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Land defenders on 
heightened alert a
year after Trump 
shrinks monuments

One year after US President Donald Trump
declared the biggest rollback of public land
protection in the country’s history, conserva-

tion groups have rallied to protect other at-risk places.
In December 2017, Trump announced that Utah’s
Bears Ears and Grand Staircase-Escalante national
monuments would be shrunk by 2 million acres, from a
combined 3.2 million acres, to expand hunting and
grazing. The Department of the Interior (DOI) then
recommended cutting by an unspecified amount
another four protected sites, including Cascade-
Siskiyou National Monument, a biodiversity reserve
on the Oregon-California border.

That followed a seven-month DOI review of 27
monuments that had been established or expanded
since 1996. The review was part of a broader push by
the Trump administration to reopen areas to drilling,
mining and other development. Unlike national parks,
which require an act of Congress, national monuments
can be designated unilaterally by presidents under the
century-old Antiquities Act, a law meant to protect
sacred sites, artifacts and historical objects.

Public land advocates have challenged the adminis-
tration in federal court over the legality of removing
protection from sites that had been designated under
the act. Monuments for All, which defends national
monuments but is not involved in the court case, said
that more than 500,000 comments were submitted in
support of the Utah monuments during a public com-
ment period that closed in November 2018. Terry
Dickey, chairman of the Friends of the Cascade-
Siskiyou National Monument, which supports the
court case, said “an attack on one monument is an
attack on all monuments”. “Because it’s the same
national law that governs those monuments as well as
our one small monument,” Dickey told the Thomson
Reuters Foundation.

Sacred ground
Trump’s targeting of the protected areas came as

he sought to reverse a slew of environmental protec-
tions ushered in by former President Barack Obama
under the Antiquities Act. Trump said those protec-
tions hobbled economic growth - cheering industry
and angering conservationists. The case against the
administration is being heard in Washington, DC after
an unsuccessful attempt to move proceedings to Utah.
In November, five Native American tribes filed briefs
on behalf of Bears Ears, which they deem sacred.

The cuts to the two Utah monuments have gone
into effect, although in September the judge in the
federal case ruled the government must inform the
plaintiffs of any mining applications submitted for land
inside the original larger boundaries. Cuts to the other
four, including the Cascade-Siskiyou National
Monument, are pending.

Biodiversity bonanza
In Jan 2017 - days before he left office - then-

President Obama expanded the Cascade-Siskiyou
National Monument by about 48,000 acres. Obama’s
proclamation was welcome news to Dave Willis, who
leads the Soda Mountain Wilderness Council, a conser-
vation group that lobbied in the 1980s for tens of thou-
sands of acres to be set aside as wilderness in what
became the national monument. “The monument was
established first in 2000 because of its importance as
an ecological crossroads and its incredible biodiversi-
ty,” he told the Thomson Reuters Foundation.

In 2015, 85 scientists endorsed a report for the
monument’s expansion to include more high-elevation
terrain and a broader range of habitat for species like
newts and owls. “The monument (was) in jeopardy in
its original size because of logging and other develop-
ment around the original monument,” Willis said,
adding that its biodiversity had been under threat pri-
or to its 2017 expansion.

Willis showed stands of towering old-growth trees
slated for logging until the expanded monument
boundaries protected them. “There’s not much old for-
est like this left.” Other sections were crisscrossed by
forest roads and pockmarked with stumps in areas
already harvested for timber. Those tracts, he said,
could be restored. A DOI spokesman declined to com-
ment on whether the proposed cuts would threaten
biodiversity and pointed to a December 2017 report
recommending that the monument be reduced.

The expanded Cascade-Siskiyou National
Monument is popular in southern Oregon, prompting
local officials and business leaders to rally for its
preservation. Visitors base themselves out of the near-
by valley towns of Ashland and Talent to hike its trails,
including a section of the Pacific Crest Trail. During the
DOI’s monument review, mayors of both towns sub-
mitted letters urging it to maintain the expanded
boundaries, as did Oregon politicians and legislators,
local tribes and chambers of commerce.

