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Cities seek cash, 
tech to activate 
plans for safer, 
greener future

As 1.4 million people move to cities each week,
local abilities to keep residents safe can
become strained, increasing the risk of disas-

ters, warned the United Nations secretary-general.
“The answer is to build resilience to storms, floods,
earthquakes, fires, pandemics and economic crises,”
said Antonio Guterres in a message for World Cities
Day yesterday. Cities are already pressing on with that
work, he noted. Bangkok has built underground tanks
to store excess rainfall and prevent floods, while
Johannesburg inhabitants are joining in efforts to
improve public spaces.

As urban areas sucked in 55 percent of the planet’s
population - a figure UN estimates say will rise to 68
percent by 2050 - the need to find new ways to cope
with modern-day pressures such as climate change
has become more acute. But it involves far more than
dodging disasters, experts said. “Investment in
resilience isn’t just about avoiding losses and keeping
bad things from happening, it’s about catalyzing
growth and opportunity,” said Marc Forni, lead spe-
cialist for urban resilience at the World Bank. “One of
the things that makes urban resilience an exciting top-
ic is that it’s quite entrepreneurial - you have interest-
ing innovation from all different areas,” he added.

That includes cutting-edge technologies to help
cities use complex geospatial data to tackle flooding
or pollution, often at a falling cost, Forni and others
said. With cloud computing and satellite imagery, US
cities can now map their geographical footprint in
real-time, added Forni, noting the technology could
soon be applied to monitor floods.

Finance gap
While the toolkit of solutions for cities is expanding

fast, deployment can hit financial, political and other
barriers. The US-based 100 Resilient Cities (100RC)
network, which is backed by The Rockefeller
Foundation, has spent five years assisting its cities to
craft strategies for dealing with physical, social and
economic challenges. About half its members - from
Buenos Aires and New Orleans to Paris and Amman -
have completed their plans, with the rest expected by
the end of 2019. “What’s harder is to help cities take
that next step, which is actually doing things,” said
Michael Berkowitz, president of 100RC, which now
aims to link cities with the partners and resources they
need to implement their strategies.

Sometimes cities need only small amounts of help,
he added. In the case of Jakarta, about $40,000 and
some engineering expertise was required to try out
new biotechnology to treat wastewater in communi-
ties, Berkowitz said. Municipalities often struggle to
prepare bankable projects that can tap into financial
markets, he and others said. “There’s a tonne of inter-
est ... from big commercial banks to impact funds - bil-
lions and billions of dollars are wanting to invest in
green things,” said Todd Gartner, director of the World
Resources Institute’s Natural Infrastructure Initiative.

But private investors often shy away because they
perceive the risks as too high for the expected returns,
he added. Berkowitz said cities would need support in
the form of project design and finance structuring to
bridge the gap.

Political tension
Cities can also achieve a lot by reallocating their

existing resources, and finding new ways to raise mon-
ey, experts noted. For example, New Zealand’s quake-
prone capital, Wellington, screens its budget to maxi-
mize the resilience benefits of its spending, and its
electric utility recently levied a surcharge to upgrade
the power network against disasters, Berkowitz said.
In Africa too, some cities are making progress on
mobilizing money for better infrastructure - whether
green bonds issued by South African cities, or Kenyan
water utilities accessing commercial loans with sup-
port from central government and the World Bank,
researchers said.

Yet many cities in sub-Saharan Africa lack the
resources to improve services and reduce environ-
mental risks for residents, particularly in slums, said
Sarah Colenbrander of the London-based
International Institute for Environment and
Development. As well as tiny municipal budgets, they
often suffer neglect by central government, which has
traditionally focused on larger voter bases in rural
areas. Political tensions can also hamper efforts to
tackle urban poverty and infrastructure deficits, as
opposition to the ruling party tends to foment in
African cities, Colenbrander said. “If you starve (cities)
of basic infrastructure and basic services, then you
only get the costs of that population density and none
of the benefits,” she said.

The region that has made the largest leaps in
resilience in the past 10 to 20 years is Latin America,
experts said. Robert Muggah, co-founder of the
Brazil-based Igarape Institute, said conditions had
been ripe for Latin American cities to act as a “labora-
tory”, given its swift urbanization. UN data shows the
proportion of the region’s population living in cities
jumped from about 40 percent to 80 percent between
1950 and 2015. — Reuters

Voters in established democracies are accustomed
to going to the polls to choose between parties
with competing visions, programs or ideologies.

