
SYDNEY: After surviving years of crippling drought,
farmers in eastern Australia are locked in a months-long
battle with hordes of mice that are pouring through
fields and devouring hard-earned crops. Farmer Col Tink
uses a broom to skittle hundreds of roving mice toward a
makeshift industrial trap-essentially a large tub of water
where they drown.

It is a brutally simple attempt to slow the plague that
has engulfed his farm-near the rural town of Dubbo-and
thousands of other farms like it across eastern Australia.
But Tink’s efforts have barely made a dent. Mice contin-
ue to chew through grain and hay stocks while anything
remotely edible remains under constant attack. Skin-
crawling videos of writhing rodent masses have been
shared around the world along with reports of bitten
hospital patients, destroyed machinery and swarms run-
ning across roads en masse. The plague is the latest in a
string of disasters to strike farmers in Australia. A years-
long drought was followed by months of devastating
bushfires from late 2019, before welcome rains became
damaging floods in several regions. “My dad’s still alive;
he’s 93, and it’s the worst three years he’d ever seen in his
lifetime, and I think it’s probably the worst mouse plague
he’s seen too,” said Tink, who mainly farms Brahman cat-
tle. But the prospect of this plague continuing through
the southern hemisphere’s winter makes him fearful for
preparations ahead of the next dry spell-which is always
on the horizon. “If we don’t get a real cold and fairly wet
winter, I’m just a little bit worried what’s going to happen
in the spring,” the 65-year-old said.

‘Chronic’ infestations 
The outlook is not good, according to Steve Henry, a

research officer at Australia’s national science agency,
the CSIRO. “When a mouse plague ends, they just dis-
appear overnight,” said Henry, who has been studying
pest animals in Australia for nearly three decades.

“We’re certainly not seeing that at the moment.”
Mice are a feral pest in Australia, arriving alongside

the first British colonists. The tiny rodent is almost per-
fectly adapted to exploit the natural boom and bust of
agriculture in the Australian climate, meaning plagues

are not uncommon. But numbers this year have been
“just astronomical”, according to 74-year-old Terry
Fishpool, a grain producer from nearby Tottenham.
Large numbers of rodents were reported as early as
October, their population fuelled by a bumper crop after
the worst drought in living memory. Bill Bateman, an
associate professor from Curtin University in Western
Australia, said giant mouse plagues seemed to occur
once a decade, but climate change could make them
more regular. “If we no longer get those cold winters,
such that we are providing resources for mice all year
round, then this is going to become a chronic thing
rather than an acute thing,” Bateman said.

‘Napalming mice’ 
With the rodents scurrying on, the government has

announced millions of dollars in support and reached for
a more potent poison, which one minister likened to
“napalming mice”. Yet to be approved, bromadiolone
works faster than the widely used zinc phosphide bait

but also stays in the system of dead or dying mice
longer. Experts worry that it will potentially kill native
wildlife who eat the poisoned mice.

“The use of second-generation rodenticides is an
extremely worrying step,” Bateman, who works in the
school of molecular and life sciences, said.

“It’s a very slippery slope.” Extended use could cre-
ate “a bank of this toxin” in the environment, killing natu-
ral predators and even risk poisoning humans through
the food chain, Bateman said. “We are really going to be
setting up trouble for ourselves in future, not just in
terms of destroying our biodiversity but destroying our
frontline defenses against any future mouse plagues.”

