
When Cyclone Winston pummelled through Fiji last year,
the largest storm recorded in the southern hemisphere,
Sofia Talei’s taro and cassava crops were destroyed, leav-
ing her livelihood as a farmer uncertain. “I was so desper-
ate. All the effort we put into it was destroyed after a few
hours,” Talei, 33, told the Thomson Reuters Foundation.
But after the storm came an unexpected surprise: a
wealth of financial literacy, business, and agricultural
training, which led to Talei this year becoming the first
female president of the main fruit and vegetable market
in the Fijian capital Suva.

Women’s rights campaigners say disasters can present
an opportunity for countries to not only rebuild infra-
structure, but also tackle gender inequality, such as help-
ing more women get into work and finding ways to
address gender violence. “Through the leadership train-
ing, it’s empowering us women to stand up and fight for
women’s rights,” said Talei, a mother of three, standing
proudly by her market stall, where she now sells coconuts
and fast-growing crops like chillies, eggplants and cab-
bage which are better suited to unpredictable climates. 

For stubborn gender stereotypes in small Pacific islands
like Fiji mean women have fewer rights, such as access to
services like banking, formal jobs, or even a chance to
work, said Aleta Miller from UN Women in Fiji, which pro-
vides training for market stall vendors like Talei. Such gen-
der inequality has also led to high rates of violence against
women. Two in every three women in the Pacific will expe-

rience violence - twice the global average - according to
UN Women. 

“What drives this violence? Fundamentally, it’s harmful
social norms: deeply-held attitudes, beliefs, values and
behaviors within society about the role of men and women,”
said Miller, on the sidelines of a conference run by civil

rights group CIVICUS in Suva earlier this month. “Women
hold the same values, in some cases. A woman may agree
with a man that he has the right to keep her in the house and
to make her report to him where ever she goes,” she said.

‘Change What’s Wrong’
When disaster strikes - which is becoming more fre-

quent and intense due to climate change - women’s vulner-
abilities are even more exposed, said researcher Virginie
Le Masson from London-based think tank Overseas
Development Institute (ODI). Some women and girls are
forced to sell sex to survive, and some are raped due to
the lack of shelter after disasters such as cyclones, earth-
quakes or floods. 

“It’s a combination of existing inequality and violence
against women and girls, and the failure of protective
systems after a disaster,” said Le Masson. “But climate
change is not the reason why women have been discrimi-
nated against for the last centuries.” Le Masson said dis-
asters can present an opportunity for women. “This is an
opportunity to change what is wrong. (After a disaster)
we need everyone in the community to contribute to
rebuild the economy and that’s an opportunity for women
to take part,” she said.

Only 40 percent of Fijian women have formal work,
compared to 80 percent of men, according to the
International Women’s Development Agency. UN
Women’s Miller said providing skills training for women

before and after a disaster is one way to help challenge
engrained gender stereotypes. 

“It’s more than money and profit, it’s also about her
agency (and) having more of a voice,” said Miller. “We
have many women telling us, ‘I never saw myself as a
business woman. This is who I am and this is my future,’”
she said. —Reuters 
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New York City has quietly begun removing some of the
corroding yellow nuclear fallout shelter signs that were
appended to thousands of buildings in the 1960s, say-
ing many are misleading Cold War relics that no longer
denote functional shelters. The small metal signs are a
remnant of the anxieties over the nuclear arms race
between the United States and the former Soviet
Union, which prompted US President John F Kennedy
to create the shelter program in 1961 in cities across
the nation. The signs, with their simple design of three
joined triangles inside a circle, became an emblem of
the era.

While some New Yorkers may barely notice them
today, to others they can be an uneasy reminder that
the threat may have altered and diminished, but it has
not vanished. Although the Cold War era has long end-
ed, North Korea continues working to develop nuclear-
tipped missiles capable of hitting the United States
amid bellicose rhetoric from Washington and
Pyongyang. A nuclear explosion is now seen as even
less likely than during the Cold War. But should catas-
trophe ever strike, the signs, which still linger in their
thousands, would be best ignored, city officials and
disaster preparedness experts say. 

