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Nothing can stop 
bacterium decimating 
Florida’s oranges

Peter Spyke has two types of oranges in his groves:
Those that are the color orange - and those that
are green, unsalable and responsible for the col-

lapse of Florida’s orange crop over the past 15 years.
Florida farmers have observed, almost powerless, the
spread of the huanglongbing bacterium (“yellow dragon
disease” in Chinese), known worldwide as “HLB” and
native to China. It was first reported in Florida in 2005,
and has been conquering groves ever since.

The bacterium causes one of the most devastating
citrus diseases called “greening”: The leaves of the
infected trees turn pale, the fruit fail to ripen and
remain green, and eventually fall to the ground. The
bacterium is transmitted by a small insect called cit-
rus psyllid. Compared to the 2003-2004 season,
Florida’s orange production will be down by 80 per-
cent this season (harvests last from November to
April depending on the citrus variety). Grapefruits
are the most affected.

“We’ve lost a great deal of our productive capaci-
ty and along with that we’ve lost juice plants, we’ve
lost jobs, we’ve lost packing houses,” said Spyke, a
third-generation citrus farmer. “At this point we
haven’t identified any way to make the trees immune
to HLB,” he said during a tour of his orchard. Florida
citrus farmers have generally been reluctant to
destroy contaminated trees, and as a result 90 per-
cent of their groves are infected - compared to only
19 percent in Brazil, while Europe so far has been
spared the blight. Sprays used to treat trees in Florida
have been ineffective.

Of 7,000 citrus growers in the state in 2004, 5,000
have thrown in the towel, according to The Washington
Post. Spyke is taking a long-term approach to the
problem by searching for citrus varieties that are natu-
rally more resistant to HLB. On his 30-acre farm he has
planted two dozen varieties of citrus including lemons,
oranges, mandarins and grapefruit. The 68-year-old
farmer knows it will take years, but is resigned to the
idea that there is no miracle solution. He has also
changed the way he looks after the trees. 

“We have to use appropriate cultural practices that
will help it deal with the disease,” he told AFP. One
solution is to feed the plants “slow release” fertilizer, so
that the nutrient supply is regular and continuous. This
apparently helps some trees fight against the effects of
HLB, which literally “starves” them to death. This is one
of the recommendations given by a research laborato-
ry that focuses on citrus just a 10-minute drive from
Spyke’s farm.

GMOs to the rescue? 
The University of Florida’s research center employs

40 scientists including researcher Johnny Ferrarezi.
“Everyone really wants to see a deadline for solving
that, unfortunately we scientists don’t have it,”
Ferrarezi said. “What’s very important to say is that -
after 15 years handling this disease in Florida, we did
acquire a lot of knowledge that can allow us to manage
the groves in a way better way.”

The laboratory, under pressure from the industry
and based on their research, has made available new
varieties of oranges and mandarins that can produce
more fruit despite the bacteria. The lab has even sug-
gested a simple and effective but expensive solution:
covering the citrus trees with huge protective nets that
block HLB-carrying insects, called Citrus Under
Protective Screen or CUPS.

In an industry already suffering from a downturn,
the question of dollars often comes up, as was the case
at a late November meeting organized by the state.
“We still need the research dollars to go towards
research and development of future developing new
products, the big word, GMOs,” said a citrus grower
named Frank Youngman. Researchers are hard at work
searching for a genetically modified alternative, but
these mutant oranges are far from being ready to be
planted. — AFP 

Weeks of protests, blockades and food shortages
rocked Bolivia’s sprawling cities of La Paz and
El Alto, making daily life difficult and dangerous.

The country’s worst political crisis in more than a decade
was ignited by a disputed October 20 election. Incumbent
president Evo Morales claimed victory, but opposition
groups accused him of rigging the results. He ended up
resigning and moving to Mexico.

Dozens of people were killed in the ensuing violence,
deepening divisions between indigenous people loyal to
Morales and Bolivia’s mostly urban middle and upper
classes.  As the Andean country prepares to hold new
elections, AFP spoke to three people about the unrest.

Mercedes, the retiree 
Armed with a metal pipes and shovels, Mercedes

Viricochea and her neighbors spent several nights defend-
ing their homes in El Alto, a stronghold of the ex-presi-
dent. Viricochea, a critic of Morales and his Movement for
Socialism (MAS) party, says “terrorists” had threatened to
burn down their houses if they did not join demonstrations
against right-wing interim President Jeanine Anez, who
took power after Morales stepped down on November 10. 

