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Karachi public 
buses to run 
on cow poo

In a bid to freshen its air and cut planet-warming
emissions, the Pakistani port city of Karachi will
introduce cleaner-running buses powered by a

decidedly “unclean” fuel: cow poo. With funding
from the international Green Climate Fund, Karachi
will launch a zero-emission Green Bus Rapid Transit
(BRT) network, with 200 buses fuelled by bio-
methane. Locals said the new bus system - due to
start operating in 2020 - would help reduce air pol-
lution and street noise, but doubted whether it
would have enough buses to resurrect the city’s ail-
ing transport system.

“(Karachi’s) public transport system has totally
collapsed and most people have to use online taxi-
hailing services (and) auto rickshaws,” said com-
muter Afzal Ahmed, 45, who works as a medical
sales representative. After management problems
forced the Karachi Transport Corporation to fold
some two decades ago, Chinese-imported buses
running on compressed natural gas fell into disre-
pair and were taken off the road, worsening public
transport woes, he noted.

Malik Amin Aslam, advisor on climate change to
Pakistan Prime Minister Imran Khan, said the BRT
system was the first transport project the Green
Climate Fund had approved, and would bring “mul-
tiple environmental and economic benefits”. It
would not require operating subsidies, he added.
The cheap, clean bus network will cater for
320,000 passengers daily, and will reduce planet-
warming emissions by 2.6 million tonnes of carbon
dioxide equivalent over 30 years, according to proj-
ect documents.

The BRT will consist of a 30-km corridor that
will benefit 1.5 million residents, adding 25 new bus
stations, secure pedestrian crossings, improved
sidewalks, cycle lanes and bike-sharing facilities.
The Green Climate Fund, set up under UN climate
talks to provide finance to developing countries to
help them grow cleanly and adapt to a warming cli-
mate, will provide $49 million for the Karachi proj-
ect out of a total cost of $583.5 million. The other
major funders are the Asian Development Bank and
the provincial government of Sindh, where Karachi
is located.

Waste on tap
The BRT system, to be rolled out over four years,

will have a fleet of 200 hybrid buses that will run on
bio-methane produced from manure excreted by
Karachi’s 400,000 milk-producing water buffaloes,
and collected by the authorities. The project will
prevent about 3,200 tons of cow manure entering
the ocean daily by converting it into energy and fer-
tilizer at a biogas plant, and will save more than
50,000 gallons of fresh water now used to wash
that waste into the bay, Aslam said.

Ali Tauqeer Sheikh, CEO of Leadership for
Environment and Development (LEAD) Pakistan, a
policy think-tank, said calculating the overall impact
on the environment was complex, as the buses
would be introduced in stages. Pakistan’s authorities
often lack maintenance budgets, he noted, high-
lighting the risk the buses could break down and
not be repaired. “Pakistan has a history that it does
not utilize donors’ project funding at an optimum
level,” he said.

But if all goes well, Sheikh said the project, as the
country’s first green BRT system, would lay the foun-
dation for “climate-smart urban transportation sys-
tems” in other places. It could shake up approaches
to public transport among policy makers and plan-
ners, serving as a model for other cities, including
Lahore, Multan, Peshawar and Faisalabad, he said.

Cleaner air
Pakistan needs to launch such projects in big

cities to discourage personal vehicle use, thereby
easing traffic emissions and smog, and improving air
quality and public health, Sheikh added. He recom-
mended setting a target for 70 percent of the urban
population to use public transport. Another way to
ease air pollution would be to import better-quality
petroleum fuels for vehicles, he added. “We are
importing low-grade fuel, and our refineries have
capacity to refine only third-grade fuel,” he said.

Ahmad Rafay Alam, an environmental lawyer,
said previous BRT projects in Pakistan’s large cities
had not focused on environmental sustainability.
Planners should start connecting transport systems
with wider urban development, Alam said. “We need
to introduce transport-oriented urban design by
encouraging the use of public transport and dis-
couraging the use of private vehicles to reduce
emissions,” he said.

Zia Ur Rehman, a Karachi-based journalist cov-
ering civic issues, noted that the Sindh provincial
government had run less than 50 buses in the city in
the last 10 years, while private buses and mini-bus-
es had dwindled from 25,000 to 8,000. One reason
is that buses were torched during strikes and at
times of political upheaval, he said. The new bus
system alone was unlikely to resolve the city’s
transport problems, but would be “a short-term
relief for commuters and also help in reducing... air
pollution”, he added. — Reuters 

Picture-postcard Tanjung Lesung was a cornerstone
of Indonesia’s bid to supercharge its tourism indus-
try, boasting palm-fringed beaches, a towering vol-

cano in the middle of turquoise waters and a rainforest
sanctuary for endangered Javan rhinos. But the beachside
town now lies in ruins, pummelled by a deadly tsunami that
has raised fresh questions about disaster preparedness
and the future of a multi-billion-dollar push to replicate
Bali’s success across the Southeast Asian archipelago.