In the aftermath of a nearby nuclear explosion, any
survivors counting on the signs to lead them to safety
from radioactive fallout after needlessly dashing out-
side would likely find themselves rattling locked doors
or perhaps breaking into what is now a building’s laun-
dry room or bike-storage area.  Maintenance of the
shelter system, which once entailed federal funding to
stock shelters with food and water, ended decades ago. 

The removal of some of the signs from public school
buildings, which has not previously been reported, is
intended to partly reduce this potential confusion,
according to the city’s Department of Education.
Michael Aciman, a department spokesman, confirmed
that any designated fallout shelters created in the city’s
schools are no longer active and said that the depart-
ment is aiming to finish unscrewing the signs from
school walls by roughly Jan 1.

Although some of the tens of thousands of fallout
shelter signs placed around the city by the federal
government’s Office of Civil Defense have vanished
as old buildings have been renovated or demolished,
city officials say this is the first coordinated effort to
remove them. The Office of Civil Defense was even-
tually abolished in the 1970s, subsumed into the
Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA).
Aciman declined to say whether, given the signs are
technically federal property, the U.S. government was
consulted.

But FEMA said it did not mind anyway. “FEMA does
not have a position regarding the signs,” Jenny Burke, a
FEMA spokeswoman, wrote in an email on Tuesday.
Although the agency does not maintain lists of the old
shelter locations, she added, “as a part of an ongoing
planning effort, the agency is conducting research to
retrieve Office of Civilian Defense records”. The city’s
removal appeared somewhat haphazard: on one
Brooklyn street, a sign on a school photographed by
Reuters this month was subsequently removed, while a
second school a few blocks away still had its sign
attached, albeit with a screw missing.

As a history buff, Jeff Schlegelmilch is fond enough
of the signs that he stuck a replica on his office door at
Columbia University’s National Center for Disaster
Preparedness, where he is deputy director. “I love see-
ing the signs, but, as a disaster planner, they have to
come down,” he said. “At best, they are ignored, at
worst, they’re misleading and are going to cost peo-
ple’s lives.” The consensus now, from the federal gov-
ernment downward, was that designated shelters were
an outmoded concept, and updated contingency plans
have been widely adopted since al Qaeda’s attack on
the United States on Sept. 11, 2001, Schlegelmilch said. 

Were a nuclear explosion ever to happen, those far
enough from the blast center to survive would do well
to head to the lower interiors of any standard residen-
tial or commercial building, ideally a windowless base-
ment, to shelter from radioactive particles outside,
which can burn skin and cause serious illness and
death. Cars, on the other hand, “are terrible”,
Schlegelmilch said: The particles sail right through a
vehicle’s thin exterior.

NYC Emergency Management, the agency that runs
the city’s disaster preparations, was not involved in the
decision but staff there welcomed the signs’ removal.
Nancy Silvestri, the agency’s press secretary, said even
once the signs are gone from schools, many would
remain on apartment buildings and other structures.
City officials are uncertain who has jurisdiction over
those, she said. 

Eliot Calhoun, the agency’s Chemical, Biological,
Radiological, Nuclear, and Explosives Planner, sees the
signs as unhelpfully muddying the waters. He has spent
years endlessly finessing a message, designed to flash
as an alert on cellphones, that he hopes he will never
have to send. In the nerve center of the agency’s
Brooklyn headquarters, he called up onto a screen its
current form: “Nuclear explosion reported. Shelter in
basement/center of building, close windows/doors.”
“Every single time I look at it I change it a little bit,” he
said. “When you only have 90 characters and you’re
trying to save lives you can really think too much
about it.” —Reuters 
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Who killed Benazir 
Bhutto? The theories 
behind the murder
Ten years after former Pakistani prime minister Benazir
Bhutto, the first woman to lead a Muslim nation, was killed
in Rawalpindi the unanswered questions about her assas-
sination still fuel conspiracy theories. Earlier this year two
police officers were found guilty of “mishandling the
crime scene”. They are the only people ever to be con-
victed in the December 27, 2007 assassination, the most
definitive accounts of which claim an assassin shot Bhutto
in the neck and then blew himself up, killing 24 people.
But there is no confirmation of who organized the killing
or why. Here are the leading theories about who killed
Bhutto:

The Pakistani state’s theory 
Then-president Pervez Musharraf ’s government

blamed the assassination on Pakistani Taliban chief
Baitullah Mehsud, who denied any involvement. He was
killed in a US drone attack in 2009. Bhutto had been a
fierce opponent of Islamic extremists in the country. She
was threatened by Al-Qaeda, the Taleban, local jihadist
groups and potentially by elements in the Pakistani estab-
lishment.

But investigators largely focused on lower-level opera-
tives, paying little attention to the hierarchy in the plan-
ning, financing and execution of the assassination.
Musharraf himself is alleged to have been part of a broad
conspiracy to have Bhutto, his political rival, killed before
elections. In 2013 a Pakistani court formally charged him
with the killing in an unprecedented move against an ex-
army chief. Musharraf fled Pakistan in 2016 and has
remained in self-imposed exile ever since. He was
declared a fugitive in the case earlier this year.

The UN’s theory 
At the request of the Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP)

government that came to power soon after
Bhutto’s murder, a three-member UN
team was dispatched to investigate the
kil l ing. In its 70-page report
released in 2010, the UN held
Musharraf ’s administration
responsible for failing to pro-
vide Bhutto with the necessary
security. “Bhutto’s assassina-
tion could have been prevent-
ed if adequate security meas-
ures had been taken,” it said.

The team also cited
numerous failures by police
to properly investigate the
murder and preserve the
integrity of the crime scene.
Less than two hours after
the attack, senior police
officer Khurram Shahzad
hosed down the the scene.
He was one of the two offi-
cers convicted this year.
The second officer, then-
Rawalpindi police chief
Saud Aziz, also refused
multiple times to allow an
autopsy of Bhutto’s body
to go ahead.

Police told the UN com-
mission that they collected
just 23 pieces of evidence
from the scene, “in a case
where one would normally
have expected thousands”,
according to the report. But
the UN team hinted at some-
thing beyond police incompe-
tence, saying the official investiga-
tion was likely stifled by the security
establishment. However it stopped
short of naming suspects in the plot to
kill Bhutto, saying that responsibility
lay with the Pakistani courts.

The conspiracy theories 
Following Bhutto’s death, the PPP came

to power and her widower Asif Ali Zardari
was elected president. But he failed to

make headway unravelling the mys-
teries behind the murder, drawing
fresh allegations of conspiracy.
Speculation was further fuelled
after Zardari’s senior aide Bilal
Sheikh was killed by a suicide
bomber in Karachi in 2013. Sheikh
had been in charge of Bhutto’s
security when she returned to
Karachi from exile in October
2007. Bomb attacks targeted
her convoy, killing around 140
people.

However, Chilean diplo-
mat Heraldo Munoz, who led
the UN investigation, said it
was ridiculous to imagine
Bhutto’s widower had been
involved in her death. Al-
Qaeda wanted her dead, he
has argued, while the
Pakistani Taleban carried out
the attack - possibly with the
support of rogue intelligence
agents - and local police

arranged a cover-up which he
was convinced “came from

higher up”. He has further argued
that Bhutto’s own security failed

her and those who encouraged her
to return to Pakistan did not pro-

vide her with protection.
Other speculation pointed

towards Bhutto’s trusted bodyguard
Khalid Shahensha, with video clips

showing him making strange gestures at
the podium from which Bhutto
addressed the rally moments before her
death. Months after the assassination,
Shahensha was mysteriously gunned
down in Karachi. —AFP 


