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BELGIUM: Belgian comic-strip hero Tintin
helped popularize the 1950s Space Race with
his iconic cartoon rocket; seven decades on
from the boy reporter’s “Destination Moon”,
his country is finally getting its own version of
NASA. The Interfederal Space Agency of
Belgium (ISAB) will be set up next year, sci-
ence minister Elke Sleurs said, arguing that it
would help a local industry hang on to what
is now a 5-percent share of the EU’s 7 billion-
euro a year space industry. 

Challenges from the likes of rising powers
India and China and changing rules for EU-
wide tenders meant Belgium should pool

resources to help its companies compete, she
said: “If we just keep the status quo, we risk
losing out on space contracts.” About 60 firms
in the local sector include the 96-year-old
SABCA, which has worked on Europe’s Ariane
rocket program.

Images from Tintin space stories, starting
with “Destination Moon” in 1950, have
become Belgian national treasures and fed
popular fascination worldwide with cosmic
adventure. A single original drawing by his
creator Herge from 1954’s “Explorers on the
Moon” sold last week in Paris for 1.55 million
euros.—Reuters

TSHIPISE, South Africa: In another life,
Lynn was a sniper in Afghanistan, Damien
trained paramilitary forces in Iraq, and John
worked undercover infiltrating drug cartels
in central America. Now all three are back
in action, this time fighting what they
describe as a “war” against poachers in
southern Africa as the killing of rhinos esca-
lates into a crisis that threatens the survival
of the species.

In 2008, less than 100 rhinos were
poached in South Africa, but in recent years
numbers have rocketed with nearly 1,200
killed in 2015 alone. Faced with such
slaughter, conservationists and govern-
ment authorities have been desperately
searching for ways to protect the animals.

Many ideas have been tried, including
drones, tracking dogs, satellite imagery,
DNA analysis, hidden cameras and even
cutting horns off live animals before poach-
ers can get to them. But the killing has con-
tinued, and now military veterans from the
United States, Australia and elsewhere have
been drafted to bring their expertise to the
uphill battle to save the rhinos. “You have
animals who are targeted by people using
automatic weapons,” Damien Mander, a for-
mer Australian Navy special forces officer,
told AFP. “You cannot go to the communi-
ties and ask them nicely to stop. This is a
war. We are fighting a war out there.”

Lessons from the frontline   
Mander, who spent three years serving

in Iraq, is the founder of the International
Anti-Poaching Foundation, which supports
anti-poaching rangers through training
and promotes “direct action” to protect rhi-
no. “The only thing that is going to buy
time for (conservation) initiatives is well-
trained, well-equipped rangers who are
willing to go every day and risk their lives,”
he said. “I was programmed to destroy. I am
now programmed to protect.”

Wearing a military jacket, his arms cov-
ered in tattoos, Lynn Westover is putting
his military background to good use by
running a two-day training course on a
reserve in the northern province of
Limpopo.  Attended by a dozen rangers
and local ranch owners, the course, which
is packed with military jargon, offers a wide
range of instruction from how to disarm
poachers to analyzing footprints and even
communicating with helicopter pilots. 

Westover, 35, says his military career,
which took him from Afghanistan and Iraq
to Nigeria and also saw him working in
southeast Asia, Latin America and Nigeria,
has given him valuable experience to pass

on. “I am still doing the same kind of work,
but I am changing who I am impacting for
a greater good,” said Westover, an American
who comes from Seattle. “It is repurposing
because you feel a sense of unity and pride.
I feel that I am giving these rangers a better
chance of survival.”

He works for Vetpaw ( Veterans
Empowered to Protect African Wildlife), a
New York-based group that helps former
servicemen to develop new careers using
their military skills. Another veteran finding
a new purpose in the South African bush is
‘John’ a pseudonym-who agrees that ex-
servicemen bring unique skills to the
poaching problem. “The behavior of a
poacher, a drug trafficker or terrorist is the
same,” he said.

The cost of war   
But the so-called “green militarization” of

anti-poaching work-a term for the involve-
ment of ex-military in conservation work-
has aroused strong criticism, with some
saying local men suspected of being
poachers are being killed indiscriminately.
No figures are available, but some of the
dead are from Mozambique, which borders
on South Africa’s Kruger National Park. “It
alienates local people and turns conserva-
tion areas into fortresses,” said Libby
Lunstrum, a professor at Canada’s York
University who specializes in poaching.

Without giving numbers, she told AFP
that “a lot” of young men had been shot
and buried in the border area. “It has a dev-
astating impact on communities who are
less likely to support conservation because
they see park rangers as people who kill
their loved ones.” Even so, charity groups
such as the International Fund for Animal
Welfare (IFAW) are also tapping into battle-
field expertise and hiring former US intelli-
gence officers.

