
Last month’s visit by roaming polar bears that
put a Russian village on lockdown may be just
the beginning. For as Moscow steps up its

activity in the warming Arctic, conflict with the rare
species is likely to increase. More than 50 bears
approached Belyushya Guba, a village on the far
northern Novaya Zemlya archipelago, in February. As
many as 10 of them explored the streets and entered
buildings. Local authorities declared a state of emer-
gency for a week and appealed for help from
Moscow.

Photos of the incident went viral, with some
observers blaming officials for ignoring a sprawling
garbage dump nearby where the animals feasted on
food waste. But polar bear experts say the main rea-
son the Arctic predators came so close to humans
was the late freezing of the sea. It was this that kept
them from hunting seals and sent them looking for
alternate food sources. 

And as Russia increases its footprint in the Arctic,
pursuing energy projects, Northern Passage naviga-
tion and strategic military interests, experts expect
more clashes between humans and bears.
“Development in the Arctic will definitely increase
conflict with humans, especially now that the polar
bear is losing its life platform in several regions and
coming ashore,” said biologist Anatoly Kochnev, who
has studied polar bears in the eastern Arctic since
the 1980s.

World’s fastest-melting ice 
Novaya Zemlya, an archipelago of two islands

between the Kara and Barents seas, is a good exam-
ple of Moscow’s new frontier that falls inside the
polar bear habitat. Bears in the Barents Sea are see-
ing the fastest ice reduction of the species’ range,

having lost 20 weeks of ice a year over the last few
decades, according to Polar Bears International. “Ice
monitoring shows that previously, ice near Belushya
Guba formed in December,” said Ilya Mordvintsev
from the Severtsov Institute in Moscow, who was in a
group of scientists flown out to aid the village.

“For thousands of years, they migrated this time of
year to hunt seals. This year they came to the shore
and there was no ice.” Since the incident, ice has
formed and the bears have left land to hunt, he said.
“But it’s impossible to rule out a repeat of the situa-
tion in the coming years.”

And as more humans come to Novaya Zemlya, the
l ikel ihood of human-bear confl ict increases. A
Soviet-era nuclear weapons testing site, Novaya
Zemlya remains a restricted territory. But following a
post-Soviet hiatus, the military has put up new build-
ings and an aerodrome. A new port is under con-
struction, in tandem with imminent plans to mine the
giant Pavlovskoye lead and zinc deposit. New contin-
gents of military police were deployed to Belushya
Guba in 2018. The community, which has schools and
a large sports complex for military families, numbers
over 2,000 people.

Soldiers vs bears 
Kochnev remembers the damage caused by

Soviet missile defense personnel previously sta-
tioned on the east Arctic’s Wrangel Island. In
1991, soldiers drove an axe into the head of a
polar bear after it had got used to feeding on dis-
carded scraps and become aggressive. Biologists
from the island’s nature reserve never found the
injured animal, he said. “When they left a year
l a te r,  we  were  re l i eved . On ly  rese rve  s ta f f
rema ined , who  knew how to  behave  a round

bears,” he said. “But now it’s all starting again.”
Moscow announced in 2014 that the Arctic was a

strategic priority for its military. Kochnev in 2015
wrote an emotional blog post after a bear near a mil-
itary construction site on Wrangel island swallowed
an explosive flare. He criticised the new base, and
was fired from his job in a national park as a result.
Current instructions regarding polar bears focus on
how to ward them off, he said. But the priority should
be fortifying facilities to prevent any contact. “Put
yourself  inside a cage and let  the bears roam
around,” he said in advice to Arctic developers.

Mordvintsev, however, said this would not work on
Novaya Zemlya, where winds would turn any fence
into a giant snowdrift  for bears to walk over.
Belushya Guba is planning to install cameras and
address its waste problem, he said. Already all
arrivals to the local airport listen to a mandatory lec-
ture on polar bear behavior. Moscow’s plans to
develop the Northern Passage also pose a problem
for polar bears in the region, he said. “Constant use
of icebreakers through ice where seals give birth
affects populations of seals” which bears feed on.

