
CUBA: Yurisniel Cabrera, 35, is a fourth-generation
tobacco farmer, eking out a meager living from the
leaves used to make Cuba’s fabled cigars. Clients
can fork out more than $10 for a single cigar, but
for his months of labor, Cabrera earned only a few
hundred US dollars from last year’s harvest. This
year, the outlook is even bleaker. Sanctions-strick-
en and facing its worst economic crisis in nearly
three decades, Cuba is running low on fertilizers
and pesticides. The harvest “is not of a good
enough quality,” Cabrera sighed as he showed AFP
around his crop amid the rounded hills dubbed
mogotes that dot the fertile Vinales valley in west-
ern Cuba.

“It lacked fertilizer and pesticide,” he said as he
slipped a pile of leaves draped over his arm onto a
“cuje,” the wooden lathe used to dry the harvest in
a rustic, wooden “tobacco house.” Like other farm-
ers in Pinar del Rio province, where 65 percent of
Cuba’s tobacco is produced, Cabrera sells 95 per-
cent of his yield to the Tabacuba state agency.
What remains is for private use.

State sets the price 
In Cuba, the government provides pesticides

and fertilizers to state-run cooperatives, and sets
the price at which farmers can obtain them.
Tabacuba determines the price paid for the farm-
ers’ tobacco, based on the quality of the leaves. “I
have to buy all the product from them (the authori-

ties),” explained farmer Livan Aguiar, 49, from the
settlement of San Juan and Martinez, near Vinales.
“They give me the fertilizer, the fungicide... at the
end of the harvest they charge me for everything,”
he said while cutting tobacco on the land he uses
on a state usufruct. Like Cabrera, Aguiar is con-
cerned about the impact the lack of fertilizer will
have on his yield and income this season.

Tabacuba executive Pavel Noe Caseres
explained that importing agricultural chemicals had
been “complicated” this season, due to logistical
bottlenecks caused by the coronavirus pandemic,
and ongoing US sanctions. The harvest has fallen
from 32,000 tons in 2017 to 25,800 in 2020 and will
likely reach only 22,000 tons this season, he said.
The impact would mainly be on domestic con-
sumers, as the country has enough tobacco in store
to produce export cigars for two years, added
Caseres. Tobacco is Cuba’s main agricultural export.

Cabrera and his family sowed 25,000 plants for
the season that started last October and ends in
May. From it, he expects to get little over 550 kilo-
grams (about 1,200 pounds) of tobacco leaf-almost
half of last year’s yield. In 2021, he made just over
80,000 pesos-about $3,320 at the official
exchange rate but only about $800 on the black
market where most Cuban transactions take place.
This year it will be even less. So Cabrera and his
family will look to the corn and other foods they
grow on the side for survival. Like his father,

grandfather and great-grandfather before him,
Cabrera lovingly cures the tobacco leaves, once
dried, in a special concoction that includes guava

leaf, honey and rum mixed into water. It is a long
process, requiring mastery, for which he reaps little
financial reward. —AFP

Harvest falls from 32,000 tons to 25,800 and will likely reach 22,000 tons

Cuban tobacco yield up in 
smoke amid fertilizer shortages

VINALES: A farmer works at a tobacco plantation in Cuba. —AFP

Deadly rains, 
floods hit 
Australia
SYDNEY: Torrential downpours
lashed eastern Australia yesterday,
raising deadly floodwaters to
decades-long highs, swamping homes
and sweeping away cars. Police in the
eastern state of Queensland said they
had found the body of a 37-year-old
man, raising the flooding death toll to
five people since early this week. At
least one person is stil l  missing.
Images of southeast Queensland
broadcast on Australian media
showed homes and roads flooded,
areas of land transformed into lakes
and a large chunk of a concrete pier
floating down the fast-running
Brisbane River. The water snatched
the car of a team of four emergency
services workers who were heading
to rescue a family from their flooded
home overnight, said state police dis-
aster coordinator Steve Gollschewski.

“The vehicle in which they were
travelling was swept off the road into
floodwaters. Three of our members
were rescued. One of those members
is deceased,” Gollschewski told a news
conference. Elsewhere, another man’s
body was found overnight. “In some

parts of southeast Queensland, this is
the biggest event that they will see in a
number of decades,” said state police
and emergency services minister Mark
Ryan. “And the rain has not stopped-in
fact, there are some parts where it is
intensifying.” The Queensland town of
Gympie was facing a “hell of a lot of
water” as the Mary River rose,
Gympie Mayor Glen Hartwig was
quoted as saying by national broad-
caster ABC. In the town’s Royal Hotel,
“without a submarine or a snorkel, you
will not be having a beer,” Hartwig
said. “It’s floor-to-ceiling and over the
roof in some areas.”

