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YELI: Jia Wenqi uses his foot to pour a bucket of water in Yeli village near Shijiazhuang
city in northern China’s Hebei province. — AP photos

YELI: Friends Jia Haixia (left) and Jia Wenqi work to plant a tree in a field in Yeli village
near Shijiazhuang city in northern China’s Hebei province.

YELI VILLAGE: A once-barren bank of the Ye
river in central China now has 12,000 trees irri-
gated by a small canal, thanks to unlikely but
dedicated gardeners: two friends, one blind
and one without arms. For the past 13 years,
the two have planted and watered cedar trees
near their village in Hebei province in what
originally was supposed to be a commercial
venture but became a mission supported by
local officials to improve the air in a region
more famous for its stifling pollution than for
its rolling hills.

The story of Jia Wenqi, 53, with no arms,
and his blind friend, Jia Haixia, 54, is one of per-
severance, environmental awakening and of
finding a path in a country where it is difficult
for the disabled to find jobs. “This empty river-
bank was only dry sand and pebbles. It was
deserted for many years. For normal people, it
was impossible to plant trees there,” Wenqi
said in an interview on the riverbank. “But as
the saying goes: Nothing is impossible to a will-
ing heart.”

Every morning Haixia grabs onto the empty
sleeve of Wenqi, who leads the way to the

riverbank and then carries Haixia on his back
across the shallow Ye river to their plantation.
Haixia climbs trees to prune them of branches
to be used as cuttings to plant new trees, using
his hands to feel for the branches. Wenqi digs
holes for the cuttings, tucking a shovel
between his cheek and shoulder to aim it and
then using his foot to drive it into the ground.
He also uses his feet to fetch water from the
river with a bucket and pour the water around
the newly planted tree. “Just ask a normal per-
son to work with his arms in his pockets, like
Wenqi!” Haixia said. “We handicapped people
have an endurance that normal people don’t
possess.”

The two childhood friends share a surname
but are not closely related, though they both
grew up in Yeli Village, part of the Hebei city of
Shijiazhuang. Unable to find work, they started
their venture in 2002 with the modest goal of
planting around 800 trees a year. But a drought
devastated their first crop, and they have never
made any money from the plantation. Instead
they get by on modest government assistance
for disabled people. However, they have stuck

with the tree-planting and now feel they have
a purpose: to improve the local environment.

Their village is part of the industrial hub of
Shijiazhuang city, which was China’s third-
worst-polluted city in a list by the Environment
Ministry earlier this year. Seven of the top 10
cities on that list were in Hebei province, a
heavily industrial and coal-burning province.
People with disabilities are at a substantial dis-
advantage in China, a highly competitive socie-
ty where anti-discrimination laws and policies
to encourage hiring of disabled people are not
enforced. Their unemployment rates are well
more than double that of non-disabled people,
according to a 2013 report by the International
Labor Organization. Income levels for house-
holds with disabled people were less than half
the average of other households, the report
found.

“We handicapped people often feel inferior.
No one takes us seriously and we have to
depend on ourselves,” the blind man said, his
eyes gazing aimlessly. Haixia lost his eyesight
in a work accident in a stone quarry in 2000.
Wenqi was electrocuted at the age of 3 and

both arms were amputated. He performed for
many years in a traveling troupe of disabled
people in which he demonstrated calligraphy
written with his feet. Several old photographs
of his travels are pinned on the walls of his
dusty room in the basement of a house he
shares with his brother and sister-in-law.

He left the troupe in 2001 to take care of his
dying father. Wenqi said their tree venture’s
focus was initially commercial, not environ-
mental. “Gradually, as the trees grew and by
watching promotional programs on television,
I learnt that planting trees can improve air
quality and the whole environment. We grew
trees, but we also grew our minds.” Their vil-
lage committee has given them nearly 7
hectares to plant the trees, and the local
forestry bureau has chipped in with some tree
seedlings. “Our tree planting may not have
much substantial benefit for the present gen-
eration, but it leaves a green environment to
the next one,” Haixi said. “We are physically dis-
abled but mentally healthy. We have this big
dream in our heart to leave a stretch of green
to our children.” — AP 
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MOGADISHU: At a hospital in Mogadishu’s
Yaqshid district, children suffering from severe
acute malnutrition, worsened by stomach and
chest infections, are receiving treatment that is
likely saving their young lives. Three years
have elapsed since famine killed more than a
quarter of a million people in Somalia-more
than half of them children-yet for many of the
country’s poorest and most vulnerable people
the hunger has not gone away. Seven-month-
old Zakaria was admitted to the specialised
clinic with severe acute malnutrition and a res-
piratory tract infection.

After six days of being fed fortified milk
and antibiotics, his tiny body still appeared
emaciated and listless but his mother, Baarlin
Hassan Nuur, 30, said he was much improved.
“When I brought my son here he was very sick
and vulnerable, but he is recovering now and
looking better,” said Nuur, a street vendor and
market trader. She moved to Mogadishu from
the town of Balad, some 30 kilometers to the

north, when seasonal drought dried up her
father’s farm. Others in the ward ranged from
a five-week-old baby girl to a three-year-old.
One child had developed tuberculosis while
another contracted a stomach disease when
he was fed cow’s milk after refusing to breast-
feed. With scarce resources, nutrition expert
Yusuf Sheikh Abdi struggles to run the clinic
for local non-governmental organization
SAACID, whose name means “to help” in
Somali. “Feeding must go together with
antibiotics to treat diseases. You cannot reach
the desired treatment without antibiotics,” he
said after pointing out the empty shelves and
cabinets in the centre’s pharmacy. In the cor-
ner of the room were the last of the supplies: a
small stack of fortified milk powder and
“Plumpy Nut” peanut paste, a special food
designed to fatten starving children. “We will
have to stop admissions in the next few days,”
Abdi said. Only three weeks ago a child at
Abdi’s facility died of a combination of malnu-

trition and disease. In 2011 and 2012 a famine
caused by conflict and drought killed nearly
five percent of Somalia’s population and 10
percent of its children. At the time, Abdi was
working in Middle Shabelle, one of the regions
south of Mogadishu hit by famine. “At that
time malnutrition was high, high. Now it is
reduced, but only somewhat. For many it still
exists,” he said. There are currently 203,000
acutely malnourished children in Somalia,
according to a recent UN assessment. Of these,
38,000 need the kind of life-saving treatment
that is provided at the centre in Yaqshid. This
figure is a seven percent decrease on last year,
marking a slight improvement.

‘Building resilience’
The vast majority of the worst affected are

those who were uprooted by the famine and,
three years on, continue to live in squalid dis-
placement camps that jostle for space among
Mogadishu’s building sites, cleared plots and

new hotels, shops and office blocks. With limit-
ed access to clean water, hygienic toilets, basic
medical care and food, children quickly fall
sick. But despite the dire circumstances, the
situation could be-and in the recent past has
been-much worse. 

“There are always ups and downs depend-
ing on the rainfall, and there are always
around 200,000 children at risk of malnutri-
tion,” said Jean-Michel Delmotte, the head of
the UN children’s agency UNICEF in Somalia.
In this context, Delmotte said, the current
period is one of “stabilisation... an opportunity
to build resilience” rather than having to
respond to emergencies. Resilience may
sound like a buzzword, but it is also an imper-
ative, as humanitarian emergencies in places
including Syria, Iraq, the Central African
Republic and South Sudan compete with
Somalia for limited humanitarian resources.
“We have to do better with less, or do differ-
ently,” Delmotte said. — AFP 
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