Putin last year ordered an increase in the capacity
of the Northern Passage, touted as an alternate trade
route to Asia, from the current 18 million tonnes to
80 million tonnes by 2024. Kochnev said bears have
been able to adapt so far to unfavorable trends,
learning to feed in groups rather than hunt in soli-
tude. But if warming continues, “polar bears will sim-
ply leave Russia”. “If the ice-free period increases by
another two-three weeks, they will likely migrate to
northern Canada, where changes have been less
noticeable,” he said. The ones that stay behind on
Russian soil, meanwhile, will eventually get killed off
in conflicts with humans. —AFP
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Mexico’s Indians 
fight to stop mining 
on ancestral land

After nearly 20 years of wrangling, a group of Nahua
Indian villagers could make legal history in Mexico
this month when a court rules on a land dispute

involving a Canadian miner. A lawyer for villagers of
Tecoltemi in the central Mexican state of Puebla said it was
the first time a court would rule on whether the country’s
mining law - which gives priority to mining activities over
other land use - was constitutional. Previous cases had only
recognized indigenous people’s right to prior consultation,
said Itzel Silva of the Fundar Centre for Analysis and
Research, a non-profit in Mexico. “That’s why this case is so
important,” said Silva.

For a century Mexico has granted indigenous people
legal title to ancestral lands, but many have seen mining
firms given rights to that land after the government priori-
tized mining over other land use in the 1990s, lawyers said.
The case, to be heard in a federal court in Puebla, concerns
two concessions awarded to Minera Gorrion, a local sub-
sidiary of Canada’s Almaden Minerals, which has caused
divisions among villagers while pitting some against the
company.

It was filed against the economy ministry - which is
responsible for mining - on behalf of some villagers, who say
exploration activity on gold and silver deposits has contami-
nated local water sources. The ministry did not respond to
several requests for comment. A spokesman for Minera
Gorrion said in an email the company has abided by rules set
by environmental regulators, who had found no irregularities.

Almaden Minerals did not respond to repeated requests
for comment. Minera Gorrion said the Canadian company
would only comment on the project through its Mexican
subsidiary. Silva said a ruling for the villagers - who live high
in the Sierra Norte mountains - could set a precedent for
other claims to try to overturn the law that prioritises mining
over other land use. Mexico is the world’s top silver produc-
er and one of the largest producers of copper and gold. The
mining sector contributes about 4 percent of Mexico’s gross
domestic product.

Long history
The case dates back to 2003 when Almaden Minerals’

local arm, Minera Gavilan, was awarded a 27,000-acre tract
in Puebla state. In 2009 it received a second site of about
7,400 acres. Both were later transferred to Minera Gorrion,
another local subsidiary, Silva said, citing court documents.
Boundaries of both concessions overlapped land claimed by
residents of Tecoltemi near the town of Ixtacamaxtitlan,
which lies about 140 km east of Mexico City.

Indigenous leader Victor Martinez Lobato said villagers
were not consulted on the two concessions and their impact.
“The effects (of mining) on the air, on the water, worry us,”
said Lobato, pointing to a map showing the concessions. In
2015, the Fundar center sued the economy ministry on
behalf of the Tecoltemi villagers. The court in that case
ordered that any changes to the concession boundaries be
suspended until the federal court issued its ruling.

The following year, Minera Gorrion decided it would
hand back to the government about 17,000 acres around
Tecoltemi, it told the Thomson Reuters Foundation by email,
on the grounds that it had not conducted any mining activity
there. Minera Gorrion said it had acted “in good faith” and
responded to the community’s request by relinquishing land.
It added that the Ixtaca mine would bring “economic bene-
fits to the community, Puebla state, and the country” and
that it expected to invest over $1.5 billion in running the
mine and hire more than 1,000 local workers.

Divided village
Silva said many mining concessions in Mexico are uncon-

stitutional because the government fails to consult over ances-
tral land with indigenous people - who make up nearly one-
quarter of the population of 120 million, according to govern-
ment data. In Ixtacamaxtitlan in Puebla state, official data
shows about one quarter of 25,000 inhabitants are indigenous,
but campaigners said mining concessions have been issued
over about 90 percent of its 150,000-acre territory.

The most controversial project in Ixtacamaxtitlan
involves the Santa Maria Zotoltepec indigenous village, 10
km from Tecoltemi, where Minera Gorrion wants to mine
gold and silver. Some villagers work for Minera Gorrion,
causing divisions, said Francis Zamora Morales, who sells
beauty products. But she “never agreed with it”, she added,
as she wrote “No to the mine” on a poster to display at an
upcoming meeting between the company and local people.

