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W African slavery 
lives on, 400 yrs 
after trade began

Blessing was only six years old when her
mother arranged for her to become an
unpaid housemaid for a family in the

Nigerian city of Abuja, on the promise they would
put her through school. In her home town in south-
west Nigeria, her mother had trouble making
enough money to feed her three children. But when
Blessing arrived in Abuja, instead of going to
school, the family worked her round-the-clock,
beat her with an electrical wire if she forgot one of
her chores and fed her rotten leftovers.

When her mother later moved to the city to be
closer to her daughter, Blessing was unable to be
alone with her when she came to visit. “They would
tell me that my mother was coming, that I should
not tell her what was happening to me, that I
should not even say anything,” she says of the fam-
ily. “If she asks me how am I doing I should say I
am doing fine, they said.”

As the world marks 400 years since the first
recorded African slaves arrived in North America,
slavery remains a modern-day scourge. Over 40
million people are estimated to be trapped in
forced labor, forced marriages or other forms of
sexual exploitation, according to the United
Nations. Blessing, now 11, is one such victim. She
was rescued in 2016 by the Women Trafficking and
Child Labour Eradication Foundation (WOTCLEF),
an anti-human trafficking group, after two years of
isolation and abuse. She is still under the care of
WOTCLEF, which gave consent for her to be inter-
viewed for this story.

Africa has the highest prevalence of slavery,
with more than seven victims for every 1,000 peo-
ple, according to a 2017 report by human rights
group Walk Free Foundation and the International
Labour Office. The report defines slavery as “situa-
tions of exploitation that a person cannot refuse or
leave because of threats, violence, coercion,
deception, and/or abuse of power.” Trafficking of
sex workers, many of them tricked into thinking
they will get employment doing something else, is
one of the most widespread and abusive forms of
modern-day slavery. The experiences of Claudia
Osadolor and Progress Omovhie show how pover-
ty increases women’s vulnerability to exploitation. 

After Osadolor’s family in Benin City in southern
Nigeria hit hard times, she dropped out of univer-
sity and headed to Russia after a cousin told her
about someone who could help her get work there,
with travel expenses paid. She left Nigeria with
three other girls she did not know in June 2012.
When she got to Russia a “madam” came to pick
her up. Osadolor, now 28, says she was forced into
prostitution and suffered internal injuries after
being made to sleep with up to 20 men a day. She
was trapped for three years, with the madam com-
ing round every two weeks to take almost all of her
money.

She cries as she recounts the trauma and her
relief at escaping thanks to a chance meeting with
a representative of the International Organization
for Migration (IOM) at a metro station. ?”I feel like
I paid the ultimate price for my family,” she says.
“But I thank God that I came back alive.” Osadolor
has been able to reintegrate into society after
training as a tailor back in Benin with the support
of Nigerian charity Pathfinders Justice Initiative.

Omovhie, 33, also found herself enslaved after
leaving Nigeria in 2015 in search of work. She paid
an agent 700,000 naira ($2,290) - money she had
borrowed - to smuggle her on a journey across the
Sahara desert to Libya, hoping eventually to go to
Europe. The intended final destination of people
smuggled across Africa like this is often Europe,
but few make it that far. Many are jailed or sold as
indentured labourers when they get to Libya. Some
are even sold on slave markets, according to aid
groups - a chilling echo of the trans-Saharan slave
trade of centuries past.

Once in Libya, Omovhie says she started work-
ing long hours as a cleaner for a well-off Arab fam-
ily in Tripoli, often on an empty stomach. “I worked
three months and they did not pay me in that
house,” she said. Another agent promised to help
Omovhie escape by sending her to Italy, but she
was rounded up by police on the Libyan coast and
detained there for six months. She returned to
Nigeria in July under a state program to help
refugees and migrants. It has helped over 14,000
Nigerians return home since 2017.Blessing and
Claudia Osadolor are pseudonyms requested to
protect their anonymity. — Reuters 

Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s strongarm move
to tighten control on Muslim-majority Kashmir is a
gamble that could trigger conflict with Pakistan and re-

ignite an insurgency that has already cost tens of thou-
sands of lives, experts warn. Revoking Kashmir’s special
status, stripping away constitutionally guaranteed privi-
leges to land and jobs, is widely seen as Modi’s most spec-
tacular effort yet to push his Hindu nationalist agenda after
a landslide election victory in May.

His government insists it will bring peace and prosperi-
ty, but the massive military reinforcement that accompa-
nied the measure is a clear acknowledgement of the
underlying risks. While many Hindus celebrated, the
Kashmir valley - focus of a 30-year-old Muslim insur-
gency against Indian rule - was smothered under one of
the heaviest security clampdowns it has seen. Tens of
thousands of extra Indian troops enforced a blanket cur-
few on top of a total communications blackout, but reports
still emerged of sporadic protests and gunfire in the
streets.

