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Climate anxiety churns 
up psychological storm

In the melting Arctic, communities are racing to
maintain their way of life. In the rising Pacific, resi-
dents are sounding alarm bells. And in Rhode

Island, Kate Schapira and her husband are not having a
baby. Fears about climate change are prompting
worldwide action, but one knock-on effect in the
United States is mounting anxiety about everything
from plastics to class-based environmental disparities.
Schapira, a 40-year-old senior lecturer in the English
department at Brown University, is addressing that
unease in a number of ways.

The decision not to have children was not just about
concern for their future wellbeing amid environmental
degradation, she explained, but also about not wanting
“my sense of responsibility to the world to shrink
down to the size of one person”. Schapira also says she
has likely taken her last flight. She said she was trou-
bled that people were treating her climate fears “like a
personal, individual problem,” she said, and she wanted
to “see if that was actually the case.”

So in 2014, Schapira started setting up a “climate
anxiety” booth in public spaces, such as farmers’ mar-
kets. It’s a bit like Lucy’s psychiatry stall from the
beloved comic “Peanuts”. “Climate anxiety counseling,
5 cents. The doctor is in,” the booth’s sign reads, wel-
coming passersby in Providence to talk about their
fears. As it turns out, Schapira was far from alone. 

Widespread worry 
About six in 10 Americans say they are at least

“somewhat worried” about global warming and 23 per-
cent say they are “very worried,” according to a sur-
vey conducted by Yale and George Mason universities
in March and April. Anthony Leiserowitz, director of
the Yale Program on Climate Change Communication,
said Americans can be broken into six categories
based on their reaction to climate change, ranging
from alarmed to dismissive.

“The common wisdom is that only upper-middle-
class, white, well-educated, latte-sipping liberals care
about climate change. Turns out that’s not true,”
Leiserowitz said. None of the six groups is majorly
driven by one demographic, he said, with the exception
of the “dismissives” - where “well-educated conserva-
tive white men” reign. They are “dramatically different
in terms of how they perceive the risk than everybody
else” he said, thanks in large part to “a worldview that
we call individualism” - particularly pronounced in that
group. Of course, that same demographic also happens
to control the White House, half of Congress and many
of the nation’s richest companies, such as in the fossil
fuel industry. As the world’s top experts head to Spain
for the UN summit on climate change opening
Monday, Americans must deal with the idea that
President Donald Trump withdrew the US from the
Paris climate accord.

‘Everyone’ has climate anxiety 
For Lise Van Susteren, a Washington-based psychi-

atrist who has been studying the mental health impacts
of climate change for 15 years, refusal to recognize the
potential hazards is common for “people who are try-
ing to deny that they too are vulnerable”. “I actually
have no hesitation in saying that on some level, I
believe that everyone now has some climate anxiety,”
Van Susteren said.

Psychological responses to climate change such as
“conflict avoidance, fatalism, fear, helplessness and
resignation are growing,” according to a 2017 report
by the American Psychological Association and
ecoAmerica. And they coincide with an array of physi-
cal health impacts, such as asthma and allergies. At a
happy hour for environmentalists in Washington, Alicia
Cannon - who works in environmental policy lobbying
- was asked whether she was experiencing any climate
anxiety. Her response: “Oh God, yes.”

“I think a lot of people that work in climate feel
some kind of climate anxiety because it’s such a large-
scale issue and it’s overwhelming and you feel that it’s
overwhelming because of helplessness,” the 23-year-
old said. According to Van Susteren, such feelings can
lead people to question whether their individual
actions are meaningful in light of the vast nature of the
problem. “What we do individually is counted collec-
tively,” she said, indicating that one person’s behaviors
can help establish consequential social norms.

