
BONN: From crop-wilting drought to the creeping
devastation of rising seas, climate change is already
bringing death, destruction and hefty costs to vulnera-
ble nations, spurring growing calls for richer countries
to help them cope in a warming world. The contentious
issue of “loss and damage” has been a major focus of
an ongoing United Nations climate talks in Germany
tasked with laying the groundwork for the COP27 sum-
mit later this year. “The impacts of climate change are
borderless,” out-going UN climate change chief
Patricia Espinosa told delegates last week. “They con-
tinue to particularly affect the most vulnerable people,
communities and countries disproportionately.”

While climate negotiators met in Germany, the Horn
of Africa was gripped by a record drought, raising fears
of famine for tens of millions of people. “These kinds of
impacts make the clear case for loss and damage fund-
ing,” Mohamed Adow, of the think tank Power Shift
Africa, told AFP. “Those rich countries blocking
progress on loss and damage will increasingly have the
blood of these climate victims on their hands.”

Developing nations want a specific funding “facility”
to help poorer nations least responsible for climate
change to cope with its impacts. But that call has been
rejected by wealthy nations, particularly the United
States, who have said funding can be channeled
through a network of existing humanitarian, develop-
ment and climate organizations. As a compromise, the
UN’s COP26 conference in Glasgow set up a formal
dialogue, which is set to run until 2024.

It has no target outcome, leading to fears that it
could become just a “talking shop”. “We wanted a
facility, but we were given a process that has no clear
focus or vision,” Michai Robertson, a representative for
the Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS), told AFP.
After several days of discussion on the topic wrapped
up in Bonn, developing countries are now calling for
the official inclusion of loss and damage on the agenda
at COP27 summit in Egypt, set for November.

‘Human suffering’
Nearly 1.2 degrees Celsius of warming since the

mid-nineteenth century has been enough to unleash a
torrent of disasters across the planet. A landmark
report on the impacts by the Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change (IPCC) this year-dubbed an “atlas
of human suffering”-said effects will continue to esca-
late with every fraction of a degree of warming.
Science is now able to trace the fingerprints of climate
change on a given extreme weather event.

The crippling heatwave in India and Pakistan in
March and April was made 30 times more likely by cli-
mate change, according to scientists at the World
Weather Attribution. Campaigners say the current sys-
tem puts the economic burden on the shoulders of the
most vulnerable. A single disaster can reverberate for
generations, but Teresa Anderson of Action Aid said

communities often face “multiple shocks over succes-
sive years”.

Growth ‘wiped away’ 
Vulnerable countries released a report last week,

spearheaded by Ghana, that found rising temperatures
and modified rainfall patterns have already reduced
their wealth by 20 per cent over the past two decades.
The economic impact is particularly acute in Africa,
according to the IPCC, which cited estimates that gross
domestic product per capita was around 13 percent
lower in 2010 than it would have been without the pre-
vious two decades of global warming.

“It’s heart-breaking to see the great development
gains we’ve made over the past 50 years being wiped
away by a climate crisis which we in Africa haven’t
caused,” said Adow. Increasing climate risks are com-
pounded by a shortfall in separate funding from rich
polluters to help nations prepare for future warming,
with a promise of $100 billion a year from 2020 still
not met.

Frustrations 
Wealthy nations are concerned about any sugges-

tion of legal liability that would put them on the hook
for billions, if not trillions. “We know that vulnerable
countries and communities are confronting devastating

impacts of climate change, as indeed, is happening in
communities across the United States as well,” US rep-
resentative Trigg Talley told delegates on Saturday.

While the US did not see a need for a new funding
body, he said there were a range of measures to
increase the amount of money available. This could
include boosting humanitarian responses, a new UN
push for every country to have early warning systems,
a German-backed plan to increase access to insurance,
and expanding the remit of existing climate funds.

