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From bubble tea to 
disaster: How one 
dreamer met her fate

In Berlin she posed outside a beer garden, a beam-
ing smile upon her face. In Brussels she sipped sug-
ary bubble tea and posed on the steps of the old

stock exchange. To anyone else, she was another
tourist. But Vietnamese 19-year-old Bui Thi Nhung,
whose family believe she was one of the 39 people
found dead in a refrigerated truck near London on
Wednesday, it was the make-or-break trip of a lifetime.
“Being grown up means having to hide your sadness in
the dark, and keeping a smile on your face,” Nhung
wrote in an Oct 21 Facebook post, days before her
family lost contact with her and the news of the
doomed shipping container emerged.

From interviews with her family, and a series of
messages left on her social media accounts, Reuters
has pieced together the last movements of one of the
young Vietnamese migrants thought by relatives to be
among the dead. Nhung was from Nghe An, a poor
province 300 km south of Hanoi, Vietnam’s rapidly
developing capital. On Saturday evening, Catholic
priest Anthony Dang Huu Nam led around 500 wor-
shippers in prayers for the dead as they held lit candles
in the modest, white-walled church in Yen Thanh,
Nhung’s hometown.

Many have made the same fateful journey. Britain’s
ambassador to Vietnam wrote in an opinion piece pub-
lished last month by local papers that the dangers were
clear. “In recent years, hundreds of potential Vietnamese
victims of trafficking have been identified in the UK,”
Ambassador Gareth Ward wrote in the Sept 29 column.
“There are cases of illegal immigrants suffering injuries
when being chased. There are cases of death due to
extreme cold, lack of oxygen inside lorries. Many never
even set foot in the ‘promised land’,” Ward wrote, refer-
ring to guarantees made by Vietnamese people smug-
glers to resettle migrants in Britain.

Nhung’s family said she first left Nghe An on her
journey overseas in August. She went to China first,
before eventually making her way to Germany, then
Belgium, where they believe she boarded the fated
truck. Officials in Britain have not yet identified the
dead. “I just want a peaceful life,” Nhung wrote in a
caption beneath a photo of her smiling in a green field
a few weeks after leaving Vietnam. “The happiest thing
in life is finding someone who doesn’t abandon you
during your hardest time,” she said, on Aug. 27.

‘Living freely’
Late on Saturday night, Nhung’s family, devoid of

hope, set up an altar in her memory, with her photo
next to her father’s. Her father died of cancer a few
years ago. Her mother was unable to work because of
health complications and so her loved ones clubbed
together to finance a new life overseas, Nhung’s family
told Reuters. “Nhung didn’t have the qualifications to
get a good job with handsome pay. Nor do her friends
and many others here,” said Nhung’s uncle, Hoang
Binh. “Going abroad and sending back money was the
only choice,” he added.

It was not clear what sort of work was lined up for
Nhung. Some 70 percent of Vietnamese trafficking
cases in the UK between 2009 and 2016 were for
labor exploitation, including cannabis production and
work in nail bars, according to a British government
report last year. “Women and girls from rural areas are
also considered more susceptible to trafficking,” the
report said. By early September, it was not clear where
she was, but Nhung was already well into her trip, and
reflecting on her next steps. Beside a stock image of
two children flying kites at sunset, she posted: “As I
grow up, I see that life is not as peaceful as I used to
think. When I grow up, I want to go back to my child-
hood, when I lived freely”.

Pink to black
In one of her first pictures more clearly taken from

the start of her adventure in Europe, Nhung posed in
front of a German beer garden. Days later, in late
September, she posted photos of Vietnamese noodle
dishes she said she had cooked for friends in Berlin. “If
anyone wants to buy one, I’ll ship it to you,” she joked
in the Facebook post. Ton Quang Tuan, one of Nhung’s
friends living in Berlin, said that “We went out a few
times when Nhung was in Berlin” and added that “she
was in a good mood, very happy,” but they lost contact
after she said she had to leave for Britain.

