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CAPE CANAVERAL, Florida: The
International Space Station received its
first shipment from Virginia in more than
two years yesterday following a sensa-
tional nighttime launch observed 250
miles up and down the East Coast.
Orbital ATK’s cargo ship pulled up at the
space station bearing 5,000 pounds of
food, equipment and research. “What a
beautiful vehicle,” said Japanese astro-
naut Takuya Onishi, who used the sta-
tion’s big robot arm to grab the vessel.
The capture occurred as the spacecraft
soared 250 miles above Kyrgyzstan;
Onishi likened it to the last 195 meters
of a marathon.

Last Monday’s liftoff from Wallops
Island was the first by an Antares rocket

since a 2014 launch explosion. Orbital
ATK redesigned its Antares rocket and
rebuilt the pad. While the Antares was
grounded, Virginia-based Orbital ATK
kept the NASA supply chain open with
deliveries from Cape Canaveral, Florida,
using another company’s rocket.

NASA is paying Orbital ATK and
SpaceX to stock the station, but now
SpaceX is grounded. The California com-
pany is investigating why one of its
Falcon rockets exploded in a massive
fireball during launch pad testing on
Sept 1. Following liftoff, Orbital ATK’s
Cygnus capsule orbited solo for twice
the usual amount of time. NASA wanted
the Cygnus - named after the swan con-
stellation - to wait for three astronauts

to launch from Kazakhstan. They arrived
Friday, doubling the size of the crew.
Besides Onishi, the crew includes two
Americans and three Russians.

Helping Onishi with the Cygnus yes-
terday morning was NASA astronaut
Kate Rubins. Their four-month mission
will end next weekend. This particular
Cygnus, meanwhile, is officially known
as the S S Alan Poindexter. Orbital ATK
named it after a former space shuttle
commander who helped to build the
station. 

He was killed in a jet ski accident in
2012. Once the Cygnus is unloaded, it
will be filled with trash and set loose to
burn up in the atmosphere in mid-
November. — AP 

Orbital cargo ship arrives at space station

The Cygnus resupply ship slowly approaches the International Space Station
(ISS) before the Canadarm2 reaches out and grapples it yesterday. — AFP 

KABUL: Afghanistan saw a 10 per-
cent jump in opium cultivation this
year because of bumper harvests,
collapsing eradication efforts due
to growing insecurity and declining
international aid to combat drugs,
the UN said yesterday. Cultivation
dropped last year due to drought
but it has been on the rise in the
past decade, fuelling the Taleban
insurgency and spurring a growing
crisis of drug addiction despite
costly US-led counter-narcotics
programs.

High levels of cultivation this
year meant the estimated opium
production soared 43 percent to
4,800 tons, a UN Office on Drugs
and Crime (UNODC) report said,
underscoring a “worrying reversal”
in efforts to combat the scourge of
drugs. “ The cultivation has
increased by 10 percent this year
compared to the same time in 2015
- from 183,000 hectares to 201,000
hectares,” counter-narcotics minis-
ter Salamat Azimi told reporters
while releasing the UN report.

The statistics represent the
third-highest level of cultivation in
Afghanistan in more than two
decades - after a record high in
2014 and 2013. Officials cited favor-
able weather, rising insecurity and
falling international donor support
as the main reasons for the increase
in cultivation in Afghanistan, the
world’s leading producer of opium.
Ninety-three percent of the cultiva-
tion took place in the southern,

western and eastern parts of the
country, the report said.

The southern restive province of
Helmand remained the country’s
top poppy-cultivating province, fol-
lowed by Badghis, Kandahar,
Uruzgan, Nangarhar and Farah - all
hotbeds of insurgent activity. “I
believe with the existing equip-
ment, facilities and civilian task
force, we cannot fight the cultiva-
tion of poppy in insecure areas,”
said Baz Mohammad Ahmadi,
deputy minister of interior for
counter-narcotics. “The challenges
of deteriorating security in different
parts of the country took away the
opportunities to destroy poppy
farms.” 

Seeds of War 
Eradication efforts appeared to

have collapsed. A total of 355
hectares of poppy eradication was
carried out this year, a 91 percent
plunge from 2015. “In 2016, farm-
ers’ resistance against poppy eradi-
cation operations was occasionally
expressed through direct attacks
on eradication teams,” the UN
report said. “No eradication took
place in the provinces with high
levels of opium poppy cultivation
due to the extremely poor security
situation in those areas and logisti-
cal/financial challenges to organize
the eradication teams on time.”

Afghanistan saw a drop in opi-
um cultivation last year for the first
time since 2009, a UN report said,

citing drought as a key reason for
the decline. But that was seen as a
temporary blip. Poppy farmers in
Afghanistan are often taxed by the
Taleban, who use the cash to help
fund their insurgency against gov-
ernment and NATO forces. “Most of
the conflicts in Afghanistan are
financed by income from poppy.
Anywhere you see poppy in
Afghanistan you see fighting there,”
said Ahmadi.

