
 

India Just Passed A Trans Rights Bill. Why Are Trans Activists Protesting It? 
npr.org, December 4, 2019 
  
The new legislation purports to protect transgender rights — but many trans activists             
say it does the exact opposite. They say it's a huge blow to India's already               
vulnerable transgender community and undoes a lot of progress made over the past             
few years. The bill comes just over a year after the Indian Supreme Court's landmark               
decision to decriminalize homosexuality. 
At a news conference in Delhi a day after the bill was passed, transgender activist               
Grace Banu described it as a "murder of gender justice." 
The Transgender Persons (Protection of Rights) bill prohibits discrimination against          
transgender persons with regard to things like education, employment and the ability            
to rent or buy property. It also gives transgender persons a "right to self-perceived              
identity" — but requires them to register with the government if they want to be               
officially recognized as "transgender." If a transgender person identifies as a trans            
man or trans woman and wants to be legally recognized as such, they have to               
submit proof of gender confirmation surgery to the government. 
Trans activist Gee Imaan Semmalar says the identity registration requirement flouts           
a landmark 2014 ruling by India's Supreme Court which recognized the right to             
choose gender. 
"The bill goes against the right to dignity and bodily autonomy of trans people,"              
Semmalar wrote to NPR in an email. He's a member of Sampoorna Working Group,              
an advocacy organization for transgender and intersex rights. 
"You're basically putting a lot of burden on trans people and adding a lot of               
bureaucratic layers and red-tapeism," says Ajita Banerjie, a Delhi-based gender and           
sexuality rights researcher. 
Banerjie added that the bill fails to mention civil rights like marriage, adoption, social              
security benefits and also does not provide quotas for transgender people in public             
education and jobs — something that the Supreme Court's 2014 ruling had directed             
the government to do. 
Transgender individuals in India often face stigma and systematic exclusion in           
education and employment. As a result, some feel they have no alternative but to              
turn to sex work; HIV prevalence among India's transgender community is 26 times             
higher than the national rate. But Semmalar says it's difficult to access health care              
without facing discrimination. 
Trans individuals also face disproportionate public violence and police brutalities, he           
adds. 
The bill makes abusing transgender people a punishable offense with a jail term from              
six months to two years. But under Indian law, when a cisgender (that is, a person                
whose gender identity matches their sex at birth) woman or child is sexually abused,              
the punishment can be as severe as a life sentence or, in some cases, even the                
death penalty. Semmalar says the lesser punishment for crimes against transgender           
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people reiterates and strengthens the idea that trans lives are dispensable and of             
lesser value. 
Even among lawmakers, the bill was contentious. 
"Certification itself is discrimination. It's humiliation of a human being," Jaya           
Bachchan, a member of India's upper house of parliament, said during a session last              
week. 
Bachchan was among dozens of lawmakers who wanted to send the bill to a select               
committee for further review. Other lawmakers argued that sending the bill for review             
would further delay the protection of transgender rights. 
"Justice delayed is justice denied," said lawmaker Anil Agrawal, who supported the            
immediate passing of the bill, in parliament last week. "The transgender community            
will never forgive us if we delay granting them their rights." 
Another lawmaker who was against sending the bill for review insisted that any             
important points that had been missed could easily be added as amendments later. 
In a last-ditch attempt to stop the bill, activists are urging India's president not to sign                
it into law. If that fails, they're gearing up to challenge the law in India's courts. 
In 2014, in a massive victory for India's roughly half a million trans individuals, the               
country's Supreme Court recognized transgender as a third, separate identity and           
ruled that Indians have the right to choose their gender. 
But this bill sets the whole movement back by a decade, Banerjie says. 
 
  



 

Alternative to expensive housing in California : Van Life 
The Mercury News, by Sammy Caila, August 27, 2019 
 
A young man in a black windbreaker perches on the roof of his Dodge Sprinter van,                
looks out at the sunlit creek, and thinks about getting dinner started. 
The 31-year-old, who goes by Travis Wild, has been living out of the van for the last                 
three years, ticking off daily to-do lists in his tiny household between long stretches              
of road. He’s not a trucker or a fugitive, just a new brand of nomad wandering the                 
Golden State under the “van life” banner, seeking a different California dream than             
the previous generation. 
Inside the Sprinter, which Wild has repaneled with glossy pine, he rummages            
through tucked-away compartments for a bowl, a pot and a strainer. He grabs a              
metal knife from a magnetic strip on the wall — a space saver in the vehicle’s                
105-square-foot interior. 
His sleeping platform sits a few feet above the bamboo floor, tucked between rows of               
bolted-in bookshelves that make the van feel like a secret attic. Its back doors open               
to whatever Wild calls a backyard for the day. Tonight it’s a narrow strip of the South                 
Yuba River flanked by smooth gray stones and tall, dry grass. 
“I’m really fortunate, I’ve gotten to live a really interesting life,” he says. “I’m never               
bored. I’m always a bit stressed about it.” 
A growing enclave of millennials is choosing van life as an alternative to a 9-to-5 job                
and a mortgage. 
These are young professionals — artists, web developers, accountants — who want            
the freedom to explore without the pressure of punching time cards and keeping             
busy social schedules. Their community exists both online and off, with a hashtag             
that dominates Instagram and roadside meetups across the state. 
At the same time, California’s housing crisis has forced hundreds of people,            
particularly in the Bay Area and Los Angeles, to move into their vehicles just to get                
by. These van-and-car dwellers park on city streets, college campuses and in            
parking lots in hopes of staying under the radar. 
“The two are related, in the sense that, particularly in California, … homes have              
become unaffordable,” said Morley Winograd, a USC scholar who studies          
millennials. “The solution is ‘I can’t find more income, and, therefore, I’m going to cut               
costs by living a nomadic life’. Or people simply don’t have a choice.” 
Local governments are grappling with the growing number of people sleeping in            
cars. The city of San Diego just passed a ban on people living in vehicles, and both                 
voluntary campers and homeless individuals are putting up a fight. 
Part-time van lifer Noel Russell, of Oakland, showed up at a Berkeley City Council              
meeting recently to contest a similar ban. She says it’s crucial for people who choose               
to live a mobile lifestyle to acknowledge the hardship of those doing it out of               
necessity. 

https://www.instagram.com/explore/tags/vanlife/
https://www.mercurynews.com/2018/08/19/van-life-my-80-square-foot-solution-bay-area-housing-crisis/
https://www.mercurynews.com/2018/08/24/van-life-where-to-park/
https://www.kpbs.org/news/2019/mar/28/van-life-san-diego/
https://www.kpbs.org/news/2019/jun/03/some-chose-live-vehicles-others-do-not-want-both-s/
https://www.eastbaytimes.com/2019/03/08/even-berkeley-says-no-more-overnight-parking-for-homeless-rv-dwellers/


 

“There’s abundant privilege in the ability to choose how you want your life to be,” she                
said. 
She and her husband work in the homeless services sector and are thinking of              
turning their weekend adventure van into a full-time home, because they’re fed up             
with Bay Area rents and prefer to live small. The average monthly rent for a               
two-bedroom apartment is $3,102 in San Francisco and $1,755 in Los Angeles,            
according to an ApartmentList analysis of U.S. Census Bureau data. 
But Russell says people who become transient after being priced out of their             
neighborhoods have more important stories to tell. 
“Why don’t we listen to voices from that community?” she said. “I really think we               
need to hear from people who aren’t taking beautiful pictures out of the backs of their                
vans.” 
The mostly 20-and-30-somethings that flock toward van life see it as a            
double-win—a way to save on rent money while pursuing bucket list experiences. 
Most van lifers spend between $100 and $500 a month in gas and less than $30 a                 
month on campsites in addition to other expenses, according to a survey from             
Outbound Living, a van life news site. Roughly 87 percent work while on the road. 
“Remote work has become more available to people,” said Kathleen Morton, who            
wrote a book on the van life movement. “It’s an affordable housing option.” 
Morton also helps organize the handful of van life events that happen across the              
country each year. She said the first gathering in 2015 had just 60 people. Now, they                
each draw several hundred attendees. 
Van conversion companies are popping up all over California, and the number of             
Instagram posts tagged with the movement’s hashtag has passed 5 million. Sales            
figures for the Mercedes Sprinter, a popular van life vehicle, continue to rise. In              
2018, Sprinter sales topped 29,700 vehicles, an increase of more than 2,100 from             
the previous year. 
Warm weather, abundant outdoor recreation and lots of public land make the Golden             
State a hotspot for the movement. So does the strong base of people already doing               
it. 
“A lot of these people are looking for community, because life on the road can be                
really lonely,” Morton says. “I’ve seen a lot of community in California …. they’re              
searching for people they can camp out with and caravan with.” 
A lot of van life connections start with people swapping conversion tips and camping              
recommendations online. Sometimes that leads to planned in-person meetings. But          
more often, nomads just find each other along the way. 
“You see another van in a parking lot somewhere and you’re instantly bonded,” said              
Megan Cable, an Oakhurst accountant and van-lifer. “It’s ‘you look like you’re doing             
what I’m doing!’” 
Russell says it starts with a shared dream. 
“There’s automatically kinship that’s formed when you’re willing to sacrifice certain           
comforts for the enjoyment of exploration and adventure and being outside,” she            
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said. “When there’s folks that that’s what they’d prefer, you already have a lot in               
common.” 
Most who take to van life are hoping to minimize their carbon footprint, though there               
are mixed opinions about whether it’s greener than a house. Others do it to escape               
the corporate rat race and meet new people. 
The lifestyle is even generating its own microeconomy. Some travelers set out to             
become “influencers,” who make money by documenting their travels and tagging           
certain gear companies on social media. Others run van life websites and apps. 
But it isn’t for everyone. Jose Romero, now 26, got turned onto the nomadic lifestyle               
while working in Yosemite National Park a few years ago. 
Inspired by the hikers and climbers hanging out roadside, he quit his full-time job and               
bought a used van. He spent seven months adventuring, while earning stipends as a              
freelance photographer for outdoor brands, before calling it quits. 
“It just all hit me at once,” he said. “I could keep doing this for my 20s, but I’m going                    
to hit my 30s and be making no money and won’t have any useful skills or be able to                   
buy a house in the Bay Area,” he said. 
Winograd of USC says the desire to settle down will ultimately make many van lifers               
retreat from the road. He said for most, the white picket fence is still the dream.                
Three quarters of California millennials say home ownership is a long-term goal,            
according to his latest research. 
“(The van life) is an echo of a boomer-era, hippie culture, riding around in VW vans                
and living off the land and so-on,” Winograd said. “It’s not the way (millennials) think               
of living a good life. And those few who do are into this minimalist culture, and that                 
tends to be a fringe element of the rest of the generation.” 
Still, people in the movement find ways to make it work. Wild is a wedding               
photographer who guides couples to hard-to-reach photoshoot locales. 
He says he doesn’t have any savings right now, but it should be more feasible next                
year, when he starts flipping converted vans. He’s been reading up on investment             
and spending more of his non-driving time building his business. 
“I wanted the freedom to do these things with my time” he said. “I wanted the                
financial freedom, I wanted the challenge, I wanted to see things I wanted to see.               
And I really just wanted to say ‘yes’ to opportunities that I otherwise would have had                
to say no to.” 
What he likes most, though, is the sense of community. A plank of wood just above                
the van’s sliding door is covered with Sharpie marker scribbles, signatures from            
fellow travelers who’ve popped into the van to say hello. When he’s feeling lonely              
after a few days of driving or camping, he can hop on Instagram, find another van                
lifer, and try to arrange a meet. 
“And what I love is anytime you see someone doing this, you know at least they’re                
comfortable taking risks,” he said. “I really want to know, ‘what are you really doing               
this for, what’s the thing you’re trying for? Is it happiness? Is it minimalism? Is it just                 
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a break from your real life? Are you escaping and running from something?’ Those              
things are really interesting to me.” 
Wild plans to keep living this dream. Unless something, or someone, pulls him into a               
different one. 
“I think the dating thing will eventually stop me,” he said. “I’ll meet someone who’s               
cool enough that I’ll stop traveling, or cool enough that they’ll want to travel with me,                
and either one would be fine.” 
  



 

Why parents decide to not force their intersex baby to undergo surgery 
CNN, by Nora Neus, January 10, 2020 
 
Seven-year-old Rosie Lohman loves arts and crafts (especially any involving glitter),           
currently wants to be a DJ when she grows up, and happens to have been born                
intersex. 
Intersex is an umbrella term used to describe people born with bodies that are              
perceived as differing from typical "male" and "female" categories. 
She had two X chromosomes, so doctors considered her female, but she had             
external anatomy that appeared more traditionally male. 
"It was me who noticed," her father, Eric Lohman, said. "The nurse picked her up               
and showed her to us and I saw her body right away and noticed that she had what                  
looked like a small penis." 
"I knew that surgeries were common for intersex kids, but I didn't really understand              
how it would work," Eric said. "And so, my fear at the time was that they were going                  
to take Rosie out of the room, and they were going to suggest doing the surgery"                
right away. 
The couple had reservations about doing elective surgery on Rosie before she had             
the ability to have a say in the matter, but they decided to hear out the surgeons'                 
arguments. 
Rosie's mother, Stephani Lohman, said she felt extremely pressured by the           
surgeons to consent to surgery even after she voiced her concerns about the             
procedure, including the evidence that these surgeries can have devastating side           
effects including a loss of sexual function, psychological trauma and life-long pain. 
"When I met with the surgeon the first day, it was an intimidating day and it was                 
overwhelming," she said. 
During a second meeting, Stephani says the surgeon brought what he referred to as              
evidence for proceeding with the surgery. 
"It was photos of a fresh surgical vagina of an infant. And he turned the computer                
around," Stephani said. "As if my concern was, do I think that the surgeon could do a                 
good enough job cutting up my child?" 
The Lohmans resisted doctors' pressure and let Rosie grow up without any surgical             
intervention. 
"Put something in the court of law" 
Pending legislation in California and New York would effectively ban these surgeries            
in those places by requiring informed consent from the patient before a cosmetic             
genital surgery. 
As of 2013, the United Nations has condemned the practice on the grounds that an               
infant cannot consent. 
Three former US surgeons general agreed, writing in July 2017, "these surgeries            
violate an individual's right to personal autonomy over their own future." 
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In 2017, Human Rights Watch concluded the surgeries violate a patient's human            
rights. Their research found that these surgeries can cause life-long pain, scarring,            
loss of sexual function, the need for life-long hormone replacement and maintenance            
surgeries, and psychological harm similar to that of child sexual abuse victims. 
Dr. Ilene Wong Gregorio is a practicing urologist and intersex rights advocate who             
supports the legislation. 
"Doctors have been imposing their assumptions on heteronormativity and what a           
child should look like, and intersex bodies, for decades," she said. "There are still              
people who practice outdated medicine and the only way to protect children from             
these people, who through culture or ignorance or hubris, are doing these things, is              
to actually put something in writing in the court of law." 
The bill in the California Legislature must pass a vote out of committee during a               
hearing on January 13 to advance to the next stage. A similar bill in New York will be                  
introduced in the upcoming legislative session. 
The intersex advocacy group InterACT, whose board Dr. Gregorio serves on, is a             
strong supporter of legislation to require informed consent before cosmetic genital           
surgeries. 
"I'm absolutely not opposed to surgery in general, particularly when it's medically            
necessary," said Kimberly Zieselman, the executive director of InterACT who is an            
intersex woman herself. 
"In fact, I support intersex people getting any kind of surgeries they themselves             
decide they want," she said. "So, you know, it's not that I'm ... anti-doctor. We're               
really just pro-consent. It's all about bodily autonomy." 
A strong opposition 
However, there is strong opposition to this legislation. 
Some patients with congenital adrenal hyperplasia, or CAH, say they are glad they             
had cosmetic surgery as infants, and fear a ban would harm people like them. 
The CARES Foundation, a support group for CAH patients that opposes the            
legislation, said, "We believe that limiting early surgical access has the potential to             
create negative outcomes for those in our community, so we are opposed to all              
legislation that broadly bans surgical options, as surgical decisions should be made            
between healthcare providers and families, not legislators." 
The Societies for Pediatric Urology did not respond to CNN's multiple requests for             
comment, but previously issued a statement opposing similar legislation in the past: 
"Each of our patients is unique. The decision of what is 'medically necessary' is              
different for each patient. Proposals of a blanket ban on surgery would not only              
threaten the care of children with intersex conditions by denying access to surgery             
by erroneously deeming it 'unnecessary,' but it would even deny surgery to infants             
and children without intersex conditions who would be placed inadvertently under an            
overarching umbrella of legislative proposals." 
Other organizations, including the California Medical Association, oppose the         
legislation for similar reasons. 
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Raising Rosie 
Rosie is now in the process of figuring out her gender identity on her own terms.                
While she says she still likes to use female pronouns for now and wants to keep her                 
name, Rosie says that sometimes she feels like a boy and other times, nonbinary. 
"Because I am both!" she said. 
She has one piece of advice for new parents of any intersex baby who might be                
worried for their future, offered with a smile. 
"Calm down!" 
 
  



 

The Flint water crisis 
NRDC, by Melissa Denchak, November 08, 2018 
 
A story of environmental injustice and bad decision making, the water crisis in Flint,              
Michigan, began in 2014, when the city switched its drinking water supply from             
Detroit’s system to the Flint River in a cost-saving move. Inadequate treatment and             
testing of the water resulted in a series of major water quality and health issues for                
Flint residents—issues that were chronically ignored, overlooked, and discounted by          
government officials even as complaints mounted that the foul-smelling, discolored,          
and off-tasting water piped into Flint homes for 18 months was causing skin rashes,              
hair loss, and itchy skin. The Michigan Civil Rights Commission, a state-established            
body, concluded that the poor governmental response to the Flint crisis was a “result              
of systemic racism.” 
Later studies would reveal that the contaminated water was also contributing to a             
doubling—and in some cases, tripling—of the incidence of elevated blood lead levels            
in the city’s children, imperiling the health of its youngest generation. It was             
ultimately the determined, relentless efforts of the Flint community—with the support           
of doctors, scientists, journalists, and citizen activists—that shined a light on the            
city’s severe mismanagement of its drinking water and forced a reckoning over how             
such a scandal could have been allowed to happen. 