Diana Perez, a lawyer at the Mexican Institute for
Community Development who acts on behalf of the vil-
lagers, acknowledged the community was split over mining
in the area. “Employment ... dictates who is in favour or
against the mine,” she said. Minera Gorrion said it is
“understandable that a project like this can generate
doubts but we did not perceive a mood of disagreement or
against (the mine)”.

A 2016 report by PODER, a local non-profit, found that
exploration activity in Ixtacamaxtitlan had contaminated
water sources, threatening the community’s supply. “The
company carried out water monitoring without due authori-
zations and made drill holes deeper than allowed, affecting
the water table,” said Isabel Clavijo, a researcher at PODER.
Minera Gorrion denied that and said it was committed to
protecting the environment. Morales said she was worried
about water and the region’s other natural resources if min-
ing activities were not stopped. “We have been here for
centuries, since before the passage of (the Spanish conquis-
tador) Hernan Cortes in 1519 ... This project is temporary.
Once it is over, what comes next?”  —Reuters

Barr faces daunting 
decision on release 
of Russia report

Newly installed US Attorney General William Barr must
walk a political and legal tightrope in deciding how much
of Special Counsel Robert Mueller’s report on Russia’s

role in the 2016 election to disclose, balancing competing
demands from President Donald Trump and congressional
Democrats, legal experts said. The decision presents Barr, a veter-
an Washington insider, with his first major test since becoming the
top US law enforcement official last month, a position fraught with
peril. Trump fired Barr’s predecessor Jeff Sessions in November
after complaining for months over the decision by Sessions to
recuse himself from overseeing the Russia investigation.

“I think Barr is in a terrible position from the standpoint of
having two masters to please, each of which has a very different
desire,” said Michael Zeldin, a former federal prosecutor. “He has a
political nightmare on his hands.” Mueller, who has headed the
investigation since May 2017, is due to submit to Barr his confi-
dential report on whether Trump’s campaign conspired with
Russia and whether the Republican president has unlawfully
sought to obstruct the probe.

Democrats, who have expressed concern Barr will try to shield
Trump and bury parts of the report, already have threatened to
subpoena it and go to court if necessary to force its release.
Trump may pressure Barr to conceal damaging parts of Mueller’s
report and release any findings that may exonerate him. The
Democrats took control of the House of Representatives in
January and now wield subpoena power, with multiple committees
investigating Trump’s actions. Republicans control the Senate.
Mueller’s findings could be instrumental in any move in Congress
to try to impeach Trump and remove him from office.

If the report includes “evidence of misconduct by the sitting
president of the United States,” then “I think you have to believe
the public interest is so extreme that there will be a mechanism
for release, and I think Barr’s easy way out is to say, ‘It’s up to
Congress,’” said Matthew Jacobs, a former federal prosecutor
now with the law firm Vinson & Elkins. Barr, 68, served as attor-
ney general once before, from 1991 to 1993 under Republican
President George H W Bush. He has embraced an expansive
view of presidential powers. Last year, while Sessions was still
attorney general, Barr sent an unsolicited memo to the Justice
Department disputing Mueller’s authority to investigate Trump
for obstruction of justice.

A road map
From a legal standpoint, Barr has a road map in the form of

the Justice Department’s regulations on the appointment of spe-
cial counsels. Those rules require him to notify the top Democrats
and Republicans on the House and Senate judiciary committees
after Mueller completes his probe. The rules do not require
release of the entire report, but they do not explicitly prevent
Barr from giving it to Congress. The rules also give Barr latitude
to disclose parts of the report if it is in the public interest.

In deciding what to release, Barr may face thorny legal issues
involving secrecy of grand jury testimony, protecting classified
information, communications with the White House possibly sub-
ject to the principle of executive privilege shielding certain infor-
mation from disclosure, and safeguarding confidential reasons for
why some individuals were not charged.

Several Trump campaign figures already have pleaded guilty
or been convicted in Mueller’s investigation, while others have
not been charged. If the report provides evidence that Trump
committed obstruction of justice or other crimes, Barr must
decide how much should be revealed. The Justice Department
has a decades-old policy that a sitting president cannot face
criminal charges, though some lawyers take issue with that con-
clusion. As a matter of policy, the Justice Department also does
not give a public explanation for why any individual has not
been charged.

