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Brazil’s Amazon 
basin fires 
keep surging
SAO PAULO: The number of fires in Brazil’s
Amazon basin is still on the rise, even though the
government has banned burning, officials said
Saturday. In the first 48 hours since the ban was
issued, satellite data from the National Space
Research Institute (INPE) showed 3,859 new out-
breaks of fire, of which some 2,000 were concen-
trated in the Amazon region. From January to the
end of August, 51.9 percent of Brazil’s recorded
88,816 fires were in the rainforest, according to the
INPE, a number experts call a dramatic, direct con-
sequence of farmers’ widespread deforestation.

Brazil’s Amazon region is in its dry season, but
experts note that 2019 has been wetter than previ-
ous years-they also stress that there are no natural
fires in the Amazon. The no-burn decree may have
been too little too late, and more of a political than
practical gesture, some analysts say. Deforestation
has surged this year as agencies tasked with moni-
toring illegal activities were weakened by right-
wing President Jair Bolsonaro.

Often called the Trump of the Tropics,
Bolsonaro has questioned climate change, and
argues farmers sometimes need the land for their
livelihood. Since the weekend thousands of troops,
firefighters, and aircraft have been deployed, and
the defense ministry says the fires are under con-
trol. Bolsonaro claimed in a live Facebook broad-
cast Thursday “this year’s fires are below the aver-
age of recent years.” —AFP

LONDON: EU negotiator Michel Barnier said in an
interview published yesterday the bloc will not
change the divorce deal agreed with Britain as MPs
prepare for a showdown week over Brexit. Barnier
insisted the agreement’s most contentious element,
a  so-cal led backstop mechanism to keep the
Northern Irish border open in all post-Brexit cir-
cumstances, must remain in place. “The backstop is
the maximum amount of flexibility that the EU can
offer,” Barnier wrote in the Sunday Telegraph news-
paper, following what he called “intense discus-
sions” among member states.

He added he was “not optimistic” of avoiding
Britain crashing out of the European Union without
an agreement on October 31. The stance is an appar-
ent setback for British Prime Minister Boris Johnson,
who since taking power in July has called for the
backstop to be scrapped. Johnson has insisted the
country must depart the bloc with or without a deal
on the latest delayed deadline in order to honor the
2016 referendum which saw 52 percent of Britons
vote to leave.

His bid to reopen the agreement struck with
Brussels by predecessor Theresa May was encour-
aged by recent meetings with German Chancellor
Angela Merkel and French President Emmanuel
Macron. The British premier said in a Sunday Times
interview he saw “some very interesting signs of
progress in our conversations”. However he conced-
ed: “There’s a good chance we’ll get a deal and
there’s a good chance that we won’t.”

Extension legislation 
Johnson stoked intense controversy and protests

Saturday across Britain after announcing Wednesday
he had instructed Queen Elizabeth II to suspend par-
liament in the final weeks before Brexit. The move
was widely seen as a bid to limit the time his oppo-

nents will have to thwart a no-deal departure from
the EU. Thousands took to the streets of towns and
cities across the country to decry the move to close
parl iament-known as proroguing-from mid-
September until October 14. 

Organizers using the slogan #StopTheCoup
claimed as many as 100,000 people turned out in
London. MPs from across the political spectrum have
vowed to introduce legislation blocking a no-deal exit
as soon as they return to parliament from a six-week
summer recess on Tuesday. “We have simply got to
stop us leaving without a deal,” Keir Starmer, Brexit
spokesman for the main opposition Labor Party, told
the BBC yesterday. He added the proposed law would
“require an extension” to Britain’s departure date.

National interest
In response, Johnson’s government is reportedly

considering advising the Queen not to give royal
assent to any bill passed by the rebels, an unprece-
dented step in modern times. Arch-Brexiteer minister
Michael Gove fuelled speculation about such a ploy
when he was asked yesterday if the government
would accept such a law. “We will see what the legis-
lation says when it is put forward,” he told the BBC.

Johnson may also sanction potentially more than a
dozen Conservative lawmakers poised to vote against
the government this week by throwing them out of
the parliamentary party, according to reports. But
leading Tory rebel David Gauke, a senior minister
until recently under May, insisted Sunday that “the
national interest has to come first”. Gauke confirmed
to Sky News he would meet Johnson on Monday “to
hear from him as to what is his plan to deliver a deal”.

Court battles 
Johnson’s decision to suspend parliament also

sparked several legal challenges that will be heard

this week. A Scottish judge is expected to consider a
legal review against the suspension on Tuesday.

A London court will hear another bid to block the
move, supported by former Conservative prime min-
ister and staunch Brexit opponent John Major.
Meanwhile, the government continues to prepare for
a possible no-deal Brexit.

