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LABINOT-FUSHE, Albania: In darkened tunnels
once stuffed with weapons, there are now hun-
dreds of blue barrels filled with anchovies resting
in l i ters of  brine, a surreal  repurposing of
Albania’s Cold War past. Murals, statues, archi-
tectural oddities and historical relics greet visi-
tors to Fish City, a complex snuggled into gentle
hills in Labinot-Fushe 60 kilometers (40 miles)
south of the capital Tirana.

Jim Morrison and Winston Churchill rub shoul-
ders, the stretched face of a Salvador Dali master-
piece is lovingly recreated alongside Pablo
Picasso’s Guernica. Before reaching any of that,
Marlon Brando and Al Pacino in full Godfather
mode have to be negotiated. 

The sprawling complex also houses a daycare, a
children’s playground, cinema, fine-dining restau-
rant and a 50-metre tower called “chicken island”.
Somewhere in all of this, there is a seafood pro-
cessing plant employing some 1,500 people, most
of them women who shell  shrimp and fi l let
anchovies at incredible speed before ramming
them into boxes, jars and bags for export.

One million weapons 
The company, Rozafa, exported 32 million euros

($38 million) of seafood last year, a major turn-
around for a site that just six years ago stood
derelict. “In these places, there was nothing but
ruins, it looked like Hiroshima after the bomb,”
says owner Gjergj Luca, who built his city on the
ruins of the base, but preserved the tunnels. They
were constructed by communist dictator Enver
Hoxha whose paranoia led him to isolate the coun-
try even from communist comrades in Moscow,

Beijing and the former Yugoslavia. He built up an
unrivalled hoard of weaponry that stood idle for
years in thousands of tunnels and bunkers follow-
ing his death in 1985.

During a rebellion more than a decade later,
crowds ransacked arms dumps across the country,
getting their hands on roughly one mil l ion
weapons, from machine guns and cannons to
armored vehicles.  Some of Hoxha’s tunnels and
bunkers have since been transformed into cafes,
shelters for homeless people, warehouses and
most imaginatively, Fish City.

The complex is now redolent of 19th century
utopian socialist projects in Britain and France, with
Luca saying it is his “dream” to serve the communi-
ty, not only with jobs but also with access to art
and history.  “My dreams and my work have been
transformed into a state of mind, a desire and a
motivation for all of us,” says Luca, a former actor
and son of Albanian screen legend Ndrek Luca,
whose picture hangs alongside Pacino and Brando.

‘City of Kalashnikovs’ 
Business is going well for Luca, whose firm is

the main employer in the area, paying the women
roughly 20 euros a day for their work, the average
salary for Albania. He is working on transforming
another military installation in the nearby town of
Gramsh-formerly known as the “city of
Kalashnikovs”-into another fish plant.

“Today we don’t need weapons to fight. Jobs
and a better economic and social life is our real
fight,” he says. These complexes bind together
Albania’s past and present, with the walls of the
old barracks at Gramsh bearing communist slogans

like “One hand on the pickaxe, the other on the
rifle” or “Workers go from victory to victory”. The
Labinot-Fushe tunnels hark back to an even more
distant era with a giant, gaudy sculpture of
medieval national hero Skanderbeg sitting atop

one of the entrances. 
“You don’t know where you’re going in and

where you’re going out,” laughs anchovy packer
Vjollca Kaculli, neatly encapsulating the Fish City
experience. —AFP

In a turnaround, Rozafa exported $38 million of seafood last year

How an Albanian arms dump 
transformed into ‘Fish City’

Workers sort through Anchovies for packaging at a Rozafa Fish City factory in Labinot-Fushe near the
city of Elbasan. —AFP

Power struggle 
on Afghanistan’s 
frontline over dam
KAJAKI DAM, Afghanistan: In the
heart of territory under siege from the
Taleban, one of Afghanistan’s most
important hydroelectric dams is at the
center of a power struggle that sym-
bolizes the battle between the gov-
ernment and insurgents. Kajaki Dam,
which provides power to more than
three million people in the south-
including the cities of Kandahar and
Lashkar Gah-is controlled by govern-
ment forces. But an extraordinary
compromise sees authorities effec-
tively allow the insurgents surround-
ing it to charge locals for energy.

This kind of compromise could
become more common as US forces
withdraw, leaving local government
officials and Taliban commanders to
find ways to grudgingly live with the
status quo even as their leaders fail
to agree on terms.  “It is not our
choice. How can we refuse them
electricity?” said Ghulam Raza, an
executive of Turkish firm 77
Construction, which is working to

triple the capacity of the dam.
Officials at the plant told AFP during
a recent visit that about a fifth of the
output was used by the Taleban-con-
trolled districts of Kajaki, Sangin and
Musa Qala. The areas contain hun-
dreds of hamlets and villages that are
home to thousands of people.