“I don’t know that the department has ever encountered this
situation where the reason a person isn’t being charged with a
crime is that the person is immune by virtue of his office and is
subject to impeachment as a result,” said Robert Litt, a former
general counsel for the Office of the Director of National
Intelligence who is now with the firm Morrison & Foerster. “The
more damaging the report is to the president, the greater the
pressure is on Barr to release it, and paradoxically of course, if
the report completely exonerates the president, then the presi-
dent should want it released,” Litt added.

Barr appears to have support among rank-and-file Justice
Department employees relieved to have an attorney general who
understands the institution, after serving under former senator
Sessions and then an acting attorney general, Matthew Whitaker,
who was a Trump political loyalist. At a recent reception for
employees, Barr bought the food and drinks and was greeted by
people who told him they were happy he was there.

Barr “is an experienced lawyer and manager, and he has
served in the position of attorney general, so he has great respect
for that office,” said Mark Tuohey, a lawyer with the firm Baker &
Hostetler who once served as deputy to former independent
counsel Ken Starr on the Whitewater investigation involving
Democratic President Bill Clinton’s business dealings. “I don’t see
this as a loyalty litmus test,” Tuohey added. —Reuters

Teeny handbag a 
fashion sensation 

It’s so small wags joke that it
can only hold a Tic Tac. But
French brand Jacquemus’ tee-

ny weeny bag, “Le Mini
Chiquito”, is arguably the biggest
thing at Paris fashion week. Never
has something so tiny excited so
much fashion passion - and hilari-
ty - on social media. The handbag
- or should we say fingerbag -
made its debut last week on the
opening night of the Paris shows.
A shrunken version of the minia-
ture and already cult $500 “Le
Chiquito” bag - which the likes of Rihanna and Kim
Kardashian have been spotted clutching between their thumb
and forefingers - it is a mere 5.2 cm long. Jacquemus has sold
“tens of thousands” of Le Chiquito bags in the last year,
according to Cosmopolitan magazine, with fashionistas so
desperate to get their fingers on them that there are lengthy
waiting lists for some colors. Although the brand told AFP that
they have yet to set a price for Le Mini Chiquito, if the reac-
tion on Instagram and Twitter is anything to go by, demand
could be equally brisk. Fashion insiders have been laughing at
themselves as they lap up the latest Lilliputian trend. 

The hip style magazine Dazed declared “Jacquemus, your
tiny bags are getting kind of ridiculous but we love them!” Elle
magazine headlined it as the “New It Bag” before quickly
admitting that it can only hold an AirPod earphone. One fash-
ion editor tweeted five uses for the bag including carrying
“loose floss, a spare acrylic nail or a singular lock of curled
hair retrieved from the head of Jude Law” circa 1999. Another
said it was “the perfect size to put probiotics and digestive
enzymes”, while a third thought it would be a snug fit for
“Donald Trump’s conscience”. The bag has unleashed the
imagination of Twitter and Instagram users. Some saw hidden
depths in its tiny interior, saying it was a dreamcatcher into
which you have to “whisper a secret” while another said it
“represents the compartmentalized trauma we carry with us
each day”. Jacquemus’ 29-year-old founder, Simon Porte, has
quickly made a name for himself on the Paris catwalk with
clothes summoning up the sensuality of his Provencal home in
the South of France, putting women in huge straw hats and
tiny dresses that show lots of thigh.

His personal charm, and his label’s relatively affordable
prices, has quickly won him a following. He made breakfast for
critics at his menswear show in January, and gifted some fash-
ion critics one of his new micro bags with their invitation for
his latest show. Porte, who loves playing with proportions, first
made a splash with his huge tote and shoulder bags, some of
which also featured alongside his Le Mini Chiquito in his Paris
show.  —AFP
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Russia Arctic plans add to polar bears’ woes
A picture taken on Oct 31, 2018 shows polar bears feeding at a garbage dump near the village of Belushya Guba, on the remote Russian northern Novaya Zemlya archipelago, a
tightly-controlled military area where a village declared a state of emergency in February after dozens of bears were seen entering homes and public buildings. —AFP

US Attorney General William Barr addresses the
National Association of Attorneys General in the State
Dining Room of the White House in Washington on
Monday. —AFP