Gove, charged with preparing for the scenario,
said yesterday that some food prices would likely
increase, while others would go down. Gove also
insisted that EU citizens’ freedom of movement would
end on October 31, despite a Sunday Times report
that the plan had been postponed on the advice of
lawyers.—AFP

MPs vow to introduce legislation blocking no-deal exit

EU’s Barnier digs in over divorce deal 
as MPs’ Brexit showdown looms

LONDON: Demonstrators hold up placards in the sunshine at a protest against the move to suspend par-
liament in the final weeks before Brexit outside Downing Street in London.—AFP

Madagascar’s
‘angel makers’
flourish in ban
on abortion
ANTANANARIVO: Volatiana keeps her
secret behind a flimsy wooden gate,
tucked along a red brick wall at the back
of her vegetable garden in Madagascar’s
Antananarivo. “There are around eight
fetuses buried here,” said the Malagasy
mother of six, standing on a narrow
patch of land hidden behind a corrugat-
ed metal sheet. With them lies a baby
delivered prematurely at seven months,
she added.  “He was wailing when I put
him in a plastic bag.”

Volatiana, who did not wish to use her
real name, had carried them all. When
they were removed from her body, she
felt only relief. “I felt a sense of release,”
she said. “Having another baby would be
hell.”  Abortion is illegal on the island
state of Madagascar, a majority-
Christian country that Pope Francis is set
to visit next week as part of his second
trip to sub-Saharan Africa.  Termination
here is punishable by 10 years in prison,
and banned even when pregnancy
results from rape.

Prosecution remains rare. But an
attempt to decriminalize abortion was
pushed back by parliament in 2017.
With mouths to feed, no running water
and an alcoholic husband, Volatiana, 44,
says she has “had enough”.  When she
gets pregnant, abortion is her only way
out. And she is not alone.  One in four
women in Madagascar have terminated

their pregnancies, according to pro-
abortion group Nifin’akanga.

These women, who come from all
social backgrounds, abort between two
and eight times over the course of their
lives, said Nifin’akanga co-founder
Mbolatiana Raveloarimisa. The associa-
tion takes its name from a powerful blue-
flowered herb that is often used in back-
street abortions.

Angel makers
Volatiana knows several abortionists-

”angel makers”, as they are known. Dety,
an illegal abortionist whose name has
been changed for this article, infuses
avocado leaves for her clients to drink.
She then enters them with a tube or a
ball of nifin’akanga and massages their
abdomen to provoke contractions. The
procedure takes up to three days and
can be excruciating. Another abortionist
is a retired midwife, Lucie, whose
method is faster and less painful.

She delivers her services at home,
over a blood-stained tarpaulin amid the
pungent smell of urine.  She gives anti-
spasmodic medication and then pulls
out the foetus using a speculum and pli-
ers. Dety charges 10,000 ariary
($2.7/2.5 euros), while Lucie asks for
200,000 ($55.4/50 euros). With a mea-
ger monthly income of just 140,000 ari-
ary — 60,000 lower than the minimum
wage-Volatiana can only afford the
services of Dety, but calls on Lucie if
she suffers complications. “I wait for
Friday to abort so that I don’t miss any
days of work,” said Volatiana, who
works as a maid.

“Over the weekend I continue drink-
ing the infusions and massaging my
stomach,” she said, wincing at the mem-
ories. “When I’m about to abort I ask the

children to play outside.” Surrounded by
squalor, she thanks God for being alive.
“Once I aborted twins. I almost died.”

Hypocrisy
Abortions and miscarriages kill an

average of three women per day in
Madagascar, according to Lalaina
Razafinirinasoa, country director for the
British-based family planning NGO,
Marie Stopes International. Each year
the charity provides post-abortion care
to 200,000 women. Many suffer bleed-
ing and infections after inserting them-
selves with banana peels, nifin’akanga,
clothes hangers, bleach and ash. They
are treated in public hospitals. 

“The biggest risk is organ perforation,”
said Anderson Randriambelomanana,
head of the maternity ward at

Antananarivo’s Andohatapenaka hospital.
“Our duty is to cure rather than casti-
gate.” Raveloarimisa says treatment as
opposed to prevention is simply
“hypocrisy”. “Why not take charge of
women before all these complications
arise, rather than sending them to a
slaughterhouse?” 

