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Tech traps UK teens 
in mental health crisis 
- can it save them?

For the British teachers grappling with a mental
health crisis in the classroom, running a suicide
watch or rushing psychotic pupils to hospital can

increasingly fall into a day’s work. Staff in three
London schools recalled a roll call of pupils almost
lost: the girl who gulped down pills, another set on
jumping off a balcony and the countless teens who
needed help to stem their self-inflicted bleeding.
“There’s been children who have been intentionally
trying to walk out in front of cars in the morning and
we’ve had to pull them back,” said one school staffer
with 12 years’ experience.

“The child is hearing voices, says they don’t want to
live, can’t focus in the lesson, is curled up crying in a
ball. So at that point we are like, ‘Right, you need to go
to (hospital) because you need some help’.” In inter-
views with the Thomson Reuters Foundation, staff in
overstretched schools said they had dealt with students
as young as nine who Googled suicide, worried about
body image and received unsolicited photos of penises.

Mental disorders are set to become one of the 21st
century’s defining global health challenges, with
patient numbers soaring at a potential global cost of
$16 trillion by 2030, according to The Lancet medical
journal. The government has vowed to do better given
some children wait two years for help as demand rises
while services shrink. But with new initiatives - some in
school, others digital - professionals said they are now
treating more children, reaching more minorities and,
crucially, catching them all earlier.

Self-harm
Self-harm tripled to 20 percent among women aged

16 to 24 in England - usually by cutting or overdosing -
between 2000 and 2014, the Lancet Psychiatry journal
said last month. “The earlier you intervene the better,”
said Lynne Green, a psychologist who has worked with
children for 20 years. “Once belief systems take hold, it
becomes really difficult to turn them around. The
longer they sit there, they almost become part of the
self, part of who I am, and individuals feel it is impossi-
ble to change.”

From September, schools in 25 trailblazer areas will
have National Health Service (NHS) teams on site to
help students with minor mental health issues and refer
those in urgent need. The government also funds
Kooth, an online service that provides information and
counselling to 70,000 children a year, while phone
apps like BlueIce and TalkLife support young people
in the privacy of home.

Childhood is changing rapidly. This generation is the
first to grow up with smartphones, and juggle greater
academic pressures with overarching worries about
climate change as well as everyday anxiety over
friends or fitting in. Girls are especially vulnerable, the
data shows. Nearly one in four girls in England aged 17
to 19 has a disorder such as anxiety, depression or
mania, official data shows, and most of them have
attempted suicide or self-harmed.

“We are seeing increased levels of depression or
low mood type problems, anxiety, stress,” said Green,
clinical director at XenZone, which runs the Kooth site.
“It was quite unusual to see the under-11s presenting
with the more complex mental health disorders. But I
am seeing much more of that now, particularly with
respect to things like eating disorders and self-harm.”

Friends
The NHS gives free talking therapies to more than 1

million adults with depression and anxiety each year. It
is now offering similar treatment to students in school,
rather than in clinics. This cuts stigma and boosts the
level of parental consent, said Becky Maharaj, an NHS
staffer working in London schools. She said almost
80% of her patients are from ethnic minorities.
Maharaj helps perfectionist girls build social skills by
shelving work and online chat to hang with real friends
instead.

“There’s a correlation between the level of social
anxiety we are seeing and isolation,” Maharaj said, as
all forms of communication move ever more online. “It’s
very unnatural. “Whereas in real life, they can just
make mistakes and say silly things ... rather than this
constructed reality.”

Jane was so anxious about making mistakes at
school that she studied incessantly, banging her head
on the desk in tears, and often refused to go in at all.
Other days, her mother drove her to the gate for staff
to escort her in, crying. “I didn’t really want to open up
about it, but once you start, you actually can’t stop,”
said the 13-year-old, who has since faced her worst
fears and survived a detention, taken up basketball and
now spends more time talking to her mother.

