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In parched central India, 
no water means no wife 

JHANSI: Ram Hetu was sure his 16th proposal would final-
ly secure him a wife, but it didn’t - just like all his other
attempts to find a partner in central India’s Bundelkhand
region, where years of drought and water scarcity are
keeping possible brides at bay. Wells have run dry across
the semi-arid region, with scant rains forcing some vil-
lagers to walk miles for water and pushing others to
migrate to cities in search of work, as harvests fall.

But the drought also has more pernicious conse-
quences. In towns and villages across sparsely populated
Bundelkhand, home to 20 million people, parents of
would-be brides are dismissing the overtures of hopeful
suitors, fearing a betrothal could land them in financial
ruin. “The parents usually tell me ‘no water, no daughter’,”
said Hetu, 42, a farm laborer who earns 4,000 rupees
($58) a month. “In January, one father said ‘maybe’ and
immediately I started daydreaming about my wedding.”

But calls to his would-be father-in-law went unanswered.
“Parents fear their girls will spend the rest of their days
fetching water,” Hetu said in his village of Baragaon, known
for growing wheat, barley and chickpea. His story is echoed
by other men from Bundelkhand who said that years of
drought had ruined their crops and trapped them in bache-
lorhood. It is just one of many social impacts linked to cli-
mate change in a country increasingly hit by extreme heat,
rising sea levels, frequent floods and powerful cyclones.

“The effects of climate change are dangerous,” said
Sanjay Singh, secretary of Parmarth Samaj Sevi Sansthan,
a group working to empower rural communities. “If efforts
aren’t made while we still have time, then existing prob-
lems of unemployment, starvation (and) malnutrition will
only become more severe,” he added. India’s northern
areas were lashed by monsoon rains and fatal floods in

recent weeks but dry spells have gripped other parts,
including the city of Chennai which was plunged into crisis
in June when its four main water reservoirs ran dry. 

Normally Bundelkhand, blighted by 13 episodes of
drought in the last two decades, receives 52 days of rain-
fall a year. But the number of days has more than halved

since 2014, according to Skymet Weather, a private weath-
er forecasting agency. “Water is everything. It is a curren-
cy. If you have it, you have everything, including a wife. If
not, you have nothing,” said Dhaniram Aherwal, head of
Bangaon village’s water council.

Urban migration
Small, rain-dependent farms growing wheat, millet and

pulses are the mainstay of Bundelkhand’s cash-based
economy. When rains fail and crops perish, incomes and
marriage prospects suffer, prompting waves of migration
to nearby cities. Two in five people in rural Bundelkhand
have become urban migrants over the last decade, accord-

ing to Keshav Singh, an environmentalist at the India
Water Portal website. Bad water management and poor
policies are to blame, said Singh, who is also part of the
Bundelkhand Water Forum, a coalition of local organiza-
tions. “If things continue this way, Bundelkhand will be
known as a land of bachelors,” he said. Empty homes with
metal locks on front doors are a common sight. At least
100 people have left Baragaon - Hetu’s village of about
8,000 people - so far this year, said Ramadhar Nishad, a
local administrative chief. Villagers said nearly 200 pack
up and leave each year, either temporarily or permanently.
“There have been no weddings here for at least two
years,” said Nishad, standing outside a derelict wedding
hall strewn with cow dung.

Traffickers
Not everyone heads to the city. Farmer suicides over

failed crops and crippling debt have left “drought
orphans” and widows, who often fall prey to traffickers
looking to push them into prostitution, said Singh. And
with so many men desperately seeking wives, traffickers
find opportunities to lure prospective brides into the
region from other states, he and other activists said. In
water-scarce Chhatarpur district, scores of men have mar-
ried women from nearby Odisha state.

Three women told the Thomson Reuters Foundation
that a “tout” found them and promised a perfect match - a
man with land and a concrete house with an adequate
water supply. “But that wasn’t the case. Back home, water
came from taps. Here it is all hand pumps. Water tankers
don’t come ... No one had told me that things were so
bad,” said Rina Pal, 30, who came to Chaukheda village 12
years ago. Child marriage is also rife, according to locals.