The shattered community was hosting a pop concert
when the waves crashed ashore last month, at night and
without warning. Several members of the Indonesian band
Seventeen and more than 100 others at the Tanjung
Lesung Beach Hotel were killed - about a quarter of those
who died in the volcano-triggered tsunami. A clutch of
other area hotels was also devastated, with beachside cot-
tages flattened and debris - chairs, tables and the band’s
audio equipment - scattered everywhere.

Tourism minister Arief Yahya, who ordered that the
town be rebuilt in six months, brushed aside concerns
sparked by the tsunami - which was triggered by a sudden
eruption of the Anak Krakatoa volcano. “Disasters can
happen anywhere in Indonesia,” he told AFP during a
recent visit there. “We need to have (tsunami) early warn-
ing systems, especially in tourist destinations. We’re going
to make that happen.” But some are less convinced, espe-
cially since disaster monitors became aware of the killer
waves after they had already smashed into the coastline
along western Java and southern Sumatra.

Blockbuster Bali 
“It’s going to be even more difficult to promote (the

area), especially now that buildings are destroyed and the
volcano is more active,” said Tedjo Iskandar, a Jakarta-
based travel analyst. About 42 percent of Indonesia’s 14
million foreign tourists headed to the popular resort island
of Bali last year, giving a $17 billion boost to Southeast
Asia’s biggest economy. The government picked Tanjung
Lesung and nine other locations as part of its “10 New
Balis” strategy, a plan unveiled in 2016 with an eye to
courting Chinese, Singaporean and other investors as its
pushes to hit 20 million tourists annually.

The list includes ancient Buddhist and Hindu temples,
tropical islands near Jakarta, the Mount Bromo volcano in
eastern Java, and a national park that is home to Komodo
dragons - the world’s biggest lizard. But the killer tsunami
has dealt a blow to plans to pump some $4 billion into
Tanjung Lesung. And it is not the only spot in the govern-
ment’s tourism plan to suffer a disaster - natural or man-
made - that could scare away tourists.

Lombok, next to Bali, was rocked by earthquakes in the
summer that killed more than 500 and sparked a mass
exodus of foreigners from the tropical paradise. That was
weeks after Lake Toba on Sumatra island - also on the
“New Bali” list - was the scene of a ferry accident that left
almost 200 people missing or dead.

Caught off guard 
In May, Indonesia’s second-biggest city Surabaya

was hit by suicide bombings carried about by Islamist
extremists, while Bali was rocked as the Mount Agung
blew its top at the end of 2017. The volcano is 75 km
away from tourist areas and the eruption posed little
danger to visitors, but it still left hundreds of thou-
sands stranded as flights were cancelled. Indonesia’s
upbeat tourism numbers plunged in the second half of
2018 after the Lombok quakes, a quake-tsunami dis-
aster on Sulawesi island that killed thousands, and a
Lion Air plane crash in October which killed all 189
people on board.

Indonesia is one of the most disaster-prone nations on
Earth, straddling the Pacific Ring of Fire, where tectonic
plates collide. And the frequent disasters it has suffered
recently have highlighted the country’s woeful state of
preparedness. Early warning systems in the city of Palu on
Sulawesi - and elsewhere - had not been working since
2012 because of budget shortfalls and bureaucratic
bungling. 

In the latest disaster in the Sunda Strait, Indonesian
monitors initially said there was no tsunami threat at all.
They were later forced to issue a correction and an apolo-
gy, pointing to a lack of early warning systems for the high
death toll. Jakarta’s tourism push may still have a chance,
but only if it gets serious about safety, said I Ketut Ardana,
head of the Association of Indonesian Tour and Travel
Agencies’ Bali office. “The (government) needs to better
inform locals and tourists so they’re prepared when a dis-
aster strikes,” he said. — AFP 

Disasters rock ‘10 New Balis’ tourism push 

Painful stories 
unleash
#MeToo 
tide in Balkans

Atide of #MeToo testimonies about
painful gynecological procedures
and abusive medical staff is rippling

across the Balkans, where women are
breaking taboos in patriarchal societies to
share their traumatic hospital experiences.
The outcry was sparked by one female
politician’s emotional account of an ago-
nizing treatment she received after a mis-
carriage, shocking many in a region where
sexual health is rarely discussed in the
public sphere. 

