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When she discovered she was HIV-
positive early this year, sex work-
er Evelyn Msipa, 32, was alone in

her rented apartment in Zimbabwe’s capital
Harare. She wept on seeing the result from
the se l f- test ing k i t  she had used, then
rushed to a local health centre where she
received counselling before the diagnosis
was confirmed. Msipa bought the kit from a
pharmacy as she had been afraid to find out
her HIV status at a public clinic, and is one
of a rising number of Zimbabweans using
self-testing kits.

Under an initiative launched in 2016, the kits
are sold for $3 to $5 in pharmacies and are free
at public health centers as part of a drive to
ensure 90 percent of Zimbabweans know their
HIV status by 2020 and receive treatment
quickly if needed. “Being HIV-positive is not a
death sentence after all - I know now. Nobody
can tell that I have HIV because I look healthy,”
Msipa told the Thomson Reuters Foundation.
Msipa said her decision to use a self-testing kit
had influenced other women she works with to
follow her example.

UNAIDS data shows about 1.3 million of
Zimbabwe’s population of 16 million are living
with HIV, including some 740,000 women.
About three-quarters get antiretroviral therapy
that can suppress the virus that leads to AIDS.
Although infection rates have slowed, the UN
program said Zimbabwe recorded 40,000 new
HIV infections and 30,000 AIDS-related
deaths in 2016. New HIV infections have nearly
halved since 2010 and AIDS-related deaths
have fallen 45 percent. The government hopes
self-testing will lead to more people starting
early treatment for HIV and ultimately lower
the prevalence of HIV infection in Zimbabwe.
“It is a good way to reach a lot more people,”
said Angela Mushavi, a doctor with the
Ministry of Health and Child Care.

Southern Africa push
One million HIV self-testing kits have been

distributed in Zimbabwe free of charge since
August 2016, the government said. The national
roll-out has focused on increasing access to
self-testing among at-risk groups like sex
workers. It is now being widened to include
pregnant women, young people and adoles-
cents, said Mushavi, who is national coordina-
tor for prevention of mother-to-child transmis-
sion and paediatric HIV care.

David Parirenyatwa, Zimbabwe’s Minister
of Health and Child Care, said the campaign
targets “people who are afraid or ashamed of
visiting public HIV testing centers”. Self-
testing has also gained traction in other
Southern African countries including Malawi,
Zambia, South Afr ica, Lesotho and
Swaziland. Across the region, 4.8 million DIY
kits will be distributed by 2020, funded by
global health initiative Unitaid.

Amon Mpofu, monitoring and evaluation
director at the National AIDS Council, said
Zimbabwe’s testing levels have increased with
the kits which help to tackle the stigma of HIV,
especially for sexual minorities. “It’s very con-
venient because they can test themselves any-
time and access treatment services, and live
longer when they have got HIV,” said Mpofu.
Talent Jumo, director of Katswe Sistahood, a
group working on girls’ sexual health in Harare,
said self-testing had been well-received by
young women, partly due to easy access. “The
idea of having self-testing kits on a shop
counter or in a healthcare centre has helped
demystify and destigmatize HIV,” she said.

There has also been an increase in the num-
ber of men who have sex with men accessing
HIV self-testing services through peer educa-
tor programs, said Chester Samba, director of
GALZ, an association for Zimbabwe’s LGBTI
community. Samba said support systems had
been put in place for sexual minorities whether
their test results are positive or negative. 

For young women like 21-year-old barmaid
Keyla Mahuni the self-test kits have been a
life changer. “I could have just lived in the
dark and fallen sick because I was afraid of
visiting public testing centers, but thanks to
self-testing, I now know my HIV status and
went on treatment earlier,” she said. “It was
hard at first to accept my condition, but surely
life has to go on.” — Reuters

DIY tests for HIV 
beat stigma in 
Zimbabwe’s fight 
against AIDS

For decades, the Friendship pipeline has delivered oil
from Russia to Europe, heating German homes even
in the darkest days of the Cold War. But a new

pipeline that will carry gas direct from Russia under the
Baltic Sea to Germany is doing rather less for friendship,
driving a wedge between Germany and its allies and giving
Chancellor Angela Merkel a headache. For US President
Donald Trump, Nord Stream 2 is a “horrific” pipeline that
will increase Germany’s dependence on Russian energy.
Ukraine, fighting Russian-backed separatists, fears the
new pipeline will allow Moscow to cut it out of the lucra-
tive and strategically crucial gas transit business.