Flint Water Crisis Summary 
Long before the recent crisis garnered national headlines, the city of Flint was             
eminently familiar with water woes. For more than a century, the Flint River, which              
flows through the heart of town, has served as an unofficial waste disposal site for               
treated and untreated refuse from the many local industries that have sprouted along             
its shores, from carriage and car factories to meatpacking plants and lumber and             
paper mills. The waterway has also received raw sewage from the city’s waste             
treatment plant, agricultural and urban runoff, and toxics from leaching landfills. Not            
surprisingly, the Flint River is rumored to have caught fire—twice. 
As the industries along the river’s shores evolved, so too did the city’s economy. In               
the mid-20th century, Flint—the birthplace of General Motors—was the flourishing          
home to nearly 200,000 people, many employed by the booming automobile           
industry. But the 1980s put the brakes on that period of prosperity, as rising oil prices                
and auto imports resulted in shuttered auto plants and laid-off workers, many of             
whom eventually relocated. The city found itself in a precipitous decline: Flint’s            
population has since plummeted to just 100,000 people, a majority of whom are             
African-American, and about 45 percent of its residents live below the poverty line.             
Nearly one in six of the city’s homes has been abandoned. 
This was the lay of the land in 2011, when Flint, cash-strapped and shouldering a               
$25 million deficit, fell under state control. Michigan Governor Rick Snyder appointed            
an emergency manager (basically an unelected official chosen to set local policy) to             
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oversee and cut city costs. This precipitated the tragic decision in 2013 to end the               
city’s five-decade practice of piping treated water for its residents from Detroit in             
favor of a cheaper alternative: temporarily pumping water from the Flint River until a              
new water pipeline from Lake Huron was built. Although the river water was highly              
corrosive, Flint officials failed to treat it, and lead leached out from aging pipes into               
thousands of homes. 

Lead levels in Flint water 
Soon after the city began supplying residents with Flint River water in April 2014,              
residents started complaining that the water from their taps looked, smelled, and            
tasted foul. Despite protests by residents lugging jugs of discolored water, officials            
maintained that the water was safe. A study conducted the following year by             
researchers at Virginia Tech revealed the problem: Water samples collected from           
252 homes through a resident-organized effort indicated citywide lead levels had           
spiked, with nearly 17 percent of samples registering above the federal “action level”             
of 15 parts per billion (ppb), the level at which corrective action must be taken. More                
than 40 percent measured above 5 ppb of lead, which the researchers considered             
an indication of a “very serious” problem. 
Even more alarming were findings reported in September 2015 by Flint pediatrician            
Mona Hanna-Attisha: The incidence of elevated blood-lead levels in children citywide           
had nearly doubled since 2014—and nearly tripled in certain neighborhoods. As           
Hanna-Attisha noted, “Lead is one of the most damning things you can do to a child                
in their entire life-course trajectory.” In Flint, nearly 9,000 children were supplied            
lead-contaminated water for 18 months. 

More problems with Flint water 
Flint’s water supply was plagued by more than lead. The city’s switch from Detroit              
water to the Flint River coincided with an outbreak of Legionnaires’ disease (a             
severe form of pneumonia) that killed 12 and sickened at least 87 people between              
June 2014 and October 2015. The third-largest outbreak of Legionnaires’ disease           
recorded in U.S. history—as well as the discovery in 2014 of fecal coliform bacteria              
in city water—was likely a result of the city’s failure to maintain sufficient chlorine in               
its water mains to disinfect the water. Ironically, the city’s corrective           
measure—adding more chlorine without addressing other underlying       
issues—created a new problem: elevated levels of total trihalomethanes (TTHM),          
cancer-causing chemicals that are by-products of the chlorination of water. 

Flint residents go to court 
One of the few bright spots of the Flint water crisis was the response of everyday                
citizens who, faced with the failure of city, state, and federal agencies to protect              
them, united to force the government to do its job. On the heels of the release of test                  
results in the fall of 2015 showing elevated lead levels in Flint’s water—and its              
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children—local residents joined with NRDC and other groups to petition the U.S.            
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to launch an immediate emergency federal          
response to the disaster. The EPA failed to act, which only spurred residents on. 
In early 2016, a coalition of citizens and groups—including Flint resident Melissa            
Mays, the local group Concerned Pastors for Social Action, NRDC, and the ACLU of              
Michigan—sued the city and state officials in order to secure safe drinking water for              
Flint residents. Among the demands of the suit: the proper testing and treatment of              
water for lead and the replacement of all the city’s lead pipes. In March 2016, the                
coalition took additional action to address an urgent need, filing a motion to ensure              
that all residents—including children, the elderly, and others unable to reach the            
city’s free water distribution centers—would have access to safe drinking water           
through a bottled water delivery service or a robust filter installation and maintenance             
program. 
Those efforts paid off. In November 2016, a federal judge sided with Flint residents              
and ordered the implementation of door-to-door delivery of bottled water to every            
home without a properly installed and maintained faucet filter. A more momentous            
win came the following March with a major settlement requiring the city to replace              
the city’s thousands of lead pipes with funding from the state, and guaranteeing             
further funding for comprehensive tap water testing, a faucet filter installation and            
education program, free bottled water through the following summer, and continued           
health programs to help residents deal with the residual effects of Flint’s tainted             
water. 
But the work of Flint residents and their advocates isn’t finished yet. Ensuring that              
the provisions of the 2017 settlement are met is an ongoing task. Indeed, members              
of the lawsuit have already returned to court to see that the city properly manages its                
lead service line replacement program and provides filters for faucets. 

Flint Water Crisis Update 

Does Flint have safe water yet? 
Governor Snyder seemed to signal the all-clear in April 2018 when he announced             
that the city would stop providing bottled water to residents. Indeed, there is some              
evidence that the situation in Flint is improving, with lead levels remaining below the              
federal action level for the past four six-month monitoring periods, from July 2016 to              
June 2018. 
However, it is important to note that thousands of Flint residents are still getting their               
water from lead pipes. The federal action level for lead is not a health-based number;               
it merely is an administrative trigger for remediation by the water utility. The EPA and               
other health authorities agree that there is no safe level of lead in water, so the                
continuing use of lead pipes by thousands of Flint residents remains a concern,             
particularly in light of their cumulative lead exposure over many years. 
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The FAST Start program implemented by the city in March 2016 is working to              
replace the thousands of lead and galvanized steel service lines that connect Flint             
water mains to city homes by 2020. But as of October 2018, only a little more than                 
7,500 pipes had been upgraded. The slow pace of progress drew the group of              
residents working with NRDC back to court to demand that Flint comply with its              
obligations to identify and replace lead pipes and supply filters to residents after             
each pipe replacement. 

Flint water crisis charges 
In early 2016, Michigan Attorney General Bill Schuette announced an independent           
review to “determine what, if any, Michigan laws were violated” during Flint’s drinking             
water disaster. Over the course of his investigation, 15 people have been charged as              
criminally responsible for causing or contributing to the crisis. 
To date, the most senior official to be charged is Nick Lyon, director of Michigan’s               
Department of Health and Human Services (MDHHS), who is standing trial for            
involuntary manslaughter in the deaths of two men linked to the Legionnaires’            
disease outbreak. While awaiting trial, Lyon remains the state’s health director. 
Among other officials charged are the state’s chief medical executive, Dr. Eden            
Wells, who allegedly threatened to withhold funds for a project after researchers            
began looking into the Legionnaires’ outbreak, and four state officials charged with            
tampering with lead test results and instructing residents to flush their taps ahead of              
testing (which can produce artificially low lead-level results). Two former Flint           
emergency managers, three Flint city officials, and a handful of Michigan Department            
of Environmental Quality (MDEQ) and MDHHS employees have also been charged.           
Meanwhile, Governor Snyder has not been charged with any crime. 
 

Why Is Lead-contaminated Water Bad? 
Easy to melt and malleable, lead is a heavy metal that has been used by people for                 
millennia. The Romans added it to makeup, cookware, and paint and even            
consumed it as a sweet seasoning and preservative in wine. They used lead in the               
pipes for their famous baths as well as their aqueducts. Not surprisingly, the word              
plumbing is a derivative of plumbum, the Latin word for lead. 
Yet then as now, lead exposure was linked to serious health impacts—even            
madness and death. Modern science shows that even low levels of lead can impair              
the brain development of fetuses, infants, and young children. The damage can            
reverberate for a lifetime, reducing IQ and physical growth and contributing to            
anemia, hearing impairment, cardiovascular disease, and behavioral problems.        
Large doses of lead exposure in adults has been linked to high blood pressure, heart               
and kidney disease, and reduced fertility. 
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Pure lead pipes, solder, and fittings were banned from U.S. water systems in 1986 (it               
was only in 2014 that allowable lead levels in plumbing and fixtures dropped to 0.25               
percent), and national regulations for lead testing and treatment of public water            
supplies were established in 1991 with the Lead and Copper Rule. While action by              
the water utility is required once the level of lead in public water supplies reaches 15                
ppb (as measured at the 90th percentile of samples collected), the EPA            
acknowledges that “there is no safe level of exposure to lead.” Independent tests             
conducted in fall 2015 revealed that nearly 17 percent of samples from hundreds of              
Flint homes measured above the 15 ppb federal lead action level, with several             
samples registering above 100 ppb. 
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Letting mentally ill homeless live on the streets is a false kindness 
The New York Post, by Stephen Eide, October 7, 2019 
 
The murder of four homeless men in Chinatown over the weekend is a grim reminder               
of the link between untreated serious mental illness and violence. 
 
People with mild anxiety disorders aren’t violent. People who receive effective           
treatment for psychosis aren’t violent. But Rodriguez “Randy” Santos is one who fell             
through the cracks of the system. He had been arrested more than a dozen times,               
including for assault, and reached a point of deterioration impossible to ignore by             
those who knew him. Men like Santos pose a serious threat to the community. 
 
Many see in the Chinatown murders proof that Mayor Bill de Blasio’s ThriveNYC             
program has failed. It’s a sensible conclusion. But an unserious program shouldn’t            
be tasked with serious problems. What is going to happen to more than 1,000              
seriously mentally ill individuals in the jail system in the wake of the Close Rikers               
decarceration initiative? 
 
Thrive has virtually no role in planning for this development, which ranks among the              
most important mental health challenges facing the city. Whatever the future may            
bring for Thrive itself, we probably need to be looking outside that program for real               
solutions. 
 
Santos’ story is instructive. To his neighbors, family members and fellow homeless            
people, he showed many signs of his dangerousness and the severity of his illness.              
Dangerous people need government supervision. 
 
For the mentally ill, government can provide both inpatient and outpatient forms of             
supervision, coupled with treatment. 
 
Perhaps Santos could have benefited from outpatient supervision, via New York’s           
Kendra’s Law, which allows judges to order those who need it to undergo psychiatric              
treatment. The mentally ill have high rates of homelessness and incarceration. Many            
studies have documented Kendra’s Law’s success at reducing homelessness and          
incarceration among participants. 
 
But Kendra’s Law is for people that we expect can live safely in the community with                
appropriate supports. Santos probably needed long-term hospitalization. 
 
New York, like many jurisdictions, has been cutting back on the use of inpatient care               
going back many decades. Some have the impression that “deinstitutionalization”          



 

was something that happened in the 1970s or ’80s. This is incorrect.            
Deinstitutionalization continues to this day, 30 years after its flaws became evident. 
 
This has partly to do with the high cost of hospitalization. But it is also because legal                 
advocates don’t trust authorities’ ability to assess who is truly dangerous and in need              
of involuntary treatment. No regulation on civil commitment is ever stringent enough            
for the advocacy community. 
 
We can’t keep cutting psychiatric beds if we want to craft an effective policy              
response to untreated serious mental illness and help the homeless. Untreated           
serious mental illness poses a serious threat to the non-mentally ill homeless. 
 
Advocates insist that a homeless person is far more likely to be a victim of serious                
crime than a perpetrator. True. But they eschew the fact that when a homeless              
person is the victim of a crime, the perpetrator is usually another homeless person.              
That was the case with the Chinatown murders. 
 
Crimes that happen in single-adult shelters are perpetrated by the homeless almost            
by definition. Whenever a street homeless person cites “unsafe conditions” as a            
reason for declining shelter, he is in effect saying that he is afraid of being robbed,                
assaulted or worse by another homeless person. 
 
Expanding the use of commitment on an inpatient or outpatient basis would require             
targeting places where the untreated are likely to be found. The shelter system is              
one such place. The city estimates that there are about 10,700 “severely mentally ill”              
in the shelter system. There are more seriously mentally ill in shelters than in mental               
hospitals and jails combined. 
 
We need to do more “in-reach” into shelters, specifically those for single adults             
suffering from mental illness, to identify candidates for outpatient and inpatient           
commitment. That would help reduce the risk of violence to the homeless and also              
improve the shelter system’s reputation among the street homeless. 
 
At present, government institutions are under assault on both the left and the right.              
But whether it’s a question of outpatient or inpatient commitment, we need to trust              
government more. Some mentally ill people are simply eccentric and can handle            
unsupervised life in the community. But others are dangerous and at risk of profound              
deterioration without treatment. We need to place more trust in government’s ability            
to parse these two cases. 
 



 

Civil commitment is a life-saving intervention. A reflexive skepticism toward state           
authority is no nobler than an uninformed faith in government. Our failures on mental              
health show why.  



 

Scotland is tackling barriers for estranged students – the rest of the UK should              
do too 

The Guardian, by Becca Bland, January 30, 2020 
 
This week the Scottish government announced the first review of its kind into             
estranged young people in universities. This will bring vital recognition for those who             
exist off the radar of the care system but have no relationship with their parents. Not                
only will it gather data on these people for the first time, it will consider extending to                 
them the bursary and corporate parenting entitlements that care-experienced young          
people receive. This is a critically important move. 
We often assume that when it comes to serious family difficulties the care system will               
step in for young people, and that someone, somewhere will notice. And we assume              
that when they notice, they will act. However, for estranged young people, the care              
system has often let them down. Either the system failed them and didn’t act, fobbed               
them off as they were approaching 16, or had no remit to intervene and help with                
their family difficulties. 
Some estranged young people that my charity, Stand Alone, has met were too             
ashamed to tell anybody what they were going through, conflicted by their love for an               
abusive parent, or feeling the burden of being the only carer of an abusive parent.               
For others, there’s no choice. They have been disowned from their family for coming              
out as LGBTQ+, transitioning, or turning down an arranged marriage, or for being             
unwanted baggage in a parents’ new marriage. Disownment and threats of           
disownment, in my view, is one of the severest forms of emotional abuse and              
coercive control. 
Whatever the circumstances, they have no parental relationship to rely on for            
support. It may be hard for us to accept that families act this way, but as a society we                   
may compound their trauma and let them down further by ignoring them. Local             
authority systems in all four nations have not been set up to recognise or support               
these young people. As they are left to self-remove, or are disowned and cast out of                
the family home, they are effectively invisible in society. Worse, many are met with              
doubt. 
The realities of this position are stark. Some make it to homeless shelters and charity               
housing programmes. Others may find informal and often precarious arrangements          
with other family members, or sofa-surf on the couches of friends. It is from these               
transient places that they try and find their way into universities. 
In all of these patterns of family breakdown, young people are left lacking family              
capital: they have no financial, material and emotional support. As they enter            
university, research suggests that they are stretching a loan intended for nine            
months over 12, struggling to find guarantors or deposits for accommodation. At the             

https://news.gov.scot/news/research-to-focus-on-estranged-students


 

end of their studies, these young people face a cliff edge, and are too often staring                
down the barrel of homelessness. 
I have long admired the work that has developed with care-experienced students in             
Scotland. It shows a different standard of social fabric. Any young person with any              
experience of care, at whatever age, is entitled to a full bursary and corporate              
parenting structure, which carries additional safeguarding responsibilities, through        
university. Extending this support to estranged young people seems only fair, since            
research shows that they face similar barriers. They are three times more likely to              
drop out of university than the average student, are less likely to be integrated into               
the student community and lack a safety net to fall back on. 
Perhaps the most important aspect of Scotland’s announcement is the affirmation           
that politicians take estranged students’ struggles seriously. Their truth has been           
seen and believed, and the importance of supporting them in higher education has             
been acknowledged. 
Conversely, although in England the Office for Students’ plans to widen access to             
top universities for disadvantaged students are well intentioned, they miss the mark.            
Disadvantage should not only be defined by what area you come from, but by the               
strength of family capital you have. 
We must now ask English, Welsh and Northern Irish governments to think differently,             
as is starting to happen in Scotland. They must tackle the underlying assumptions in              
the higher education system that family will help financially and emotionally. 
  



 

'We are not robots': Amazon warehouse employees push to unionize 
The Guardian, by Michael Sainato, January 1, 2019 
 
As Amazon’s workforce has more than doubled over the past three years, workers at              
Amazon fulfillment center warehouses in the United States have started organizing           
and pushing toward forming a union to fight back against the company’s treatment of              
its workers. 
  
Amazon’s global workforce reached more than 613,000 employees worldwide         
according to its latest quarterly earnings report, not including the 100,000 temporary            
employees the company hired for the holiday season. 
  
Just a few months after Amazon opened its first New York-based fulfillment center in              
Staten Island, workers announced on 12 December the launch of a union push with              
help from the Retail, Wholesale and Department Store Union. 
  