Many young girls never go to school because of costly
tuition fees, they said. Instead, parents send them to fetch
water. Viewed as a financial burden, they are married off as
young as 12. Seema Aherwal, a bride at 18, said men failed
to understand how unattractive Bundelkhand villages
could be for women. “You can’t blame women. It’s terrible
here. Water dictates life - when to eat, sleep, bathe -
everything,” said Aherwal, now 28 and planning to move
her family to Delhi after living in Bangaon for a decade.

Water harvesting
Rocks are one major problem, according to Saurav

Kumar Suman, administrative head of Tikamgarh district,
who said Bundelkhand’s rocky terrain stops rain water
from percolating into aquifers and recharging groundwa-
ter supplies. Others say humans are at fault. With increas-
ing demand for water, unregulated exploitation has emp-
tied natural reservoirs.

Determined to stem the exodus and repair confidence
in the region, civil society groups and government agen-
cies are trying to revive water bodies, de-silt ponds and
build dams for irrigation and rainwater harvesting. “Locals
now claim that some of the men who had migrated (for
work) have started to return because of the availability of
water,” said Farrukh Rahman Khan, WaterAid India’s man-
ager for the northern region. But for Rajendra Litoria, 48,
who cares for his elderly parents, moving away was never
an option. Instead he has shelled out hundreds of dollars’
worth of fees to marriage brokers over the past decade to
scout for a bride. “Who will take care of me when I’m old?
... Who will I leave my land to? ... Who will perform my last
rites?” he asked. “I worry all the time but I haven’t lost
hope. I still believe I will get married.” — Reuters

Wells run dry
in semi-arid

region

Land of bachelors? Drought, water scarcity keep possible brides at bay

RAMALLAH: A new locally-developed app helps
Palestinian drivers in the occupied West Bank negotiate
traffic at Israeli military checkpoints and uncover
routes to towns mainstream providers often miss.
Launched in June and designed by Palestinians, Doroob
Navigator crowd-sources road closures and traffic
data from users. It aims to supplant apps like Google
Maps and Waze, which rarely account for Israeli
restrictions and struggle to navigate between
Palestinian cities.

Israel captured the West Bank in the 1967 Middle
East war and cites security concerns in maintaining
checkpoints. But the roadblocks limit Palestinian mobil-
ity and damage their economy, according to the World
Bank. Some checkpoints are long-established at the
entrances to villages and cities, but others pop up when
tensions rise. Mohammad Abdel Haleem, CEO of
Doroob Technologies, said he knew Palestinians needed
a new way to get around after a drive with Google
Maps between the West Bank cities of Bethlehem and
Ramallah left him lost in a remote valley.

“We had to design our maps completely from
scratch. The wall, checkpoints, settlements ... existing
mapping software could never account for the com-
plexity here,” Abdel Haleem, 39, said before using the
app to drive through a checkpoint separating Ramallah
from Beit El, a nearby Israeli settlement. The app, which
has garnered 22,000 users in two months, is funded by
Ideal, a Ramallah-based transportation and automation
software company also led by Abdel Haleem. He says
he hopes to monetise the app in the future in part via a
delivery feature.

‘Other apps do not understand’
The West Bank is scattered with Israeli settlements

and military bases, and an Israeli barrier snakes
through the territory. Israel says the obstacle prevents
Palestinian attacks, but Palestinians call it a land grab.
Around 3 million Palestinians live in the territory along
with some 450,000 settlers, who can generally drive in
the area without major restriction using so-called
“bypass roads” built to avoid Palestinian towns.

Doroob Navigator’s algorithm combines reports
from users with manual inputs by engineering staff to
help drivers avoid crippling checkpoint traffic and cir-
cumvent settlements, which most Palestinian vehicles
cannot enter. “Other apps might say the only way to
drive between certain Palestinian cities is to cut
through a settlement,” Abdel Haleem said. “We’re try-
ing to change that.” The app is also available in the
Palestinian coastal enclave of Gaza, though most active
users are in the West Bank, Abdeel Haleem says.

