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Forecasting trouble: 
How South Sudan 
weather service 
is failing farmers

In Shirkat cattle camp on the outskirts of Juba,
farmers say South Sudan’s increasingly unpre-
dictable weather has turned their lives into a series

of dilemmas. Unexpected showers during the cold sea-
son can cause cows to contract East Coast Fever, a
potentially fatal illness. Farmers then have to choose
between paying for medicine that costs nearly $40 per
dose or leaving their cattle untreated and hoping they
survive, said camp leader Deng Bul. When the dry sea-
son comes early or lasts longer than usual, pastoralists
face another tough decision: Do they stay and wait for
rain - possibly losing some animals to starvation - or
move to other pastures and risk getting caught up in
the country’s ongoing civil war?

If they knew when heavy rain or drought were
coming, the farmers said, they could make better deci-
sions about their cattle and crops. But in South Sudan,
where two of the main economic activities - farming
and pastoralism - rely heavily on sufficient and regular
rainfall, the essential service of weather forecasting
has been largely missing since the young nation
attained its independence from Sudan in 2011.

Decimated by civil war, South Sudan’s meteorology
department is now barely running, with inadequate
funding, outdated equipment and untrained staff,
experts say. As a result, it is unable to provide even the
most basic weather information to the public, they say,
with some people even unaware it exists. When told
there was a meteorological station nearby in Juba ded-
icated to predicting the weather, the farmers in Shirkat
cattle camp said they had no idea the service even
existed. “I’ve never heard of this witch doctor you are
talking about. Maybe it is for the educated,” Bul said.

More data, better decisions
Achiku Rashid Wani, a farmer in Juba’s Gudele sub-

urb, said he had heard of South Sudan’s weather serv-
ice, but said it is useless for most farmers. He grows
vegetables during the dry season using a petrol-pow-
ered water pump. “The factor that is affecting me is
the fuel prices; it is expensive,” he told the Thomson
Reuters Foundation. “If I could get information from
this (meteorological) department, it would help me
plan when to spend money on fuel.”

Before the start of the second Sudanese civil war in
1983, southern Sudan had just over 40 meteorological
stations, said Nhial Titmamer, a senior researcher at
the Sudd Institute, a Juba-based research organiza-
tion. They generated data made available to the public,
making them essential to farmers, Titmamer said. But
most were destroyed in the fighting, with the war play-
ing “a huge role (in) reducing the capacity” of the
remaining stations, Titmamer said.

Of the five weather bases still standing, only three
are operational, according to Mojwok Ogawi Modo,
director-general of the South Sudan Meteorological
Department (SSMD). Since South Sudan gained its
independence, the bases have come under manage-
ment of the new nation’s own meteorological depart-
ment. While there are smaller weather stations around
the country, set up by various international organiza-
tions, and many farmers keep their own records of the
local weather, there is no way to collate, analyze or
share the data with the public, experts say.

Old and spoiled
South Sudan’s largest weather station is run out of

one small, crowded room on the second floor of the
control tower at the Juba International Airport. The
space is so tight that its employees have trouble mov-
ing in and out of the room. It “is not a favorable work-
ing environment,” Modo said. Most of the computers
are old, some are broken, and some sit unused because
there are not enough people qualified to operate them,
he said. The department does not have enough devices
to accurately observe or forecast the weather, Modo
said. “The few we have are old and many are spoiled.”

With no money to buy modern electronic weather-
monitoring equipment, the SSMD relies on older
methods. Attached to a metal pole just outside the
control tower is a white wooden box with slatted sides,
called a Stevenson screen, with wet and dry barome-
ters and a thermometer inside it. Two rain gauges sit in
an overgrown okra garden, but only one of them
works, said a member of the met department staff who
asked not to be named.

And nearby, there is a Campbell-Stokes sunshine
recorder. Based on antique technology, the gadget
consists of a solid glass sphere that concentrates the
sun’s rays onto a piece of calibrated paper to make
scorch marks indicating the time and intensity of the
sunshine. This machine, however, has no paper.
Nearby, the skeletal remains of a radar antenna serve
as a reminder that Juba once had a fully functioning
weather surveillance system. With no equipment to
detect precipitation, South Sudan’s meteorologists say
they can’t perform the basic service of predicting the
timing, intensity or location of incoming rainfall. Using
the few resources it does have, the Juba met station
provides weather information to aircraft traveling in
and out of the capital. But to make that data more
widely available, the SSMD needs more funding, Modo
said. The department has a website, but can’t afford to
keep it updated. — Reuters

India politicians 
spar over dodgy 
economic data

It may be the world’s sixth largest,
but most other things about India’s
economy are up for debate. The

ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) is
under fire for the release of new his-
torical GDP figures that significantly
downgraded growth during the years
the opposition Congress party was in
power, replacing old government esti-
mates and those prepared by an inde-
pendent committee. The figures,
released by the government’s Central
Statistics Office (CSO), showed
growth in the 10 years of Congress
rule to 2014 averaged 6.7 percent,
below an average of 7.4 percent under
the current government. A previous
government estimate had growth
under Congress at 7.8 percent.