A S Dulat, a former chief of the Indian intelligence serv-
ice and government advisor on Kashmir, said keeping a lid
on violence was critical if Modi was to claim victory for his
dramatic power play. “But, my own apprehension is there
will be repercussions and there will be an escalation of
violence,” he told AFP.

Anger and alienation 
D S Hooda, a retired lieutenant general who once com-

manded Indian forces in Kashmir, also voiced fears of
“anger, alienation and law and order disturbances”. India
already had 500,000 troops in Kashmir before the rein-
forcements arrived. Militant activity, after some years of
decline, reared up after the killing of charismatic rebel
leader Burhan Wani in 2016, and Kashmiris say the current
lockdown will only fuel a sense of growing resentment.

“People are not going to take this lying down,” said
Iltija Javed, daughter of former Kashmir chief minister
Mehbooba Mufti who was detained at the weekend. “It’s
not physically possible to keep people under captivity for
the rest of their lives,” Javed told AFP from Srinagar.
Modi’s ruling Bharatiya Janata Party believes it is righting a
historical wrong which saw outsiders - mainly Hindus -
excluded from economic power when Kashmir was grant-
ed privileged status after independence.

But many remain uncomfortable with the manner in
which that status was stripped away, using a presidential
decree with no debate in Kashmir and only token discus-
sion in the New Delhi parliament. “The manner of its exe-
cution - while extraordinarily efficient - has brought
deceit, disinformation and communal politics, once again,
to the centre stage,” South Asia counter terrorism expert
Ajai Sahni told AFP.

How will Pakistan react? 
Another key concern is Pakistan, whose Prime Minister

Imran Khan vowed Tuesday to challenge India’s “illegal”
action at the UN Security Council. Late yesterday,

Islamabad took a step further, announcing it was expelling
the Indian High Commissioner and suspending bilateral
trade in a downgrading of diplomatic ties over the deci-
sion. The nuclear-armed rivals have already fought two
wars over Kashmir, which is divided between the two
countries and claimed by both. Earlier this year they came
close to war yet again, after a militant attack in Indian-held
Kashmir was claimed by a group based in Pakistan, ignit-
ing tit-for-tat air strikes.

Ankit Panda, a New York-based geopolitical analyst,
stressed that Kashmir was a “core” interest of the
Pakistan military which dominates the country’s foreign
and security policy. “So we may see Pakistan step up its
attempts to raise tensions ... or Pakistan increasing its use
of non-state groups to begin attacking Indian paramilitary
personnel in Kashmir,” Panda said. “If the Pakistani mili-
tary decides it’s going to react in that way ...things start to
get very dangerous.”

Indian Home Minister Amit Shah, a key architect of
Modi’s action, compounded international concerns when
he told parliament that uniting Kashmir - including a
small section under Chinese control - was a cause worth
dying for. Sadanand Dhume, an analyst at the American
Enterprise Institute in Washington, said it was still too
early to say if Modi’s move would be seen “as a wise
decision or an historic blunder”. “But two things are
clear: India has ignored Kashmiri sentiment, and taken a
risky decision with almost unfathomable implications,”
Dhume said. — AFP 

Pakistani Kashmiri people shout anti-Indian slogans during a demonstration in Islamabad yesterday.  — AFP  

Modi’s high-stakes gamble with Kashmir 

Agri’s secret
weapon: 
Empowering
women

Women farmers face the brunt of
the threat posed by climate
change, yet they may hold the

key to helping limit its fallout, according
to a landmark UN report to be released
this week. Although they make up more
than half the agricultural labour force in
developing nations, according to the Food
and Agriculture Organization (FAO),
women farmers are far less likely than
men to own the land they till. This makes it
difficult for them to invest in sustainable
practices that would enhance yields while
protecting Nature. 

Methods such as proper fertilizer man-
agement, buying better and more drought
resistant seeds as well as mechanical
equipment to boost productivity, can help
humanity tread that delicate path between

food security and climate change mitiga-
tion, experts say. Scientists and policymak-
ers from around the world are gathered in
Geneva to finalise the most detailed scien-
tific assessment yet of the impact that
industrial agriculture, deforestation, and
food waste have on our planet.

The Intergovernmental  Panel on
Climate Change’s report is expected to
lay out the stark tradeoffs facing a world
struggling to feed 10 billion people by
2050 while avoiding catastrophic global
warming. A draft summary of the vast
assessment said that empowering
women would bring “co-benefits to
household food security and sustainable
land management.”

