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Shelter for man and 
beast: Can cyclone 
refuges protect all?

When forecasters predict a cyclone is about to
blast into India’s coastal state of Odisha,
livestock owners face several bad choices.

They can stay at home to protect their animals, risking
their own lives, or leave their livestock behind and flee
to storm shelters, risking livestock losses from wild
weather or thefts. They also have a third option: bring-
ing their animals along to shelters built to accommo-
date both people and beasts - though that is proving
difficult to make work in practice, according to live-
stock owners and experts who have studied or worked
with the shelters.

Odisha abuts the Bay of Bengal from where, in 1999,
a super cyclone battered the state with 250 km-per-
hour winds and drowned land many kilometers from
shore. Around 10,000 people died, along with 316,000
cattle and 1.8 million poultry, according to government
statistics. In response, the state created the Odisha
Disaster Management Authority which, with help from
organizations such as the Indian Red Cross Society,
has built more than 200 cyclone shelters across six
coastal districts, according to its website.

These are designed to accommodate livestock as
well, according to Krushna Chandra Bisoi, the authority’s
shelter coordinator. Odisha’s history of cyclones has
made it one of the most disaster-prepared states in India,
according to Mahesh Chander, an expert in livestock dis-
aster management at the Indian Veterinary Research
Institute. After Cyclone Phailin swept through Odisha in
2013, Margareta Wahlstrom, then head of the United
Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction, said the
state’s handling of the storm was a “landmark success”.

But in practice, sheltering animals as well as people
from storms remains a challenge. The cyclone shelter in
Bentapur, a village of around 2,500 people outside the
state capital of Bhubaneswar, for instance, can fit
around 200 animals, according to Ramakanta Behera,
who lives there and raises livestock. But that’s not
enough space for the village’s many cattle, buffalo,
goats, sheep, and chickens - and there is no food or
water stocked for the animals, who must remain on the
exposed ground floor, he said.

In nearby Ramachandrapur, a village of about the
same size, an aging two-story pastel pink shelter
stands between a school and a local government office
and faces similar limitations. It is big enough to protect
several dozen people and - in a squeeze - just 15 cattle,
according to Debabrat Patra, a regional manager with
ActionAid, a nonprofit that has experimented with and
advocated for larger three-story shelters. The govern-
ment-built shelter in Ramachandrapur has a partially
closed upper floor for people and an open ground
floor that can be used for livestock.

This design can leave animals vulnerable to flooding
and high winds even inside the shelter, said Saudamini
Das, a climate change adaptation expert at the
Institute of Economic Growth in New Delhi. Questions
about whether animals will find room in the shelter -
and whether they will be safe there - can be a disin-
centive to use the facilities, livestock owners said.
Pramod Kumar Patra, who keeps animals in Bentapur,
said in his view shelters were constructed with animals
as an afterthought - and if livestock die, their owners
are left without their main source of income.

Gajender Sharma, the India country director for
World Animal Protection, noted that “people always get
priority, and so animals don’t get a space even though
it’s designated for them. That often happens.” The risks,
which are likely to grow as climate change brings
wilder weather, were evident last year in India’s south-
ern state of Kerala, where a massive flood killed more
than 480 people. Around 46,000 livestock and 2.5 mil-
lion poultry also perished, according to a World Animal
Protection report citing government figures. Without
shelters designed for livestock, people clustered with
cattle and buffalo on overpasses, Rahul Sehgal, a senior
director at Humane Society International who worked
in Kerala after the flood, told the Thomson Reuters
Foundation in a telephone interview.

Compensation
Another problem facing storm-prone states such as

Odisha is how to compensate farmers who lose live-
stock in disasters. According to a 2017 state disaster
management plan, each farming household can receive
about $430 for a full-grown cow or buffalo, $360 for a
horse, and about $43 for a sheep, goat or pig - up to a
limit of three cows or 30 goats, sheep or pigs. A large
flock of chickens or ducks can bring up to 5,000
rupees ($72). The regulations seem straightforward,
but counting livestock after a disaster is nearly impos-
sible, said Dipak Beura, a district training coordinator
at the Odisha Fisheries and Animal Resources
Development Department. Some owners stuff goats,
sheep or chickens into small, illegal structures, and
don’t accurately report how many animals they own
even in normal conditions, he said. When an inspector
knocks after a storm, people tend to exaggerate about
lost livestock, he added. “We face a lot of difficulties
during that time,” Beura said.

