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Threats ‘from all sides’ 
for Latin America’s 
original languages

At school in Tecate in the 1950s, a city sitting on
Mexico’s border with the United States, Josefina
Meza was welcomed by a chorus of children’s

chants in a language she did not understand. “Pinches
indios, pinches indios,” her peers called out. At first,
Meza thought they wanted to be her friend. But her
brother clarified: Using Spanish, which she had yet to
learn, they were humiliating her, chanting a slur for
indigenous Mexicans that rang as strong as the “n”
word in English.

The silver-haired, 72-year-old remembers quizzing
her brother in her native Kumiai, now one of the
dozens of rapidly disappearing indigenous languages
in Latin America. “I asked him what that word, ‘indio’,
meant,” the indigenous activist said of how she had not
known the term used by some Mexicans to refer to her
people, similar to the English “Indian”. “But when I
started to speak more Spanish and talk with them, I
understood the mockery,” Meza said.

These experiences were among the reasons the
Kumiai people and other indigenous groups the length
of Latin America started teaching their native lan-
guages to their children less - to avoid discrimination.
Decades later, the racism evident in “pinche indio”
remains widespread in the region, combining with
globalization and technology to threaten with extinc-
tion some 170 languages, including the 381-speaker
Kumiai, which remains at risk despite efforts by gov-
ernments and civil society organizations since the mid-
20th century.

Though language extinction is a “natural process”
due to the constant transformation of cultures, it comes
with a price, said Frederic Vacheron, representative of
UNESCO, the United Nations Educational, Scientific
and Cultural Organization, in Mexico. “It is not only
words that disappear, it is a perspective, a wealth of
cultural practices, a worldview,” Vacheron said.

UNESCO named 2019 the International Year of
Indigenous Languages, committing to working with
governments and native peoples to rescue endangered
and threatened tongues among the 600-some surviv-
ing indigenous tongues in the region. Preserving
indigenous languages has become a race against the
clock. It may be too late. Brazil, the region’s most lin-
guistically diverse country, runs the risk of losing a
third of its 180-plus languages by 2030. In Mexico,
almost two thirds of its 68 languages are on the brink
of disappearance. This trend repeats in Argentina,
Bolivia, Colombia, Chile, Ecuador, Paraguay, Peru and
Central America.

‘Our languages are murdered’
In the past decades, some Latin American govern-

ments have made efforts to preserve indigenous lan-
guages from a decline that has been in process since
the arrival of Spanish and Portuguese colonizers five
centuries ago. In some cases, government efforts have
proven effective. Paraguayan Guarani, one of the two
official languages of Paraguay, is still spoken by some
12 million people in South America and nine out of 10
Paraguayans.

In 2016, Peru’s state broadcaster launched its first
program in Quechua, which is spoken by over 10 mil-
lion people in Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, Colombia,
Ecuador and Peru. The broadcaster called the
Quechuan program “Nuqanchik” - the language’s word
for “us.” Programs in the languages of Aymara and
Ashaninca soon followed.

But across the Americas, indigenous activists say
the policy shifts are too little, too late. They say it
remains impossible to navigate most countries using
indigenous languages, and a number blame govern-
ments. “Our languages don’t die, they are murdered.
The Mexican state has erased them,” said Yasnaya
Aguilar, who speaks Mixe, the mother tongue of some
90,000 people in southwest Mexico. Aguilar spoke in
Mixe to the Mexican Congress in February, blaming
discriminatory education, health and justice systems
for the loss.

Gasoda Surui, an anthropologist from the Surui-
Paiter tribe in the jungles of Brazil, said technology was
a challenge for his language, the almost-extinct Tupi-
Monde. It has about 200 speakers - and no term for
Internet, telephone, computer or car. “We feel the
threat from all sides: cultural, environmental, territorial
and linguistic,” Gasoda said. He confessed that in his
village people sometimes forget crucial words in Tupi-
Monde, and everyone is bilingual with Portuguese. In
the past five centuries, more than 1,000 languages dis-
appeared in Brazil. The government only recognized the
right of indigenous people to use their native languages
in 1988. Elsewhere, even widely spoken tongues like
Quechua face problems when it comes to the language
of technology. Former Peruvian congressman Jose
Linares was contracted to implement new technologies
in 12 schools back in 1996. — Reuters

While authorities concentrate on presenting an
image of normality in Caracas, Venezuelans
elsewhere in the country who are suffering

from severe shortages amid a political and economic cri-
sis are livid. The capital is a “shop window” for ambassa-
dors and foreigners as well as a “propaganda operation,”
said Andres Canizalez, an expert in political communica-
tion. It’s an outlook shared by many Venezuelans, who see
a harsh reality play out in places like the grocery store
and gas station. 

Gendry Parra fumed recently as he watched a video of
a man in Caracas taking just five minutes to fill his vehicle
with fuel. The 44-year-old shopkeeper had spent three
days queuing for fuel in Maracaibo, a city in the country’s
far west close to the border with Colombia. “It disgusts me
that we’re in the same country and it’s one thing there and
another here,” he said. Parra doesn’t have running water,
fuel or cash, and blackouts can last days in his hometown
of Maracaibo even though it was the first city in Venezuela
to have electricity.