Fighting fire with fire   
“It is not unusual to see animals killed by

automatic weapons,” Celine Sissler-
Bienvenu, a director of IFAW, told AFP.
“When we are in a war context, we have no
other means than to respond using a simi-
lar force.” For ranch owners like Howard
Knott, who attended the training course,
any assistance is welcome as demand for
rhino horn soars in China and Vietnam,
where it is prized for its alleged medicinal
properties. Knott has lost four rhinos in the
last two years, while one neighbor lost four
in just one week this October. “We really
appreciate what they have come to do and
teach our guys,” he said.—AFP

WASHINGTON: President Barack Obama took on
the problems of a lack of access to health care
and high cost, but he and Democrats paid a
political price. President-elect Donald Trump has
promised to undo much of what Obama put in
place, and pledged to make the system better.
Although Trump is lacking in specifics, he seems
to want to make costs his priority. States, insur-
ers, businesses, and individuals would get more
leeway to sort out access. Health care keenly
reflects the country’s deep political divide. A look
at some lessons Trump might learn from Obama’s
rough ride:

The perils of promises
Obama promised that “if you like your health

care plan, you can keep it.” But then several mil-
lion people were threatened with the loss of poli-
cies that didn’t conform to his overhaul. Obama
said premiums would come down, too. Trump
hasn’t made such specific promises, yet it may
already be too late for him. In the campaign,
Trump made it sound like replacing the law
would be quick and easy, and people would be
widely satisfied with the results.

Consider his idea for allowing insurers to sell
policies across state lines. “Get rid of the artificial
lines and you will have yourself great plans,”
Trump said. That ignores practical issues such as
whether an insurer in Houston can set up a
viable network of doctors in New York. “There are
no easy solutions in health care,” said Jim
Capretta, a health policy expert with the busi-
ness-oriented American Enterprise Institute.
“Whatever is done will necessarily involve some
trade-offs, and winners and losers. There are
political risks associated with every kind of policy
proposal.”

Medicare and Medicaid
As a candidate in 2008, then-Sen. Obama pro-

posed requiring parents to get health insurance
for their children, one of several steps to move
toward coverage for all.  As president, he
embraced a broader “individual mandate” requir-
ing most people to be covered. Enforced with
fines from the IRS, it’s been unpopular from the
start. Separately, Obama and a Democratic-led
Congress financed part of the coverage expan-
sion in the Affordable Care Act with cuts in
Medicare payments to service providers. That
was an unwelcome surprise to older people.
Even if Medicare cuts improved the program’s
balance sheet, older voters helped deliver the
House to Republicans in 2010, a few months after
Obama signed the overhaul.

Trump has promised not to cut Medicare, but
Republican leaders in Congress want to revamp
the program to provide future retirees with a
fixed amount to purchase private insurance. Will
Trump go along? Trump initially also said he
wouldn’t cut Medicaid, the health care program
for low-income people. During the campaign,
though, his views shifted to backing a “block
grant” that would limit federal money to states
and could result in big cuts. Medicare and
Medicaid have been around for more than 50
years and are politically popular. Most people,
including Republicans, don’t equate the pro-
grams with the health law. So Trump could be
left exposed.

Going it alone
Democrats passed the 2010 law over solid

GOP opposition. Progressives blamed Republican
obstinacy and said the overhaul contained many
provisions with a centrist, even Republican, pedi-
gree. But the lack of bipartisan support stoked
years of opposition. Trump’s ability to win over
some Democrats will determine whether his
ideas are remembered as a fleeting lurch to the
political right or a lasting course correction. At
the moment, it’s hard to detect any glimmer of
bipartisanship. “If President Trump succeeds in
getting the ACA repealed, he and the
Republicans will ‘own’ America’s health care sys-
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PHOENIX: In this June 17, 2013, file photo, Arizona Gov Jan Brewer signs the Medicaid expan-
sion law in Phoenix.

tem,” said Ron Pollack of Families USA, a leading
advocate for Obama’s law. “As tens of millions
of people lose coverage, the blame will go
squarely onto the shoulders of those who engi-
neered the repeal.”

People live here
When Obama signed the measure into law,

Democrats hailed it as the fulfillment of historic
aspirations to close the last major hole in the
nation’s social safety net. If Trump gets to sign
“repeal and replace” legislation, the rhetoric will be
about getting government off people’s backs and
giving consumers the options they really needed.

How will the reality measure up?
Obama’s law has been a lifeline for many

people who previously could not get coverage.
For others it brought unwanted legal obliga-
tions and expenses that burdened household
budgets. 

The law did not hold back the trend of rising
out-of-pocket costs for those with employer
coverage. People worry about the overall afford-
ability of their health care, said Larry Levitt of
the nonpartisan Kaiser Family Foundation.
Consumers have gotten savvy that out-of-pock-
et costs, which come on top of premiums, erode
the value of their insurance card.

“Republicans may be tempted to push insur-
ance premiums down by allowing insurers to
offer skimpier coverage with fewer benefits and
higher deductibles,” he said. “That’s not likely to
satisfy consumers in the end.”—AP
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MUSINA, South Africa: This file photo taken on November 10, 2016 shows dehorned
rhinos roaming in the Kuduland Reserve as rangers take part in a joint intense anti-
poaching training program with US military veterans.—AFP