“Amazon is a very big company. They need to have a union put in place,” said an                 
Amazon worker who requested to remain anonymous. The worker has been with the             
company for two years and was transferred to Staten Island when it opened in              
October 2018. “They overwork you and you’re like a number to them. During peak              
season and Prime season, they give you 60 hours a week. In July, I had Prime week                 
and worked 60 hours. The same day I worked overtime, I got into a bad car accident                 
because I was falling asleep behind the wheel.” 
  
Other employees cited working conditions as one of the prevailing factors for wanting             
to form a union. “I support the effort. They have to be more supportive toward their                
employees,” said another Amazon employee in Staten Island. “Right now, at that            
fulfillment center, if an employee is a picker, they want that person to pick up 400                
items per hour, picking each item every seven seconds.” 
  
They noted that to keep up with that hourly rate, workers cannot take bathroom              
breaks or they risk Tot (time off task points) that could be used to justify job                
termination. 
  
In a statement during the announcement of the union push, picker Rashad Long             
claimed workers are overworked, pressured with frivolous disciplinary actions and          
security lines at the exit cut into breaks and extended work shifts, unpaid. 
“We are not robots. We are human beings. We cannot come into work after only four                
hours of sleep and be expected to be fully energized and ready to work. That’s               
impossible,” said Long. “I feel like all the company cares about is getting their              
products out to the customers as quickly humanly as possible, no matter what that              
means for us workers in the end.” 



 

Amazon said in a statement: “To claim Staten Island workers want a union is not a                
fair representation of the vast majority of the employees at this site.” 
  
In Minnesota, workers at several Amazon facilities were the first to force            
management to the bargaining table over the past few months after workers held             
protests in the summer. 
  
“The end of September and October, we had private meetings with Amazon            
management,” said Nimo Omar, an organizer and founder of the Awood Center, an             
east African worker-led organization in the Minneapolis area. “We met with Amazon            
management, and we had workers from across five different warehouses in that            
meeting talking about working conditions at Amazon, from warehouse workers to           
truck drivers who deliver packages to some of the leads in these warehouses as              
well.” 
  
Workers held a rally outside the Shakopee fulfillment center on 14 December to             
continue to pressure Amazon to improve conditions for workers. 
“If you get injured, they don’t treat you well, they don’t care,” said 24-year-old Hibaq               
Mohamed, who has worked at the Shakopee facility for over two years. She said              
every two to three months, Amazon increases hourly productivity rates workers must            
meet to keep their jobs. “During summertime, we don’t get enough AC, in the winter               
we don’t get enough heat. We want to change the imbalance at Amazon.” 
  
Hafsa Hassan, 21, who has worked at the fulfillment center since July 2017, claimed              
managers create a hostile work environment that prevents workers from seeking           
proper medical treatment, taking bathroom breaks, or reporting safety issues. 
  
“A lot of workers aren’t comfortable going to managers and that has a lot to do with                 
rate. There’s an obsession with rate,” said Hassan. “The rate people have to make              
every single hour, every hour it’s mentioned, and if a person isn’t doing well, the               
managers will pick on them. Sometimes you can hear it from different departments.” 
  
Amazon said it “did not recognize” these allegations. “We work hard every day to              
ensure all of our employees are treated fairly and with dignity and respect,” the              
company said. 
  
Amazon fulfillment centers aren’t the only part of Amazon where workers started            
organizing efforts in 2018. The online retail giant bought Whole Foods in August             
2017 for $13.7bn. A little over a year later, workers launched Whole Worker, a              
unionizing effort in response to changes made by Amazon since the acquisition.            
Shortly after the group announced its founding, an employee leaked an Amazon            



 

training video where managers were taught how to discourage labor organizing           
efforts. 
In a 9 December email sent out by Whole Worker leaders to thousands of Whole               
Foods employees, the group announced solidarity with other organizing efforts          
across Amazon, including co-hosting a rally in Queens against the HQ2 project.            
“While we pursue our long-term goals, we are looking for other ways to collectively              
use our voices regarding unfair and potentially illegal compensation practices,” said           
the email. “We at Whole Worker believe that all Whole Foods and Amazon team              
members deserve a say in our workplaces and that coming together to negotiate a              
contract as a formal union is the only way to ensure that our voices are truly heard.” 
  
In an email, an Amazon spokesperson told the Guardian: “Amazon maintains an            
open-door policy that encourages employees to bring their comments, questions,          
and concerns directly to their management team for discussion and resolution. We            
firmly believe this direct connection is the most effective way to understand and             
respond to the needs of our workforce. 
  
“We provide a $15 minimum wage for all US hourly employees, opportunities for             
career growth, industry-leading benefits, and hands-on training using emerging         
technology. Associates are the heart and soul of our operations, and in fact, they are               
also our number one recruiter for new hires by regularly encouraging friends and             
family to apply for roles. We encourage anyone to compare our pay, benefits and              
workplace to other major employers across the country.” 
  



 

Japan’s Extreme Recluses Already Faced Stigma. Now, After Knifings, They’re          
Feared. 

nytimes.com, by Motoko Rich, June 6, 2019 

TOKYO — After the stabbing of 17 schoolgirls and two adults at a bus stop near                
Tokyo last week, a shocked public has been grasping for answers as to what could               
possibly have driven someone to commit such a horrific act. 

Investigators and the news media have zeroed in on the fact that the attacker, who               
killed himself after the assault, which left two dead, lived as an extreme recluse — or                
“hikikomori,” as the condition is known in Japan. 

Then came another grisly crime over the weekend: A retired senior government            
official fatally stabbed his 44-year-old son, who lived with his parents and had no              
other social contact. The father, 76, reportedly feared that his son, who had             
physically abused his mother, might attack others, specifically citing the mass           
stabbing in Kawasaki, near Tokyo. 

Even before these spasms of violence, Japan’s hundreds of thousands of hikikomori            
faced a stigma in a country that has retained a strong taboo against even              
acknowledging mental illness. Now, psychiatrists and advocates worry that a new           
wave of fearmongering will leave hikikomori even more vilified and painted falsely as             
prone to heinous crimes. 

While there are extreme recluses in other countries, experts say the condition may             
be most pronounced in Japan, where a culture that emphasizes conformity prompts            
those who do not fit in to hide away. 

 
Hikikomori are generally defined as adults who hole up in their parents’ or other              
relatives’ homes for six months or more, often confined to a single room. They do not                
work and rarely engage with the outside world, in many cases filling their days with               
television, the internet and video games. They cannot sustain meaningful          
relationships, often not even with the parents who physically and financially care for             
them. Some have lived in this state for years, or even decades. 
 
According to a government survey released in March, there are nearly 1.2 million             
people who identify as hikikomori — about one in every 60 Japanese age 15 to 64.                
But experts say that figure most likely undercounts the full scope of the problem. 



 

In the Kawasaki case, local mental health officials told reporters that the attacker,             
Ryuichi Iwasaki, 51, was a hikikomori who had not worked for “a long period of time.”                
He was living with an aunt and an uncle who officials said did not “want to irritate him                  
much.” 

Although there have been other high-profile violent crimes involving hikikomori — in            
which they killed family members, or parents killed adult children who had lived as              
recluses for years — the correlation is still rare. 

“In the past 20 years, the number of hikikomori who have committed a violent crime               
is only a few — no more than 10 cases, for sure,” said Tamaki Saito, a psychiatrist at                  
the University of Tsukuba, about an hour northeast of Tokyo, who is a leading expert               
on hikikomori. “If we compare that with the general population, I think it’s fair to               
conclude that hikikomori noticeably have no relation to crimes. They are a group with              
a low crime rate.” 

Although some studies suggest that hikikomori commit acts of domestic violence at            
higher rates than the general population, experts say the most pressing problem is             
that those with the condition, like others in Japan, rarely seek help for their mental               
health problems. Hikikomori may be affected by schizophrenia, depression or          
anxiety, or they may be on the autism spectrum. 

“The scope of the problem is not things like a stabbing by a person who happens to                 
be hikikomori,” said Alan Teo, an associate professor of psychiatry at Oregon Health             
and Science University in Portland who has researched social withdrawal in Japan.            
“But more the scope of the problem is in terms of hundreds of thousands of               
individuals who have been in this protracted state of withdrawal without active            
engagement in mental health care.” 

Families are often ashamed to tell anyone that their child is struggling. 

“Parents don’t disclose the state of their children to outside society,” said Tomiko             
Kushihashi, who runs a local chapter in Hyogo Prefecture, west of Kyoto, of Kazoku              
Hikikomori Japan, a support group for families of shut-ins. “The entire family is             
isolated from the society without calling for help.” 

  



 

A looming crisis, experts say, is that a large cohort of hikikomori are getting older,               
with little indication that they will ever be able to reintegrate into society. Their              
parents, as they grow older, worry about who will look after these disconnected             
adults. 

According to the government survey, an estimated 613,000 people between age 40            
and 64 identify as hikikomori, outnumbering the 540,000 between age 15 and 39.             
The vast majority of them are men. 

 
Takahiro A. Kato, a psychiatrist at Kyushu University who researches hikikomori and            
consults with families, said he was often approached by aging parents — mostly             
mothers — who asked how they could continue providing for their grown children. “If              
I die, what should he do?” the mothers commonly asked, he said. 
 
Advocates have coined the term “8050” to refer to the demographic problem of an              
increasing number of hikikomori entering their 50s while their parents are entering            
their 80s. 
 
Psychiatrists still do not know exactly what causes an individual to withdraw into an              
extreme reclusive state. Some say vulnerable individuals may have been bullied           
during adolescence, or never learned to cope with anger or the stresses of daily life. 
 
Dr. Kato said that Japan’s educational system, which emphasizes shame in its            
pursuit of conformity and can undermine personal confidence, may seed reclusive           
tendencies. 
 
“In the U.S., a child is encouraged to do things and self-esteem is high,” he said. “In                 
Japanese culture and the educational system, children are not encouraged to           
develop high self-esteem.” 
 
Other researchers point to economic factors — hikikomori initially started appearing           
in large numbers after Japan’s property-based bubble burst in the 1990s and many             
people were put out of work. 
 
Even now that unemployment is low, some recluses may not want to take part in               
Japan’s rigid and hierarchical work culture, where employees are expected to work            
long hours and promotions are mostly based on seniority rather than performance. 
 



 

In the public imagination, mothers who spoil their sons are sometimes held to blame,              
while others point fingers at video game addiction or obsession with cartoons known             
as manga. 
 
Some researchers say the phenomenon is more prevalent in Japan because the            
nuclear family is still so central to society and parents are reluctant to kick their               
children out of the house. 
 
“Because of the way that social welfare works in Japan, it’s hard for parents not to                
take those responsibilities,” said Sachiko Horiguchi, an anthropologist at the Tokyo           
campus of Temple University. 
 
Keeping everything hidden within the home can create a vicious cycle in which both              
hikikomori and their family members feel trapped. 
 
“With a strong Japanese value of having to take full responsibility for your actions,              
family issues must be solved within a family,” said Natsue Onda, a co-director of              
Hikikomori UX Kaigi, a group of former and current hikikomori. 
 
Many prefectural governments operate support centers for families of hikikomori, but           
they are staffed by nonspecialists. The priority is to help prise hikikomori out of their               
rooms and get them back to work, a solution that may leave psychological issues              
unaddressed. 
 
But the more hikikomori are demonized, or at least categorized as damaged or             
strange, the harder it is for them to be accepted in society or offered a job. 
 
Private services have sprung up to assist families. They can cost thousands of             
dollars and are not required to provide qualified psychiatric care. 
 
One such service is ReSTART, a company in Tokyo that moves hikikomori out of              
their parents’ homes and into dormitories. 
 
“It’s easier said than done,” said Shigeru Kusano, a former real estate agent who              
leads the company. “But to put it bluntly, anybody with the willpower to help others               
and compassion can do this job.” 
  



 

Dying for a better life: South Koreans fake their funerals for life lessons 
reuters.com, by Daewoung Kim & Youngseo Choi, November 6, 2019 
  
SEOUL (Reuters) - A South Korean service is offering free funerals - but only to the                
living. 
 
More than 25,000 people have participated in mass “living funeral” services at            
Hyowon Healing Center since it opened in 2012, hoping to improve their lives by              
simulating their deaths. 
 
“Once you become conscious of death, and experience it, you undertake a new             
approach to life,” said 75-year-old Cho Jae-hee, who participated in a recent living             
funeral as part of a “dying well” program offered by her senior welfare center. 
 
Dozens took part in the event, from teenagers to retirees, donning shrouds, taking             
funeral portraits, penning their last testaments, and lying in a closed coffin for around              
10 minutes. 
 
University student Choi Jin-kyu said his time in the coffin helped him realize that too               
often, he viewed others as competitors. 
 
“When I was in the coffin, I wondered what use that is,” said the 28-year-old, adding                
that he plans to start his own business after graduation rather than attempting to              
enter a highly-competitive job market. 
 
South Korea ranks 33 out of 40 countries surveyed in the Organisation for Economic              
Co-operation and Development’s Better Life Index. Many younger South Koreans          
have high hopes for education and employment, which have been dashed by a             
cooling economy and rising joblessness. 
 
“It is important to learn and prepare for death even at a young age,” said Professor                
Yu Eun-sil, a doctor at Asan Medical Center’s pathology department, who has written             
a book about death. 
 
In 2016, South Korea’s suicide rate was 20.2 per 100,000 residents, almost double             
the global average of 10.53, according to the World Health Organization. 
 
Funeral company Hyowon began offering the living funerals to help people           
appreciate their lives, and seek forgiveness and reconciliation with family and           
friends, said Jeong Yong-mun, who heads the healing center. 
 



 

Jeong said he is heartened when people reconcile at a relative’s funeral, but is              
saddened they wait that long. 
 
“We don’t have forever,” he said. “That’s why I think this experience is so important -                
we can apologize and reconcile sooner and live the rest of our lives happily.” 
 
Occasionally he has dissuaded those contemplating suicide. 
 
“I picked out those people who have asked themselves whether ... they can actually              
commit suicide, and I reversed their decision,” Jeong said. 
 
The message of personal value resounded with Choi. 
 
“I want to let people know that they matter, and that someone else would be so sad if                  
they were gone,” he said, wiping away tears. “Happiness is in the present.” 
  



 

Demobilising South Africa’s ‘child soldier’ gangs 
thenewhumanitarian.org, by Guy Oliver, January 23, 2020 
 
Hanover Park, a depressing neighbourhood of drab buildings and unemployed          
young men, is one island in a violent gangland archipelago that stretches across             
South Africa’s coastal city of Cape Town, where even the deployment of the army              
has failed to stop the shootings. 
 
Gangsters as young as 12 operate within a contested jigsaw of fiefdoms in the              
historically “coloured” township just a 15-minute drive from well-heeled central Cape           
Town, South Africa’s legislative capital. 
 
Mary Bruce points to identical three-storey flats 30 metres from her Donegal Court             
home in Hanover Park. “That’s the Ghetto Kids. Over there is the Dollars, and this               
side is the Americans: they fight everyone.” A couple of hundred metres towards the              
taxi rank the “turf” yields to two more gangs – the Mongrels and Laughing Boys. 
 
Up to 500 youths in Hanover Park could be classed as “child soldiers”, according to               
Brian Williams, a visiting professor for peace, mediation, and reconciliation at the            
University of the Sacred Heart Gulu, in Uganda. 
 
Williams views the bloodshed in Cape Town’s troubled ghettoes through the same            
prism as more familiar African conflicts. 
 
He sees the gangs as “non-state armed actors” controlling territory and resources,            
from Tik – the local euphemism for methamphetamine – through to the trade in              
abalone, a valuable shellfish, and various protection rackets. 
 
Ending the violence, Williams suggests, may require the same mix of demobilisation            
and reintegration packages used in more traditional conflict resolution. 
 
Victims are the community 
 
Nearly 7,000 people in Hanover Park are thought to be active within the myriad              
street gangs that have their roots in a prison gang culture on the Western Cape that                
stretches back more than 100 years. 
 
It’s a multi-tiered system that incorporates gunmen – known as shooters – through to              
narcotic merchants, robbers, and enforcers, adhering to complex codes of conduct           
that are amplified during time spent in jail. 
 



 

The victims are civilian members of the community routinely maimed and killed in the              
crossfire of rival gangs. 
 
When The New Humanitarian first met Bruce, she was cleaning and dressing a             
gunshot wound sustained on a July Sunday morning while doing household chores. 
 
The first round skipped off the road separating her backyard from the Summer             
Primary School perimeter fence she uses for a washing line. The next hollow-point             
bullet shattered her lower right leg. 
 
The 48-year-old mother crawled behind a car during the 10-minute exchange of            
gunfire. She was found by a little boy a few minutes after the shooting subsided. “He                
froze when he saw me and the blood,” said Bruce. “He turned and screamed.” 
 
Two people were killed in Hanover Park that weekend. Across the whole of Cape              
Town metro the toll was 16, a relatively low-key few days. Weekend shootings can              
number in the forties – often related to gang and drug-related crime. 
 
“The murder rate for the City of Cape Town is 63 per 100,000, which is double the                 
national murder rate and is 50 percent higher than that average murder rate for all               
major cities in South Africa,” Guy Lamb, director of the University of Cape Town’s              
Safety and Violence Initiative, noted in a 2018 report. 
 
That level of homicide makes Cape Town the 11th most violent city in the world. 
 
Apartheid’s ghosts 
In response to the public clamour for action, an army infantry battalion was             
dispatched in June for an initial three-month deployment to support police in the             
city’s ganglands, a deployment that has since been extended to the end of March              
2020. 
 
The troops support the operations of the much-maligned police in the township            
suburbs of Manenberg, Delft, and Hanover Park – areas that still retain their             
apartheid-era levels of disadvantage. 
 
But the soldiers are seen as heavy-handed: unable to distinguish gangsters from            
civilians, they tend to treat every young man as a suspect. 
 
“The army is just a show of force. They are transgressing rights to make [a political]                
impact,” said Community Policing Forum chair Ibrahim Abrahams, whose NGO was           
initially in support of the army deployment. 
 



