
Plastic bottles and containers at the ready, Keisy Perez
ignores the stench from the brown river as it slips slow-
ly through the grimy San Agustin district of Venezuela’s

capital. The quest for drinkable water has rapidly become an
obsession for millions like her in Caracas days after a crip-
pling power blackout stalled the city’s pumps. In this part of
Caracas, the Guaire River is effectively an open sewer. The
crisis has led many to seek water in places they would previ-
ously not dream of going. People here are undeterred.

A burst water main has brought a feverish crowd, equipped
with every kind of plastic container they can find. The water
courses through an underground culvert to emerge as a stream. In
their desperation, they are content to ignore its proximity to the
murky river. In their rush, some slipped down the bank and into the
river. For Perez, it’s just another indignity of Venezuela’s crisis. “We
came to get water and I fell in. And look, it didn’t kill me,” she said
cheerily. But she can’t hide her exasperation after days without
electricity or running water following years of food and medicine
shortages. “Are they waiting for us to die?” she asks.

‘Nothing to drink’ 
“We have no water and nothing to drink,” Marcel

Galindez told AFP as he filled a 4.5-gallon (20-liter)

container. “We’ll have to boil it,” he said, looking doubt-
fully at the contents. Alongside him, a girl washed her
hair. “This has been going on for a long time,” said Omar
Feralines, a local resident. “But they discovered this, and
we’ve come to get some for the bathroom, for the chil-
dren. “We can boil it, we can even drink it. What else are
we going to do?”

To get at the stream means getting close to the fetid riv-
er. “But just thinking about getting into that river, you have
to think about it like three times,” said Eduardo Escalona.
“It’s crazy. People are desperate,” sighed the 43-year-old,
looking at the crowd around the canal. Every day of the
blackout has brought more people to take a chance on the
water from the burst pipeline. But then soldiers deployed
and ordered them to move on so workmen could fix the
pipe. An angry crowd of around 300 people blocked the
road on Monday. “They’re not letting us get water,” said
Carlos, a local resident. “We are thirsty,” the crowd yelled
at security forces. “We need water for our kids.”

‘We’re hungry here’ 
At Los Caobos park in the center of Caracas, a

woman arrived with a bag of laundry at one of the orna-

mental fountains, where hundreds of people had come to
fill their containers and bottles. “We’re managing...
tomorrow I’ll come back to wash the sheets and towels
in the fountain,” said the woman, who declined to be
identified. Hundreds of people were trying their luck on
the northern outskirts, at the foot of Mount Avila, which
separates Caracas from the Caribbean.

There they wait every day in long lines to take turns
to fill their containers from the trickles emerging from
the wooded slopes. All the scampering around for water
is too much for Yulimar, who sinks down in despair. “I
have nothing to feed my chi ldren,” she says. On
Saturday, the socialist government of President Nicolas
Maduro announced an emergency plan to distribute
food and water to the poorest neighborhoods and the
distribution began on Monday. 

Riot police uses shields to corral lines of people as
they waited to fill up from tankers in several neighbor-
hoods. But Keisy, still waiting for a water delivery, said
she had received nothing from the social government’s
subsidized food progam for weeks. “Maduro talks, but we
don’t see anything. We’re hungry here, nobody gets any-
thing, whether they are Chavists or opposition.”  —AFP
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Iran hunts for ships 
to keep oil flowing

Iran is discreetly scouring the globe for second-hand oil
tankers to replace its ageing fleet and keep crucial crude
exports flowing as US sanctions start to bite, Iranian and

Western sources said. Since US President Donald Trump
reimposed sanctions in November, exploratory talks with
South Korea for up to 10 new supertankers have stalled,
Panama has removed at least 21 Iranian tankers from its reg-
istry and Tehran is now looking for extra vessels in places such
as Vietnam, the sources said.

