
Wednesday, February 12, 2020

10
A n a l y s i s

THE LEADING INDEPENDENT
DAILY IN THE ARABIAN GULF

ESTABLISHED 1961

Founder and Publisher 
YOUSUF S. AL-ALYAN

Editor-in-Chief
ABD AL-RAHMAN AL-ALYAN

EDITORIAL               : 24833199-24833358-24833432
ADVERTISING          : 24835616/7
FAX                            : 24835620/1
CIRCULATION          : 24833199 Extn. 163
ACCOUNTS              : 24833199 Extn. 125
COMMERCIAL          : 24835618

P.O.Box 1301 Safat,13014 Kuwait.
Email: info@kuwaittimes.com
Website: www.kuwaittimes.net

Established 1961 
The First Daily in The Arabian Gulf

All articles appearing on this page are the
personal opinion of the writers. Kuwait
Times takes no responsibility for views
expressed therein. 

In the traffic-choked megacity of Cairo, the historic
Heliopolis district has long stood out for its leafy
boulevards, but now construction crews are cutting

new highways through it and uprooting its century-old
trees. As Egypt announced yesterday its burgeoning pop-
ulation has passed the milestone of 100 million, President
Abdel Fattah Al-Sisi’s government is pushing on with
building a colossal new capital in the desert.

And at least six new highways leading there cut right
through Heliopolis, an upmarket district with tree-lined
streets laid out in the early 1900s in the style of a mini-
European metropolis. At least 390,000 sq m of green
space - or more than 50 football fields - have been razed
in the past four months, said activist group the Heliopolis
Heritage Initiative (HHI).

One local writer decried what she graphically described
as “the raping of a suburb ... with its guts spilling out” in a
column shared widely online. Since last August, the mili-
tary’s engineering arm has been building highways worth
about 7.5 billion pounds ($450 million) to link Cairo with
the pharaonic new capital that is under construction about
45 km to the east.

Known as the New Administrative Capital, it is set to
boast skyscrapers, a new presidential palace, dozens of
ministries and flats for tens of thousands of civil servants,
with the aim of easing Cairo’s chronic overcrowding and
air pollution.

‘Act of sabotage’ 
The first victim of the mega-project, however, is

Heliopolis, built in 1906 by Baron Edouard Empain, a
wealthy Belgian entrepreneur who settled in Cairo while
working on modernizing its nascent railways. He designed
the area with wide streets and elegant buildings that meld
various design motifs, as embodied in his impressive
palace, which is still standing. As one of Egypt’s most
expensive suburbs, Heliopolis also houses powerful institu-
tions including the presidential palace, the military acade-
my and several other armed forces facilities.

There are plenty of green spaces, a rarity in the city of
about 20 million. But now Triomphe Square and the lush
arterial avenues of al-Nozha and Abou Bakr al-Seddik,
marked by palm trees and ficus plants, have become sites
for about a dozen routes out of the suburb. Many resi-
dents have been vocal on social media about fatal traffic
accidents in recent weeks on new bridges that lack pedes-
trian crossings or clearly marked speed limits. 

Cairo University urban design professor Dalila Al-
Kerdany slammed the re-zoning of the capital’s green lung
as “an act of sabotage”. That view was shared by Choucri
Asmar, a resident and founding member of HHI, who
voiced regret that more cars would choke up the road,
instead of the old tramline. “We have been presented with
a fait accompli,” he told AFP, sitting in the courtyard of
Chantilly, a chic cafe and a venerable institution in the

area. Asmar said no local community consultations were
conducted during the planning stages, and that the urban
planning decision came “straight from the presidency”.
Kerdany also charged that the re-districting was launched
“illegally”, without approval from Egypt’s top heritage
body, the National Organization for Urban Harmony. AFP
contacted Cairo’s Governorate several times to ask for
comment without success.

