
HANOI, Vietnam: Vietnam’s government
said toxic discharges from a Taiwanese-
owned steel plant were responsible for mas-
sive fish deaths that have decimated
tourism and fishing in four provinces and
highlighted the risks of rapid growth in for-
eign investment. An estimated 70 tons of
dead fish washed ashore along more than
200 kilometers of Vietnam’s central coast-
line in early April, sparking rare protests
across the country when authorities could
not initially pinpoint the cause.

A government minister, Mai Tien Dung,
told reporters on Thursday that Formosa
Ha Tinh Steel Corp, a subsidiary of Taiwan’s
Formosa Plastics Group, admitted it had
caused the environmental disaster and has
pledged $500 million to clean up the envi-
ronment and compensate affected people,
including helping fisherman to find new
jobs. Dung said waste water containing
toxins such as cyanide and carbolic acids
was released into the sea during a test run
of the plant.

‘Seafood farming is impossible’ 
Formosa’s $10.6 billion steel complex,

which includes a steel plant, a power plant
and a deep sea port, is one of the largest
foreign investments in Vietnam. The coun-
try’s authoritarian government, hoping to
boost economic growth and reduce pover-
ty, has overseen an influx of foreign invest-
ment deals amounting to least $70 billion in
the past decade. But ordinary Vietnamese
have become increasingly aware of and
concerned by the environmental and
human costs of such rapid development.

A Vietnamese fishing industry group
said it was a positive that the government
was holding Formosa to account, but said
much more needs to be done to restore the
health of the environment in the four affect-
ed provinces Ha Tinh, Quang Binh, Quang
Tri and Thua Thien Hue. “There are no fish or
shrimp for fishermen to catch, seafood
farming is impossible and the tourism
industry has also been affected,” said

Nguyen Tu Cuong of the Vietnam Fishery
Association. 

He said most fishermen can’t easily
switch to another occupation as the only
skill they know is fishing. Phan Thanh An, a
fisherman from Quang Tri province, said that
for 15 days after the dead fish began wash-
ing ashore, “I did not catch any live fish, only
fish bones.” “I have never seen such massive
amounts of dead fish like that before,” he
said. An, who has been fishing since he was
13, said he hasn’t taken his fishing boat out
for two months but may try next week.

‘Environmental disaster’ 
The chairman of Formosa Ha Tinh Steel,

Chen Yuan-Cheng, apologized in a video
shown at the news conference on Thursday.
“Our company takes full responsibility and
sincerely apologizes to the Vietnamese peo-
ple ... for causing the environmental disaster
which seriously affected the livelihood, pro-
duction and jobs of the people and the sea
environment,” he said.

The parent company, Formosa Plastics
Group, is one of the world’s biggest produc-

ers of poly vinyl chloride and has a patchy
environmental record. Its US subsidiaries
agreed to pay millions of dollars in fines and
remediation costs in 2009 after a long-run-
ning battle over air, water, and hazardous
waste violations at two petrochemical
plants in Texas and Louisiana.

Chen said the company was working to
fix shortcomings at the steel plant’s waste
water treatment facility that were behind
the disaster. Separately, state media report-
ed that the Vietnam Environment
Administration had ordered inspections of a
Chinese paper factory in the Mekong Delta
province of Hau Giang because of concerns
its waste water treatment system was dis-
charging toxins that could pollute the
Mekong River and kill fish.

Deputy Minister of Planning and
Investment Dang Huy Dong said that the
government wants to attract foreign invest-
ment that is technologically advanced and
friendly to the environment, and will not
lure investment at any price. “We will not
trade the environment for foreign direct
investment,” he said. — AP
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JAKARTA: Three orangutans rescued
when forest fires destroyed their
Indonesian rainforest habitats were
returned to the wild on Borneo island
last week. Karmele Llano Sanche,
International Animal Rescue program
director in Indonesia, made a three-day
journey by car, boat and through the
forest to release the animals in Bukit
Baka Bukit Raya National Park. 

“You know, it’s amazing to see a big
orangutan like that moving across the
forest, this is home, home, back home,”
Sanche said. Sabtu, 25, was saved in
March 2015 from a village near the IAR
sanctuary in Ketapang, West

Kalimantan province, one of the area’s
most affected by the fires last year.

