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NEW DELHI: Deepa Tampi worries a lot about the air
her two children breathe. The garment exporter says
she believes her 14-year-old daughter Mahika and 12-
year-old son Vihaan both became asthmatic because of
high levels of pollution in the New Delhi area. She has
banned them from playing outdoors, and has even
moved their schools twice in four years so that they can
use indoor sports facilities. When there is a toxic haze
covering the Indian capital - as has been the case in
recent days - she makes sure air purifiers are running at
home and in the car, and when the kids do go outside
they wear masks.

“Every year, we gasp through the winter months,
armed with oral steroids, inhalers and nebulisers,” she
said. “I have robbed my children of a very simple pleas-
ure in life - being outdoors. Mahika was an athlete and
Vihaan loved playing football, but to protect their
health, they had to trade these for indoor activities like
table tennis and dance.” The family paediatrician has
suggested they leave the Delhi area because of the kids’
asthma, Tampi said, and in the past they have even con-
sidered emigrating. But a big change like that is not
easy when she is running a business and her husband is
a partner at a law firm.

Medical bills
Tampi, who lives in Noda on the outskirts of the city,

is in a small minority. She has the knowledge and, more
importantly, the money, to reduce the impact of the tox-
ic cocktail of pollution on her kids. That is not the case
for most of New Delhi’s population of more than 20 mil-

lion, many of whom are worried about where the next
day’s work or the next meal is coming from. Ravi
Shankar Shukla, 35, who is employed as a chauffeur,
says his 8-year-old son, who attends a government
school in Noida, complains that his eyes smart and his
nose gets blocked when pollution sets in, though he
never wears a mask.

Rajesh Kumar, 37, who works as a contract employee
with a catering firm, said his two children develop a
cough from around mid-October, when the pollution
levels rise, until the air quality improves in January. “We
run up medical bills during this season,” said Kumar,
who has a 12-year-old son and a 9-year-old daughter.
“The school has given masks, but generally kids don’t
like wearing them as they feel constricted. Besides, they
also fear being ridiculed.” Doctors say that many thou-
sands of children are becoming victims of respiratory
illnesses in Delhi and its suburbs. More than 10 percent
of India’s schoolchildren suffer from asthma, according
to the federal government.

Pollution levels in the city rose to “severe” last
Thursday, a day after revelers let off fireworks long into
the night to mark the Hindu festival of Diwali. Two fed-
eral government pollution indexes showed air at “very
poor” and “severe” levels, indicating that prolonged
exposure could lead to respiratory illnesses. North
Indian cities, including Delhi, top a list of places with
the worst air in the world, the World Health
Organization said earlier this year. “I am aware of pae-
diatricians in my hospital doubling or trebling the num-
ber of the kids they are seeing with respiratory dis-

eases,” said Arvind Kumar, a leading chest surgeon in
New Delhi, and the co-founder of the Lung Care
Foundation.

The foundation runs Breathe Easy Stay Tough
(BEST) clubs in more than 30 schools across Delhi to
train students and teachers to build awareness about air
pollution, its causes and impact, and to provide tips on
how to deal with asthma. Kumar says he hears from
principals that most children have some kind of persist-
ent cough these days. “Cough is the first symptom of
irritation of your breathing tract. When it becomes more
severe, then you start developing narrowing, which
manifests as breathlessness and then you need a nebu-
liser,” Kumar said. The federal government launched an
asthma manual for schools in 11 languages last month
after several incidents, including deaths, blamed on a
lack of awareness of the illness.

Mala Kapoor, founder and principal of Silver Line
Prestige School in Ghaziabad, on the eastern side of
Delhi’s national capital region, said roughly 10 percent
of her students suffered breathing problems during the
winter months. The 3,000-pupil school, established in
1989, jostles for air amidst smoke-spewing small-to-
medium-sized factories, new high-rise residential build-
ings, a busy flyover and a rail track. 

