
Shorter, hotter: 
Shrinking spring 
slashes Pakistan 
harvests

Adil Khan’s hopes for a good harvest are fading again
this year as he inspects his orchard of apricot and
loquat trees in the mountains of Pakistan’s northwest

Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa province. Usually, fruit in the five-acre
family orchard is ready to pick only by the last week of May.
But this year, and in other recent years since 2013, much of the
harvest has ripened by mid-April - nearly a month ahead of
schedule.

With less time to grow, the fruit is half its normal size - and
his income is shrinking too, the 34-year-old farmer told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation. “We are really at loss,” he said,
pulling down a branch of tiny apricots. “The fruits have
ripened in the middle of their growth.” Pakistan’s farmers are
struggling to bring in a harvest as the country’s weather pat-
terns change as a result of climate change. Warm spring
weather, now coming as early as March, has led to fruit trees
flowering before bees arrive to pollinate them, for instance, or
fruit and vegetables ripening at unusual times.

Farmer Muntazir Khan - who is not related to Adil - has
seen his harvest of beets and tomatoes fall by 40 percent this
year on his 3-acre family farm in Taxila, about 35 kms (22
miles) from Islamabad, despite planting seeds on time and
applying the right fertilizer. That huge drop, due the crops
ripening in late March instead of late April, “means nearly no
profits”, he said.  “I am scarcely able to recover the expendi-
tures with such low yields,” Khan said, clutching a handful of
freshly harvested beets.

The problem, the farmers agree, is that spring is getting
shorter, hotter and earlier. “We are clearly noticing that
springs are not cool anymore and are increasingly becoming

warmer, which is not good for our seasonal vegetable crops,”
Adil Khan said. His fruit requires cool weather from January to
March to grow well, he said, but warmer days in February and
March are now disrupting old patterns.

Record heat
Pakistan’s weather officials say they’ve also noticed the

shift. “We have clearly observed through our weather monitor-
ing stations all through Pakistan that springtime has not only
warmed by more than 3 degrees Celsius in recent years but
also shrunk from 45 days to less than 10 days over last two
decades,” said Ghulam Rasul, director general of the Pakistan
Meteorological Department. “This is in no way a good omen
for springtime vegetable and fruit farmers,” he said.

He said at least 34 meteorological stations broke temper-
ature records for March this year in most parts of the coun-
try, with temperatures sometimes more than 10 degrees
Celsius above the monthly long-term average between 1981
and 2010. Nausherwan Nawab, a senior science officer at a
vegetable research centre of the state-run National
Agricultural Research Council, said lower spring tempera-
tures of 20 to 25 degrees Celsius a decade ago resulted in
slow and steady ripening of spring fruits and vegetables. “But
such is not the case anymore,” said Khuda Bakhsh, an agro-
economy professor at the COMSATS Institute of Information
Technology in Pakistan’s Punjab province. Once spring tem-
peratures hit 35 degrees Celsius, “vegetable production
declines heavily”, he said.

Growing imports
One consequence of the decline in production is soaring

vegetable and fruit imports from China, India, Afghanistan,
Thailand and New Zealand, said Yusuf Zafar, chairman of the
National Agriculture Research Council, an arm of Pakistan’s
Ministry of National Food Security and Research. “Over last
five to seven years, production of citrus and other fruits and
vegetables has shown a notable declining trend”, with fruit
harvests down an estimated 25-28 percent and vegetables
down 22 percent, he said. 

Aslam Pakhali, chair of the All Pakistan Fruit and Vegetable
Exporter and Importers Association, said nearly 30 percent of

the vegetables and fruits consumed in Pakistan are now
imported. Pakistan used to export surplus vegetables and fruit
prior to 2010, he said. Imports have increased over the last five
years “as low production of these farm items is insufficient to
meet domestic needs”, he said in a telephone interview. 

To adapt to the changing conditions, farmers need access
to hardy new fruit and vegetable varieties that can grow over a
shorter season, Bakhsh said. “The role of agricultural scientists
and extension department officials in this regard is of
unprecedented significance,” he said, with farmers needing
help to learn how to adopt and grow new heat-resistant and
short-season crops.

