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BARIA ALAMUDDIN

International Women’s Day 
rightly celebrates the impres-
sive achievements of coura-

geous women. Yet the world has 
had less to say about our most 
vulnerable sisters, as historically 
elevated levels of displacement 
due to conflict have left millions 
of women in hellish conditions in 
sprawling refugee camps.

A common denominator in 
these camps — from Greece to 
Lebanon and Yemen — are ep-
idemic levels of rape and sexu-
al violence, exacerbated by the 
stigma and ostracisation facing 
the innocent victims of these 
crimes. Systematic rape in South 
Sudan or against Rohingya wom-
en seeks to humiliate and dehu-
manise entire populations based 
on tribal or religious affiliation. A 
shocking 2011 statistic estimated 
that 48 women were raped every 
hour in the Democratic Republic 
of Congo, with sexual attacks 
becoming gruesomely routine in 
many conflict zones.

Thousands of Iraqis languish 
in miserable camps long after 
Daesh’s supposed defeat. Wives 
have seen husbands and sons 
indefinitely detained, leaving 
them prone to sexual predation 
by rampaging paramilitaries. 

We can’t comprehend the 
abuse that thousands of Yazidi 
women endured at the hands of 
Daesh: Loved ones slaughtered, 
forced into sexual slavery, dai-
ly torture and violation, fearing 
that each day would be their last. 

I was overjoyed at Nadia Mu-
rad becoming joint winner of the 
Nobel Peace Prize. According to 

some traditionalist attitudes, a 
victim of such abuse is no longer 
an “honourable” part of society. 
Yet, instead of withdrawing into 
self-pity, Nadia and others defi-
antly told their stories, helping 
make it possible for women to 
be non-judgmentally embraced 
back into their communities. 

These brave girls must feel no 
shame. They are heroic survivors 
and witnesses to monstrous acts 
by sick individuals who them-
selves bring shame upon man-
kind.

Around 1,500 foreign women 
and children remain in Iraqi cus-
tody accused of Daesh links: Are 
they victims or terrorists? Should 
we forgive them after they ex-
press horror at Daesh’s crimes? 
Should home countries support 
them in overcoming their trau-
mas? Children aren’t accounta-
ble for the sins of their parents 
but, according to Human Rights 
Watch, that hasn’t prevented the 
Iraqi authorities torturing and 
detaining hundreds of minors 
on vague and unproven charges.

Displaced Syrian women have 
been hugely vulnerable to ex-
ploitation. Criminal networks — 
including elements from Hezbol-
lah — have been involved in pros-
titution and people-smuggling 
networks. Women have been 
compelled or tricked with prom-
ises of work, finding themselves 
shackled into the worst forms of 
slavery. Starving families resort 
to selling underage daughters 
into marriages with wealthy men 
who they never met.

Deeply traumatised women 
socialised to “know their place” 
often have zero sense of their 
rights or options. We thus must 
educate all our girls to know 
their rights; to know how to as-
sert themselves in the face of 
male aggression and harassment; 
and to know they are capable of 

achieving the highest goals they 
can imagine for themselves.

In the pressure-cooker envi-
ronment of the refugee camps, 
levels of domestic violence are 
appallingly high — 51 per cent 
of married Gazan women report 
domestic violence, while 76pc 
report psychological abuse. For 
70 years, the daily realities of 
Palestinian women have been 
arrests, harassment and police 
brutality. Fearless women like 
Ahed Tamimi engage in acts of 
defiance against the horrors of 
occupation, knowing the brutal 
and arbitrary responses that Is-
raeli police will mete out.

Within some populations, the 
woefully misnamed phenom-
enon of “honour killing” is far 
more prevalent than official re-
ports indicate. Studies in Russia’s 
Caucasus region demonstrate 
how the authorities collaborate 

to thwart such cases on the rare 
occasions when families take 
action. Young girls who buck 
tradition and shun arranged 
marriages to pursue their ed-
ucation are frequently sought 
out for trumped-up accusations, 

with participation in such brutal 
travesties sometimes even seen 
as a route to social advancement. 
There have been cases of gang-
rape where the attackers later 
approached the woman’s fami-
ly demanding that she be killed 
to atone for the dishonour she 
brought upon the perpetrators.