Henry said correct use of double-strength zinc
phosphide, baiting while planting and removing alter-
native food sources could help curb the numbers if
they did spike after winter. But the focus on “quick fix-
es” also needed to shift to long-term solutions includ-
ing more research into what triggers “monumental
plagues”, he said.—AFP
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News in brief
Venice jewelry heist gang busted

VENICE: Italian police said yesterday that eight
people had been arrested across Europe in con-
nection with a dramatic robbery attempt of a jew-
elry store in Saint Mark’s Square in Venice in 2017.
The eight suspects, arrested in Austria, Estonia and
Finland, belonged to an Estonian gang specialised
in heists of luxury European jewelry stores, the
Carabinieri police said. In March 2017, members of
a gang of robbers set off smoke bombs in St
Mark’s Square as a distraction before targeting a
jewelry store. But the attempted heist failed after a
tourist warned nearby police on patrol, and the
armed thieves escaped. — AFP

US journalist released in Myanmar

YANGON: A US journalist detained in Myanmar
since March was released yesterday after charges
against him were dropped, his lawyer said. US citi-
zen Nathan Maung “was released this morning
from Insein prison as the police withdrew the
charges against him”, and will fly back to the US
today, his lawyer Tin Zar Oo told AFP. Maung, who
founded local outlet Kamayut Media, had faced
charges under a colonial-era law that criminalizes
encouraging dissent against the military, she
added. Earlier this month a Myanmar journalist
working for another outlet was jailed for two years
under the same law. Myanmar has been in turmoil
since the military ousted civilian leader Aung San
Suu Kyi on February 1, triggering a mass uprising
as large swathes of the population take to the
streets. — AFP

Zambia’s Kaunda hospitalized

LUSAKA: Zambia’s founding father and former
president Kenneth Kaunda has been admitted to
hospital, his office said yesterday. In a terse state-
ment, it said Kaunda, 97, “has been unwell and was
admitted to... Maina Soko Medical Centre,” a mili-
tary hospital in the capital Lusaka. It gave no fur-
ther details. Kaunda ruled Zambia for 27 years,
taking the helm after the country gained independ-
ence from Britain in October 1964. The statement
said Kaunda was asking Zambians and the interna-
tional community to pray for him “as the medical
team is doing everything possible to ensure that he
recovers”. Initially a popular leader, Kaunda
became increasingly autocratic and banned all
opposition parties. — AFP

NZ to apologize for ‘racist’ raids

WELLINGTON: Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern
announced yesterday she will offer a formal apolo-
gy to New Zealand’s Pacific community over
“demeaning” police raids that targeted them in the
1970s. Ardern said the notorious “dawn raids” were
carried out by police and immigration officials
seeking to identify and deport visa overstayers. In
addition, she said Pacific islanders were racially
profiled, with officials subjecting them to random
stop and search without justification. “They were
routinely severe with demeaning verbal and physi-
cal treatment,” Ardern told reporters. — AFP

Bolivia’s Anez in pre-trial detention

LA PAZ, Bolivia: Bolivia’s former acting president
Jeanine Anez, arrested after coup allegations lev-
eled by her predecessor and rival Evo Morales,
denounced her status as a “political prisoner” in
remarks posted to Twitter on Sunday. Writing on
her birthday, Anez vowed from pre-trial detention
that “they will not break my spirit, even if they
continue to invent crimes to cover up their own.”
The ruling MAS party, she added in a handwritten
note posted to her Twitter account, was keeping
her as a “trophy of revenge.” Anez was arrested in
March on charges of terrorism, sedition and con-
spiracy over what Morales had claimed was a coup
attempt against him. Her detention elicited wide-
spread international condemnation. — AFP

After fire and floods, Aussie 
farmers suffer mouse plague

Hordes of mice pouring through fields and devouring hard-earned crops

DUBBO: A mouse feeding on grains in a wheat hold on Col Tink’s farmland in the New South Wales’ agricultural
hub of Dubbo. — AFP

YANGON: Protesters prepare to burn the flag of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) grouping, as
they take part in a flash mob demonstration against the military coup in Yangon yesterday. — AFP

BELFAST: Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) leader Arlene
Foster gives an interview after learning that Deputy
Leader of the DUP (Democratic Unionist Party) Nigel
Dodds has lost his seat to Sinn Fein’s new MP for North
Belfast John Finucane at the count centre in Belfast, in
the UK general election. — AFP

Junta trial of Suu Kyi
gets underway
YANGON: The trial of deposed Myanmar leader Aung
San Suu Kyi got underway yesterday, more than four
months after a military coup, with junta witnesses testi-
fying the Nobel laureate flouted coronavirus restric-
tions and illegally imported walkie-talkies. Near daily
protests have rocked Myanmar since the generals’
February 1 putsch. A mass uprising has been met with a
brutal military crackdown that has killed more than 850
civilians, according to a local monitoring group.