The insurgents collect taxes each
month from locals for the electricity
they consume, said Abdul Razak,
nominally the governor of Kajaki dis-
trict but whose authority barely
extends beyond his office and a few
buildings surrounding the dam. This
tacit agreement doesn’t stop the
Taleban from constantly attacking the
troops protecting the dam, and civil-
ians stuck in the middle pay a heavy
price. “This electricity costs too many
lives,” the governor said. 

River’s course follows history 
Situated between rocky cliffs

flanking the Helmand River-the irriga-
tion lifeline of southern Afghanistan as
it snakes a course across over 1,000
kilometers (800 miles) — Kajaki Dam
was built in the 1950s and its history
has closely followed that of the coun-
try. As the US continues to withdraw
its forces after 20 years of conflict, the
security in areas surrounding the dam

serves as a harbinger of what might
lie ahead.

The dam was built by an American
company to control water flow for
farmers, then upgraded in 1975 by
the US aid agency before being
abandoned four years later when
Soviet tanks rolled in the start of an
occupation that lasted nearly a
decade. After the fall of the Taliban in

2001, as Washington spent millions
to win hearts and minds, foreign
engineers attempted to finish the job
and install a third turbine, but they
too gave up.

The Afghan government then
engaged 77 Construction-which has
since installed the third turbine and is
expecting to complete a second plant
next year. —AFP

Fatal shooting of 
black man by US 
officers ‘justified’
WASHINGTON: The fatal shooting last
month of a black man by law enforcement
officers in the US state of North Carolina
was “justified” and no one will face
charges, the prosecutor in charge of the
case, which has drawn scrutiny, said
Tuesday. The death of Andrew Brown
“while tragic, was justified” because his
actions led the sheriff’s deputies “to rea-
sonably believe it was necessary to use
deadly force to protect themselves and
others,” Pasquotank county district attor-
ney Andrew Womble said.

Womble, who was revealing the
results of a state investigation, said seven
officers went to Brown’s home in
Elizabeth City on April 21 — they had
arrest and search warrants related to
alleged felony drug offenses. Brown, 42,
was in his car outside the home when
they arrived. Deputies, their weapons
drawn, surrounded the car and asked him

to exit, but Brown attempted to drive
away. “The decision to flee, which Brown
made on his own, quickly escalated the
situation from a show of force to an
employment of force,” Womble said,
adding that Brown had steered his vehi-
cle towards one of the officers.

“The facts of this case clearly illus-
trate the officers who used deadly force
on Andrew Brown, Jr did so reasonably,
and only when a violent felon used a
deadly weapon to place their lives in
danger.” “No officer will be criminally
charged,” Womble said.

In the space of 44 seconds, officers
fired 14 shots, at the vehicle and then at
the rear of the vehicle after Brown turned
it around. An autopsy revealed that two of
those bullets hit Brown, one of them fatal-
ly to the neck. The family had previously
revealed the cause of death, based on an
independent autopsy. Brown’s son Khalil
Ferebee said last month that his father had
been “executed.”

‘Slap in the face 
On Tuesday, attorneys for the Brown

family released a statement decrying
what they called Womble’s “attempt to

whitewash this unjustified killing” and
calling on the Justice Department to
weigh in on the case. “To say this shoot-
ing was justified, despite the known facts,
is both an insult and a slap in the face to
Andrew’s family, the Elizabeth City com-
munity, and to rational people every-

where,” the statement said.
Police use of lethal force against Black

Americans has come under increasing
scrutiny, especially in the wake of last
year’s killing of George Floyd in
Minneapolis, sparking protests across the
United States and abroad. —AFP

ELIZABETH CITY, NC: Protestors raise their fists during a march in the street
after a news conference addressing police video footage of the shooting
death of Andrew Brown Jr in Elizabeth City, North Carolina. —AFP

In this photograph taken on March 21, 2021, a general view of the hydro-
electric Kajaki Dam is seen in Kajaki, northeast of Helmand Province. —AFP

Pandemic triggering 
orphan crisis in India
NEW DELHI: Three days after their father died of
coronavirus, six-year-old twins Tripti and Pari were
found sleeping next to their mother, unaware that she
had also become a victim. Thousands of children have
lost one or both parents in the new pandemic wave
ravaging India, where there were already millions of
orphans. The prospect of a surge of abandoned minors
worries many. 