For those who live in countries where freedoms are limit-
ed, however, the choice at the ballot box often is not
about candidates or issues but about free and fair elec-
tions - and even the right to vote. Is the United States
heading in that direction? As Americans prepare to make
their choices in the pivotal Nov 6 congressional
midterms, there are substantive issues like climate
change and immigration policies that separate the two
main parties. But to an extent that is unprecedented in
the post-Civil Rights era, the issue of democracy itself
has unmistakably crept on to the US ballot.

In consolidated democracies, including many in
Europe and North America, democracy is about choos-
ing an economic program, determining a country’s for-
eign policy direction or deciding a set of positions on
domestic issues like marriage equality or approaches to
policing. However, in countries that are not quite demo-
cratic, either because the democracy is not yet fully
formed or because democracy is eroding, elections are
different. In countries in the former Soviet Union, Asia,
the Middle East and elsewhere, elections frequently pit
incumbent parties seeking to limit freedoms of speech
and assembly and prevent fair elections against an oppo-
sition party or bloc whose primary campaign program is
essentially democracy itself.

In 2018, American elections are beginning to look dis-
turbingly like those in less democratic countries. For
example, in the race for governor of Georgia, one candi-
date, Republican Brian Kemp, who as secretary of state
is charged with administering Georgia’s elections, has
sought to disenfranchise tens of thousands of mostly
African-American voters. 

In Kansas, the Republican candidate for governor,
Kris Kobach, gained national notoriety when President

Donald Trump appointed him to lead a commission on
voter fraud, a problem that very rarely occurs in the
United States. Kobach has spent much of his career advo-
cating restrictions on voting rights that would have the
effect of making it more difficult for people, particularly
those who are not white, to vote. In several other states,
such as Iowa, Missouri and North Carolina, Republicans

have enacted legislation in the last two years that makes it
more difficult for people to cast their ballots.

In addition to the two parties taking different posi-
tions on voting rights, Republican-controlled state gov-
ernments in Oklahoma and Louisiana have passed laws
that either increase the penalties for protesting or other-
wise curtail activities that are protected by First
Amendment rights to assembly and speech. Several other
states have similar legislation pending. This occurs in the
context of a Republican president who has proposed
limiting the right to protest and has frequently described
the media as “enemies of the people”.

One area for potential optimism is that the debate
over democracy in the United States is surprisingly
robust, and increasingly public. Advocates for greater
democracy call for repealing laws that erect barriers to
voting and for more liberal interpretations of the First

Amendment. Others argue that the Constitution was
meant to limit democracy, that there is nothing in that
document about making it easy for people to vote and
that America is a republic not a democracy. 

The discussion has gotten uglier since the election of
Trump - who, after George W Bush in 2000, is the sec-
ond Republican this century to win the presidency with-
out winning the popular vote - and the bitterness over
Brett Kavanaugh being confirmed to the Supreme Court
by senators representing a minority of Americans, thus
laying bare the undemocratic nature of giving all states
two senators each, regardless of dramatic differences in
population. This is not good for the stability and legiti-
macy of the US government, but may slowly help make
the country more democratic.

It is now likely that the next time the Democrats get
national power they will seek structural changes to
address what some are calling a crisis of democratic
legitimacy in the United States. Some of the proposals
aimed at addressing this include expanding the number
of Supreme Court judges or granting statehood for
Washington, DC and Puerto Rico, thus allowing their
diverse populations to elect their own senators and
reducing the racial inequality that is - at least for now
due to the number of small heavily white states - baked
into the US Senate. These are partisan positions, but they
reflect the growing awareness among Democrats that the
democratic deficits in American political structures all
seem to favor Republicans.

Much of this will not be resolved in the midterm elec-
tions. The way the Senate is constituted, the process for
confirming Supreme Court justices and electing presi-
dents is not on the ballot. Nonetheless, those who want a
truly democratic America are beginning to realize that
these structures will need to change - and that the
national debate about democracy is increasingly become
part of US politics. — Reuters 
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Is the US still a real democracy?