Around 100 neighbors blocked off their wide streets
with wire and burning tires. Anyone wanting to enter had
to be physically checked. “We had to go out and stay there

until three in the morning, almost the entire night, in rain
and everything,” Viricochea, 57, tells AFP at her modest
home.  “It has really taken a toll on me psychologically. I
felt really bad, locked up in my house.” Viricochea, who
worked as a secretary in the La Paz local government until
she retired this year, favors new elections. “After a lot of
struggle, we have achieved democracy and we feel very
calm,” she says.

Grover, the entrepreneur 
Grover Cardozo, who runs a video production company

in La Paz, is a staunch supporter of Morales. He worked on
the ex-president’s 2005 campaign and now worries that
the indigenous leader’s achievements over the past 14
years could be eroded by the next government. Cardozo
wants Morales, who fled to Mexico after losing the sup-
port of the security forces, to return to Bolivia and take on
an advisory role for the next generation of MAS leaders.
“We cannot be ungrateful and ignore what they (the old
guard) have done for Bolivia,” Cardozo, 57, tells AFP in his
cramped office. Protests and blockades since the ballot
have disrupted daily life in the seat of government,
which has been plagued by food and fuel shortages.
“The past three or four weeks have been terrible. We
have had to totally change our work routine, life rou-
tine,” Cardozo says. Cardozo fears for the future of

Bolivia. “I’m very worried, almost anxious, about
what’s coming,” he says. 

Esteban, the student 
After voting for the first time, Esteban Guillen, 19, was

furious when Morales - who had ruled Bolivia for most of
his young life - claimed victory without going to a second
round. Opposition groups accused Morales, who had been
seeking a fourth term, of cheating to avoid a runoff, sparking
weeks of protests. Guillen and other students from the pri-
vate Bolivian Catholic University in a middle-class neigh-
borhood of La Paz were among them. “I wasn’t trying to
topple the government,” Guillen tells AFP. “We went with
the idea of defending our vote. We were very angry, but
also frustrated, furious and sad.” Night after night Guillen
and his group joined thousands of protesters outside the
electoral tribunal. They were tear gassed in confrontations
with police. “Another thing that made us mad was how they
underestimated the youth,” says Guillen, during a break at
the leafy university campus. “Perhaps they thought because
this was our first election, we would let it go. It wasn’t like
that.”  While the future of Bolivia is uncertain, Guillen is sure
about one thing: Anez was right to fill the power vacuum left
by Morales. Guillen has a warning for politicians planning to
contest the next election. “If they decide to do what
Morales did, we will be there and active,” he says. — AFP 

Bolivians face upheaval and uncertainty 

SPD’s new leaders: 
An ‘anti-Merkel 
coalition’ duo 

Relative unknowns just days ago, Nobert Walter-
Borjans and Saskia Esken were elected Saturday
by their centre-left SPD as leaders of the party,

junior partner in German Chancellor Angela Merkel’s
coalition government. The duo, branded by German
media as the “anti-Merkel coalition” pair, soundly beat
Finance Minister Olaf Scholz and his running mate Klara
Geywitz. Here is a look at the pair: 

‘Robin Hood’ 
A former finance minister for the North Rhine-

Westphalia region, Walter-Borjans is referred to in
German media by the nickname “Nowabob”. The 67-
year-old is also often called the “Robin Hood of taxpay-
ers” for a spectacular move against tax evasion. In 2011,
he arranged the purchase of data on German tax evaders

in Switzerland. The repatriation of their assets swelled
government coffers by billions.

Walter-Borjans started out in politics in 1984 and
quickly rose through the ranks of regional government.
Between 2010 and 2017, he served as the region’s finance
minister with the support of the party’s more leftist youth
wing. He has said he is a “staunch social democrat” but
has not openly called for an end to the coalition.

Anti-far-right campaigner 
Esken, 58, is best known for her campaigns in favor

of equal opportunities and digital access and against
the far right. She was first elected to parliament in 2013
and is on the left of the party. She favours state inter-
vention in the fight against climate change. Born in
Stuttgart, Esken joined the SPD in 1990 and held vari-
ous roles in the regional administration of Baden-
Wuerttemberg.

In 2009, she set up an “Alliance Against the Right”
in the town of Calw, where the neo-Nazi NPD was
planning to set up its regional headquarters. She has
been critical of the coalition and its “politics of small
steps”. Esken, who enjoys the support of the climate
strike movement Fridays for Future, has demanded new

investments on the climate. She has also warned
Merkel’s CDU that if it categorically refuses to negoti-
ate, she would “recommend that the party leaves the
grand coalition”. — AFP

Tories’ outcasts 
take on Johnson 
as independents 

Only a few months ago, David Gauke was a
Conservative minister. Now he’s standing in
Britain’s upcoming election as an independent,

hoping to deprive the party and its prime minister of vic-
tory. “With a majority, Boris Johnson would be able to
proceed with a reckless course of action over Brexit,”
Gauke told AFP he handed out leaflets on a damp after-
noon in Tring, a market town in southern England.

