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JAKARTA: Indonesian Mirnawati once ate rice
with every meal, but its link to diabetes con-
vinced her to join a growing movement to quit a
staple food in the third biggest rice-consuming
nation on Earth. As World Diabetes Day was held
yesterday, the Southeast Asian nation is strug-
gling to tackle a disease that affects as many as
20 million of its 260 million people, and has
emerged as one of its deadliest killers behind
stroke and heart disease.

But kicking the rice habit isn’t easy, with In-
donesia’s favorite dish nasi goreng (mixed fried
rice) sold everywhere, and the grain woven into
the culinary fabric of a nation whose late dicta-
tor transformed it into a must-have meal. “In my
first week without rice I felt like I was being
possessed by ghosts,” said Mirnawati, a 34-
year-old former construction company em-
ployee who goes by one name. “But now I’ll
never go back to it,” she added, about four
months into her new diet.

Complications from diabetes, which affects
some 425 million globally, can lead to heart at-
tacks, stroke, blindness and even limb amputa-
tion. Most of the world’s sufferers live in low and
middle-income countries like Indonesia. Rice is
packed with fiber and key vitamins. But an un-
balanced diet that relies too heavily on refined

white rice has been linked to an increasing global
prevalence of diabetes and insulin resistance as
it raises blood sugar levels, according to experts.

That is what led Mirnawati — along with her
mother and cousin — to drop rice in favour of
more vegetables, meat and nuts. It is a step that
an increasing number of Indonesians are taking
in an informal ‘no rice’ movement, although there
are no official numbers. The push, partly driven
by social media, has been backed by local gov-
ernments including cultural capital Yogyakarta
which last year rolled out a campaign to convince
residents to go without rice at least one day a
week.

Rice politics 
Indonesia’s legacy of rice politics makes the

task tougher. Rice — and rice production — was
the cornerstone of dictator Suharto’s ambitious
bid for food self-sufficiency. The program began
in the 70s and in a couple of decades had
weaned much of the population off corn, sweet
potatoes and other staples in favor of rice.

Before he was toppled in 1998, the iron-
fisted leader spent years telling citizens not only
what they could say, but also what they could
eat. With local governments pushing the mes-
sage, Suharto’s administration even sold rice

consumption as a ticket to higher social status.
“People were given this illusion that rice was
healthier, gave you a higher social status and
tasted better than other staple foods,” said
Anhar Gonggong, a historian at the Indonesian
Institute of Sciences.

“There was an authoritarian aspect to this rice
myth. Not in the sense that guns were pointed at

people to force them to eat rice, but it implanted
the myth deeply in the minds of many Indone-
sians. “Now we know the impact that rice has
had on our society.” The policy turned rice from
a food that many in the sprawling archipelago
rarely consumed into a staple that Indonesians
now gobble down at a rate almost three times the
global average of 53 kilograms annually.—AFP

Indonesians quitting their ‘rice 
addiction’ over diabetes fears

‘In my first week without rice I felt like I was being possessed by ghosts’

JAKARTA: This picture taken on November 13, 2019 shows an Indonesian rice seller waiting for customers. — AFP 

SYDNEY: China is engaged in the “systemic fal-
sification” of voluntary organ donation data, an
academic paper suggested Friday, calling into
question Beijing’s claim to have ended forced-
harvesting of organs from prisoners. In a study
published in the peer-reviewed journal BMC
Medical Ethics, three academics examined
China’s official national and provincial transplant
data and determined it was likely “man-made”
based on a “mathematical model”.

China began producing the voluntary dona-
tion data a decade ago to help prove it had
stopped the practice of harvesting organs from
prisoners — and was now only taking them from
willing donors. But the Australian National Uni-
versity’s Matthew Robertson, one of the paper’s
authors told AFP they studied official data from
2010-2016 and found that “there were numerous
signs that the data was made up”.

