
When Japarupi Waiapi looks into the dense foliage of the
Amazon rainforest, he sees the equivalent of a supermar-
ket, pharmacy, furniture store - and that’s just the begin-
ning. Food like coconuts, roots and bananas grows plenti-
fully. Animals and fish are readily available for hunting, and
the bark of many trees has medicinal uses. Just in terms of
different wood types, “we see thatch for our roofs, we see
bows, we see arrow heads,” Japarupi Waiapi, 45, says in
the heart of Waiapi tribal land in eastern Brazil.

Add to that palm for weaving backpacks, calabash for
making bowls, reeds to use as drinking straws, banana
leaves as table cloths, animal bones for tools - and all this lit-
erally there for the taking. “We don’t depend on commerce
or money,” Japarupi Waiapi says, explaining the tribe’s
ancient, self-sufficient way of life, living in isolation from
Brazil’s white settlers. “I tell my son: never put out your hand
to the white man. Rely on the forest. Rely on the rivers.”

The Waiapi also believe that just as the planet’s
biggest rainforest looks after them, their tribe of 1,200
people is uniquely positioned to guard the Amazon, cru-
cial to regulating global climate, for the rest of the world.
For decades, the Waiapi and other indigenous tribes have
been under pressure from miners, ranchers and loggers,
who consider the “Indians,” as they are universally known
in Brazil, a nuisance at best.

Pressure intensified this August when President Michel
Temer declared a vast protected reserve around Waiapi
territory, called Renca, open to foreign mining. Temer had
to retreat a month later in the face of withering criticism
from environmentalists. But the Waiapi say they will keep
watch as long as they live. “This forest we’re in - we’re the
ones who preserve it,” said Tapayona Waiapi, 36, who lives
at the edge of tribe’s territory.

Healing and spirits 
Hiking into the rainforest, tribesmen warned reporters to

keep their eyes peeled for hazards. One spindly, innocuous-
looking plant was said to be so poisonous that the tribes-
men, wearing only red loincloths, avoided even getting
close. “This is the Amazon - there could be anything,”
Jawaruwa Waiapi, 31, said. But for those who know where
to look, the forest is more friend than foe. Akitu Waiapi, 24,
stopped every 20 meters to point out the benefits of yet

another tree. The bark from one helps cure diarrhea, anoth-
er lowers fever, while a third aids the scarring process.
Many of the trees had already had strips of bark removed.

“There are a lot of medicinal elements in the forest and
when people need them they just come and get them,”
Akitu Waiapi said. Invisible, but just as present for the ani-
mist Waiapi are the spirits inhabiting trees and rivers and
animals. The tribesmen pointed out one of the giants of the

forest, the Dinizia excelsa tree, a hardwood which the
Waiapi call peyryry. The tree, flanked by massive roots,
rose as broad and tall as a castle tower. “That one has a
whole invisible community (of spirits),” Jawaruwa Waiapi
said. “There’s everything in there. We can’t see it.”

Message from the animals 
Ironically, Waiapi agriculture relies on cutting down

trees, but they do this sustainably. Like many other indige-
nous peoples around the world, the tribe uses a technique
called slash-and-burn or swidden, where a patch of forest
is cut down and the dead trees are left to dry before being
burned to clear new ground. The ash helps fertilize the soil
which is then planted, mostly with their staple food cassa-
va. Once the soil is exhausted, the Waiapi leave the patch
fallow, move on and carve out another.

On a large scale, slash-and-burn can devastate the
environment. However, when performed by such a small
tribe in a big area, the cleared patches are given time to
recover, creating a healthy cycle. Japarupi Waiapi says
his people know how to maintain the balance, moving vil-
lage as soon as “the land is tired, the river is tired.”

The tribe’s footprint is exceptionally light. “When you
live in the forest, when you hear the music of the animals
that live there, it’s different,” Japarupi Waiapi explains

during a lunch of smoked monkey meat. “We understand
and can talk to the animals.” Perhaps seeing the look of
surprise on his visitors’ faces, Japarupi Waiapi cups his
hands and makes three powerful whistles, each with a
slight trill. Five seconds of silence follow. Then from some-
where in the dark canopy of virgin forest, a bird calls back.
For now, at least, the Waiapi and their beloved Amazon
remain in harmony. —AFP 
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With his sweeping royal purge, Saudi Arabia’s future
king has upended a decades-old system of governance
adopted by previous rulers in what analysts describe
as a bold but risky power play. Dozens of political and
business figures were arrested at the weekend in what
Saudi authorities have dubbed an anti-corruption
swoop, including billionaire Prince Al-Waleed bin Talal,
while powerful royals such as the national guard chief
were sacked.