Washington has put restrictions on Iran’s port, energy and
shipping sectors but it has given waivers to the country’s eight
biggest oil customers, which include China, India and Japan, so
they can keep buying Iranian crude. With oil exports account-
ing for an estimated 70 percent of Iran’s revenues, maintaining
an effective fleet of tankers to store and move that oil is crucial
for Tehran. But potential sellers of used vessels are more wary
this time round after a Greek network that helped Iran buy
tankers under previous sanctions was blacklisted. Western
insurers are also steering clear, complicating Iran’s attempts to
export crude to US-approved buyers. 

If Iran runs into difficulties exporting its oil it could have a
significant impact. Besides the importance of oil for its budget,
Iran is estimated to produce about 2.8 million barrels a day,
more than 9 percent of OPEC’s output. “Whatever sector you
look at, companies will keep in mind being cut off from the US
financial system when deciding whether to trade with Iran,”
said Mehdi Varzi, an independent oil consultant who has pre-
viously worked at the state-run National Iranian Oil Co.

‘Happy to do business’
Israel warned this month that its navy could take action

against Iran, which it said was smuggling oil using clandestine
measures similar to those employed during the previous round of
sanctions. According to maritime specialists, methods used for
skirting sanctions in the past have included changing the names
of ships, switching off AIS (Automatic Identification System)
location transponders and conducting ship-to-ship transfers of
oil. Since the previous round of sanctions in 2012, ship tracking
has become more sophisticated and more available. Washington
has also cracked down on more Iranian networks, making it riski-
er to get involved with Iran, according to bankers. Iran reached
an agreement with world powers in 2015 over its nuclear pro-
gram which led to the lifting of sanctions in 2016 but Trump
pulled out of the deal in May last year and reimposed US restric-
tions in November. “Many big oil traders are very worried about
going into Iran due to Trump, and even the Chinese are trying to
comply with what the Americans want,” said Varzi, who is based
in Britain. A senior Iranian official played down the threat to its oil
exports because of pressure on its fleet. “Plenty of countries are
happy to do business with Iran,” the official said. “As we have
done in the past, there are several ways to overcome the short-
age, including using tankers of other countries.”

More scrutiny
A second Iranian official said discussions with South Korea

over the possibility of ordering as many as 10 supertankers,
each able to carry up to 2 million barrels of oil, had been
delayed by US sanctions. “We are working on it,” the official
said. After Western sanctions were lifted, Iran also started talks
with South Korea’s Daewoo Shipbuilding and Marine
Engineering Co about forming a joint venture to establish a
shipyard in Iran. A spokesman for Daewoo said it signed a
preliminary agreement with Iran in December 2016 to cooper-
ate on developing the shipyard, but said no progress had been
made since then. A third Iranian official said talks were still
ongoing. According to one shipping source, Iran has been
searching for more ships in places such as Vietnam and two
sources said it had also been looking for middlemen in the
Greek market, one of the main hubs for second-hand ship
deals. “Iran has been looking for ships, but this time round it is
going to be harder - there is so much more scrutiny now. It is
going to take them longer,” one of the shipping sources said.

When asked about Iran’s efforts to secure ships, a third
Iranian source said they were looking at all options.
Vietnamese officials did not respond to requests for comment.
Iran has more than 50 tankers, but needs them for both trans-
porting oil and storing unsold stocks in its territorial waters -
given its limited onshore storage capacity. Data based on AIS
tracking by shipping intelligence platform MarineTraffic
showed 12 Iranian tankers, or more than a fifth of its fleet, were
being used for floating storage in March.

‘Floating liability’
Iran is struggling to keep its ships flagged to foreign reg-

istries too. All commercial ships have to be registered - flagged
in a particular country - partly to comply with safety and envi-
ronmental laws. Following the reimposition of sanctions,
Panama, the world’s leading flag state for commercial shipping,
decided to de-flag Iran’s ships, a fourth Iranian official said.
Shipping data shows nearly all Iran’s tankers had been regis-
tered with Panama. A source at Panama’s flag registry said the
cancellation, “affects approximately 60 Panama registered ships
that are related to Iranian and Syrian owners”. The source did
not provide further details. A US Treasury spokesperson said:
“We intend to fully enforce these sanctions and we encourage
the cooperation and compliance of our allies and partners.”