It is a joy to read the inspiring 
stories of successful women: 
Female government ministers, 
leading businesswomen, wom-
en who have conquered all in 
our male- dominated world. 
However, there must not be si-
lence for the forgotten women 
whose suffering shames us all. 
We are shamed by the daily re-
ality of rape and abuse against 
victims of war, but we are dou-
bly shamed by our inability to 
honestly speak out. In several 
countries, progress has been 
made in outlawing female gen-

ital mutilation, yet the social 
taboos against discussing this 
abuse by parents against their 
own daughters, along with the 
lack of enlightened education 
and debate, make it difficult to 
eliminate this barbaric practice 
altogether.

The UN, the US, Europe and 
the world have had their op-
portunities to act on behalf of 
the female victims of war. Eight 
years after the beginning of the 
Syria uprising, it is safe to say 
that they have failed. In my ex-
perience, inward-looking West-
ern governments are disgrace-
fully set to become less engaged 
on these challenges. 

I, and women like me, live in 
a blessed cocoon: Blessed by 
education, loving parents and a 
thousand opportunities to im-
prove our status. Yet, how can 
we celebrate breakthroughs for 
women’s rights knowing that 
tonight millions of terrorised 
women will cry themselves to 
sleep, traumatised by memo-
ries of vicious abuse, and from 
fear that the noises outside their 
flimsy shelters emanate from 
men with predatory intentions? 

T h e  # Me To o  m o v e m e n t 
proves how decisive women’s 
voices can be when we take ac-
tion against sexual harassment. 
It is well past time for us fortu-
nate women to act together on 
behalf of those women — from 
Libya to Palestine to Myanmar 
— whose daily reality is violence 
and abuse. Let us not brag about 
women’s empowerment until 
we have done everything in our 
power to empower our most vul-
nerable sisters.

(Baria Alamuddin is an award-win-
ning journalist and broadcaster in the 

Middle East and the UK. She is editor 
of the Media Services Syndicate and 
has interviewed numerous heads of 

state.)

IF YOUR DETERMINATION IS FIXED, I DO NOT 
COUNSEL YOU TO DESPAIR. FEW THINGS 
ARE IMPOSSIBLE TO DILIGENCE AND SKILL. 
GREAT WORKS ARE PERFORMED NOT BY 
STRENGTH, BUT PERSEVERANCE.
SAMUEL JOHNSON
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No Alice in Wonderland! 
ANAND NAIR

Exams, salaries, job stabili-
ty, rising prices, increasing 
demands! The swords are 

out. Every day seems to be a battle 
and the war is never ending. One 
of the best decisions that I took in 
recent times is to stop watching 
NEWS. I was bombed with nega-
tive surgical strikes daily and the 
panel discussion on it. My mind 
was not allowed to think freely 
and independently. I became a 
victim of planted new syndrome. 
This is not me, I believe. Stopping 
news was a relief. It helped me 
think free. 

Looking around, I can see only 
expectations growing. The world 
market is down and so are the 
markets in local areas. As a re-

sult, there are serious issues all 
over. Increasing prices and over-
heads have started taking a toll 
and expenditure of every family 
is in check. The lifestyle of many 
and lifestyle decisions of many 
have baffled me. Recently a friend 
came and shared some startling 
information about the financial 
mess another friend has landed 
into. He has used all his credit 
cards (three of them I believe), 
have acquired maximum loans 
from the banks, took private loans 
at interest, borrowed from lot of 
known sources and now see an 
uncertain future as he does not 
have any idea how to repay it. The 
bank collection department keeps 
on calling him after his failure to 
pay. I was shocked. Even if his 

salary increases four times, he 
will not be in a position to repay 
back immediately. A disturbing 
time awaits him very soon. How 
can he be supported, this is a big 
question mark.

Another friend mentioned how 
he has been a victim of excessive 
charity. He has helped a few with 
money out of his meagre salary 
in times of need. The emotion-
al pressure was so much that he 
loaned out a portion of his salary. 
Today when he is in dire need, no 
one has the ability to return it. He 
is scared that he too will get into 
the vicious circle of borrowing. It 
is a commercial market and to sell, 
the market hooks us to various 
offers. If my phone is working 
fine, why do I need a latest hand-

set on credit that will impact my 
monthly budget? For how many 
years will someone earn to just 
pay EMI’s, bank loans, luxury and 
commodity loans? Where can the 
thin line be drawn? Who will draw 
it?