“They tied my arms and legs and start-
ed curettage without anesthesia... these
were the 30 most horrible minutes of my
life,” Croatian MP Ivana Nincevic-
Lesandric told a male-dominated parlia-
ment in October. “I could tell you about
every second as each was lasting an eter-
nity,” she said, of the surgery that involves
scraping tissue from the uterus and is often
performed after a miscarriage or abortion.
“Do you plan to change this and when?”
she challenged Health Minister Milan
Kujundzic. Arguing that “this is not how
Croatian hospitals proceed,” the minister
pledged to investigate the case, while the
hospital where she was treated rejected
her claims.

But Croatian women came to her
defense, with hundreds offering testi-
monies of similarly painful and humiliating
experiences during gynecological proce-
dures. “You did not cry when you had sex,
so shut up,” one woman recalled a doctor
telling her during a biopsy when she was
whimpering in pain. “They held me by my
hands, legs and head, and the doctor said I
was spoiled for crying,” wrote another,
who said she was denied an anesthetic
during a curettage after a miscarriage.

No option to decide 
Those testimonies were collected by the

parental advocacy group RODA, together
with around 400 other written statements
from women in Croatia. The stories were
read aloud publicly in several towns by
activists and handed over to the health
ministry, which said the number of women
was “relatively small”. It nevertheless
admitted there were “differences” in how
anesthesiology services were provided in
hospitals and that there was a need to
“improve communication” between med-
ical staff and patients.

“Women are not given an option to
decide what will be done to them, and they
are not informed properly about proce-

dures or medications, which is a sort of
violence,” said Daniela Drandic, of RODA,
which launched a “Break the Silence” cam-
paign for the first time in 2014. The testi-
mony of the MP Nincevic-Lesandric
marked a turning point as it pushed the
issue onto a national stage. “A woman said
it in the parliament where such things are
not expected. Our women politicians do
not talk about reproductive health in such
a way,” Drandic said.

Activists say women in the region have
faced abusive medical treatment for
decades and that globally, women’s pain is
often perceived differently from men’s.
They cite numerous studies showing how
women are less likely to receive painkillers
in various medical scenarios. In Croatia, a
recent survey showed that one-third of
women underwent gynecological interven-
tions such as miscarriage curettages, biop-
sies, and other IVF treatments without
anesthesia.

‘Balkans’ #MeToo’ 
The outcry in Croatia inspired a wave of

similar grievances across the region. In
neighboring Bosnia, the Natural Birth NGO
received more than 300 testimonies from
women on painful gynecological proce-
dures in just 10 days. “Maternity wards are
the last places of institutional violence
against women,” the NGO’s president, a
Sarajevo doctor Amira Cerimagic, told AFP. 

She likened the regional response to a
Balkan version of the #MeToo movement, a
US-turned-global campaign launched in
response to accusations of sexual abuse and
harassment by powerful men in the enter-
tainment industry and other sectors. That
original #MeToo campaign has yet to make
any significant waves in the Balkans, where a
strongly patriarchal culture endures. “We
are shining a light to everything that is hap-
pening behind closed doors... it has been
lasting for generations and it must be
changed swiftly,” said Cerimagic. 

The stories are similar in Serbia, where
“women enter maternity wards mostly
frightened and leave very often with trau-
mas,” Jovana Ruzicic, of Belgrade-based
Center for Moms told AFP. A 2015 survey
showed that 10 percent of Serbian women
“do not want to have another child ever
due to a traumatic hospital experience with
the first child,” she said. More than 60 per-
cent of those surveyed said they did not
feel protected at childbirth, with many
women saying they are not kept in the loop
about what doctors are doing to their bod-
ies. “Women are treated like they do not
exist,” Ruzicic said. 

In Zagreb, Nincevic-Lesandric said she
did not expect such a strong response to
her testimony. “Women have managed,
unfortunately due to traumatic experi-
ence, to raise awareness of the problem to
the level that every woman knows her
rights and what should not happen to
her,” she said. — AFP  

Kurdistan
women strive
to end genital
mutilation

Dark skies were threatening rain
over an Iraqi Kurdistan village,
but one woman refused to budge

from outside a house where two girls
were at risk of female genital mutilation.
“I know you’re home! I just want to talk,”
called out Kurdistan Rasul, 35, a pink
headscarf forming a sort of halo around
her plump features. For many, she is an
angel: an Iraqi Kurdish activist with the
non-profit WADI on a crusade to eradi-
cate female genital mutilation (FGM). 

