
From his field of aubergines in the Gaza Strip
Massud Habib gazes at the nearby Israeli border
security barrier, squinting in the late autumn sun.

For four years, he said, Israeli planes regularly sprayed
herbicides along the border which scorched his crops,
and he fears it could resume at any time. Israel says it
sprays only on its side of the border, to clear a buffer
zone of hiding places for potential Palestinian attackers.

Israel and the Islamist Palestinian movement Hamas,
which controls the strip, have fought three wars since
2008, with regular cross-border clashes since the last
round in 2014. “They sprayed early in the morning,”
said Habib, his blue workshirt specked with mud.
“Why? Because the wind was in their favour, it carried
everything to our side.”

All the Gazan farmers said the Israelis checked the
wind was with them before spraying - meaning that
each April and December for four years the air stank
like a sewer. “It caught in your throat and left you short
of breath,” Habib added. Moutia Habib, a colleague,
said the chemicals stripped the ground of foliage, leav-
ing just the brick-red soil. “After two or three days all
that was green was gone,” he said. “We had to start all
over again, plant afresh, with no help from anybody.”

Israeli NGO Gisha says that between 2014 to 2018
Israel sprayed defoliant nearly 30 times along the bor-
der fence. In 2015 several NGOs launched legal action
to stop the practice. The Israeli defence ministry con-
firmed to AFP it carried out “weed control in which the

material is sprayed from the air” along the Gaza border.
“The spraying is carried out from time to time, in
accordance with operational requirements, and is con-
ducted only over the territory of the State of Israel,” it
said in a statement.

It added the spraying was carried out by specialist
companies, in accordance with Israeli law using materi-
als approved by the ministry of agriculture. The chemi-
cals “are used in agricultural fields across Israel, as well
as by other countries.”

‘Above EU guidelines’ 
An analysis of a single spraying operation by

Forensic Architecture, a research group based within
the University of London, found that the chemicals
travelled well into Gaza and at levels above recom-
mended European Union guidelines. “Agricultural lands
more than 300m from Gaza’s eastern border (with
Israel) experienced damage, and with concentrations of
herbicides above the recommended (EU) amounts,” it
wrote.

The materials used included glyphosate, which is
potentially harmful for humans, the report said.
Glyphosate is classified as “probably carcinogenic” by
the World Health Organization, but the EU in December
2017 renewed the weedkiller’s licence across Europe
for five years. This spring there was no spraying, but
the Israeli defense ministry did not confirm that it has
abandoned the practice.

His fields green once again, Habib caressed a dark
purple eggplant. “Thank God, it’s much better,” he said.
“Look!” Neither Israel or Gaza’s agriculture ministry
have offered him compensation for financial loss over
the spraying, he said. NGOs continue to press Israel to
call a permanent halt to border defoliation. “There is no
justification or legal basis for continuing this extremely
destructive practice,” said Gisha’s Shay Grunberg.
Samir Zaqout of the Palestinian human rights group Al-
Mezan said such behavior dates from Israel’s withdraw-
al from Gaza in 2005. “They started going back with
bulldozers to clear ground or use planes for spraying,”
with the aim of creating a buffer zone, he said.

Risk of shots 
Despite the current lull in the spraying other hazards

remain for farmers. Those getting too close to the bor-
der fence risk being shot by Israeli troops, as Riad Al-
Nasser can testify. “On June 9, 2017, I was wounded in
the hand, I cannot close it, look,” he shows, trying to
clench his fingers with evident pain, his wrist marked by
a deep scar. He also puts forward his foot, where two
toes were amputated after he was hit again in May
2018. A clearly-visible white cap on his head, Nasser
watches his workers carefully picking peppers. He can
help, but certain tasks are beyond him and his nerves
are frayed. “I’m scared, I’m uneasy when I come to
work,” he said, protesting he poses no threat. “I’m only
on my land.” — AFP 
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California is by far the United States’ most
populous state, as well as its largest agri-
cultural producer. Increasingly, it is also one

of the country’s most parched places. But Edgar
Terry, a fourth-generation farmer in Ventura
County, just outside Los Angeles, thinks he has a
key to reversing worsening water stress: establish-
ing tradeable rights to shares of fast-depleting
groundwater aquifers. Doing so would turn aquifer
water into a more valuable asset that could be
traded on a market, similar to “cap-and-trade”
systems that have been set up to regulate air pol-
lution, conserve fisheries and manage other such
common resources.