When a disaster happens years after the most
recent nationwide livestock census - last done in 2012
and being conducted again in 2019 - livestock records
reflect only the animals owned at the time of the sur-
vey, said Hrushiksh Pattasani, a state livestock inspec-
tor for almost 30 years. — Reuters

At a rehabilitation center in Afghanistan, Imran Gul
clasped two parallel bars, cautiously easing his
weight onto his new leg. The 25-year-old nomad had

been driving a tractor on hilly farmland when a landmine
exploded, making him the latest victim of a scourge that has
worsened in recent years as fighting intensifies between the
government and the Taleban. “I did not hear the sound of
the bomb,” Gul told AFP as he tried out his prosthetic limb.

“I touched my leg and saw there was no leg, and there
were pieces of shrapnel in my eyes. My hands were soaked
in blood,” he added. The blast in the eastern province of
Ghazni also took two of Gul’s fingers. According to the
United Nations Mine Action Service (UNMAS), casualties
from landmines and so-called “explosive remnants of war”
have soared five-fold between 2012 and 2017, the last year
full data was available.

Casualties have increased as a result of the intensifying
fight between the Afghan government and the Taliban,
especially since 2014. Battlefields have been left strewn
with landmines, unexploded mortars, rockets and home-
made bombs - many of them picked up by curious chil-
dren. “We are struggling to handle significant increases in
the number of minefields in Afghanistan,” said Patrick
Fruchet, the UNMAS program manager in Kabul.

The Afghanistan government has signed an internation-
al anti-landmine treaty, but the Taliban and other militants
are bound by no such rules. The UN hopes to raise atten-
tion to the issue Thursday, the annual International Day for

Mine Awareness and Assistance in Mine Action. “In 2012,
we were down to about 36 casualties (killed and wounded)
per month in Afghanistan - which is still enormous,” said
Fruchet. But those numbers have jumped. In 2017, there
were more than 150 casualties a month. In addition to the
new explosive detritus, Afghanistan is still grappling with
the legacy of mines from the Afghan-Soviet war in the
1980s and the civil war in the 1990s.

Lack of funds 
Mohammad Jamshidi, UNMAS deputy program man-

ager, told AFP that a lack of funds means the country will
probably miss the UN goal of being mine-free by 2023.
The “deadline seems to be difficult to achieve because all
these new contaminations and the lack of sufficient fund-
ing for the mine action”, he said. In an effort to prevent
further tragedies, various organizations hold information
sessions to warn civilians, including children.

Hashmatullah Yadgari, who works for the Danish
Refugee Council, said many Afghans - particularly return-
ing former refugees - have no idea what landmines and
other explosives even look like. People “do not have any
information about it”, Yadgari said. In a tent inside a
refugee camp on the outskirts of Kabul, a family was
recently shown the various types of explosive device they
may well encounter.  “We had no knowledge and aware-
ness about the landmines,” said Sakina Habibi, a mother of
three who has just returned to Afghanistan after nearly 30

years in Pakistan and Iran. Many survivors of blasts go to
one of seven orthopaedic rehabilitation hospitals funded
by the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC).

‘Lucky to be alive’ 
At the same rehab center where Gul, the nomad who

lost a leg, was being treated, other patients tried out their
new prosthetics. Abdul, an Afghan mine clearer who only
gave his first name, stood unsupported for the first time
since getting fitted with two legs. He was disarming mines
hidden in a house recaptured from the Taleban five months
ago when the blast happened. “I de-activated five pres-
sure mines. The sixth was designed to explode when
exposed to light. When I moved my lamp closer - boom,”
Abdul said. “I did my job, I prevented people from being
killed by these mines. Even though I lost my legs, I’m lucky
to still be alive,” he added. The resilient father of two wants
to keep his job, “to again save lives”, he said, mimicking
holding a mine detector in one hand and a walking stick in
the other. Of the 12,000 new patients received annually by
the ICRC, between 1,500 and 2,000 are casualties of war,
some four-fifths of whom are wounded by landmines, said
Najmudin Helal, head of the Kabul center. Aside from physi-
cal rehab, the center works with patients to help them find a
new place in society. Nearly half of the 300 staff at the
Kabul hospital are disabled. “They learn easily and they can
teach the new disabled easily. It’s a hope (for new patients)
to see that life carries on,” Helal said. — A FP 