‘Dangerous’ 
Queensland Premier Annastacia

Palaszczuk said the Mary River could
rise above 21 meters (69 feet) at
Gympie. It may exceed levels last
seen there in February 1999, the
bureau of meteorology said. As a
precaution, Queensland would be
issuing evacuation alerts, notably tar-
geting about 700 residents in the
Gympie area, the premier said. “If we
don’t do this now people will become
isolated and trapped,” she warned.
The premier said her “heart goes
out” to the volunteer emergency
services worker, 62-year-old Merryl
Dray, who died “trying to save her
community”. Emergency services had
responded to more than 1,800 calls
for help in 24 hours in southeast

Queensland, officials said.
Rainfall in some areas of the state

had exceeded records going back
decades, said senior Queensland
meteorologist David Grant. He pre-
dicted further rain on Sunday as the
weather system moved away more
slowly than had been anticipated.
“There is now going to be an
increased risk of dangerous and life-
threatening flash flooding, and even
the potential for localized landslides,”
he told a news conference. Heavy rain

also hit the state capital Brisbane.
“Essentially we’ve seen a month’s
worth of rainfall fall in one day for just
Brisbane alone,” Grant said. Rescuers
undertook 132 rescues in swift water
conditions in 24 hours, said Greg
Leach, Queensland’s commissioner for
fire and emergency services. “Our
catchments are completely saturated.
Our rivers are rising. We have flash
flooding. Now is not the time to be
out in southeast Queensland if you
don’t have to be,” Leach said. —AFP

Los Angeles 
counts its growing
homeless population
LOS ANGELES: Tents, makeshift shelters and dilap-
idated campervans line the streets of Skid Row as
Mike Murase and his team tally the exploding popu-
lation of homeless people in Los Angeles. In the
United States’ second biggest city, the unhoused
huddle by small fires, trying to keep warm on one of
the coldest nights of the year. Homelessness is “an
intractable, stubborn issue that the politicians and
agency leaders have not had the will to try to solve,”
75-year-old Murase tells AFP. Murase and his col-
leagues criss-cross the dozen-or-so roads they have
been assigned as part of a three-day effort to count
the number of people living on the streets.

Figures from 2020 — the last time the survey
was carried out-showed Los Angeles city alone had
more than 66,000 homeless people, up more than 13
percent from the year before. Everyone expects this
year’s number to be much higher. “During Covid
there were so many jobs that were lost, you know,
restaurant workers or laborers,” says Murase. “A lot
of these people were unable to pay rent for maybe
two, three months. They get kicked out and they
have no family or other relatives to go to and they
end up on the street. “I think there is a misconcep-
tion that they’re mostly criminals, or addicts, or
mentally ill people. “There’s a large number of peo-
ple with those conditions, but there are (also) fami-
lies, children.”

Tourists shocked 
Visitors to Los Angeles often express shock at

the sheer number of people living on the streets of
one of the wealthiest cities in the wealthiest state
of the wealthiest nation on the planet. Tents and
tarpaulin shelters clump next to Hollywood tourist
spots, or string out along embankments next to the
city’s freeways. Rusting mobile homes with broken
windows line the roads of Venice Beach, where
multi-million dollar houses glower down at them.
Obviously ill people wander through traffic, railing
at unseen demons, or picking at their grimy clothes
as they mutter into greasy beards. Others rummage
through trash cans, or lie dazed on thoroughfares,
the smell of urine a fug that pedestrians pick their
way distastefully around. Some of the unhoused are
new to the streets, victims of the pandemic eco-
nomic crush, but others have been there for years.

“I’ve lived downtown for about like seven, eight
years. And it’s always been an issue seeing people
on the street,” says Kimberly Briggs, who is volun-
teering alongside Murase. “I just want to partici-
pate in something that helps bring resolution to
this problem, because there is suffering on the
streets and housing is a human right.” The count is
a federal government requirement that will help to
determine grants to the local organizations trying
to fix the unfixable.

Volunteers are instructed not to interact with
people; rather they must simply document what
they see. The survey Murase and Briggs are doing
takes them between warehouses ripe with spices
whose heady scents  mingle with the smel l  of
cannabis. Many of the streets appear deserted,
though there is evidence of people: here, the cara-
pace of  a  campervan;  there , p last ic  sheets

stretched between shopping carts to form a rudi-
mentary tent.

A closer look at a darkened area reveals a human
form lying against a brick wall, almost camouflaged
by the head-to-toe blanket that covers him or her.
Briggs carefully logs their presence in a special app
on her phone, and the team walks on. An occasional
“good evening” comes from some of those trying to
settle in for the night, but most-like the man who
sits blankly in his wheelchair-ignore the census-
takers. Homelessness comes easy in the United
States, where the welfare safety nets of other
developed countries are largely absent, and the
uninsured or under-insured can be a hospital bill
away from a missing rent check and the resulting
eviction. In California that problem is exacerbated
by skyrocketing real estate prices that have pushed
the average purchase price of a home to around
$700,000 — twice the national figure. —AFP

UN to agree on 
plan for ‘historic’
plastics treaty
NAIROBI: More than 100 nations convening in Nairobi
next week are expected to take the first steps toward estab-
lishing a historic global treaty to tackle the plastic crisis
afflicting the planet. Plastic has been found in Arctic sea ice,
the bellies of whales and Earth’s atmosphere, and govern-
ments have been under increasing pressure to unite in
action against the global scourge. Negotiators are hammer-
ing out the framework for a legally binding plastic treaty
that diplomats say is the most ambitious environmental pact
since the 2015 Paris Agreement on climate change.

