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Australian bushfires 
extinguished, but the
climate row rages on
SYDNEY: Australia’s “black summer” of devastating
bushfires is finally coming to a close, but bitter argu-
ments over how to tackle climate-fuelled disasters are
raging on. When firefighters announced this week that
all blazes in the hard-hit state of New South Wales
were under control for the first time since September,
the relief was palpable.

In other regions, a few fires are still being contained,
but most Australians can finally abandon the grim ritu-
als of the last half-year — morning checks of smog
monitors and “Fires Near Me” apps, deciding whether
the kids can play outside, whether to flee or defend
their homes.  But the after-effects will endure, and
national soul searching has already begun. “We know
events like these can challenge the way we think about
the world, undermine our perceptions of safety, and
rupture social bonds,” said disaster response expert
Erin Smith. 

Dozens of families have lost loved ones, thousands of
homes and farms have been gutted, swathes of the east
coast are scarred charcoal-black and millions have had
their sense of security shaken. “It will likely take years
and a great deal of imagination for us to figure out
where we go from here,” said Smith. The question of
what is next for Australia is already being asked, most

of all of political leaders, and it is being met mostly with
finger-pointing and recrimination.

‘Heads above the parapet’ 
While scientists agree climate change created favor-

able conditions for the blazes, politicians of all stripes
are acutely aware how sensitive the issue is in
Australian politics. In an arid nation whose economic
strength is intimately tied to the mining and export of
fossil fuels, at least four prime ministers have been
ousted in part over their climate policies. In recent
weeks, Prime Minister Scott Morrison has seen his
ruling conservative coalition threatened by members
in rural constituencies demanding funding for more
coal-fired power plants. At the same time, the centrist
wing of his party has criticized his climate targets as
inadequate. Meanwhile rebel members of opposition
Labor met secretly to steer the centre-left party’s
leadership toward a more overtly pro-coal stance.

The party’s deputy leader awkwardly refused to
rule out more coal subsidies, months after vowing they
should end. “They don’t want to stick their heads
above the parapet, at least when it comes to suggest-
ing substantive policy,” said Matt McDonald, an expert
in climate politics from the University of Queensland.
One reason, he explained, is that while the hot and dry
Australian continent is uniquely susceptible to the
impact of climate change, it is also a world-beating
source of coal.

Coal accounts for around 75 percent of Australia’s
electricity generation and exports of the fossil fuel are
worth Aus$60 billion a year, the country’s largest
export after iron ore. People in affluent suburbs may

call for emissions cuts and green energy, but coal
accounts for thousands of jobs in election-deciding
districts of Queensland and New South Wales, and
many more in the related aluminum smelting business.

Independent MP Zali Steggall - a former barrister
and Olympic medal-winning skier - who ousted cli-
mate-sceptic former Prime Minister Tony Abbott from
his Sydney seat at the last election, wants to take some
heat out of the debate. She has introduced a bill that
would reduce Australia’s carbon emissions to zero by
2050 and divert some contentious issues to an inde-
pendent expert body. —AFP

In ‘mini Kabul’, Afghan
refugees mark 40 
years in Pakistan
PESHAWAR: Afghan boys sell fresh fruit on carts, signs
are written in Dari or Pashto, and restaurants in the
bustling bazaar sell Afghan dishes such as Kabuli pulao.
But this “mini Kabul” is in Pakistan, which this week
marks 40 years of hosting Afghan refugees. It is a grim
milestone for entire generations of families who fled
war to create a life in Pakistan, but still face an uncer-
tain future and no clear path to citizenship. 

“We spent an entire l i fe here,” says Niaz
Mohammed, a 50-year-old laborer from Afghanistan’s
Nangarhar province who fled to Pakistan in the
1980s. “We had weddings and marriages here, our
kids were born here ... We have jobs and work here,
while there’s no peace in Afghanistan. That’s why we
are happy here.”