“You have that weight lifted off your shoulders ...
before I’d just sleep a lot. Now I’m more energetic. And
I feel like I am just a different person.” — Reuters

All Cubans can now have Wi-Fi in their homes, as the
island’s government extends Internet access even
while trying to maintain control over its version of

the “truth” and to defend its legitimacy, a top official tells
AFP. “Cubans support and defend the revolution in every
domain, both in the real and the virtual worlds,” Ernesto
Rodriguez Hernandez, vice minister of communications,
said in an interview. 

In his eyes, the Internet and social media are tools to
“position the truth of Cuba, not to manipulate things,” giv-
ing them a key role in the political and ideological battles
being fought at a time of sharp diplomatic tensions with
the United States. The telecommunications sector in Cuba
- once one of the world’s least connected countries - has
doubtless changed more than any other in the past year. 

Since December, when mobile phones gained 3G connec-
tivity, an active online community has sprung up on social
networks, often questioning the government about the chal-
lenges of daily life on the island. Since July 22, Cubans have
been able to import routers, register their equipment, and
then create private Wi-Fi networks connected to signals from
state-controlled operator ETECSA. No longer do Cubans
have to go to centralized public sites to connect. “The objec-
tive of the country is to provide wider and wider Internet
access to the entire populace,” the vice minister said. 

Steep prices 
But the technical requirements set out by new legis-

lation would appear to put an end to the informal net-
works created in recent years by groups of residents.
Such control is the “sovereign right” of the Cuban
state, Hernandez says. And connecting is not cheap - $1
an hour, an exorbitant amount in a country where the
average monthly salary is $50. The lowest 3G rate is $7
for 600 megabytes. For weeks, hundreds of Cubans
have been campaigning on social media under the
hashtag #Bajenlospreciosdeinternet (#Lower the price
of the Internet).

Since Wi-Fi’s arrival in 2013, “the cost of Internet access
has dropped by a factor of four,” the vice minister says,
adding that “it will continue to fall” as communications infra-
structure improves. In this country of 11.2 million, 1,400 Wi-
Fi hotspots have been installed, 80,000 homes now have
Internet access and 2.5 million Cubans have 3G connectivity.
But the communist government is moving forward cautiously.
“The technology is not apolitical, as some try to present it,”
Hernandez said, but instead is “manipulated and used.”
Arguing for the need to “educate” the population, he added:
“It does no good to provide internet service to those who do
not know... how to distinguish between what is useful and
what is harmful; not everything on the Internet is good.” 

‘To protect’ Cuba 
A series of decrees and measures published in early

July in the island’s official Journal call for “responsible use
by citizens” as well as both “the political defense and
cybersecurity in the face of threats, attacks and risks of all
sorts”. The message is clear: the Internet must be an
“instrument for the defense of the revolution”, under regu-
lations to be enforced by the communications ministry
with the help of the “revolutionary armed forces and the
interior ministry”.

In short, the Internet will continue to be closely moni-
tored by the authorities, as it has been from the start. Only
a small percentage of the Cuban population can access the
global internet, as opposed to the government-controlled
national Internet, according to the NGO Freedom House.
Blogs and websites critical of the government are fre-
quently blocked. 

Hernandez defended that practice as normal. “We don’t
share those Internet sites that can encourage discrimina-
tion or deal with subjects that go against morality, ethics
and responsible behavior,” he said. “It is a right of every
state to protect its people and their society from practices
of that sort - and I believe that every country in the world
does so.” — AFP 

Sicily lures visitors 
with ‘ethical tourism’ 
free of mafia taint

At the crossroads of the Mediterranean, Sicily has
lured hordes of visitors in its 2,500-year history.
Today, it is enticing ethical tourists who do not

want to line the pockets of organized criminals.
Challenging the stereotypical portrayal of Sicilians as
mobsters, social enterprises - businesses that aim to do
good while making profits - are steering visitors toward
mafia-free hotels, restaurants and shops.