Palestinians in the past have relied on Facebook
groups and word-of-mouth to anticipate West Bank
traffic and closures. Waze is popular with Israelis, but
many Palestinians say it directs them to routes they are
restricted from driving. “We need applications like this
that help us move within Palestine,” said Nicolas
Harami, 31, who uses the app while driving from his
home in East Jerusalem to Ramallah and other West
Bank cities. “Other applications do not understand our
situation.” — Reuters
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helps drivers 
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Philippines sends 
ex-rebels on lavish 
trip abroad 
MANILA: The Philippines has sent scores of for-
mer communist rebels on an all-expenses paid for-
eign shopping trip, in an attempt to end one of
Asia’s longest-running insurgencies, the military
said yesterday. President Rodrigo Duterte flew 88
mostly female ex-rebels from the New People’s
Army (NPA) on a four-day visit to Hong Kong last
week, delivering on a pledge he made to former
guerrillas in 2018. Duterte has urged the commu-
nists to lay down their arms with promises of hous-
ing, financial and employment assistance, as well as,
in this case, trips abroad.

The novel tactic came almost two years after
Manila shelved formal talks with NPA gunmen,
saying the Maoists had no interest in making
peace. Photos shared by the military showed the
former rebels, all but four of them women, smiling
and posing in front of the wealthy Chinese city’s
skyscrapers and holding plastic bags of souvenirs.
They also visited Hong Kong’s historical sites and
shopping centers, using their “substantial amount
of allowance” for their purchases, regional military
spokesman Lieutenant-Colonel Ezra Balagtey said. 

“It’s part of the therapy for them to have a dif-
ferent perspective in life,” Balagtey added. At the
same time as offering shopping trips to ex-rebels,
Duterte has ordered the military to “destroy” the
Maoist rebellion that has killed up to 40,000 peo-
ple, according to official figures. The 4,000-mem-
ber NPA is one of the deadliest armed groups in
the Southeast Asian nation and it finds a fertile
ground for recruitment among the rural poor.

Balagtey said the former rebels had mostly
been recruited from impoverished villages around
Duterte’s southern home city of Davao to help
wage the now 50-year old communist insurgency.
In his latest remarks, Duterte said last week he
wants to arm firefighters to join the anti-insur-
gency push, following the killing of four police
officers in a guerrilla attack on the central island
of Negros last month. “You are not limited to put-
ting out fires.... You must help kill. Kill the enemy.
Because the enemy will kill you,” Duterte told the
firefighters. — AFP 

US, S Korea defy 
North’s warnings, 
start joint drills
SEOUL: Seoul and Washington began
annual joint military exercises yesterday,
defying warnings from Pyongyang that the
war games will jeopardize nuclear negotia-
tions between the United States and North
Korea. The drills come after Pyongyang
tested a series of short-range projectiles in
recent days, calling one of them a “solemn
warning” to Seoul against pursuing the
mainly computer-simulated drills with
Washington.

South Korean defense minister Jeong
Kyeong-doo told parliament that the joint
exercise began yesterday, adding that
Seoul was “clearly maintaining its readi-
ness posture against any military action by
North Korea”. Details about the training
have not been disclosed, but a ministry
official in Seoul said this year’s exercise
will include verifying South Korea’s abili-
ties to take operational control in wartime.
Under the US-South Korea security treaty,
an American general will take command of
their combined forces in the event of
armed conflict, but Seoul has long sought
to reverse the position.

Analysts say the military activities by
both sides could delay talks on the North’s
weapons programs-which have seen it sub-
jected to multiple sets of UN Security
Council sanctions-until later this year. After
a year of mutual threats and mounting ten-
sions, US President Donald Trump and the
North’s leader Kim Jong Un held a historic
meeting in Singapore last year, when Kim
signed a vague pledge to work towards
“denuclearization of the Korean peninsula”.

A second summit in Hanoi in February
broke up amid disagreement on sanctions
relief and what the North might be willing
to give up in return. Trump and Kim agreed
to resume nuclear talks during their
impromptu June meeting in the
Demilitarized Zone that divides the penin-
sula, but that working-level dialogue has
yet to begin. The nuclear-armed North-
which attacked its neighbor in 1950, trig-
gering the Korean War-has always been
infuriated by military exercises between
the US and the South, decrying them as
rehearsals for invasion.

After the Singapore summit, Trump
made a shock announcement halting joint
drills, adopting Pyongyang’s own descrip-
tion of them as “provocative” at an
extraordinary, freewheeling press confer-
ence. War games known as Ulchi Freedom
Guardian (UFG) and scheduled for August
last year were subsequently suspended.
And the allies’ biggest annual drills, Foal
Eagle and Key Resolve, which took place

every spring and involved tens of thou-
sands of troops, were replaced with a
shorter “Dong Maeng” or “Alliance” exer-
cise in March.