Butan and Marsela, both around
seven and eight years old, were also
rescued by IAR when their home was
destroyed by fires. Deforestation and
land clearing for pulp paper and palm
oil plantations has depleted the habi-
tat of Bornean and Sumatran orang-
utans. Fires are often set by compa-
nies to clear the land. Orangutans,
which means “person of the forest” in
Malay, are endangered animals. There
are only about 60,000 left in the wild,
down from around 230,000 a century
ago. — Reuters

Orangutans rescued from forest

fires released back into wild 

VIETNAM: In this image, environmental activists protest Taiwan’s Formosa Ha Tinh Steel Corp in Hanoi,
Vietnam. —  AP

Health officials race

to prevent Congo 

yellow fever disaster

DAKAR: It is the stuff of a disaster movie: An outbreak of
yellow fever in Congo’s capital city, full of unvaccinated
people mostly huddled together in slums with too few
drains and the kind of sticky, fetid climate that mosqui-
toes love. Kinshasa’s 12 million people - twice as many
as there are doses of yellow fever vaccine anywhere in
the world - are largely unprotected against this some-
times deadly but easily preventable illness, which has
killed at least 353 in Democratic Republic of Congo and
neighbor Angola.

And though the mosquito-borne virus has yet to gain
momentum in Africa’s third largest metropolis, officials in
Congo’s government and the World Health Organization
(WHO) are racing to avoid a repeat of the kind of urban
epidemics that decimated Western cities like New York
and Philadelphia in centuries past. With three weeks to
go before they start a vaccination campaign for 11.6 mil-
lion people against the hemorrhagic virus in three
Congolese provinces, and only 1.3 million doses of the
vaccine on their way to Congo, time is not on their side.

“The epidemic has become something that can expo-
nentially reinforce itself. It’s not that easy to reverse,”
Doctors Without Borders (MSF) head of operations Bart
Janssens said. “The risk is ... (significant) that this could
become a big epidemic ... That’s what we’d like to avoid
at all costs.” There are currently just six million doses of
vaccine in the world, and the method of making more,
using chicken eggs, takes about a year. As an emergency
measure, health officials have decided to split the doses
into fifths, enabling them to cover more people, although
only for a year rather than a lifetime.

“Kinshasa has millions of inhabitants. We cannot allow
the epidemic to spread there,” Congo’s health minister
Felix Kabange told Reuters by telephone. “We realized
that if we gave the full dose, the time needed to manufac-
ture all those vaccines would risk allowing the epidemic
to embrace the whole country.”

Slow burn crisis
Yellow fever was once a big killer in the West, wiping

out about a tenth of the population of New York and
Philadelphia in the 18th century. Then, 80 years ago, a
vaccine was created and the virus was quickly eradicat-
ed in the rich world. In Africa it mainly persists in remote
rural areas, and not since the 1970s has it threatened a
major city.

The current outbreak, with 3,464 suspected cases so
far, about a third of them in Congo, began in Angola in
December.  Hitching a ride on popular trade routes from
the capital Luanda, it jumped the border into Congo, then
to its megacity capital. A small but significant fraction of
those who catch the disease die from jaundice, bleeding
and multiple organ failure.

In Kinshasa, a city whose tin-roofed shanty towns
encircle the skyscrapers of its business district, the fear is
palpable. “Everyone is panicking at the news of yellow
fever. I’m afraid of catching it and dying,” said street ven-
dor Gallo Musambu, who has little hope of being able
afford the vaccine. “I don’t even want to touch people
from Angola because that’s where it came from,” he
added, revealing that the government also has work to
do explaining how it is transmitted.

Unlike the Ebola virus, which has killed 11,300 people
in West Africa since 2013, yellow fever initially spreads
slowly, as the mosquitoes carrying it don’t travel more
than 100 meters from where they are born, health offi-
cials said. That may give some breathing space for the
response. The response in Angola was at first somewhat
lumbering, the MSF’s Janssens said, but officials raised
their game when it reached Congo, mobilizing resources
and implementing mass vaccinations.

Yet the bigger risk with a city, he said, is that the mosqui-
toes themselves start passing the virus on to their own lar-
vae, enabling them to become a reservoir for the disease.
And, as with Ebola, a worry is that airplanes can carry the
virus to other more distant cities. Asia has never had yellow
fever, despite being home to the mosquitoes that spread it.
But this year 11 Chinese expatriates working in Angola con-
tracted it and brought it back to China. — Reuters

Toxic discharges from Taiwanese 

plant responsible for fish deaths
‘We will not trade the environment for foreign direct investment’ 


