
Billions of locusts swarming through East Africa are
the result of extreme weather swings and could
prove catastrophic for a region still reeling from

drought and deadly floods, experts said Friday. Dense
clouds of the ravenous insects have spread from Ethiopia
and Somalia into Kenya, in the region’s worse infestation
in decades. The UN’s Food and Agriculture Organization
(FAO) estimated one swarm in Kenya at around 2,400 sq
km - an area almost the size of Moscow - meaning it
could contain up to 200 billion locusts, each of which
consume their own weight in food every day.

The locust invasion is the biggest in Ethiopia and
Somalia in 25 years, and the biggest in Kenya in 70
years, according to the FAO. If unchecked, locust num-
bers could grow 500 times by June, spreading to
Uganda and South Sudan, becoming a plague that will
devastate crops and pasture in a region which is already
one of the poorest and most vulnerable in the world. This
could lead to “a major food security problem”, Guleid
Artan from regional expert group the Climate Prediction
and Applications Centre (ICPAC), told a press confer-
ence in Nairobi.

The locusts, he said, were the latest symptom of
extreme conditions that saw 2019 start with a drought
and end in one of the wettest rainy seasons in four
decades in some parts - with floods killing hundreds
across East Africa. The FAO says the current invasion is
known as an “upsurge” - when an entire region is affect-
ed - however if it gets worse and cannot be contained,

over a year or more, it would become what is known as a
“plague” of locusts. There have been six major desert
locust plagues in the 1900s, the last of which was in
1987-89. The last major upsurge was in 2003-05.

Not ‘the end of times’ 
Artan said the invasion had come after a year of

extremes which included eight cyclones off East Africa,
the most in a single year since 1976. This was due to a
warmer western Indian Ocean, a climate condition known
as the Indian Ocean Dipole which has conversely led to
severe drought in Australia that is experiencing its own
extremes: Bushfires, hail and dust storms.  “We know East
Africa is one of the most vulnerable to climate change.
We know this region will see more extremes,” he warned.

One expert at the press conference in Nairobi had to
reassure attendees that the locust invasion following the
drought and floods was not a portent of the biblical “end
of times”. The massive swarms entered Kenya in
December and have torn through pastureland in the
north and centre of the country. While farmers were rel-
atively lucky as their crops had already matured or been
harvested by the time they arrived, herders face another
heavy blow as vegetation for their animals is consumed
by the voracious locusts.

Artan said the pastoralists were just emerging from
three years of drought, and that recovery from a dry
spell usually takes them up to five years. And if the
locusts are not brought under control by the start of the

next planting and rainy season - typically around March
- farmers could see their crops decimated. As thick
clouds of the insects descend on plants and blacken the
sky, Kenyans have been seen shooting in the air, bang-
ing cans and racing around, waving sticks in desperation
to shoo them away.

In eastern Meru, residents accused the government of
not doing enough, complaining there were still swarms
present despite aerial spraying being carried out. “They
told us that we will not see them again but there are still
many of them spotted yesterday and today on trees and
vegetation in the farm,” said Emmanuel Kubai, a resident
of Igembe North where villagers were hurling stones to
vegetation to scare them away.

‘Bodes ill for the region’
Stephen Njoka, director of the Desert Locust Control

Organisation for Eastern Africa, which is based in
Nairobi, said Kenya had five aircraft spraying pesticides
on swarms, and four others conducting surveillance. He
said the chemicals did not pose a threat to humans and
that authorities were doing their best to limit damage to
other small insects, pollinators and pastureland. Similar
control operations are under way in Ethiopia and
Somalia. However insecurity in Somalia was hampering
some spraying operations, the FAO has said. The species
- desert locusts - are notoriously difficult to control as
they often occur in remote areas and can move up to 150
km in one day.  — AFP 
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In his first nine months as Ukrainian president, for-
mer comedian Volodymyr Zelensky has found
himself at the centre of major international crises,

including the US impeachment investigation and
Iran’s downing of a passenger jet. Yet so far Zelensky
has sailed through relatively unscathed, avoiding any
major gaffes, political analysts said. The 41-year-old
played a president in a popular TV sitcom before
sweeping to power in elections last April on promises
to “smash the old corrupt system” and end the sepa-
ratist war in the east.

But many had voiced concerns about how some-
one without political experience could lead a country
fighting a war with Russia-backed separatists while
also dealing with widespread poverty and corruption.
“Fears of his inexperience turned out to be exagger-
ated,” said Oleksiy Melnyk, a foreign policy analyst at
the Razumkov Center in Kiev. Polls show most
Ukrainians are satisfied with Zelensky’s performance.
His approval rating reached 62 percent in December
after his first face-to-face meeting with Russian
leader Vladimir Putin.