 

Gang culture has deep roots in the Cape Flats – the dumping ground for a mass                
eviction programme that 50 years ago drove anyone not white from the city centre              
under the apartheid Group Areas Act. 
 
Don Pinnock, a criminologist at the University of Cape Town, wrote in an article for               
The Conversation how extended “networks of kin, friendship, neighbourhood and          
work were destroyed”, and in the new depersonalised housing schemes “social           
control over the youth was lost”, leading to a rise of far more violent gangs. 
 
Isolating the gangsters 
Wesley, 40, was driven to the gangs by thoughts of revenge against his older              
step-brother, who would routinely beat him on returning from the bars at night. At the               
age of 12, he joined the Ghetto Kids, and with the gang’s protection bashed his               
step-brother with a steel pipe. 
 
He rose to become the “right-hand man” of the gang's leader. During his 18 years as                
a gangster, he says as many as 30 of his friends were killed. 
 
Part of the gang’s rationale for membership, he told TNH, is that they “protect the               
community”. If that was once the case, the relationship has since unravelled. 
 
“Communities, which may have been more tolerant of youth gangs in the past, have              
become increasingly frustrated as gangs have transgressed long-held codes that          
limited gang violence and victimisation,” noted analyst Christopher Morris in the           
progressive journal AIDC. 
 
The response in Hanover Park is both a fear of the gangsters, but also disdain. It is                 
the courage to leave a gang that now wins admiration. 
 
“The community knows your story and knows your past and respects you only when              
you have turned around,” said Wesley. “They do not judge you anymore.” 
 
There are local initiatives that aim not only to stop the violence, but also to help the                 
gangsters to quit. 
 
Ceasefire, an NGO that borrows from a US model of community-based “violence            
interrupters”, has been operating in Cape Town since 2013. 
 
Founded by Pastor Craven Engel, it draws from the ranks of reformed gangsters to              
nip trouble in the bud before it gets out of hand. 
 



 

The focus, Engel explains, is to remove the “transporters of violence” – the gunmen              
– using a demobilisation and reintegration playbook more commonly adopted for           
more conventional conflicts. 
 
The 17 interrupters operating in Hanover Park were selected for their skill-sets and             
experience. “They have to be credible in the community; they must have changed             
their lives,” said Engel. “They must understand prison culture, gang culture, and the             
gangs must respect them.” 
 
But Ceasefire has been hobbled by a funding cut by the city. It continues only on a                 
voluntary basis, its conflict negotiators unpaid, balancing making ends meet for their            
families with their street work. 
 
Samuel, 47, is an interrupter who quit the gangs after a 35-year span with the               
Americans and the prison gangs. He knows others looking to escape the codes and              
rituals. 
 
“You can see gangsters who want to get out,” Samuel told TNH. “You can see it on                 
their bodies. They are tired of the life.” 
 
Engels claims the programme has rehabilitated 168 “high-risk” gangsters, but that           
success is disputed by other community leaders. 
 
“If Ceasefire is so good, why did it end?” noted Abrahams of the Community Policing               
Forum. “Everyone is in their own silo trying to fight gangsterism. There must be a               
collective approach.” 
 
Cops and courts 
Reform of the judicial system has also been urged – both in terms of sentencing and                
policing. 
 
Delano Cole van der Linde, a lecturer at North-West University, argues that the             
sentencing for gang-related crimes is weak – usually between three to six years with              
an option of a fine, with low sentences typically handed down to gang leaders.  
 
They are “ineffectual in deterring gang members and are also too short to disrupt the               
organisational structure of the gangs”, he wrote in The Conversation in July last year. 
 
The additional problem is poor policing. The Western Cape’s standing committee on            
community safety reported in 2018 that the province had the country’s lowest            
police-to-population ratio, with 85 percent of its 150 police stations understaffed. 
 



 

Moreover, the police are widely viewed by the gangsters as corrupt accomplices. 
 
Lamb notes in his 2018 report that a police investigation found that between 2010              
and 2016, illegally supplied police weapons were responsible for some “1,066           
murders, of which 231 were child victims”. 
 
According to Samuel, the interrupter, “the SAPS [South African Police Services] are            
only horses. They can bring drugs to us. They can bring guns for us. That is what                 
horses are.” 
 
A Cape Town gang lord, speaking on condition of anonymity, told TNH it has been a                
longstanding practice – since apartheid days – for police to seize drugs and then sell               
the narcotics to a rival gang. 
 
But Samuel remains optimistic that change can happen. 
 
“People always encourage and support you not to go back. You know why?,” he              
said. “I was a nightmare in my community. You become a dream for people, and               
they don’t want the dream to go away. As this is what our children [in gangs] can                 
become.”  



 

Why Are Young People Having So Little Sex? 
The Atlantic, by Kate Julian, November 14, 2018 
 
These should be boom times for sex. 

 
The share of Americans who say sex between unmarried adults is “not wrong at all”               
is at an all-time high. New cases of HIV are at an all-time low. Most women can—at                 
last—get birth control for free, and the morning-after pill without a prescription. 

 
If hookups are your thing, Grindr and Tinder offer the prospect of casual sex within               
the hour. The phrase If something exists, there is porn of it used to be a clever                 
internet meme; now it’s a truism. BDSM plays at the local multiplex—but why bother              
going? Sex is portrayed, often graphically and sometimes gorgeously, on prime-time           
cable. Sexting is, statistically speaking, normal. 

 
Polyamory is a household word. Shame-laden terms like perversion have given way            
to cheerful-sounding ones like kink. Anal sex has gone from final taboo to “fifth              
base”—Teen Vogue (yes, Teen Vogue) even ran a guide to it. With the exception of               
perhaps incest and bestiality—and of course nonconsensual sex more         
generally—our culture has never been more tolerant of sex in just about every             
permutation. 

 
But despite all this, American teenagers and young adults are having less sex. 

 
To the relief of many parents, educators, and clergy members who care about the              
health and well-being of young people, teens are launching their sex lives later. From              
1991 to 2017, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s Youth Risk        
Behavior Survey finds, the percentage of high-school students who’d had     
intercourse dropped from 54 to 40 percent. In other words, in the space of a          
generation, sex has gone from something most high-school students have          
experienced to something most haven’t. (And no, they aren’t having oral sex            
instead—that rate hasn’t changed much.) 

 
Meanwhile, the U.S. teen pregnancy rate has plummeted to a third of its modern              
high. When this decline started, in the 1990s, it was widely and rightly embraced. But               
now some observers are beginning to wonder whether an unambiguously good thing            
might have roots in less salubrious developments. Signs are gathering that the delay             
in teen sex may have been the first indication of a broader withdrawal from physical               
intimacy that extends well into adulthood. 

 
Over the past few years, Jean M. Twenge, a psychology professor at San Diego              
State University, has published research exploring how and why Americans’ sex           
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lives may be ebbing. In a series of journal articles and in her latest book, iGen, she                 
notes that today’s young adults are on track to have fewer sex partners than              
members of the two preceding generations. People now in their early 20s are two              
and a half times as likely to be abstinent as Gen Xers were at that age; 15 percent                  
report having had no sex since they reached adulthood. 

 
Gen Xers and Baby Boomers may also be having less sex today than previous              
generations did at the same age. From the late 1990s to 2014, Twenge found,              
drawing on data from the General Social Survey, the average adult went from having              
sex 62 times a year to 54 times. A given person might not notice this decrease, but                 
nationally, it adds up to a lot of missing sex. Twenge recently took a look at the latest                  
General Social Survey data, from 2016, and told me that in the two years following               
her study, sexual frequency fell even further. 

 
Some social scientists take issue with aspects of Twenge’s analysis; others say that             
her data source, although highly regarded, is not ideally suited to sex research. And              
yet none of the many experts I interviewed for this piece seriously challenged the              
idea that the average young adult circa 2018 is having less sex than his or her                
counterparts of decades past. Nor did anyone doubt that this reality is out of step               
with public perception—most of us still think that other people are having a lot more               
sex than they actually are. 

 
When I called the anthropologist Helen Fisher, who studies love and sex and             
co-directs Match.com’s annual Singles in America survey of more than 5,000           
unpartnered Americans, I could almost feel her nodding over the phone. “The data is              
that people are having less sex,” she said, with a hint of mischief. “I’m a Baby                
Boomer, and apparently in my day we were having a lot more sex than they are                
today!” She went on to explain that the survey has been probing the intimate details               
of people’s lives for eight years now. “Every year the whole Match company is            
rather staggered at how little sex Americans are having—including the Millennials.” 

 
Fisher, like many other experts, attributes the sex decline to a decline in couplehood              
among young people. For a quarter century, fewer people have been marrying, and             
those who do have been marrying later. At first, many observers figured that the              
decline in marriage was explained by an increase in unmarried cohabitation—yet the            
share of people living together hasn’t risen enough to offset the decline in marriage:              
About 60 percent of adults under age 35 now live without a spouse or a partner. One                 
in three adults in this age range live with their parents, making that the most         
common living arrangement for the cohort. People who live with a romantic partner             
tend to have sex more than those who don’t—and living with your parents is  
obviously bad for your sex life. But this doesn’t explain why young people are              
partnering up less to begin with. 

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2017/09/has-the-smartphone-destroyed-a-generation/534198/
https://www.singlesinamerica.com/2018/


 

 
Over the course of many conversations with sex researchers, psychologists,          
economists, sociologists, therapists, sex educators, and young adults, I heard many           
other theories about what I have come to think of as the sex recession. I was told it                  
might be a consequence of the hookup culture, of crushing economic pressures, of             
surging anxiety rates, of psychological frailty, of widespread antidepressant use, of   
streaming television, of environmental estrogens leaked by plastics, of dropping          
testosterone levels, of digital porn, of the vibrator’s golden age, of dating apps, of              
option paralysis, of helicopter parents, of careerism, of smartphones, of the news            
cycle, of information overload generally, of sleep deprivation, of obesity. Name a            
modern blight, and someone, somewhere, is ready to blame it for messing with the              
modern libido. 

 
Some experts I spoke with offered more hopeful explanations for the decline in sex.              
For example, rates of childhood sexual abuse have decreased in recent decades,     
and abuse can lead to both precocious and promiscuous sexual behavior. And some             
people today may feel less pressured into sex they don’t want to have, thanks to               
changing gender mores and growing awareness of diverse sexual orientations,          
including asexuality. Maybe more people are prioritizing school or work over love            
and sex, at least for a time,or maybe they’re simply being extra deliberate in              
choosing a life partner—and if so, good for them. 

 
Many—or all—of these things may be true. In a famous 2007 study, people supplied              
researchers with 237 distinct reasons for having sex, ranging from mystical (“I            
wanted to feel closer to God”) to lame (“I wanted to change the topic of               
conversation”). The number of reasons not to have sex must be at least as high. Still,                
a handful of suspects came up again and again in my interviews and in the research                
I reviewed—and each has profound implications for our happiness. 
 
1. Sex for One 

 
The retreat from sex is not an exclusively American phenomenon. Most countries            
don’t track their citizens’ sex lives closely, but those that try (all of them wealthy) are                
reporting their own sex delays and declines. One of the most respected sex studies              
in the world, Britain’s National Survey of Sexual Attitudes and Lifestyles, reported in             
2001 that people ages 16 to 44 were having sex more than six times a month on                 
average. By 2012, the rate had dropped to fewer than five times. Over roughly the               
same period, Australians in relationships went from having sex about 1.8 times a             
week to 1.4 times. Finland’s “Finsex” study found declines in intercourse frequency,            
along with rising rates of masturbation. 

 
 

https://labs.la.utexas.edu/mestonlab/files/2016/05/WhyHaveSex.pdf


 

In the Netherlands, the median age at which people first have intercourse rose from              
17.1 in 2012 to 18.6 in 2017, and other types of physical contact also got pushed                
back, even kissing. This news was greeted not with universal relief, as in the United               
States, but with some concern. The Dutch pride themselves on having some of the              
world’s highest rates of adolescent and young-adult well-being. If people skip a            
crucial phase of development, one educator warned—a stage that includes not only            
flirting and kissing but dealing with heartbreak and disappointment—might they be           
unprepared for the challenges of adult life? 

 
Meanwhile, Sweden, which hadn’t done a national sex study in 20 years, recently             
launched one, alarmed by polling suggesting that Swedes, too, were having less            
sex. The country, which has one of the highest birth rates in Europe, is apparently               
disinclined to risk its fecundity. “If the social conditions for a good sex life—for              
example through stress or other unhealthy factors—have deteriorated,” the Swedish          
health minister at the time wrote in an op-ed explaining the rationale for the study, it                
is “a political problem.” 

 
This brings us to fertility-challenged Japan, which is in the midst of a demographic              
crisis and has become something of a case study in the dangers of sexlessness. In               
2005, a third of Japanese single people ages 18 to 34 were virgins; by 2015, 43                
percent of people in this age group were, and the share who said they did not intend                 
to get married had risen too. (Not that marriage was any guarantee of sexual              
frequency: A related survey found that 47 percent of married people hadn’t had sex              
in at least a month.)  
 
For nearly a decade, stories in the Western press have tied Japan’s sexual funk to a                
rising generation of soushoku danshi—literally, “grass-eating boys.” These       
“herbivore men,” as they are known in English, are said to be ambivalent about              
pursuing either women or conventional success. The new taxonomy of Japanese           
sexlessness also includes terms for groups such as hikikomori (“shut-ins”), parasaito           
shinguru (“parasite singles,” people who live with their parents beyond their 20s),            
and otaku (“obsessive fans,” especially of anime and manga)—all of whom are said             
to contribute to sekkusu shinai shokogun (“celibacy syndrome”). 

 
Early on, most Western accounts of all this had a heavy subtext of “Isn’t Japan               
wacky?” This tone has slowly given way to a realization that the country’s experience              
might be less a curiosity than a cautionary tale. Dismal employment prospects            
played an initial role in driving many men to solitary pursuits—but the culture has              
since moved to accommodate and even encourage those pursuits. Roland Kelts, a            
Japanese American writer and longtime Tokyo resident, has described “a generation      
that found the imperfect or just unexpected demands of real-world relationships with            
women less enticing than the lure of the virtual libido.” 

http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/foreigners/2009/06/the_herbivores_dilemma.html
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Let’s consider this lure for a moment. Japan is among the world’s top producers and               
consumers of porn, and the originator of whole new porn genres, such as bukkake     
(don’t ask). It is also a global leader in the design of high-end sex dolls. What may be                  
more telling, though, is the extent to which Japan is inventing modes of genital             
stimulation that no longer bother to evoke old-fashioned sex, by which I mean sex              
involving more than one person. A recent article in The Economist, titled “Japan’s             
Sex Industry Is Becoming Less Sexual,” described onakura shops, where men pay            
to masturbate while female employees watch, and explained that because many     
younger people see the very idea of intercourse as         
mendokusai—tiresome—“services that make masturbation more enjoyable are    
booming.” 

 
In their 2015 book, Modern Romance, the sociologist Eric Klinenberg and the            
comedian Aziz Ansari (who earlier this year became infamous for a hookup gone             
awry) describe Ansari’s visit to Japan seeking insights into the future of sex. He         
concluded that much of what he’d read about herbivore men missed the mark.             
Herbivores, he found, were “interested in sexual pleasure”—just not “through          
traditional routes.” Among Japan’s more popular recent innovations, he notes, is “a            
single-use silicone egg that men fill with lubricant and masturbate inside.” One night             
in Tokyo, Ansari picks one up at a convenience store, heads back to his hotel,               
and—sorry for the visual—gives it a go. He finds it cold and awkward, but              
understands its purpose. “It was a way,” he writes, “to avoid putting yourself out              
there and having an actual experience with another person.” 

 
From 1992 to 2014, the share of American men who reported masturbating in a              
given week doubled, to 54 percent, and the share of women more than tripled, to       
26 percent. Easy access to porn is part of the story, of course; in 2014, 43 percent           
of men said they’d watched porn in the past week. The vibrator figures in, too—a            
major study 10 years ago found that just over half of adult women had used one,    
and by all indications it has only grown in popularity. (Makes, models, and features              
have definitely proliferated. If you don’t know your Fun Factory Bi Stronic Fusion             
pulsator from your Power Toyfriend, you can find them on Amazon, which has these   
and some 10,000 other options.) 

 
This shift is particularly striking when you consider that Western civilization has had             
a major hang-up about masturbation going back at least as far as Onan. As Robert               
T. Michael and his co-authors recount in Sex in America, J. H. Kellogg, the cereal           
maker, urged American parents of the late 19th century to take extreme measures to              
keep their children from indulging, including circumcision without anesthetic and          
application of carbolic acid to the clitoris. Thanks in part to his message,             
masturbation remained taboo well into the 20th century. By the 1990s, when            
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Michael’s book came out, references to masturbation were still greeted with    
“nervous titters or with shock and disgust,” despite the fact that the behavior was        
commonplace. 

 
Today, masturbation is even more common, and fears about its effects—now paired            
with concerns about digital porn’s ubiquity—are being raised anew by a strange            
assortment of people, including the psychologist Philip Zimbardo, the director of the 
famous Stanford Prison Experiment, who is enjoying an unlikely second act as an             
antiporn activist. In his book Man, Interrupted, Zimbardo warns that          
“procrasturbation”— his unfortunate portmanteau for procrastination via       
masturbation— may be leading young men to fail academically, socially, and           
sexually. Gary Wilson, an Oregon man who runs a website called Your Brain on              
Port, makes a similar claim. In a popular tedx talk, which features animal copulation              
as well as many (human) brain scans, Wilson argues that masturbating to internet             
porn is addictive, causes structural changes in the brain, and is producing an             
epidemic of erectile dysfunction. 