‘Changing stance’ 
The August drills were scaled down

earlier this year, Yonhap news agency
reported, and have not been named, with
an official from Seoul’s Joint Chiefs of Staff
(JCS) telling AFP that they “cannot com-
ment any further” on their designation.
South Korean media have dubbed the

command post exercise “19-2 Dong
Maeng”, indicating the second Dong
Maeng exercise of 2019. Pyongyang
warned last week that further nuclear talks
could be derailed if Seoul and Washington
push ahead with the manoeuvres. And on
Friday, North Korea carried out its third
weapons test in the space of eight days,
firing what it called a new “large calibre
multiple launch guided rocket system”.

Seoul’s presidential office said it was
highly likely to be “a new type of short-
range ballistic missile”. — AFP

US’ Pompeo makes 
history in Pohnpei, 
courts Pacific allies
POHNPEI: Mike Pompeo became the first US Secretary of
State to visit Micronesia yesterday, as Washington’s sig-
nalled a renewed interest in its Pacific allies, no matter how
small, in the face of regional competition with China.
Pompeo touched down on the paradise island of Pohnpei
and spent a few hours meeting leaders from Micronesia’s
Federated States, as well as neighbouring micro-states like
Palau and the Marshall Islands.

“Your small islands are big strongholds of freedom,” he
said, while encouraging American tourists to visit. The
diplomatic courtship follows a visit by Pacific Island lead-
ers to the White House earlier this year, part of America’s
drive for a “free and open” region to counter China’s
increasingly muscular and expansionist policies. “We want
to help nations of the Indo-Pacific to continue their
decades long rise and maintain their sovereignty both in
the political and economic spheres,” he said.

“We know China seeks to engage and to influence this
region,” Pompeo added, expressing confidence that Pacific
islands would understand “other Pacific democracies, are
the best partnerships.” The President of the Federated
States of Micronesia David Panuelo tried to play down
concerns, saying “our relation with the US is first and fore-
most”, while adding that the relationship with China  was
purely “economic and technical cooperation.”

Elizabeth Economy of the Council on Foreign Relations

told AFP that over the past year, the US had “worked
aggressively” to shore up its position in the Pacific Islands
region, considering it “of significant strategic interest”.
Hugging the equator, the Federated States of Micronesia
are scattered along nearly 3,000 kilometers of the Pacific,
a significant area given Sino-American disputes over free-
dom of navigation.

Duelling charm offensives
Washington is no stranger to the Federation - which

brings together four island states and more than 600
islands and atolls - thanks to a compact that guarantees
US development aid and military protection. Formerly part
of the Caroline Islands, which were American trust territo-
ries, the federation and other nations signed a Compact of
Free Association with the United States on gaining inde-
pendence more than three decades ago.

Pompeo announced that “the US has begun negotia-
tions on extending our respective compacts of free associ-
ation with each country”. China has launched a regional
charm offensive that has alarmed the Trump administration,
offering infrastructure loans and seemingly trying to have
the Marshall Islands and Palau break off diplomatic rela-
tions with Taiwan. “The United States can no longer afford
to take the Pacific Islands for granted,” said Economy.

At times, the United States has looked to these island
states at the United Nations - where their voice is equal to
any other state - in looking for support for issues such as
recognition of Jerusalem as the capital of Israel. But the
major point of difference remains climate change, an exis-
tential challenge for low-lying nations but a trend that the
Trump administration has variously dismissed as a hoax or
unimportant. “We did talk about climate change, we talked
about the concerns about rising sea level here,” Pompeo
said, attempting to square the circle following talks. — AFP 

SEOUL: Anti-war activists hold placards reading ‘Stop War Exercises,’ during a rally
against planned South Korea-US annual joint military exercises near the US embassy
in Seoul yesterday. — AFP 

KOLONIA: US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo and his wife Susan are greeted by women with traditional mwar mwar
floral wreaths as they arrive at Pohnpei International Airport in Kolonia, Micronesia yesterday. — AFP 

GAZA: Palestinian men perform fire breathing on the
beach as an entertainment for children during the sum-
mer vacation in Gaza City. — AFP 


