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Italian doc fights to 
shed light on Med
migrant dead 

For Cristina Cattaneo, the thousands of migrants who
have died trying to reach Europe’s shores in recent
years deserve the same as any other disaster vic-

tims: a concerted effort to find out who they were and let
their families know the painful truth about their fate. “The
dead need to be identified - not for the dead, they are
lost, but for the living. People need to bury and identify
and grieve their dead,” Cattaneo, an Italian forensic
pathologist, told AFP in an interview.

Since 2013, the laboratory she heads at the University
of Milan has been waging a lonely fight to piece together a
life from the photos or love letters, school reports and bits
of clothing carried by migrants, who have drowned trying
to cross the Mediterranean to Europe. Many younger vic-
tims from Eritrea and Sub-Saharan Africa, in particular,
she said, also tuck away small pouches of soil from their
homelands - just like the leaves and flowers that Cattaneo
herself stashed away on summer trips back to Italy after
moving to Canada as a child. “I was putting them in my
pocket to remind me of the place I loved,” she said. “If
people could see what these adolescents had in their
pockets, they would understand that they are actually us.”

Europe’s ‘duty’ 
The catalyst for Cattaneo’s mission was a series of dead-

ly shipwrecks starting in 2013, including the capsizing of a
boat off the island of Lampedusa in October of that year
that killed more than 360 people, mostly Eritreans. Eighteen
months later, the “Barcone” vessel, carrying at least 800
people, foundered after it collided with a Portuguese cargo
ship that had raced to its rescue. Cattaneo was called in to
help on that disaster as part of an effort to create a
European database where DNA and other distinguishing
features could be catalogued, allowing relatives in other EU
countries or back home to find their dead.

Italy’s government later paid €9.5 million ($10.5 million)
to recover the sunken ship and transport it to the NATO
base at Melilli in Sicily in
June 2016. But so far her
team’s painstaking work
has secured funding only
from a handful of universi-
ties and religious founda-
tions as well as a banking
foundation which has
slowed progress. They
have obtained DNA sam-
ples from 528 victims of
the “Barcone” who have
since been buried, and a
collection of 20,000
bones, but names have
been established for only 40. “A lot of work still has to be
done, but it proves that they can be identified,” Cattaneo
told AFP. Since 2014, the International Organization for
Migration says on its website that more than 14,000
migrants have died in the Mediterranean, while the UN
refugee agency puts the number of dead and missing at
more than 18,500. Cattaneo is urging other European
nations and institutions to step up with the money and
expertise to bolster the identification effort. “Europe is the
only one who has the tools and the capacity to solve this
issue, and also the duty - it’s a question of human rights,”
she said. The chances of securing EU funding appear slim,
however, with member states at loggerheads over how to
share the burden of processing the new arrivals and helping
those who are allowed to stay build new lives.

‘Just the beginning’ 
For the families of loved ones lost in the Mediterranean

crossings, a death certificate can provide a sense of clo-
sure. But Cattaneo says the certificates can also be critical
for proving a death and obtaining financial assistance,
especially for widows. They can also help reunite the
orphans of victims with still living next of kin. Over 300
families have come forward hoping to learn if their rela-
tives were on the “Barcone”, often with the assistance of
international Red Cross offices across Africa. “They are
still coming, this is just the beginning,” she said. “When
we identified the first two people of the ‘Barcone’ at the
beginning of the year... it was a bit like giving back some-
thing that has been taken away from those families.”

Cattaneo recently published in Italy an account of her
work and also a call to action, titled “Naufraghi senza
volto” (The Faceless Drowned), and a French translation
came out this month. “We really would need govern-
ments to acknowledge the problem and then have cen-
tres and hotspots (in Europe and Africa) where relatives
who are looking for their dead can come and give the
information,” she said. “Even if this work is on someone
who is dead, we see that our work has done some good
and has a purpose.” —AFP

This picture taken on March 30, 2019 shows a worker manning a furnace during the nickel smelting process at Indonesian mining company PT Vale’s smelting plant in Soroako,
South Sulawesi. —AFP

Indonesia U-turn throws up investor red flag

Cristina Cattaneo

Indonesia’s surprise plan to roll out a
nickel-ore export ban two years early
could scare foreign investors away

from Southeast Asia’s biggest economy,
analysts say, as it cements a reputation for
policy flip-flops. Nickel prices soared this
week on supply concerns after Indonesia,
the world’s top producer, announced the
ban would start next year instead of 2022
in a bid to process more minerals at
home. Ending exports of bauxite, used to
make aluminium, and copper concen-
trates is still slated for 2022.