When it comes to international relations, the politi-
cal novice has been constantly in the spotlight. Just a
few months into his first term, Zelensky found himself
plunged into the impeachment scandal that threatens
to take down US President
Donald Trump. Trump is
accused of pressuring
Zelensky to investigate politi-
cal rival Joe Biden and his son
Hunter’s dealings in Ukraine,
making this a quid pro quo for
military aid and a White
House meeting. An impeach-
ment trial is currently under
way in the US Senate.

The Ukrainian leader has
sought to distance himself
from the scandal, stressing it
is an internal affair for the
United States. For Kiev it is
vital to maintain support from both major US political
parties, the Republicans and the Democrats, since
Washington has been Kiev’s key ally in its long-run-
ning fight with Moscow. December’s summit with
Putin in Paris was the next major test for Zelensky.

Many Ukrainians feared Russia’s strongman would
overwhelm the former showman, but he managed to
restart peace talks that had been frozen for three
years and agree on a prisoner exchange. “Zelensky is
a fast learner,” said David Stulik, senior analyst in the
European Values Centre for Security Policy and for-
mer European Union diplomat in Kiev. “With each
international meeting he has acted more and more
confidently,” Stulik said, while adding Zelensky should
have been “more insistent and even assertive” at the
negotiations with Russia and the West.

Slow to blame Iran 
Other analysts have also pointed to some flaws in

Zelensky’s tenure as president so far. When a
Ukrainian airliner crashed in Iran in early January,
killing all 176 people on board, Kiev’s reaction was
rather muted. As Ottawa and London openly stated
that Iranian forces had accidentally shot the plane
down with a missile, Ukraine was slow to pin the
blame on Tehran, which ultimately admitted guilt.

Zelensky has faced criticism for what some see as
a passive stance compared to other leaders. “During
the crisis, the political leader of Ukraine was
(Canadian Prime Minister) Justin Trudeau,” analyst
Mykola Davydiuk said ironically. Yet Kiev argued that
its circumspect approach meant Iran granted it
access to the wreckage and the crash site to shed
light on the tragedy.

Serious rifts emerged in Zelensky’s team last week
with Prime Minister Oleksiy Goncharuk offering to
resign after a leaked recording emerged where he
questioned the president’s grasp of economics.
Zelensky seemingly smoothed over the situation, giv-
ing his PM a “second chance” and demanding an
investigation into the leak.

Such successful management of ad hoc crises does
not, however, give much indication of whether
Zelensky will be able to transform the country in the
way he has promised. Ukrainians want him to enact
crucial reforms to root out corruption, reform the jus-
tice system and revive the economy of one of the
poorest countries in Europe. “It’s too bad he doesn’t
use his great popularity to do something really big,”
said Davydiuk. — AFP 
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Invading locusts spring into flight from ground vegetation as children in traditional Samburu-wear run past to their cattle at Larisoro village near Archers Post on
Jan 21, 2020. — AFP 
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Heating woes fuel 
Balkan smog crisis 

As winter grips the Balkans, the poor are caught in
a cruel bind, being forced to light fires at home for
heating while fuelling a pollution crisis smothering

the region. In recent weeks, Balkan capitals from
Belgrade and Sarajevo to Skopje and Pristina have been
ranked among the world’s top 10 most polluted major
cities, according to the monitoring application AirVisual.
While these are small cities compared to leading Asian
polluters like New Delhi and Dhaka, a combination of
coal-fired power plants, old cars and fires to heat homes
are pumping the air with toxins.

“I know it is polluting. I am not an idiot but my only
other choice would be to heat this home with electricity
and that is damn expensive,” said Trajan Nestorovski,
who like many in his working-class Skopje neighbour-
hood burns wood to stay warm in winter. His wife Vera
added: “There are a couple of factories near our neigh-
bourhood that are burning God knows what in the
evenings”.

Thanks to the rise of mobile phone apps that measure
air quality, like the local Moj Vozduh (My Air) created by
a Macedonian developer, citizens are finally grasping the
full extent of the crisis.  “Serbia is suffocating, has anyone

seen the minister of the environment?”, said a recent
headline in Belgrade’s local Blic newspaper, speaking of
the fog and dirty air enveloping the city.

Protests have been erupting around the region in
recent days. In Skopje, the capital of North Macedonia,
young people have taken inspiration from Swedish
activist Greta Thunberg by holding a spate of protests on
Fridays. “Greta inspired all of us,” said 17-year-old Iskra
Ilieska. “In winter, half of my school class is absent
because of lung problems. That is not normal,” she said.