‘Monstrous mega-city’  
“Heliopolis was founded for pedestrians, not for cars -

they were always meant to come second”, said Alia
Kassim, 33, an incensed resident who works in the media.
Kerdany said “the result is frightening... creating a mon-
strous and unmanageable” mega-city at the expense of
green spaces. Developments are also planned in other his-
toric neighborhoods with millions of residents, such Al-
Matariya and Nasr City. With many Heliopolis residents
going on with their daily lives and adjusting to the new
routes, HHI has remained active online, documenting the
district’s vanishing heritage. Asmar said the initiative will
keep up the protest because “if we keep quiet, everyone
will be quiet”. But given Egypt’s fast-growing and youthful
population, pressure for urban expansion is unlikely to
ease anytime soon. Kerdany predicted that, at the current
rate, greater Cairo will eventually extend all the way to
Suez, about 130 km from Heliopolis. — AFP 

Cairo green lung razed for roads to new capital 

In fire-hit rural 
Australia, climate 
debate burns deep

Returning from a morning feeding his sheep, Jeff
McCole, a 70-year-old farmer, paused to take in
the bittersweet scene - a few droplets of rain

falling onto the remains of his fire-ravaged home.
“Nothing like the sound of rain on a tin roof,” he said, as
he scanned the residue of a lifetime of memories scat-
tered before him. By the old front door was a charred
metal toy truck his grandchildren once raced down the
verandah. Under the remains of the tin roof, a collection
of books, his wife’s “pride and joy”, had been reduced to
layers of feathery ash. And out back, the skeleton of a
Valencia orange tree, planted by his mother 65 years ago,
was now laden with baubles of charcoaled fruit.

Seasonal bushfires have struck Australia in a way like
never before, making for months of monster blazes and
toxic haze, and fuelling a polarizing debate over climate
change. But in Buchan, a conservative-voting farming
town in Victoria state that is home to the McCole farm,
most locals said they believed the catastrophic fires had
nothing to do with global warming. Climate change was
“a load of crap”, said McCole, an idea pushed by city folk
with “no experience in the bush” and no understanding
of Australia’s punishing, cyclical climate. “We’ve had
severe droughts and everything like that, 70 years ago,”
said McCole, a Vietnam war veteran with sky-blue eyes.
“It just keeps going around in circles. If you wait, it’s
going to change.”

Rising risks
For decades scientists have warned that climate

change would increase the risk of extreme bushfires in
Australia. This year, there was the perfect storm -
record-breaking drought and heat coalescing on tinder-
box land. Before rains slowed their spread in recent days,
the fires had burned through almost 12 million hectares,
destroyed more than 2,800 homes, and claimed the lives
of 33 people. An estimated one billion native animals are
also believed to have died.

Australia has one of the world’s highest carbon foot-
prints per capita and is one of the largest exporters of
coal and gas, making successive governments reluctant
to adopt climate change policies they say could under-
mine the economy. But with these unprecedented bush-
fires, the government has come under increased pressure
from environmental groups, scientists and broader
swathes of the Australian public to address the climate
change issue.

“People are more fearful of the future because they
glimpsed the future this summer,” said Lesley Hughes, a
professor and climate scientist at Macquarie University.
“I think it has been really wounding of the Australian
psyche.” Polling by the Australia Institute, a Canberra
think tank, in January found that 79 percent of

Australians said they were concerned about climate
change, up five percentage points from last July, with 47
percent “very concerned”, a jump of 10 points.

But there remains widespread skepticism that the
severity of the fires is due to climate change, with many
conservative politicians and media suggesting that fac-
tors such as arson, the length of cyclical droughts or
poor management of flammable vegetation are more
responsible. Prime Minister Scott Morrison, who had
previously declined to discuss the link between climate
change and the fires, recently acknowledged the con-
nection, but said his priority was managing the econom-
ic impact.

Morrison last week cited “hazard reduction” - which
includes the practice of controlled burns to reduce the
amount of flammable vegetation in the bush, as a key to
mitigating fires in the future, saying it was just as impor-
tant as reducing emissions. Climate scientists say that the
bigger problem for Australia are longer droughts and
increasingly hot summers. The issue of controlled burns
is a deeply emotional one in Buchan, where at least 20
homes were lost in the fires that struck in December.
“Climate change or not,” said Donald Graham, a farmer
who survived the fires huddled in his concrete bunker
with a stack of cheese and vegemite sandwiches. “These
fires were a disaster waiting to happen.”