The sprawling archipelago has some
of the world’s most abundant natural
resources. But critics say it repeatedly
comes up with poorly thought-out and
nationalistic economic policies that make
it an uncertain place to invest. “This
decision casts huge doubt in people’s
minds about the reliability and consis-
tency of Indonesian government policy,”
said Bill Sullivan, a Jakarta-based lawyer
and mining expert. “It’s just a wonderful
example of something that plays to the
very worst fears of foreign investors...
Changing at the drop of a hat and with-
out warning,” he added.

The sped-up t imel ine  has  a lso
alarmed some Indonesian miners who
thought they had more time before
the ban came into effect. Indonesia
implemented an ore export ban in
2014 only to reverse course and relax
it in 2017, when the government said
companies would have five years to
prepare and start building homegrown
smelters - which extract base metals
from ore. “There have been so many
U-turns  i t  would make your  head
spin,” Sullivan said.

Indonesian officials said they want to
speed up construction of smelters to
churn out higher-value products, rather
than just shipping raw ore abroad -
including to top importer China which
uses nickel to make stainless steel. The
move is also key for plans to turn the
country into an electric-vehicle hub.
Nickel is used in lithium batteries that
power gas-free cars. “The government
wants to become a global player and
enter the lithium battery supply chain
given the raw materials Indonesia has,”
Luhut Pandjaitan, coordinating minister
overseeing mining, said this week.

‘Think twice’
Some foreign firms are investing in

nickel-battery processing plants in
Indonesia, including China’s Tsingshan
Holding Group, while construction is
underway on some two dozen domestic
smelters, according to the government.
“Accelerating the export ban is a good
thing,” said Marwan Batubara, executive
director of think tank Indonesian
Resources Studies. “We need to main-
tain our stocks for domestic needs. Many
factories and smelters won’t have
enough raw materials otherwise.”

But some foreign miners, including US-
based Newmont, have been turning away
from Indonesia in recent years, as it pushed
overseas firms to comply with new owner-
ship rules designed to give the country
more control of its plentiful resources. Last
year, Indonesia finalized a deal with US
mining giant Freeport-McMoRan to take a
51 percent stake in Grasberg, site of the
world’s biggest gold mine, after years of
bitter negotiations. Freeport continues to
operate the giant gold-and-copper facility
in easternmost Papua.

“This is not favorable for foreign

investment,” Sabrin Chowdhury, a senior
commodities analyst at Fitch Solutions in
Singapore, said of the latest move,
adding that previous government poli-
cies had forced “a lot of foreign miners
leave”. Switching to higher-value mining
exports could help plug a gap in
Indonesia’s trade balance, as it courts
automakers to invest in electric-vehicle
facilities, including Toyota and Korea’s
Hyundai. The very immediate implication
is that nickel prices are soaring and this
benefits local miners,” Chowdhury said.

“Indonesia is the world’s largest pro-
ducer of nickel ore which is used exten-
sively in EV batteries so it makes sense
to invest in the country if you are an
electric-vehicle maker. But considering
how uncertain Indonesian politics is, if I
were an investor I’d think twice.” While
the ban may help boost the economy as
president Joko Widodo kicks off a sec-
ond term, it also threatens to scare away
firms in capital-intensive industries that
may be eyeing investments in Indonesia,
Sullivan said. “The irony is that is pre-
cisely the kind of industry that Indonesia
is trying to attract.”  —AFP
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Can DRC leaders 
keep their pledge 
of free school? 

While youngsters began a new primary school
year in DR Congo this week, many parents
were left to wonder whether authorities will

keep a costly vow to make tuition free. President Felix
Tshisekedi, who took office in the Democratic Republic
of Congo in January, pledged to allocate $2.6 billion to
primary education, or 40 percent of the vast country’s
annual budget. His promise concerns more than 50,000
state primary schools and will affect millions of children
so far deprived of education because their families can-
not afford the fees. The sums paid by parents include
not only the costs of admission and facilities, but also
teachers’ wages.

Can the government cover these costs? “I don’t
know.” Though he cut the symbolic ribbon to inaugu-
rate a new primary school in central Kinshasa on
Monday, Tshisekedi acknowledged that he could not
say that his pledge had been carried out across sub-
Saharan Africa’s biggest nation. “This will be a measure
that will be truly definitive and universal in a few
months,” the president later told AFP on the sidelines of
talks with UN Secretary General Antonio Guterres.

‘We will do it’ 
“We took things as they came. We had no government,

no budget. This will be done. It’s my primordial goal,”
added Tshisekedi, who in August named a coalition gov-
ernment including allies of his predecessor Joseph Kabila.
“The Congo is capable of raising such a sum. And we will
do it.” The stakes are high when half of the 80 million
Congolese are aged under 20, but the World Bank has
justified some optimism on growth and finance. 