On Sunday UN Secretary General Antonio Guterres
will arrive in Islamabad for a conference the United
Nations says will “send a global reminder about the
fate of millions of Afghans living as refugees”. “The
main challenge right now is to continue to provide sup-
port to Pakistan in hosting them ... and also give access
to skills and education for the young Afghan population
here,” Indrika Ratwatte, Asia director of the UN
refugee agency UNHCR, told AFP on Friday.

Temporary status 
Pakistan is one of the largest refugee-hosting

nations in the world, home to an estimated 2.4 million
registered and undocumented people who have fled
Afghanistan, some as far back as the Soviet invasion of
1979. Many live in camps, while others have built lives

for themselves in Pakistan’s cities, paying rent and con-
tributing to the economy. 

“Mini Kabul”, the bustling Refugee Market in the
northwestern city of Peshawar is home to some 5,000
shops - all run by Afghan refugees. But their status has
always been temporary, with deadlines set for them to
leave Pakistan repeatedly pushed back as the conflict in
Afghanistan worsens. Many Pakistanis view them with
suspicion, accusing them of spurring militancy and
criminality, and calling for them to be sent home. 

Even those who have spent decades in the country
cannot own property or obtain identity cards, and were
only recently allowed to open bank accounts. Shortly after
he came to power, Prime Minister Imran Khan vowed to
grant them citizenship - but the controversial promise
sparked outrage, and has not been spoken of since.

‘I prefer to stay’
Nevertheless, many of the refugees who spoke to

AFP in Peshawar recently said they love their adopted
home. Javed Khan, 28, was born in Pakistan, has mar-
ried a Pakistani woman and has three sons of his own. “I
will leave only if Pakistan forces me,” he said. The situa-
tion could yet change: Afghanistan may be about to
take the first step on the long road to peace. Late
Thursday the US said it has secured a seven-day
reduction in violence in the country that it hopes will
allow it to strike a deal with the Taliban, as President
Donald Trump said a peace accord was “very close”.

Such a deal would allow Washington to begin with-
drawing troops, in return for security guarantees from
the Taleban and a promise to begin peace talks with the
Afghan government.

However refugees were sceptical about what it
would mean for them. Mohammed Feroz, who came to
Pakistan just over 40 years ago from Kabul, now runs a
cloth shop in “mini Kabul”. Sitting in a chair at the front
of his shop, he said he supported the withdrawal of US

troops - but was leery of US and Taleban motivations. 
“They are after their interest. No one cares about us,

God is the only hope for us,” he said. Even if peace
comes, most refugees said that they would prefer to
stay in Pakistan, where they can support their families.
In the Khurasan refugee camp outside Peshawar an
estimated 5,000 refugees live in poverty. Yaseen Ullah,
26, collects scrap and sells it to junkyards. His family -
his mother, four brothers, and four sisters - share a
two-room mud house with no plumbing.

They also came from Nangarhar province across the
border - and, despite the harshness of life in the camp,
are not eager to go back. “I have no job, no work in
Afghanistan. So what will I do there?” Ullah asked.
Mohammad, the laborer from Nangarhar, agreed. “I
have to feed my family, my kids,” the father of seven, all
born in the camp, told AFP, speaking Pashto with a
Pakistani accent.  “I am saying it from my heart and I
am very clear on it, that I will prefer to stay here. I do
not want to return.” —AFP

Afghan violence 
reduction a fragile 
step toward peace
KABUL: Now that the Taleban and the United
States have agreed to a “reduction in violence”
across Afghanistan, hopes are high a comprehen-
sive peace deal will eventually follow. Though the
move marks a historic step, analysts warn the
attempt to stem Afghanistan’s bloodshed is fraught
with complications and could fail at any time. Or,
worse still, they say warring parties could exploit a
lull to reconfigure their forces and secure a battle-
field advantage.