They found a formula “familiar to many high-
school students” that not only fitted yearly donor
tallies, but almost exactly predicted what the
tally would be in 2017 ahead of time. Robertson
said it was possible but “extraordinarily implau-
sible” that the quadratic formula — which fitted
the data with 99.7 percent accuracy — would
be accurate by “coincidence”. More likely, it
shows that the data was fabricated following a

formula. The analysis also revealed anomalies in
statistics provided by China’s state-controlled
Red Cross — including periods when the num-
ber of organs transplanted per donor was
around 20, a medical impossibility. The paper’s
findings are already prompting calls for some
medical cooperation with China to be frozen. “It
shows that it was premature to believe every-
thing that China said without any scrutiny,”
Wendy Rogers, a professor of clinical ethics at
Macquarie University in Sydney told AFP.

“I certainly think there should be a morato-
rium on any engagement with China on anything
to do with transplantation. That would include
participation in scientific meetings, publications
of papers and-so-forth.”  Rogers said she be-
lieved the data may have been falsified because
China wants to be recognised as a world leader
in transplant science, but cannot admit its expe-
rience came via “murdered prisoners of con-
science”.

In July, the London-based China Tribunal  —
an independent investigation into forced organ
harvesting - concluded that the practice had
been widespread in China for many years and
continued today. The tribunal said detained
members of the outlawed spiritual movement
Falun Gong were “probably the main source” of
organ supply in China. China has repeatedly de-
nied that claim, saying the organs had come from
prisoners who were executed but that practice
stopped in 2015.

Since pilot projects with voluntary donors
began in the early 2010s, Beijing has reported
tremendous success, with the number of volun-
tary deceased donors increasing from 34 in
2010, to 6,316 in 2018.—AFP 

China accused of 
‘falsifying’ organ 
donation data BURRELL CREEK: The death toll from dev-

astating bushfires in eastern Australia has risen
to four after a man’s body was discovered in a
scorched area of bushland, police said yester-
day. Three others have perished in bushfires in
New South Wales, the state worst affected by
a series of catastrophic fires that broke out
along the eastern seaboard late last week.

Residents found the body — believed to be
a 58-year-old man last seen on Friday — near
the New South Wales town of Kempsey, one
of several areas hit by the fires in recent days.
More than 100 blazes were burning on Thurs-
day but a respite from tough conditions has
seen the danger from many fires downgraded
and residents returning to sift through the re-
mains of their homes. Hundreds of houses
have already been damaged or destroyed and
more than one million hectares (2.5 million
acres) of land burnt in the blazes.

Challenging conditions were expected to
flare again in Queensland and New South
Wales at the weekend as the temperature
rises and winds pick up, and many blazes are
still proving difficult to contain. In Burrell
Creek, dozens of firefighters were preparing
to battle an out-of-control bushfire that has
so far engulfed 24,000 hectares from the
coastal town of Old Bar inland to Hillville in
northern New South Wales.

Native wildlife has also been badly hit by
the bushfires, with conservationists estimating
that hundreds of koalas have perished. As
many as 350 koalas died in a single nature re-
serve near Port Macquarie alone, raising fears
for the future of the creature in the area. Nick
Boyle, of Taronga Conservation Society, said
“our hearts are breaking” not only for the vic-
tims but also for the “defenceless wildlife”
that had been killed by the state’s “earliest
and worst” bushfire season.

“Pressures on the koala were already com-
pounding,” he said, citing habitat loss and
non-native predators. “And now this.” Bush-
fire-prone Australia is experiencing a horrific
start to its fire season, which scientists say is
being exacerbated by climate change. The
Bureau of Meteorology says human-caused
climate change is increasing the “frequency
and severity” of dangerous bushfire condi-
tions by raising temperatures, sapping mois-
ture from the environment and causing an
earlier and more extreme fire season.

The bushfires have created mounting
pressure on the conservative government to
curb fossil fuels and cut greenhouse gas
emissions. Australia’s leaders, ever-conscious
of the country’s economic reliance on mining
exports, have been steadfastly ignoring
those calls. — AFP 
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