
SHARM EL SHEIKH, Egypt: A fierce defender of
climate voices from the world’s developing countries,
Mitzi Jonelle Tan has brought her call for climate jus-
tice to the COP27 summit in Egypt. It is the same
fight she takes up daily in her native Philippines,
where such activism can be dangerous work.

The 25-year-old sees first-hand the impacts of cli-
mate change on her homeland. Tan’s home city,
Marikina, is regularly buffeted by typhoons and
Manila, the capital, is threatened by rising sea levels.
The acidification of the world’s oceans could ruin the
livelihood of millions of fishermen across the archi-
pelagic nation.

But she also witnesses the repression of those
struggling to push environmental causes, saying she
was “illegally detained” when protesting against
Filipino mining interests in 2018. “The Philippines is
one of the most dangerous countries in the world for
environmental defenders and activists,” Tan told AFP,
peering through her signature round glasses.

“In the past 10 years, at least 270 defenders were
killed,” she added. The British human rights group
Global Witness estimates that of 200 environmental
defenders killed worldwide in 2021, 19 lived in the
Philippines.

“This is what happens when you threaten business
as usual,” Tan said, listing off on her ringed fingers
the interests of “multinational companies, mining
companies, and the military” that accuse activists like
her of “terrorism.”

‘Fight back’ 
Tan began her activism in 2017 after meeting an

indigenous leader who related to her community’s
experiences of harassment, displacement and vio-
lence. “That’s why we have to fight back,” she said.
Since then, she has been at the forefront of the fight
for climate justice in her home country and beyond.

During her time at COP27, in the Egyptian resort
town of Sharm el-Sheikh, along with moderating dis-
cussions and giving press interviews, Tan has led
protests demanding the negotiators and world lead-
ers sitting in the conference halls act more urgently
for climate justice.

According to UNICEF’s Thomas Sayers, “it is
young people like Mitzi that give us hope for the
future of this planet”. After founding Youth Advocates
for Climate Action Philippines in 2019, Tan joined
Greta Thunberg’s international Fridays for Future
(FFF) movement in 2020.

At that point the Swedish activist had led student
climate strikes for two years, since the age of 15. The
marches grew to bring hundreds of thousands of
young people together, predominantly in wealthy
nations-Australia, Belgium, Canada, Germany and the
United States-rather than in developing countries.

Thunberg, a notable absentee from COP27 over
concerns of greenwashing and restrictions on civil
liberties in Egypt, said she was “handing over the
megaphone” to those “most affected by the climate
crisis”.

‘Priority to the planet’ 
Within FFF, Tan helped create the “Most Affected

People and Areas” sub-group. According to an open
letter to world leaders, the members campaign to link
the climate crisis with global “systemic injustices”.

“We must change the paradigm, move from a sys-
tem that favours profit to one that gives priority to
the planet and its inhabitants,” she said, rejecting the
current loans system for financing climate action.
According to the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development, 71 percent of all public
climate finance in 2020 was sourced from loans.

“There is an analogy where you hit my car and I
have to borrow money from you to fix it-it doesn’t

make sense,” she said, arguing that wealthy Global
North countries “have a debt to pay” for climate
change.

A natural with a megaphone, using succinct argu-
ments punctuated by passionate gesturing with her
tattooed arms, Tan has won over both her own and
older generations. “Mitzi brings with her the unique-
ness of her generation,” said compatriot and veteran
environmental activist Ana Gabriela Celestial.

“She is a digital native, she is more creative, she is
an influencer and an effective youth climate activist,”
she added.  “More and more young people are seeing
their power,” Tan said, insisting they “do not accept a
world that is burning, sinking and drowning.” — AFP
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25-year-old sees first-hand the impacts of climate change on her homeland

Filipina youth activist brings fight
for climate finance justice to COP27

“At least 270 
defenders 

were killed” SHARM EL SHEIKH, Egypt: Youth activist Mitzi Jonelle Tan of the Philippines, is pictured at the Sharm el-Sheikh International
Convention Centre, during the COP27 climate conference in Egypt’s Red Sea resort city of the same name. — AFP

MUMBAI, India: BOOM’s managing editor Jency Jacob (C) interacts with staff at BOOM Live office in Mumbai. — AFP

India fact-checkers 
face threats, jail in 
misinformation fight
MUMBAI, India: Hunched over laptops in small
office cubicles, a group of Indian fact-checkers is
on the frontlines of a war against misinformation,
braving online abuse and legal threats. India has the
world’s largest number of certified fact-checking
organisations, but many feel outnumbered and out-
gunned in a country with hundreds of millions of
internet users and a climate of growing religious
intolerance, hate speech and declining press free-
dom.

