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Phurba Tashi Sherpa, the most accomplished high-alti-
tude climber in history, holds a bucket and crowbar as
he claws through the rubble of his home seven months

after Nepal’s earthquake shattered the country. Despite years
of guiding wealthy foreign clients up Mount Everest, some-
thing he has done 21 times - a joint record - the 44-year-old has
been left penniless. Phurba Tashi’s predicament is shared by
many Sherpas, whose homes, lodges and restaurants were
destroyed in the April disaster and who complain of a slow
response from the government despite billions of dollars of
Western aid.

Some retired guides must return to the peaks to earn mon-
ey. Others are pulling their children out of schools in
Kathmandu and hotel owners are firing staff. To make matters
worse, bookings so far point to a sharp drop in foreign moun-
taineers heading for Nepal in 2016, deterred by ruined infra-
structure and an economic blockade along its border with
India that threatens supplies of fuel and equipment.
“Everything I worked for was destroyed in a minute,” said
Phurba Tashi, standing in his village of Khumjung, a cluster of
80 stone houses perched on a plateau surrounded by breath-
taking 7,000-m mountains.

The earthquake that killed almost 9,000 people destroyed
his eight-bedroom trekking lodge, badly damaged his house
and caused a deadly avalanche nine miles away on the world’s
tallest peak. The remote villages under Everest, which pros-
pered in recent decades thanks to the booming climbing busi-
ness, suffered some of the heaviest destruction in Nepal’s
deadliest disaster.

‘Terrible Years’
The Everest industry is in a state of upheaval following ava-

lanches in 2014 and 2015 that killed 35 people, in the two most
deadly incidents since climbers began ascending. In 2013,
there was an unprecedented mass brawl between Sherpas and
climbers that exposed deep-rooted frustrations over a lack of
recognition of the risks local guides take to get foreigners up
and down the fabled summit. They want a bigger slice of
Nepal’s $360 million-a-year adventure travel industry, of which
Everest is the cornerstone. Bookings to scale the world’s tallest
mountain in 2016 have been a third to half lower than previous
years, according to interviews with 18 of the largest climbing
firms. This would be the biggest drop since commercial climb-
ing began on Everest in the early 1990s, and could leave hun-
dreds of struggling Sherpas without work. “It has been two ter-
rible years for Everest: we have had no summits and lots of
fatalities,” said Garrett Madison, who runs Seattle-based
Madison Mountaineering. The team doctor died this year on
the mountain and three Sherpas working for him were killed in
2014. “It will take time to restore confidence.”

In the past, deadly accidents have done little to dent
Everest’s popularity, with risk being part of the allure. But next
year could be different, as threats to the industry take on a
political dimension. An economic blockade of Nepal’s border
with India could disrupt expeditions and deter would-be
climbers, who typically pay a non-refundable fee of $35,000 to
$100,000 for a chance to scale the peak. Nepal has been facing
an acute fuel crisis for three months since protesters in the low-
land south, angered that a new constitution fails to reflect their
interests, prevented supply trucks from entering from India.
This is crippling the landlocked Himalayan nation as it tries to
recover from the earthquake that displaced millions in the cen-
tral and eastern regions.

Catastrophe
Mountaineering firms say the blockade threatens the

climbing season because there may be a shortage of fuel to air-
lift equipment, operate emergency rescue flights or provide
enough cooking gas cylinders to survive for two months on
the mountain. “It is a crisis at the moment. It is going to be a
catastrophe if this embargo continues,” said Phil Crampton, the
owner of the New York-based Altitude Junkies.

Near the warren of royal palaces and temples in central
Kathmandu’s bustling old town, Gobinda Bahadur Karki, the
director of Nepal’s tourism department, is more upbeat. He
predicts the blockade will be over before the spring and says
he is “expecting a good number of climbers” next year, because
mountaineers used to assessing risks will not be discouraged
by a rare natural disaster. Back in Khumjung, the resentment is
not just about the blockade tripling the cost of building materi-
als that need to be carried from an airport three days’ walk
away. In a rural community where nine of 10 homes were dam-
aged or destroyed by the earthquake, anger is rising over the
government’s failure to spend $4.1 billion of reconstruction
money donated by foreign governments six months ago. “We
hear the politicians in Kathmandu are eating the money,”
Phurba Tashi said.—Reuters

Focus

Sherpas face ruin
after quake, blockade 
hit Everest industry

By Andrew MacAskill

By Ayla Jean Yackley

The shepherd’s widow no longer asks God for peace. Like
many Kurds in Turkey’s southeast, Sevgi Gezici, 22, believed
President Tayyip Erdogan might relent in a clampdown

against Kurdish militants after his party won back its majority in
an election in November. Three days after the vote, her husband
Engin, just back from seven months tending sheep, was shot
dead in the street, caught in the crossfire as he ventured out of
their house to find help for their children during a curfew, she
said. His aunt was fatally shot minutes later after rushing to him.

