza in town while she is out with her best friend. She hangs out with the boy for several hours, but that night she also encounters a man in a jalopy, painted gold, who says, pointing in her direction, “Gonna get you, baby” —Eddie notices none of this.
She feels uneasy for an instant and forgets all about the man when she returns home. One following Sunday when no one is at home except for Connie, who is listening to the radio, the man in the jalopy-painted-gold turns up on her doorstep. There is another man in the car with him and he is wearing earphones. Connie does not know them, but her first reaction to the approaching car is to check her own appearance in the mirror. Given that a screen door separates her and the stranger, she talks to him because he won’t leave unless she does. His name is Arnold Friend and the other man with him is Ellie.
As the dialogues they exchange build up, she realizes the man knows a lot about her including where her parents are. He wants her to go out for a drive with him, but if she does not acquiesce, he threatens to wait until her family return and harm them when they do. He warns her not to call the cops or else he would barge into the house right then. He assures her that he wouldn’t hurt her if she agreed to go out with him. Connie is young and vain, but she is also vulnerable. She takes a sudden decision, based on her own superficial interpretations of the world, and it spirals her into a barren landscape.
This third story has no ghost or any supernatural element, but it is a spine-chilling surreal narrative. It has no scary apparitions or ghosts, but its intent would scare many. This is one story that will just grip a reader from page one. It is not a typical fictional story, but seems real. It has elements of a real-life story intermingling with fiction.
Joyce Carol Oates had dedicated this story to Bob Dylan, for his song, “It’s All Over Now, Baby Blue”. The author wrote the story based on the real life serial killer Charles Schimd, also called the Pied Piper of Tucson. A reader with no idea of where this story is headed may be horrified by the turn of events. Many readers might expect a resolution of some kind, but a solution comes up only toward the end or does it?
Conclusion
A list of such stories that send one temporarily hurtling into a land of fear and dread can be quite exhaustive. Brave readers, while reading such stories might not be outright frightened, however, they may feel its aftereffects. In a dark room, when no one is at home, and the lights go out, some of the characters may continue to linger on in the minds of readers, and shadowy images may blur one’s surroundings. Of course, it’s not real, but what if?
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