P Chidambaram, a former Congress
finance minister, called the release “a
joke”. In response India’s current
finance minister, the BJP’s Arun Jaitley,
said the CSO was a credible organiza-
tion. The fallout comes at a critical
time for Prime Minister Narendra
Modi. India’s economy grew a weaker-
than-expected 7.1 percent in the July-
September quarter, from a more than
two-year high of 8.2 percent in the
previous quarter, government data
showed on Friday.

Modi faces a general election next
year, when the performance of the
economy under his pro-business
administration compared with the
Congress era is likely to dominate
campaigning. The spat has also
alarmed India’s top statisticians, who
have long faced the difficult task of
estimating growth and unemployment
in an economy with hundreds of mil-
lions of informal workers, and domi-
nated its financial press and political
cartoons in recent days. “The entire
episode threatens to bring disrepute
to India’s statistical services,” said an

editorial in Mint, one of the country’s
leading business newspapers, on
Friday. A joke widely circulated on
WhatsApp said the government would
soon be reinterpreting the last cricket
World Cup, in which India crashed out
in the semifinals, to say the country
won based on a new methodology.

Competing interests
Unlike many major economies, India

lacks an independent statistical body. An
organization called the National
Statistics Commission (NSC) was
formed in 2005 with that intention,
though it is yet to be recognized as the
official body for generating statistics.
Last year the NSC set up a committee,
chaired by economist Sudipto Mundle,
to come up with a new set of historical
GDP figures. Its report, published in July,
showed growth averaged 8.1 percent in
the decade before the BJP took power.

After the figures were cheered by
the Congress, the government issued a
clarification saying the report “had not
yet been finalized and various alterna-
tive methods are being explored”.
Shortly after, the report was pulled
from the government’s website. “The
whole thing has unfortunately become
very political,” said Mundle, on the
battle between the two parties. “It is
very troubling.”

Attempts to formalize the NSC’s
role have been successively
stonewalled by both Congress and the
BJP, said N R Bhanumurthy, who sat on
the committee chaired by Mundle.
“They have not shown much interest in
making it independent from our gov-
ernment,” he said. The debate over
India’s true level of growth is the latest
to frustrate economists looking to
measure the performance of the coun-
try of 1.3 billion people. India has not
published its official employment sur-
vey since 2015, while a smaller quar-
terly survey on companies employing
more than 10 workers has not been
released since March while the gov-
ernment comes up with new method-
ology. India’s large informal sector
made calculating employment “almost
impossible”, Bhanumurthy said, leading
to a vacuum that was filled with com-
peting political interests. — Reuters 

AUN envoy is set to host an “initial round-table” in
Geneva this week between Morocco and the
Polisario Front in a bid to kick-start dialogue on the

disputed Western Sahara region. “It is time to open a new
chapter in the political process”, said UN envoy Horst
Koehler in an October invitation letter. Six years after
direct talks broke down, the meeting is expected to take
place tomorrow and Thursday, with neighboring Algeria
and Mauritania also attending.

A former Spanish colony, phosphate-rich Western
Sahara sits on the western edge of the vast eponymous
desert, stretching around 1,000 km along the fish-abun-
dant Atlantic coastline. When Spain withdrew from the
North African territory in 1975, Rabat sent thousands of
people across the border and claimed it was an integral
part of Morocco. The following year the Polisario Front
declared Western Sahara the Sahrawi Arab Democratic
Republic (SADR), with support from Algeria and Libya,
and demanded a referendum on self-determination to
resolve the dispute.

But as the stalemate continued, Morocco built razor-
wire-topped concentric sand walls in the desert that still
ring 80 percent of the territory it controls. A 1991 ceasefire
saw the UN deploy a peacekeeping mission which has
perpetuated the line of control, but the international com-
munity has long intended a referendum be held to decide
the territory’s status. Rabat currently rejects any vote in
which independence is an option, arguing that only granti-

ng autonomy is on the table and that this is necessary for
regional security.

Living in limbo 
Awaiting a settlement, between 100,000 and 200,000

refugees live precariously in camps in western Algeria,
near the city of Tindouf. The last round of direct talks were
launched by the UN in 2007 but got bogged down 2012,
as the opposing sides proved unable to compromise over
the territory’s status and the proposed referendum.
Leading the diplomatic efforts since 2017, Koehler - a for-
mer president of Germany - has already met the key pro-
tagonists several times, albeit separately.

His efforts have paved the way for the Polisario,
Morocco, Algeria and Mauritania to sit at the same table,
even if the format has not been unanimously agreed.
Algeria wants to participate only as an “observer country”,
but Rabat considers it a “stakeholder” in the discussions,
since Algiers is the Polisario’s main backer. A UN briefing
note says the Geneva meeting represents “a first step...
with the aim of reaching a just, lasting, and mutually
acceptable solution which will provide for the self-deter-
mination of the people of Western Sahara”. 