Rags to riches story happens 
only for Alice in Wonderland. For 
common people like us, Alice lives 
on the land full of ground realities 
not in wonderland. When Mulla 
Naseeruddin (folklore character 
believed to have existed in 1208, 
Turkey) sold one donkey, he im-
mediately asked his wife to spend 
the entire money. His wife who 
was very calculative asked him, 
“If we spend the entire money, 
what will be left for the future?” 
Mulla Naseeruddin replied, “You 

are always in doubt. If I could sell 
one donkey, I will surely sell the 
remaining ones too. With that we 
will have lot of money and we can 
spend a lot. Money will start flow-
ing. You take my word; it will. So 
just spend.” He earned, she spent 
till no more donkeys were left. 
The future was bleak. With no 
money, Mulla Naseeruddin real-
ised that he lost many friends too. 
He broke down. His wife hugged 
him and said, “Every donkey you 
sold, I spent only half of the mon-
ey. Rest half I kept it in the earthen 
pot. We have money for our use. 
Let us use it wisely now at least.” 

Though it is just a story, we can 
draw lessons from it.

The rich is not rich because they 
spend. The rich is rich because 

they save and spend. They know 
how to save; in today’s world- they 
know how to invest. Remember 
there is no free lunch (even at 
home). We need to earn it. What-
ever we earn, we have lot of ave-
nues to spend. But let us be wise 
and choose our spending.

What if Franklin Jerome (don’t 
worry who is he!) cannot go for a 
Paris trip! Let him create his hap-
piness as same as Paris even if he 
visits his hometown. 

It is not wise to survive on credit 
and create all stress around.

Be wise to live within our 
means.

No Alice in wonderland. Only 
Alice on Land. 

(Anand Nair is a vice-principal at the 
Indian School Bahrain)  

Who will speak out for the 
forgotten women of conflict?

Deeply traumatised women socialised to ‘know their place’ often have zero sense of their rights or options

Let us not brag about 
women’s empowerment 

until we have done 
everything in our power 

to empower our most 
vulnerable sisters. 
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My father abruptly 
immigrated to the 

US at age 44. He was a sen-
ior executive, spoke fluent 
English, but was unable 
to find suitable work. 
While working two jobs, 
he earned a PhD after six 
years of night school at 
age 66. Fight for your hap-
piness. And don’t quit on 
your dreams.

@ValaAfshar

How good and pleas-
ant it is for breth-

ren to dwell together in 
unity. Let’s heed God’s 
word and strive to weave 
strong bonds of friend-
ship, brotherhood and 
construct a harmonious 
society.

@WilliamsRuto

Noted athletes  @
HimaDas8, @Di-

paKarmakar and @Sak-
shiMalik, India is proud 
of you and you inspire 
many others youngsters. 
Now, it is time to inspire 
greater voter awareness 
and participation, espe-
cially among youngsters. 
#VoteKar

@narendramodi

Mo m e n t s  a g o,  I 
pledged that at the 

end of my first term as 
president we’ll close the 
teacher pay gap with the 
largest federal invest-
ment in teacher pay in 
American history. No 
teacher should have to 
work 2-3 jobs to survive. 
That’s wrong. I’m ready 
to do something about it.

@KamalaHarris

 Disclaimer: (Views expressed 
by columnists are personal and 
need not necessarily reflect our 

editorial stances)

ital mutilation, yet the social 
taboos against discussing this 
abuse by parents against their 
own daughters, along with the 
lack of enlightened education 
and debate, make it difficult to 
eliminate this barbaric practice 
altogether.

The UN, the US, Europe and 
the world have had their op-
portunities to act on behalf of 
the female victims of war. Eight 
years after the beginning of the 
Syria uprising, it is safe to say 
that they have failed. In my ex-
perience, inward-looking West-
ern governments are disgrace-
fully set to become less engaged 
on these challenges. 

I, and women like me, live in 
a blessed cocoon: Blessed by 
education, loving parents and a 
thousand opportunities to im-
prove our status. Yet, how can 
we celebrate breakthroughs for 
women’s rights knowing that 
tonight millions of terrorised 
women will cry themselves to 
sleep, traumatised by memo-
ries of vicious abuse, and from 
fear that the noises outside their 
flimsy shelters emanate from 
men with predatory intentions? 

T h e  # Me To o  m o v e m e n t 
proves how decisive women’s 
voices can be when we take ac-
tion against sexual harassment. 
It is well past time for us fortu-
nate women to act together on 
behalf of those women — from 
Libya to Palestine to Myanmar 
— whose daily reality is violence 
and abuse. Let us not brag about 
women’s empowerment until 
we have done everything in our 
power to empower our most vul-
nerable sisters.

(Baria Alamuddin is an award-win-
ning journalist and broadcaster in the 

Middle East and the UK. She is editor 
of the Media Services Syndicate and 
has interviewed numerous heads of 

state.)