In the last decade AddioPizzoTravel, the social enter-
prise offshoot of an anti-mafia grassroots movement, has
been working with locals determined to shake up the sta-
tus quo by declining to pay the “pizzo” - Sicilian slang for
protection money. According to a 2012 study, nearly
three-quarters of Sicily’s businesses do pay. AddioPizzo
also proposes tours geared toward discovering the island’s
natural and cultural treasures while learning about its his-
tory of civic resistance to the mafia, as well as the stories
of activists and magistrates who paid with their lives.

“We wanted to promote the beauty of our landscapes
and our gastronomy,” Dario Riccobono, a founder of
AddioPizzo said, adding “without the stereotypes that are
usually attached to Sicily.” “Also, the beauty of the people
who had the courage to say no to the mafia.” Beyond eth-
ical holidaymakers, such initiatives have attracted educa-

tors from Italy and elsewhere keen to raise awareness of
the anti-mafia movement among their students.

It all began in 2004, when a group of young friends in
Palermo, Sicily’s capital, plastered their home town with
stickers declaring: “An entire people that pays the pizzo
is a people without dignity.” The pizzo is not just a cash
payment, but an implacable mechanism that swallows up
businesses and assimilates them into a far-reaching crim-
inal network. In exchange for lower payments, the mafia
may impose hiring its associates or using suppliers con-
nected with it, effectively gaining control of the business.

Those who refuse often receive death threats or
become the victims of vandalism and arson. They can
even face ostracism from the local community and lose
their customers. A survey by the Rocco Chinnici
Foundation found that small businesses like shopkeepers
and artisans on average pay up to 600 euros ($670) a
month in protection money, which many owners view as
an inevitable business expense. For larger firms like
supermarkets and construction companies, it can reach
thousands of euros.

Clean economy
AddioPizzo’s act of defiance led to the creation of a

support network linking small businesses that refused to
pay the pizzo, with local consumers willingly supporting
a clean economy. As word spread throughout the coun-
try and beyond, would-be visitors to Sicily began con-
tacting the association for mafia-free travel advice, giv-
ing birth to AddioPizzoTravel in 2009.

Today the social enterprise works with a network of
more than 1,000 businesses in and around Palermo, iden-
tifiable by distinctive window stickers proclaiming “I pay

those who are not paying.” And far from attracting bully-
ing extortionists, Riccobono said the bright orange
badges act as a deterrent because any intimidation or
threat would promptly draw police, and media, attention.

“We were amused when we heard the confessions of
mobsters-turned-informants,” he said. “The mafia prefer
to stay away because they know our members wouldn’t
hesitate to report them to the police. We are a minority,
so we are just not worth the trouble.” As for the chances
of ethical businesses giving in to threats, Riccobono said
so far that hasn’t been the case. “In the last few years
police investigations have retrieved mafia ledgers listing
pizzo-paying businesses. But no one from AddioPizzo
was in there.”

The town of Corleone may have gained worldwide
fame thanks to its connection to “The Godfather” book
and film trilogy. But anti-mafia association Libera prefers
to focus on creating job opportunities for local unem-
ployed people, who might otherwise become ensnared in
the net of organized crime. Its affiliate network of social
enterprises cultivates organic crops on lands confiscated
from the mafia, and has branched out into offering tours
and farm stays. Visitors can board at working farms,
stock up on locally produced organic wine, pasta and
preserves and take guided trips to stone villages perched
atop the rugged hills in the Palermo hinterland.

“Such initiatives show that crime-free jobs make
sense from an economical point of view,” said Lillo
Gangi, a Libera activist. “We need to give concrete
opportunities if we want to make impactful changes.”
“Otherwise, it’s all too easy for an unemployed 18-year-
old to end up earning 3000 euros a month as a drug
dealer for the mafia,” he added. — Reuters

(Left) Clandestinely installed point-to-point wireless bridge antennas are seen yesterday on the roof of a Havana building, used by Cubans to receive the state Internet signal from a
park to their homes. (Right) A Cuban woman verifies the technical parameters of a point-to-point wireless bridge device before buying it.  — AFP 

Cuba expands Internet under very wary eye 

Pray and protect: 
Faith saves forests 
of Cambodia

As a Buddhist monk, Khoeum Saray’s day is governed
by a ritual of prayer, meditation, alms and temple
chores. With one big exception - he also patrols a

sprawling Cambodian forest and shows villagers how to
protect it. Khoeum Saray is among a dozen or so monks
managing a project that is hailed as a model for conserva-
tion in a nation with one of the world’s fastest rates of
deforestation.