Mines take growing toll in Afghanistan 

Brunei sultan 
seeks conservative 
support with laws 

Brunei’s imposition of sharia laws,
including death by stoning for gay
sex and adultery, is a bid by the

country’s ruler to boost support among
conservatives and highlights a steady drift
away from the West, observers say. The
tough punishments, which also include
amputation of a hand and foot for theft,
will come into force today when a new
penal code is fully implemented after
years of delays. The decision to move
ahead with the laws has sparked a global
outcry, with the United Nations branding
them “cruel and inhumane” and actor
George Clooney leading calls for Brunei-
owned hotels to be boycotted. 

By making his country the first in East
or Southeast Asia to introduce a sharia
penal code on a national level, analysts
believe all-powerful Sultan Hassanal
Bolkiah is seeking to burnish his Islamic
credentials among conservative support-
ers at a time the economy is weakening.
Brunei, a resource-rich former British
protectorate on Borneo island with a
population of about 400,000, was
plunged into recession in recent years as
oil prices plummeted and its crude
reserves declined.

“Brunei is becoming Southeast Asia’s
Saudi Arabia,” Bridget Welsh, a Southeast
Asia expert from John Cabot University,
told AFP. “The regime has increasingly
been relying on religious legitimacy,
appealing to a conservative Islamic ideol-
ogy. The weakening economy in Brunei as
well as concerns about possible erosion
of support underscore this increasing
reliance on religion.”

Shift to China 
The Muslim-majority nation’s imple-

mentation of punishments that may scare
off Western businesses also signals a shift
towards investment from China, which
typically refrains from criticizing trading
partners on human rights, observers said.
As in many other parts of Asia, Chinese
companies are investing huge sums in the
absolute monarchy, part of an infrastruc-
ture drive aimed at extending Beijing’s
economic and geopolitical clout.

Initiatives include a multi-billion-dollar
oil refinery - Brunei’s biggest ever foreign

investment project - a dam and a high-
way. Xi Jinping visited the country in
November last year, the first trip by a
Chinese president in 13 years. Experts say
it is hard to gauge the level of public
backing for sharia law in Brunei, as most
citizens would not publicly voice criticism
of the sultan.  But it is believed to have
substantial support among the country’s
Muslim ethnic Malays, who make up some
70 percent of the population. Those who
speak publicly generally welcome it.

“I’m proud, because implementing the
law feels like it solidifies the Islamic iden-
tity of Brunei,” Muhammad Antoni, a 27-
year-old oil and gas company worker,
told AFP. Others were irritated at the calls
for a boycott of nine Brunei-owned hotels
in Europe and the United States.
“Regarding celebrities calling for a boy-
cott, it’s not their place,” said Haziah
Zainal, a 36-year-old civil servant. “These
actions seem ignorant as they have not
even been here to experience what it’s
like.” There was some unease online, how-
ever, where people can comment more
freely. “This worries me so much for
Brunei’s economy,” one user posted on
social media platform Reddit, adding that
it would mean “losing more business
overseas”.

Global alarm 
In reality, it is not yet clear if the

toughest punishment - death by stoning -
will be implemented. Brunei has long had
capital punishment, and any execution
should be carried out by hanging. But the
last known instance of someone being put
to death in the country was in 1957,
according to Matthew Wolfe of human
rights group The Brunei Project. While
condemning the new penal code, Amnesty
International said the country was “aboli-
tionist in practice” when it comes to the
death penalty.