But vulnerable nations are wary. Robertson said
AOSIS has made several attempts to change or expand
existing funding, but those efforts were rebuffed. “It
does get to a point of being quite frustrating,” he said.
As it stands, aid funding is often “a drop in the bucket”
compared to losses, Robertson said, while strict criteria
for climate funds meant some countries ended up pay-
ing more than market rates for loans to rebuild after a
disaster. Meanwhile, coastal communities facing the
insidious threat of rising seas, can suffer losses that will
never trigger an emergency humanitarian response.
Other issues are ignored because they are considered
“non-economic”, like the loss of heritage, said
Robertson. Marshall Island representative Kathy Jetnil-
Kijiner told delegates last week that there was “no
funding for addressing the loss of cultural sites now
inundated by rising seas”.— AFP
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As climate impacts grow, so do 
calls for ‘loss and damage’ funds

Horn of Africa was gripped by a record drought, fears of famine

It is (not) alive!
Google row exposes
AI troubles
SAN FRANCISCO: An internal fight over whether
Google built technology with human-like con-
sciousness has spilled into the open, exposing the
ambitions and risks inherent in artificial intelligence
that can feel all too real. The Silicon Valley giant
suspended one of its engineers last week who
argued the firm’s AI system LaMDA seemed “sen-
tient,” a claim Google officially disagrees with.
Several experts told AFP they were also highly
skeptical of the consciousness claim, but said human
nature and ambition could easily confuse the issue.

“The problem is that... when we encounter
strings of words that belong to the languages we
speak, we make sense of them,” said Emily M
Bender, a linguistics professor at University of
Washington. “We are doing the work of imagining a
mind that’s not there,” she added. LaMDA is a mas-
sively powerful system that uses advanced models
and training on over 1.5 trillion words to be able to
mimic how people communicate in written chats.

The system was built on a model that observes
how words relate to one another and then predicts
what words it thinks will come next in a sentence or
paragraph, according to Google’s explanation. “It’s
still at some level just pattern matching,” said
Shashank Srivastava, an assistant professor in com-
puter science at the University of North Carolina at
Chapel Hill. “Sure you can find some strands of real-
ly what would appear meaningful conversation,
some very creative text that they could generate.
But it quickly devolves in many cases,” he added.
Still, assigning consciousness gets tricky.

It has often involved benchmarks like the Turing
test, which a machine is considered to have passed if
a human has a written chat with one, but can’t tell.
“That’s actually a fairly easy test for any AI of our
vintage here in 2022 to pass,” said Mark Kingwell, a
University of Toronto philosophy professor. “A
tougher test is a contextual test, the kind of thing
that current systems seem to get tripped up by,
common sense knowledge or background ideas-the
kinds of things that algorithms have a hard time
with,” he added.

‘No easy answers’ 
AI remains a delicate topic in and outside the

tech world, one that can prompt amazement but also
a bit of discomfort. Google, in a statement, was swift
and firm in downplaying whether LaMDA is self-
aware. “These systems imitate the types of
exchanges found in millions of sentences, and can
riff on any fantastical topic,” the company said.
“Hundreds of researchers and engineers have con-
versed with LaMDA and we are not aware of any-
one else making... wide-ranging assertions, or
anthropomorphizing LaMDA,” it added.

At least some experts viewed Google’s response
as an effort to shut down the conversation on an
important topic. “I think public discussion of the
issue is extremely important, because public under-
standing of how vexing the issue is, is key,” said
academic Susan Schneider. “There are no easy
answers to questions of consciousness in machines,”
added the founding director of the Center for the
Future of the Mind at Florida Atlantic University.

Lack of skepticism by those working on the topic
is also possible at a time when people are “swim-
ming in a tremendous amount of AI hype,” as lin-
guistics professor Bender put it. “And lots and lots
of money is getting thrown at this. So the people
working on it have this very strong signal that
they’re doing something important and real” result-
ing in them not necessarily “maintaining appropriate
skepticism,” she added. In recent years AI has also
suffered from bad decisions-Bender cited research
that found a language model could pick up racist
and anti-immigrant biases from doing training on
the internet. Kingwell, the University of Toronto
professor, said the question of AI sentiency is part
“Brave New World” and part “1984,” two dystopian
works that touch on issues like technology and
human freedom.—AFP

LOMUSIAN, Uganda: A boy looks on as goats grazing in Lomusian, Karamoja region, Uganda. More than half a million
people are going hungry in the Karamoja region of Uganda, some 40 percent of the overall population eking out sur-
vival in an often-overlooked region between South Sudan and Kenya. — AFP

Indonesian president 
replaces trade minister 
over cooking oil crisis
JAKARTA: Indonesian President Joko Widodo
replaced his trade minister Wednesday over a cook-
ing oil crisis that has roiled global markets, saying
“the people need someone experienced”. Despite
being the world’s biggest palm oil producer,
Indonesia has been dealing with domestic shortages
and sharp price increases for months as the Ukraine
war chokes global supplies. In April, the government
imposed a now-lifted palm oil export ban, further
stunning global markets after Russia invaded its
neighbor.

