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A prayer for trees: 
For Kenyan tribes, 
saving forests is a 
sacred duty

As Tume Racha made tea for her grandchildren in
the family’s small wood-frame house woven
from rags and camel hides, she talked about

what her community holds most sacred: its trees.
Racha, 50, belongs to the Gabra tribe, which lives on
both sides of the border between northern Kenya and
southern Ethiopia. Its members believe the nearby
Forole mountain is a holy sanctuary.

The community of herders pray to the mountain
whenever they need rain, and cutting down its trees is
forbidden. If anyone from Racha’s village at the foot of
the mountain is caught breaking that rule, they are cast
out. “Even children are taught from a young age that the
trees within the village are not to be cut,” said Racha.
Across Kenya, nature-worshipping tribes have taken on
the responsibility of protecting their local forests.

And their grassroots actions are making a small but
significant difference as the rest of the country works
to combat deforestation and restore its depleted
forests. Climate scientists say preserving forests is a
key way to keep climate change in check, as trees suck
planet-warming carbon dioxide from the atmosphere
and store the carbon until they are burned or rot, when
it is released back into the air.

Racha took pride in the lengths the people in her
village will go to in order to keep their forest
untouched. If anyone needs firewood or building mate-
rials, she explained, they must travel 10 km to the com-
munity’s grazing fields. And if a family decides to move,
they can only take the wood from their dismantled
home if it comes from outside the village.

Call to communities
With less than 8% of its land now covered with

forests, according to World Bank data, Kenya is strug-
gling to reach the minimum level of 10% recommended
by the United Nations. During the launch of a new
greening initiative in April, environment minister
Keriako Tobiko stressed that communities should help
with restoring the country’s forests.

The effort “requires collaboration and huge invest-
ments that are beyond (the) government’s capacity”, he
added. Of the 2.5 million hectares (6 million acres) of
forest recorded by the environment ministry, around
140,000 hectares are “heavily degraded”, he said, and
the forestry service alone can only restore up to 5,000
hectares each year.

“You can see how much time it will take to regener-
ate all 140,000 hectares,” said Mugo Mware, head of
environmental studies at Karatina University in central
Kenya. Mware applauded the strict rules in Forole as
an example of how communities can take charge of
conservation. “This is good practice, and it is sustain-
able” - as long as villagers properly manage how they
use the wood they get from their grazing lands, he said.

“These are people with needs, so there should be
some balance,” he told the Thomson Reuters
Foundation. According to Forole resident Wato Ramata,
young herders are tasked with planting new trees on
grazing land to replace any that are cut down, as well as
guarding them from outsiders. “This is because people
here have recognized the importance of trees and they
know the value of protecting them,” he said.

Tips for tourists
About 1,000 km south of Forole, the people of the

Mijikenda tribe in Kinondo also consider it their duty
to keep the trees around them safe. The Kaya Kinondo
forest, home to several rare species of plants and ani-
mals, including the colobus monkey, is the largest of 11
sacred forests - once home to fortified villages, or
kayas - spread over 200 km along Kenya’s coast. Like
the Gabra, the Mijikenda pray to the forests for rain
and their tribal elders have also long forbidden the
felling of trees in the kayas.

Abdala Munyenze, chairman of the Mijikenda Kaya
Elders Council, said parents teach their children to
respect the trees, and that reverence is passed on to
anyone who marries into the community, to hand down
to future generations. “This way, they will grow up
valuing what we have,” he said. More recently, protect-
ing the forests has become a joint effort between the
Mijikenda and the local government, said Simon
Wahome, head of coastal region conservation for the
Kenya Forest Service (KFS).

When community elders approached KFS staff with
a request to build fences around the forests to help stop
illegal logging, the authorities quickly agreed and the
areas were closed off last year, Wahome said in a phone
interview. The fact that the community was leading the
conservation effort made it an easy decision, he added.
“This was a good thing for us ... when (the project) is
bottom-up, one can be sure that it is worthwhile and
hence value for our money,” he said. — Reuters

MEXICO CITY: Mexican authorities have raided the home
of a close aide of former President Enrique Pena Nieto and
secured the arrest of one of the country’s best-known
businessmen in a drive to get justice for scandals that
tainted the last government. A former Pena Nieto cam-
paign chief who went on to run state oil firm Pemex, the
country’s largest company, Emilio Lozoya was not home
during the raid late on Tuesday night in the upscale Lomas
neighborhood, his lawyer Javier Coello said in an interview
with Milenio Television.

The swoop for Lozoya, who ran Pemex from 2012 to
2016, and the arrest in Mallorca on Tuesday of steel-mag-
nate Alonso Ancira, who the government accuses of paying
Lozoya bribes, were the boldest steps yet in a new drive
by current president Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador after
he took office on Dec 1 pledging to root out corruption.

The attorney general’s office said it had issued warrants
for several people in relation to the case, which the coun-
try’s anti-laundering tsar said centered on bribes paid in
connection with the $475 million purchase by Pemex of a
fertilizer plant from Ancira’s company Altos Hornos de
Mexico. The tsar said the case had links also to Brazilian
builder Odebrecht, whose executives have testified about
bribes to politicians across Latin America.