Such a system would put a price on what has
essentially been a free resource, and create a pow-
erful incentive to use it more sparingly, backers say.
“If you can buy and sell stocks, why not trade
water? It’s an asset, we can’t live without it, and I
can’t grow without it,” Terry told the Thomson
Reuters Foundation by phone. “When you assign
something a value, you tend to take care of it much
more,” he said.

An incipient local initiative spurred by Terry’s
idea - the Fox Canyon groundwater market - is set
to become the first such system created under
landmark state water legislation passed in 2014. It is
set to start formally trading next month. At first the
market will be open only to farmers within a single
groundwater basin, but eventually it could extend to
towns and cities and throughout the three areas
that drain into the Fox Canyon aquifer. Under the
market, participants will receive long-term shares
to draw from the aquifer based on previous pump-
ing needs and monitored by cutting-edge meters
that gauge their use in almost real time.

Going underground
US water regulations have long focused almost

exclusively on surface water - rivers, streams and
lakes - rather than groundwater water. Hidden out
of view, groundwater has tended to flow under the
public radar as well, water experts said. But as
pressures on water supplies from climate change
and rapid urbanization grow, along with data
showing that groundwater aquifers are quickly
being depleted across the globe, that has begun
to change.

The Fox Canyon project is the tip of a burgeon-
ing public discussion in California, after the state in
2014 mandated that water districts be sustainable
by 2040. Initial plans to ensure that sustainability
are due by January. Previously the state was one of
the most unregulated in the parched U.S. West on
groundwater, said Karina Schoengold, an associate
professor of agricultural economics at the
University of Nebraska.

While water markets are just one potential
strategy for conservation, they are receiving major
interest across the state - and that in turn is draw-
ing attention nationally, she said. “It’s a big change
that could really drive changes in how we think
about managing groundwater,” she said. Effective
groundwater markets are complicated to set up,
and Schoengold estimated that fewer than 10
“true” systems exist in the United States or abroad.

But technological advances and other changes
mean they are increasingly feasible, and “are going
to becoming really important in the future”, she
said. One primary obstacle remains skepticism of
the fairness of such systems, particularly among
agricultural producers keen not to allow outside
control over their ability to grow a crop. “We have
to show that this is something that has benefits for
the people who are using groundwater. And we’re
not at that point everywhere,” she said.

Higher property value
Economists in California feel they now have

new evidence for one important benefit - higher
land values. In a working paper published in
September, economists with the University of
California’s Bren School of Environmental Science
and Management found that establishing ground-
water markets appears to have major positive
effect on property values. Three researchers
looked at a groundwater market set up in the
1990s in the state’s Mojave Desert, one of the dri-
est places on the continent and, with its intensive
agriculture, “a poster child of inefficient water
use”, said co-author Kyle Meng. — Reuters 
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Gaza fields, ravaged by Israel, bloom again 

10

A Palestinian farmer works in a field next to the border fence with Israel (background), east of Gaza City, on Oct 16, 2019. — AFP 
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Trading water: Can 
water shares help 
save Calif aquifers?

Radio show helps 
ordinary Nigerians 
take on officials 

Early each morning, a crowd gathers outside
Ahmad Isah’s radio studio in Nigeria’s capital
Abuja hoping to share their problems over the

airwaves. For those waiting - men and women, young
and old - Isah’s Brekete (very big in Pidgin English)
Family show offers a rare chance try to hold officials to
account in a country where rampant graft and abuses
of the justice system often frustrate citizens. The lucky
few who Isah picks each day get to make themselves
heard on issues ranging from their struggles against the
authorities to medical needs and requests for financial
assistance.

The others will have to come back another time.
“My goal is to give a voice to the voiceless, facilitate
arbitration, expose wrongdoings and force those in
power to respect rights,” Isah told AFP. “The inspira-
tion is about justice, kindness, and support to humani-
ty.” Nicknamed the “Ordinary President”, Isah begins
his live show on Human Rights radio with a call and

response in pidgin, the language widely spoken in
Nigeria, to get his audience fired up. 

Teacher Winifred Og ah has come to try to get some
redress after she says a local court wrongly auctioned
off her car for failing to pay rent on her house. “I
believe that the justice you get here, you can’t get it
outside,” she told AFP. “I have been listening to the
program and was encouraged by how other people’s
problems were being resolved.”

‘Usually unheard’ 
Rights groups in Africa’s most populous nation

often complain of a culture of impunity, where the
wealthy easily skew the system in their favor and offi-
cials rarely have to answer for their misdeeds. “The
voices of the masses in Nigeria are usually unheard
because they don’t have the financial muscle or con-
nections to be able to project their views especially
when in need of justice,” said Daniel Soe tan, from the
Goodwill  Ambassadors of Nigeria civil  society
organization.