It was not clear how Nhung had travelled from the
Vietnamese countryside to China and then Berlin, but
the German capital has emerged in recent years as a
staging ground for Vietnamese and other migrants
looking to start new lives in Britain. “I feel lonely in the
place I used to dream of everyday,” Nhung wrote on
Sept 25. It was unclear where she was - Vietnamese
smugglers are said to advise their subjects to live dis-
creetly and not to give away too many clues in order to
evade detection from the authorities. — Reuters

The death of Islamic State group leader Abu Bakr Al-
Baghdadi is a new blow to the extremist group that
once controlled swathes of Iraq and Syria but in no

way marks an end to the threat posed by the militants.
Analysts said that IS and the extremist movement have
over the last one-and-a-half decades repeatedly shown
resilience after the death of key leaders while battle-hard-
ened militants remain in place. The group may have been
ready for the death of Baghdadi and after an initial period
of few readjustment could even use it has a rallying case
for launching new attacks, they added.

The death of Baghdadi in a raid by US special forces in
northwestern Syria was announced by President Donald
Trump, who said the militant chief died by setting off a sui-
cide vest. Jean-Pierre Filiu, a professor in Middle East
studies at Sciences-Po in Paris, said that the death repre-
sented a huge setback for IS, which at the height of its
success in 2014 proclaimed a new “caliphate” across parts
of Iraq and Syria.

“But it is not certain that such a symbolic loss will fun-
damentally affect the operational direction of Daesh (IS),
which has long been in the hands of seasoned profession-
als,” he told AFP. “In this respect, his demise could in the
long run have even less impact than the killing of Osama
bin Laden did on Al-Qaeda.”

‘Re-activate operations’ 
Bin Laden, who masterminded the Sept 11, 2001 terror

attacks on the United States, was killed in an American
raid in Pakistan in May 2011. But his death did not stop Al-
Qaeda affiliates staging attacks and taking part in conflicts
across the world, such as the Al-Nusra front group in
northern Syria, or the development of IS itself into a global
extremist group. “The most likely outcome is that the
death of Baghdadi leads to a moment of silence and a
pause in terror attacks” Hisham Al-Hashimi, a Baghdad-
based specialist on extremist movements, told AFP. This
was the case after the killing in 2010 of Abu Omar Al-
Baghdadi, the former head of Al-Qaeda in Iraq, from which
IS emerged, he said. The Al-Qaeda group needed some
four months to “re-activate its operations”.

One public appearance 
Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi built up the IS group from 2003

while he was jailed in the giant US-run Iraqi prison of
Camp Bucca. There, he met several former army and secu-
rity officials from the ousted regime of Saddam Hussein
who would form the initial core of the group. The extrem-
ists he led initially worked within the framework of Al-
Qaeda but then Baghdadi distanced himself from the
extremist network founded by bin Laden.

He led IS to the peak of its success in 2014, when it

controlled swathes of northern Iraq and Syria, including
the major Iraqi city of Mosul. He declared a “caliphate” of
Islamic territory to succeed the one dissolved with the
collapse of the Ottoman Empire. But the territory under its
control in Iraq and Syria was gradually eaten away, as anti-
jihadist forces staged a comeback. The caliphate was
declared defeated in Syria by a coalition of forces including
Kurdish militia in March 2019. Baghdadi made his only con-
firmed public appearance in July 2014 at the Great Mosque
of Al-Nuri in the captured Iraqi city of Mosul, urging
Muslims around the world to pledge allegiance to the
caliphate. He then disappeared from sight, only resurfacing
in a video in April. Wearing a wiry grey and red beard and
with an assault rifle at his side, he encouraged followers to
“take revenge” after the group’s territorial defeat.