But the itinerary remains vague, outlining the delega-
tions will take “stock of recent developments, address
regional issues, and discuss the next steps in the political
process on Western Sahara”. According to one diplomatic
source, the plan is not to put too much pressure on this

first meeting. Instead, it should be considered more of a
“warming up” exercise aimed at “breaking the ice”, espe-
cially given still-poor relations between Rabat and Algiers. 

The situation remains “generally calm” along the line
of control, despite tensions that resurfaced in early 2018,
according to a UN report. For the Polisario, a recent
reduction in the UN peacekeepers’ mandate from 12
months to six months is part of a “dynamic” created by
Koehler’s appointment. The UN Security Council adopt-
ed a US-drafted resolution in October to renew the
peacekeeping mission and throw its weight behind the
planned talks.

But ahead of the Geneva meeting, all sides are sticking
to their positions, even as they signal their goodwill. While
supporting a “durable” political solution marked by a
“spirit of compromise”, King Mohammed VI said in a
recent speech that Morocco will not yield on its “territorial
integrity”, including control over Western Sahara. Key
Polisario official Mhamed Khadad told AFP ahead of
attending the Geneva talks “everything can be negotiated
except the inalienable and imprescriptible right of our
people to self-determination”. 

Reflecting its status as the Polisario’s main supporter,
Algeria likewise speaks of this “inalienable and impre-
scriptible” right. In a recent official statement, Algiers said
it would head to Geneva favoring “frank and fair” direct
negotiations between the Polisario and Morocco aimed at
building a definitive solution.  — AFP 

Western Sahara talks an ‘ice-breaker’

Weibo eyes 
expansion 
to ‘Chinese 
speaking world’ 

Chinese social media giant Weibo is
making a push into foreign markets
and is considering launching new

products in different languages, a senior
executive told AFP, brushing off concerns
over censorship and credibility. The
Twitter-style platform has long been
prominent in China, known for its heavy
censorship and Great Firewall, but it now
wants to reach Chinese audiences over-
seas, Weibo Sports senior operations
director Zhang Zhe said. “We want every-
one in the Chinese-speaking world to use
Weibo,” he said on the sidelines of the
Sports Connects sport-business confer-
ence in Dongguan, southern China.

Zhang added that Weibo is also look-
ing into hiving off new, more niche prod-
ucts in different languages including
English. TikTok, a short-form video-shar-
ing app, has proved wildly popular this
year. Its Bei j ing-based creator,
Bytedance, this week announced a global
tie-up with basketball’s NBA that will
allow it to show highlights in several
countries, including the US.

“Weibo is a very comprehensively
developed product. We not only have
videos, we also have images, graphics, arti-
cles, even live streams. So we’ve got every-
thing,” said Zhang, speaking through a
translator. “We can’t just introduce Weibo
outside the country, because there’s
already Twitter, Facebook. It doesn’t really
make sense to compete directly so if
Weibo is going abroad, we think maybe if
we have just one dedicated area of the
product, we can really cut into the market,
like TikTok did.”

Zhang’s comments and the Bytedance
announcement show how Chinese internet
companies, no longer content with the
domestic market in the world’s most popu-
lous nation, are beginning to look abroad.
But Chinese tech firms are not always wel-
comed overseas, with surveillance and data
security chief among the concerns.  Last

week, New Zealand blocked China’s
Huawei from its roll-out of 5G services, a
move its largest telecoms carrier, Spark,
blamed on national security worries.

Fake news 
Foreign expansion would bring added

scrutiny for Weibo, as Chinese social media
are known not only for their censorship,
but also fake news. Zhang said Weibo had
a team of more than 1,000 people verifying
content on the network, and insisted it had
strong editorial principles to keep its cred-
ibility intact. “That’s not something we’re
really worried about at the moment,” he
said, when asked whether censorship
would affect the image of any new prod-
ucts launched abroad.

“Because Weibo comes from SINA,
which is a big media company with very
strong principles like every news company
in the world. We also have a huge team
working on the content to make sure the
news credibility is good, so we don’t think
that’s an issue.” Zhang said that despite its
ambitions overseas, China remained the
main focus for Weibo, which launched in
2009 and has more than 400 million
monthly active users, making it the coun-
try’s second biggest platform behind
Tencent’s WeChat.

Weibo has an unbeatable competitive
advantage over Twitter and Facebook in
China: the two US titans are among a num-
ber of foreign websites blocked by the
Communist-led country’s Great Firewall.
“In China, we want to go deep to tier three,
tier four cities to get more users. On the
other hand, we want to go abroad and find
new countries and people who are waiting
to use Weibo,” said Zhang.

He added that Weibo could follow
Bytedance by buying the rights to show
sports footage, although its main strategy
remained receiving free content from
leagues keen to reach Chinese consumers.
“But in the future, depending on how the
audience is evolving as well, we might
actually tap in the market and buy media
rights, for broadcasting via Weibo direct-
ly,” he said. Zhang added: “We want to go
step by step. We don’t want to take a big
jump so that’s why we don’t have concrete
plans for international expansion yet. We
also believe that the Chinese in China and
globally are a very huge market and our
main focus now is really to make sure that
we deliver in this market.” — AFP 