 
These messages are echoed and amplified by a Salt Lake City–based nonprofit            
called Fight the New Drug—the “drug” being porn—which has delivered hundreds of            
presentations to schools and other organizations around the country, including this           
spring, the Kansas City Royals. The website NoFap, an offshoot of a popular Reddit              
message board founded by a now-retired Google contractor, provides community          
members (“fapstronauts”) a program to quit “fapping”—masturbating. Further outside         
the mainstream, the far-right Proud Boys group has a “no wanks” policy, which    
prohibits masturbating more than once a month. The group’s founder, Gavin           
McInnes, who also co-founded Vice Media, has said that pornography and           
masturbation are making Millennials “not even want to pursue relationships.” 

 
The truth appears more complicated. There is scant evidence of an epidemic of             
erectile dysfunction among young men. And no researcher I spoke with had seen     
compelling evidence that porn is addictive. As the authors of a recent review of porn               
research note in The Archives of Sexual Behavior, “The notion of problematic            
pornography use remains contentious in both academic and popular literature,” while           
“the mental health community at large is divided as to the addictive versus             
non-addictive nature of Internet pornography.” 

 
This isn’t to say there’s no correlation between porn use and desire for real-life sex.               
Ian Kerner, a well-known New York sex therapist and the author of several popular              
books about sex, told me that while he doesn’t see porn use as unhealthy (he               
recommends certain types of porn to some patients), he works with a lot of men who,                
inspired by porn, “are still masturbating like they’re 17,” to the detriment of their sex               
life. “It’s taking the edge off their desire,” he said. Kerner believes this is why more                
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and more of the women coming to his office in recent years report that they want sex                 
more than their partners do. 

 
In reporting this story, I spoke and corresponded with dozens of 20- and             
early-30-somethings in hopes of better understanding the sex recession. I can’t know            
that they were representative, though I did seek out people with a range of              
experiences. I talked with some who had never had a romantic or sexual             
relationship, and others who were wildly in love or had busy sex lives or both. Sex                
may be declining, but most people are still having it—even during an economic             
recession, most people are employed. 

 
The recession metaphor is imperfect, of course. Most people need jobs; that’s not             
the case with relationships and sex. I talked with plenty of people who were single               
and celibate by choice. Even so, I was amazed by how many 20-somethings were              
deeply unhappy with the sex-and-dating landscape; over and over, people asked me            
whether things had always been this hard. Despite the diversity of their stories,             
certain themes emerged. 

 
One recurring theme, predictably enough, was porn. Less expected, perhaps, was           
the extent to which many people saw their porn life and their sex life as entirely                
separate things. The wall between the two was not absolute; for one thing, many              
straight women told me that learning about sex from porn seemed to have given              
some men dismaying sexual habits. (We’ll get to that later.) But by and large, the two                
things—partnered sex and solitary porn viewing—existed on separate planes. “My   
porn taste and partner taste are quite different,” one man in his early 30s told me,                
explaining that he watches porn about once a week and doesn’t think it has much               
effect on his sex life. “I watch it knowing it is fiction,” a 22-year-old woman said,                
adding that she didn’t “internalize” it. 

 
I thought of these comments when Pornhub, the top pornography website,released 
its list of 2017’s most popular searches. In first place, for the third year running, was                
lesbian (a category beloved by men and women alike). The new runner-up, however,             
was hentai, manga, and other animated porn. Porn has never been like real sex, of               
course, but hentai is not even of this world; unreality is the source of its appeal. In a                  
New York–magazine cover story on porn preferences, Maureen O’Connor described          
the ways hentai transmogrifies body parts (“eyes bigger than feet, breasts the size of              
heads, penises thicker than waists”) and eroticizes the supernatural (“sexy human           
shapes” combine with “candy-colored fur and animal horns, ears, and tails”). In other             
words, the leading search category for porn involves sex that half the population             
doesn’t have the equipment to engage in, and the runner-up isn’t carnal so much as               
hallucinatory. 
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Many of the younger people I talked with see porn as just one more digital activity—a                
way of relieving stress, a diversion. It is related to their sex life (or lack thereof) in                 
much the same way social media and binge-watching TV are. As one 24-year-old             
man emailed me: 

 
The internet has made it so easy to gratify basic social and sexual needs that there’s                
far less incentive to go out into the “meatworld” and chase those things. This isn’t to                
say that the internet can give you more satisfaction than sex or relationships,             
because it doesn’t … [But it can] supply you with just enough satisfaction to placate               
those imperatives … I think it’s healthy to ask yourself: “If I didn’t have any of this,                 
would I be going out more? Would I be having sex more?” For a lot of people my                  
age, I think the answer is probably yes. 

 
Even people in relationships told me that their digital life seemed to be vying with               
their sex life. “We’d probably have a lot more sex,” one woman noted, “if we didn’t                
get home and turn on the TV and start scrolling through our phones.” This seems to                
defy logic; our hunger for sex is supposed to be primal. Who would pick messing               
around online over actual messing around? 

 
Teenagers, for one. An intriguing study published last year in the Journal of        
Population Economics examined the introduction of broadband internet access at         
the county-by-county level, and found that its arrival explained 7 to 13 percent of the               
teen-birth-rate decline from 1999 to 2007. Maybe adolescents are not the           
hormone-crazed maniacs we sometimes make them out to be. Maybe the human            
sex drive is more fragile than we thought, and more easily stalled. 

2. Hookup Culture and Helicopter Parents 
 

I started high school in 1992, around the time the teen pregnancy and birth rates hit                
their highest levels in decades, and the median age at which teenagers began             
having sex was approaching its modern low of 16.9. Women born in 1978, the year I          
was born, have a dubious honor: We were younger when we started having sex         
than any group since. 

 
But as the ’90s continued, the teen pregnancy rate began to decline. This             
development was welcomed—even if experts couldn’t agree on why it was           
happening. Birth-control advocates naturally pointed to birth control. And yes,          
teenagers were getting better about using contraceptives, but not sufficiently better           
to single-handedly explain the change. Christian pro-abstinence groups and backers          
of abstinence-only education, which received a big funding boost from the 1996            
welfare-reform act, also tried to take credit. Yet the teen pregnancy rate was falling              
even in places that hadn’t adopted abstinence-only curricula, and research has since            
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shown that virginity pledges and abstinence-only education don’t actually beget          
abstinence. 

 
Still, the trend continued: Each wave of teenagers had sex a little later, and the               
pregnancy rate kept inching down. You wouldn’t have known either of these things,             
though, from all the hyperventilating about hookup culture that started in the late             
’90s. The New York Times, for example, announced in 1997 that on college     
campuses, casual sex “seems to be near an all-time high.” It didn’t offer much data               
to support this, but it did introduce the paper’s readers to the term hooking up, which                
it defined as “anything from 20 minutes of strenuous kissing to spending the night              
together fully clothed to sexual intercourse.” 

 
Pretty much ever since, people have been overestimating how much casual sex            
high-school and college students are having (even, surveys show, students          
themselves). In the past several years, however, a number of studies and books on        
hookup culture have begun to correct the record. One of the most thoughtful of these               
is American Hookup: The New Culture of Sex on Campus, by Lisa Wade, a              
sociology professor at Occidental College. The book draws on detailed journals kept            
by students at two liberal-arts colleges from 2010 to 2015, as well as on Wade’s               
conversations with students at 24 other colleges and universities. 

 
Wade sorts the students she followed into three groups. Roughly one-third were            
what she calls “abstainers”—they opted out of hookup culture entirely. A little more      
than a third were “dabblers”—they hooked up sometimes, but ambivalently. Less           
than a quarter were “enthusiasts,” who delighted in hooking up. The remainder were             
in long-term relationships. 

 
This portrait is compatible with a 2014 study finding that Millennial college students             
weren’t having more sex or sexual partners than their Gen X predecessors. It also              
tracks with data from the Online College Social Life Survey, a survey of more than               
20,000 college students that was conducted from 2005 to 2011, which found the             
median number of hookups over a four-year college career to be five—a third of              
which involved only kissing and touching. The majority of students surveyed said            
they wished they had more opportunities to find a long-term boyfriend or girlfriend. 

 
When I spoke with Wade recently, she told me that she found the sex decline among                
teens and 20-somethings completely unsurprising—young people, she said, have         
always been most likely to have sex in the context of a relationship. “Go back to the                 
point in history where premarital sex became more of a thing, and the conditions that               
led to it,” she said, referring to how post–World War II anxiety about a man shortage                
led teen girls in the late 1940s and ’50s to pursue more serious romantic              
relationships than had been customary before the war. “Young women, at that point,             
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innovate ‘going steady,’ ” Wade said, adding that parents were not entirely happy            
about the shift away from prewar courtship, which had favored casual, nonexclusive            
dating. “If you [go out with someone for] one night you might get up to a little bit of                   
necking and petting, but what happens when you spend months with them? It turns              
out 1957 has the highest rate of teen births in American history.” 

 
“We hook up because we have no social skills. We have no social skills because we                
hook up.” 

 
In more recent decades, by contrast, teen romantic relationships appear to have            
grown less common. In 1995, the large longitudinal study known as “Add Health”             
found that 66 percent of 17-year-old men and 74 percent of 17-year-old women had              
experienced “a special romantic relationship” in the past 18 months. In 2014, when             
the Pew Research Center asked 17-year-olds whether they had “ever dated, hooked            
up with or otherwise had a romantic relationship with another person”—seemingly a            
broader category than the earlier one—only 46 percent said yes. 

 
So what thwarted teen romance? Adolescence has changed so much in the past 25              
years that it’s hard to know where to start. As Jean Twenge wrote in The Atlantic last                 
year, the percentage of teens who report going on dates has decreased alongside             
the percentage who report other activities associated with entering adulthood, like           
drinking alcohol, working for pay, going out without one’s parents, and getting a             
driver’s license. 

 
These shifts coincide with another major change: parents’ increased anxiety about           
their children’s educational and economic prospects. Among the affluent and          
educated, especially, this anxiety has led to big changes in what’s expected of         
teens. “It’s hard to work in sex when the baseball team practices at 6:30, school               
starts at 8:15, drama club meets at 4:15, the soup kitchen starts serving at 6, and, oh                 
yeah, your screenplay needs completion,” said a man who was a couple of years out               
of college, thinking back on his high-school years. He added: “There’s immense            
pressure” from parents and other authority figures “to focus on the self, at the              
expense of relationships”—pressure, quite a few 20-somethings told me, that          
extends right on through college. 

 
Malcolm Harris strikes a similar note in his book, Kids These Days: Human Capital   
and the Making of Millennials. Addressing the desexing of the American teenager, he             
writes: 

 
A decline in unsupervised free time probably contributes a lot. At a basic level, sex at                
its best is unstructured play with friends, a category of experience that … time diaries               
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… tell us has been decreasing for American adolescents. It takes idle hands to get               
past first base, and today’s kids have a lot to do. 

 
Marriage 101, one of the most popular undergraduate classes at Northwestern           
University, was launched in 2001 by William M. Pinsof, a founding father of couples              
therapy, and Arthur Nielsen, a psychiatry professor. What if you could teach about             
love, sex, and marriage before people chose a partner, Pinsof and Nielsen            
wondered—before they developed bad habits? The class was meant to be a sort of              
preemptive strike against unhappy marriages. Under Alexandra Solomon, the         
psychology professor who took over the course six years ago, it has become,          
secondarily, a strike against what she sees as the romantic and sexual stunting of a               
generation. She assigns students to ask someone else out on a date, for example,              
something many have never done. 

 
This hasn’t hurt the class’s appeal; during registration, it fills within minutes. (It may              
or may not have helped that a course with overlapping appeal, Human Sexuality,             
was discontinued some years back after its professor presided over a demonstration            
of something called a fucksaw.) Each week during office hours, students waitin line             
to talk with Solomon, who is also a practicing therapist at the university’s Family              
Institute, not only about the class but about their love woes and everything they don’t               
know about healthy and pleasurable sex—which, in many cases, is a lot. 

 
Over the course of numerous conversations, Solomon has come to various           
conclusions about hookup culture, or what might more accurately be described as            
lack-of-relationship culture. For one thing, she believes it is both a cause and an              
effect of social stunting. Or, as one of her students put it to her: “We hook up                 
because we have no social skills. We have no social skills because we hook up.” For    
another, insofar as her students find themselves choosing between casual sex and            
no sex, they are doing so because an obvious third option—relationship sex—strikes            
many of them as not only unattainable but potentially irresponsible. Most Marriage        
101 students have had at least one romantic relationship over the course of their              
college career; the class naturally attracts relationship-oriented students, she points          
out. Nonetheless, she believes that many students have absorbed the idea that love             
is secondary to academic and professional success—or, at any rate, is best delayed             
until those other things have been secured. “Over and over,” she has written, “my              
undergraduates tell me they try hard not to fall in love during college, imagining that               
would mess up their plans.” 

 
One Friday afternoon in March, I sat in on a discussion Solomon was hosting for a                
group of predominantly female graduate students in the Family Institute’s counseling           
programs, on the challenges of love and sex circa 2018. Over rosé and brownies,              
students shared thoughts on topics ranging from Aziz Ansari’s notorious date (which            
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had recently been detailed on the website Babe) to the ambiguities of current             
relationship terminology. “People will be like, ‘We’re dating, we’re exclusive, but      
we’re not boyfriend and girlfriend.’ What does that mean?” one young woman asked,             
exasperated. A classmate nodded emphatically. “What does that mean? We’re in a            
monogamous relationship, but …” She trailed off. Solomon jumped in with a sort of              
relationship litmus test: “If I get the flu, are you bringing me soup?” Around the               
conference table, heads shook; not many people were getting (or giving) soup. 

 
The conversation proceeded to why soup-bringing relationships weren’t more         
common. “You’re supposed to have so much before you can get into a relationship,”              
one woman offered. Another said that when she was in high school, her        
parents, who are both professionals with advanced degrees, had discouraged          
relationships on the grounds that they might diminish her focus. Even today, in 
graduate school, she was finding the attitude hard to shake. “Now I need to finish               
school, I need to get a practice going, I need to do this and this, and then I’ll       
think about love. But by 30, you’re like, What is love? What’s it like to be in love?” 

 
He couldn’t escape the sense that hitting on someone in person had, in a short               
period of time, gone from normal behavior to borderline creepy. 

 
In early May, I returned to Northwestern to sit in on a Marriage 101 discussion               
section. I had picked that particular week because the designated topic, “Sex in             
Intimate Relationships,” seemed relevant. As it happened, though, there wasn’t          
much talk of sex; the session was mostly consumed by a rapturous conversation             
about the students’ experiences with something called the “mentor couple”          
assignment, which had involved interviewing a couple in the community and           
chronicling their relationship. 

 
“To see a relationship where two people are utterly content and committed,” one             
woman said, with real conviction, “it’s kind of an aha moment for me.” Another              
student spoke disbelievingly of her couple’s pre-smartphone courtship. “I couldn’t          
necessarily relate to it,” she said. “They met, they got each other’s email addresses,              
they emailed one another, they went on a first date, they knew that they were going                
to be together. They never had a ‘define the relationship’ moment, because both             
were on the same page. I was just like, Damn, is that what it’s supposed to be like?”                  
About two-thirds of the way through the allotted discussion time, one of the teaching              
assistants finally interrupted. “Should we transition?” she asked, tentatively. “I          
wanted to transition to talk about sex. Which is the topic of this week.” 
 
 
 
 



 

3. The Tinder Mirage 
 

Simon, a 32-year-old grad student who describes himself as short and balding (“If I    
wasn’t funny,” he says, “I’d be doomed”), didn’t lack for sex in college. (The names of                
people who talked with me about their personal lives have been changed.) “I’m             
outgoing and like to talk, but I am at heart a significant nerd,” he told me when we                  
spoke recently. “I was so happy that college had nerdy women. That was a delight.”               
Shortly before graduation, he started a relationship that lasted for seven years.            
When he and his girlfriend broke up, in 2014, he felt like he’d stepped out of a time                  
machine. 

 
Before the relationship, Tinder didn’t exist; nor did iPhones. Simon wasn’t particularly            
eager to get into another serious relationship right away, but he wanted to have sex.               
“My first instinct was go to bars,” he said. But each time he went to one, he struck                  
out. He couldn’t escape the sense that hitting on someone in person had, in a short                
period of time, gone from normal behavior to borderline creepy. His friends set up a               
Tinder account for him; later, he signed up for Bumble, Match, OkCupid, and Coffee              
Meets Bagel. 

 
Unless you are exceptionally good-looking, the thing online dating may be best at is              
sucking up large amounts of time. 

 
He had better luck with Tinder than the other apps, but it was hardly efficient. He                
figures he swiped right—indicating that he was interested—up to 30 times for every             
woman who also swiped right on him, thereby triggering a match. But matching was              
only the beginning; then it was time to start messaging. “I was up to over 10                
messages sent for a single message received,” he said. In other words: Nine out of               
10 women who matched with Simon after swiping right on him didn’t go on to               
exchange messages with him. This means that for every 300 women he swiped right              
on, he had a conversation with just one. 

 
At least among people who don’t use dating apps, the perception exists that they              
facilitate casual sex with unprecedented efficiency. In reality, unless you are           
exceptionally good-looking, the thing online dating may be best at is sucking up large              
amounts of time. As of 2014, when Tinder last released such data, the average user               
logged in 11 times a day. Men spent 7.2 minutes per session and women spent 8.5                
minutes, for a total of about an hour and a half a day. Yet they didn’t get much in                   
return. Today, the company says it logs 1.6 billion swipes a day, and just 26 million                
matches. And, if Simon’s experience is any indication, the overwhelming majority of            
matches don’t lead to so much as a two-way text exchange, much less a date, much                
less sex. 
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When I talked with Simon, he was seven months into a relationship with a new               
girlfriend, whom he’d met through another online-dating service. He liked her, and            
was happy to be on hiatus from Tinder. “It’s like howling into the void for most guys,”                 
he explained, “and like searching for a diamond in a sea of dick pics for most girls.” 