1802
The Treaty of Amiens is signed 
as a “Definitive Treaty of Peace” 
between France and the United 
Kingdom.

1807
The Slave Trade Act becomes 
law, abolishing the slave trade in 
the British Empire.

1807
The Swansea and Mumbles Railway, 
then known as the Oystermouth 
Railway, becomes the first passenger-
carrying railway in the world.

1811
Percy Bysshe Shelley is expelled 
from the University of Oxford 
for publishing the pamphlet The 
Necessity of Atheism.

TODAY 
DAY IN 

HISTORY

No Alice In Wonderland! 
they save and spend. They know 
how to save; in today’s world- they 
know how to invest. Remember 
there is no free lunch (even at 
home). We need to earn it. What-
ever we earn, we have lot of ave-
nues to spend. But let us be wise 
and choose our spending.

What if Franklin Jerome (don’t 
worry who is he!) cannot go for a 
Paris trip! Let him create his hap-
piness as same as Paris even if he 
visits his hometown. 

It is not wise to survive on credit 
and create all stress around.

Be wise to live within our 
means.

No Alice in wonderland. Only 
Alice on Land. 

(Anand Nair is a vice-principal at the 
Indian School Bahrain)  

RICHARD PARKER

In recent decades, the sleek, 
wide-eyed vaquita porpoise 
has been pushed to the brink 

of extinction by poachers pur-
suing another critically endan-
gered sea creature, the totoaba, 
a fish whose swim bladder sells 
on the Chinese black market for 
thousands of dollars. The por-
poises end up caught in nets in-
tended for the totoaba and killed 
as collateral damage.

The vaquita (its name is Span-
ish for “little cow”) is a toothed 
whale and the smallest of all ce-
taceans; a full-grown female can 
measure just 5 feet and weigh 
only 75 pounds. Thousands of 
vaquitas once plowed the Sea of 
Cortez, also known as the Gulf 
of California, which is bordered 
on the east by the Mexican main-
land and on the west by the Baja 
California peninsula. Today, 
their numbers are estimated at 
around 10 but no more than 22 
in the wild. Without a strictly 
enforced ban on even possessing 
gillnets, the species will soon 
go extinct in the wild. Just last 
week, the badly decomposed 
body of what was thought to be 
a vaquita was found caught in a 
gillnet.

There is little time left to act 
to save the vaquita, yet there is 
hope. For Mexico’s new pres-
ident, Andrés Manuel López 
Obrador, the fate of the little 
porpoise represents political 
opportunity and the chance of 
failure. He can do nothing and 
preside over the first sea mam-
mal extinction in North America 
in decades. Or he can save one 
of Mexico’s national symbols 
and rescue a troubled fishing 
industry.

“This is doable even now,” said 
Brooke Bessesen, a conserva-
tionist and author of a new book, 
“Vaquita: Science Politics and 
Crime in the Sea of Cortez.” “We 
have to come up with solutions 
that buy time. This is not a num-
bers game. It’s a game of time.”

The Sea of Cortez is 62,000 
square miles of azure and tur-
quoise water that ranks as one 
of the most productive fisheries 
in the world, with more than 
900 species of fin fish, including 
blue marlin and whale sharks. 
Commercial fishing started in 
earnest in the 1940s and is large-
ly concentrated off the Mexican 
state of Sonora, on the eastern 
shore of the sea. But poachers 
are generally thought to be the 
problem these days.

The small-scale fishermen 
who live on the sea’s western 
and northern shores motor out 
in cheap fiberglass skiffs known 

as pangas, armed with gillnets. 
These nets, made from near in-
visible nylon mono- and mul-
tifilament, float on or near the 
surface and are weighted at the 
bottom. They kill indiscrimi-
nately, entangling everything 
from sea lion pups to great white 
sharks. Today, there are so many 
abandoned nets that the gov-
ernment pays fishermen to drag 
them ashore.

Poor poachers still use gill-
nets to catch the totoaba, whose 
swim bladder sells for $20,000 
on average in China for tradi-
tional medicine and even as in-
vestments. A bladder is both a 
high-end business gift and a sort 
of trophy in itself. The trade is 
so lucrative that the drug car-
tels have become involved in the 
poaching.

Last April, Mexican author-
ities stopped a Chinese man at 
the Mexico City International 
Airport with 355 totoaba swim 
bladders. Three days later, an-
other Chinese man bound for 
China had 417 swim bladders in 
two suitcases. And in December, 
Chinese officials confiscated 980 
pounds of swim bladders, esti-
mated to be worth $26 million. 
Sixteen people were arrested.