BOOM Live is among the organisations methodi-
cally debunking some of the tsunami of falsehoods, but
their efforts can feel like a drop in the bucket. “It’s an
unequal fight,” Jency Jacob, managing editor of BOOM
Live, told AFP in the firm’s cramped office in a defunct
Mumbai industrial complex. “Fact-checkers are always
going to be the underdogs who are going to fight this
out... with limited resources.” On a recent workday in
October, Jacob huddled with his small team as an air
conditioner blasted cool air and a generator hummed
in the background.

The team scoured WhatsApp groups-a leading
source of misinformation in India-and trawled the
internet for potential stories to debunk: A politician
claiming religious minorities were the biggest users of
condoms; rumours that the central bank had misplaced
bank notes worth millions; footage showing a political
party’s rally drew fewer crowds than it claimed.

‘Harassment’ 
BOOM, which launched in 2016 and has 15 fact-

checkers across India, has its task cut out in a country
where hundreds of millions of smartphones, low data
costs and a lack of digital literacy have accelerated the
spread of internet falsehoods.

Press freedom in the world’s biggest democracy is
also increasingly under attack under Hindu nationalist
Prime Minister Narendra Modi, activists say. India fell
eight spots this year to 150 out of 180 countries in the
World Press Freedom Index compiled by Reporters
Without Borders.

Fact-checkers are no exception. They say they are
increasingly experiencing vicious trolling and online
abuse, especially when tackling posts that seek to
inflame religious hatred. Geeta Seshu, co-founder of
Indian media watchdog Free Speech Collective, points
the finger at a motivated right wing as well as vigilante
groups who know they have been caught out.

“(They are) worried that they (the fact-checkers)
have managed to very successfully and very quickly

point out the kind of disinformation and fake news that
is being put out,” Seshu told AFP.  A growing number
of fact-checkers face “targeted harassment and threats
of litigation”, Enock Nyariki of the International Fact-
Checking Network (IFCN) at the Poynter Institute in
the United States told AFP.

In June, Mohammed Zubair, co-founder of fact-
checking organisation Alt News and a prominent thorn
in the side of Modi’s government, was jailed after an
anonymous Twitter user accused him of insulting a
Hindu god in a four-year-old tweet.

Amid a torrent of abuse by right-wing campaign-
ers, he was granted bail weeks later after battling a
pile of cases that left him shuttling between various
courts. Pratik Sinha, the other co-founder of Alt News,
said the court battle as well as a slew of defamation
notices had added to the financial burden of his organ-
isation, which is entirely funded by donor contribu-
tions.

Sinha alleged that those giving money feared retri-
bution after a fintech firm handling the payment gate-
way to receive donations shared donor data with
police following Zubair’s arrest. “Many (donors) have
asked: ‘Is there a way we could give you money indi-
rectly?’” Sinha told AFP.

‘Psychological impact’ 
India, with a population of 1.4 billion people, has 17

IFCN-certified fact-checking organisations, the most
of any country. The United States by comparison has
12. But the proliferation of misinformation-in hundreds
of regional languages-has massively outpaced the
growth in fact-checking operations.

The consequences of viral misinformation can be
deadly. In 2018, dozens of people were killed in a
series of lynchings that rocked the country after false
rumours of child kidnapping spread on smartphones.

A 2019 study by Microsoft said India had more
internet hoaxes and falsehoods than the rest of the
world. It showed that 64 percent of Indians had
encountered “fake news” compared with a global
average of 57 percent.

As in other countries, Indian fact-checkers operate
in an ecosystem where internet lies travel faster than
truth, and posts peddling misinformation often get
more traction than real news. BOOM’s recent debunk-
ing of false reports of a coup in China-fuelled by mul-
tiple Indian accounts as well as some mainstream tele-
vision channels-highlighted the disturbing reality of
misinformation profiteers.

The baseless rumour got so much traction that
some online retailers began using the #Chinacoup
hashtag to boost posts advertising furniture, cooking
ware and appliances, further propelling the lie.

Facing growing pressures, Seshu noted the “psy-
chological impact” on fact-checkers, especially as the
job often involves poring over graphic content for long
hours. “It’s not easy,” Seshu said. — AFP

Floods sweep future 
from Pakistan 
schoolchildren
CHANDAN MORI, Pakistan: Pakistani three-year-
old Afshan’s trip to school is a high-wire balancing act
as she teeters across a metal girder spanning a trench
of putrid floodwater, eyes fixed ahead. After record
monsoon rain flooded her classroom in the southeast-
ern town of Chandan Mori, this is the route Afshan and
her siblings now traverse to a tent where her lessons
take place.