On Wednesday Widodo removed Muhammad
Lutfi from his post in a cabinet shake-up, naming
Zulkifli Hasan, who sits in the ruling coalition, as his
successor. “He (Hasan) will be good as the trade
minister. Right now for food problems, the people
need someone experienced, someone who goes to
work on the ground directly,” Widodo told
reporters.

The new minister said his first priority would be
to “immediately” fix the cooking oil crisis plaguing
Indonesia’s 270 million people, many of whom rely
on the commodity for food and business. Lutfi, who
once served as Indonesia’s envoy to Japan, had
blamed a “palm oil mafia” for stymieing efforts to
bring cooking oil prices down. Indonesia produces
about 60 percent of the world’s palm oil, which is
used in products from chocolate spreads to cos-
metics, with one-third consumed by its domestic
market.

The cabinet revamp came as Widodo tries to
respond to a series of issues in Southeast Asia’s
biggest economy with domestic shortages of edible
cooking oil the most pressing, experts said. “It’s
okay to replace the players during injury time as
long as it is aimed for better performance and not
for political consolidation,” Hendri Satrio, a political
analyst from Paramadina University told AFP. A sur-
vey published Monday by pollster Charta Politika
on Monday found nearly two-thirds of respondents
supported Widodo reshuffling his cabinet.— AFP

WTO extends talks, 
tries to seal deals
GENEVA: The World Trade Organization’s ministerial
conference will run over into a fifth day Thursday in the
hope of striking thus-far elusive deals on fishing subsi-
dies, food security and combating COVID-19. The gath-
ering of trade ministers at the WTO’s headquarters in
Geneva was due to wrap up on Wednesday, with the
global trade body hoping to conclude landmark deals to
prove it still has a role to play in tackling big global chal-
lenges.

But WTO chief Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala, who has staked
her leadership on breathing new life into the sclerotic
organization, said it seemed remaining sticking points
could be resolved if ministers ploughed on. “Progress is
being made but it needs a little more work and more
time,” the director-general said. The gathering is the first
WTO ministerial conference in nearly five years. The
global trade body only takes decisions by consensus
among its 164 members. “It requires that we work harder
and work nights, whatever it takes,” Okonjo-Iweala said.

“It is really time for ministers to make the requisite
decisions that need to be made.” She said countries “feel
that we really can cross the line on some of these things if
we gave it a bit more time”. The former finance and for-

eign minister of Nigeria, who took office in March 2021,
is keen to make the WTO a relevant player on the inter-
national stage. The last WTO ministerial conference, in
December 2017 in Buenos Aires, was widely considered
a flop, closing without a major agreement.

Fishing reform sunk? 
Okonjo-Iweala was hoping to pull off a coup by

securing a long-sought deal on curbing harmful fishing
subsidies. Negotiations towards banning subsidies that
encourage overfishing and threaten the sustainability of
the planet’s fish stocks have been going on at the WTO
for more than two decades. The mood music on Monday
was that a deal was now closer than ever. 

But India threw a spanner in the works late Tuesday,
insisting it would not sign up without a 25-year exemp-
tion-far longer than many are comfortable with. “The
transition period of 25 years sought by India is not
intended as a permanent carve-out. It is a must-have for
us and for other similarly placed non-distant water fishing
countries,” Commerce and Industry Minister Piyush
Goyal said in a statement. “Without agreeing to the 25-
year transition period, it will be impossible for us to final-
ize the negotiations. “This is completely unacceptable!
And that is the reason India is opposed to the current
text.” Besides fisheries, the WTO conference is trying to
strike deals on e-commerce, agriculture, food security,
COVID-19 vaccine patents, the WTO’s response to pan-
demics, and reform of the organization itself.—AFP

GENEVA: NGO activists stage a demonstration at the World Trade Organization headquarters’ atrium urging govern-
ment to demand real Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) waivers during the 12th WTO
Ministerial Conference on June 15, 2022. — AFP 

BERLIN: A woman passes by a booth of Google at
the re:publica 2022 digital media convention in
Berlin. — AFP