“I used to pray for peace, for God to help Turks and Kurds,” said
Gezici cradling their two-year-old daughter beneath her hus-
band’s portrait, which was covered in a thin scarf. “After this, I
have no hope. God can do what he wants. We are forsaken,” she
said. Before the Nov 1 vote, the view among some of Turkey’s
Kurds was that Erdogan had engineered a new conflict with the
Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK) to win over Turkish nationalist vot-
ers and help the AK Party he founded, but no longer formally
leads, return to the single party rule it had lost in an earlier vote in
June. Erdogan rejects such a plot.

‘Wolf’s Teeth Have Tasted Blood’
Nearly two months after the second election achieved a

stronger-than-expected single party majority for the AKP,
swathes of Turkey’s mainly Kurdish southeast are still under lock-
down. Battles once fought in the countryside are now waged in
densely populated urban areas. Erdogan vowed this week securi-
ty forces would “annihilate” militants in their “houses”. The opera-
tions are aimed at “protecting residents from terrorism and
restoring public order”, authorities have said. Turkey, along with
the United States and the European Union, list the autonomy-
seeking PKK as a terrorist organisation. It is reviled throughout
much of the country for its use of violence.

Armoured police vehicles guard the entrance to Tekel, the
Gezicis’ working-class neighbourhood in the town of Silvan.

Facades of apartment blocks are riddled with bullet holes, and
interiors are charred black from fire. Graffiti legible beneath
whitewash reads: “The wolf’s teeth have tasted blood. Be afraid.”
The governorate described Engin Gezici, 24, as a PKK member, as
it has with others that rights group said were civilians. His family
denies he was in the PKK, saying he was the breadwinner for
eight people.

More than 130 civilians have been killed in the southeast
since the PKK abandoned a two-year ceasefire in July, according
to the Human Rights Association (IHD). The government has not
given a civilian death toll, but says 3,000 rebels have been “neu-
tralised” in Turkey and rebel camps in northern Iraq. Dozens of
soldiers and police have perished in the strife. Raci Bilici, head of
the IHD in Diyarbakir, the southeast’s largest city, said that rather
than use the power gained from its election victory to restart the
peace process, the government took it as a mandate to crack
down harder.

“Voters said: ‘Fight.’ The election showed the government has
support for its crackdown, so why relent?” he said. “But with vio-
lence spreading to cities, the fear is we may cross the threshold of
civil war.” As he spoke, gunfire could be heard ringing out from
Sur, a district of the city that has been under curfew for two
weeks. While the lockdown made it impossible to enter Sur, the
view from a police barrier on the edge showed garbage piled up
in the street and businesses shuttered.

Police in fatigues and masks carried assault rifles, prowling
past Diyarbakir’s massive 4th century Roman walled fortress,
part of a UNESCO World Heritage site whose monuments are
now badly damaged. Last month, lawyer Tahir Elci was
gunned down at a historic mosque in the district.

‘They’re Coming through the Walls’
The conflict in Turkey has complicated the international

campaign against Islamic State fighters in neighbouring Syria.
Turkey’s 15 million Kurds identify closely with their Syrian
Kurdish kin, who have proven the most capable allies on the

ground of the US-led bombing campaign against Islamic
State. NATO member Turkey is a member of the coalition
against Islamic State, but hostile to the Syrian Kurds, believing
they could inspire separatism at home.

The spasm of violence wrecked peace talks once touted by
the AKP as the best chance yet to end one of Europe’s longest-
running insurgencies. Some 40,000 people have died since
the PKK took up arms against the state in 1984. This time, the
PKK has largely abandoned its traditional rural battleground
to take the fight to the city, recruiting a new generation of mil-
itants who dig trenches and use heavy weapons in populated
areas to keep police at bay.