The play came after days of intensifying speculation
about Lozoya’s future sparked by the government’s deci-
sion last week to ban him from public service for 10 years

as part of a probe into the 2014 purchase of the fertilizer
plant, which was out of service. Government auditors esti-
mate the plant’s real value was closer to $50 million.

Gonzalo Monroy, an energy analyst often critical of
Lopez Obrador’s policies, especially in the energy indus-
try, said the move was “a step in the right direction,” but
warned that success on clamping down on corruption
would only come if the case against Lozoya was fair. “We
will see if the rule of law truly exists here, or is there going
to be a perverse application of justice,” Monroy said.

Lozoya, who was not immediately available for com-
ment, has always denied wrongdoing and defended the
fertilizer factory purchase as a wise investment, but had
been under pressure for his role at Pemex even during the
Pena Nieto administration. In 2017, Lozoya denied having
funneled cash to Pena Nieto’s election campaign after
Brazilian newspaper O Globo alleged that Lozoya had tak-
en $10 million in bribes in 2012 from a former executive of
troubled construction firm Odebrecht.

He was one of the rising young stars of the Pena Nieto
administration but by the end, some senior officials in the
then-ruling Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) were
privately forecasting he would eventually face prosecution.
The decision to go after him comes just days ahead of
state elections on Sunday that will provide the first major
test of Lopez Obrador’s popularity since he took office in
December. Though he has failed to curb surging violence

and the economy shrank in the first quarter, Lopez
Obrador is expected to win easily the governorships up
for election in the border state of Baja California and the
central region of Puebla. Speculation has swirled for
months about whether Lopez Obrador would go after high
profile targets to underline his commitment to end corrup-
tion, a chronic malaise blamed for hurting growth and
stoking violence and inequality in Mexico.

Opposition politician Jesus Ortega, a former campaign
manager for Lopez Obrador who is now a senior member
of center-left opposition party the Party of Democratic
Revolution, said the strides against corruption six months
into the election were at least in part motivated by the
president’s need to satisfy his base. “The pressure within
his own party and the pressure within his cabinet had
become enormous. This, I think, was a determining factor
in the rush by the attorney’s general’s office to investigate,”
Ortega said.

Ortega said the decision to move on Lozoya and Ancira
was “audacious” but cautioned that the case being
brought by prosecutors needed to be solid enough to win
convictions. Lopez Obrador’s predecessor, Pena Nieto,
signaled his own intent to clean up politics by having for-
mer teachers union boss Elba Esther Gordillo arrested in
the third month of his government. Gordillo later ended up
under house arrest and was released shortly after Lopez
Obrador won office in July. — Reuters

With raids, warrants and arrest, Mexico 
leader sends first big message on graft

Alonso Ancira (center), head of Altos Hornos de Mexico, arrives to court in Palma de Mallorca yesterday after being arrested on the Spanish island. The Mexican executive accused
of orchestrating the sale of a defunct business to state oil company Pemex for nearly half a billion dollars was arrested on the Spanish island of Mallorca. — AFP 

Is the Syrian 
regime about 
to retake Idlib?

Syria’s regime has increased its deadly
bombardment of Idlib in recent
weeks, but analysts say that is unlike-

ly to signal an all-out offensive on the
jihadist bastion.

Why the alarm?
Eight years into Syria’s civil war, the

government has notched up a series of vic-
tories against rebels and jihadists, and con-
trols around 60 percent of the country. Two
regions largely remain beyond its control: a
Kurdish-held swathe of the northeast and a
northwestern region controlled by Syria’s
former Al-Qaeda affiliate, Hayat Tahrir Al-
Sham. The jihadist bastion is supposed to
be protected from any massive onslaught
by a buffer zone deal signed in September
by regime ally Russia and rebel backer
Turkey, which shares a border with Idlib. 

But deadly bombardment by the regime
and its Russian ally has spiked in recent
weeks, and pro-government fighters have
seized several towns on its southern flank.
The increased air strikes and rocket fire
since late April have killed more than 270
civilians, the Syrian Observatory for
Human Rights says. At least 13 were killed
on Wednesday alone, the Britain-based
monitor said. The spike in violence has also
displaced some 270,000 people from their
homes, knocked 19 hospitals out of service
and damaged several more, the United
Nations says.

Is this a full-blown offensive?
But analysts are sceptical that the

regime’s bombing is the start of an all-out
battle for the enclave. “I strongly doubt this
offensive will aim to retake the entire Idlib
region,” said Aron Lund, from US think
tank The Century Foundation. “Retaking
the whole area would be a massive under-
taking that Turkey would be sure to resist,
not least because it would send hundreds
of thousands of refugees streaming toward
the Turkish border.” Under the buffer zone
deal signed in September, jihadists were

supposed to withdraw from the planned
demilitarized zone. Turkish troops were to
deploy to observation points around it, and
traffic would be restored to two commer-
cial arteries running through the province.
Turkish forces have since deployed as
monitors, but the jihadists never pulled
back from the planned buffer and the roads
were not re-opened. Yet analysts say the
deal, born of the so-called Astana negotia-
tions track between Russia, fellow regime
ally Iran, and Turkey, is not dead yet.
“Russia doesn’t want to cut the last thread
of the Astana process or its relationship
with the Turks,” said Nawar Oliver, an ana-
lyst from the Turkey-based Omran Centre
for Strategic Studies. “There’s still hope.”
The Observatory said Turkish troops were
rotated at one of the monitoring points
near Idlib as recently as Tuesday.