He is a regular listener to Isah’s show and lauds it for
“helping to project the voices of ordinary people” in a
way that makes it difficult for officials to ignore. “When
these issues are projected, it attracts the attention of
the authorities to attend to their plights,” Soe tan said.
“It is a forum that allows people to speak because if
they are left with authorities alone, there can be
bureaucracies and attempts to silence them.”

Human Rights radio has been on air since 2006
and while Isah did not give precise audience figures
he insisted it even had listeners outside Nigeria. In a
country where confidence scams are rife, the show
has a checklist of requirements people must go
through before they can bring their cases for resolu-
tion. They first need to depose to an affidavit at the
High Court in Nigeria in which they swear they are
telling the truth.  — AFP 

Babies born on floor 
as Zimbabwe health 
system totters 

The floor is dusty, the walls filthy and the furniture
decrepit, but for two weeks last month a tiny flat in
a Harare township was transformed into a materni-

ty clinic where scores of babies were born. Its owner, 69-
year-old Esther Gwena, says she helped to deliver 250
infants as Zimbabwe’s health sector tottered - a feat that
earned comparisons to Florence Nightingale, the pioneer
of modern nursing. Hundreds of junior medics at state
hospitals began a strike three months ago because their
salaries -less than $200 a month - are not enough to live
on in a country gripped by 500 percent inflation.

Nurses are only working two days a week. Those who
can’t afford private care - the majority of the 14 million
people reeling under an economic crisis compounded by
acute food shortages - suffer at home or seek help from
people like Gwena. Senior doctors, in a letter last week,
said state hospitals had become a “death trap” and
warned of a “slow genocide”. Gwena, a widow and mem-
ber of the local Apostolic Faith sect, is a self-taught mid-
wife. When the health services strike peaked last month,
she came to the rescue.

‘I had to do something’ 
“A man came to me and said there were two women in

advanced labor at (a nearby clinic) but the place was

closed because the nurses were on strike,” she told AFP
in her two-room flat in Mbare township. She rushed there
and found that one of the women had a baby which had
died. “I took the other one to my place, where I helped
her. The baby survived. From that time, I knew I had to do
something,” she said.

Word that she was helping deliver babies for free
spread quickly. The state-owned television ZBC
described her as “a modern Zimbabwean version of
Florence Nightingale” and First Lady Auxillia
Mnangagwa visited Gwena and donated food, detergents
and blankets. A funeral services company chipped in with
a mobile water tank and pitched a tent outside to serve
as a waiting room for women before they went into
advanced labor. “I helped to deliver 250 babies ... (they)
are alive and kicking and at home with their mothers,”
Gwena said. Two weeks later, the government asked her
to stop after a nearby maternity clinic reopened. Winnie
Denhere, 35, cradled her two-day-old baby boy outside
the clinic, where she had taken him for an immunization
injection. “Everything went very well, she didn’t ask us for
money,” she said, speaking of Gwena, who brought her
child into the world.

‘Patients are dying’ 
But while some laud Gwena as a selfless do-gooder,

doctors worry that she exposed herself, the mothers, the
babies to infection. “We need to do something about our
facilities so no one goes to her,” Harare’s director of med-
ical services Prosper Chonzi, said. Medicines have been
in short supply and broken machines go unrepaired. The
government has fired 448 junior doctors for striking.
Senior doctors last week also stopped work in protest
over the sacking of junior colleagues.

A senior doctor, speaking on condition of anonymity,
said the situation has become untenable. “There is no
public health in Zimbabwe at the moment; everything has
come to a standstill,” he said, adding: “Patients are
dying”. Even the scarce equipment is often not right.
“One needs gloves that fit just right when performing
delicate operations, but we get old gloves that are too
big,” said another doctor.  A UN special rapporteur Hilal
Elver on food security last week spoke of “disturbing
information” that public hospitals had exhausted food
stocks, forcing them to seek humanitarian aid and that
medical equipment in some cases was “no longer opera-
tional”. In the second largest city of Bulawayo,
Zimbabweans living abroad are helping in a small way by
crowdfunding and sending money back home to offer
health care for the vulnerable. — AFP 

Ahmad Isah speaks during his Isah’s Brekete Family radio
show, where listeners hope to share their problems over
the airwaves in Abuja, on Nov 20, 2019. — AFP 

Sixty-nine-year-old Esther Gwena prepares herself for a
long day ahead at her two-room apartment in Mbare high-
density suburb in Harare on Nov 21, 2019. — AFP 


