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Cargo ships urged to 
cut speed, pollution 

Moving cargo ships into the slow lane, an idea
French President Emmanuel Macron floated at
the G7 summit in Biarritz, would be one way

to cut maritime transport’s giant carbon emissions
footprint. Here, AFP looks at how the debate took
shape and is evolving:

Ecological impact 
Shipping represents 2.3 percent of carbon dioxide

(C02) emissions, according to French transport trade
body Armateurs de France and the International
Maritime Organization (IMO) - a bigger share than the
2.0 percent generated by the aviation industry as esti-
mated by the International Aviation Organisation
(OACI). Much of the impetus for slow steaming is the
fact that the more than 90,000 large scale commercial
vessels such as container ships, oil tankers and bulk
freighters which ply their trade across the world’s
oceans are primarily powered by heavy, high sulphur
and high nitrogen-content fuel which contributes to
airborne particulate matter.

The contribution of maritime transport contribution
to global CO2 emissions “should hit 17 percent by
2050 if nothing is done,” says France’s Higher Institute
of Maritime Economics (ISEMAR) as maritime freight
volumes are expected to quadruple by then.

Commitments already taken 
The IMO has already decided to limit the level of

sulphur compounds in marine fuels to 0.5 percent from
a current upper limit of 3.5 percent from next year
outside defined sensitive zones already subject to a 0.1
percent cap. In April last year the IMO adopted a
strategy to reduce CO2 emissions by at least 40 per-
cent by 2030 from their 2008 level and 50 percent by
2050 in a sector where experts estimate one large
container ship emits as much sulphur gases as millions
of cars. But “the negotiations are foundering on the
adoption of short term measures” to make the strategy
a reality, the French government admitted following a
May meeting with the IMO.

Improve fuel or drop fossil energies 
In order to respect the new mandated norms from

next year, shipping firms will have to switch to marine
fuel with lower sulphur content. Future compliance will
also require the firms to equip their vessels with
exhaust gas cleaning systems - dubbed “scrubbers” -
or find alternative means of propulsion. The liquefied
natural gas (LNG) notably being adopted by the future
vessels of several French shipping firms look to be the
preferred solution today but will require infrastructure
upgrades as well as specific on-board storage capacity
plus a suitable motor. Other solutions to explore do not
on the surface appear well-suited to long-haul ship-
ping - such as biofuels, hydrogen or electric-powered
vessels or even the re-invention of sailing boats.

Slow down 
Macron considers letting off less steam by slowing

down to be “one of the most efficient ways of reducing
emissions” and France suggested going down that
route to the IMO in April. By way of example, an oil
tanker which drops its speed from 12 to 11 knots can
cut its fuel consumption by 18 percent - or by 30 per-
cent if speed is cut to 10 knots, according to the
French ministry for ecological transition. Trimming
speed also cuts sound pollution and well as the risk of
collisions with whales.

Protect some zones 
French container and shipping group CMA CGM,

touting its goal to act as “a model for sustainable glob-
al prosperity,” last week committed itself not to ply the
Northern Sea Route through the Arctic off the coast of
northern Siberia, a route which global warming, in
melting sea ice, is today rendering navigable. Until
now, expensive icebreakers have been a prerequisite to
navigate the route, which can lop up to a fortnight off
cargo journeys to Europe from Asia. 

Given the group ranks third globally as a maritime
container transport provider, it is taking a risk given
the time but also the amount of fuel savings to be made
from taking a shorter route than through the Suez
Canal or via the Cape of Good Hope. France is pushing
for greater regulation of pollutant emissions in the
Mediterranean by 2022, along the lines of existing
rules for the Channel and the North Sea as well as the
Baltic Sea.

Target ports too 
Ports will also have to be targeted as ships continue

to burn fuel even when they are at rest, adding to the
pollution output. One potential solution is to plug them
into the ports’ electric supply but that is not always
logistically possible while the ships themselves have not
been designed for plug in connections. French group
Stef’s La Meridionale and Corsica Lines are nonethe-
less experimenting with the idea in Marseille. — AFP 

Scorched forests, government inaction and presiden-
tial insults - fires in the Amazon rainforest are having
a disastrous effect on Brazil’s international image,

analysts warn. “This is the worst crisis Brazil has had for its
image in 50 years,” former government minister Rubens
Ricupero told O Globo newspaper. The daily Folha de
S.Paulo lamented “the worst disaster in the history of
Brazilian diplomacy in decades.” “We find ourselves alone
and ashamed,” it said.

While a stronghold of Internet support remains for
President Jair Bolsonaro, another part of the Twitterverse has
unleashed its fury against the far right leader. He has been
sharply condemned by both the Brazilian and international
press for his handling of record-setting fires in the world’s
largest tropical rainforest over the last week. “With his gaffes,
idiocy, chauvinism, ignorance ... Bolsonaro is building his
image in the world and destroying Brazil’s,” one Twitter user
charged.  The fires took on an international dimension over
the weekend, as French President Emmanuel Macron tackled
the topic on Twitter during the G7 summit and said “our
house is burning.” The sumiteers also discussed the fires at
the meeting in Biarritz. Caving in to pressure, Bolsonaro
called a crisis meeting that same night to mobilize the military
against the fires. Macron and Bolsonaro have repeatedly
butted heads over the issue, sometimes deviating from the
point at hand. Macron called Bolsonaro’s comments implying
that French first lady Brigitte Macron was not attractive
“extraordinarily rude” while Bolsonaro accused Macron of
treating Brazil with a “colonialist mentality.”