“This is a really precarious situation and spoilers
on all sides are already maneuvering to upset the
balance,” Ashley Jackson, a researcher at the
Overseas Development Institute said. Pentagon
chief Mark Esper said Thursday an agreement was
in place for a “conditions-based”, seven-day
reduction in violence.  It was not clear when it may
start - a Taleban official said it was imminent,
President Donald Trump said Thursday a full peace
accord was “very close” and a US official said
Friday it would begin “really soon.”

‘Everyone is hungry for peace’ 
The United States has for more than a year been

in talks with the Taleban for a deal to end a war that
started after the September 11, 2001 attacks.
Though the Afghan government was largely side-
lined from negotiations, acting interior minister
Massoud Andarabi said the partial truce would also
include national security forces, who are doing
almost all the fighting on the ground. Highlighting
the fragility of the situation, he warned that if the
“Taleban continue attacking, we will respond and
the US will also assist us in responding to Taleban
attacks.”

A reduction in violence would show the Taleban
can control their forces and demonstrate good faith
ahead of an agreement that would see the Pentagon
withdraw many of the 12,000-13,000 troops cur-
rently in Afghanistan. The Taleban did not respond
to requests for comment, but Mohammad Qasim, a
deputy police chief in the southern province of
Kandahar, which is largely under Taleban control,
said the insurgents are ready for peace. He said he
had spoken to Taleban commanders via radio, and
the interactions had been “positive”.

“We did not have any attacks, blasts or clashes
between the Afghan security forces and the
Taleban in our entire district,” Qasim said Friday,
following news of the partial truce. “Taleban fight-
ers are also tired from the ongoing war. There is no
benefit for them continuing the war - everyone is
hungry for peace to come,” he added. But Jackson
warned a truce could leave government forces,
already in a weak position in many provinces, even
more vulnerable to insurgents. “What I do worry
about is that (the Taleban) see this as an opportuni-
ty to claim control,” she said.

‘Long talks and continual fighting’ 
US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo on

Thursday said talks between the US and the
Taleban had “made real progress” in recent days.
“We hope we can get to a place where we can get
a significant reduction in violence not only on a
piece of paper but demonstrated, the capability to
actually deliver a serious reduction in violence in
Afghanistan,” he told reporters. Despite the talks,
Afghanistan’s war has raged on, with the number of
clashes jumping to record levels in the last quarter
of 2019, according to a recent US government
watchdog report.

The only other time there has been a Taleban
ceasefire since 2001 was in 2018, during the first
three days of Eid at the end of the holy month of
Ramadan. It invoked moving scenes such as
Afghans sharing ice cream with Taleban fighters
and snapping selfies with locals. But afterwards, the
violence resumed. Vanda Felbab-Brown, a senior
fellow at the Brookings Institution, said many play-
ers in Afghanistan’s war would be happy to see the
reduction in violence fail. —AFP

MAKASSAR: Indonesia wasn’t feeling the love for
Valentine’s Day on Friday as authorities arrested cou-
ples in one city, scolded stores over condom displays
and warned students they would be reprimanded for
amorous activities. Makassar on Sulawesi island doled
out some tough love with raids at hotels and guest
houses Thursday evening which netted about two dozen
unmarried offenders, including a German national. 

“We caught the German with his Indonesian partner
in a motel and they weren’t husband and wife so that’s
why we arrested them,” Iman Hud, head of the local
public order office said. The unlucky lovers were quickly
released after a lecture about the evils of pre-marital
sex, but five sex workers caught in the dragnet would be
sent to a rehabilitation centre, he added. 

“These social illnesses must be prevented. We need
to remind the public to uphold our culture and ethics,”
Hud said. Valentine’s Day is controversial in parts of the
majority Muslim nation, with many Islamic clerics and
conservative Indonesians criticizing its Western roots
and what they say is its promotion of pre-marital sex.