“Oregonians value the Cascade-Siskiyou National
Monument,” Willis said, citing a review that showed
more than 99 percent of 1.3 million respondents who
submitted comments to the DOI had called for national
monument boundaries to be left untouched. “Across
the country, Americans value their national monuments
as national treasures,” said Willis. — Reuters

When North Korean leader Kim Jong Un used his
New Year speech to highlight coal as a “primary
front” in developing the economy, he was mak-

ing a case for what analysts see as a flawed but key
resource on which his country increasingly relies. Coal has
long been a major resource for North Korea, and Kim’s
call for self-sufficiency in the face of international pressure
is a recurring theme. But as international sanctions have
increased over the past year, coal is one of the few local
resources to which Kim can turn as he tries to make good
on promises to improve life in a country notorious for lim-
ited electricity, analysts and defectors say.

Last year Kim declared that his nuclear arsenal was
“complete” and vowed to focus on building the economy.
South Korea-based analysts and North Korean defectors
report that with sanctions still blocking most coal exports,
the North has put more of its stockpile to use domestically.
“My acquaintances in North Hamgyong province told me...
they got power for 14-15 hours a day in 2018, versus 8-10
hours in 2017,” said Kim Young Hui, a defector who now
works as an economist at South Korea’s state-run Korea
Development Bank.

A “highly noticeable” increase in electricity in 2018
compared to the year before has increased power avail-
ability for many homes and boosted the operations of fac-
tories and trains, said Kang Mi-jin, a defector who now
writes about North Korea for the website Daily NK and
speaks to sources inside the North. “As Kim Jong Un said
in the New Year speech, North Korea will focus on the
domestic economy,” she said. “Instead of finding another
route to sell coal, they will continue to use it domestically.”

But the ageing technology is limited in how much it can
contribute to the broader economy, analysts said.
“Focusing on coal and electricity is a way to survive, and
Kim Jong Un is trying hard to make the country a bit more

self-sufficient, but (coal is) not enough to turn around the
whole economy as long as exports are capped,” economist
Kim Young Hui said.

Lights on
In the New Year speech, Kim Jong Un called for the

coal industry to focus on helping power stations “normal-
ize electricity generation without letup”. He noted that
output at the country’s largest coal power plant in
Pukchang had increased “remarkably” and called for more
progress on a “far-reaching plan” to develop tidal, wind
and atomic power. Politically and economically isolated
and repressed under Kim’s authoritarian regime, North
Korea has long suffered from electricity shortages.

In recent years, the lack of a reliable power supply led
many North Koreans to install cheap household solar pan-
els to charge mobile phones and light their homes. During
a reporting trip to Pyongyang in September, multiple
North Korean sources told Reuters that more electricity
could help make some of Kim’s most prized building proj-
ects usable. At some recently constructed high-rise apart-
ment buildings, for example, potential residents fear facing
dozens of flights of stairs during power outages.

Electricity in North Korea is prioritized for factories or
areas of political importance, but people with money or
connections are often able to tap power lines illegally. A
source who regularly speaks to Pyongyang residents told
Reuters that pre-ordering coal for boilers was no longer
necessary because it had become more abundant. “People
had to book coal early, about two months before running
boilers when the weather gets chilly. But thanks to
reduced coal exports, it is not hard to buy it anymore
after last year. Sanctions have been tougher, but North
Koreans can buy coal whenever they want if they have
money,” the source said.

Dwindling exports
North Korea generates nearly 50 percent of its electrici-

ty from seven coal power plants and one oil-fired plant, and
the rest from hydroelectric facilities. Many of its decades-
old coal plants were built by the former Soviet Union and
China, according to South Korean data. Since 2015 North
Korea has been working to convert the oil power plant to
coal, according to US-based monitoring group 38 North. In
the last year it has added generators to the biggest coal
power complex and built a new hydro power plant.

A 1994 deal for an international consortium to provide
two light-water reactors to North Korea in exchange for its
ending some of its weapons-related operations fell through.
Since then, the country has been working on an experi-
mental light water reactor. Coal exports to China fell to
4.83 million tons in 2017, from more than 20 million tonnes
in 2016, according to Chinese data. China says it imported
no North Korean coal from January to March 2018.