In Idlib, a 
protester still 
going strong

Nearly eight years after he joined his
very first protest against Syria’s
regime, Bahr Nahhas still demon-

strates every week with unwaning energy,
even if the slogans have changed. Just like
he has since 2011, the 45-year-old tilemak-
er carefully paints clever slogans on
protest banners before each Friday rally in
his rebel-held hometown of Maaret al-
Numan, in Syria’s northwest Idlib. But their
tone has evolved, as popular demonstra-
tions spiralled into active conflict, foreign
powers got involved, and the area around
him became home to diehard militants.

In his very first protest in March 2011,
Nahhas demanded “freedom and dignity”
in solidarity with other cities rising up
against President Bashar Al-Assad’s
regime. “I’ll never forget those days for the
rest of my life,” said the tall, olive-skinned
father of five. Protesters would kiss and
hug each other, Nahhas recalled, exhilarat-
ed by the prospect of speaking out freely
against Syria’s iron-fisted regime. “We
hoped to bring down the regime in just a
few days or weeks,” he said, his hair and
beard greying.

Instead, a drawn-out conflict has seen
Russia-backed regime troops slowly roll
back rebel and jihadist gains nationwide,
until this summer they started to mass
around the Idlib region. That prompted
residents of Idlib, including Nahhas, to
protest once more in order to head off the
assault. “By going down to the streets, we
are telling people that we are a coexisting,
peaceful people asking for freedom and
dignity,” he said. Now, a shaky buffer zone
is keeping regime troops away from the

region, more than half of which is held by
the Hayat Tahrir al-Sham alliance, led by
former Al-Qaeda militants.

But for Nahhas, hardliners do not rep-
resent all of Idlib. “We have gone out to
protest again to tell the world that we are
not terrorists,” Nahhas said, wearing a
short-sleeved stripy white and black shirt.
Most days of the week, he makes floor
tiles, scooping a grey mixture into a square
mould with large yellow gloves, before
pushing each into a small oven. But with
the week’s end approaching, he left his
workshop to prepare banners for the
town’s Friday protests.

Inside a building still under construc-
tion, he knelt over a long white sheet,
brushing curly Arabic letters across it in
thick black paint. Nahhas said he has lost
many of his fellow protestors in Syria’s
war, which has killed more than 360,000
people and displaced millions. “Some were
killed, some were arrested and are being
held in the regime’s jails, some were tor-
tured to death, and some emigrated to
Turkey or to Europe,” he said.

Others picked up weapons to fight, but
Nahhas decided not to. “Words can be
stronger than weapons,” Nahhas said, as
he prepared signs in Arabic and neat,
block-lettered English. Outside, young
men hoisted up protest signs in the street.
A young man in a black hoody stood inside
the elevated metal lip of a bulldozer, reach-
ing down for a banner before tying one
end to a rusty pole.

Militants ‘kicked out’ 
Maaret al-Numan’s protests trace the

arc of the Syrian conflict, rising up against
the regime, the Islamic State group, and
former Al-Qaeda fighters. “We were
among the first towns to go out into the
streets against Daesh,” Nahhas said, using
an Arabic acronym for IS. IS briefly held
parts of Maaret al-Numan before opposi-
tion fighters expelled them in 2014,

according to the Syrian Observatory for
Human Rights. “Afterwards, we protested
against Al-Nusra... and they were kicked
out too,” added Nahhas, referring to the
group that later became HTS.

Turkish-backed rebels ousted HTS
from the town this year after months of
fighting, the Britain-based war monitor
says. All along, the town weathered bom-
bardment by the regime and its Russian
ally. Nahhas said he is still haunted by an
air strike on a primary school in the town
several years ago that killed three students
and maimed several others. “I rushed to
rescue the pupils after the raid, but I
couldn’t see anyone because of all the
dust,” he said. “I found one of the students

reaching out to me, begging. I carried him
out to a car outside the school. His leg had
been cut off.” He pulled out one victim
after the other, until rescue workers
arrived. “I couldn’t take it anymore and I
collapsed,” he said.

Friday’s demonstration got underway
after midday prayers. Carrying a small
child, Nahhas melted into the crowd of
demonstrators, surrounded by banners he
helped make. Assad has vowed to eventu-
ally retake Maaret al-Numan and wider
Idlib, but the veteran protester remained
defiant. “There’s no way this revolution -
that has seen so many people killed and
jailed - can end before the regime is top-
pled,” Nahhas said. — AFP 

Bahr Nahhas stands next to signs he prepared for a demonstration in the rebel-held
town of Maaret al-Numan in the north of Idlib province on Oct 19, 2018.  — AFP 


