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As students map the weather, an 
India village bests its water woes

KOTHAPALLY: The village school in Kothapally, in southern
India, has only a handful of amenities - blackboards, desks
and chairs, a playground with a wooden bench under a tree.
But it has one unusual resource: an automatic weather sta-
tion. Nestled among farms, the government school is the
only one in the southern Indian state of Telangana - and
possibly in the country - to have a weather station on its
premises, scientists overseeing the station said. 

Ninth graders, all children of local farmers, record rain-
fall, humidity, wind speed and the air temperature as part
of a bigger project led by an international crop research
institute to customize the village’s farming to its water
availability. “I understand how this works. I know if it rains
well the previous day it is a good time to put fertilizer on
the crops the next day,” said Vamshi Voggu, 14, who
doesn’t much like science lessons but enjoys his morning
weather-monitoring job at school. “My parents are farm-
ers. This information helps them,” Voggu said during a
class break, with his giggly friends chiming in on how
farmers in the village benefit from the device.

Two decades ago, Kothapally faced an acute water cri-
sis, with little available to irrigate farms or to drink and
women walking miles to fetch water. Nearly half the vil-
lage’s children were out of school, many herding cattle to
supplement family incomes, villagers said. Around the
same time, officials at an office of the non-profit
International Crops Research Institute for the Semi-Arid
Tropics (ICRISAT), located about 60kms from Kothapally,
were planning to replicate an on-campus watershed man-
agement project in a village.

A local politician nudged them to the water-scarce vil-
lage. The project, which brought in rainwater harvesting
pits, dams, farm ponds and the weather station, has yielded
rich harvests over the years, with the groundwater level
rising by about four meters and farming increasingly tuned
to rainfall readings. As the struggle for water has intensi-
fied in India in recent years, with many villages and cities
running out of the precious resource, Kothapally has
stayed afloat. “The number of rainy days in this region is
decreasing, which means longer dry spells and more rains
per day,” said AVR Kesava Rao, an agro-climatologist who
is an honorary fellow with ICRISAT in Hyderabad. The
changing weather patterns and improved groundwater
access have brought changes to traditional farming prac-

tices in Kothapally. Fields of mostly cotton have diversified
to include water-smart sorghum, maize, pigeon peas, veg-
etables and also flowers.

Recording the village’s rainfall for the first time has also
given key indicators of soil moisture, to help plan cropping
patterns, Rao said. ICRISAT scientists originally visited the
weather station once a month to take readings, he said. “But
we thought of involving the community and moved it inside
the school about a decade ago. Every year, we train children
over two days on how to check the readings. The students
are proud now of what they have in school,” Rao said.

Morning drill
When Binkam Sudhakar joined Kothapally high school

as its principal four years ago, he had never seen a weath-
er station before. Now he considers it the school’s best
tool for practical lessons on climate change, a departure
from the rote learning common in the Indian education
system. Every morning, before the school assembly, two
students walk to the station with a notebook and pen, pull
out the mobile phone shaped display unit and check rain
and temperature readings by punching a few buttons. They
then write the readings on the colorful weather chart
painted on the wall outside the school.

Local farmers say the daily bulletins are hugely helpful.
“This is very important. We check the rainfall here on our
way to work,” said Voggu Anjaiah, 50, who owns six acres
of farmland and checks the weather readings every day. “I
grow cotton, bitter gourd, green beans and pigeon peas.
Earlier we grew only cotton. We did not know how much it
rained. Now that we do, we understand when the soil mois-
ture is good and have started growing vegetables,” he said.

But with many farmers illiterate, less than half of village
farmers check the weather station readings like Anjaiah
does. Some children read out the information from the
board to their parents who never went to school. Others
students share important updates, such as good rainfall the
previous day, when they get home from school. The young
weather recorders believe they are engaged in an impor-
tant task. “I never miss my turn,” Vamshi said.

Turnaround
When Venkat Reddy of child rights organization MV

Foundation first visited Kothapally in 1991, he saw vast

tracts of dry farmland and children working as laborers.
Four years later, after intensive campaigns involving young
people going door-to-door to urge parents, employers
and village council members to send children to school,
Kothapally was declared ‘child labor free’ by the local gov-
ernment.

