
In a small Indonesian fishing village, a
man with a fake rhino head perched
atop his own puts on a puppet show for

a group of eager children. Former
teacher Samsudin is educating the kids
about the plight of the critically endan-
gered Javan rhino-the worldʼs rarest-
using cardboard figures, comical expres-
sions and exaggerated voices to spread
his message of conservation one story at
a time. The 50-year-old asks the children
in the West Javan village of Indramayu to
mimic the animals, and teaches them the
importance of guarding the forest and the
wildlife unique to it. “I want them to know
rhinos need pristine forest and that
human beings are not the only creatures
on earth,” he told AFP.

“I want children to love nature and
grow up into people who are aware and

care about our natural resources.” Javan
rhinos-one-horned mammals that can
weigh up to two tonnes and have folds of
loose skin that resemble armour plating-
once numbered in the thousands across
Southeast Asia.

But they are now barely clinging to
existence, having been hit hard by ram-
pant poaching and human encroachment
on their habitats. After years of population
decline, there are believed to be just 75
of the mammals left at the Ujung Kulon
sanctuary-their last remaining wild habi-
tat-on the westernmost tip of Java island.

ʻBefore itʼs too lateʼ 
Samsudin, who like many Indonesians

uses only one name, decided to dedicate
his time to the conservation of Javan rhi-
nos and other endangered species in

2014 after learning about their precarious
situation. Since then, he has travelled
across the archipelago on an old bicycle,
performing free puppet shows at stops
along the way to teach children about the
animals. “I want them to know about rhi-
nos before itʼs too late. I donʼt want them
to only see rhinos from textbooks or car-
toon movies,” Samsudin said.

Samsudin makes his puppets out of
cardboard because itʼs readily available,
and because he opposes the use of
leather-which is used in traditional
Javanese puppet theatre shows-for con-
servation reasons. The use of visual sto-
rytelling makes the message easier for
children to digest and creates a stronger
bond between him and his young audi-
ence, he said. “Children have a short
attention span; I have to be creative to

distract them from their gadgets,” he said.
Rhino conservation is especially diffi-

cult because of the animalsʼ long gesta-
tion period and their tendency to roam,
which often leaves males and females
separated during the mating period.
Samsudin is also determined to chal-
lenge cartoon depictions of rhinos as
being lazy and dumb.

“Rhinos are very shy and they have an
unusual appearance, but there are only a
few of them left in the world, so I want to
lift their image and make them special
and wise creatures,” he said.

ʻFollow in my footstepsʼ 
After coronavirus temporarily brought

the curtain down on his act, Samsudin is
now back on the road performing for chil-
dren. His show casts the Javan rhino as

the main character, with a macaque and
a Sumatran tiger for sidekicks, and a
hunter as the villain.

One happy audience member was
Gelar Dwi Titar Syahputro, a primary
school student who watched the puppet
show with his friends. “It was fun and
hilarious. I learned something new. The
story told me not to litter and to promise
to guard nature,” Syahputro said.

Samsudin wants his young audience
members to emulate him one day, joining
his mission to spread awareness about
the environment through folklore. “I hope
among hundreds of children Iʼve met, one
or two will follow in my footsteps and join
me to spread messages about conserva-
tion,” he said. — AFP

Women-only
media start-up
wants to fight
stigma in Somalia

Armed with mobile phones, tripods
and laptops, the crew at Bilan
Media, a Somali start-up staffed

entirely by women, is on a mission to
break the silence around gender violence
in the troubled Horn of Africa nation.

A rarity in the conservative predomi-
nantly Muslim country, Bilan (meaning
“beauty” in Somali) is funded by the
United Nations Development Programme
and operates out of the offices of Dalsan,
a popular television and radio station
based in the capital Mogadishu.

Its team of six journalists aims to chal-
lenge patriarchal norms by producing
shows that focus on women. This
includes profiles of prominent Somali
women and coverage of issues often con-
sidered too sensitive for public broadcast
in Somalia, including subjects such as
domestic violence and rape.

“About 80 percent of the programme
will focus on stories which people may
find shameful. Society must be informed
about these stories,” said Bilan editor-in-
chief Nasrin Mohamed Ibrahim.