International donors have
splurged bill ions of dollars on
counter-narcotics efforts in
Afghanistan over the past decade,

including efforts to encourage
farmers to switch to other cash
crops such as saffron. But those
efforts have shown little results.
Addiction levels have also risen
sharply - from almost nothing
under the 1996-2001 Taleban
regime - giving rise to a new gener-
ation of addicts since the 2001 US-
led invasion of Afghanistan. 

“We explain to the internation-
al  community that  now is  the
t ime to increase suppor t  for
counter-narcotics in Afghanistan,”
said UNODC regional chief Andrey
Avetisyan. — AFP 

BENGALURU, India: They are not easy to
spot. Working in vegetable patches and on
millet fields in India’s southern state of
Karnataka, farm laborers caught in debt
bondage suffer mainly in silence. But Gopal
V has lived with this silence for long
enough. Now 44, the son of bonded labor-
ers is on a mission to identify workers
trapped in debt bondage - and to make
sure they get justice. “My parents worked
endless hours not for money, just food,”
Gopal said. “They worked for a landlord in
my village, whose house I still can’t enter.
He paid them back with a little food, and
my father died in bondage.”

Now, he travels across villages around
Anekal, near the city of Bengaluru, looking
for people like his parents. There is an
urgency to his search, he says, because he
wants to “get them out before they die”.
India banned the practice of bonded labor
in 1976, but the country is still home to
11.7 million bonded laborers, according to
the International Labor Organization (ILO).
The laborers may be working to pay off a
loan from their employer, or a debt inherit-
ed from a relative.

Jeevika, a non-profit organization that
works to eradicate bonded labour in the
southern state, said it identified 12,811
bonded laborers in Karnataka between
2012 and 2015. Most of them are still wait-
ing for state authorities to give them
release certificates and compensation
money, it said. Its founder, Kiran Kamal
Prasad, estimates that there are up to
200,000 bonded laborers across Karnataka.
“It is a perennial problem that persists in
the agriculture sector,” said Druthi Lakshmi
of the state’s rural development depart-
ment. “We know they are really poor, illiter-
ate people who often go back to the same
landlord for work after they are rescued
because the rehabilitation money is not
enough.”

The government is in the process of
undertaking a more comprehensive survey
to identify people in bondage, she added.
Gopal and others like him who work in
partnership with Jeevika use their child-
hood memories of suffering and debt
bondage to encourage others to find a way
out of it. “The fear of the landlord still exists

in our (lower-caste) Dalit communities and
people refuse to acknowledge they are in
bondage,” said Ramakrishna V, also the son
of a bonded laborer. “It takes a lot of talking
before they break down and admit they are
paying off a loan they took many, many
years ago,” said Ramakrisha, now a lawyer
fighting for workers’ rights in court.

Threats
Activists say most people trapped in

bonded labour are unaware of the fact they
might have paid off their initial loan 10
times over. In addition, the 1976 Abolition
of Bonded Labour Act cancels any dues
that may be pending when a worker is res-
cued from bondage, they said. Jayaboraiah,
47, recalled how he was studying in his
room when the landlord of his hostel came
knocking. “He said my father had disap-
peared without repaying the 800 rupees
($12) loan he had taken to start a sericul-
ture (silk production) business. I dropped
out of school and spent eight years work-
ing in his home and field to pay off that
loan,” Jayaboraiah said.

But a glance at a report on bonded
labor in a newspaper one morning led him
to a government office to ask for help.
“Now I know the law and am able to
explain to families in debt bondage that
they have repaid their dues and should
now be demanding minimum wages,” he
said. All three men said their personal
experience of growing up in the shadow of
debt bondage helps them to start a conver-
sation about the issue in villages where tra-
ditionally lower-caste people still find it
“almost impossible to leave the clutches of
a landlord”. Gopal said: “We are constantly
threatened and so are workers, but we
keep going to villages and areas where
Dalits live and we lived until recently. “It
takes a lot of probing before anyone admits
to having taken a loan and working to repay
it. It takes us months to build trust,” he said.
Gopal’s three daughters have documented
the lives of their grandfather and uncles
who worked as bonded laborers. “I tell them
about it because it is the reality from which
they have emerged, and it makes them sen-
sitive to the fact that many more still need
help,” Gopal said. — Reuters 

ADEN: Yemen’s government announced
yesterday that nine people had died of
cholera in second city Aden as the infec-
tious disease spread across the war-torn
country. Ten other people in the southern
port city have been diagnosed with the
potentially fatal disease which is transmit-
ted through contaminated drinking water
and causes acute diarrhoea, the health
ministry said. A ministry statement said 190
cases of severe diarrhoea had been admit-
ted to hospitals in Aden, which hosts the
government’s temporary headquarters.