It’s also the capital of Zulia state, which used to be an
important source of Venezuelan oil and gas. Alberto
Arriechi, the man pumping gas in the video, said he recog-
nizes the privilege he has over millions of Venezuelans who
live in the country’s interior and are hit harder by
Venezuela’s declining oil production and lack of cash for
imports. Like other people in Caracas, the 29-year-old
engineer does not suffer as severely from electricity
rationing carried out by the government ever since a mas-
sive blackout in March.

The latest rationing came Monday: Caracas was with-

out power for seven hours, other parts of the country suf-
fered for two days. When it comes to fuel, customers in
places like Maracaibo complain that some unscrupulous
gas stations illegally ask for payment in dollars. Fuel is
heavily subsidized in Venezuela to keep the price absurdly
low. Arriechi bought his for a handful of bolivars.

‘Everything’s got worse’ 
On the shores of Lake Maracaibo, Johannis Semprun, a

victim of the country’s economic crisis, sighs. “Right now
we have electricity. And I mean ‘right now.’ Don’t be sur-
prised if it goes in a moment,” said the 37-year-old, who
has six children and a handicapped wife. Due to financial
troubles, he had to take his children out of school and they
now eat at an evangelical church. “Everything has got
worse,” he said. Maracaibo was once booming thanks to
oil but Venezuela’s production has plummeted from 3.2
million barrels a day 10 years ago to just one million. The
disparities between life in Caracas and elsewhere have left
some feeling envious. Warin Guerrero, a livestock industry
leader in the western state of Barinas, has implored cattle
ranchers not to send food to the capital. “Over there, they
don’t have any problems ... we’re treated like second class
citizens,” he said.

While Caracas’ special status has historical roots in
centralization, nowadays it’s about government bias, said
Canizalez, the political communication expert. “There’s a
belief that if there were a social disruption in Caracas, it
would spread throughout the rest of the country,” he said.
“If Caracas is kept relatively well, if it doesn’t rebel, every-
thing else will work.”The apparent normality of Caracas

includes a greater choice of products.  There’s also a prolif-
eration of imported goods, with prices in dollars. But few
can afford them as salaries and savings have been rendered
almost worthless by hyperinflation which the International
Monetary Fund says will reach 10 million percent this year.
At the Las Pulgas market in Maracaibo, it’s normal for poor
people to buy bones and entrails to eat.

Cleaning lady Josefina Galindo, 49, feels “outrage,
impotence” when hearing the price of coffee in a store:
$15 for 250 grams. She earns only $9 a month. She hasn’t
bought meat in a year. On her way home she goes through
a street market. “All I do is look at meat and the prices,”
she says. — AFP 

Fighting talk: Ireland 
raises stakes in 
Brexit showdown 

With the prospect of a no-deal Brexit becoming ever more
likely under Boris Johnson, the remaining EU member state
with most to lose - Ireland - is hardening its rhetoric.

Ireland has a land border with Britain that it wants to keep free-flow-
ing after Brexit and it fears massive economic disruption if Britain
crashes out of the EU. Since Johnson took over on Wednesday, Irish
leaders have warned his plans are unrealistic and could lead to the
break-up of the United Kingdom and a united Ireland.

“The Irish government are responding to facts on the ground’ as
they emerge, and the fact is that Boris Johnson’s current approach
is leading to no deal,” said Jonathan Evershed, a politics researcher
of University College Cork. “I think everything the Irish government
has said is a) true and b) an attempt to confront Johnson’s govern-
ment - which has willfully lost its grip on reality.”

Duncan Morrow, a politics professor at Ulster University said:
“Standing up to a ‘bullying’ approach by Britain is part of the DNA
of Irish politics, so no Taoiseach [Irish prime minister] can be seen
to fold simply because a UK premier raises his voice.” Varadkar was
first to react to Johnson’s victory speech on Wednesday, saying his
stated goal of renegotiating the Brexit deal entirely by a deadline of
October 31 was “totally not in the real world”.

Irish Foreign Minister Simon Coveney on Friday then warned that
Johnson was putting Britain “on a collision course with the European
Union”. Varadkar also on Friday said Johnson was making the
prospect of a unification of British Northern Ireland and the Republic
of Ireland more likely. “The Irish government appears to have con-
cluded that the new government in London is not interested in finding
a deal and is making it clear that they will not be conceding either,”
Morrow told AFP. “This remains a protracted game of chicken.”

‘Lost its grip on reality’ 
Ireland has found itself at the center of the knot in Britain’s tan-

gled bid to leave the European Union. The withdrawal deal agreed
under Johnson’s predecessor Theresa May failed to pass through
British parliament because of the inclusion of the so-called Irish
backstop. MPs believe the clause, designed to preserve the EU sin-
gle market and prevent a hard border in Ireland, would endanger
the union of Northern Ireland with Britain.