The young journalists-all aged under
28 — worked in local media outlets before
joining Ibrahimʼs team. Itʼs a wholly
hands-on affair. “Normally you have male
involvement in the production of pro-
grammes in other conventional media but
for us, we write the script, do interviews,
edit the videos, and present the pro-
gramme,” 21-year-old Ibrahim said in an
interview with AFP. Their shows are aired
on Dalsan and on Bilan Mediaʼs social
networks, where Ibrahim hopes to gradu-
ally build an audience.

ʻFeel the same painʼ 
The biggest challenge lies in persuad-

ing Somali citizens to share their stories,
Ibrahim said, pointing out that having an
all-female team has proved to be an
unexpected advantage in this regard.
“The information I can manage to get from
a mother whose daughter was raped may
not be available to male journalists
because that mother will trust female jour-
nalists more,” she said.

“As a woman, we are the same and
feel the same pain.” Speaking up about
gender violence carries huge risks in
Somalia, where rape remains a rampant
problem. The country has yet to pass its
first sexual offences bill, which has been
in the works since 2014.

Perpetrators have rarely been prose-
cuted or punished, while victims often
face a backlash when they step forward.
But change is coming to this traditional
society, according to Ibrahim.

“Many women wish to tell their stories
to seek justice,” she said, recalling a case
she covered in 2020 involving the alleged
gang rape and murder of a young woman
in a Mogadishu neighbourhood.

“Her parents decided to talk about it-I
myself interviewed her father and as of
today her case is in court,” she said, rat-
tling off other examples where families
refused to let the stigma surrounding sex-
ual violence stifle their voices. “If these
parents had not decided to talk about it
publicly, the victims would have been
buried with no justice served,” said
Ibrahim.

ʻDo it betterʼ 
The youngest member of the team,

Shukri Mohamed Abdi, 19, told AFP that
the audience response was encouraging.

“As female Somali journalists, we
encourage and advocate for the rights of
the voiceless women,” she said. “We
have recently done a story about a 16-
year-old single mother... she returned to
school to continue with her education
after a gap and we have presented the
challenges she has and ambitions for the
future. “People are pleased with stories
like this because it discourages child mar-
riage.” Hafsa Abdulaziz, a mother-of-two
who lives in Mogadishu, told AFP she had
watched some reports on Bilanʼs
Facebook page following its launch in
April.

“There are so many harrowing stories
about the lives of shattered families which
you donʼt see normally or hear conven-
tional media covering, so this is some-
thing special,” she said. Not everyone is a
fan though.—AFP

As dawn broke over Javed Rahiʼs
Pakistani mountain village, a loud
boom shattered the silence and a

torrent of water came cascading down
from the melting glacier nearby, followed
by a thick cloud of smoke. Rahi, a retired
maths teacher, had been due to attend his
nephewʼs wedding the day the flood
rushed through the village of
Hassanabad. “I expected women and
children to sing and dance... Instead I
heard them screaming in terror,” the 67-
year-old said. “It was like doomsday.” The
flood-which occurred as a heatwave was
gripping South Asia in May-swept away
nine homes in the village and damaged
half a dozen more.

The water also washed away two small
hydro plants and a bridge that connected
the remote community to the outside
world. Pakistan is home to more than
7,000 glaciers, more than anywhere else
on Earth outside the poles.

Rising global temperatures linked to
climate change are causing the glaciers to
rapidly melt, creating thousands of glacial
lakes. The government has warned that
33 of these lakes-all located in the spec-
tacular Himalaya, Hindu Kush and
Karakoram mountain ranges that intersect
in Pakistan-are at risk of bursting and
releasing millions of cubic metres of water
and debris in just a few hours, like in
Hassanabad. At least 16 such glacial lake
outburst floods linked to heatwaves have
occurred this year already, compared with
an average of five or six per year, the
Pakistani government said earlier this
week. The devastation caused by such
floods makes recovery for impacted com-
munities an arduous task.

After disaster struck Hassanabad, Rahi
and fellow villagers who lost their homes
had to move to a nearby camp for dis-
placed people. Inside their makeshift tents
are the few belongings they managed to
salvage and mattresses to sleep on. “We
never thought we would fall from riches to
rags,” Rahi said.