The country of 26 million has a fer-
tility rate of more than four children
per woman. It has one of the highest
rates of demographic growth in the
world, of 2.7 percent. Volatiana could
use contraception, but family planning
is almost non-existent in Madagascar.
Getting an appointment would cost her
half a day’s work. “The barriers are
financial, cultural and linked to the
availability of contraceptives,” said
Razafinirinasoa. —AFP

Germany asks 
Polish forgiveness 
80 years after 
WWII outbreak
WIELUN, Poland: German President
Frank-Walter Steinmeier yesterday asked
Poland’s forgiveness for history’s bloodi-
est conflict during a ceremony in the
Polish city of Wielun, where the first
World War II bombs fell 80 years ago. “I
bow before the victims of the attack on
Wielun. I bow before the Polish victims of
German tyranny. And I ask your forgive-
ness,” Steinmeier said in both German
and Polish. Poland suffered some of the
worst horrors of World War II: nearly six
million Poles died in the conflict that
killed more than 50 million people overall. 

That figure includes the six million
Jews who died in the Holocaust, half of
them Polish. “It was Germans who com-
mitted these crimes against humanity in
Poland. Anyone calling them things of the
past, or claiming that the vile rule of ter-
ror of the National Socialists in Europe
was a mere footnote of German history,
is passing judgment on him or herself,”
Steinmeier added in the presence of his

Polish counterpart.
The line appeared to be a clear refer-

ence to the German far-right, whose co-
leader Alexander Gauland once called the
12-year Third Reich a “speck of bird
poop” on an otherwise glorious German
past. “As Germany’s Federal President, let
me assure you that we will not forget,”
Steinmeier said. “We want to, and we will,
remember. And we will bear the responsi-
bility that our history imposes upon us.” 

Polish President Andrzej Duda for his
part denounced Nazi Germany’s attack
on Poland, calling it “an act of barbarity”
and “a war crime.” “I am convinced that
this ceremony will go down in the history
of Polish-German friendship,” he added,
thanking Steinmeier for his presence.

Working for tolerance
The heads of state will later tour the

Wielun museum and meet with local sur-
vivors of the September 1, 1939 bombing.
“I  saw dead bodies, the wounded. . .
Smoke, noise, explosions. Everything was
burning,” Wielun bombing survivor
Tadeusz Sierandt, 88, told AFP ahead of
the anniversary. The carpet-bombing
came one week after Germany and the
Soviet Union secretly agreed to carve up
Eastern Europe between them by signing
the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact.

Pol ish Prime Minister Mateusz
Morawiecki and European Commission

Vice President Frans Timmermans
attended a separate dawn remembrance
Sunday in Westerplatte, where a Nazi
German batt leship opened f ire on a
Pol ish fort  on September 1 , 1939.
Timmermans spoke of  how “we
Europeans could honour the memory of
those who fell for our freedom here.” 

“We express it (gratitude) by... work-
ing for tolerance, working for mutual

respect, working to remove the feeding
ground of those who propose intoler-
ance. Who believe that hate is a good
engine for politics. Who believe that
confrontation between nations, between
different cultures, is a good thing,” he
said. Hitler’s attacks on Poland led Britain
and France to declare war on Nazi
Germany. On September 17, the Soviet
Union in turn invaded Poland. —AFP

WARSAW: German President Frank-Walter Steinmeier gives a speech during the
commemorative ceremonies marking 80 years since the outbreak of World War
II at Pilsudski Square in Warsaw, Poland. —AFP

ANTANANARIVO: Medical Tools belonging to a woman practicing illegal abortion
are displayed on a table in her living room in Antananarivo. —AFP

Far-right surge 
expected in east 
German state elections
BERLIN: Germany’s far-right AfD party is hoping for
strong gains yesterday in elections in two ex-communist
states, potentially shaking Chancellor Angela Merkel’s
fragile coalition government. The anti-immigration
Alternative for Germany party has polled strongly in
both Brandenburg and Saxony states, part of its eastern
electoral heartland.

Aside from railing against Islam and asylum- seekers,
the AfD has capitalized on resentment about a lingering
east-west wealth gap since the 1989 fall of the Berlin
Wall. “Let’s complete the Wende” (turnaround), it has
vowed, referring to the peaceful revolution that ended
the Soviet-allied one party state and brought national
reunification in 1990. The AfD has long co-opted the
former pro-democracy chant “We are the people” and
turned it against what it labels the “Merkel regime”.

Eastern Germany is home to several of the AfD’s
most extremist leaders, among them Bjoern Hoecke, who
has labelled Berlin’s Holocaust memorial a “monument of
shame”. His close ally, former paratrooper Andreas
Kalbitz, 46, who has had deep ties to right-wing
extremist groups, is the top candidate in Brandenburg.
Der Spiegel weekly has reported that in 2007 Kalbitz
joined known German neo-Nazis on a visit to Athens
that came to police attention because of a swastika flag
flown from a hotel balcony. Kalbitz confirmed to the
magazine that he joined the trip but insisted that the
event “was not conducive to arousing my further inter-
est or approval”. —AFP


