
Monday, February 17, 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. 

Just under a year ago, Alice Posha fled her home in the
middle of the night and then watched as it was swept
away by floods. The torrential rain came from Cyclone

Idai, one of the worst storms ever to hit Africa and the
fiercest on record to strike Buhera, a district in the usually
arid province of Manicaland in eastern Zimbabwe. Today,
the scene in Buhera is entirely different. But the misery
remains. The 60-year-old, who was rehoused in October,
is going through the motions of weeding a field of maize
that has been withered by the worst drought in 35 years. 

A little rain for her corn would be more than welcome.
“Seeing how the maize is wilting, we may have a very bad
harvest,” she said. It is a scene that is being played out
across southern Africa, where chronic lack of rain is
threatening mass hunger and ruin. Climate is being fin-
gered as the big culprit. In the space of 10 months, Buhera
and many districts like it have been hammered by
extremes that scientists say are consistent with forecasts
about climate change.

In March 2019, the arrival of Idai unleashed devastation
on eastern Zimbabwe and its neighbors Mozambique and
Malawi. Over a thousand people died and the lives of mil-
lions of others were badly affected. “Our chickens and
turkeys were swept away,” said Posha’s sister-in-law,
Josephine Ganye, who now depends on food aid. She is
among the 45 million people in southern Africa that the
UN has said are threatened by famine.

Its World Food Program (WFP) sent out a stark warning
last month. “This hunger crisis is on a scale we’ve not seen
before and the evidence shows it’s going to get worse,”
said Lola Castro, WFP’s regional director in southern
Africa. For the past five years, the entire southern tip of the
African continent, where average temperatures are rising
twice as fast as the global mean, has suffered from a signifi-
cant lack of rain. Every farmer, big or small, has been
affected as well as breeders, hoteliers and teachers. 

Prayers for rain 
In Zimbabwe, the drought has added to a long list of

crises, from stratospheric inflation to shortages of cash,
petrol, medicines, water and electricity. For many, daily life
has become a nightmare. “Almost everybody in my area is
food insecure,” said 68-year-old Janson Neshava, who is a
headman, or senior leader, in Buhera. “We still do the tra-
ditional rain ceremonies, but to no avail. Even the wetlands
are now dry and streams that used to flow throughout the
year are all dry.”

The WFP says that 60 percent of Zimbabwe’s 15 million
people are currently food insecure. According to Patience
Dhinda, a local official, this figure hits 80 percent in
Buhera where the grain depot, which should house the
state food aid, stands empty. A year ago, the crops in

Buhera had already suffered from drought before being
washed away by Idai. This year they risk being burned to a
crisp by the relentless sun. 

One meal a day 
Around 800 km further west, across the border in

Zambia, first impressions suggest that the contrast is star-
tling. The grass is tall, the roads muddy and the fields of
maize are a vibrant, healthy green. In the village of
Simumbwe, an hour and a half’s drive south on a dusty
road from Kalomo in the southwest of the country, the
rains arrived in late December. But in the shade of the
majestic trees, seated on the red earth, perched in the
branches or on oxcarts, hundreds of people wait patiently
for food to be distributed by an NGO, World Vision, and
the WFP. Last year, the harvest was catastrophic for the
second year running with up to 70 percent of the crops
lost to the drought. “Last year, I harvested 18 kilos of food.
In other words, nothing,” said Loveness Haneumba, mother
of five and a “happy” beneficiary of aid in Simumbwe. “It is
common that we eat once a day. The children ask me:
‘what are we going to eat?’ I answer: ‘Just wait. Let me
look around’.” It is a question of buying time. For several
years, the rainy season has been getting later and shorter,
upsetting the traditional farming cycle. It used to be from
October to May; now it is barely from December to April.

Most vulnerable 
“The food we have here is not enough to cater for

everyone,” said Derick Mulilo, the World Vision food mon-
itor in the yard of the school in Simumbwe. “We are focus-
ing on the most vulnerable.” He meant people like
Loveness Haneumba and her stunted children. Her six-
year-old daughter looked four and her four-year-old had
the appearance of a two-year-old toddler. Lizzy Kayoba,
another mother of a large family, also featured on the list
of beneficiaries. She had walked five hours during the
night, her youngest on her back, to arrive at dawn for the
food handout.

She left with 25 kilos of maize and 7.6 kilos of beans. “It
will last me one or two weeks,” she said. The next distribu-
tion at the school is a month away. A teacher, Teddy
Siafweba, said about 15 children in his class were absent
that day because of hunger. In the classroom next door,
about 30 were missing - nearly half of the roll call of 70.
And those who came often have an empty stomach. Some
nod off in class, said another teacher, Tryness Kayuni. 

The 33-year-old watched the handout with a heavy
heart. She was not one of the 862 beneficiaries. A single
mother, Kayuni was not considered a priority as she had a
job. And yet she had not been paid since September. Since
then she had been holding out on one meal a day. “How do

I survive?” she said. “I ask my colleagues if they can help
me with some food.”