“The entire village came together for its children,”
Reddy said by phone from the southern Indian city of
Hyderabad. Student numbers improved in the village pri-
mary school, and enough students have stuck with learning
that the village now has both a primary and a high school,
which offers classes through tenth grade. And as more
children enrolled in school, the weather station readings
became accessible to more farmers.

“My parents never made a profit from farming. We

were very poor. I was pulled out of school after tenth
grade,” said Malleshwar Goud, whose 13-year-old son
Gurulingam is in the ninth grade in the village school.
Goud grows pulses, soybeans, maize and vegetables on
his farm and said he is no longer dependent on one yield
to survive the entire year. He said he never checks the
weather as his son shares the readings with him when he
returns from school. Though it was not planned,
Kothapally has become a laboratory for social change
experiments, campaigners and scientists said. Reddy of
MV Foundation said his organization replicated the
Kothapally campaign to end child labor across villages in
Telangana and neighboring Andhra Pradesh state, as
ICRISAT expanded its watershed management project to
13 villages in different — Reuters

ISLAMABAD: When inspectors showed up to investi-
gate reports that a popular Islamabad take-out restau-
rant was flaunting the city’s new plastic bag ban this
week, the response was less than contrite. Video
footage - which quickly appeared on social media -
showed one of the inspectors being grabbed and
shoved. Islamabad’s district commissioner ordered the
culprits identified and arrested, and the restaurant was
sealed overnight. 

“We had received complaints that this large restau-
rant in the Blue Area was continuing to use plastic
bags for every item they sell,” said Farzana Altaf Shah,
director general of the Pakistan Environmental
Protection Agency. “They are a major contributor to
plastic bag waste in Islamabad,” she said. But when
inspectors arrived to confiscate the restaurant’s plastic
carry bags, “the head of the local traders association
showed up with other members and they started
behaving violently”, Altaf Shah said. 

The restaurant has since reopened, after the owner
apologized, saying delivery of the needed new
biodegradable bags had been delayed by a holiday
period. But the incident suggests that growing efforts
in Pakistan - and globally - to reduce plastic waste
may not go as smoothly as hoped.

Around the world, a surge of plastic bag bans have
been met, at times, with equally enthusiastic efforts to
get around them. Kenya, for instance, which banned
plastic carrier bags in 2017, has struggled to stop
smuggling of the bags over the border from Tanzania
and Uganda, which do not have the same restrictions in
place. In other places, frustration with the bans - some-
times because good, low-cost green alternatives are
difficult to find - has led to everything from faked green
compliance certificates to fake biodegradable bags.

In Islamabad, the local government banned the
manufacture, sale and distribution of plastic carrier
bags last week, on the country’s independence day, as
part of Prime Minister Imran Khan’s “Clean, Green
Pakistan” campaign. Authorities have said they intend
to expand the ban to other types of plastic bags used
in packaging, and have asked bag manufacturers to
come up with recycling plans for plastic waste.

Bag threats
The new ban follows a three-month-long campaign

to raise awareness about the environmental hazards of
plastic bags, which can kill wildlife, block drainage sys-
tems, collect in waterways and cause other environ-
mental and health problems. Altaf Shah, of Pakistan’s
EPA, said Islamabad’s ban had for the most part been
well accepted. “Other than this unfortunate incident
our campaign to ban plastic bags was going well. The
managers of most of the shopping malls we visited
were cooperative and appreciative of our efforts,” she
said. Wasim Khan, the manager of another popular
eatery near the temporarily shuttered restaurant, said
his business had long used mainly paper bags to sell
their bread and sandwiches.