The dramatic clampdown on business figures could
deal a blow to investor confidence, potentially derailing
sweeping Vision 2030 reforms, the brainchild of Prince
Mohammed. The purge underscores an unprecedented
restructuring of the kingdom as Prince Mohammed
dismantles a governance model involving consensus
within the royal family, while he amasses extraordinary
power. “The structure of dynastic rule established over
the past few decades is being reshaped into a more
centralized monarchical system,” said Jane Kinninmont,
of London-based think tank Chatham House. “MBS is
disrupting the model of Saudi government,”
Kinninmont told AFP, using an acronym widely used for
the crown prince.

Saudi authorities hailed the dramatic crackdown as
a bold initiative to root out corruption. But analysts
question whether the issue serves as a guise for Prince
Mohammed to consolidate power by eliminating rivals
opposed to his reform drive and eventual succession as
king. “The dismissals and detentions suggest that
Prince Mohammed rather than forging alliances is
extending his iron grip to... counter opposition,” said
James Dorsey from Singapore’s S Rajaratnam School of
International Studies.  “It raises questions about the
reform process that increasingly is based on a unilater-
al rather than a consensual rewriting of the kingdom’s
social contract.”

‘Potential of resistance’ 
Prince Mohammed’s supporters lionize him as an

enlightened disrupter of the status quo as he pursues
dramatic social and economic reforms to modernize the
kingdom and prepare for a post-oil era. His anti-graft
campaign follows other bold moves, including a royal
decree allowing women to drive from next June and
clipping the powers of the religious police. His ambi-
tions were on display at an investor summit in Riyadh
two weeks ago, where global business titans were
shown blueprints for multibillion dollar projects, includ-
ing a futuristic megacity with robots and driverless cars.

The venue of the summit, Riyad’s Ritz Carlton hotel,
is now rumored to be the site where many of the
arrested elites are being held. Police cars surround the
palatial complex, with its imposing gates clamped shut.
“The anti-corruption sweep has included individuals
who had been seen as potential sources of resistance
to elements of MBS’s various projects,” said
Kinninmont. 

The sweep has triggered uncertainty among busi-
nesses at a time when the kingdom is seeking to attract
badly needed investments amid a protracted oil slump.
Among those being held, aside from Prince Al-Waleed,
is Waleed Al-Ibrahim, owner of the influential Arab
satellite network MBC, as well as construction tycoon
Bakr bin Laden and billionaire Saleh Kamal.

Research firm Capital Economics said the arrests
could deal a short-term “blow” to the economy as
opposition towards Prince Mohammed builds, poten-
tially threatening his reform drive. Geneva’s Mirabaud
Securities warned that the purge, including the arrest
of Prince Al-Waleed who has invested billions in com-
panies around the world, could spook the private sec-
tor in the short term and “intensify capital flight” from
Saudi Arabia.

‘Power grab’ 
But seemingly unfazed, government social media

channels have replayed a months-old interview with
Prince Mohammed in which he stressed that neither
ministers nor business tycoons will be spared if found
guilty of corruption. It is a message that resonates with
the masses who seethe over a culture of privilege
among old-generation royals. “Cynics calling it a power
grab but actually power had been already consolidat-
ed,” tweeted Ali Shihabi, director of the Washington-
based Arabia Foundation who is said to be close to the
establishment. “This is about reshaping elite behavior
by picking high profile symbols. (Its) message is that
house cleaning starts at the top.”

But experts warn that the purge could trigger a
backlash especially as Prince Mohammed seeks to
consolidate his control over the security services. He
ousted Prince Miteb bin Abdullah, the 64-year-old son
of the late king Abdullah, as the head of the Saudi
Arabian National Guard. The internal security force has
long been seen as a local of tribal power and a strong-
hold of king Abdullah’s family. In June, he also toppled
the previous crown prince Mohammed bin Nayef,
ousting him from the interior ministry. “Such dramatic
changes are bound to meet some resistance and oppo-
sition,” Kinninmont said. “Since there are few permitted
avenues for expressing opposition and criticism in
Saudi Arabia, (we) inevitably wonder whether opposi-
tion is brewing behind the scenes.” — AFP 
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For Amazon tribe, rainforest their world

Housing prices are soaring here thanks to
the tech industry, but the boom comes
with a consequence: A surge in homeless-
ness marked by 400 unauthorized tent
camps in parks, under bridges, on freeway
medians and along busy sidewalks. The
liberal city is trying to figure out what to
do. “I’ve got economically zero unemploy-
ment in my city, and I’ve got thousands of
homeless people that actually are working
and just can’t afford housing,” said Seattle
City Councilman Mike O’Brien. “There’s
nowhere for these folks to move to.”