A death trap
The road from Melbourne to Buchan winds past a

series of small country towns, pie shops and historic
churches and, after a weekend of rain, verdant green
fields with dairy cows. But closer to Buchan, population
385, the road is eerily burnt out, lined by rows of black
tree trunks sticking out of ashy ground. When the bush-
fires hit the town on Dec. 30, they roared in on three
fronts with a ferocity that no locals had ever seen.

For more than a month, fires had raged ominously in
nearby bushland, finally bellowing in with “one heck of a
red glow”, McCole said. From the verandah of his home,
nestled on a 400-hectare property of rolling hills, gum
trees and Merino sheep, he watched a giant orange
plume crest over the hill and rain down fiery embers. “We
only had ten minutes to get out and I think that was the
best call I ever made,” he said with a wry laugh. “It was a
death trap.”

The town of Buchan is a single main street with a gen-
eral store and a pub - the kind of place where locals have
time to discuss the pressing issues of the day with a
stranger. “The issue of climate change and the fire is a
dead duck as far as I’m concerned,” said Graham, an ani-
mated 68-year-old cattleman with a shock of gray hair.
“What is the most significant thing, is the changing struc-
ture of the forest.”

Minutes before he watched his house go up in flames
from the peephole of his bunker, Graham raced inside to
grab a picture from the wall, a colonial lithograph featur-
ing the magnificent valley below overlooking the conflu-
ence of the Snowy and Buchan rivers. The picture is sig-
nificant because it shows how much the land has
changed, he said. “We’ve got an accumulation of vegeta-
tion. Our area was burned 50-70 years ago and it has

not burned since, and at some point it will burn,” he said.
“It just needs a few things to come together, a few dry
years and some lightning and neither of those are pecu-
liar to the Australian landscape.”

His neighbor John Coates, a 76-year-old cattle farmer,
said that decades of vegetation growth had turned the
land into a “timebomb”. Walking through their property
overlooking the Snowy River National Park, Coates and
his wife Janice shook their heads at the destruction -
bald, blackened hills and the devastated gorge below,
once filled with ferns, lyrebirds and platypus in the creek.
Many locals in Buchan recall the days they would carry a
box of matches in their pockets so they could carry out
their own hazard-reduction burns.

But regulations subsequently put in place aimed at
protecting state forests and bushland mean they are now
dependent on government agencies for carrying out con-
trolled burns. For years, local farmers had urged the gov-
ernment to carry out burns to reduce the “fuel load”, or
the accumulation of trees, underbrush and dry grass that
can turn a small bushfire into an inferno, Coates said. But
it never happened.

Chris Hardman, the chief fire officer for Forest Fire
Management Victoria, said in a statement to Reuters that
his agency had planned to burn 246,396 hectares of the
state’s public land last year, but was “unable to do so
because it would have been unsafe”. Scientists also say
the drought and increasingly hot weather means there
are fewer days that vegetation can be safely burned.

Commenting on the issue in New South Wales, Richie
Merzian, climate and energy program director at the
Australia Institute, said it was not a case of failing to
implement techniques that had worked in the past, but
that such techniques were “insufficient to address the
scenario now”. “You can’t blame the dry conditions and
say it has no relevance to climate change,” he said. “It’s a
combination of many different climatic changes that can
be linked back to the overall trend.”

Seasons ‘out of sync’
In Buchan, not everyone in town was averse to talk of

climate change - a few spoke of the seasons being “out
of sync”, the lack of rain or the demise of fragrant yellow
box flowers in the valley. But the fires have mainly rein-
forced pre-existing views and gripes, reflecting the
polarizing rhetoric of the national climate change debate.
Last November, Australia’s Deputy Prime Minister
Michael McCormack - who heads the party that won in
the electorate that includes Buchan - described climate
change concerns as those held by “inner-city raving
lunatics”.