The Monk’s Community Forest, established in 2002 by
Bun Saluth, chief monk at Samroang pagoda, sprawls over
71 square miles in the country’s northwest, on what was
once a bloody battlefield under the Khmer Rouge. Today it
is the largest community-managed forest conservation site
in Cambodia, benefitting nearly 4,000 people in six vil-
lages. And proponents say it shows that religion can be a
powerful tool in protecting the planet.

“Earlier, the villagers were cutting down trees and
encroaching on forest land. Gradually, we made them
understand the importance of protecting the forest - for
the environment and for themselves,” said Khoeum Saray.
“There is a deep connection between Buddhism and the
environment. As monks, we are not interested in making
money, so people trust us, and we can spread the word

widely,” he said, seated on a wooden bridge above a
stream in the forest.

Their efforts have helped conserve several threatened
species, including the sun bear, gibbon, leopard and pan-
golin in the forest’s dense evergreen and semi-evergreen
canopy. Using religion to drive conservation is one of the
most effective models globally, according to Yale
University’s Forum on Religion and Ecology, amid ever-
increasing pressure on natural resources from fast-grow-
ing populations and industry.

Religious leaders - from Pope Francis to Indonesian
imams - have called for action to protect the environment.
Buddhists meditate in forests and consider them sacred,
believing the Buddha was born in one and enlightened in
another, said Chantal Elkin, a director at the non-profit
Alliance for Religions and Conservation. They are at the
forefront of harnessing faith to save nature. “The world’s
religions are regarded in some ways as the first environ-
mental campaigners, as every theology speaks of a respect
for nature, and a duty to care for the earth,” said Elkin, who
wrote a Master’s thesis on Buddhism and conservation.
“Monks see it simply as their duty to conserve forests.”

Land lost
The impoverished Southeast Asian country endured

decades of conflict, particularly under the Khmer Rouge in
the 1970s. After the regime fell, disputes followed over
precious land, exacerbated by the destruction of property
records. From the early 2000s, Cambodia began awarding
large economic land concessions for mines, power plants
and farms to foreign companies to spur growth and reduce
poverty. Such deals covered more than a tenth of the

country’s land by 2012, human rights lawyers estimate.
More than 770,000 people were displaced and an untold
number of trees felled to make way for plantations of rub-
ber, sugarcane and timber. Between 2001 and 2014,
Cambodia lost 1.44 million hectares of forest, one of the
world’s fastest rates of deforestation, according to the
NASA Earth Observatory.

The government issued a decree in 1993 to set up “pro-
tected areas” as a way to preserve land, forests and
coastal zones. It also banned logging exports, and in 2012
announced a moratorium on new economic land conces-
sions. In his time in Thailand, Bun Saluth saw monks teach-
ing conservation, as well as anointing trees with prayers
and saffron cloth to protect them from logging. 

He took these lessons back to Cambodia, but when he
tried to establish a community forest in Oddar
Meanchey, he said the monks were threatened by vil-
lagers and forest officials.

Slowly, they won them over and suggested everyone
run the forest together. Logging and hunting are prohibit-
ed, but villagers can use traditional fishing methods, collect
firewood and gather bamboo, mushrooms, fruit and leaves.
There is also a plan for eco-tourism to generate funds.
“No trees means no life,” Bun Saluth said.

An estimated 95 percent of Cambodia’s population
practices Theravada Buddhism, and monks have always
had key roles in the community, from education to social
ceremonies. They are also active in political protests and
peace-building. The rush to develop has corralled them
into conflicts over land and resources, with monks using
their religious authority, local clout and social media to
bolster these movements. — Reuters