It comes at an awkward time for Merkel. With the fray-
ing of the transatlantic alliance and an assertive Russia and
China, she has acknowledged that Germany must take
more of a political leadership role in Europe. “The global
order is under pressure,” Merkel said last month. “That’s a
challenge for us ... Germany’s responsibility is growing;
Germany has more work to do.” In April she accepted for
the first time that there were “political considerations” to
Nord Stream 2, a project she had until then described as a
commercial venture.

Most European countries want Germany to do more to
project European influence and protect eastern neighbors
that are nervous of Russian encroachment. But letting
Russia sell gas to Germany while avoiding Ukraine does the
opposite, depriving Kiev of transit revenues and making it,
Poland and the Baltic states more vulnerable to cuts in gas
supplies. “The price would be an even greater loss of trust
from the Baltics, Poland and Ukraine,” said Roderich
Kiesewetter, a Merkel ally on the parliamentary foreign
affairs committee. “We Germans always say that holding
the West together is our ‘centre of gravity’, but the Russian
approach has succeeded in dragging Germany, at least in
terms of energy policy, out of this western solidarity.”

Many analysts say the business case for Nord Stream 2
is thin. Another pipeline already links Russia and Germany
under the Baltic. Nord Stream 2 will double capacity but

future demand is uncertain. On the flip side, German
industry likes anything that will provide energy more
cheaply. Merkel’s Social Democrat coalition partners, the
leading voices in Germany calling for a conciliatory
approach towards Russia, are also in favor.

The issue has divided Berlin’s political class. The parties

agreed in their coalition talks earlier this year to make a
commitment to the pipeline, but did not put it in writing.
According to Margarita Assenova, an analyst at the Centre
for European Policy Analysis who is critical of Nord
Stream 2, Russia can double gas exports to Europe via
existing Ukrainian pipelines without building the new con-
duit. But despite opposition from European partners, from
Washington and from within Merkel’s party, Nord Stream
2 continues. Germany’s diplomatic ambitions are being
thwarted by the project’s brutal business logic.

Ostpolitik
On the other hand, it has the strong backing of

Gazprom, Russia’s state-owned energy giant which owns
Nord Stream 2 AG, the project company. Its boss Matthias
Warnig, once an East German spy tasked with reporting
on West German business, is seen as one of Berlin’s most
formidable lobbyists. The pipeline is one of a network of
Kremlin-sponsored projects seemingly designed to cir-

cumvent Ukraine, the largest and most troublesome of the
countries once ruled from Moscow. They include Turk
Stream, which crosses the Black Sea to bypass Ukraine to
the south. Lawmakers say Warnig has responded to their
sceptical queries about the project by promising to take
their concerns direct to Russian President Vladimir Putin,
adding to the sense that the pipeline serves the Kremlin’s
strategic interests. But, for Gazprom, it makes sense: transit
across a country with which Russia is in an undeclared war
is risky and increasingly unreliable as Ukraine’s Soviet-era
pipelines grow older.

Germany and the European Union are attempting to
broker an agreement between Moscow and Kiev to keep
the gas flowing across Ukraine when the current transit
contract ends in 2019. Critics say this means European
consumers will pay a subsidy to help keep Ukraine afloat.
In the SPD, sympathy for Nord Stream 2 runs deep.
Gerhard Schroeder, the party’s last chancellor, was
appointed to senior positions at Russian energy compa-
nies after leaving office and regards Putin as a close friend.

For many of Schroeder’s generation, cooperation with
Russia is in the tradition of the “Ostpolitik” of their hero,
1970s Chancellor Willy Brandt, who defied a skeptical
Washington to reach out to the Soviet Bloc, now seen as a
prelude towards ending the Cold War. But a younger gener-
ation in the party, often critical of Schroeder’s links to the
Kremlin, is more cautious. Germany is bound to Russia by
decades of cooperation on energy supply, but it has to offer
something to its western allies too, officials say. That coop-
eration goes a long way: Last week, Merkel hosted Russia’s
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov in Berlin. He was accompa-
nied by Russian general staff chief Valery Gerasimov, who
has been banned from the EU since Russia annexed Crimea
from Ukraine in 2014. Keeping lines open to the Kremlin is
popular in Germany, where polls show people are better-
disposed towards Russia than in almost any country.
Increasingly, though, officials wonder if Germany is not pay-
ing too high a price in lost face. — Reuters 

Friendship 
no more

Villagers ‘living 
between life
and death’ 
as Pakistan
glaciers melt

When a glacial lake burst in
Pakistan’s northern Gilgit-
Baltistan province in July, Sher

Baz watched helplessly as the waters swept
away his family home. Residents of
Badswat village, which lies in Ishkoman
valley at the foot of the Hindu Kush moun-
tain range’s snow-capped peaks, were at
the mercy of the flash flood that carried off
homes, roads and bridges, as well as crops
and forest. “Thank God we are alive, but
everything we owned was washed away by
the floods when the glacial lake burst,” said
Baz, a 30-year old father of four.