‘Operational resiliency’ 
“Baghdadi’s death is a huge blow to ISIS (IS) and its inter-

nal network,” said Rita Katz, the director of the SITE
Intelligence Group which follows jihadist media. But, writing on
Twitter, she pointed out that the history of the jihadist move-
ment showed it was able to overcome the deaths of leaders
such as the former chief of Al-Qaeda in Iraq Abu Musab Al-
Zarqawi, killed by a US air strike in 2006. “ISIS has illustrated its
operational resiliency, and will definitely capitalize on Baghdadi’s
death for recruitment and calls for attacks,” she said. — AFP 

This file image grab taken on July 5, 2014 from a propaganda video shows the leader of the Islamic State group Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi addressing worshippers at a mosque in
the northern Iraqi city of Mosul, held at the time by IS. — AFP 

Danger still lurks after Baghdadi’s death

Space: Major 
legal void 

The Internet of space is here. SpaceX founder Elon
Musk tweeted this week using a connection pro-
vided by the first satellites in his high-speed

Starlink constellation, which one day could include...
42,000 mini-satellites. The idea of putting tens of thou-
sands more satellites into orbit, as compared with the
roughly 2,000 that are currently active around the Earth,
highlights the fact that space is a legal twilight zone.

Experts debated the subject at length this week in
Washington at the 70th International Astronautical
Conference. The treaties that have governed space up until
now were written at a time when only a few nations were
sending civilian and military satellites into orbit. Today, any
university could decide to launch a mini-satellite. That
could yield a legal morass. Roughly 20,000 objects in
space are now big enough - the size of a fist or about 10
cm - to be catalogued. That list includes everything from
upper stages and out-of-service satellites to space junk
and the relatively small number of active satellites.

A disused satellite at an altitude of 1,000 km will even-
tually fall back into the atmosphere, but only after about
1,000 years, according to French expert Christophe
Bonnal. Bonnal, who chairs the International Astronautical
Federation’s committee on space debris, explains that dur-
ing those years, the object - traveling 30,000 km an hour -

could end up colliding with a live satellite and killing it. For
now, that possibility is rare - as an example, Bonnal says
there are only 15 objects bigger than a fist above France at
any given time. “Space is infinitely empty - this is not like
maritime pollution,” he told AFP.

Jean-Yves Le Gall, the head of France’s space agency
and the outgoing IAF president, also downplayed the
issue. “There are practically no examples of satellite prob-
lems caused by space debris,” Le Gall told AFP. “But this is
starting to be a more urgent concern because of the
(satellite) constellation projects. It’s clear that even if we
only had to think about SpaceX’s constellation, the issue
would need to be addressed.” For Le Gall, Musk’s compa-
ny “isn’t doing anything against the rules. The problem is
that there are no rules. There are air traffic controllers for
planes. We will end up with something similar.”

Thousands of pieces of junk 
Jan Woerner, the director general of the European

Space Agency, admits: “The best situation would be to
have international law... but if you ask for that, it will take
decades.” So far, only France has stipulated in its own
laws that any satellite in low orbit must be removed from
orbit in 25 years. The US space agency NASA and others
have adopted rules for their own satellites, but without
legal constraints.

So the space agencies and industry power players are
hoping that everyone will voluntarily adopt rules of good
behavior, defining things like the required space between
satellites, coordination and data exchanges. Various
codes and standards were put down on paper from the

1990s, notably under the auspices of the United Nations.
One of the most recent charters was created by the
Space Safety Coalition - so far, 34 actors including
Airbus, Intelsat and the OneWeb constellation project
have signed on.

The problem with such charters is that one major new
satellite constellation project that refuses to play along
could make things difficult for everyone. “It’s a very clas-
sic problem with polluters,” says Carissa Christensen, the
CEO of Bryce Space and Technology, an analytics and
engineering firm. “This is very typical of issues where
there are long-term challenges, and costs and benefits.”

In addition, national space agencies would like to
clean up Earth’s orbits, which are now strewn with junk
from 60 years of space history. Three large US rocket
stages mysteriously “fragmented” last year, says Bonnal -
that created 1,800 pieces of debris. The French expert
says removing just a few large objects a year would help.
One example would be the stages of the Soviet-era Zenit
rockets, which each weigh nine tons and are nine meters
long. Every month, they pass within 200 meters of one
another. If two of them collide, it would double the num-
ber of objects in orbit.

But for now, no one knows how to remove these giant
objects from space. In the short term, a best practices
manual may be the best solution. Experts also hope that
SpaceX manages to maintain control of its satellites as
Starlink takes shape. 