The junta has brought an eclectic raft of charges
against the Nobel laureate, including claims she
accepted illegal payments of gold and violated a colo-
nial-era secrecy law. Yesterday,  the court heard a
police force major testify that Suu Kyi broke coron-
avirus restrictions during last year’s elections that her
National League for Democracy (NLD) party won in a
landslide, her lawyer Min Min Soe said.

Another police major testified on separate charges
accusing her of illegally importing and possessing
walkie-talkies, she added. Suu Kyi “paid keen atten-
tion” throughout the hearing, another member of her
legal team, Khin Maung Zaw said in a statement.

Journalists were barred from proceedings in the
special court in the capital Naypyidaw, but an AFP
reporter said there was a heavy police presence out-
side. Suu Kyi’s lawyers-who have struggled to gain
access to their client-have said they expect the trial to
wrap up by July 26.

“We are hoping for the best but prepared for the
worst,” Khin Maung Zaw told AFP ahead of the
hearing. A separate trial is scheduled to start today
over sedition charges she faces alongside ousted
president Win Myint and another senior member of
the NLD. If convicted of all charges, Suu Kyi, 75,
faces more than a decade in jail. “It is a show trial
motivated only by polit ical  reasons,” Debbie
Stothard, Coordinator of the Alternative ASEAN
Network on Burma, told AFP. “Min Aung Hlaing is
determined to lock up Aung San Suu Kyi for the rest
of her life. If he could, he would probably charge her
under every law available.”

Cloistered icon 
Suu Kyi spent more than 15 years under house

arrest during the previous junta’s rule before her 2010
release. Her international reputation diminished follow-
ing her defense of military-led violence against
Myanmar’s marginalized Muslim Rohingya community.

But the coup has returned Suu Kyi to the role of
cloistered democracy icon. On Thursday, she was hit
with additional corruption charges over claims she ille-
gally accepted $600,000 in cash and around 11 kilos of
gold. Her lawyer Khin Maung Zaw dismissed the new
charges-which could see Suu Kyi hit with another
lengthy prison term-as “absurd”.

“There is an undeniable political background to
keep her out of the scene of the country and to smear
her prestige,” he told AFP last week. “That’s one of the
reasons to charge her-to keep her out of the scene.”
Junta leader Min Aung Hlaing has justified his power
grab by citing alleged electoral fraud in the November
poll won by Suu Kyi’s NLD. —AFP

China slams G7 
‘manipulation’ 
after criticism
BEIJING: China yesterday accused the G7 of “political
manipulation” after it criticized Beijing over its human
rights record in Xinjiang and Hong Kong. In a commu-
nique after a three-day summit in England, G7 leaders
slammed China over abuses against minorities in the
Xinjiang region and pro-democracy activists in Hong
Kong, while US President Joe Biden called for Beijing to
“start acting more responsibly in terms of international
norms on human rights”.

The Chinese embassy in the United Kingdom
responded angrily yesterday, and accused the G7 of
“interfering”. “The Group of Seven (G7) takes advantage
of Xinjiang-related issues to engage in political manipula-
tion and interfere in China’s internal affairs, which we firm-
ly oppose,” an embassy spokesman said in a statement.

The statement accused the G7 of “lies, rumors and
baseless accusations”. Human rights groups say China has
rounded up an estimated one million Uyghurs and other
minorities in Xinjiang into internment camps, which
Beijing says is to eradicate Islamic extremism.