North Korea’s coal production rose from 2013 to 2016,
but fell 30 percent to 21.66 million tons in 2017 from 2016,
according to South Korean government data. Reliable data
on North Korea’s reserves is hard to come by, but 2015 BP’s
Statistical Review of World Energy reported that North
Korea has 600 million tons of coal as proven reserves, while
South Korea says the North has 20.5 billion tons in reserve.

North Korea is known to have 4.5 billion tons of
anthracite, a higher quality of coal, and the rest is lignite,
which is mainly suitable for power plants. The North most-
ly exports anthracite, according to South Korean govern-
ment data. North Korea has tried unsuccessfully to cir-
cumvent sanctions by smuggling coal into China and South
Korea, monitors say. “Smuggling coal into China is not
easy these days as even bribes for Chinese traders have
become more expensive,” said Choi Kyung-soo, head of
the North Korea Resources Institute. — Reuters 

Kim vision of coal-fuelled future tough to realize

Sri Lanka 
slaying ’versary
highlights 
hunt for justice

Ten years after top newspaper edi-
tor Lasantha Wickrematunge was
killed by a suspected government

death squad the failure to secure a prose-
cution has come to highlight Sri Lanka’s
struggle with a dark past. Just days before
he was due to give evidence against the
brother of the country’s then strongman
leader Mahinda Rajapakse, two assailants
on motorcycles blocked the car of the 50-
year-old editor of the Sunday Leader
newspaper before smashing the windows
and stabbing him in the head.

The assassination is one of many
unresolved killings of journalists carried
out during Rajapakse’s decade in power -
which also saw a 37-year conflict with
Tamil separatists brought to a brutal con-
clusion, raising other ugly, unanswered
questions. Journalists and relatives will
hold a vigil at Wickrematunge’s grave
today, to put a new spotlight on the case
that drew US-led condemnation.

“Lasantha’s case attracted interna-
tional attention, his killing was con-
demned globally, but we have not been
able to secure justice yet,” Free Media
Movement (FMM) spokesman C
Dodawatte told AFP. “We want to use
the tenth death anniversary to step up a
campaign for justice for the dozens of
journalists killed in the past two
decades,” Dodawatte added.

Litany of sabotage 
Before his death Wickrematunge -

who endured years of harassment and
intimidation for his work - had uncovered
corruption in a multi-million dollar pur-
chase of second-hand MiG planes from
Ukraine implicating Rajapakse’s brother
Gotabhaya, a top defense ministry offi-
cial at the time. Critics say the investiga-
tion into the killing has been a litany of

deliberate sabotage and misdirection. A
doctor who performed the first autopsy
reported that Wickrematunge was shot
dead. But a second examination after the
body was exhumed in September 2016
said he had been fatally stabbed in the
head. Furthermore, a deputy inspector-
general of police who was initially in
charge of the case was arrested for trying
to destroy evidence before being released
on bail, while the then-head of military
intelligence was taken into custody for his
alleged involvement in the killing.

Possible breakthrough 
After Rajapakse lost a 2015 election,

a breakthrough in the case saw investi-
gators inform a court that army spies
had been responsible for
Wickrematunge’s killing. A former army
commander accused Gotabhaya in court
of running a secret unit used to target
journalists and dissidents during his
brother’s presidency. Gotabhaya has
denied any link to the killings and
remains under investigation for corrup-
tion related to the MiG deal.

Rajapakse staged a brief return to
office last year amid a power struggle
between the president and prime minis-
ter. Shortly after his return, the lead
investigator in the Wickrematunge case
was transferred, sparking alarm among
rights groups. As the crisis dragged on,
Amnesty said in November it was con-
cerned about the “seeming interference
by the authorities” into investigations
into attacks on journalists and human
rights violations during the civil war.
“Justice in these cases is long overdue,”
it added. Following widespread protests,
President Maithripala Sirisena restored
the investigator and Rajapakse was
forced out of office.