If the PKK’s shift to urban warfare sought to force a return
to talks, it has so far failed. Authorities have imposed curfews
and cut power, water and phone coverage to root out mili-
tants. On his way to Brussels this week, Prime Minister Ahmet
Davutoglu vowed to pursue the PKK until  the area is
“cleansed”.  Turkey aspires to join the European Union. “Gross
human rights violations are happening on both sides,” said
Kati Piri, European Parliament rapporteur on Turkey after a vis-
it last week. She called the building of barricades by the PKK
“unacceptable” and the response “excessive”. “It seems like
mass punishment. The danger is it will only radicalise more
people,” she said.

Some 1.3 million people in 17 towns and cities have been
affected by 52 curfews so far, according to official figures. Up
to 200,000 people are displaced by the fighting, the People’s
Democratic Party, which has Kurdish roots, says. In Silvan,
11,000 people fled, said Mayor Kerem Canpolaten. He took
office after his predecessor became one of two dozen mayors
jailed for “undermining state unity” for backing calls for
Kurdish autonomy. The new mayor himself spent a decade in
jail, beginning in 1992 at age 16, on terrorism charges during
an earlier phase of the insurgency. “Prison taught me the solu-
tion to the Kurdish matter has to be political. This war will only
end in peace,” he said. —Reuters

No sign of peace for Kurds after Erdogan win

By Tim Kelly and Nobuhiro Kubo

As the first Gulf War raged in February
1991, Japanese army major Nozomu
Yoshitomi was supposed to be playing

war games with US officers at a military facility
in Tokyo. But the Americans appeared distract-
ed, watching the conflict live on CNN. On
another TV, local news showed Japanese troops
sculpting ice figures at a snow festival. “They
asked how Japan could be a true US ally if it
hadn’t sent troops,” said Yoshitomi, recalling the
shame he felt watching Japanese personnel
build snowmen as US-led coalition soldiers
fought to evict the Iraqi army from the Kuwaiti
desert.

Unable to send troops because of its war-
renouncing constitution, Japan, which at the
time bought 90 percent of its oil from the
Middle East, instead contributed $13 billion to
help fund the military operation. For a genera-
tion of Japanese military planners and policy-
makers including Yoshitomi, who went on to
advise the cabinet from 2005 to 2007 before
retiring as a major general in April this year, that
humiliation was a pivotal moment.

While many assume today’s more muscular
security policy has been driven solely by conser-
vative Prime Minister Shinzo Abe, interviews
with dozens of current and former Japanese
military officers and government officials show
it has much deeper roots, and is therefore likely
to remain robust after he leaves office. The 1991
experience firmed Japan’s resolve to move away
from the state pacifism that had defined the
country since its defeat in World War Two, the
officials involved told Reuters.

“We learnt from the Gulf War that just send-
ing money and not people would not earn us
international respect,” said Tetsuya Nishimoto,
then a senior Japanese Ground Self Defense
Force general and now retired. Abe in
September pushed through legislation allowing
Japanese troops to fight abroad for the first
time since World War Two. But rather than in dis-
tant lands, it’s in nearby waters that Japan’s mili-
tary is flexing its muscles under an evolving
strategy backed by Washington that could

counterbalance China’s growing naval might.
“The roots of Abe’s changes lie in the Gulf War,
but the driver of change is the serious challenge
posed by China,” said Yoshitomi, now a profes-
sor at Nihon University in Tokyo.

China Rising
While Japanese officers and policymakers

felt humiliated by the Gulf War, China was
shocked at the scale and precision of US fire-
power. Soon after, Beijing embarked on a bold
program to modernize its military. Chinese bit-
terness over Japan’s World War Two aggression
has grown since Abe - seen by critics as a revi-
sionist who wants to play down the dark side of
his country’s wartime past - and his Liberal
Democratic Party (LDP) returned to power in
late 2012.

Sino-Japanese ties have also been frayed by
a dispute that flared up shortly before Abe took
power, over tiny isles in the East China Sea.
Japan’s shift to counter China, however, was
well under way before Abe returned to power
for a second term in 2012. In late 2009 the
defence, foreign and finance ministers in a gov-
ernment led by the Democratic Party of Japan
responded to years of double-digit growth in
China’s defence spending with a strategy to
make the defence of Japanese islands in the
East China Sea a priority.