“Since we opened in 2017 we have opted for paper
bags and the 5% plastic bags we used we have now
discarded” he said. “It is more expensive for us, as we
use strong paper bags, but this ban is good for the
environment and our health.” According to Pakistan’s
Minister of State for Climate Change, Zartaj Gul, who is
spearheading a broader countrywide anti-plastic cam-
paign, the ban is focused on changing both attitudes
and behaviors. “We can survive without plastic bags,”
she said, noting that even many political opposition
leaders were on board with the campaign. — Reuters

Islamabad moves to 
ban plastic; carrier 
bag spat erupts 

Struggle for water intensifies in India 

ALLAHABAD: An aerial view shows villagers using boats to cross a flooded River Ganges as water levels in
the Ganges and Yamuna rivers rise. — AFP 

Google workers 
urged to avoid 
arguing politics 
SAN FRANCISCO: Google has told employees to focus
on work instead of heated debates about politics with col-
leagues at the internet company, which has long been
known for encouraging people to speak their minds.
Updated workplace guidelines for “Googlers” called on
them to be responsible, helpful, and thoughtful during
exchanges on internal message boards or other conversa-
tion forums. “While sharing information and ideas with
colleagues helps build community, disrupting the workday
to have a raging debate over politics or the latest news
story does not,” the updated guidelines stated.

“Our primary responsibility is to do the work we’ve

each been hired to do, not to spend working time on
debates about non-work topics.” The updated guidelines
pointed out that comments made internally by Google
employees, no matter the intent, could go public and be
wrongly attributed to the company, leading to mistaken
impressions. “We’re all free to raise concerns and respect-
fully question and debate the company’s activities - that’s
part of our culture,” the guidelines read.

“Take care not to make false or misleading statements
about Google’s products or business that could undermine
trust in our products and the work that we do.” Managers
or those moderating forums were directed to intervene if
the policy is violated, revoking comments, ending discus-

sions, or even taking disciplinary action. US President
Donald Trump revived his criticism of Google this month,
referencing a fired engineer who claimed the internet giant
was working against his re-election. 

The comments were the latest from the US leader
alleging, without evidence, that Silicon Valley giants distort
searches and social feeds to suppress conservatives.
Trump has assailed Google on several occasions, claiming
bias against him and his supporters. Google repeated its
response that these claims are baseless. “The statements
made by this disgruntled former employee are absolutely
false,” a Google spokesperson said in a statement, refer-
ring to the fired engineer.

“We go to great lengths to build our products and
enforce our policies in ways that don’t take political lean-
ings into account.” In recent years, Google employees
have challenged the company on issues including sexual
harassment in the workplace; bidding on contracts with US
defense or immigration agencies; and the potential for tai-
loring its online search engine for use on China’s heavily
censored internet. — AFP 

2 years on, Rohingya 
still trapped by 
new war
YANGON: When Myanmar officials toured refugee camps
in Bangladesh last month, inviting Rohingya Muslims who
fled the country to return, they brought with them pam-
phlets adorned with cartoons showing hijab-wearing
women passing through checkpoints and happily grasping
identity cards. They did not mention the new war being
waged at home. 

While the majority of Rohingya residents of northwest-
ern Myanmar were driven out by a military campaign that
began in August 2017, a scattered community of some
200,000 remained behind in Rakhine state, in villages that
were spared the violence. Two years on, many of them are
now trapped by a new conflict. Since late last year, gov-
ernment troops have been battling the Arakan Army, an
ethnic armed group that recruits from the mostly Buddhist
Rakhine, who make up the majority in the region. 

The worsening fighting has left Rohingya caught in the
middle and facing threats from both sides, a dozen vil-
lagers told Reuters, making returns ever more unlikely.
“We are stuck in the middle of their fight,” said Tin Shwe, a
villager from Buthidaung township, where clashes have
been intense. “There has been no improvement of our lives
over the past two years, only degradation. Only trouble.”

More than 730,000 Rohingya fled Rakhine to
Bangladesh after Myanmar’s armed forces launched a
crackdown following attacks on security posts on Aug 25,
2017. United Nations’ investigators have said the army
campaign included mass killings and gang-rapes and was
carried out with “genocidal intent”. The military denies
almost all the allegations made by refugees during what it
said was a legitimate counterterrorism operation. On

Thursday, a third attempt to begin the repatriation of 3,450
Rohingya cleared by the authorities to return to Myanmar
failed when the refugees refused to go back. Min Thein,
director of Myanmar’s social welfare ministry, said security
measurements were in place for returning refugees. “The
Myanmar police force will guard them,” he said. A military
spokesman did not answer phone calls seeking comment.