That struggle is not Seattle’s alone. A
homeless crisis is rocking the entire West
Coast, pushing abject poverty into the
open like never before. Public health is at
risk, several cities have declared states of
emergency, and cities and counties are
spending millions - in some cases billions
- in a search for solutions. San Diego now
scrubs its sidewalks with bleach to count-
er a deadly hepatitis A outbreak. In
Anaheim, 400 people sleep along a bike
path in the shadow of Angel Stadium.
Organizers in Portland lit incense at an
outdoor food festival to cover up the
stench of urine in a parking lot where ven-
dors set up shop.

Homelessness is not new on the West
Coast. But interviews with local officials
and those who serve the homeless in
California, Oregon and Washington -
coupled with an Associated Press review
of preliminary homeless data - confirm
it’s getting worse. People who were once
able to get by, even if they suffered a set-
back, are now pushed to the streets
because housing has become so expen-
sive. All it takes is a prolonged illness, a
lost job, a broken limb, a family crisis.

What was once a blip in fortunes now
seems a life sentence.

Among the findings:
● Official counts taken earlier this year

in California, Oregon and Washington
show 168,000 homeless people in the
three states, according to an AP tally of
every jurisdiction in those states that
reports homeless numbers to the U.S.
Department of Housing and Urban
Development. That is 19,000 more than
were counted in 2015, although the num-
bers may not be directly comparable
because of factors ranging from the
weather to new counting methods.

● During the same period, the number
of unsheltered people in the three states
climbed 18 percent to 105,000.

* Rising rents are the main culprit. The
median one-bedroom apartment in the
San Francisco Bay Area is more expensive
than it is in the New York City metro area,
for instance.

● Since 2015, at least 10 cities or
municipal regions in California, Oregon
and Washington have declared emer-
gencies due to the rise of homelessness,
a designation usually reserved for natu-
ral disasters.

The West Coast’s newly homeless are
people who were able to survive on the
margins - until those margins moved.
For years, Stanley Timmings, 62, and his
61-year-old girlfriend, Linda Catlin,
were able to rent a room in a friend’s
house on their combined disability pay-
ments. Last spring, that friend died of
colon cancer and the couple was thrust
on Seattle’s streets.

Timmings used their last savings to buy
a used RV for $300 and spent another
$300 to register it. Now, the couple parks
the RV near a small regional airport. They
have no running water and no propane for
the cook stove. They go to the bathroom
in a bucket and dump it behind a nearby
business. After four months, the stench of
human waste inside the RV is overwhelm-
ing. They are exhausted, scared and
defeated, with no solution in sight.

“Between the two of us a month, we get
$1,440 in disability,” he said. “We can’t
find a place for that.”

Nationally, homelessness has been
trending down, partly because govern-
ments and nonprofit groups have got-
ten better at moving people into hous-
ing. That’s true in many West Coast
cities, too, but the flow the other direc-
tion is even faster. “So everybody who
was just hanging on because they had
cheap rent, they’re losing that ... and
they wind up outside,” said Margaret
King, director of housing programs for
the nonprofit DESC in Seattle. “It’s just
exploded.”

Above all, the West Coast lacks long-
term, low-income housing for people like
Ashley Dibble and her 3-year-old daugh-
ter. Dibble, 29, says she has been home-
less off and on for about a year, after her
ex-boyfriend squandered money on his
car and didn’t pay the rent for three
months. She sent her toddler to live with
the girl’s paternal grandparents in Florida.

She and her new boyfriend were sleeping
under tarps near Safeco Field, home of the
Seattle Mariners, when an outreach team
referred them to a new shelter. With an
eviction on her record and little income,
no one will rent to her. “I’ve had so many
doors slammed in my face, it’s ridiculous,”
Dibble said, wiping away tears.

All along the West Coast, local govern-
ments are scrambling for answers - and
taxpayers are footing the bill. Voters have
approved more than $8 billion in spending
since 2015 on affordable housing and other
anti-homelessness programs, mostly as tax
increases. Los Angeles voters, for example,
approved $1.2 billion to build 10,000 units
of affordable housing to address a home-
less population that’s reached 34,000 peo-
ple within city limits. Jeremy Lemoine, an
outreach case manager with REACH in
Seattle, called it the situation a refugee cri-
sis. “I don’t mean to sound hopeless,” he
said. “I generate hope for a living for peo-
ple - that there is a future for them - but
we need to address it now.” — AP 

Homelessness
soars on US
West Coast

A group of homeless people sleep in the courtyard of the Midnight Mission
on Sept 14, 2017 in Los Angeles. —AP 