Kapoor said occasionally students have to be rushed
to a nearby hospital if they are having major breathing
problems. “This is an example of bad planning,” Kapoor
said, noting that the school was built before the facto-
ries. “I didn’t land up in the mess, but the mess was cre-
ated around me.” — Reuters

Every breath you take: India capital’s 
smog leaves children gasping for air

Delhi’s well-off find ways to keep their kids away from smog

LONDON: Prime Minister Theresa May yesterday
faced her divided ministers as negotiators scram-
bled to secure a divorce agreement with the
European Union and anxiety mounted over the
risk of a no-deal Brexit. May said Monday her
government was working “extremely hard” to save
a deal, telling officials of London’s financial district
that negotiations “are now in the endgame”. 

A British government source said a deal must
happen today if there is any hope of an extraordi-
nary EU summit this month to sign a withdrawal
agreement. May’s de facto deputy David
Lidington told BBC Radio’s Today program yester-
day that a deal was “not quite there yet” but was
within “touching distance”. Agreement was still to
be reached on a “small number of difficult issues”,
he added, saying a deal before today was “still
possible, but not at all definite”. 

May addressed City of London leaders on
Monday, saying her negotiators were working
“through the night” to make progress on the
remaining issues. “I will not compromise on what
people voted for in the referendum. This will not
be an agreement at any cost,” she added. But pro-
Brexit ministers in the cabinet are worried that
May is set to agree to the EU’s demands over the
key sticking point of the Irish border.

‘Completely unacceptable’ 
At issue is how to avoid border checks between

British Northern Ireland and EU member the
Republic of Ireland after Brexit enters into force
from March 29. London suggests Britain could
temporarily stay aligned with the bloc’s trade rules
but wants to reserve the right to exit the arrange-
ment. The EU appears only ready to accept that if
there is a fallback option written into the with-
drawal agreement in which Northern Ireland
would remain in the European single market while
the rest of Britain leaves.

Ministers are set to confront May during a
meeting, warning that the EU’s demands were
“completely unacceptable”, according to the Daily
Telegraph. Former Brexit minister David Davis,
now a strident critic of May’s strategy, warned
that the government “should be prepared to exit
without a deal”. Failure to strike a deal by today
could push back the signing of any agreement
until a regular EU summit on December 13, dra-
matically curtailing the time May will have to get
the deal past a rebellious British parliament before
Brexit day on March 29.

In parliament, May will have to satisfy both
pro-Brexit and anti-Brexit wings of her party, as
well as Northern Ireland’s DUP party that props
up her government. As a sign of the battles ahead,
eurosceptics within her party are demanding in
parliament that she lays out “the government’s
political and legal position” on the various Brexit
scenarios. Labor is expected to go a step further
and demand the publication of the full legal advice
given to the government by attorney general
Geoffrey Cox. The deal is meant to f inalize
Britain’s exit bill of around £39 billion (45 billion
euros, $50 billion).

It must also guarantee citizens’ rights and
launch a 21-month transition during which London
would follow EU rules. British and European nego-
tiators will launch more ambitious talks during this
transition period on a future trading and legal
relationship. Britain will be forced to ramp up its
plans for a no-deal Brexit if a deal is not struck
this week. Amid the uncertainty, EU nationals
appear to be voting with their feet. Official figures
released yesterday revealed that the number of EU
nationals working in Britain fell by 132,000 to 2.25
million, the largest annual fall since comparable
records began in 1997. — AFP 

British PM faces 
cabinet as Brexit 
deadline looms

NEW DELHI: Commuters travel along a highway amidst heavy
smog on Monday. — AFP 

Stigma, separation: 
The painful choice 
facing Myanmar’s 
single mothers
THANLYIN: Eight months pregnant, shamed by her family
and shunned by the father of her child, Aye Mar has
accepted she will have to give up her baby to an orphan-
age in Myanmar, a country where single mothers are
ostracized and deemed a “disgrace”. For now, she is taking
refuge in a house in a leafy suburban Yangon street, away
from the disparaging eyes of her neighbours and the chas-
tisement of her aunts, her only family. Her aunts were “furi-
ous” when the 19-year-old told them she had fallen in love
with the water delivery boy and become pregnant. “They
brought my boyfriend home and asked him to marry me.
He said he would but then he ran off,” she told AFP.