In neighboring Bosnia, several hundred people wear-
ing face masks gathered in the city of Tuzla to demand a
plan from authorities to tackle pollution and phase out
coal-fired plants in the next five years. “The only recom-
mended measures are that we stay shut up at home...
when you go out on the streets, in the playgrounds, you
won’t see children anywhere,” said Alisa Kasumovic, a
mother in her forties.

Silent killer 
According to a recent UN environment report, air pol-

lution causes nearly 20 percent of premature deaths in 19
Western Balkan cities. The main sources of the dust, soot
and smoke are low-grade coal plants and household
heating, the report said. More than 60 percent of people
in the region rely on coal and firewood to heat their
homes, the report said. Only 12 percent of buildings are
connected to district heating systems.

Governments need to make “clean energy more
accessible”, ban old polluting vehicles and tighten regula-
tions on industry emissions and power plants, the UN
urged. Many people cannot afford cleaner heating
options at home in countries where average wages are
around Ä500 or less. Sali Ademi, a 78-year-old in
Kosovo’s capital Pristina, uses coal.  “There’s no worse
thing, but what can you do?” he said in a city whose air is
already poisoned by two nearby coal-fired power plants
running on outdated technology. — AFP 

With baseball caps and scarves
covering their faces, only their
serious eyes are visible as a

dozen children stand to attention, rifles by
their side. In the heart of the violence-
plagued Mexican state of Guerrero, learn-
ing to use weapons starts at an early age.
In the village of Ayahualtempa, at the foot
of a wooded hill, the basketball court
serves as a training ground for these
youths, aged between five and 15. The
children practice with rifles and handguns
or makeshift weapons in various drill posi-
tions for a few hours every week.

“Position three!” yells instructor
Bernardino Sanchez, a member of the mili-
tia responsible for the security of 16 vil-
lages in the Guerrero area, which goes by
the name of Regional Coordinator of
Community Authorities (CRAC-PF).
Guerrero is one of the poorest and most
violent parts of Mexico, with one of the
country’s highest murder rates because of
drug gang wars over the trade in opium
and marijuana.

Battle against cartels 
In the face of indifference from the

authorities, 600 people voluntarily joined
the militia force to fight organized crime.
They included children. At Sanchez’s order,

the young people perform a drill and
throw themselves face down on the
ground in a cloud of dust, rifles aimed
towards an imaginary enemy. Their oppo-
nent may be imaginary for the exercise but
the drug cartel violence which plagues the
region is all too real.

A week ago, nine men and a child -
musicians and their assistants - were kid-
napped and tortured, and their charred
bodies were found inside their two vans at
the bottom of a ravine. Mexican authorities
immediately recognized the handiwork of
the local Los Ardillos cartel but did not
take any action against it. Exasperated by
official indifference, leaders of communi-
ties across the region, including
Ayahualtempa, decided to take matters
into their own hands and teach their chil-
dren to shoot.

Thirty children are in training. Those
under the age of 13 are not yet taking
part in patrols but are ready to fight in
the event of an attack by Los Ardillos, as
happened in May 2015 when the cartel
entered the town hall of Chilapa and kid-
napped more than 30 people. Since then,
clashes between the militia and the drug
traffickers have not abated. Near the
training ground are some abandoned
ramshackle huts. Inside are clothes, chil-

dren’s shoes and bags of rotten corn cobs
- everything left as it was when the occu-
pants fled.

‘They must defend themselves’ 
The situation has become so untenable

for the inhabitants of the region that par-
ents have agreed to let their children join
the militia. “I wanted to study, but since
the school is close to the area where Los
Ardillos operates, I preferred the commu-
nity police ... They were about to capture
me,” said 13-year-old Gustavo. The boy
said he “feels good” holding his .22 cal-
iber shotgun and already knows how to

use and clean it. 
Gustavo’s father Luis has been a mem-

ber of the militia for three years. His other
son, Gerardo, 15, is also learning to
“defend himself and his family”, he said
during training. “The children decided to
support us,” said Luis, who recalls the day
when his two children told him they want-
ed to arm themselves and leave school.
Luis, who said he went to “great lengths”
to buy hunting rifles for his children and
his own weapon, believes the danger is the
same for the patrols as for municipal police
who go to school “unarmed, defenseless”
at the mercy of drug traffickers. — AFP 

A photo shows smog over Sarajevo from a cable car as it
travels from Mt Trebevic into the city on Jan 18, 2020. — AFP 

Children are taught to use weapons by the Regional Coordinator of Community Authorities
(CRAC-PF) community police force at a basketball court in the village of Ayahualtempan,
Guerrero State, Mexico, on Jan 24, 2020. — AFP 

Mexican children take up arms
in fight against drug gangs 


