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SEOUL: South Korea’s fertility rate hit an-
other record low last year, government
data showed yesterday, falling below one
for the first time despite a raft of measures
to try to reverse one of the world’s lowest
birth rates. The country’s fertility rate-the
number of children a woman is expected to
have in her lifetime-fell to 0.98 in 2018, far
short of the 2.1 needed to maintain popu-
lation stability. “It is the first time that the
figure has dropped below one since Seoul
started collecting data in 1970,” Statistics
Korea said in a statement. This means the
population of the world’s 11th largest econ-
omy, currently 51 million, may start sliding
before 2028, the year Seoul had forecast as
the beginning point for its decline.

The figure for 2017, 1.05, was also a
record low. The South Korean government
has spent a whopping 135 trillion won
($120 billion) since
2005 in a desperate
attempt to boost the
birth rate, providing
child subsidies to par-
ents and launching
campaigns to encour-
age young Koreans to
wed and have chil-
dren, without success.
Many experts cite
reasons ranging from the expense of child-
rearing, high youth unemployment and a
double burden of carrying out the brunt of

household chores and childcare for work-
ing mothers. 

Others believe South Korea’s notori-
ously competitive so-
ciety, including its
punishing education
system and job mar-
ket, are key factors. “I
think bringing another
child to this world is a
sin,” a 34-year-old
Korean woman, who
did not wish to be
named said. “This

(Korean) society is just way too competi-
tive. I don’t think it’s right for any child to
go through this system.” Most South Ko-

reans associate child-rearing with mar-
riage, but put off getting wed to prioritize
higher education and career.

The country has one of the world’s low-
est out-of-wedlock birth rates at 1.9 per-
cent as of 2017 — whereas other developed
nations, including France and Norway, had
birth rates among unmarried couples at 55
percent or higher. Wednesday’s data
showed that more than 30 percent of all
South Korean women who gave birth last
year were aged 35 or older. Back in 1998,
new mothers in that age group accounted
for only 6.2 percent. Meanwhile, over-65s
are expected to make up 25 percent of the
population by 2030 - a phenomenon
dubbed the “silver tsunami”. —AFP
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Australia suffers 
hottest summer 
on record 
SYDNEY: Australia suffered its hottest summer on record
from December through February and forecasts show the
southern autumn will continue to be drier and warmer
than average, the government said yesterday. “After a
record hot December and January, it won’t come as a sur-
prise that this summer will be our warmest on record,”
said Andrew Watkins, manager of long-range forecasting
at the Bureau of Meteorology.  

Although the final figures won’t be available until Fri-
day, the bureau said it was already clear the average max-
imum and mean temperature for the three months of
summer would for the first time be more than two degrees
Celsius higher (3.6 degrees Fahrenheit) than long-term
averages. Rainfall was also below normal, and the bureau
said it saw no let-up in a severe drought that has gripped
vast areas of the country’s agricultural heartland in the
east and southeast for many months. 

“Unfortunately, the outlook isn’t giving a strong indi-
cation that we’ll see a return to average or above average
rainfall in many areas over the autumn period,” Watkins
said. The bureau reported earlier that January had been
the hottest month ever recorded in Australia, with mean
temperature across the continent exceeding 30 degrees
Celsius for the first time.

Watkins said weather patterns over the Indian and Pa-
cific oceans contributed to the higher temperatures and
lower rainfall, but that long-term climate change trends
were also involved. Authorities said the January heatwave
contributed to the deaths of more than a million fish in the
Murray-Darling river system, the country’s largest and
which runs through five states in the east of the country.
Meanwhile, bushfires-which are frequent summer occur-
rences in Australia’s arid southeast-spread far into the
tropical northeast of the country in January. —AFP

Iraq doctors say 
vendettas threaten 
their lives as they 
save others
BAGHDAD: In Iraq, medicine is a matter of life or death-not just for patients,
but for doctors facing threats by vengeful relatives and emigrating en masse.
Shaymaa Al-Kamali, a family physician in Baghdad, said her problems began
when she barred a patient’s father from staying in the hospital after visiting
hours. Furious and carrying arms, their relatives stormed her clinic in protest,
and she had to flee through a service entrance. 