Her aunts ordered Aye Mar (not her real name) to give
up the baby and brought her to the Myint Mo Myittar
Single Mothers’ Foundation, where she will give birth.  “I
want to take care of my baby but it is impossible,” she
said. She is one of more than 100 girls and women to pass
through the doors of the centre, which provides a home for
those in the last few months of their pregnancy and for 45
days after giving birth. One expectant mother is a 12-year-
old rape victim, now six months pregnant. Radiologist
Myat Sandar Thant set up the foundation two years ago,
appalled by the suicide of a patient who could not face the
shame of pregnancy.

Most women arrive intent on leaving their babies for
her to hand over to the state-run orphanage system. But
the majority end up taking their children home, small vic-
tories in the battle against conservative values, which
place the weight of responsibility for unwanted pregnan-
cies on women. “When they get here, they see other peo-

ple in the same situation as them and they start feeling
better about themselves,” she explains. Those who do
relinquish their babies are usually forced to do so by their
parents or other family members.

Illegal abortions 
With only a handful of such organizations across

Myanmar, many girls and women opt for illegal abortions.
In the country of some 50 million, women’s rights group
IPAS estimates that 246,000 unsafe abortions are under-
taken every year. Myanmar has the second-highest mater-
nal death rate in the region. There are no official statistics
on the number of unmarried mothers in a country where
data records are patchy and delicate social issues are
often swept under the carpet.

But 2014 census data suggests almost 50,000 15-19
year-olds give birth each year. An unplanned pregnancy can

be devastating for single women, who are often shunned by
family and community, with little chance of support from the
father. “In most communities, pregnant adolescent girls are
told to drop out of school,” says Yadanar, a youth program
analyst at the UN Population Fund (UNFPA) who goes by
one name. Family planning clinics are few-particularly in
rural areas-or extremely limited in what they can offer. “The
services need to be more welcoming to the youth, without
any judgment, without stigma, without discrimination, keep-
ing their confidentiality,” Yadanar says. 

Glimmers of hope 
One in six women do not have access to the contracep-

tion they want, according to UNFPA. Although sex educa-
tion is on the school curriculum teachers often ignore it,
while many parents avoid ‘The Talk’ either out of embar-
rassment or a hope that silence offers protection. A group
of tech entrepreneurs are hoping an app for young women,
brimming with beauty tips, fashion-and information about
reproductive health-might help educate and break down
stigma in the country, where smartphone penetration was
at 80 percent last year. 

The prototype of “Pyo Pyo May”, meaning “young
lady”, was well received during a trial last month in a
Yangon park. “I just get sex education from Facebook,”
said 30-year-old Thazin Oo, too embarrassed to elaborate
any further. There are some signs that attitudes in
Myanmar are slowly changing. Pop star Athen Cho Swe
chose to go public this year after secretly giving birth as a
single mother in Bangkok.

She now posts updates for her fans, including a recent,
self-filmed video of her playing with her baby girl. “I
thought people would criticize me,” she told local media in
August. “But people love my daughter.” Prospects are less
rosy for babies born into poorer households. Doctor Myat
Sandar Thant has the grim task of handing over unwanted
babies born in her centre to a government-run Yangon
orphanage. Myanmar’s strict adoption regulations mean
most infants here will spend their whole childhood in state
care. “This is the best that is available in Myanmar,” she
says. “But the children lose their sparkling eyes.” — AFP 

Shrinking Sea of 
Galilee has some 
hoping for miracle
EIN GEV: It was not so long ago when swimmers at Ein
Gev would lay out their towels in the grass at the edge of
the Sea of Galilee. Today, they put up their parasols 100
metres further down, on a sandy beach that has appeared
due to the shrinking of the iconic body of water. “Every
time we come we feel an ache in our hearts,” said Yael
Lichi, 47, who has been visiting the famous lake with her
family for 15 years. “The lake is a symbol in Israel.
Whenever there is a drought, it is the first thing we talk
about.” In front of Lichi, wooden boats with Christian pil-
grims aboard navigate the calm waters, among groups
from across the world that visit.