Gauke quit as justice minister in July when Johnson
became Conservative leader, in protest over his threat to
leave the European Union without a deal with Brussels.
Two months later, Johnson expelled him and 20 other MPs
from the party for trying to block him in parliament, in the
process losing his majority in the House of Commons.
Most of the rebels have since been readmitted or retired,
but Gauke and two others are now standing against the
Tories in their old constituencies on December 12.

‘Admire his courage’ 
Gauke admits he is in a “very strange” position, but it

reflects the turbulence in British politics since the historic
2016 Brexit referendum. Both the Conservatives and main
opposition Labour party have been split over their EU
strategy, and several MPs from both have defected to the
anti-Brexit Liberal Democrats in recent months. Gauke
backed a previous exit deal but now believes a new EU
referendum is the only way to address the divisive issue -
and hopes the majority of his constituents who opposed
Brexit in 2016 will support him.

Having been a Tory MP for 14 years and campaigned
for the party in every election since 1987, he has no time
for Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn, who also wants a new
referendum. As he pounds the pavements in South West
Hertfordshire, a seat he won with 58 percent of the vote in
2017, he emphasises that he would be an independent
voice. One woman swears as she walks past on Tring’s
High Street, but most people are polite and several stop to
chat, despite the drizzle. “I admire his courage,” said
Carole Niven, a 66-year-old photographer, fixing a cam-
paign sticker to her coat. Gauke admits the election is
longer hours and more work than before, when he was

backed by the Conservative party machine and took his
seat for granted. Today, he is accompanied by just one
local volunteer, a member of the local Lib Dems. “I’m the
underdog,” he concedes - polling indicates he will not
keep his seat. But he adds: “I’m loving every minute of it!”

PM ‘wholly unsuitable’ 
A few miles south, through the glorious autumnal

woods of the Chiltern Hills, Gauke’s former Tory col-
league Dominic Grieve is also upbeat about running as an
independent. “I have no idea if I’ll win. But it might just
happen,” the former attorney general told AFP in the pic-
turesque town of Marlow, on the banks of the River
Thames. The weather here is even worse, the pouring rain
dripping off his flat cap and waxed cotton jacket, but
Grieve is a man on a mission.

Johnson “is wholly unsuitable to hold high office, and
whose character and temperament suggest to me that he is
I’m afraid inherently dishonest”, he said. Grieve has led
highly successful efforts in parliament to block a “no deal”
Brexit, and like Gauke, hopes his call for a second referen-
dum will appeal in his Remain-backing seat. “I’m not mad.

I’m not going to facilitate an extremist left-wing politician
taking power,” he said, referring to accusations he will let
in Corbyn’s Labour. But he wants to “moderate” Johnson’s
plans for Brexit, which he described as “the worst piece of
self-harm this country has engaged in in peacetime”.

‘Traitor to the party’ 
Grieve admits many Tory voters are unhappy with him

in Beaconsfield, a semi-rural seat which he has held since
1997 and where he won 65 percent of the vote two years
ago. “Traitor. He’s a traitor to the party,” said Kerrie Kozak,
65, a retired painter and decorator, when asked his
thoughts about his local MP. “I voted to get out (of the EU)
and a lot of people voted to get out. It’s not democracy if it
goes back again.”

But Grieve is something of a celebrity for his Brexit
campaign in parliament, and his race has a buzz about it
that has drawn in volunteers and donations aplenty. James
McKinlay, a 22-year-old university graduate, has come
from a neighboring seat to hand out leaflets. “The whole
idea of putting the country before the party. I think a lot of
people like that,” he said. — AFP 

Mercedes Viricochea Grover Cardozo Esteban Guillen

68 year-old citrus grower Peter Spyk holds a halved
orange at Arapaho Citrus Management grove in Fort
Pierce, Florida on Nov 21, 2019. — AFP 

Newly elected co-leaders of Germany’s Social Democratic
Party (SPD) Saskia Esken and Norbert Walter-Borjans cel-
ebrate on stage at the Willy-Brandt Haus, the SPD head-
quarters in Berlin on Saturday. — AFP 

Former conservative MP David Gauke canvasses for support to become an Independent MP in the constituency of South
West Hertfordshire in Tring, northwest of London, on Nov 26, 2019. — AFP 