Debbie Chang, 43, who organized a group counsel-
ing session on dealing with climate anxiety on the
National Mall in Washington in May, has also decided
not to have kids and tries to follow a zero-waste poli-
cy. She keeps chopsticks in her purse to avoid single-
use plastic utensils, carries a handkerchief to substi-
tute for paper napkins, and brings a steel container
with her to restaurants for any leftovers she might
want. Chang said until not that long ago, it was diffi-
cult to find information on “climate anxiety, climate
grief, climate despair, climate counseling.” Now
“there’s more... people are starting to realize it’s a
thing,” she added. — AFP 

Elvira Kovtun made her first cheese in a pot in her
kitchen four years ago. Kovtun, a housewife and
mostly self-taught cheesemaker, became so good

that she and her husband decided to turn her passion into
a business. Last month, the high-school sweethearts and
parents of three became the first Russians to win a gold
prize at the World Cheese Awards, with their “Peshernyi”
hard cheese taking the honor at the industry’s equivalent
of the Oscars. “I didn’t think this was possible,” Elvira’s
husband, Vyacheslav Kovtun, told AFP at their small
creamery in the industrial town of Korolyov, outside
Moscow. “Now I believe in everything.”

The family’s success shows how far Russia’s cheese-
making industry has come since President Vladimir Putin
banned Western food imports in 2014 in a tit-for-tat meas-
ure over the Ukraine crisis. Many Russians had developed
a taste for French and Italian cheeses prior to sanctions,
and Moscow seized the opportunity to put in place an
“import substitution” strategy. This supported local entre-
preneurs trying to set up businesses to replace imported
goods. The results were often mixed, however, with many
customers complaining of the higher price and often infe-
rior quality of the Russian-made products. 

But dairy farming and cheese-making have become a
bright spot. According to Russia’s National Association of
Milk Producers, production of cheese and cheese prod-
ucts grew by a third to 670,000 tons a year between 2013
and 2018. Last week Putin confessed he was “somewhat
worried” when the first punitive measures were intro-
duced, but the events of the past few years proved that the
sanctions had worked to “our economy’s advantage”.

‘Ground-breaking’ 
Hundreds of artisanal creameries have cropped up

across the country and some, like the Kovtuns, are winning
top marks from international critics. Elvira and Vyacheslav,
who are both 40 and opened their Korolyov creamery in
2018, had not expected success to come so quickly. When
Elvira called her husband to break the news of the award
last month, she was sobbing, Vyacheslav said. “I got
scared. I thought something terrible had happened,” he
said with a smile.

Their creamery’s website crashed from interest after
the awards were announced and the winning cheese sold
out until April. More than 3,800 cheeses from 42 countries
were in competition at this year’s World Cheese Awards in
Bergamo, Italy, where products are awarded supergold,
gold, silver or bronze prizes. At last year’s competition no
Russian entries were recognized but this year the Kovtuns’
“Cheese & Beer” creamery and three other Russian
cheesemakers won a total of nine awards.

John Farrand, the managing director of the Guild of Fine
Food which organizes the competition, said the Kovtuns
had put Russia on the international cheese map. “Our gold
winners are some of the best in the world and only a small
percentage of entries do this well,” Farrand said, praising
their Peshernyi cheese for “delivering a true sense of ter-
roir”. He said Russia’s lack of the cheese-making heritage
of France or Italy could in some ways be an advantage.
“Free from the pressures of tradition, the country’s artisans
can innovate and produce something ground-breaking and
unique,” Farrand said in written comments to AFP. Elvira
said she spent several years perfecting Peshernyi and the
recipe is a closely guarded secret.

‘Cheese fever’ 
With its nutty and fruity hints, Peshernyi matures for

seven months in a cellar and sells for 1,800 rubles ($28) a

kilo. “I can’t last a day without cheese,” Elvira said, placing
curd grains in molds with the help of an assistant. “These
are all my babies. I love them.”  The Kovtuns now make 20
soft and hard varieties including camembert and truffle
brie, employing a handful of staff. They produce cheeses
five days a week but demand far outstrips supply.

Yevgeny Barabanshchikov, a chef and connoisseur of
European cheeses who traditionally shunned Russian-
made dairy products, went to meet the Kovtuns as soon as
he learned of their success in Bergamo. “My interest is
professional,” said Barabanshchikov, executive chef at
Integrita, a top supplier of high-quality imported food. “I
was very pleased for them because I know the cheese-
making technology,” he told AFP, stressing that hard
cheeses require a lot of investment, expertise and good-
quality milk.