Renewed US sanctions have also meant Iran has been
unable to secure vital certification services from foreign
providers to ensure its ships remain seaworthy, shipping offi-
cials said. Shipping records show that 16 of Iran’s tankers are
at least 19 years old - and three of those vessels have been in
service since 1996. Iranian tanker Sanchi sank off China in
2018 after colliding with another vessel while five of the eight
tankers Iran bought via the Greek network under previous
sanctions have since been scrapped, adding to the need for
more ships to fill the gaps. US Special Representative for Iran,
Brian Hook, described Iran’s tanker sector as a “floating liabili-
ty” in November. —Reuters
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People collect water from a broken pipe, flowing into a sewage canal at the Guaire River in Caracas on March 11, 2019, as a massive power outage continues affecting some areas
of the country. —AFP

As herds struggle, 
Maasai try swap 
to dairy cattle

In this Maasai village, where cattle
have long been a symbol of wealth
and pride, “I hope your cattle are

well” is the most common greeting
among friends and neighbors. But raising
large herds, the tradition in this region, is
becoming more difficult, in part as cli-
mate change brings harsher droughts
and other extreme weather. In 2017, Joel
Ngengi lost most of his cattle herd as
prolonged drought dried up access to
grass, he said. He is now trying a new -
and contentious - approach advocated
by government officials and some non-
governmental organizations: Keeping far
fewer, but more productive, dairy cattle.

Last year, using his savings and cash
provided by his children, he bought four
part Holstein-Friesian dairy cattle. His
animals now produce more than 40 litres
of milk a day, each liter selling for about
40 Kenyan shillings (40 US cents). He
says life has gotten easier as a result of
the change, particularly as his land now
provides enough fodder for his smaller
herd. Before, “I was ever on the run,”
looking for food or water for his herd, he
said. “Now I am a relaxed man. I have all
I need in this small package”.

A growing number of herders in
Oloimayian have now made a similar
switch to smaller herds, said Maclean
Egesa, who, as part of his work for child
sponsorship charity Childfund, coordi-
nates efforts to help farmers in Kajiado
and Makueni counties make the transi-
tion. Michael Santeto, national coordina-
tor for the Pastoral Development
Network of Kenya, a non-governmental
advocacy group, said pastoralists have
long kept large herds not only out of
pride and as the basis of their economy
but also to act as insurance against dis-
eases and pests.

With large herds, even large losses
usually leave at least some animals
behind to rebuild a new herd, he said.
But ever-shrinking areas for pastoralists
to graze their animals, as farms encroach
traditional grazing areas, combined with
harsher drought and growing popula-
tions, mean a large herd is now more dif-
ficult to maintain. “Reducing herds is a
reality pastoralist have to grapple with.
Because of the bulging population ...

space is shrinking, and so adaptive
strategies have to be sought and herds
have to be reduced to manageable
sizes,” he said.

The reality, he said, is that “modern
pastoralism is minimizing extensive
movements. This has helped herders
rethink pastoralism.” Large herds mean
rangelands have less time to recuperate
from grazing and drought, he said, noting
that replanting traditional drought-hardy
grasses in some areas may be a way to
cope with the growing stresses.

More milk, more work?
Santeto’s organization believes

switching to fewer, higher-value livestock
is one way of coping with changing con-
ditions. Persuading herders of that,
though, can be difficult, both because of
traditional views about the status of
large herds and the harder work involved
in maintaining dairy cattle. The new
high-value dairy cattle - often high-pro-
ducing foreign breeds or crosses
between them and hardier local varieties
- can be fussy eaters and more vulnera-
ble to problems the former range cattle
would have shrugged off.

“Though the hybrid animals have
countless benefits they also come with
an equal measure of challenges. For one,
they require lots of care, plenty of clean
water, lots of green fodder, silage and
concentrates,” Ngengi said. “They are
selective on what they take, which makes
running of the farm a bit expensive.” But
“the benefits outweigh their disadvan-
tages”, he said.