In a letter released to the media
ahead of the anniversary of her father’s
death, Wickrematunge’s daughter
Ahimsa, who lives in Australia, said she
had full confidence in the investigators.
But she doubted whether they would be
allowed to do their job given Sirisena’s
new political alliance with Rajapakse. “It
becomes clearer by the day that cover-
ing up the truth of the MiG deal was lit-
erally worth a killing,” she said. — AFP 

In this photo taken on Jan 4, 2019, attendees shout slogans during a rally in support of a new year’s address by North Korean leader Kim Jong Un at Kim Il Sung square in Pyongyang.
Much of Kim’s speech focused on North Korea’s moribund economy, saying that improving people’s lives was his top priority and tackling energy shortages was an urgent task. — AFP 

As Lahore chokes, 
Pakistan moves to 
cut air pollution

At his house on busy Mall Road in
Lahore, environmental lawyer Rafay
Alam runs three air purifiers around

the clock, keeps his windows shut and
stuffs towels into the gaps under his doors.
Some winter days, when the city’s smog is
particularly bad, “I don’t send my daughter
to school,” he admits. “I am not going to
risk permanent damage to her lungs.”
Pakistan’s second-largest city is choking
on smog, driven in part by smoke from
bricks kiln and steel mills, burning of rice
stubble and garbage, growing numbers of
vehicles on the road and large-scale losses
of trees as the expanding city makes way
for new roads and buildings, residents say.

Many in the city of 11 million complain of
headaches and burning eyes and throats as
air pollution levels this winter have on some
days hit five times the legal limit, according
to a global air quality index that many in
Lahore check via the AirVisual phone app.
Alam thinks it’s time for the government to
declare a public health emergency on the
worst days, when the air is full of dust and
pollutants that can cause health issues
including asthma, lung damage, bronchial
infections and heart problems.

“The air pollution in Lahore is bad
throughout the year, but in the winter there
is temperature inversion where a layer of
warm air is prevented from rising and it
traps all the pollutants below it, which ren-
ders them visible,” he said. Lahore, once
known as the Garden City but now choked
with cars, regularly figures on air quality
indexes as one of the most polluted cities
in the world - and many of the pollutants
are also drivers of climate change.

Prime Minister Imran Khan’s govern-
ment, which came to power four months
ago, has restarted air quality monitoring in
Lahore after the previous government
ceased it two years ago, said Malik Amin
Aslam, the prime minister’s climate change
advisor. During that two-year period, air
quality monitoring stations in the province
weren’t working because of a lack of fund-

ing and capacity, Alam said. The prime
minister, who grew up in Lahore, said he
sees tackling the city’s smog problem as a
priority. “It is a serious issue that must be
addressed,” Khan told his cabinet.

In November, the Lahore High Court
ordered the Punjab provincial government
to implement recommendations of the
Smog Commission, set up by the court in
2017 to look at the drivers of smog and
find ways to reduce them. Those included
curbing emissions from factories, closing
brick kilns that fail to use fuel-efficient
technology, and fining polluting vehicles
and farmers burning rice stubble in the
winter. The commission also ordered the
planting of trees in urban areas and efforts
to spread environmental awareness in
schools.

Monitors and meetings
Aslam said the government now has a

team traveling around Lahore reading the
city’s air quality monitors, with the data
feeding into the city’s own air quality
index. That index, updated daily, is posted
for public use on the Environmental
Protection Department’s website. Since
coming into office, Khan has organized
meetings with brick kiln owners and won a
two-month winter shutdown of factories in
12 districts, including Lahore.

The government has also pushed brick
kiln owners to shift to cleaner technology,
offering loans to make the switch, as well
as issuing fines for kilns that operate using
the dirtiest technologies, such as burning
used tires. The Environment Protection
Department has fined farmers who burn
crop stubble - a traditional practice - and
is looking at promoting zero tillage farming
as an alternative, though making the switch
will be costly for farmers, Aslam admitted.
As well, the government is considering set-
ting higher emissions standards for vehi-
cles - but warned the switch could make
petrol “more expensive for consumers as a
result”, Aslam said.

The Environmental Protection
Department said the level of smog pollu-
tion was lower this year than last in Lahore
because of anti-smog measures already
underway. But Alam said monitors installed
in his house continue to show hazardous
levels in his neighborhood. “It’s not just
brick kilns and farmers who are causing air
pollution. — Reuters