Meanwhile, some farmers - like Muntazir Khan - are
adjusting to changing spring weather by cutting out some of
their vegetable production altogether and turning to things
like raising chickens. Lack of resources makes such shifts diffi-
cult for many, however. Khan would like to set up a commercial
half-acre poultry farm, but that will happen only “whenever I
have enough financial resources”, he said. —Reuters
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Lunchtime in Taipei’s Ximending district is
a test of wills and patience as tourists and
locals jostle at restaurants and street

stalls to choose from steamed and fried
dumplings, flat and thin noodles, stuffed pan-
cakes, grills and desserts. In this foodie haven,
one item makes only an occasional appearance
on menus and on plates - rice. Once a staple of
Taiwanese diets, rice consumption per person
has fallen more than two-thirds in 50 years,
according to the United Nations’ Food and
Agricultural Organization (FAO), as “smart
crops” and “super foods” muscle their way
onto plates.

It is the steepest drop in Asia but a trend
across the continent as urbanization, rising
incomes, climate change and concerns about
health and food supplies drive a push for alterna-
tives for the future such as millets and more pro-
tein. “I ate a lot of rice when I was younger but
now I eat more vegetables, fish and meat. It’s
healthier,” said Guan-Po Lin, 24, who moved to
Taipei for university. “People are spending more
on food, and they want to eat healthy, and rice is
not seen as a healthy choice.” About 90 percent
of global rice production and consumption is in
Asia, home to 60 percent of the world’s popula-
tion. Yet, as trends in Taiwan, Japan, South Korea
and Hong Kong show, consumption is set to
drop significantly as diets change. Per capita
consumption has fallen about 60 percent in
Hong Kong since 1961, and by almost half in
Japan. In South Korea, it has slid 41 percent since
1978, FAO data showed. Alongside that the con-
sumption of fish, meat, dairy, fruits and vegeta-
bles has risen significantly.

Rice will still be the single most important
crop in the region, key in diets and a symbol of
Asian culture, but it will not be as dominant in
coming years as new foods are snapped up, said
David Dawe, a senior economist at the FAO in
Bangkok. “It is the future for Asia - well-nour-
ished people who can perform better. You can-

not get that by filling up on rice; you need more
fish, meat, fruits and vegetables,” he said.

Ritual status
Rice is said to have first been domesticated in

the Yangtze River valley in China more than
10,000 years ago. In Asia, rice was consumed
mostly by the wealthy and did not become as
ubiquitous until the Green Revolution of the
1960s, when governments introduced higher
yielding seeds and better fertilizers to improve
output and feed expanding populations. In
Taiwan, millets were the staple of indigenous and
rural people, and had a higher status in ritual
ceremonies than rice. 

In India, malnutrition is one reason the gov-
ernment is pushing millets which are richer in
protein, fibre and micronutrients than rice or
wheat, said SK Gupta, a principal scientist at the
International Crops Research Institute for the
Semi-Arid Tropics (ICRISAT) in Hyderabad.
Also millets need less water and can grow in
saline soil and withstand warmer climate, crucial
factors as temperatures and sea levels rise in
South Asia. “Historically, a large section of the
population was eating millets and maize, but
when they moved to urban areas, they switched
to rice and wheat,” Gupta said. “Consumers can
be encouraged to go back to millets if they are
more readily available, and farmers will grow
more if they get better prices. It’s already hap-
pening,” he told the Thomson Reuters
Foundation.

Craft beers
The shift away from rice in wealthier Asian

nations is explained by Bennett’s Law, which
argues that as income increases people spend
proportionately less on starchy staples such as
rice, FAO’s Dawe said. Rice is regarded as inferi-
or when per capita income reaches $2,364 in
Asian nations, according to FAO’s estimates.
Changes are already evident in mainland China

and some southeast Asian countries, where peo-
ple are eating a more protein-rich diet with more
meat and fish, Dawe said. 

In the Philippines, one of the world’s biggest
importers of rice, the government has considered
substitutes such as corn, banana, sweet potato,
cassava, taro and adlai - an heirloom grain also
known as Job’s Tears or Chinese Pearl Barley. At
the other end, food companies and chefs are
responding to the demand for healthier diets
with millets in bread, pasta, even craft beers.