One of the people who has most championed the
Kovtuns is their competitor Oleg Sirota, arguably Russia’s
best-known cheesemaker. “The more good creameries we
have, the more people will trust us,” said the 31-year-old
head of the Union of Russian Cheesemakers. He himself
took his first gold at a regional competition in France in
October. Sirota recalled how Vyacheslav, who owned a
construction firm at the time, ambushed him at a gas sta-
tion outside Moscow in 2016, saying he wanted to learn
the business of cheese-making and was ready to sell his
company. “I was stunned,” Sirota said. They now help each
other, plan to expand their operations and praise Putin for
creating what Sirota calls Russia’s “cheese fever”.
Vyacheslav said Russia’s modern cheesemakers are con-
tinuing a long tradition. “We are not inventing anything
new,” he said. “We made a lot of cheese a hundred years
ago and exported it to Europe and the Baltics. We are now
reviving our forefathers’ recipes.” — AFP 

5 years after ban, Russian cheeses get top marks 

NATO brain dead? 
Macron’s disruptive 
style rattles Europe 
NATO is brain dead, it’s time for a rapprochement with
Russia and there can be no more EU enlargement for
now: President Emmanuel Macron’s abrasive foreign pol-
icy style has caused consternation in Europe and risks
backfiring, analysts say. Since his election in 2017,
Macron has sought to find a major role on the interna-
tional stage and implement his vision for a closely inte-
grated Europe with a powerful France at its heart.

But some of his ideas have found little support from
big EU powers - notably Germany - while the style of
their delivery has left even the closest allies gnashing
their teeth. The tensions are set to be starkly underlined
in the coming days as Macron hosts NATO chief Jens
Stoltenberg for talks on Thursday and then attends a
summit of the alliance in Britain next week. 

“This is the Macron method,” said Tara Varma, head
policy fellow at the European Council on Foreign
Relations in Paris. “Instead of waiting for his partners,
Macron is imposing his tempo and proposing new initia-
tives almost every week,” she said, adding that at the
very least he had “achieved his goal of stimulating and
leading a debate on these issues”.

‘Speak first, think later’ 
Macron’s style and method were exemplified by a

remarkable interview with the Economist published on
Nov 7 where he stated that:

● NATO is undergoing “brain death” due to there
being “no coordination whatsoever of strategic decision-
making between the United States and its NATO allies”.

● Europe must “reconsider our position with Russia”
under President Vladimir Putin “if we want to build
peace”.

● The EU will “disappear” if it cannot think of itself as
a world power amid the increasing risk of a bipolar world
led by a “G2” of China and the US.

● Macron defended blocking EU membership talks
with North Macedonia and Albania and described
Bosnia-Herzegovina as a “time-bomb” due to the large
number of returning jihadists.

“It was profoundly discourteous. This is enough to
assure immediate enmity,” commented Francois
Heisbourg, a special advisor at the Foundation for
Strategic Research. He added: “I understand where
Macron is coming from but I am not sure he knows very
well where he is going,” comparing him to a breakaway
rider in the legendary Tour de France cycle race. Some
analysts are also scathing about the substance of his
arguments, with Jonathan Eyal, associate director at the
Royal United Services Institute for Defence and Security
Studies, saying he had “developed a disconcerting ten-
dency to speak first, and only think later.”

One of Macron’s most cherished ideas is serious

European defense cooperation, with The Economist
interview appearing to indicate he believes this could
even one day replace NATO. “Trying to exploit one to
improve the other is wrong and doomed to fail. Macron’s
statements about NATO will not help improve European
defense cooperation,” Jorge Benitez, non-resident senior
fellow at the Atlantic Council, told AFP. “They have
instead weakened NATO further and emboldened Putin.” 

‘Electric shock worked’ 
French officials acknowledge that the interview and

comments on NATO - which German Chancellor Angela
Merkel described as “drastic” - sent shock waves around
European capitals. But they argue that such tactics are
required at a time when change is needed with states
looking to France for leadership as Britain prepares to
leave the EU and Merkel plans to relinquish power.

“What aroused reactions in Europe is the method and
the form,” said a French diplomatic source. “But the elec-
tric shock worked” by forcing a debate on the strategy of
NATO and reinforcing European defence, the source
added. Some German officials have also suggested that
Berlin needs to assume more of a leadership role, even as
a weakened Merkel battles declining popularity at home
and accusations of being a lame duck as she prepares to
leave office in 2021.