Adapt to survive
Funding is desperately needed to meet the needs of the

2.3 million people in Zambia who sorely need food. The
WFP has received only a third of the $36 million required.
Desperate times are prompting desperate - and corrupt -
measures. Thieves steal food supplies and unscrupulous
men promise to put women’s names on the food list in
exchange for unprotected sex.

That is not something that worried single mother Imelda
Hicoombolwa, 49, who for the last three years has been one
of a number of small farmers who gambled on agricultural
diversification, opting for nutritious vegetables and using
techniques adapted to climate change. “Food is not a prob-
lem. I have it,” she beamed. Before 2017, Hicoombolwa cul-
tivated almost only maize. Today, she harvests cowpeas,
which need very little water, as well as peanuts, pumpkins
and sunflowers. “I can make 18,000 kwacha ($1,222) a year.
Before, I was making 8,000 kwacha a year,” she said.
“Before, the children were missing school because I could
not always pay the tuition fees. Not anymore.”

One big change is that Hicoombolwa no longer rush-
es to sow from the first rains. The farmers have learned
to wait. In the recent past it was a different story,
according to Allan Mulando of WFP. “Once they see a
drop they plant instead of waiting for the moisture to be
good enough,” he said. “At the end of the day, they lose
everything.” Rain gauges have helped to change that
attitude. As part of a joint program launched in 2015 by
the UN agency and the Zambian government, 165 rain
gauges were distributed to farmers in the Zambian dis-
tricts most affected by the drought. They have enabled
the villagers to read the conditions and plant at the
most propitious moment.

Mulando says the rule of thumb is not to plant anything
below 20 to 25 mm of rain and to choose seeds that fit the
weather forecast. If a short rainy season is expected, for
instance, choose seeds that will germinate quickly. “If I had
had access to this knowledge earlier, I would be relatively
rich,” said Godfrey Hapaka, a farmer.  “I would have a
decent car and my kids would not have missed school.”

Next to his modest house surrounded by flourishing
maize fields, a rain gauge was planted in an enclosure, its
value underlined by a brand new screen put in place to
protect it. As soon as it rains, Hapaka, 58, checks the
gauge and passes on the rainfall level to his neighbors.
Sadly, the message is often ignored. Hapaka said some of
them are “reluctant” to use the information. “They follow
their parents and grandparents,” he said. “They are stuck
in the past.” — AFP

Hunger stalks southern Africa amid climate crisis 

Master of false news 
gives rightwingers 
headlines they believe

Christopher Blair produces false stories he insists
are easily identifiable as satire rather than news.
His pages can rack up millions of views, and at

least part of that audience believes the material is true.
Blair, 48, runs eight websites and five Facebook pages
from his home in the northeastern US state of Maine. He
says the claims his articles make are “ridiculous”, such as
that President Donald Trump’s current term could be
extended by three years.

But his content is widely shared by people who take it
as fact, contributing to the spread of false information
online. Blair - a self-described “liberal troll” and political
activist - says he knows what to write for his right-wing
“target audience” through years of “being embedded in
their world”. He does not hold that audience in high
regard. “They live on... fear and hate and misinformation
and very specific storylines that everybody knows aren’t
true except for them,” he told AFP. His content is rife with
disclaimers: Satire. Fake news fact-check. Nothing on this
page is real. If someone clicks through to Blair’s articles,
instead of instantly sharing them based on a headline, the
warnings are visible. But often, it appears that people do
not. Asked why people believe and share the articles,
Blair answers: “Confirmation bias.”

“These people are told that they’re sharing satire, and
it doesn’t matter,” he says. “The truth is no longer impor-
tant to them. All they care about is holding on to their
hate and fear.” The spread of false information is a signif-

icant problem in the run-up to the 2020 US elections, but
Blair says his readers’ minds are already made up, and
that his content is “not going to impact the vote.”

‘Hate-filled lies’ 
Blair says he previously tried to debate conservatives

online, with little success. “You just get called names and
told that you hate America,” he says. So he turned to his
current approach. It started out as “trolling for a good
laugh,” but evolved into an effort to “to teach the truth to
those who are otherwise unteachable”. “The people who
share our content don’t care about the truth. They share
500 things a day, most of which are hate-filled lies. When
they share something of ours, there’s a chance at
accountability,” he says.

According to Blair, this takes the form of “a group of a
couple hundred trolls” who “patrol the pages,” make sure
there is “accountability for the people commenting” and
tell people they are sharing satire. “These people, they
absolutely do not respond to logic and reason, but they
do respond to shame if they’re embarrassed by what
they’ve done, by the fact that they’ve shared” it, he says.

Not everyone agrees that approach is helpful, or
harmless. “This type of content has a pervasive and erod-
ing effect on our shared set of facts, and without that, it’s
hard to remain a society that can come together and
make collective decisions,” says Graham Brookie, direc-
tor of the Atlantic Council’s Digital Forensic Research
Lab, which focuses on identifying and exposing disinfor-
mation. Of Blair’s tactics, Brookie says: “It is a pretty big
assumption and risk when much of the audience shares
based on headlines and even a highly engaged minority
of his audience starts to believe him.”