‘International pariah’ 
As Macron wished for a Brazilian president who could

“behave himself properly”, government ministers in the
South American country upped their scorn for France and
Bolsonaro demanded the French president apologize, to no
avail. “I have never seen a Brazilian president express him-
self in such a way,” said Gaspard Estrada, a Latin
American expert at the Paris Institute of Political Studies.
“That will leave a mark.”

And although the spat with France was the most visible,
Brazil also found itself in hot water with much of the rest of
the international community over the Amazon crisis.
Robert Muggah, from a Rio de Janeiro think tank called
the Igarape Institute, pointed out other actors with whom
Brazil has clashed. “The president has damaged the coun-
try’s relationship with allies, including France, Germany
and Norway.”

Berlin and then Oslo suspended around $70 million in
Amazon protection money earlier this month. Bolsonaro
shot back that Norway should send its share of the funds
to Germany so Chancellor Angela Merkel can “reforest
Germany”. Ireland and France have threatened to with-
draw their signatures from a trade agreement between the
European Union and a South American trading bloc called
Mercosur, which includes Brazil. And Finland is consider-
ing a boycott of Brazilian products. “Brazil has gone from
being a global model of forest conservation to an interna-
tional pariah,” Muggah said. “The president has only him-
self to blame.”

Bolsonaro, on the other hand, has claimed he has
“restored Brazil’s credibility”. The country garnered inter-
national praise for its efforts to fight deforestation in the
2000s after hosting the Earth Summit in Rio in 1992. 

According to Estrada, “Brazil today is on its way to
destroying its foreign policy” and is “largely isolated”.
Besides cultivating a relationship with Israel, Bolsonaro
has put all his foreign policy eggs in the American basket,
an investment that has not necessarily paid hefty returns.
Though US President Donald Trump offered Bolsonaro his
“full and complete support” in his fight against the fires,
“the US didn’t offer quite the level of support for Brazil
with the G7 that Bolsonaro hoped for,” Estrada said, an
outcome that exposes the newer president’s “naivete”.

“Bolsonaro has got on everyone’s bad side” and “the
effect on Brazil’s image and international reputation will be
lasting,” said Estrada. “He has forgotten that he does not
live in the White House but at the Planalto palace in
Brasilia,” said Estrada. The Amazon crisis has come at an
already difficult time for Brazil’s diplomatic climate, which
has taken a hit since Bolsonaro took office in January. The
retired military officer has offended allies with policy deci-
sions seen as erratic. First, he had to backtrack after taking
a harsh tone with China, Brazil’s top trading partner. Then
he found himself entangled in the politics of the Middle
East as several Arab countries threatened to boycott
Brazilian meat after Bolsonaro floated the idea of following
Trump’s example in moving his country’s embassy in Israel
from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem. — AFP

Brazilian farmer Helio Lombardo Do Santos and a dog walk through a burnt area of the Amazon rainforest near Porto Velho in Brazil’s Rondonia state on Aug 26, 2019. — AFP 

Amazon fires create image nightmare for Brazil 

J&J verdict sends 
opioid makers a 
billion-dollar warning 

The US pharmaceutical industry faces tens of bil-
lions of dollars in potential damage payments for
fueling the opioid addiction crisis after Oklahoma

won a $572 million judgment against drugmaker Johnson
& Johnson. One day after the healthcare giant was found
guilty of flooding the market with highly addictive
painkillers, another top opioid producer, Purdue Pharma,
was reported to have offered $10-12 billion to settle
more lawsuits before they come to trial.

Dozens more companies in the US prescription drugs
chain - giants like Teva Pharmaceuticals, Allergan,
Mallinckrodt, Walmart, CVS and Walgreens Boots -
could face similarly large payouts as the next major opi-
oids case gears up in Ohio. Nearly 2,300 lawsuits similar
to Oklahoma’s have been rolled into one trial to begin in
October. The states, cities, towns and Native American
tribes who filed the suits are demanding huge sums to
pay for the fallout of the crisis - overwhelmed health and
social systems, families unable to care for themselves,
and babies born addicted to the drugs.

$453 billion damage estimate 
The case has drawn comparison to the $206 billion

the tobacco industry agreed to pay 46 states in 1998 for
the consequences of decades of nicotine addiction. In the
consolidated Ohio case, one estimate submitted to the
court puts the total costs that communities face due to

the epidemic at $453 billion over the coming decade. In
the Oklahoma case, Judge Thad Balkman said the $572
million would cover estimates of just one year of “abate-
ment,” or mitigation efforts related to the rash of addic-
tion and overdose deaths the state has experienced.