The burden of proof is high before
someone can be sentenced to death by
stoning. An accused person must either
confess to the offence, or it must be wit-
nessed by at least four people who have
to then testify. The sultan, the world’s sec-
ond-longest ruling monarch, has weath-
ered controversies before - the monar-
chy was deeply embarrassed over reve-
lations the ruler’s brother Jefri allegedly
embezzled billions of dollars - and is
unlikely to back down. In a weekend
statement, the government defended its
right to introduce the new penal code,
saying that sharia law “aims to educate,
respect and protect the legitimate rights
of all individuals”. — AFP

In this photograph taken on March 27, 2019, an Afghan orthopedic technician makes artificial limbs in a workshop at the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) hospi-
tal for war victims and the disabled in Kabul. — AFP 

Seeking justice: 
The long hunt for 
Rwanda’s killers

The houses along the quiet tree-lined
street look just l ike the normal
homes found all  across the

Rwandan capital. But behind the walls of
the three adjoining villas in Kigali are the
headquarters of a global operation involv-
ing investigators and prosecutors who are
working to track down the very worst
killers of Rwanda’s 1994 genocide. Inside,
French investigators have come to talk to
witnesses and to gather evidence. A
Norwegian team is also on site. All are
supported by Rwanda’s Genocide Fugitive
Tracking Unit (GFTU), a special team cre-
ated in 2007 to prosecute the architects
behind the slaughter of some 800,000
mostly Tutsi victims.

“The mandate was to investigate and
compile case files for the fugitives who
were still at large,” said Faustin Nkusi,
spokesman for the National Public
Prosecution Authority, which oversees the
unit. After the bloodshed, many perpetra-
tors escaped. Some were arrested and
taken to the UN-backed International
Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR),
based in Tanzania. That court closed in
2015 after several dozen convictions. For
many of those who carried out the killings,
justice has been at a local level through
community tribunals known as “gacaca”
courts. Between 2005 and 2012, these
courts put nearly two million people on
trial, with some two-thirds of cases result-
ing in a conviction. But the search for jus-
tice continues.

72,000 convicted in absentia 
A quarter of a century after the geno-

cide, Rwanda is as determined as ever to
make sure the key suspects are arrested
and put on trial over the killings. Many are
still at large, scattered all over the world.
The GFTU has issued 1,012 international
arrest warrants for suspects in 32 coun-
tries. Several are in neighbouring nations
like Democratic Republic of Congo,
Uganda and Tanzania. Others are further
afield in places like Kenya, Malawi and
Zambia. And still others fled to Europe,
North America or even Australia.

Key suspects on the run include Felicien
Kabuga, once one of Rwanda’s richest men

who is accused of financing the genocide.
He was reportedly spotted in Kenya.
Another is Augustin Bizimana, a former
defense minister believed to be hiding in
DR Congo. The team is having an impact:
19 people who were allegedly involved in
plotting the genocide have been arrested
and returned to Rwanda for trial, while 22
others have been tried abroad. But this is
only a drop in the ocean.

When the gacaca process closed in
2012, the courts handed the GFTU a list of
nearly 72,000 fugitives who had been sen-
tenced in absentia. And tracking down all
those people along with other remaining
suspects is tough. “It’s not easy,” Nkusi
said. “We don’t have the upper hand in
investigating and arresting. We have to
work together with other institutions from
those countries.” The GFTU team, which
involves both investigators and prosecu-
tors, works with teams across the world,
including their judicial counterparts in
countries where suspects are hiding. It also
works with UN experts and the interna-
tional policing agency, Interpol.

‘Justice has to be done’ 
Investigators face many challenges: By

now, suspects have grown much older and
have had years to perfect their changed
identity as well as to slip across borders.
Some have obtained political asylum. After
Rwanda abolished the death penalty in
2007, countries were encouraged to send
suspects home. In recent years, suspects
have been extradited from United States,
Canada and The Netherlands. Other
nations, however, argue that they do not
have extradition treaties with Rwanda
while also demonstrating a reluctance to
try suspects themselves. “We wish they
would be brought back to the country, to
the scene of the crime,” Nkusi said, but
pointed out that some countries were “not
politically willing to do that”.

France, which denies Kigali’s accusa-
tions of supporting the Hutu regime that
planned the genocide, has refused multiple
requests from Rwanda to extradite sus-
pects. So far, only one former Rwandan
army officer and two mayors have been
sentenced in France. “They have an obliga-
tion to judge these people,” said Nkusi.
With Rwanda set this month to mark a
quarter of a century since the genocide,
Nkusi hopes the speed of extraditions will
increase. “Justice has to be done,” Nkusi
said. “People have to be arrested. People
have to be tried - to either be found inno-
cent or be convicted.” — AFP 