“It took some time to get people excited
about these lesser known, stereotypically inferior

grains like ragi (finger millet), jowar (sorghum)
and kodo,” said Thomas Zacharias, chef partner
at The Bombay Canteen, among Asia’s top
restaurants. “We showcased them in new and
interesting ways that appealed to the current
generation, and there’s definitely been a shift,”
said Zacharias, whose barley and jowar salad
with a hung curd dressing is a hot favorite of
diners in Mumbai. Marketing helps. Production
of quinoa increased by more than 70 percent
from 2000 to 2014 in the top growing countries,
according to the FAO, because it was sold as a
“super food”. —Reuters
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Nazi hunters in 
final straight of 
race against time

Tucked away in the picturesque German city of
Ludwigsburg, a tiny team of investigators
tracks the last surviving Nazi war criminals

across the globe and through the better part of a cen-
tury, in an urgent race against time. “We put together
the smallest pieces of information, like the pieces of a
puzzle, to work out who was employed in what role,
from when until when” in Adolf Hitler’s totalitarian
killing machine, says prosecutor Jens Rommel. He has
since 2015 led the eight-strong Central Office for the
Investigation of National Socialist Crimes, at a time
when the last perpetrators, accomplices, witnesses
and survivors are finally vanishing.

Once all the perpetrators are gone, Germany will
close the judicial side of its coming-to-terms with the
Nazi government’s extermination of six million Jews
and hundreds of thousands of others in the Holocaust.
In the meantime, the spectacle of frail defendants
aged in their 90s appearing in courtrooms to answer
for crimes dating back to 1945 or earlier has renewed
vigorous debate about the country’s dark history. For
decades after the war, the German government and
justice system showed little haste to track down many
of those involved in the organized mass murder.

A landmark change came with the 2011 sentencing
of John Demjanjuk, who served as a guard at the
Sobibor extermination camp in occupied Poland in
1943, to five years in prison. The ruling opened the
way to prosecuting anyone who worked at a concen-
tration camp-from soldiers to accountants-as an
accomplice in mass murder. Before that judgment “we
never cast an eye over the smallest cogs in the
machine,” said lawyer Andrej Umansky, author of a
book on the Holocaust in Eastern Europe. The
changed legal landscape since then, he said, offers a
chance “to give victims a voice, their families, and to
bring the facts back into the public consciousness”.

Moscow to Buenos Aires
The team’s probes into the dust-shrouded past

have taken Rommel’s team of five prosecutors, two
judges and one police officer across the world in
search of their quarries. Many German Nazis fled to
South America immediately after the war, among
them one of the main architects of the Holocaust
Adolf Eichmann, who landed in Buenos Aires. He was
captured by the Israeli secret services in 1960 thanks
to information passed on by German prosecutor Fritz
Bauer, who was outraged by the inching progress of
his own country’s justice system. As for less notorious
Nazis, “all the boats that arrived there were regis-
tered. We have combed the passenger and crew man-
ifests” and followed up on any German-sounding
names, Rommel said.

Officials scoured immigration registers, applica-
tions to be naturalized in Argentina, and the records
of the German embassy. “We owe it to history” and to
the millions of victims to “battle against forgetting”,
said Peter Haeberle, of the justice ministry in Baden-
Wuerttemberg state, where Ludwigsburg sits just
outside its capital, Stuttgart. The team’s travels
halfway around the globe-at a time when there
remains no chance of tracking down a living high-
ranking Nazi official-have not escaped criticism in the
press, such as from Die Welt daily, over their some-
times exorbitant cost.

1.7 million files  
Many have criticized the comparatively small

number of Nazi war criminals ever brought to jus-
tice.  By 2012, some 6,498 people had been con-
victed for their part in the Holocaust. The monu-
mental weight of history is clear from the smell of
aged paper lingering behind the security doors of
the former women’s prison where the investigation
team is based. One million seven hundred thousand
cardboard files are stored in rigorous alphabetical
order in rows of imposing metal cupboards-a
unique full-size database of Nazi criminals and
details of their acts. From Hitler to the lowliest sol-
dier or helper, every Nazi wrongdoer identified up
until the present day is recorded here, along with
the places of their crimes.

Rommel carefully withdraws file 3 AR-Z 95/59 for
Dr Mengele, Josef. Known as the “Angel of Death”,
the Auschwitz doctor carried out horrific experiments
on those held at the camp. The record, prepared in
the late 1950s, reads that his location is “presently
unknown, likely in Argentina”. Mengele died in 1979
in Brazil, having evaded capture-and justice-for the
remainder of his life. However many more Nazis enter
the dock or end up behind bars before all trails finally
run cold, Rommel and his team know the overwhelm-
ing majority of perpetrators’ stories will have ended
similarly. Nevertheless, he insisted, “we have to put
every day to use if we want the chance to bring
someone else to justice”. —AFP
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TAIPEI: Photo shows a street vendor in Taipei - where urbanization, rising incomes and
concerns about health are driving a move towards more protein-rich alternatives to the
staple food, rice. —Reuters