So it is no wonder that poach-
ers and their gillnets have 
pushed the totoaba onto the list 
of critically endangered species 
maintained by the International 
Union for Conservation of Na-
ture, and dragged the even more 
endangered vaquita along with 
it. The tiny porpoises drown 
when they are snagged in these 
nets.

The Mexican government 

shares some of the blame. Warn-
ings that the vaquita might van-
ish arose years ago when there 
were still hundreds in the wild, 
but it failed to take effective 
actions to protect them. López 
Obrador’s predecessor, Enrique 
Peña Nieto, banned the use of gill 
nets in the porpoise’s habitat in 
2015, for instance, but not their 
possession.

An attempt to capture por-
poises to breed them in captivity 
in 2017 led to one dying; anoth-
er nearly did and had to be re-
leased. The totoaba, however, 
is being bred in captivity, giving 
the species a path to survival. But 
that effort is likely to be coun-
terproductive for the vaquita, 
because it will only encourage 
more poaching of the totoaba.

The vaquita’s situation is so 
dire that Thomas A Jefferson, a 
San Diego marine biologist and 
conservationist, said he feared 
that extinction was its most like-
ly fate. “The conservationist in 
me doesn’t want to admit that 
but the biologist has to,” he said.

Yet the vaquita clings to life. 
In October, four were spotted in 
open water. The little porpoise 
may possess a unique genetic 
advantage that could allow it 
to recover in the wild if just left 
alone. The vaquita was never 
widely distributed, numbering 
perhaps only 5,000 at its mod-
ern height and located only in 
the Sea of Cortez. But there is 
no evidence that it has hit the 
bottleneck of birth defects from 
inbreeding often seen in declin-
ing populations.

And so, there is hope — if 
López Obrador acts swiftly. The 

vaquita is one of Mexico’s na-
tional animals, along with the 
golden eagle and the jaguar. He’s 
under economic pressure to do 
so. But by acting aggressively to 
save the porpoise, he can also 
fulfill core campaign promises 
and emerge a hero, not just in 
Mexico but around the world.

Pressure is coming from the 
United States. Last year, the 
United States Court of Interna-
tional Trade in New York tem-
porarily banned seafood imports 
from Mexico caught in the Sea 
of Cortez with gillnets. The in-
junction was issued in response 
to a lawsuit brought by envi-
ronmentalists complaining that 
the Trump administration was 
not enforcing a 1972 law that 
protects marine mammals from 
being killed in the process of 
fishing.

It has been a crippling blow to 
the fishing industry in the Sea of 
Cortez, blocking an estimated 
1,400 tons of seafood worth $300 
million from being sold in the 

United States. Even before that, 
the grocery retailer Trader Joe’s 
had banned blue shrimp from 
the Sea of Cortez from its nearly 
500 stores because of concerns 
that vaquitas were being killed 
in gillnets intended for shrimp.

Even if he wasn’t facing that 
economic pressure, saving the 
vaquita represents an opportu-
nity for the new president. Mex-
ican presidents cannot run for 
re-election, so López Obrador is 
at the zenith of his power at the 
start of his six-year term.

By banning the possession of 
gillnets, López Obrador would 
slow the killing of both the toto-
aba and the vaquita and perhaps 
resolve the trade dispute with 
the United States. By expanding 
the practice of paying more fish-
erman to remove ghost nets, he 
would put idle anglers to work. 
By allowing video of illegal fish-
ing to be used as evidence in 
court — it is now not admissi-
ble — the Mexican navy could 
make poaching arrests stick. And 
by managing the fishery wisely, 
he would keep it producing for 
Mexicans and foreign markets 
alike. Already this kind of fishery 
management is taking shape in 
parts of Sonora.

“There has to be some way. 
But this comes down to López 
Obrador,” said Bessesen, the au-
thor. “He is the remaining flicker 
of hope for the vaquita.”

So, yes, there is hope. But in 
the Sea of Cortez, there is little 
time for either the president or 
the porpoise.

(Richard Parker is the author of “Lone 
Star Nation: How Texas Will Transform 

America.”)

Will Mexico save its  
vanishing vaquita?

Less than two dozen of the tiny porpoises remain in the wild.  
But there’s plenty the government can do to avert its extinction

Obrador can do nothing 
and preside over the first 
sea mammal extinction in 
North America in decades.  


