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Government shutdown in Samoa
amid ‘cruel’ measles outbreak

Indonesian fires burnt 
1.6 million hectares of land
JAKARTA: Fires in Indonesia that spread a smoky haze over
Southeast Asia this year burned at least 1.6 million hectares of most-
ly degraded land and carbon-rich peatlands, data from a respected
research group showed yesterday. Southeast Asia has suffered for
years from smoke caused by fires in Indonesia, raising health and
environmental concerns, but this year’s were the worst since 2015
when 2.6 million hectares were burned. Slash-and-burn clearing by
some palm oil growers is often blamed for the fires, which can then
spread rapidly, especially during dry weather. The Indonesian fires
have been blamed for increasing greenhouse gas emissions and defor-
estation that can endanger wildlife such as orangutans. Jakarta-based
Center for International Forestry Research (CIFOR) said its analysis
of satellite imagery from the first ten months of the year showed much
of the fires was in lands cleared years ago.

“We found that 76 percent of burning occurred on idle lands.
Those lands were forests a few years ago, but cycles of repeated burns
have converted them to unproductive degraded scrublands,” CIFOR
scientists led by David Gaveau said in a statement. About 3 percent of
the fires occurred on oil palm plantations. Peatlands accounted for 41
percent of the total land burned, or 670,000 hectares, in Indonesia
this year, the CIFOR data showed. The scientists estimated around

60,000 hectares of rainforests were burnt this year as of October. The
Jambi and West Kalimantan provinces, which are important habitats
for tigers and orangutans, saw some of the highest number of fires,
they said. Their 1.6 million hectare estimate of burnt land is based on
an analysis across seven provinces. Indonesia’s environment and
forestry ministry did not immediately respond to a request for com-
ment on the CIFOR data. But an official had said earlier this year that
857,756 hectares of land burnt as of end-September. — Reuters

WELLINGTON: Samoa ordered a govern-
ment shutdown to help combat a devastating
measles outbreak Monday, as five more chil-
dren succumbed to the virus, lifting the
death toll in the tiny Pacific nation to 53. The
government said almost 200 new measles
cases had been recorded since Sunday, with
the rate of infection showing no sign of
slowing despite a compulsory mass vaccina-
tion program.

The scheme has so far focused on chil-
dren but Prime Minister Tuilaepa Sailele
Malielegaoi said it was time to immunize
everyone in the 200,000 population aged
under 60. To achieve the goal, he said gov-
ernment services and departments would
close on Thursday and Friday this week in
order to allow all public servants to assist
with the mass vaccination campaign
throughout the country.

He said only electricity and water utility
workers would be exempt and called on the
nation to stand together to contain the out-
break. “In this time of crisis, and the cruel
reality of the measles epidemic, let us reflect
on how we can avoid recurrence in the
future,” Malielegaoi said in a national
address. Since the crisis began in mid-
October, there have been 3,728 measles cas-
es, accounting for almost two percent of the

population. Infants are the most vulnerable
and form the bulk of infections, with 48 of
the fatalities aged four or less.

A state of emergency was declared in
mid-November, with schools closed and
children banned from public gatherings,
such as church services, to minimize the
risk of contagion. The outbreak has been
exacerbated by Samoa’s low immunization
rates, which the World Health Organization
blames on overseas-based anti-vaccine
campaigners. Malielegaoi was unequivocal
in his message, telling his people “vaccina-
tion is the only cure... no traditional healers
or kangen (alkaline) water preparations can
cure measles.”

“Let us work together to encourage and
convince those that do not believe that vac-
cinations are the only answer to the epidem-
ic,” he said. “Let us not be distracted by the
promise of alternative cures.” Officials say
the anti-vaccination message has resonated
in Samoa because of a case last year when
two babies died after receiving measles
immunization shots. It resulted in the tempo-
rary suspension of the country’s immuniza-
tion program and dented parents’ trust in the
vaccine, even though it later turned out the
deaths were caused when other medicines
were incorrectly administered. — AFP

3,728 measles cases recorded since mid-October

JAKARTA: Indonesian activists participate in a rally calling for action
against climate change, in Jakarta on November 29, 2019. — AFP