The ministry said that around 200 cases
of cholera had been reported nationwide.
The United Nations this month announced
an outbreak of cholera in Yemen, the
Arabian Peninsula’s poorest country even
before the war broke out. A Saudi-led coali-
tion began a bombing campaign in March
2015 against pro-Iran rebels who seized the
capital Sanaa and large parts of Yemen in a
war the United Nations says has killed near-
ly 6,900 people.

This month, the World Health
Organization said it had confirmed 11 cases
of cholera in Sanaa. The WHO warned that
the scarcity of drinkable water has wors-
ened hygienic conditions and fuelled a
marked increase in cases of severe diar-
rhoea, in particular among people dis-
placed from their homes in central Yemen.
The UN’s child agency UNICEF said cholera
could prove fatal in up to 15 percent of
untreated cases.

The agency says nearly three million
people in Yemen need immediate food
aid, while 1.5 million children suffer from
malnutrition, including 370,000 with
severe malnutrition that weakens their
immune systems. Doctors in Aden said
that the WHO and the Emirati  Red
Crescent have supplied hospitals in the
city with medical aid to help treat cholera
cases. The United Arab Emirates is a key
member of the Riyadh-led Arab coalition
battling the Iran-backed Houthi rebels and
their allies. — AFP 

NEW YORK: Multitudes of feral cats
roam New York City’s concrete jungle,
and some now have a practical pur-
pose: They’re helping curb the city’s
rat population. A group of volunteers
trained by the NYC Feral Cat Initiative
traps wild cat colonies that have
become a nuisance or been threat-
ened by construction, then spays or
neuters and vaccinates them. The goal
is to return them to their home terri-
tory, but some end up in areas rife
with rats.

Feline rat patrols keep watch over
city delis and bodegas, car dealerships
and the grounds of a Greenwich
Village church. Four cats roam the
loading dock at the Jacob K Javits
Convention Center, where food deliv-
eries and garbage have drawn
rodents for years. “We used to hire
exterminators, but nature has a better
solution,” said Rebecca Marshall, the
sustainability manager at the 1.8-mil-
lion-square-foot center. “And cats
don’t cost anything.”

About 6,000 volunteers have com-
pleted workshops where they ’ve

learned proper ways to trap cats. The
program is run through the privately
funded Mayor’s Alliance for NYC’s
Animals, a coalition of more than 150
animal rescue groups and shelters. It
estimates as many as half a million fer-
al and stray cats roam New York’s five
boroughs.

The life of a street cat is a tough
one. Some are former pets, aban-
doned by owners. Plenty die of dis-
ease and malnutrition or are hit by
vehicles. Others ingest poisoned cat
food - set deliberately to get rid of
them, cat advocates say. Many of the
animals are displaced as a result of
New York’s development, with new
construction creating perilous condi-
tions for those that once inhabited
the city’s nooks and crannies, from
vacant lots, decaying factories and
empty warehouses.

One colony of two dozen cats liv-
ing in a lot on Manhattan’s West Side
are about to be displaced by construc-
tion on a new $3 billion office tower. A
City Council member is working with
residents and developers to make

sure the creatures are moved to a safe
location. The Javits Center’s quartet of
cats - Sylvester, Alfreda, Mama Cat and
Ginger - were lured to its 56 loading
docks about two years ago with pet
food brought by animal-loving
employees. On a recent fall morning,
Sylvester stationed himself next to a
commercial truck, ready to pounce if
needed.

The cats are predators but don’t
necessarily kill rats. Instead, experts
say the feline scent and droppings
repel the rodents. “A mother rat will
never give birth near a predator
because the cats would eat the
babies,” said Jane Hoffman, president
of the mayor’s alliance. The cat popu-
lation is controlled through spaying
and neutering, provided free of
charge by the Humane Society of New
York and the ASPCA. In most cases,
adoption is out of the question for fer-
al cats because they are just too wild
to be domesticated. Thanks to the vol-
unteers, says Marshall, “we’re protect-
ing wildlife in the city, and the cats get
a second chance at life.” — AP 

Children of bonded laborers 
use memories to save others

Cholera kills 9 in Aden

Feral felines deployed in NYC war on rats

NEW YORK: Sylvester, a feral cat, sits in a loading dock at the Jacob Javits Convention Center on Oct 20, 2016. — AP 

Afghan opium cultivation 
up as eradication collapses

Addiction levels have risen sharply

In this photograph taken on April 19, 2016, an Afghan farmer harvests opium sap from a poppy field in the Chaparhar district of Nangarhar
province. — AFP 

Heroin addicts, covered by a sheet, smoke opium at a park in Kabul
yesterday. 