But on Friday Varadkar issued a warning that a no-deal may
itself endanger the union, as citizens in the province look south in
hope of remaining in the EU. Following its interventions, the Irish
government was accused by the Northern Irish Democratic
Unionist Party (DUP) of engaging in “megaphone diplomacy”.
“Language is being used which is unhelpful or unnecessarily
aggressive,” said MP Ian Paisley - singling out Coveney’s remarks
as “downright provocative and disrespectful”. The pro-Brexit, anti-
backstop DUP has an oversized voice in Westminster because its 10
MPs give the government its working majority in parliament.
Experts warned the DUP’s influence, rather than any Irish govern-
ment plans, could undo the union between Northern Ireland and
Britain. “There is a risk that the DUP will accelerate that which they
most wish to prevent,” Morrow said. — AFP 

A resident, who remains in a wheelchair due to a broken leg, shows groceries and vegetables in her fridge in Petare slum in Caracas on July 25, 2019. — AFP 

‘Shop window’ Caracas angers rest of Venezuela

Poland needs to 
save water for 
(non-)rainy day

With his two fishing rods planted firmly on
the bank of the Vistula river, 85-year-old
Tadeusz Norberciak peers at rocks

exposed on the dry riverbed, a telling sign of
Poland’s looming water crisis. “I can’t remember
water levels being as low as what we’ve seen in
recent years, it’s tragic”, says the pensioner, sport-
ing a fisherman’s vest and cap for protection
against the blazing sun. “Further north, it’s even
worse, the Vistula looks like puddles,” he told AFP
on a part of the waterway passing through the
capital Warsaw.

Hundreds of rivers and in Poland are drying up
little by little. According to experts, the central
European country of 38 million people risks a seri-
ous water crisis in the coming years. Poland’s
Supreme Audit Office (NIK) warned in a recent
report that already there is only 1,600 cu m of
water available for each Pole per year, which is only
slightly more than the EU average. “Our (water)
resources are comparable to those of Egypt,” it
said in the report bearing the ominous title:
“Poland, European Desert”.

Steppe 
Contrary to popular belief, Poland, which is

located at the confluence of oceanic and continen-
tal climate zones, has never had much water. It
receives less rainfall than countries further west,
while the rate of evaporation is comparable.
Warmer winters with less snow mean that ground-
water is not being replenished by spring melts. And
Poland captures little of this water, which experts
say is a big part of the problem. 

The result is that a vast strip of land across the
country is slowly turning into steppe - semi-arid
grass-covered plains, that threatens agriculture,
forests and wildlife. With climate change, more fre-
quent droughts and only brief and often violent
rainstorms, experts insist the situation is reaching a
critical threshold. “In 2018, a very, very dry year,
water levels fell to 1,100 cubic meters per capita,
per year, nearly below the safety threshold,” says
Sergiusz Kiergiel, spokesperson for Wody polskie
(Polish waters), the state institution responsible for
water policy. 

The situation is likely to be even worse this year.
The Polish Hydrological Service sounded the alarm
in July, warning that groundwater levels in 12 out of
16 Polish provinces could be too low to fill shallow
wells. Over 320 municipalities have already
imposed water restrictions carrying heavy fines.
Some have banned filling swimming pools, watering
gardens or washing cars. Skierniewice, a town of

47,000 people some 80 km southwest of Warsaw,
had to cut water in some districts in early June. For
days, water was only available to ground-floor
flats. With no running water on upper floors,
municipal authorities were forced to distribute ten-
litre water bags to furious residents. 

Crucial reservoirs 
The shortages are triggering social conflict.

Residents of Sulmierzyce in central Poland accuse
a local open pit brown coal mine of syphoning off
water. In Podkowa Lesna, a small leafy town near
Warsaw, resident are up in arms against their
neighbors in nearby Zolwin, whom they accuse of
using too much water from a common source to
water their gardens. “Parts of the country are
already experiencing hydrogeological drought - a
situation when water doesn’t enter the deep layers
of the soil and is not filtered in springs,” says Wody
polskie’s Kiergiel. 

Experts insist that capturing more water is cru-
cial. Lacking sufficient reservoirs, Poland retains
only 6.5 percent of the water that passes through
its territory, while Spain manages to keep nearly
half. To ward off a crisis, the government plans to
spend 14 billion zlotys ($3.6 billion) to build around
30 holding tanks. These should double Poland’s
water retention capacity by 2027. Farmers will be
able to build small tanks up to 1,000 cu m without
special permits. “We’re only just discovering that
Poland has an issue with water... We thought it was
a sub-Saharan Africa problem, not a European
one,” says Leszek Pazderski, an environmental
expert with Greenpeace Poland. — AFP 

The Vistula River in Warsaw has its lowest water level for
years on July 25, 2019, caused by drought. — AFP 

Viscera, skin and scraps of meat are sold at a flea market in
Maracaibo, Zulia state, Venezuela, on July 23, 2019. — AFP 