FGM, in which a girl or woman’s geni-
tals are cut or removed, was once
extremely common in the Kurdish region,
but WADI’s campaigning has chipped
away at the practice. Rasul, who herself
was cut at a young age, is helping to
eradicate FGM in the village of Sharboty
Saghira, east of regional capital Arbil.
She has visited 25 times, challenging its
imam on perceptions FGM is mandated
by Islam and warning midwives about
infections and emotional trauma.

That morning, she used the mosque’s
minaret to vaguely invite villagers to dis-
cuss their health. When eight women
entered the mosque, she patiently
described FGM’s dangers. At the end, a
thin woman approached Rasul and said
her neighbor was planning to mutilate
her two toddlers. That sent Rasul clam-
bering up the muddy pathway to the
house, first knocking then frantically
demanding to be allowed in. But the door
remained shut. “We are changing peo-
ple’s convictions. That’s why it’s so hard,”
Rasul told AFP, reluctantly walking away.

‘Just a child’ 
FGM appears to have been practiced

for decades in Iraq’s Kurdish region,
usually known for more progressive
stances on women’s rights. Victims are
usually between four and five years old
but are impacted for years by bleeding,
extremely reduced sexual sensitivity,
tearing during childbirth, and depres-
sion. The procedure can prove fatal, with
some girls dying from blood loss or
infection. After years of campaigning,
Kurdish authorities banned FGM under
a 2011 domestic violence law, slapping
perpetrators with up to three years in
prison and a roughly $80,000 fine.

The numbers have dropped steadily
since. In 2014, a UN children’s agency

(UNICEF) survey found 58.5 percent of
women in the Kurdish region had been
mutilated. This year, UNICEF found a
lower rate: 37.5 percent of girls aged 15-
49 in the Kurdish region had undergone
FGM. It compares with less than one
percent across the rest of Iraq, which has
no FGM legislation. “She cut me, I was
hurt and cried,” said Shukriyeh, 61, of the
day her mother mutilated her more than
50 years ago. “I was just a child. How
could I be angry at my mother?”

Shukriyeh’s six daughters, the
youngest of whom is 26, have all been
cut too. But with so much campaigning
against FGM, they have declined to do
the same to their girls. Years ago, 38-
year-old Zeinab allowed female relatives
to cut her eldest daughter, then three. “I
was so scared that I stayed far away and
came to wash her after they cut her,” she
recalled, squirming. After WADI’s ses-
sions, she protected her other two
daughters from mutilation. “At the time I
accepted (it), but now I wouldn’t. Yes, I
regret it. But what can I do now?”

‘Women against women’ 
Rasul told AFP it was hard to combat

a form of gender-based violence that
women themselves practiced. “Young
men and women agree FGM should stop.
But after we leave a village, older women
talk to them and tell them: ‘Be careful, that
NGO wants to spread problems,’” she
said. UNICEF’s 2014 survey found 75
percent of women saw their own mothers
as the most supportive of cutting. “I tell
these women: this is violence that you’re
carrying out with your own hands -
women against women,” said Rasul.

That proximity has also made FGM
victims less likely to seek justice. “The
2011 law isn’t being used because girls
won’t file a complaint against their moth-
ers or fathers,” said Parwin Hassan, who
heads the Kurdish Regional
Government’s anti-FGM unit. Hassan has
wanted to work on the issue since she
narrowly escaped it: her mother pulled
her away from their midwife after a last-
minute change of heart. “I’ve been work-
ing on women’s issues since 1991, but
this is the most painful for me. That’s why
I promised to eradicate it completely,”
she told AFP.

She said Kurdish authorities would
unveil a strategy next year to strengthen
the 2011 law and carry out more aware-
ness campaigns. And for its part, the UN
expects it can better fight FGM in 2019,
partly due to the reduced threat posed
by the Islamic State group. After IS
emerged in 2014, UN agencies scram-
bled to deal with displaced families and
combat operations, said UNICEF gen-
der-based violence specialist Ivana
Chapcakova. — AFP

This picture taken on Dec 26, 2018 shows the stage where the Seventeen pop band was playing when the tsunami hit the west coast of Indonesia’s Java island on Dec 22, at the
Tanjung Lesung Beach resort in Tanjung Lesung, Banten province. — AFP 