 
So why do people continue to use dating apps? Why not boycott them all? Simon               
said meeting someone offline seemed like less and less of an option. His parents              
had met in a chorus a few years after college, but he couldn’t see himself pulling off                 
something similar. “I play volleyball,” he added. “I had somebody on the volleyball             
team two years ago who I thought was cute, and we’d been playing together for a                
while.” Simon wanted to ask her out, but ultimately concluded that this would be              
“incredibly awkward,” even “boorish.” 

 
At first, I wondered whether Simon was being overly genteel, or a little paranoid. But               
the more people I talked with, the more I came to believe that he was simply      
describing an emerging cultural reality. “No one approaches anyone in public       
anymore,” said a teacher in Northern Virginia. “The dating landscape has changed.            
People are less likely to ask you out in real life now, or even talk to begin with,” said                   
a 28-year-old woman in Los Angeles who volunteered that she had been single for              
three years. 

 
As romance and its beginnings are segregated from the routines of daily life, there is    
less and less space for elevator flirtation. 

 
This shift seems to be accelerating amid the national reckoning with sexual assault             
and harassment, and a concomitant shifting of boundaries. According to a November            
2017 Economist/YouGov poll, 17 percent of Americans ages 18 to 29 now believe             
that a man inviting a woman out for a drink “always” or “usually” constitutes sexual               
harassment. (Among older groups, much smaller percentages believe this.) 

 
Laurie Mintz, who teaches a popular undergraduate class on the psychology of            
sexuality at the University of Florida, told me that the #MeToo movement has made              
her students much more aware of issues surrounding consent. She has heard from             
many young men who are productively reexamining their past actions and working            
diligently to learn from the experiences of friends and partners. But others have             
described less healthy reactions, like avoiding romantic overtures for fear that they            
might be unwelcome. In my own conversations, men and women alike spoke of a              
new tentativeness and hesitancy. One woman who described herself as a           
passionate feminist said she felt empathy for the pressure that heterosexual dating            
puts on men. “I think I owe it to them, in this current cultural moment particularly, to                 
try to treat them like they’re human beings taking a risk talking to a stranger,” she                



 

wrote me. “There are a lot of lonely, confused people out there, who have no idea                
what to do or how to date.” 

 
I mentioned to several of the people I interviewed for this piece that I’d met my                
husband in an elevator, in 2001. (We worked on different floors of the same              
institution, and over the months that followed struck up many more           
conversations—in the elevator, in the break oom, on the walk to the subway.) I         
was fascinated by the extent to which this prompted other women to sigh and say               
that they’d just love to meet someone that way. And yet quite a few of them                
suggested that if a random guy started talking to them in an elevator, they would be                
weirded out. “Creeper! Get away from me,” one woman imagined thinking. “Anytime            
we’re in silence, we look at our phones,” explained her friend, nodding. Another             
woman fantasized to me about what it would be like to have a man hit on her in a                   
bookstore. (She’d be holding a copy of her favorite book. “What’s that book?” he’d              
say.) But then she seemed to snap out of her reverie, and changed the subject to                
Sex and the City reruns and how hopelessly dated they seem. “Miranda meets Steve              
at a bar,” she said, in a tone suggesting that the scenario might as well be out of a                   
Jane Austen novel, for all the relevance it had to her life. 
 
How could various dating apps be so inefficient at their ostensible purpose—hooking            
people up—and still be so popular? For one thing, lots of people appear to be using                
them as a diversion, with limited expectations of meeting up in person. As Iris, who’s               
33, told me bitterly, “They’ve gamified interaction. The majority of men on Tinder just              
swipe right on everybody. They say yes, yes, yes to every woman.” 

 
Stories from other app users bear out the idea of apps as diversions rather than               
matchmakers. “Getting right-swiped is a good ego boost even if I have no intention of               
meeting someone,” one man told me. A 28-year-old woman said that she persisted             
in using dating apps even though she had been abstinent for three years, a fact she                
attributed to depression and low libido: “I don’t have much inclination to date             
someone.” 

 
“After a while it just feels exactly the same as getting good at a bubble-popping               
game. I’m happy to be good at it, but what am I really achieving?” said an app user       
who described herself as abstinent by choice. Another woman wrote that she was         
“too lazy” to meet people, adding: “I usually download dating apps on a Tuesday              
when I’m bored, watching TV … I don’t try very hard.” Yet another woman said that     
she used an app, but only “after two glasses of white wine—then I promptly delete it                
after two hours of fruitless swiping.” 

 
Many critiques of online dating, including a 2013 article by Dan Slater in The Atlantic,               
adapted from his book A Million First Dates, have focused on the idea that too many                
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options can lead to “choice overload,” which in turn leads to dissatisfaction. Online             
daters, he argued, might be tempted to keep going back for experiences with new              
people; commitment and marriage might suffer. Michael Rosenfeld, a sociologist       
who runs a longitudinal study out of Stanford called “How Couples Meet and Stay              
Together,” questions this hypothesis; his research finds that couples who meet           
online tend to marry more quickly than other couples, a fact that hardly suggests         
indecision. 

 
Maybe choice overload applies a little differently than Slater imagined. Maybe the   
problem is not the people who date and date some more—they might even get              
married, if Rosenfeld is right—but those who are so daunted that they don’t make it               
off the couch. This idea came up many times in my conversations with people who               
described sex and dating lives that had gone into a deep freeze. Some used the               
term paradox of choice; others referred to option paralysis (a term popularized by             
Black Mirror); still others invoked fobo (“fear of a better option”). 

 
And yet online dating continues to attract users, in part because many people             
consider apps less stressful than the alternatives. Lisa Wade suspects that           
graduates of high-school or college hookup culture may welcome the fact that online             
dating takes some of the ambiguity out of pairing up (We’ve each opted in; I’m at                
least a little bit interested in you). The first time my husband and I met up outside                 
work, neither of us was sure whether it was a date. When you find someone via an                 
app, there’s less uncertainty. 

 
As a 27-year-old woman in Philadelphia put it: “I have insecurities that make fun bar     
flirtation very stressful. I don’t like the Is he into me? moment. I use dating apps                
because I want it to be clear that this is a date and we are sexually interested in one                   
another. If it doesn’t work out, fine, but there’s never a Is he asking me to hang as          
a friend or as a date? feeling.” Other people said they liked the fact that on an app,                  
their first exchanges with a prospective date could play out via text rather than in a                
face-to-face or phone conversation, which had more potential to be awkward. 

 
Anna, who graduated from college three years ago, told me that in school, she              
struggled to “read” people. Dating apps have been a helpful crutch. “There’s just no     
ambiguity,” she explained. “This person is interested in me to some extent.” The          
problem is that the more Anna uses apps, the less she can imagine getting along               
without them. “I never really learned how to meet people in real life,” she said. She                
then proceeded to tell me about a guy she knew slightly from college, whom she’d               
recently bumped into a few times. She found him attractive and wanted to register              
her interest, but wasn’t sure how to do that outside the context of a college party.              
Then she remembered that she’d seen his profile on Tinder. “Maybe next time I sign     
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in,” she said, musing aloud, “I’ll just swipe right so I don’t have to do this awkward                 
thing and get rejected.” 

 
Apart from helping people avoid the potential embarrassments (if also, maybe, the            
exhilaration) of old-fashioned flirting, apps are quite useful to those who are in what              
economists call “thin markets”—markets with a relatively low number of participants.           
Sexual minorities, for example, tend to use online dating services at much higher             
rates than do straight people. (Michael Rosenfeld—whose survey deliberately         
oversampled gays and lesbians in an effort to compensate for the dearth of research              
on their dating experiences—finds that “unpartnered gay men and unpartnered          
lesbians seem to have substantially more active dating lives than do heterosexuals,”            
a fact he attributes partly to their successful use of apps. This disparity raises the               
possibility that the sex recession may be a mostly heterosexual phenomenon.) 

 
In all dating markets, apps appear to be most helpful to the highly photogenic. As               
Emma, a 26-year-old virgin who sporadically tries her luck with online dating, glumly             
told me, “Dating apps make it easy for hot people—who already have the easiest              
time.” Christian Rudder, a co-founder of OkCupid (one of the less           
appearance-centric dating services, in that it encourages detailed written profiles),        
reported in 2009 that the male users who were rated most physically attractive by              
female users got 11 times as many messages as the lowest-rated men did;             
medium-rated men received about four times as many messages. The disparity was            
starker for women: About two-thirds of messages went to the one-third of women             
who were rated most physically attractive. A more recent study by researchers at the              
University of Michigan and the Santa Fe Institute found that online daters of both              
genders tend to pursue prospective mates who are on average 25 percent more             
desirable than they are—presumably not a winning strategy. 

 
The very existence of online dating makes it harder for anyone to make an overture               
in person without seeming inappropriate. 

 
So where does this leave us? Many online daters spend large amounts of time              
pursuing people who are out of their league. Few of their messages are returned,    
and even fewer lead to in-person contact. At best, the experience is apt to be               
bewildering (Why are all these people swiping right on me, then failing to follow              
through?). But it can also be undermining, even painful. Emma is, by her own              
description, fat. She is not ashamed of her appearance, and purposefully includes            
several full-body photos in her dating profiles. Nevertheless, men persist in swiping            
right on her profile only to taunt her—when I spoke with her, one guy had recently                
ended a text exchange by sending her a gif of an overweight woman on a treadmill. 

 

http://freakonomics.com/podcast/what-you-dont-know-about-online-dating-a-new-freakonomics-radio-podcast/
https://bigthink.com/think-tank/christian-rudder-talks-okcupid-stats


 

An even bigger problem may be the extent to which romantic pursuit is now being               
cordoned off into a predictable, prearranged online venue, the very existence of      
which makes it harder for anyone, even those not using the apps, to extend an          
overture in person without seeming inappropriate. What a miserable impasse. [...] 
 

 
 
 
 
 

  



 

Did Moms Exist Before Social Media? 

The New York Times, by Kathryn Jezer-Morton, December 5, 2019 
 
Did moms exist before social media? Technically, yes, there have always been            
moms, but motherhood as a lively public conversation — a set of references, jokes,              
warring factions, cliches and grievances — has existed for just a little over a decade.               
For millennia, the way mothers negotiated their public selves has been defined by a              
set of rigid moral imperatives. Talking openly about motherhood as a           
multidimensional, contradictory, hilarious and sometimes unpleasant experience is        
new. 
 
New mothers in 2020 might not realize that the conversations around motherhood            
that they may take for granted — about topics like breastfeeding, or postpartum             
depression, or sex after childbirth — very rarely took place in public before 2005.              
Previously taboo topics like these have now been taken up by the mainstream: The              
everyday struggles and victories of motherhood have gone pop. 
 
This transition was navigated between roughly 2005 and 2010 by the first wave of              
mommy bloggers, who wrote confessional, raw accounts of their experiences on           
amateur blogs. The iconic blogger from this early period is Heather Armstrong and             
her blog, Dooce. Another pioneer of confessional mommy blogging, Catherine          
Connors, started the blog Her Bad Mother in 2005 and went on to become the editor                
in chief of the now-shuttered parenting website Babble in 2011. 
 
“The early blogs were all about telling the messy story,” said Connors, who is now a                
writer and consultant in Los Angeles. “And there was a sense that, yes, it had to be                 
really brutally honest if it was going to get an audience.” 
 
Casual profanity, informal references to one’s reproductive organs, the eschewing of           
motherly “niceness” — these were among the discursive trails blazed by the first             
mommy bloggers. One might say that bloggers like Armstrong walked so that            
comedians like Ali Wong could run. Armstrong became renowned for turning the            
struggles of family life into an intimate form of comedy. Sure, there had been funny               
moms on TV; the characters of Roseanne Conner and Clair Huxtable were            
pioneering representations of working mothers. But their humor was aimed at broad            
audiences, and their maternal identities were never framed critically. The mommy           
bloggers were the first media voices who spoke directly — and exclusively — to              
mothers. 
 
Around 2010, the internet began evolving into a more visual medium, Web 2.0,             
thanks to web hosts that could handle larger photos, and the launch of Instagram.              



 

“When blogs went visual, we saw the beginning of the commercialization of the             
storytelling,” Connors said. “People began to see they could make more money with             
aspirational content — because brands prefer it. Aspirational sells better than           
truth-telling.” 
 
As online motherhood shifted from uncensored to aspirational, many mommy blogs           
became “lifestyle” blogs, and bloggers became influencers. Bloggers like Joanna          
Goddard of Cup of Jo and James Kicinski-McCoy of Bleubird, now called Bleu, (and              
later co-founder of Mother Mag) began experimenting with e-commerce, and          
photography effects rapidly improved. Suddenly, the rough edges of mommy          
blogging’s early days were replaced with sunlit nurseries, crisp linen sheets and            
arranged flowers. 
 
To overlook the influence of Mormon and other Christian mommy bloggers on this             
shift would be a huge oversight. Mormon mommy bloggers in particular were            
enormously influential in establishing the aesthetic and tone that came to           
characterize influencer-era online motherhood. Mormonism encourages the careful        
documentation of family life, and Mormon mothers were among blogging’s earliest           
and most enthusiastic adopters. Unlike the confessional early mommy blogs,          
Mormon mothers’ blogs broadcast a clean and chipper vision of motherhood, replete            
with D.I.Y. crafting projects and coordinated family photo shoots. Many of the most             
successful Mormon bloggers from the mid-aughts, like Amber Fillerup Clark and           
Naomi Davis, went on to become mainstream lifestyle bloggers, and although their            
Mormon faith is no secret, its prominence receded as the years passed. 
 
Through this transition, from consciousness-raising spaces to commodified lifestyle         
destinations, there remained one important common denominator: claims to         
authenticity. “Realness” was mommy blogging’s founding currency, and even as          
bloggers began striving for more polished content by hiring staff and staging photo             
shoots, they continued to claim that their guiding mission was to provide honest             
representation — “real” motherhood. Sites like The Glow and Mother Mag brought            
representations of motherhood to new heights of aesthetic glory, but still claimed to             
want to shine a light on all of the imperfect truths of motherhood. A new set of online                  
mannerisms hardened into place during this era: the duality of maintaining a flawless             
image while claiming to be nonjudgmental. “Nobody’s perfect,” this image of           
motherhood reassures us, adding sotto voce, “except maybe me.” 
 
This saintly moment might be the most demanding iteration of motherhood since the             
Victorian era. Although previously taboo topics were open for discussion by this            
point, the aspirational-yet-down-to-earth mother played a role for her audience, of a            
nurturing port in stormy ideological seas. This mom welcomed all points of view, but              
deftly avoided courting conflict. She finessed her way around debates that had            



 

polarized the mamasphere over the last decade — the debates that, in some ways,              
shaped this world. (The list of potentially inflammatory topics is endless. It includes,             
in no particular order, what constitutes a “natural” birth, how much sacrifice should             
be made for the sake of breastfeeding, how much screen time is acceptable and how               
to feed a picky eater.) 
 
Exemplars of this trend could be said to include Goddard, Davis and LaTonya             
Yvette. This era, which I position roughly between 2013 and 2018, drew to a close               
probably in no small part because of fatigue on the part of the women trying to pull it                  
off. Maybe it’s the influence of the galvanizing political times we find ourselves in, but               
the saintly moms are beginning to take sides, even at the risk of turning off some of                 
their readership. 
 
This brings us to the present day, when moms are pushing the envelope in both               
perfect and “imperfect” directions. Today’s most popular representations of         
motherhood aren’t necessarily occurring on websites anymore, but rather through          
multi-platform personal brands, exemplified in the Los Angeles haute-slacker cohort          
of Busy Philipps, Kelly Oxford and Liz Carey. As media producers, they work directly              
with brands in ways that most consumers wouldn’t even understand, going beyond            
mere sponsored content. They write, they perform, they consult; they’re          
ambassadors. They’re profane and genuinely self-deprecating, but glossier and         
more aspirational than mothers have ever been. They look, through the Instagram            
filters anyway, like beautiful, languid teenagers. Their representations of motherhood          
are unsettling, hilarious and subversive, in a way that is diametrically opposed to the              
kind of subversion that defined early mommy blogs. 
 
Connors sees representations of motherhood as having come full circle from the            
breakout mommy blog years of the mid-aughts. “Much of what is popular today is              
glossy or gossipy — just like before the blogs, when all we had were magazines,”               
she said. “Once again there’s this sense that we need to find a way to tell stories in                  
an honest way.” 
 
Perhaps our anxious times compel mothers to take solace in escapist fictions.            
Maybe our ultra-competitive job market has sapped mothers’ energy for          
norm-restructuring online debates about child care and sexuality. Certainly the          
economic model of social media platforms has rewarded glossy renderings of           
motherhood over the grittier stuff. Consequently, the most influential moms in pop            
culture today tend to reinforce old norms about what it means to be “good” and               
attractive. 
 
However, mothers’ appetite for the messy version of motherhood hasn’t abated; it’s            
moved back into more private spaces. Private Facebook groups, group chats and            



 

Instagram direct messages are where a lot of mothers’ support-seeking takes place            
in 2019. New subscription services like Chairman Mom invite mothers to interact in             
ad-free discussion groups that feel a lot like 2009. 
 
The next wave of mom-influencers, meanwhile, will be known primarily for their            
professional profiles. Women like Audrey Gelman of the Wing and Leandra Medine            
of Man Repeller are interesting additions to the mamasphere because their identities            
are hyphenated — an experience that didn’t get much convincing coverage until            
recently. They are entrepreneurs-artists-community leaders, and their social        
influence was established before they had children. Now that they do, motherhood            
adds another valuable dimension to their brands. 
 
Motherhood as an experience both online and off has undergone a dramatic            
evolution over the last decade. Topics that once provoked outrage — the concept of              
“having it all” comes to mind — are now the subject of knowing chuckles. Who               
knows? Maybe 10 years from now, parenting media will have transcended gender            
binaries altogether, and caregivers of all identifications will be telling their parenting            
stories as one. 
 