Hindou Oumarou Ibrahim, coordina-
tor of the Indigenous Women and
Peoples Association of Chad, works
with women farmers in the landlocked
African nation. “There’s a lack of recog-
nition of land rights to women both offi-
cially and traditionally - men normally
have land and they distribute it to the
boys, not the girls,” she told AFP. “Most
of the time women farmers are the ones
feeding the communities whereas the
men are selling and doing it for their
businesses.”

‘Man is the default’  
The IPCC report is expected to

address the need to boost nutrition in
poorer nations while slashing food waste
and loss, which are a major contributor of
greenhouse gas emissions. The FAO says
closing the gender gap in agriculture
could increase yields on women’s farms
by 20-30 percent, potentially reducing
the number of hungry people in the world
by close to a fifth. Teresa Anderson, cli-
mate policy coordinator for ActionAid,
said governments had for too long seen
agriculture as a male-only sector.
“Policymakers often assume that man is
the default human, or the default farmer,”
she said. “But women farmers do things
differently and face specific challenges in
agriculture precisely because they are
women.”

In developing nations, women farmers
are often also tasked with raising families,
lack access to male-dominated trading
markets, and have little protection against
extortion or theft. They are also uniquely
vulnerable to drought, flash-floods and
land degradation made worse by climate
change. In Chad, Ibrahim encouraged
women farmers to form cooperatives to
close the power imbalance with their male

peers.  “This way they have better voices
among the community and better produc-
tion. It helped them to generate more rev-
enue, and that’s empowered them in terms
of the decisions they can take.” She also
worked with women, many of whom were
innumerate, on an accounting system
based on weights and bars, allowing them
to carry out more precise stock-takes -
vital when the rainy season comes.

‘Important for everyone’ 
Ibrahim wants to see land tenure laws

brought into the 21st Century, allowing
women to club together and buy the land
they work, increasing their ability to plan
long-term and think sustainably. “This is
important not only to communities but
also to industry, as small farms feed mil-
lions of people,” she said. 

Fernanda Carvalho, global policy man-
ager for WWF’s Climate and Energy
Practice, said women could also prove
pivotal in the generational shift away from
high-carbon diets. “We need transforma-
tional change in the food sector, and
women have a key role in co-parenting
and providing education in the long-term
effect in diet and a shift in consumption
patterns,” she said. — AFP 

Could Mexico 
cactus solve world’s 
plastics problem? 

Mexico’s prickly pear cactus, which is emblazoned
on the country’s flag, could soon play a new and
innovative role in the production of biodegrad-

able plastics. A packaging material that is made from the
plant has been developed by a Mexican researcher and is
offering a promising solution to one of the world’s biggest
pollution conundrums. “The pulp is strained to obtain a
juice that I then use,” said Sandra Pascoe, who developed
the product and works at the Atemajac Valley University in
the western city of Guadalajara.

That substance is then mixed with non-toxic additives
and stretched to produce sheets which are colored with
pigments and folded to form different types of packaging.
“What we’re doing is trying to concentrate on objects that
don’t have a long life,” she said, particularly “single-use”
packaging. Pascoe is still conducting tests, but hopes to
patent her product later this year and look for partners in
early 2020, with an eye towards larger-scale production.

The cacti Pascoe uses for her experiments come from
San Esteban, a small town on the outskirts of Guadalajara,
where they grow by the hundreds. San Esteban is located
in Jalisco state where, starting next year, single-use non-

recyclable plastic bags, straws and other disposable items
will be banned.

‘Drop in the ocean’ 
Mexico City and states such as Baja California have

also introduced similar measures. In May, the capital city
adopted a “historic” ban on plastic bags beginning in
2020. From 2021, straws, plastic plates and cutlery, and
balloons will also be banned if they’re made “entirely or
partially from plastic,” according to the bill adopted by the
local congress. Pascoe says her new material would be no
more than a “drop in the ocean” in the battle to preserve
the environment.

Given the rampant production of industrial plastics and
the time it takes to make her material, there would need to
be “other recycling strategies” to make any concrete dif-
ference, she said. Latin America and the Caribbean
account for around 10 percent of worldwide waste,
according to United Nations figures. In March, UN mem-
ber states committed to “significantly reduce” single-use
plastics over the next decade, although green groups
warned that goal fell short of tackling the Earth’s pollu-
tion crisis. Plastic pollution has become a global concern,
particularly after bans imposed by China and other coun-
tries on the import of plastic waste from overseas.
Despite widespread alarm on the environmental cost,
Asia and the United States lifted world production of
plastic last year while Europe saw a dip, according to
numbers released by the PlasticsEurope federation in
June. More than eight million tons of plastics enter the
world’s oceans every year. — AFP 

Mexican scientist Sandra Pascoe Ortiz works at a laboratory
in the University of Valle de Atemajac (UNIVA) in Zapopan,
Jalisco state, Mexico on July 31, 2019. — AFP 