Balkman said J&J’s aggressive promotion of prescrip-
tion painkillers, downplaying and hiding the high addic-
tion risks, “compromised the health and safety of thou-
sands of Oklahomans”. That was a clear message for the
companies accused of doing the same in the Ohio case.
Purdue, which settled out of court early on in the
Oklahoma case for $270 million, confirmed Tuesday it
was in talks to avoid going to trial in Ohio as well.

“While Purdue Pharma is prepared to defend itself
vigorously in the opioid litigation, the company has made
clear that it sees little good coming from years of wasteful
litigation and appeals,” the company said in a statement.
The company, whose Oxycontin painkiller became an
emblem of the addiction epidemic, and whose wealthy
owners the Sackler family have come under international
scorn, would not confirm or deny the media reports that it
had offered up to $12 billion to resolve its liability.
However, it said, “The people and communities affected
by the opioid crisis need help now. Purdue believes a con-
structive global resolution is the best path forward, and
the company is actively working with the state attorneys
general and other plaintiffs to achieve this outcome.”

Millions addicted 
The cases seek to address the costs of millions of

Americans sinking into addiction after using potent opi-
oid painkillers that the companies churned out and doc-
tors freely, and often criminally, prescribed over the past
two decades. Well over 400,000 people died of opioid
overdoses in that period, while the companies involved
raked in billions of dollars in profits. And while the flood

of prescription opioids into the black market has now
been curtailed, addicts are turning to heroin and highly
potent fentanyl, where the risk of overdose and death is
even higher. Even so, the lawsuits are complex and legal-
ly challenging. The producers, wholesale distributors and
pharmacies that liberally distributed the prescription
painkillers argue they acted legally in a highly regulated
industry, and say the fault lies mainly in doctors over-
prescribing the drugs. The Oklahoma and Ohio suits
depend on evidence showing the drug industry knew the
risks and covered them up, encouraging overprescription
to make more money.

Both suits rely on “public nuisance” laws that are
rarely used in such a case, and J&J says it will appeal
Monday’s judgment based in part on the over-expansive
use of the statute. But University of Georgia law profes-
sor Elizabeth Burch said the Oklahoma case brought out
evidence about the drug companies’ behavior that had
not been seen before - evidence that could hurt the
defendants in the Ohio trial. — AFP

Son of famed Afghan 
commander Massoud 
steps into spotlight 

Eighteen years after the assassination of revered anti-
Taleban commander Ahmad Shah Massoud, his only
son is hoping to continue the mission against the

insurgents by jumping into Afghanistan’s chaotic political
fray. With America seemingly on the brink of a deal with
the Taleban that would see the Pentagon slash its troop
presence in Afghanistan, 30-year-old Ahmad Massoud
wants to galvanise anti-Taleban groups and stop the
emboldened fighters from ushering in a new wave of
hardline Islam. 

Following in the steps of his father, who rallied various
groups under the banner of the United Front - also known
as the Northern Alliance - the younger Massoud wants to
build a grand coalition of anti-Taleban elements that can
oppose the insurgents politically at first, and militarily if
necessary. “I really pray and hope that Afghans and
Afghanistan never see another bloodshed,” Massoud told
AFP in an interview at a family home in Kabul. “God for-
bid. But if it comes, not just myself, but there are... hun-

dreds of thousands of young people who are like me. We
are ready to pick up guns.”

Lion of Panjshir 
Massoud plans to officially launch his political movement

on Sept 5 in Panjshir, his family’s original home valley north
of Kabul that neither the Soviets nor the Taleban ever con-
quered. In a fractious country where a grim gallery of brutal

warlords and squabbling grifters is woven into the political
tapestry, Afghans still cling to Ahmad Shah Massoud as a
unifying figure who could have led the country to a
Taleban-free future, were it not for his murder by Al-Qaeda
operatives. Dubbed the “Lion of Panjshir”, the elder
Massoud still emblazons billboards, blast walls, car windows
and even coffee mugs in the capital and across the country.
“He was a one-of-a-kind character in Afghan history and I
don’t think anyone can be like him,” Massoud said in fluent
English, tinged with a slight London accent from seven
years in Britain. But comparisons to the mujahideen com-
mander are inevitable, especially in a country where the
baton of power often passes seamlessly from father to son,
and where unifying political figures are vanishingly rare.

Massoud, who returned to Afghanistan in 2016, also
bears more than a passing resemblance to his dad, especial-
ly since growing a beard and donning the same sort of
beige pakol, or Afghan woollen hat, that his father sported.
The elder Massoud was assassinated aged 48, when his son
was 12, two days before the seismic events of 9/11 that
would forever shape Afghanistan’s history and trigger the
US-led invasion to hunt Osama bin Laden and topple his
Taleban hosts. After his father’s death, Massoud finished his
schooling in Iran then moved to England to train as an offi-
cer at the country’s Sandhurst military academy - his sec-
ond choice after failing to get into West Point in New York -
before completing two degrees in London. — AFP

In this file photo taken on March 23, 2016 Oxycodone
pain pills prescribed for a patient with chronic pain are
seen in Norwich, Connecticut. — AFP 

Ahmad Massoud                 Ahmad Shah Massoud 