“With 80 million hectares (200 million acres) of
arable land and over 1,100 listed minerals and precious
metals, the DRC has the potential to become one of the
richest economies on the continent and a driver of
African growth - if it can overcome its political instabil-
ity and improve governance,” the bank wrote in an
overview updated in April 2019.

But the former Belgian colony has been plagued by
the most deadly conflicts in Africa since the 1990s,
while ongoing violence divides communities and con-
tributes to an unstable climate where corruption can
flourish, notably in the mining business. In 2018, gov-
ernment debt accounted for 14.47 percent of a gross
domestic product of $72.2 billion, according to an esti-
mate by the International Monetary Fund, while annual
GDP per capita was put at $814. Some 73 percent of
the population live in extreme poverty, the World Bank
said, the second worst rate south of the Sahara. In
Kinshasa, the capital city of approximately 10 million
people, two state schools visited by AFP appeared to
have turned free education into a reality.

A boost for meritocracy 
“Dear parents, learning is free,” a poster

announced at the entrance to the 1 Ngaba primary
school in a working-class district. “Last year, the par-
ents paid 104,000 Congolese francs ($63) three
times,” the headmaster said, adding that with free
schooling attendance has doubled. “A down payment
of 20,000 Congolese francs I had to pay has been
returned to me,” said Isabel Kyese, a seamstress who
came with three children, delighted at the refund.
“This was an enormous burden because of our feeble
income,” she added.

“The pupils aren’t going to pay anything,” said Jean-
Claude Katemboue, head of the EPA 2 school in
Gombe, a wealthier residential district. “I paid nothing
and we weren’t asked,” mother Mami Minga said, her
children, aged six and 10, in tow. A father in Banalia
near the northeastern city of Kisangani was cautious.
“I’m going to find out if free education is for real before
sending my kids to school,” he said.

The primary education ministry has announced that
classes will be free in the schools where budgets have
been drawn up, totalling 30,773 out of 51,574, accord-
ing to official figures. Headmaster Kitemboue was grat-
ified at the prospect of being paid by the state rather
than parents. “It will raise standard of education and
give worth to the teacher.” “When parents support
teachers, it can happen that we favour the children of
those who pay well,” said a technology teacher, Ados
Nsimba. “Meritocracy is going to take charge.” —AFP

Tajikistan
Independence Day 

In the history of each nation, great and important
events take place that determine the future and the
path of development for many years. State independ-

ence is one of the greatest historical events in the history
of the Tajik people.

In honor of the 28th anniversary of this historic event,
the President of the Republic of Tajikistan congratulated
the people of Tajikistan and compatriots living abroad
and wished every citizen of Tajikistan good health, pros-
perity, happiness and success. Independence has allowed
the Tajik people, who have experienced much in their
history, to take the reins of state rule into their own
hands and open a broad pillar road to a peaceful, happy
life and the creation of a democratic, legal, secular state.

Sovereignty gave a new spirit to the noble and hard-
working people of Tajikistan and increased the level of

self-awareness, patriotism and national pride of the
country. During independence, the Republic of Tajikistan
overcame a crucial stage in achieving national peace and
unity and took firm steps towards the implementation of
great creative plans that have a direct connection with
the fate of present and future generations.

The fateful document - the Constitution, adopted
through a popular referendum and laying the foundations
for building a modern democratic, legal, secular and social
state of Tajikistan, is also the fruit of state independence.

For 28 years, the Republic of Tajikistan has been giv-
ing priority to the formation of a national worldview, to
educating the younger generation in the spirit of patriot-
ism, self-knowledge, and today we are confident that
love for Tajikistan played a positive role in their hearts.

Now the people of Tajikistan can proudly declare that
the achievements of state independence are unique.
National independence as a unifying factor of the people
of Tajikistan has historically made it possible to lay the
foundations for the formation of civil society in the coun-
try on the basis of universally recognized values.

Choosing the right path for further progress allowed

Tajikistan to consistently develop its relations with the
international community and take its rightful place
among the civilized countries of the world. Today,
Tajikistan maintains diplomatic relations with more than
170 countries, strengthens and consistently develops
friendly and mutually beneficial relations with them.

Tajikistan, as a full member of the international com-
munity and dozens of international and regional organi-
zations, makes a significant contribution to solving
pressing problems and issues. In a short time, four global
water initiatives in Tajikistan were adopted at the United
Nations level, which testifies to the country’s high inter-
national authority and recognition of its role in promot-
ing global water issues. In addition to the three strate-
gic goals of ensuring sustainable economic growth in
the country, the Government announced the fourth
national goal of rapid industrialization of the country.
Tajikistan will make every possible effort to strengthen
the foundations of its new statehood, peace, stability
and national unity and will take even greater steps to
achieve success and strengthen the country’s image in
the international arena. —Embassy of Tajikistan