‘I sleep just fine’ 
Blair started “America’s Last Line of Defense” - which

now has two regular contributors in addition to him - in

2016. He was a political blogger at the time, after previ-
ously working in home remodeling. He earns ad revenue
from what has become a network of sites - which he says
had 26 million pages views in 2019 — but declined to
specify how much. “Do I make money from it? Sure,” he
says. “Am I getting rich and making $300,000 a year?
No. It’s a full-time job.” Enough sites steal and repost
Blair’s articles without the original satire disclaimers that
he now has a system set up with a fact-checker to identi-
fy and report them - another opportunity for accounta-
bility, he says. The process can eventually lead to those
copying the content losing their ability to go viral.
Despite the contentious nature of the product, he says
there are lines he will not cross, such as saying that the
day of an election was changed. Blair - who has been
dubbed the “godfather of fake news” - has pulled several
articles, including one that said the brother of
Democratic congresswoman Ilhan Omar, who is Muslim,
was a “9/11 terrorist, or something like that”. — AFP

Chinese businesses 
in faraway Namibia 
feeling virus fear

Namibia should by rights feel little concern
about the coronavirus outbreak given that the
sparsely-populated desert country is 12,000

km from China and without a single confirmed case.
But like many countries on the continent, the southern
African nation hosts a big Chinese retail business com-
munity with close links to home. And as the fear of
infection spreads, businesses are taking things into
their own hands.

A notice in Chinese and English taped to an alumini-
um shutter on a Chinese-owned shop in Windhoek’s
Chinatown spells it out: Any merchant returning to
Namibia from China “must be quarantined for 14 days
and keep the shop closed for that period”, state the
typed instructions signed by the Chinatown manage-
ment. Many shop owners who travelled to China for the
year-end break have opted to stay put instead of
returning to Windhoek’s Chinatown, a vast complex of
nearly 200 retail, wholesale, food and electronics out-
lets in the northern industrial district of the capital.

Not coming back 
In one block of 90 shops, 20 stores have not re-

opened. The Chinese community, their embassy and
Chinese Chamber of Commerce are trying their “very
best to prevent people from returning from China to
Namibia ... during this period,” said Brian Lee, a busi-
nessman. For those who travel nonetheless “we have
already set up a quarantine place outside of Windhoek”
where they will be kept until cleared of the virus, but
nobody has been taken there yet. “I think everybody is
panicking, not just Namibians, also the Chinese commu-
nity here is panicking as well,” said Lee.

Chinatown is usually teeming with shoppers, but not
on this Friday afternoon. Shop owner Miang Li points to
people’s fear of contracting the virus from the Chinese
as a reason for the dropping footfall, although he says
mid-month blues - due to low funds between pay
cheques - may also be to blame. “People who come
here shout, ‘coronavirus, coronavirus’,” he told AFP at
his clothes store.

Li said inventories are dwindling because owners
would rather not travel to China for their usual re-
stock runs, instead clearing last year’s stock at marked
down prices. “Many of us here only go back in
February or March for stock, now it is dangerous to go
and come back,” he said. “If you go now, you don’t
know if this country wil l  let you come back.”
Chinatown caters to retail shoppers but also sells bulk
to online and bricks-and-mortar boutiques in other
parts of Namibia. “Clients from Walvis Bay,
Swakopmund and Oshakati are not coming for now
because we only have old stock,” said the 52-year-old
who has worked in Namibia for nine years. To make
matters worse, some local staff are reluctant to contin-
ue working for the Chinese.

Not worth it 
Shop attendant Matilda Ndinoshisho, 28, said a

workmate had stopped showing up. “Her uncle and
aunt told her the Chinese bosses will give her the virus
that is kill ing all the Chinese and that a N$800
(US$54) salary is not worth losing her life or infecting
the rest of them in the house,” and so she quit, said
Ndinoshisho. Namibia has had only one suspected
case of coronavirus which turned out to be a false
alarm. Health Minister Kalumbi Shangula said the gov-
ernment had medics screening visitors at all entry
points into the country.

“Every passenger who is coming into Namibia,
whether from China or from any other country in the
world, is subjected to a thorough screening,” the minis-
ter told AFP. “If anybody displays symptoms of being
infected with the virus, that person is isolated immedi-
ately and monitored.” Now known by its official desig-
nation COVID-19, the virus emerged in central China at
the end of last year and has spread across the world. It
has killed more than 1,600 people and sickened 68,000
in China. — AFP 

Headman Janson Neshava sits on a chair under a tree after an interview in Buhera on Jan 29, 2020. — AFP 

An AFP journalist looks at websites that are part of
Christopher Blair’s “America’s Last Line of Defense” net-
work in Washington on Feb 13, 2020. — AFP 

Business owner Brian Lee (left) talks to another business own-
er in the Chinatown area in Windhoek on Feb 14, 2020. — AFP 