The Sea of Galilee, where Christians believe Jesus
walked on water, has been shrinking for years, mainly due
to overuse, and environmentalists are raising the alarm.
Plans are being devised to resuscitate the freshwater body
known to Israelis as the Kinneret and to some as Lake
Tiberias. For Israel, the lake is vital, having long been the
country’s main source of water. Israeli newspaper Haaretz
provides its water level daily on its back page. Its shrink-
ing has been a source of deep concern. When two islands
appeared recently due to falling water levels, it received
widespread attention in the Israeli media.

Since 2013 “we are below the low red line” beyond
which “salinity rises, fish have difficulty surviving and veg-
etation is affected,” said Amir Givati, hydrologist at Israel’s
water authority. The level is only around 20 centimetres
(less than eight inches) above the record low plumbed in
2001 - except, at that time, 400 million cubic meters (14.1
billion cubic feet) a year were pumped out for irrigation.
“This year, we only pumped 20 million cubic meters, but
the lake is in a very bad state,” said Givati. Added to that is
the 50 million cubic meters Israel sends to neighboring
Jordan as part of peace agreements.

‘Valley of bananas’ 
Its unique characteristics go beyond its religious signif-

icance. It is 200 metres (650 feet) below sea level, located
north of the Dead Sea, the River Jordan between them.
Both the Dead Sea and the Jordan have also suffered from

overuse. The Galilee covers some 160 square kilometers
(60 square miles), roughly the size of Liechtenstein.

At the water ministry, blame for its condition is placed
on five years of drought. But “climatic factors alone are
inadequate to explain the record shrinkage of the Sea of
Galilee,” wrote Michael Wine, Alon Rimmer and Jonathan
Laronne, researchers at Israel’s Ben Gurion University.
Irrigated agriculture, pumping and diversions are the
main culprits, they say in an analysis. Israel constructed a
national aqueduct in the 1950s in the years after the
country’s birth, when it was on a quest for nation-build-
ing and sought to “make the desert bloom”, as its early
pioneers put it.

The aqueduct carried water from the lake towards the
rest of the country. “Lake Tiberias was used as a national
reservoir,” said Julie Trottier, a professor who specialises
in Israeli-Palestinian water issues. A man-made canal sup-
plied water to the west towards the Mediterranean coast
and into the Negev desert in the south, she said. That sys-
tem has not been in place for some 10 years. Now, most
homes in the west of the country use desalinated water
from the Mediterranean, while farms are irrigated with
water that is treated and recycled. But eastern Israel does

not have access to desalinated water, said Orit Skutelsky,
of the Society for the Protection of Nature in Israel.

Farmers in the region rely on rivers that provide 90
percent of the lake’s input. Dozens of pumps remove near-
ly 100 million cubic meters each year from those sources,
whose flow has decreased and is no longer enough to sup-
ply the lake, says the researcher. Several kilometers from
the beaches at Ein Gev, at the foot of rocky hills, immense
nets cover banana trees whose leaves wilt with the sur-
rounding dry vegetation. “We call it the valley of bananas,”
said Meir Barkan, tourism director for the Ein Gev resort.
“When they began planting trees, there was no water
problem and the banana is the only fruit that you harvest
year-round.”

But without desalinated or recycled water, the farms
are a main player in the “competition for resources
between nature, agriculture and tourism,” said Eran
Feitelson, geography professor at Jerusalem’s Hebrew
University. For Lior Avichai, agronomist at the Zemach
Nisyonot research centre, the solution is not to “kill agri-
culture and the local economy,” but to use less water.
Authorities propose providing the region with desalinated
water via the aqueduct. — AFP

YANGON: An unmarried woman seeking refuge at the Myint
Mo Myittar Single Mothers’ Foundation in Yangon prepares
her baby before handing the baby over to a government
orphanage.  — AFP 

EIN GEV: A Fisherman returns to the port of Kibbutz Ein-Gev, on the shores of the Sea of Galilee. The Sea of
Galilee, where Christians believe Jesus walked on water, has been shrinking for years, mainly due to overuse,
and environmentalists are raising the alarm. — AFP 