To buy the more expensive animals,
herders in the community have taken
loans or in some cases sourced money
from community savings groups, said
Duncan Sinkeet, who has worked as an
animal health worker for Childfund. Milk
produced from the new cattle is for now
sold in local towns, though farmers are
hoping to begin selling to a larger milk
cooperative in the area, Sinkeet said.
Calves produced from the hybrid animals
and sold as adults also can fetch prices
up to three times higher than traditional
cattle if sold at market, Santeto said.

Egesa, of Childfund, thinks dairy
farming is an idea whose time has come
as conditions grow more unpredictable.
“In this community a person’s entire life
revolves around cattle,” he said. But the
principles in both the old system and
new are the same, he said: Care for cat-
tle, earn a reliable income from them
and use that cash to pay for what’s
needed.  —Reuters

Bitcoin baron 
brought down 
with a bump

Once described as a geek who
stuffed himself with snacks in
front of his computer, Mark

Karpeles rose to head a firm that once
claimed to handle 80 percent of the
world’s bitcoin transactions. But his lav-
ish Tokyo lifestyle came to an abrupt
end when prosecutors charged him with
creaming off millions of dollars of cus-
tomer deposits from his cryptocurrency
exchange MtGox. In many ways, the
trajectory of the Frenchman, now 33,
mirrors the volatile rise and fall of the
bitcoin currency itself.

According to his mother, he had few
friends at school, as he was “unable to
find a buddy who could talk like he
could about IT and quantum physics”.
The “only thing that interested” her
“talented” son was computer science,
according to his mother, speaking in a
2017 documentary. Karpeles, whose
real first name is Robert, himself admit-
ted to French television that he would
spend entire days in front of the com-
puter screen without the slightest bit of
physical activity. 

Entering the professional world, he
quickly found himself at odds with his
French company Linux Cyberjoueurs,
which found irregularities in its data and
pointed the finger at Karpeles. The firm
brought the case to the authorities and
in 2010, he received a year’s suspended
sentence in absentia in France for
“fraudulent access of an automated
data processing system” and “fraudu-
lent altering of data”. But by this time,
Karpeles was in Japan, which he had
visited several years previously and
found the people and culture to his lik-
ing. Once in Japan, he founded his own
company, called Tibanne - after his cat.

‘Magic’ 
But his life really changed the day a

customer asked if he could pay in bit-
coin - a new virtual currency that was
just taking its own baby steps. The vir-
tual currency appealed to the computer
whiz and he began to delve into the
technical and IT aspects of the new
trend. By 2011, he had bought his own
cryptocurrency exchange MtGox, which
stands for “Magic: The Gathering Online
eXchange” - referring to a “magic”
card-swapping platform beloved by
Japanese “otaku” or “geeks”.

This grew rapidly until, at the height
of its powers, it claimed to control 80
percent of all global bitcoin transac-
tions. “He was excited by the money
that could be generated on this
exchange market,” one of his associates
told a television documentary under the
cover of anonymity. And Karpeles
enjoyed the trappings - reportedly
lodging in an $11,000-per-month luxu-
ry pad with a king-sized bed worth tens
of thousands of dollars.

He married a Japanese woman and
became a father but everything came
crashing down in 2014, when MtGox
suffered what Karpeles said was a
“massive” hack attack and lost around
850,000 bitcoins, worth just under half
a billion dollars at that time. MtGox col-
lapsed and filed for bankruptcy protec-
tion. Prosecutors are not pursuing
Karpeles for that but for allegedly falsi-
fying data and pilfering around $3 mil-
lion from customers’ accounts. He had
tried to take the traditional path of
bowing deeply and apologizing pro-
fusely - in Japanese - for the losses. But
this earned him only mockery online
and did not deter the authorities.

He was arrested in August 2015 and
spent a year in Japanese detention after
being re-arrested several times, as is
possible under the legal system in Japan.
When he was finally released on bail, he
had lost a huge amount of weight and at
his first high-profile hearing offered up a
clean-cut image. Since then, Karpeles
has been active on social media but has
largely avoided commenting on his case
in detail as he awaits the court’s verdict,
which is expected on Friday.  —AFP

In Caracas, water an obsession amid blackout
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