Authorities have shut northern Rakhine off from jour-
nalists and most humanitarian agencies, and imposed an
internet blackout since late June, citing the need to avert
unrest. The restrictions make information difficult to verify,
but Reuters spoke to a dozen Rohingya still in central and
northern Rakhine and refugees in Bangladesh with rela-
tives who stayed behind. Some described landmine blasts
and shells falling in Muslim villages, as well as intimidation
from combatants on both sides of the conflict. Two told
Reuters they would flee to Bangladesh if they could, but
routes out of the country used during the previous exodus
have been rendered unsafe by the violence.

More than 1,000 Rohingya have arrived in the camps in
Bangladesh since January, according to the United Nations
refugee agency, a figure that also includes arrivals from
India, which has in recent months been cracking down on
what it says are illegal Rohingya immigrants. Those from
Myanmar cited violence linked to fighting between Arakan
Army insurgents and the military as well as poor living
conditions, spokeswoman Louise Donovan said.

Many refugees living in the crowded Bangladesh camps
say they want to return home, but under specific conditions,
including guarantees of citizenship and security and
improvements in the lives of Rohingya still in Myanmar.
Denigrated as illegal immigrants, although many can trace
their ancestry in Myanmar back centuries, the Rohingya
there are mostly denied citizenship and subject to tight
restrictions on movement that keep them confined to camps
and villages. The Arakan Army has been fighting for greater
autonomy for Rakhine, a region that was an independent
kingdom for centuries. In its calls for an armed “revolution”,
the group draws on deep-seated historical resentment felt
by some Rakhines towards the ethnic Bamar majority that
dominates the central government. — Reuters

UKHIA: Rohingya refugee men carry soil during work at a hillside to prevent from landslides at the Kutupalong
Rohingya refugee camp in Bangladesh’s Ukhia district. — AFP 

US, Southeast Asia 
to hold first ever 
joint maritime drill
BANGKOK: The US and 10 Southeast Asian states
will hold their first-ever joint maritime exercises in
September, aimed at preventing “wrongdoing” as
Washington and Beijing jostle for influence in the
region. Washington has traditionally been the domi-
nant naval power in Southeast Asia and its re-engage-
ment with the area comes as a deteriorating trade war
with China threatens to engulf the global economy. 

US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo attended a
regional summit earlier this month with the 10-coun-
try Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)
in a bid to promote the Trump administration’s so-
called “Indo-Pacific” strategy. Also a source of fric-
tion is China’s expansive claims to the South China
Sea, as the resource-rich waters contain some of the
world’s most vital commercial shipping lanes.

Despite having conflicting interests with four rival
claimants in ASEAN, China last year held a joint mar-
itime drill with the regional bloc. The navies of the US
and ASEAN will do the same on September 2, the US
embassy in Bangkok announced late Friday, with the
exercises launching at a Thai naval base in Chonburi
province east of Bangkok. The purpose of the five-
day maritime drill is to “maintain maritime security,
focus on prevention and pre-empt wrongdoing in the
sea”, said a US embassy statement.

The drills will primarily take place off the coast of
Vietnam’s southernmost Ca Mau province, where the
US Navy will dispatch “suspicious boats” in a mock
exercise to help ASEAN’s navies to “search, verify and
legally prosecute” the boats. Tensions between China
and Vietnam have been high since July in the disputed
sea when a Chinese survey ship entered waters where
Hanoi has several oil and gas projects. The ship left for
a brief period this month, and then came back -
prompting calls from Hanoi to vacate the area.

But a Thai defense ministry spokesman yesterday
played down the timing of the US-ASEAN drills.
“We held exercises with China, now we are having
exercises with the US... it has nothing to do with the
current situation,” said Lieutenant General
Kongcheep Tantravanich. On Friday, a US military
ship sailed through the Taiwan Strait to conduct a
“freedom of navigation” voyage, the island’s defense
ministry said. The move is likely to further irk China
in the wake of Washington’s latest $8 billion arms
sales to self-ruling Taiwan, which Beijing views as
part of its territory. — AFP 