Still, many others practice a moderate form of Islam
and celebrate the day with chocolates and flowers for
their loved ones, and displays were set up at malls and
cafÈs in the capital Jakarta. Back in Makassar, however,
authorities were checking to see if shops had complied

with an earlier warning not to sell condoms openly and
check identification cards to make sure buyers weren’t
underaged.  “Condoms are for married adults,” public
order chief Hud said. “They’re not supposed to be dis-
played and sold openly, particularly near snacks for kids
like chocolate.” Makassar’s acting mayor Muhammad
Iqbal Samad Suhae insisted the measures were neces-
sary to prevent his city from being paralyzed by ram-
pant sex and drug use. “Festivities like Valentine’s Day
usually attract youth,” he added. 

“That’s when they are out of control and doing things
which violate our norms and traditions, like consuming
drugs and engaging in free sex. “We want to prevent
that here.” In Depok city near Jakarta, administrators
warned students against any Valentine’s romance under
threat of unspecified sanctions for violators. 

Across the archipelago in conservative Aceh, the only
region in Indonesia that imposes Islamic law, a govern-
ment circular called for residents not to celebrate the
romantic day and to report any violations. The docu-
ment also told restaurants, cafÈs and hotels not to pro-
vide space for celebrations and asked clerics to deliver
speeches on the danger of Valentine’s Day. The latest
crackdown comes after the national government last
year backed off a bill that would have made pre-marital
sex illegal. —FP 
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MAKASSAR: Photo shows a group of people detained during a raid at a hotel in Makassar, where they
were caught in the rooms with partners that are not their spouse. —AFP

PESHAWAR: Afghan refugee women walk in a refugee camp in
Peshawar. —AFP

SYDNEY: A light rail tram makes its way towards the Circular
Quay along George Street in Sydney. Last week Australia’s central
bank kept interest rates on hold at a record low, despite expected
economic pain from the country’s devastating bushfire crisis and
the deadly outbreak of COVID-19 coronaviru in China. —AFP

Scientists map 
coronavirus path 
with computer models
PARIS: As the novel coronavirus spreads around the
world, scientists are using the latest computer model-
ing techniques to predict its fallout: from the eventual
number of cases and deaths to the peak of the out-
break. Recent decades have seen the power of new
computer processors combine with ever-more sophis-
ticated mathematical models to give health authorities
a far better idea of how far and fast diseases are likely
to spread.  Despite an inevitable margin of error, sci-
entists are now able to predict the path the novel

coronavirus, which has already killed nearly 1,500
people, will take. France’s health minister Agnes Buzyn
said Friday that she had held telephone talks with her
G7 counterparts to expedite modeling of the diseases’
eventual spread and severity.

Models are built in a compound manner, taking into
account data of the virus’s known history — transmis-
sion, mortality and recovery rates — as well as human
behaviour trends, such as air traffic patterns. But it’s
not enough to be sophisticated: the best models are
also adaptable. “It’s a trade off: the more you refine
the model the harder it is to manipulate it and it opens
the door to a wide margin of error,” said Arnaud
Banos, from France’s National Centre for Scientific
Research.

In order to adapt in real time to outbreak develop-
ments, researchers carry out simulations by inserting
new data as it emerges. “This might be the appearance

of a new epidemic hotspot or a new public health
measure that the model couldn’t have foreseen,”
Banos said. A British team at the London School of
Hygiene and Tropical Medicine used computer model-
ing this week to estimate that the peak of the out-
break in the virus’ epicenter, the Chinese city of
Wuhan, could come in mid-to-late February.

“There is of course a lot of uncertainty in exactly
when this will occur and how big it might be,” said
team-member Adam Kucharski. Rowland KAO, pro-
fessor of Veterinary Epidemiology and Data Science,
University of Edinburgh, cautiously welcomed the
model results. “This is an analysis by an experienced
and talented team but as always the limitations of the
available data will affect their predictions,” he said.
Another study published at the beginning of February
had modeled that at least 75,000 people were infect-
ed in Wuhan. —AFP