Already, of the first 60 satellites launched, three of
them - five percent - stopped responding after just a
month in orbit. — AFP

More than tango, 
Messi or Malbec

Resource-rich Argentina derived its name from the
Latin for silver, but its real wealth has come from
agriculture, earning it the nickname “breadbasket

of the world” at the beginning of the 20th Century. Farm
exports are still a driving force of Latin America’s second
biggest economy despite a grim economic crisis that
threatens to end the presidency of Mauricio Macri in
elections yesterday. The birthplace of Pope Francis,
Queen Maxima of the Netherlands, Lionel Messi and
Diego Maradona has long fascinated with its tango, its
Messi and its Malbec.

Tango 
Tango is a dance of passion, melancholy and nostalgia

that emerged from poor immigrant districts of Buenos Aires
at the end of the 19th Century. Decried by the Catholic
Church, it gained mainstream acceptance after it became
popular in European society. Stylish and elegant, tango is
part of the social fabric of the nation, a link immortalized by
lyricist Enrique Santos Discepolo in 1934. “That the world
was and always will be filth, I already know, in the year 506
and in the year 2000 too,” go the lyrics of his most famous
tango, the Cambalache. Though Discepolo wasn’t directly
referring to the South American country, for many these
tango lyrics sum up Argentina’s history.

Peronism 
The political movement, created during the 1940s by

Juan Domingo Peron, is for some the root of all of
Argentina’s evils, while for others it provides a present-
day solution to its problems. “Peronists are like cats; it may
seem like they are fighting, but they are really reproduc-
ing,” Peron famously said. And fight like cats they have. Yet
the much-divided movement has come through recent
divisions to unite behind opposition candidate Alberto
Fernandez for the presidential election.

“Peronists are neither good nor bad, they are incorrigi-
ble,” Argentine literary legend Jorge Luis Borges once
wrote. Since the movement’s inception in 1946, Peronist
candidates - mixing centrist populism and nationalism -
have won nine of 12 presidential elections they have been
allowed to contest. Peronists have won five presidential
elections since Argentina returned to democracy in 1983:
Carlos Menem (1989-1999) twice, Nestor Kirchner 2003-
2007) and Cristina Kirchner twice (2007-2015).

Asado and Malbec 
Argentina’s plummeting peso paved the way for a

boost in meat and wine exports. Exports of Argentine
beef, renowned worldwide for its quality, jumped nearly
65 percent in a year. But runaway inflation meant
domestic consumption fell, leading to fewer traditional
asados, where family and friends gather around a barbe-
cue of grilled meat. Wine has suffered too. Malbec wine
from the Mendoza region is exported worldwide but
with the economic crisis, spending at home is down. The
year 2018 was the worst in the history of wine consump-
tion in Argentina, according to the National Institute of

Viticulture. Most Argentines have switched to cheaper
drinks like beer.

Argentina power 
Argentina’s gilded era still catches your eyes and imagi-

nation, especially in the architecture of Buenos Aires, the
most visited city in Latin America. It owes all that to the
dominance of vast meat and grain exports at the end of the
19th Century, when a wave of European immigrants flooded
in. Argentina and Uruguay are Latin America’s two countries
that while settled by Spain, later drew many people from
Italy, like the pope’s family. The Belle Epoque saw the emer-
gence of buildings like the Colon Theater, the Cervantes
Theater and the imposing Buenos Aires General Post Office
building - now the Kirchner Cultural Institute. Repeated
crises in the second half of the 20th Century brought devalu-
ation, debt, inflation and poverty as Argentina experienced a
succession of coups since 1930.  The last one, in 1976, put in
power a military junta that lasted seven years, leaving tens of
thousands of dead and missing.

Boca vs River 
Football (soccer) is even more important than politics in

Argentina, which has produced two World Cup winning
teams. The dominant teams domestically are Buenos Aires
clubs Boca Juniors and River Plate, historical archenemies.
But football divides people almost as much as it unites
them. Just ask anyone about Lionel Messi, who never quite
delivers for the national team the way he does for
Barcelona. A triple winner of the World Footballer of the
Year title, he arouses as much passion as the legendary
Diego Maradona did before him.  — AFP