 

  



 

The age of isolation: How Instagram memes describe a lonely generation 

ct.counseling.org, July 26, 2018,By Adriana V. Cornell  
 
Instagram tells millions of stories. Many exhibit our personal daily moments, and,            
from a wider lens, others describe entire populations and social movements. With            
800 million users, Instagram is one of the biggest and richest collections of societal              
data on the planet. We can learn a lot by noticing what these users choose to                
showcase personally and which accounts and posts they choose to follow. Lately,            
I’ve been paying attention to the latter. 
Of course, Instagram has grown since its conception, from personal accounts to            
brand accounts. It seems every business, school, group, dog and fetish now has an              
Instagram account. “Celebrities” — foodies, beauty experts, daredevils, singers,         
comedians and more — are born on Instagram. 
In the past year, I’ve been following a few comedic accounts that display almost              
exclusively memes. A “meme” comes from the concept of memetic theory,           
championed by Richard Dawkins in his 1976 book The Selfish Gene. Just as             
genetics connote characteristics passed from generation to generation, memetics         
refer to cultural ideas transferred from person to person. A meme spreads quickly             
because it can reproduce itself, jumping from mind to mind and therefore driving             
cultural influences across the globe. According to the theory, genetics and memetics            
are similarly affected by Darwinian rules of evolution: Their success is subject to their              
contribution to the effectiveness of the person carrying them. 
Memes can concern any content, but the “units of culture” I have been focusing on               
seem to be targeting people in their mid- to late 20s who are still navigating the                
transition from youth to adulthood. I’ve noticed a trend in these memes that seems              
both disturbing and completely normal. 
Here are a few that have been featured and reproduced on multiple accounts: 
Posts of this kind receive an immense “ovation” of likes, comments and shares. More              
than 250,000 people liked the first meme, and more than 14,000 commented. Most             
comments “at” (or link) a friend’s account, inviting him or her to view the same post,                
and they remark together on the accuracy and truth of the message. These             
comments include: 
“haha, us literally.” 
“Lol my life story.” 
“So accurate.” 
“Us every day, all day.” 
“Literally EVERY f*cking time, without fail…! Millennials & bad drivers make being an             
agoraphobe so much easier nowadays!” 
Most memes display simply black Arial font on a white background; they seem to rely               
entirely on the words that compose them. Others feature text accompanied by            
graphics, pictures or GIFs, such as this one: 



 

But even as memes become flashier and more complex with recycled photos or             
videos, the rule of Darwinian evolution remains critical: The success of memes            
depends on the effectiveness of the person carrying them — in this case, the              
account holder. The popularity of a meme, evidenced in the comments section,            
seems to multiply if the account holder’s caption provides funny, insightful, witty            
commentary on the meme: in essence, a meme upon a meme. 
For example, in the third meme, an account holder captioned the image with: “I’m At               
Lunch Not Talking To The Person I’m With, But Instead Looking At A Facebook              
Photo Of The Lunch Belonging To A Girl I Haven’t Seen Since […] 2007.” 
This caption — using a relatable, all-too-real anecdote — brings new life and humor              
to a recycled post. It successfully reproduces the memetic, refueling the cultural            
influence and giving it new shape before it is passed on. 
Users react accordingly, many of them employing the “Face with Tears of Joy” emoji              
as they comment specifically on the caption: 
“Hahaha omg ur caption” 
“the caption!!!” 
“what if ur sitting with a really boring person at lunch” 
“hahaha the caption tho” 
I simultaneously find myself laughing about and relating deeply to these memes and             
their captions. Even if my feelings don’t agree in the moment, many of the messages               
tap into emotions, reactions or thoughts that I’ve certainly had. I have wished that              
plans would fall through. I have spent too much time scrolling through Facebook.             
And I have used emojis and exclamations in text that I would never say or emote in                 
real life. 
Meanwhile, I can’t help but feel disturbed by these messages and the amount of              
praise and endorsement they receive. They are all deeply sad and negative in tone              
and content because they seem to connote a total lack of feeling, social inclination              
and zest for life, yet at the same time, the need to be liked, included and embraced. 
For this reason, I started saving memes of this kind to a “collection” — an optional,                
user-controlled repository for images on Instagram — that I titled “Oxymoron.” The            
contradiction of craving and simultaneously rejecting social interaction became an          
apparent theme that puzzled me. I started asking myself and lots of other (mostly              
20-something) people: What’s going on here? 
Some friends, while acknowledging that we’re naturally social animals, offered a           
simple answer. “After working a 12-hour day, that desire to socialize becomes            
secondary to my need for sleep,” Kelly, 28, explained. “I’m so happy if plans fall               
through because I feel exhausted by the idea of devoting any more energy to              
anything in my day.” Others echoed similar ideas and sentiments. 
But this explanation didn’t seem to capture the full picture, and it seemed even my               
busy friends agreed. As our email exchanges developed, so did our ideas about             
other possible contributors to what seems like an age of isolation, neediness and             
sadness. After all, depression rates for teens and young adults are higher than ever              



 

(12.7 percent as of 2015, according to Psychological Medicine). The chief           
perpetrators, we concluded: social media and smartphones. 
  
Socializing without the authentic self 
 
Comedy is successful when it shamelessly and nakedly brings to light the truest             
feelings we all possess but don’t readily admit to or talk about. It can be an                
immensely satisfying relief to hear our private thoughts, habits and emotions           
exposed and articulated in an anonymous way that lets us know we’re not the only               
ones experiencing them — that we’re not alone. 
And we will do anything to avoid feeling lonely. We will maintain friendships that we               
don’t enjoy. We will agree to plans that we don’t look forward to. We will stay in                 
relationships that make us unhappy. We will join gangs, extremist groups and cults.             
In studying our basic human needs, Abraham Maslow determined that we will even             
sacrifice our safety for the sake of belonging, as evidenced, for example, by children              
who cling to abusive parents. 
Loneliness is deadly. According to research conducted by Julianne Holt-Lunstad,          
professor of psychology at Brigham Young University, loneliness has the same           
effects on our health as smoking 15 cigarettes a day. It is more fatal than obesity. 
Conveniently, smartphones have given us a tool to dismiss and evade feelings of             
loneliness quickly and with little effort. Texting, of course, provides the sense of             
company and togetherness in any and every moment. But even scrolling feeds on             
Facebook or Instagram can make us feel invited into the lives of friends whom we               
might not readily meet up with or call. 
“We know that engagement with social media and our cell phones releases a             
chemical called dopamine,” noted Simon Sinek in a 2016 interview on Inside Quest.             
“That’s why when you get a text, it feels good. It’s why we text 10 friends when we’re                  
feeling a bit lonely, a bit sad. … It’s why we count the ‘likes’ on our Instagram.” And                  
we can do all of this without getting off the couch, without putting on fresh clothes                
and — best of all — without actually speaking to anyone. 
Because socializing in person, face-to-face, is hard. We’re required — in real time —              
not only to process and listen to what others are saying, but then also to compose                
(witty, sensible, empathetic, affirming, interesting) comments in reply, sensitive to the           
situation, conversation and environment. All the while, we must align our facial            
expressions to the context and content, some of which changes by the second. If live               
conversation can be described, as it often is, as “dancing,” then texting or using              
social media might be described as a card game. Both require thought and strategy,              
but in-person communication demands spontaneity. It commands us to be our           
authentic selves. 
But that can be complicated and challenging. What if we don’t like who we are?               
What if we don’t know who we are? 

https://wp.me/p2BxKN-3Np


 

The pressure to be perfect has never been more intense. In his 2015 bestseller              
Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind, Yuval Noah Harari wrote, “If you are a              
teenager today, you are a lot more likely to feel inadequate. … Even if the other guys                 
at school are an ugly lot, you don’t measure yourself against them, but against the               
movie stars, athletes, and supermodels you see all day on television, Facebook and             
giant billboards.” 
Social media allows us to craft, edit, filter and recraft ourselves so that we can come                
closer to this ideal. We can even consult friends before we reply to a text or post a                  
photo, giving us the ability to depict the (airbrushed) story we wish to tell. But               
allowing real-time spontaneity to eventually and inevitably reveal who we really are            
can feel risky and terrifying. 
Brené Brown boils this down to a deep aversion to vulnerability. Because we are              
social animals, we need to feel connected and a sense of belonging in order to               
survive. “Connection is why we’re here,” Brown said in her 2010 TED Talk. “It’s what               
gives purpose and meaning to our lives.” 
And it is the fear of disconnection, Brown asserts, that often makes us feel the most                
challenging feelings, like vulnerability and shame. 
  
A downward spiral of loneliness 
 
The memes I have observed and collected are popular because they send the             
message that putting ourselves out there is not worth the risk. No one else is going                
out; why should you? Why let yourself feel judged, offended or not good enough? 
But “for connection to happen,” Brown continues, “we have to allow ourselves to be              
seen. Really seen. …When we numb vulnerability, we numb joy, gratitude,           
happiness.” We must accept who we are and embrace vulnerability. People who are             
most connected, Brown found, “were willing to let go of who they thought they should               
be in order to be who they were. You have to do that for connection.” 
The concern that has nagged me over the past year is that these memes openly               
reject this kind of self-exposure and authenticity, essentially instructing us to give in             
to our fear of vulnerability. This not only prevents others from knowing us, it prevents               
us from knowing ourselves. We get stuck, therefore, in a developmental stage that             
looks and feels a lot like adolescence — afraid of judgment, lacking self-confidence             
and without a sense of true belonging. 
Another distinct and crucial feature of face-to-face conversation is the opportunity for            
touch. A pat on the back, caress on the arm, stroke of the hair or hold of the hand is                    
essential to our mental and physical well-being. “Being touched increases the           
number of natural killer cells, the frontline of the immune system,” says Tiffany Field,              
founder of the Touch Research Institute at Miami Medical School. “Serotonin           
increases. That’s the body’s natural antidepressant.” 
Deprivation of the sensation of touch from another human often results in feelings of              
isolation, social exclusion and depression. What’s more, these feelings make people           



 

fearful and put them “into a kind of defensive state where the levels of cortisol [the                
hormone released by the brain in times of stress] are raised,” says Kellie Payne,              
researcher at the Campaign to End Loneliness. “Having had negative experiences,           
they anticipate that their connection with people will also be negative, which makes it              
hard to reinstate contact.” 
In short, lonely people can get trapped in a downward spiral of loneliness. These              
memes tap into and perpetuate this vulnerability, actively discouraging ambition,          
social connection and productivity. 
Fortunately, our brains are resourceful; they find alternative ways to satisfy our            
needs. For many, this compensation is happily found in communicating via text            
message and social media. That dose of dopamine can be the fix we need in sad or                 
lonely moments so that, with the approval and company of tens of thousands, we              
can quickly wipe them away. 
Returning to Maslow, these memes, therefore, allow us to reach the two highest             
orders of human need: esteem (being accepted and valued by others) and            
self-actualization (reaching our full potential; being all we can be). 
The problem is that this solution is shallow, artificial and temporary. Because            
although it feels like we’re raising unspoken issues of loneliness and depression, and             
relating to others when we like or comment on these memes, we’re not actually              
facing our feelings or each other, or talking about them in a way that allows us to be                  
honest, authentic or vulnerable. At the end of the day, the humor used in these               
memes is merely numbing and normalizing some of our deepest and truest emotions             
by providing a false sense of togetherness and belonging that inevitably lets us             
down. 
But because “connecting” to others via social media has become so easy and             
satisfying, like any dopamine producer, it is highly addictive. We’re no longer willing             
to devote energy, time and effort to our relationships (or any project) because it is               
—comparatively — too hard. 
In other words, social media has yet to find a way to produce serotonin: a far more                 
gratifying, long-lasting and pleasure-inducing hormone. Serotonin provides a sense         
of relationship, allegiance and pride after dedicating time and effort to a project or              
task that transcends selfish motivations. But when a meme caption says: “If you do              
anything interesting or important today, you can go f**k yourself,” we’re excused            
from trying. Instant gratification has overtaken meaningful, lasting reward, and          
dopamine has overtaken serotonin. 
And just as any addiction — drugs, food, sex — is, by definition, extremely satisfying               
in the first stages, it often loses appeal, allure and thrill as it becomes more intense                
and demanding. The craving or desire becomes a need or chore, and we in turn               
become a slave to our addiction. These memes and apps such as Instagram are              
designed not only to “rescue” us in times of loneliness or sadness, but to draw us in                 
constantly, at all times of day and night. 



 

“That itch to glance at our phone is a natural reaction to apps and websites               
engineered to get us scrolling as frequently as possible,” wrote Bianca Bosker in a              
2016 edition of The Atlantic. “In short, we’ve lost control of our relationship with              
technology because technology has become better at controlling us.” 
When we are or feel controlled, we lose our sense of self and self-worth — our ability                 
to produce, invent and create. The majority of Instagram users are merely            
consumers of information; only a small percentage of users are actually creating the             
message, the humor and the trend. It requires far less thought and effort to simply               
“at” a friend or double tap to “like” a photo than it does to lean in and think about and                    
interact with society so that we can create our own ideas — or even just talk to one                  
another about them. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



 

We've got an epidemic of pupils with anxiety and depression': Teachers share            
impact of social media on children's mental health 
manchestereveningnews.co.uk, by Emma Gill, February 4, 2020 
 
Teachers have been sharing the shocking impact that social media is having on             
youngsters. 
As Children's Mental Health Week gets underway, teachers and family support           
workers in Manchester have raised their concerns over the extent to which kids are              
being affected. 
Skip 
While the biggest impact is on those in high school and college, primary school              
children are far from immune to the problems and pressures that social media sites              
and messaging apps can bring. 
A teacher at one secondary school in Greater Manchester told us: "We have now got               
an epidemic of pupils with anxiety and depression. There's loads of counselling            
going on. 
"Bullying via social media doesn’t help and kids are trying to live up to celebrities." 
She described social media as 'the devil's work for schools', with some pupils using it               
to organise and promote fights. And she stressed how it's not just the children who               
are affected. 
"We have had issues with pupils trolling staff and parents being abusive to pupils              
and threatening them because of things that have been said online. The police have              
been involved with this at times." 
A college teacher from Manchester also told us how it impacts on older students -               
many of whom feel pressured to look a certain way. 
"Personally I think females are more affected by social media due to how many likes               
they get online and how they should look," she said. 
"We get lots of girls getting their lips done and have lots of females suffering from                
anxiety and very low self-esteem. There's a lot of pressure on girls." 
While she says online platforms like Google Classroom have many positives for            
today's students - allowing them to access work anywhere and be marked online -              
there are so many negatives to contend with. 
"Teens are communicating in social media such as Snapchat and Facebook and this             
spills into the classroom, especially if they fall out and argue. 
"And because they can post anonymously and not be traced it can lead to bullying               
threats etc. 
"In 20 years of teaching it has got worse. Is it a coincidence that the rise of social                  
media has also happened in this time? 
"Because teens can hide in social media they say what they want - and do." 
Zoe Ogden is assistant principal at Bishop Bridgeman CE Primary School in Bolton             
and says many youngsters aren't old enough to be using the social media they are               
on - making them even more vulnerable. 

https://www.manchestereveningnews.co.uk/all-about/manchester
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"The children at any primary school are not old enough for social media accounts,              
but they are accessing it with parental consent," she said"Games also have an age              
limit and parents might not realise or stick to it, which allows young children to               
access potentially inappropriate content. 
"There are lots of pressures on young children in the media to conform and bullies               
can take advantage of this through online platforms. 
"We teach our children about online safety and the measures children can take to              
keep themselves safe online." 
And it's not just children schools are focusing on. 
Zoe added: "A big part of our role is to also educate the parents so that they are                  
aware of the dangers and the measures they need to take to safeguard their              
children. 
"Alongside the work we do for online safety, we also teach our children about looking               
after their mental health, to know that it's OK to talk about things that worry them. 
"It is our aim that the two projects work alongside each other and the online bullying                
is reduced." 
Kathryn Eckersley, managing director of Home-Start Trafford, Salford and Wigan,          
said: "In terms of parents we know - who have raised concerns about their child's               
mental health - issues include coping with the pressures of social media, not getting              
engaged in family life, isolating themselves and spending too much time in their             
rooms on their games or phones." 
But she says, it can be difficult finding the right support for those who need it. 
"In Home-Start's experience, services are not always readily available for the           
demand of children who need support with mental health concerns," said Kathryn. 
"Referrals can also be difficult and CAMHS [Child and Adolescent Mental Health            
Services] have a long waiting list. [...] 
"Some families have told us that they have addressed their concerns with schools             
and have had no confidence in knowing who to approach or who to direct their child                
to if they were struggling. 
"According to these families, the support offered was aimed at academic           
achievement and engaging them in school activities as opposed to addressing their            
mental health." 
Kathryn added: "Home-Start supports families in their own homes and so we see a              
lot of these types of problems played out in the home setting, when children's mental               
health suffers, it affects the parent's mental health too, and so becomes a vicious              
cycle." 
What is the NHS doing about the rising number of people seeking help? 
Greater Manchester is the first region nationally to publish waiting times for children             
and young people's mental health services, has achieved the national NHS target            
two years early and has been highlighted as one of the best performing regions in               
the country. 