No resources to move 
Pakistan is the worldʼs eighth most vul-

nerable country to extreme weather
caused by climate change, according to
the Global Climate Risk Index compiled
by the environmental NGO Germanwatch.

The country is experiencing earlier,
hotter and more frequent heatwaves, with
temperatures already hitting 50 degrees
Celsius (122 Fahrenheit) this year.
Floods and droughts in recent years have
killed and displaced thousands of people,
destroyed livelihoods, and damaged
infrastructure. According to the UN
Development Programme, a lack of infor-
mation on glacial changes in Pakistan
makes it difficult to predict hazards origi-
nating from them. Although Hassanabad
had an early warning system in place-
including cameras that monitor water flow
in glacial lakes-the villagers believed they
were living high enough above the water
to avoid any impact, according to local

officials. Zahida Sher, who lost her home
in the Hassanabad flood, said the power
of the water took out buildings that had
previously been considered safe. The
mountain communities depend on their
livestock, orchards, farms and tourism
for survival, but climate change threat-
ens all of it.

“Our economy is agrarian and people
donʼt have enough resources to move
from here,” said Sher, a researcher for a
local development NGO. Siddique Ullah
Baig, a disaster risk reduction analyst in
the northern region, said around seven
million people are vulnerable to such
events, but many are not aware of the
gravity of the threat. “People are still con-
structing homes in areas declared as a
red zone for flooding. Our people are not
aware and prepared to deal with any pos-
sible disaster,” he told AFP.

ʻHorror nightʼ 
Further north of Hassanabad lies

Passu, another precarious hamlet that
has already lost around 70 percent of its
population and area after being hit by
floods and natural river erosion. The vil-
lage is sandwiched between White glacier
in the south, Batura glacier in the north
and the Hunza River in the east-three

forces given the respectful title of “drag-
ons” because of their destructive power.

“Passu village lies in the mouths of
these three dragons,” said local scholar
Ali Qurban Mughani, pointing to the cen-
turies-old bodies of dense ice towering
over the village. As he spoke, labourers
worked on a protective concrete wall on a
riverbank-a bid to shield the village from
further erosion. Kamran Iqbal invested
500,000 rupees (around $2,400) that he
borrowed from a local NGO to open a pic-
nic spot for visitors with a breathtaking
view. The beauty of the glaciers has made
the region one of the countryʼs top tourist
destinations. Business was flourishing
until a “horror night” last year when a flash
flood washed away Iqbalʼs investment.

Even the most ambitious international
climate targets of limiting global warming
to 1.5 degrees by the end of the century
could lead to the melting of one third of
Pakistanʼs glaciers, the Nepal-based sci-
entific organisation the International
Centre for Integrated Mountain
Development said in a 2019 study.

“In 2040 we could start facing prob-
lems of (water) scarcity that could lead to
drought and desertification-and before
that we may have to cope with frequent
and intense riverine flooding, and of
course flash floods,” said Aisha Khan,
head of the Mountain and Glacier
Protection Organization, which research-
es glaciers in Pakistan.

Home to more than 220 million people,
Pakistan says it is responsible for less
than one percent of global greenhouse
gas emissions. Yet it remains highly vul-
nerable to climate change impacts,
dependent on climate-sensitive sectors
such as agriculture and natural resources.

“There are no factories or industries
here that can cause pollution... We have a
clean environment,” said Amanullah
Khan, a 60-year village elder in Passu.
“But when it comes to the threats posed
by climate change, we are at the fore-
front.”—AFP
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Former teacher Samsudin  teaching children about ani-
mal conservation with cardboard puppets.

Former teacher Samsudin poses along with children with cardboard puppets.Picture shows children holding cardboard puppets and a poster that reads ‘Save
Indonesia’s forest’ during a show about animal conservation by former teacher
Samsudin at Cemara Kulon village, in Indramayu. 

Local resident Javed Rahi shows damages in
his home caused by a lake outburst because
of a melting glacier, in Hassanabad village of
Pakistan’s Gilgit-Baltistan region. 

In this picture taken on June 9, 2022, locals and tourists drive through a temporary bridge
after the main bridge was swept away by a lake outburst because of a melting glacier, in
Hassanabad village of Pakistan’s Gilgit-Baltistan region.

Fathi Mohamed Ahmed, deputy chief at Bilan Media.