“Rather than being repairers, we could be the
providers of Franco-German ideas,” said the head of the
foreign affairs committee of the German Bundestag,
Norbert Roettgen. — AFP 

Migrant hub goes 
from boom to bust 
as measures bite 

Demand for plastic jerry cans has nosedived in the
Niger town of Agadez, and Issa Abdou is unhappy.
“The market is dead,” he said. “There are no more

migrants passing through.” Once a fabled stop on medieval
trading routes across the Sahara, Agadez blossomed half a
dozen years ago into a modern-day hub for caravans of a
different type - convoys of Africans desperate to reach
Europe. Their demand bred a huge industry, from smug-
glers and drivers to accommodation, food and blankets -
and Abdou’s jerry cans, essential for water and fuel.

The lucrative business continued despite measures in
2015 that made migrant trafficking a crime punishable by
30 years in prison. But activity has slumped since the start
of the year. Under an EU-backed plan, patrols have been
beefed up across the desert to dissuade migrants, and
smugglers are being offered financial incentives to give up
their trade. Today, the estimated number of migrants pass-
ing through Niger has fallen from 100,000-150,000 a
year pre-2016 to 5,000-10,000.

On a visit to Niamey in February, Italian Prime Minister
Giuseppe Conte said the tally of illegal migrants turning up on
his country’s shores had dropped by 80 percent. In Agadez,
the courtyards of buildings where migrants used to hole up
awaiting their departure have emptied out. The strategy may
have helped dam the flow of illegal migration to Europe, but
its impact on the local economy has been severe.

‘Totally busted’ 
Migrants are hardly known for their wealth. Even so, an

individual can expect to shell out 200,000-250,000 CFA
francs ($335-$420) to pay for a week’s housing and food
and the transport to Libya, said Bachir Amma, who heads
an association of former migrant smugglers. “It’s disastrous
here in Agadez. From the sellers of jerry cans to small
restaurants, from the middle men to the smugglers... the
whole migratory chain is broken and people have nothing,”
said Nigerian journalist Ibrahim Manzo Diallo.

“Everyone is afraid. If you’re caught with a migrant,
you’re screwed,” said Idrissa Salifou, a former smuggler.
“You’re sent straight to (the capital) Niamey. We’re totally
busted,” he said. “At one time, I could personally oversee
the departure of 13 small vehicles, each carrying from 10
to 31 people, and I’d pick up more than three million CFA
francs.” In those halcyon times, every Monday a convoy of
between 300 and 400 smaller vehicles and 70 to 115 large
trucks would roll out of Agadez. Its destination was Libya’s
Mediterranean coast, where rubber dinghies and flimsy
vessels awaited for the perilous crossing to Europe. These
weekly convoys carried “as many as 12,000 people”,
Salifou said. As for small businesses, Abdou recalled selling
as many as 100 jerry cans a day, charging 4,000 CFA
francs apiece.

‘More dangerous routes’ 
Grim-faced under a blue turban, fellow trader

Mohamed Moussa also sells items for the migrants’ sur-
vival kit. “In two months I’ve sold fewer than a dozen blan-
kets and mats,” he complained. The days of buses packed
with migrants rolling in from Niamey are just a memory, as
are the queues of people outside banks, waiting to pick up
money wired by their families. According to a security
source, “reckless migrants” are taking “new, more danger-

ous routes” to enter Libya, even though the North African
country has gained a hellish reputation since Muammar
Gaddafi fell in 2011.

The International Organization for Migration (OIM)
reports that it has helped more than 40,000 migrants to
return to their homelands voluntarily since Niger’s 2015
law. The carrot-and-stick approach under the new plan
includes an offer of 1.5 million CFA francs to help “former
suppliers” convert to other income sources. In Abdou’s
case, that might be farming, while Salifou is considering
going into the restaurant sector. “But so far only 521 of a
total 6,565 people have received” the aid, said Amma.
Salifou urged the government in Niamey and the EU “to
honor their commitment”. Otherwise, he warned, “patience
has its limits”. — AFP 

“Cheese & Beer” creamery co-owner Elvira Kovtun (right) and her assistant Liza produce cheeses at their creamery in the industrial town of Korolyov on Nov 7, 2019. — AFP 

In this file photo taken on March 31, 2017, West African people
coming back to Niger after fleeing Libya due to armed groups,
arrive on a pickup in Agadez following their failed attempt to
reach Europe by crossing the Mediterranean. — AFP 