“It’s a risky business to send children to school
crossing that bridge,” Afshan’s father, Abdul Qadir, 23,
told AFP. “But we are compelled... to secure their
future, and our own.” In Pakistan, where a third of the
country lives in hardship on less than $4 a day, educa-
tion is a rare ticket out of grinding poverty.

But this summer, floods destroyed or damaged
27,000 schools and spurred a humanitarian disaster
which saw 7,000 more commandeered as aid centres,
according to the United Nations Children’s Fund. The
education of 3.5 million children has been disrupted as
a result, the charity said. “Everything has gone away,
we lost our studies,” said 10-year-old Kamran Babbar,
who lives in a nearby tent city since his home and
school were submerged. 

Tent schooling 
Before the rains, which have been linked to climate

change, Afshan followed her sisters to a lime green
schoolhouse. Some two-and-a-half months after they
finally abated, her school remains swamped by stand-
ing water.

More than 300 boys and girls have decamped to
three tents where they sit on floors lined with plastic
sheeting, answering teachers’ questions in chorus. As

midday approaches the tents are baked by the sun,
and students fan themselves with notebooks-quench-
ing their thirst with mouthfuls of cloudy, polluted
floodwater.

Many cannot summon the strength to stand when
called to answer questions by teacher Noor Ahmed.
“When they fall sick, and the majority of them do, it
drastically affects attendance,” he said. In this conser-
vative corner of Pakistan, many girls are already held
back from school, groomed for lives of domestic
labour. Those students that were enrolled had their
prospects dampened by hunger and malnutrition even
before the monsoon washed away vast tracts of crops.
And over the past two years, the Covid-19 pandemic
saw schools shut for 16 months.

The floods-which put a third of Pakistan underwa-
ter and displaced eight million-are yet one more hur-
dle many will not overcome. “We are nurturing an ail-
ing generation,” Ahmed said. 

‘Traumatic impact’ 
In the nearby town of Mounder, the monsoon

storms tore the roof off the government school. The
walls are cracked and crumbling, and students now
congregate outside, fearful of a collapse. The boys
learn under the shade of a tree in the courtyard, while
the girls gather nearby in a donated tent. “Such events
will leave an everlasting traumatic impact on the girls,”
teacher Rabia Iqbal said. “If we want to make them
mentally healthy, we will have to immediately move
them from tents to proper classrooms,” she added. But
the return to school is unlikely to be swift.

Analysis suggests the bill for the reconstruction of
schools and recovery of the education system will be
nearly $1 billion-the total repair bill is close to $40 bil-
lion —  in a nation already mired in economic turmoil.

Undaunted by the difficulties ahead, the girls of
Chandan Mori’s high school trudge every day to a
temporary classroom three kilometres (two miles)
away. “We will not be defeated by such circum-
stances,” 13-year-old Shaista Panwar said. — AFP

Three dead in 
Myanmar military 
attack on mine
YANGON: A Myanmar rebel group said Wednesday
it was investigating whether Chinese nationals were
among those killed and wounded in a military airstrike
on a mine that it runs. A coup last year in the
Southeast Asian nation has sparked renewed fighting
between the military and some of Myanmar’s numer-
ous ethnic armed groups.

On Tuesday the military clashed with fighters from
the Karen National Union (KNU) near the Thai border,
both sides said. The military later carried out an
airstrike on the Thabyu antimony mine run by the
KNU, killing three people, wounding four and leaving
at least eight missing, a KNU commander told AFP.

Locals said one of the dead was a Chinese citizen

and that another had been wounded, media reported.
The KNU commander said around 200 Chinese
nationals were involved in on-site operations at the
Thabyu mines and that the group was “still investigat-
ing” whether any were among the dead or missing.

Analysts say many areas along Myanmar’s lawless
eastern border are awash with Chinese investment,
including in casinos, mines and logging. The junta said
it had carried out an “operation” on the mine, without
specifying what this was.

It said the KNU was carrying out “subversive acts”
by “illegally” operating the mine. “We saw the news
that some foreigners were killed,” junta spokesman
Zaw Min Tun said in response to questions on the
attack on the mine. “If so, they are just illegal people
working illegally.”

China is one of the Myanmar military’s few interna-
tional allies and has refused to label the power grab
that ousted Aung San Suu Kyi’s government a coup. A
Chinese government spokeswoman told a regular
press briefing on Wednesday that she had no informa-
tion on reports of the attack on the mine. — AFP

DADU, Pakistan:  Adbul Qadir (R) along with children walk across a metal girder atop floodwaters in Chandan Mori, in Dadu
district of Sindh province. This summer, floods which put a third of Pakistan underwater and displaced eight million, also
damaged 27,000 schools. — AFP