Legal Steps
Calls for the shift had emerged under previ-

ous LDP administrations, but opposition from
military sectors that feared cuts had blocked the
change, said Akihisa Nagashima, who was sen-
ior vice minister for defence in that DPJ govern-
ment. The DPJ also proposed creating a
National Security Council, now a key compo-
nent of Abe’s security architecture, and eased a
ban on overseas arms sales that Abe fully lifted
in April 2014. “The changes in defence posture
weren’t made because Abe is prime minister, it
was something we had to do. It just happened
to be when Abe is prime minister,” said LDP law-
maker Ryota Takeda, who served as Japan’s Vice
Minister of Defence for a year until September
2014.

Former general Nishimoto was one of many
who felt embarrassed by Japan’s chequebook
diplomacy in 1991. In January 1991, when
Operation Desert Storm kicked off, Nishimoto
was at home watching television. As the first
cruise missiles slammed into Baghdad, he
jumped on a bicycle and rode to defence min-
istry headquarters in Tokyo. “I kept thinking this
is going to end before Japan is able to do any-
thing,” said Nishimoto. As a direct consequence
of that perceived humiliation, Japan in 1992
enacted a contentious law allowing its military
to take part in UN peacekeeping operations.

Nishimoto, then Japan’s army chief, oversaw
the dispatch of 600 army engineers to
Cambodia to rebuild bridges and roads, and
two small contingents to help monitor a peace
accord in a country still traumatised by Khmer
Rouge rule from 1975-1979. “That was the start-
ing line,” he said. A year later Nishimoto became
chairman of the Joint Staff Office, Japan’s most
senior military officer.

By 1994 a regional crisis was brewing, with
the United States on the brink of war with North
Korea after Pyongyang began harvesting
weapons-grade plutonium from its Yongbyon
nuclear plant. In preparation for conflict, the
commander of US forces in Japan, General
Richard Myers, gave Nishimoto requests rang-
ing from shelter for civilians evacuated from the
Korean peninsula to security for US bases in
Japan that would be used in any attack on the
plant. “We thought it would be doable because
it was a basic question of how many blankets,
how many tents,” Nishimoto said.

But without a legal framework allowing rear-
guard logistic support even close to home,
Nishimoto had to turn down most of what
Myers wanted. “The Americans were pounding
tables. All we could do was apologise,”
Nishimoto said. Diplomacy averted war, but for
Nishimoto and other senior officers, the experi-
ence was a re-run of the first Gulf War and
firmed their resolve to stretch the limits of the
constitution. In 1997, Japan and the United
States revised defence cooperation guidelines
to expand the scope for Japan’s rear support.
Two years later, in a further stretching of the lim-

its of the pacifist constitution, parliament
passed a law allowing logistics support in areas
close to Japan.

A Burden Lifted
After the Sept. 11 attacks, Japan passed

another one-off law allowing its tankers to refu-
el US and other allies’ warships supporting the
invasion of Afghanistan. Japan’s air force also
flew supplies into Iraq from a base in Kuwait in
2003 following the ouster of Saddam Hussein.
Under US pressure to put “boots on the ground”,
Tokyo also enacted a law permitting the dis-
patch in 2004 of military engineers on a recon-
struction mission in Iraq. Tight curbs on
weapons use meant the 550 troops stayed
behind the perimeter fence of their base in
southern Iraq much of the time.

That same year China overtook Japan to
become Asia’s biggest military spender, and by
last year Beijing was second only to the United
States globally, spending more than triple
Japan’s defence budget. “The biggest impetus
under which the Japanese people are now liv-
ing is this obvious surge of Chinese power,” said
Tomohiko Taniguchi, an adviser to Abe on for-
eign policy.

Laws enacted in September allow Japanese
forces to aid friendly countries under attack,
relying on the Abe government’s reinterpreta-
tion of Japan’s constitution. Such collective self-
defence was banned by previous governments
as a violation of the post-war charter. “For the
first time, we are just about to be able to exer-
cise collective defence with the US and others,
so the feeling is we have finally been able to get
the (Gulf War) burden off our shoulders,” said
Taniguchi.

In 2012, Kenneth Pyle, then a professor at
the University of Washington, described Japan’s
post-1945 security policy as the “eight noes”: no
overseas deployments, no exercise of collective
self-defence, no power projection capability, no
nuclear arms, no arms exports, no sharing
defence technology, no military spending
above 1 percent of GDP and no military use of
space. Now, says Pyle: “The ‘eight noes’ are all
gone, except the nuclear option.”  —Reuters

Gulf war began Japan’s retreat from pacifism