“I took off my doctor’s coat and ran out with a colleague. We got into a
taxi as if I was his wife and not a doctor like him,” Kamali said.  “I didn’t go
back to work for ten days.” Doctors, nurses, and other health workers across
Iraq say they regularly risk being physically harassed, verbally threatened,
and even kidnapped while on the job. They blame this on the longstanding
tradition of personal gun ownership in Iraq, a country ravaged by decades
of violence.

And because of the retaliatory form of justice relied on by tribes-which
often trumps federal law-some doctors had to pay as much as $45,000 to
settle vendettas with patients’ families, said Kamali.  As a result of this violent
and chaotic situation, many doctors have opted to leave Iraq for safer hospitals
abroad-something 32-year-old Kamali is herself increasingly considering. Of
the 348 doctors who graduated with her in 2009 from medical school 285
have already left the country “mainly because of these assaults”, she said. 

‘Vast shortage of doctors’ 
“These kinds of attacks are a common occurrence in every Iraqi

province,” said Sahar Mawlud, pharmacist and deputy health director in Sala-
heddin province. “Sometimes, patients are already dying by the time they ar-
rive to the hospital. But when they die, their families accuse medics of not
doing their jobs,” she said. In the northern province of Kirkuk a health worker
was physically assaulted while treating a critically ill 70-year-old in February,
according to the World Health Organization.  “Such attacks constitute a se-
rious violation of international humanitarian law,” warned Adham Rashad Is-
mail, the head of WHO in Iraq. 

And further south in oil-rich Basra, gastroenterologist Hussein Uday said
doctors, particularly those specializing in cardiac surgery or neurology, were
emigrating in droves pushed by “fear” of reprisals. In total, around 20,000
doctors have fled Iraq in the last 15 years, according to a joint study con-
ducted by the International Committee for the Red Cross, Iraq’s health min-
istry and other medical organizations.  It found 70 percent of Iraqi health

personnel are considering emigrating out of fear of reprisals, kidnapping or
killing. “Iraq is left facing a vast shortage of doctors,” said health ministry
spokesman Seif al-Badr. 

In 2017, there were just nine doctors for every 10,000 people in Iraq, or
three times less than in neighboring Kuwait and two times less that conflict-
ridden Libya, said the WHO. But the problem facing the health sector goes
beyond staffing woes. Iraq’s health infrastructure was ravaged by back-to-
back conflicts and more than a decade of international sanctions until the
US-led invasion against Saddam Hussein in 2003.  Sectarian violence fol-
lowed, culminating in the three-year battle against the Islamic State group
that ended in 2017.

‘Law of the jungle’ 
Those difficult years shattered Iraq’s reputation as a medical hub in the

region, and there is no more striking example of that fall than Baghdad’s Med-
ical City. The health complex was one of the most advanced in the region in
the 1970s, but its clinics are now shockingly short on equipment and medi-
cine, and its buildings falling into disrepair. 

ICRC chief Peter Maurer said pressure on doctors was gutting the basic
tenets of the medical profession. “We are concerned not only by direct at-
tacks on the medical installations,” he said during a recent trip to Iraq. “We
are also concerned about tribalism and sectarianism entering the basic Hip-
pocratic Oath of treating patients equally, depending on the seriousness and
the urgency of the illness and not depending on the origin, or the ethnic be-
longing or the faith of a person or group,” he added.  —AFP
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BAGHDAD: Iraqi family physician Shaymaa Al-Kamali wears a glove at her prac-
tice in Baghdad. In Iraq, medicine is a matter of life or death-not just for patients,
but for doctors facing threats by vengeful relatives. —AFP