Although there are several glaciers near
Badswat village, residents said this was the
first glacial outburst in living memory. The
authorities said the timely evacuation of
villagers meant nobody had died. Baz said
the event had left him feeling stranded.
“Surrounded by mountains and muddy
water, it seems we are living between life
and death,” he told the Thomson Reuters
Foundation.

Glacier central
Pakistan has more glaciers than any

other country outside the polar region -
more than 7,200 in the Karakoram,
Himalayan and Hindu Kush ranges, accord-
ing to the Pakistan Meteorological
Department (PMD). They feed the Indus
River system, the country’s water lifeline.
But data gathered over the last 50 years

shows that all but about 120 of the glaciers
exhibit signs of melting, due to rising tem-
peratures, meteorological officials said.

As the glaciers retreat, they leave
behind lakes supported by ice dams or
accumulations of rock and soil. Inherently
unstable, these dams often burst, sending
huge volumes of water rushing into the vil-
lages below them. “With glaciers melting
faster than before, we feel more vulnerable
and it seems like we are under constant
threat of a natural disaster,” said another
villager Shakoor Baig. While he is used to
coping with floods, the 45-year-old farmer
said he had not seen anything on this scale.

Baig, who lost his home, crops and
fields, joined nearly 1,000 residents in
Badswat village who were evacuated to
higher ground, where some are living in
temporary shelters. Trapped between
mountains, receding waters and damaged
roads, providing residents with enough
food and tents has been difficult, said local
relief group the Aga Khan Agency for
Habitat, which worked with the Pakistani
army to air-drop aid.

Forest loss
Such events are just the start, said gla-

cier expert and PMD head Ghulam Rasul.
“The disasters caused by glacier outbursts
in these areas will not stop here. They will
continue in the future because there are so
many glaciers at risk of bursting,” he told
the Thomson Reuters Foundation. Years of
deforestation, combined with climate
change, have led to a spike in temperatures
in the region, which has caused glaciers to
melt, Rasul said. Over the past 80 years, he
said, the average temperature in Gilgit-
Baltistan has increased by 1.4 degree
Celsius (2.5F) compared to a rise of 0.6
degree Celsius in the lower-lying regions of
Sindh, Punjab and Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa.

Poor government management of
forests and increased demand for timber
have seen trees cut down, he said - even
though conserving forests is essential in

order to absorb carbon emissions and fight
climate change. “Global warming has direct
implications on mountainous areas in
northern Pakistan because of forest loss.
Deforestation happened due to the negli-
gence of authorities since people would
cut trees for construction and fuel,” Rasul
said. “The essential thing to do is to grow
more forests to mitigate the effects of
global warming on glaciers in future.”

Local authorities said rejuvenating the
forest is a priority, but replenishing the
area would take time. “The provincial gov-
ernment has already launched a campaign
to grow the forest, among other solutions,
to offset the rapid increase in temperatures
in these mountains,” local government
spokesman, Faizullah Faraq, told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation. With help
from the UN International Fund for
Agricultural Development (IFAD), Faraq

said, the authorities were also developing
infrastructure in nearby areas in case resi-
dents of vulnerable villages were forced to
relocate. “This is a big challenge and not a
matter to resolve overnight, but we are
moving in that direction,” he said.

Rasul said the PMD had installed early
warning systems in three areas to notify
vulnerable communities of any glacial
threats, adding that more were needed so
to provide sufficient advance warning
ahead of the next event. And, he said, the
PMD recommends that communities be
better trained in coping with emergency
situations. Meantime all that villager Baz
can do, he said, was pray that his family
would survive another day. “I worry about
the future and how to feed my family, since
I lost my land and my job ended too. I pray
that God will save us from more natural
disasters,” he said. — Reuters 

How Russian gas is a problem for Germany

A view of Badswat village submerged by floodwaters after a glacial lake outburst in
Gilgit-Baltistan province in Pakistan on July 27, 2018. — Reuters 