That messaging appeared to resonate in Buchan, far
from the skyscrapers and the lights of Melbourne or
Sydney, with a strong sense that people here were living
far greener lives. “They blame our cows,” said McCole,
referring to recent attention on the earth-warming
methane produced by belching or flatulent cattle. But, he
said, “they are all jumping on electric trains and cars and
god knows what in the city and there are millions of
them, flying around the world in jumbo jets.” “It takes a
good cow to put out that many emissions,” he said. “I
can tell ya.” — AFP 

Facebook’s ‘double
edged sword’ in 
Thailand carnage

Facebook celebrity doctor Parkphum Dejhutsadin
said his phone suddenly started pinging on
Saturday - scores of his two million followers in

Thailand were desperate and they needed his help. With
nowhere to turn as they cowered in a shopping mall
from a rogue soldier who had already killed more than
two dozen people, they looked to Facebook and other
social media to send their pleas and to try to find
escape. Parkphum could help - and said for the next 16
hours that’s all he did: living up to his panda-eyed
Facebook persona as sleepless doctor “Mor Lab Panda”.

“They told me where they were and sent me pictures
of their hiding places. Authorities didn’t know where
anybody was hiding. But I knew everything,” said
Parkphum. “I didn’t sleep a wink. I didn’t want them to
die.” While social media have been accused of exacer-
bating or even encouraging mass shootings such as last
year’s mosque massacre in Christchurch, New Zealand,
in Thailand they were also crucial to pulling off a safe
and dramatic rescue from the shopping mall in Nakhon
Ratchasima city.

Before 32-year-old killer Jakrapanth Thomma was
cornered in a basement and shot dead, Thai commandos
managed to coordinate raids into the mall to spring
hundreds of people to safety. “We were communicating
on Facebook with the people inside to exchange infor-
mation,” Pongpipat Siripornwiwat, deputy commander
of Nakhon Ratchasima police, told Reuters. “Without it,
our work would’ve been very difficult and we wouldn’t
have had any idea how many were trapped and what
was going on inside.”

Facebook life
The tragedy underscored the extent to which

Facebook is the communication platform for daily life in
the country of 69 million which has about 56 million
active users a month and where the average person
spends three hours a day on social media. Most social
media activity is on mobile phones. And it was on
Facebook that the killer, apparently angered by a prop-
erty deal gone sour, first signalled his intentions.

“Do they think they can spend the money in hell?”
his post ended, roughly three hours before he opened
fire at a house, then moved to an army camp, a temple
and then the shopping mall - leaving a trail of murder
behind him. At one point he posted a selfie in front of a
fire. His last message before his Facebook account was
shut down - “Should I give up?” - came nearly four
hours after the first shot.

But after facing criticism for failing to take down the
Christchurch shooter’s livestream quickly and when a
Thai father murdered his child on Facebook Live in
2017, the world’s biggest social media company moved
faster once it heard what was happening. It shut his
Facebook and Instagram accounts and then worked to
remove anything that he had posted and was being
shared by others - including by spoof accounts appar-
ently set up in his name by other people after his own
was blocked.

“There is no place on Facebook for people who
commit this kind of atrocity, nor do we allow people to
praise or support this attack,” a Facebook representa-
tive said in a statement, adding that it worked closely
with Thai authorities to take down content that violated
its policies. “We also responded to emergency requests
from the Royal Thai Police to share information related
to the shooter to prevent further harm,” it said, without
giving further details.

Twitter, where graphic videos of the incident were
circulated, said it also took action - a company repre-
sentative said it monitored its platform to remove video
content of the attack and to shield graphic content from
view. But police said the shooter, who killed at least 29
people and wounded 57 before he was stopped, had
not only used social media to publicize what he was
doing but also to track police movements through
online news sites. “Social media was a double-edged
sword. It helped police rescue people, but it also helped
him keep up with our movements,” said Pongpipat.

‘Panda eyes’
Parkphum, a medical technologist working for

Thailand’s National Blood Center, is so famous he even
has his own set of stickers for social media messaging
apps with his trademark “panda eyes” and white coat.
“Every message from the people about where they
were hiding and how many were with them all turned
out to be true when police got there. People were hid-
ing in (fashion store) H&M, Eveandboy (a cosmetics
shop), a gym. I now know the entire floor plan of the
mall,” he said.

Other Facebook celebrities with millions of followers
also stepped in to coordinate and reassure. “I told them
to stay as quiet as possible and mute their phones, to
send their locations and phone numbers,” said Witawat
Siriprachai, 36, known by Thais as the “Sergeant” of the
social commentary page “Drama-addict”. — Reuters

Partially cut trees are seen on a street in Heliopolis in the Egyptian capital Cairo on Jan 27, 2020. — AFP 