So what does the regime want?
Fellow analyst Sam Heller said the

regime was instead seeking gains against
HTS and allied rebels on the region’s
peripheries. “Rather than a total offensive,
Damascus and Moscow instead seem to be
aiming for a few specific areas along the
edge of the larger Idlib area,” the
International Crisis Group analyst said.

Capturing areas like the western flank
of the bastion “will put more distance
between rebels and government-held areas
they’ve shelled”, including the key Russian
airbase of Hmeimim, he said. Damascus and
Moscow have repeatedly accused “terror-
ist groups” - a catch-all term for jihadists
and more moderate rebels — of using Idlib
to launch attacks against Hmeimim.

But the regime might also be also piling
pressure on Turkey to further implement
the terms of the September deal, including
the opening of the two key highways,
Heller said. They include a section of the
M5, a road that before the war crossed the
entire country, connecting the Turkish
frontier in the north with the Jordanian
border in the south.  

In recent years, the regime has retaken
control of the majority of that artery, to the
south of Idlib. President Bashar Al-Assad’s
regime has repeatedly said that eventually
all of Idlib will return to regime control.
Syria’s UN envoy Bashar Jaafari on
Tuesday said Damascus “will spare no
effort” to free the residents of Idlib from
jihadist control. — AFP 

Deal or no deal? 
UK rivals at odds
over Brexit plan

The race to replace Theresa May as
British prime minister in a contest due
to end in July has 11 declared con-

tenders so far. Here is a look at the hopefuls
in the Conservative Party leadership battle
and their stances on Brexit, with Britain cur-
rently due to leave the EU on October 31:

In favor of no-deal 
ESTHER McVey

The 51-year-old Brexit supporter and
former television presenter, McVey
resigned as work and pensions secretary
last year over Brexit compromises. A blue-
collar Conservative, she wants a clean
break with Brussels.

Open to no-deal in October 
Boris Johnson

A former mayor of London, Johnson
says he would get Britain out of the
European Union, “deal or no deal”. A key
figure in the 2016 Brexit campaign, he
served as foreign minister afterwards but
resigned after falling out with May over the
government’s Brexit strategy. Charismatic
and popular with grassroots Conservatives,
the 54-year-old has maintained his public
profile by writing a weekly column in The
Daily Telegraph newspaper.

Dominic Raab
An ardent eurosceptic with a black belt in

karate, the 45-year-old former Brexit minister
resigned in protest at the Brexit deal struck
with the EU by May. He says Britain should
be ready to walk away from the EU without
an agreement while still trying to negotiate a
better deal than the one May signed.

Andrea Leadsom
Leadsom stole a march on her rivals by

quitting her position as leader of the House of
Commons last week, hastening the prime min-
ister’s demise and staking out her pro-Brexit
credentials. The 56-year-old got down to the
final two in the 2016 leadership race, but
pulled out before the decision was handed
over to party members, with whom she was

popular, after coming under fire for saying
that being a mother would give her an advan-
tage as prime minister over the childless May.

James Cleverly
The Conservative Party’s former deputy

chairman, 49, is an army lieutenant colonel
who entered parliament in 2015. A junior
figure in the Brexit ministry, he says it
would be best to leave with a deal, urging
the EU to be flexible, but is prepared to
lead Britain out without a deal if necessary.

No to no-deal in October
JEREMY HUNT

The foreign secretary supported remain-
ing in the European Union in the 2016 refer-
endum but has switched since then. A former
businessman who speaks fluent Japanese, he
is a resilient politician, having headed up the
National Health Service for six years during
a funding crisis. The 52-year-old has said he
will push hard for a new deal with Brussels
without taking the possibility of a no-deal
outcome off the table.

Against no-deal 
Matt Hancock

The 40-year-old health secretary is one
the party’s rising stars, a moderate who is
widely seen as competent at his job and skill-
ful at handling the media. He is one of several
ministers who opposed Brexit during the
2016 referendum before switching sides and
defending the withdrawal agreement May
struck with the EU. He entered government
in 2013 and has moved up the ladder quickly.

Rory Stewart
The international development secretary,

46, is a former Foreign Office official who
served in the coalition administration in Iraq
following the US-led invasion in 2003. Says
no-deal policy would be “damaging”.

Yet to say -
Michael Gove

Brexit campaigner Gove initially support-
ed Johnson’s leadership bid in 2016. His last-
minute decision to enter the race himself
caused both men to lose out to May. After a
year in the political wilderness, he was
appointed environment minister in 2017. The
cerebral 51-year-old is among the most
ardent eurosceptics left in May’s govern-
ment but is seen as a possible unifying figure
between the two wings of the party. — AFP