“We will promote our values, including by calling on
China to respect human rights and fundamental freedoms”
the G7 communique read. At their first physical summit in
nearly two years, leaders of the seven nations announced
a number of pledges on COVID-19 vaccinations, climate
change, rights and trade. They also called for a new inves-
tigation in China into the origins of COVID-19 —
prompting a response from the Chinese embassy that the
work needs to be done in a “scientific, objective and fair
manner”, without agreeing to a new probe.

“The current epidemic is still raging around the world,
and the traceability work should be carried out by global
scientists and should not be politicized,” the embassy said.
The coronavirus first emerged in central China in late
2019, and the World Health Organization sent a team of
international experts in January to probe its origins.

But their long-delayed report published in March
drew no firm conclusions, and the investigation has since
faced criticism for lacking transparency and access. The
G7 also announced a new infrastructure fund which
President Biden said would be “much more equitable”
than China’s massive Belt and Road Initiative. The
Chinese embassy statement complained in response that
the “accusations against China on economic and trade
issues in the communique are inconsistent with the facts
and are unreasonable.” — AFP

‘Over and out’: 
Foster quits as 
N Ireland leader
BELFAST: Arlene Foster formally stepped down as
Northern Ireland’s first minister yesterday, bringing
further instability to the British-ruled province where
tempers are already frayed over post-Brexit trading
arrangements. The Democratic Unionist Party (DUP)
politician called for cool heads to prevail but warned
that the “Northern Ireland protocol” has seeded dan-
gerous discontent.

“Politics in Northern Ireland, between the UK and
Ireland, and the UK and the EU, is out of balance, an
imbalance created by the protocol,” she told lawmak-
ers in the regional assembly at Stormont.

She said the protocol-which since the start of 2021
has effectively kept Northern Ireland in the EU cus-

toms union and single market for goods-”is not a real
partnership”. “An imbalance and an instability is built
in, that will fester and deteriorate,” she warned.
“Imbalance and instability in the context of Northern
Ireland is a truly dangerous cocktail.”

Fears of unrest 
In early April, Northern Ireland-divided between

pro-UK unionists and pro-Ireland nationalists-saw a
week of rioting fuelled by anger over the protocol. At
least 88 police officers were injured in scenes reminis-
cent of “The Troubles”, the sectarian conflict over
British rule of Northern Ireland, which ended in 1998.

There are fears unrest will reignite over the summer
months, a traditional time of disruption in the province
marked by hardline unionist marches. Europe has
already threatened London with reprisals if it extends
a grace period on checks on chilled meat products, in a
row that overshadowed last weekend’s G7 talks. UK
Prime Minister Boris Johnson has said he will do
“whatever it takes” to protect UK territorial integrity,
calling on Brussels to take into account the complexi-
ties and fragile peace in Northern Ireland.

Parting shots 
As first minister and DUP leader Foster, 50, vehe-

mently opposed the Northern Ireland protocol, which
enforces checks on goods arriving from mainland
Britain to prevent them entering the EU by the back-
door via EU member Ireland. But she was powerless to
prevent Johnson imposing it.

In April she was forced to announce her resignation
by DUP colleagues who felt she took a soft stance
against the new arrangements, which many unionists
feel have driven a wedge between Northern Ireland
and the rest of the UK. Under terms of a power-shar-
ing deal, Foster’s resignation will see deputy first min-
ister Michelle O’Neill, of pro-Ireland Sinn Fein, also
step down. Both parties now have seven days to agree
who will step back in to fill the leadership roles. The
DUP have selected regional lawmaker Paul Givan-a
Brexit hardliner-as their pick to replace Foster. But if
the parties cannot agree to rule in tandem, a snap
election will be called. There have been early signs that
negotiations to replace Foster may be fraught by a
long-running standoff over government provisions for
Irish language speakers. —AFP