Tripti and Pari, whose names have been changed,
are now being cared for by their mother’s uncle,
Ramesh Singh. “I keep telling the girls their parents will
come home soon,” said Singh, whose name has also
been changed to protect the children’s identities.

“I don’t want to tell them the truth now... they’re too
young.” Their heartbroken mother refused to eat
properly after her husband’s death, which complicated
her recovery from coronavirus, Singh said. 

When repeated knocks on the door went unan-
swered, relatives threw water on the girls from a win-
dow to make them open up.  They were taken away as
doctors arrived to declare their mother dead. While
the twins are being looked after, the pandemic-which
is claiming thousands of lives a day-is leaving others
without a caregiver. Such children “are not only living
an emotional tragedy, they are at high risk of neglect,
abuse and exploitation”, said UNICEF India’s chief
Yasmin Haque.

Devastating truth 
In another case, media reported last month on a baby

found next to its mother who had been dead for 48
hours and whose neighbors feared contracting the virus.
The official pandemic toll is more than 270,000 in India,
though the real number is widely believed to be far high-
er with many people dying outside of the overwhelmed
medical system. “We don’t know how many people are
dying, let alone how many children are orphaned,” said
Akancha Srivastava, a cybersecurity expert who has
launched a coronavirus helpline for children.

However online evidence points to a devastating
scale. Social media appeals are being made for breast
milk and food for infants who have lost their mothers.
Some coronavirus orphans are also being put up for
illegal adoption on social media. Srivastava said her
helpline received at least 300 calls and messages in a
day.  “Our authorities are overburdened, people are
hassled. It’s extremely easy in these circumstances to
miss-assign a child to some trafficking racket or an
adoption racket,” she said.

Under Indian law, an orphaned child must be seen
by a government official and is put in an institution if
there are no relatives to look after them. Smriti Irani,
India’s minister for women and child development, this
month warned that unofficial approaches to adopting
COVID-19 orphans are a “trap” and “illegal”.   

AFP received one message on WhatsApp offering
a two-year-old girl and a two-month-old boy for
adoption. “Brahmin children,” the message said, sug-
gesting the children were upper-caste Hindus. The
contact number has since been switched off and has
been investigated by authorities.

Broken generation 
Children whose parents have died or are sick have

been reduced to selling vegetables on the streets,
according to the Protsahan India Foundation, a child
rights NGO.  “We’re looking at a generation of chil-
dren in extreme distress and facing severe trauma who
will grow up to be broken adults,” said Sonal Kapoor
from the foundation.

She said children were bearing a far greater brunt
in the latest pandemic wave, including cases of incest
and sex trafficking. Dhananjay Tingal from Bachpan
Bachao Andolan said that the child welfare organiza-
tion received about 50 calls a day, a big increase from
last year. “This is not the first time that children are
being orphaned. But this time, the child has to face it
alone ... there are inhibitions in even hugging a child in
pain,” he said. —AFP

Haunted by HIV, 
WHO scientist says 
world must do 
better on COVID
GENEVA: Two decades ago, Soumya Swaminathan
watched her HIV-infected patients suffer often hor-
rific and unnecessary deaths. There was a treatment
for their disease, but they simply could not afford it.
The World Health Organization’s chief scientist told
AFP the inequalities in accessing Covid-19 vaccines
today hark back to the late 1990s, when she help-
lessly watched HIV patients in India wither away

when drugs were saving lives in the West. 
Effective treatments for HIV were first produced

in the mid-1990s, but they carried a prohibitively
high price tag of over $10,000 per patient per year.
It would take nearly a decade before they became
available to poorer populations. “I had patients that
I was watching die... horrible prolonged deaths,
when treatments were already available in the
West,” Swaminathan said in a recent interview.

“I lost so many patients and children were
orphaned. Those images still haunt me.”

‘Morally, ethically wrong’ 
The Indian pediatrician and clinical scientist, who

today is one of the top WHO officials leading global
efforts to coordinate the pandemic response, said it
was disappointing that the world was repeating
past mistakes. “You have to learn from history, but
we don’t seem to,” she said. To date, only 0.3 per-

cent of COVID vaccine
doses have been admin-
istered in the world’s
poorest  countr ies ,
which are home to near-
ly 10 percent  of  the
global population. “That
is very difficult to wit-
ness, and it is morally
and ethical ly wrong,”
Swaminathan said.

The glaring unevenness
in vaccine access comes
despite a concerted effort
to address the historical inequities. The WHO and
others have created Covax, a global vaccine-sharing
program, but it remains severely underfunded and has
faced significant supply shortages, delaying efforts to
roll out vaccines in poorer countries. —AFP

Soumya Swaminathan