“This is a big moment. This is one for the history
books,” Inger Andersen, head of the UN Environment
Program (UNEP), told AFP this week. The exact scope of
the treaty remains to be defined. There are competing
proposals being drafted ahead of a three-day UN envi-
ronment summit starting Monday in Nairobi. World lead-
ers and environment ministers meeting in-person and vir-
tually are expected to kickstart the treaty process by
appointing a negotiating committee to finalize the policy
details over the next two years.

But more than 50 countries, along with scientists,
businesses and environment groups, have publicly called
for tough new regulations on industry to curb the torrent
of plastic entering the environment. This could include
caps on the production of new plastic-which is made from
oil and gas, and forecast to double by 2040 — redesign-
ing products to make recycling easier or less harmful, and
phasing out single-use items.

‘Treaty with teeth’ 
Many countries, including major plastic producers like

the United States and China, have expressed general sup-
port for a treaty, but stopped short of endorsing any spe-
cific measures. But there is broad consensus that coun-
tries acting alone cannot fix the problem, and a coordinat-
ed global response is needed. Since the 1950s, the rate of
plastic production has grown faster than any other mate-
rial, vastly outpacing national efforts to keep the environ-
ment clean. Today, approximately 300 million tons of
plastic waste-equivalent to the weight of the human pop-
ulation-are produced every year.

Less than 10 percent is recycled, with most ending up
in landfill or the oceans. By some estimates, a garbage
truck’s worth of plastic is dumped in the sea every minute,
choking marine life and befouling coastlines around the
globe. Microscopic particles of plastic can also enter the
food chain, eventually joining the human diet. “It is not
something that stops at the border. As we know from
plastics in the ocean... your trash becomes my trash, and
my trash becomes your trash,” said Andersen.

In October, dozens of major corporations including
Coca-Cola and Unilever said a plastics treaty with binding
targets was “crucial to set a high common standard of
action for all countries to abide by.” Environment groups
remain wary and want concrete targets and enforcement
mechanisms enshrined in any treaty to ensure accountabil-
ity. “We are looking at something that is legally binding
and has consequences, and not just a treaty that people
can sign onto.... but doesn’t have the teeth to bite back,”
said Erastus Ooko from Greenpeace Africa.

‘Ready for change’ 
Some of the world’s largest plastics manufacturers have

also expressed support for a treaty, but say banning cer-
tain materials would create supply chain disruptions and
hinder improvements to recycling. Environment groups
have warned that plastic giants would try to steer talks in
Nairobi away from firm commitments intended to push
companies into making less plastic.

Two of the treaty proposals adopt a “source to sea”
approach: targeting not just trash in oceans and landfill,
but also pollution caused by manufacturing new plastic
from fossil fuels. These proposals-one sponsored by
Rwanda and Peru, and the other by Japan-have broad
support and are being merged to reach consensus, said
sources with close knowledge of the negotiations in
Nairobi. A third proposal from India-which called for
voluntary measures-does not have wide support. “I think
the world is ready for a change in the way we relate to
plastic,” said Marco Lambertini, director general of
WWF. —AFP
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LOS ANGELES: A homeless encampment is pictured on
the streets of Los Angeles, California. —AFP

Pak-Afghan border 
still closed 2 days 
after deadly clash
CHAMAN, Pakistan: Hundreds of people were
stranded yesterday at a key border crossing
between Pakistan and Afghanistan, days after fight-
ing between security forces left at least three dead.

Border tensions have risen since the Taleban’s
return to power last year, with Pakistan alleging
militant groups are planning attacks from Afghan
soil. The Taleban deny harboring Pakistani mili-
tants, but are also infuriated by a fence Islamabad
is erecting along their 2,700-kilometre (1,600-
mile) border, drawn up in colonial times and known
as the Durand Line. Each side blamed the other for
Thursday’s fighting at the Chaman-Spin Boldak
crossing. “The border remains closed for passen-
gers as well as trade,” a Pakistani security official
told AFP. “A delegation of tribal notables and reli-

gious leaders has been formed to hold talks with
the Taleban,” he added. An Afghan official said
talks so far had been fruitless. “They are trying to
speak again... but if nothing happens then the issue
will be discussed on a higher level,” the Kandahar
governor’s spokesman, Mahmoud Azaam, told AFP. 

An AFP reporter saw hundreds of people
waiting at Chaman on the Pakistan side for the
border  to  reopen. Thousands usual ly  cross
every day, including traders, Afghans seeking
medical treatment in Pakistan, and people visit-
ing relatives. —AFP

AUSTRALIA: Jai Connors fishes in rising floodwater from the swollen
Bremer river in front of home in West Ipswich, Australia’s Queensland
state yesterday. —AFP