 

Access to services is also being expanded from the current five days a week              
Monday to Friday (9am to 5pm) to seven days a week with 8am to 8pm Monday and                 
Friday plus weekends. This should be in place in all areas by April 2021. 
Warren Heppolette, executive lead for strategy and system development at Greater           
Manchester Health and Social Care Partnership, said: “We have seen a substantial            
increase in the number of children and young people being treated for mental health              
problems in Greater Manchester in recent years. 
“We have invested around £80m to set up new services and pay for more mental               
health professionals, such as specialist nurses and psychiatrists. 
"However, not all families will be seeing the benefits of the changes made so far - we                 
know there is more to do. Over the coming years, there will be further investment in                
mental health, with more staff and improvements to services to ensure all children             
and young people have timely access to services across Greater Manchester.” 
She said: "Young people today are facing pressures that earlier generations have            
never had to deal with, and are increasingly affected by the stresses and             
expectations that the modern world puts on us all, which includes the use and impact               
of social media. 
"Parents should have open and honest conversations about the permanent nature of            
content posted online and encourage children to think about what they post." 
She recommends parents encourage children to have 'screen free times of the day',             
particularly avoiding screens for an hour before bed, with notifications switched off. 
Parents should also be aware of dangerous and upsetting content children might            
access and be aware of children withdrawing from face to face contact. 
“Here at CAMHS, it’s our job to work with any young people referred to us who are                 
struggling under these pressures, to care for them, and help them grow into healthy              
adults," said Dr Marshall. 
"CAMHS also help by advising schools and social care services about the signs of              
low mood and ensuring that clinicians are asking about the use of social media when               
talking to patients.” 
  



 

The facts on housing affordability in the United States 
cnt.org, December 30, 2019 
 
Democrats on the November debate stage in Atlanta turned the spotlight(link is            
external) to an issue affecting millions of Americans when they were asked how they              
planned to make housing more affordable. "Where you put your head at night             
determines so many things about your life," billionaire Tom Steyer said during the             
Nov. 20 debate. "It determines where your kids go to school. It determines the air               
you breathe, where you shop, how long it takes you to get to work." 
Steyer and Sen. Elizabeth Warren, D-Mass., pledged to build millions of housing            
units across the country, criticizing local and municipal policies that have limited new             
construction. 
"Our housing problem in America is a problem on the supply side, and that means               
that the federal government stopped building new housing a long time ago,            
affordable housing," Warren said. "So I've got a plan for 3.2 million new housing              
units in America." 
The United States has a housing affordability problem. Home prices are rising faster             
than wages in roughly 80% of U.S. markets, according to ATTOM, a real estate and               
property data company. Almost two-thirds of renters nationwide say they couldn’t           
afford to buy a home if they wanted to. 
The prospects aren’t much better for renters, either. Approximately 18.5 million           
households were spending more than half their income on housing in 2016. There’s             
not a single county nationwide where a minimum wage earner working 40 hours per              
week can afford a "modest" two-bedroom apartment without being cost-burdened,          
according to government standards. 
"Housing affordability is at crisis levels," said Robert Dietz, chief economist for the             
National Association of Home Builders.  
The topic has taken a backseat on the campaign trail to hot-button issues like health               
care, but the candidates in Atlanta weren’t the only ones to take a stab at it.                
Democrats in Congress have recently introduced bills on housing, and President           
Donald Trump signed an executive order in June to establish a council focused on              
removing regulations that limit the supply of housing.  
In September, the U.S. Treasury quietly unveiled a separate Trump administration           
plan to reshape the housing market by reducing the federal government’s role. 
PolitiFact checked out the available research and talked to experts to get a sense of               
how bad the nation’s affordable housing problems have become for both           
homeowners and renters. 
There’s a shortage of affordable housing 
The federal government considers housing affordable when a resident can pay for it             
using less than 30% of his or her gross income. By that standard, full-time workers               
earning the minimum wage can’t afford a "modest" two-bedroom apartment without           
being cost-burdened.  

https://www.housingwire.com/articles/47878-home-prices-are-rising-faster-than-wages-in-80-of-us-markets/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/more-renters-give-up-on-buying-a-home-1522773685
https://www.politifact.com/truth-o-meter/statements/2019/may/02/bernie-sanders/yes-millions-families-spend-bulk-income-housing/
https://www.politifact.com/truth-o-meter/statements/2019/may/02/bernie-sanders/yes-millions-families-spend-bulk-income-housing/
https://www.politifact.com/virginia/statements/2019/jul/30/bobby-scott/scotts-right-modest-two-bedroom-apartments-not-aff/
https://www.politifact.com/virginia/statements/2019/jul/30/bobby-scott/scotts-right-modest-two-bedroom-apartments-not-aff/
https://www.politifact.com/truth-o-meter/statements/2018/jul/25/kamala-harris/housing-unaffordable-full-time-minimum-wage-worker/
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/pdredge/pdr_edge_featd_article_092214.html
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/pdredge/pdr_edge_featd_article_092214.html
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/the-avenue/2019/09/10/campaign-2020-how-to-fix-americas-housing-policies/
https://ocasio-cortez.house.gov/gnd/public-housing
https://www.curbed.com/2019/11/21/20976206/housing-is-infrastructure-act-2019
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/president-donald-j-trump-tearing-red-tape-order-build-affordable-housing/
https://www.politifact.com/illinois/statements/2019/sep/20/tammy-duckworth/trump-policies-duckworth-cited-havent-hurt-housing/
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/sm769
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/sm769
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/pdredge/pdr_edge_featd_article_092214.html
https://www.politifact.com/virginia/statements/2019/jul/30/bobby-scott/scotts-right-modest-two-bedroom-apartments-not-aff/


 

In other words, there’s not enough affordable housing to go around for low-income             
people. 
Sarah Saadian, senior director of public policy for the National Low Income Housing             
Coalition, told us her group’s research found that for every 100 extremely            
low-income households, there are just 37 affordable rental homes available on the            
market. 
In fact, the NLIHC estimates that the United States has a shortage of 7 million               
affordable rental homes for Americans with incomes below the poverty line or 30% of              
the local median income. 
Many of the lowest earners are elderly or disabled, Saadian said. Others are in              
school or single parents. And Native American, black and Hispanic renters are more             
likely than white renters to have the type of extremely low incomes that make              
housing a severe burden. 
But housing is not just an issue for the lowest-earning renters. Experts told us that               
there has been a more general trend toward greater housing unaffordability over the             
last decade, with the problem being particularly pronounced in major coastal cities            
such as Los Angeles or Boston. 
Robert Silverman, professor of urban and regional planning at the University of            
Buffalo, said that a second group stung by the crisis includes people looking to              
purchase a home for the first time.  
According to an annual report from Harvard University’s Joint Center for Housing            
Studies, the ratio of median home prices to median household incomes is back near              
peak levels across the country. Similarly, the National Association of Home Builders’            
Housing Opportunity Index, which tracks the share of homes in an area that would              
be affordable to a median-income family, is close to a 10-year low. 
As home prices go up, homeowners accrue more wealth, and younger generations            
looking to buy their first home get priced out of the market, Dietz said.  
That problem is getting worse as older Americans are living longer and spending             
more time as homeowners, meaning they don’t cycle out of the housing market as              
often as they used to. 
  

https://reports.nlihc.org/gap
https://www.jchs.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/Harvard_JCHS_State_of_the_Nations_Housing_2019.pdf
https://www.nahb.org/research/housing-economics/housing-indexes/housing-opportunity-index.aspx
https://www.nahb.org/research/housing-economics/housing-indexes/housing-opportunity-index.aspx
https://www.curbed.com/2018/5/22/17380204/baby-boomers-retirement-senior-housing


 

Number of Homeless Students Rises to New High, Report Says 
The New York Times, February 3, 2020 
 
The report found that more than 1.5 million public school students experienced            
homelessness in the 2017-18 school year, the highest in more than a dozen years. 
ome children lost a stable home when a parent succumbed to opioid addiction.             
Others were forced to stay in hotels after hurricanes or fires destroyed their homes.              
Still others fled abuse or neglect. 
More than 1.5 million public school students nationwide said they were homeless at             
some point during the 2017-18 school year, the most recent data available,            
according to a report from the National Center for Homeless Education released last             
week. 
It was the highest number recorded in more than a dozen years, and experts said it                
reflected a growing problem that could negatively affect children’s academic          
performance and health. 
“The ripple effect here is real,” said Dr. Megan Sandel, a director of the Grow Clinic                
at the Boston Medical Center, who said housing instability was associated with            
developmental delays in children and children in fair or poor health. 
The center, which is based at the University of North Carolina at Greensboro and is               
funded by the United States Department of Education, issued the report on Jan. 29.              
Its findings came as a housing affordability crisis sweeps the nation and            
homelessness continues to rise. 
The report compared the 2017-18 school year with the 2015-16 school year and             
found a 15 percent increase in the number of students nationwide who experienced             
homelessness. 
The 2017-18 number was more than double the nearly 680,000 homeless students            
reported in 2004-05, the first school year examined by the center, its director,             
George Hancock, said. 
The report also showed a 137 percent increase, to more than 102,000, in the              
number of students who while homeless reported staying in “unsheltered” places,           
such as abandoned buildings and cars. 
The center compiles figures submitted annually by states to the federal government            
that include students who said they were homeless for even brief periods during the              
school year. Homelessness could mean sharing homes with other families during           
times of economic hardship or spending a night in a homeless shelter. 
The numbers influence the distribution of federal and state funds for homeless            
programs. They capture only what was reported by state or local officials. Numbers             
from Vermont, for example, were not included for the 2017-18 school year because             
the state did not provide them in time. 
Texas reported the largest increase over the three school years, with the number of              
homeless students doubling, to more than 231,000 in 2017-18. Fourteen states           
reported a decrease. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/12/26/us/opioids-kinship-ohio.html
https://www.newsweek.com/hurricane-harvey-victims-homeless-fema-722640
https://nche.ed.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Federal-Data-Summary-SY-15.16-to-17.18-Published-1.30.2020.pdf
https://nche.ed.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Federal-Data-Summary-SY-15.16-to-17.18-Published-1.30.2020.pdf
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https://childrenshealthwatch.org/megan-sandel-md/
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/07/27/us/politics/hud-affordable-housing-crisis.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/12/20/us/politics/homelessness-trump-california.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/12/20/us/politics/homelessness-trump-california.html


 

The report did not offer reasons for the changes but experts pointed to diverse              
factors that may have helped drive the totals in a troubling upward direction. 
“It is complex, depending on where you are in the country,” said Barbara Duffield, the               
executive director of SchoolHouse Connection, a nonprofit based in Washington that           
supports youths who are homeless. 
Severe natural disasters could drive the increases, particularly in Texas and Florida,            
which had a 32 percent rise, Ms. Duffield said. Both states were hit hard by storms                
that ravaged thousands of homes. 
She said a lack of affordable housing, the opioid and methamphetamine addiction            
crises, and fluctuations in local economic conditions — a factory shutting down,            
leaving parents unemployed and unable to pay rent, for example — all influence the              
rise in homeless students. 
In many cases, districts have been getting better at identifying which students are             
homeless. 
“We definitely see that when school districts pay more attention, when they invest in              
training, when they get out into the community, then the numbers also go up,” Ms.               
Duffield said. 
In Santa Rosa County, Fla., which is on the Gulf Coast, the school district identified               
more than 1,000 students of a total population of nearly 28,000 as having             
experienced homelessness in the 2017-18 school year. 
The majority live with other families, also known as “doubled up,” said Karen Barber,              
the district’s director of federal programs. She said most homeless students also            
have a single parent. 
The numbers have declined in recent years as the local economy has improved and              
the district has expanded programs to help homeless students, she said. But rising             
housing costs have kept the figures higher than they should be, she said. 
“We’re not moving the needle as much as we could because of the lack of affordable                
housing,” she said. “That really is the biggest issue.” 
She said district staff look for “red flags” that might indicate a student is homeless,               
such as recurring tardiness or an unpaid meal balance. 
Ms. Duffield said many students are often “living in fear and shame.” Some families              
do not report homelessness because they think it would constitute child abuse or             
neglect. 
“People don’t let their school officials know when they’ve been homeless,” said            
Marybeth Shinn, a professor at Vanderbilt University who researches homelessness. 
The annual numbers in the center’s report most likely underestimate the problem.            
For example, they do not include private school students. An audit by California in              
November found that public school districts significantly undercounted the number of           
homeless students. 
Professor Shinn said the data also left out children who were not yet in kindergarten               
and who make up a significant portion of the overall number of homeless children. 

https://www.schoolhouseconnection.org/about/our-team/
https://www.schoolhouseconnection.org/about/our-team/
https://peabody.vanderbilt.edu/bio/marybeth-shinn
https://peabody.vanderbilt.edu/bio/marybeth-shinn
https://www.auditor.ca.gov/reports/2019-104/summary.html


 

The numbers, she said, do not capture the impact homelessness may have on             
children throughout their lifetimes. 
“The question is: What are the long-term effects of homelessness on children, as             
opposed to the very immediate effects?” she said. 

  



 

Parasite: The real people living in Seoul's basement apartments 

BBC News, February 2, 2020 
 
A surprise box office hit telling the story of a poor South Korean family living in a tiny,                  
dark semi-basement, and a wealthy family living in a glamorous home in Seoul. 
But while the Oscar-tipped film Parasite is a work of fiction, the apartment is not.               
They're called banjiha, and thousands of people live in them in South Korea's capital,              
Seoul. 
Julie Yoon, of BBC Korean, went to meet some of them, to find out what life is like                  
there. 
There's basically no sunlight in Oh kee-cheol's banjiha. 
It gets so little light that even his little succulent plant couldn't survive. 
People can peer into his apartment through the windows. Teenagers occasionally           
smoke outside his flat, or spit onto the ground. 
In the summer, he suffers from unbearable humidity and battles with rapidly growing             
mould. 
The tiny bathroom has no sink and is raised half a metre above the floor. The ceiling                 
of the bathroom is so low he has to stand with his legs wide, to avoid banging his                  
head. 
"When I first moved in, I got bruises from banging my shin on the step and scrapes                 
from stretching my arms against the concrete walls," says Oh, 31, who works in the               
logistics industry. 
But now he says he's used to it. 
"I know where all the bumps and lights are." 
Parasite, the stealth hit by legendary director Bong Joon-ho, is a twisted tale of the               
haves and have-nots. 
The extreme disparity between the two families - the affluent Parks and the poor              
Kims - is shown through their two homes. One a gleaming mansion up on the hills                
above Seoul; the other a dingy semi-basement. 
In real-life Seoul, though, banjihas are where thousands of young people end up             
living, while they work hard and hope for a better future. 
The banjihas are not just a quirk of Seoul architecture, but a product of history.               
These tiny spaces actually trace their roots back decades, to the conflict between             
North and South Korea. 
In 1968, North Korean commandos slipped into Seoul on a mission to assassinate             
South Korean President Park Chung-hee. 
The raid was thwarted, but the tension between the two Koreas intensified. That             
same year, North Korea also attacked and captured a US Navy spy ship, the USS               
Pueblo. 
Armed North Korean agents infiltrated South Korea, and there were a number of             
terrorist incidents. 



 

Fearing an escalation, in 1970 the South Korean government updated its building            
codes, requiring all newly built low-rise apartment buildings to have basements to            
serve as bunkers in case of a national emergency. 
Initially, renting out such banjiha spaces was illegal. But during the housing crisis in              
the 1980s, with space running short in the capital, the government was compelled to              
legalise these underground spaces to live in. 
In 2018, the UN noted that despite having the world's 11th largest economy, South              
Korea's lack of affordable housing was a substantial barrier - particularly for young             
people and poorer people. 
For under-35s, the rent-to-income ratio has remained at around 50% during the last             
decade. 
So the semi-basement apartments have become an affordable response to          
rapidly-growing housing prices. Monthly rents are around 540,000 Korean won          
(£345; $453), with average monthly salaries for people in the 20s around 2m won              
(£1,279; $1,679). 
Nevertheless, some banjiha dwellers struggle to overcome the social stigma. But not            
all. 
"You know, I'm genuinely OK with my apartment," says Oh. 
"I chose this place to save money and I'm saving a lot from it. But I've noticed I can't                   
stop people pitying me. 
"In Korea, people think it's important to own a nice car or a house. I think banjiha                 
symbolises poverty. 
"Perhaps that's why where I live defines who I am." 
Midway through Parasite, as the poor Kim family infiltrate the lives of the Parks to try                
to make money off them, the youngest Park, Da-song notices a smell among the Kim               
family. 
When Kim Ki-taek, the father, tries to get rid of the smell, his daughter says coldly:                
"It's the basement smell. The smell won't go away unless we leave this place." 
Park Young-jun, a 26-year-old photographer, watched Parasite soon after he moved           
into his banjiha apartment. Initially, Park's reason for choosing a banjiha was            
straightforward: affordability and space. 
However, he couldn't help but feel conscious about the smell after watching the             
movie. "I didn't want to smell like the Kim family," he says. 
That summer, he burnt countless incense sticks and kept his dehumidifier on most of              
the time. In some ways, he says the film motivated him to fix up his flat and decorate                  
it. 
"I didn't want people to feel sorry for me just because I live somewhat underground,"               
he explains. 
Park and his girlfriend, Shim Min, kept a vlog about their banjiha apartment             
makeover. 
They are very happy with the place, but it took months to get where they are now. 



 

"When my parents saw the apartment for the first time, they were in dismay. The               
previous tenant was a heavy smoker and my mom couldn't get over the smell," says               
Park. 
Shim, a 24-year-old YouTuber, first strongly disagreed with Park when he made a             
decision to live in banjiha apartment. 
"I had a very negative perception of banjiha. It didn't look safe. It reminded me of the                 
dark side of the city. I grew up in high-rise apartment complexes all my life, so I was                  
worried about my boyfriend." 
But their home makeover videos have had positive feedback from their subscribers.            
Some even envy how stylish their flat is. 
"We love our home and are proud of the work we've done here," says Min. But she                 
points out that it doesn't mean that they want to settle in banjiha forever. "We are                
going to move up." 
Oh is also saving up to buy his own place. By living in semi-basement, he hopes to                 
realise his dream much sooner. 
"My only regret is that my cat, April, can't enjoy the sun through the window." 

 

  



 

Jackson State University president arrested in Mississippi prostitution sting 
USA Today, by Justin Victory, February 10, 2020 
 
JACKSON, Miss. – The president of Jackson State University was among 17 people             
busted in a prostitution sting in Mississippi this weekend.  
 
Police in Clinton, Mississippi, arrested William Bynum Jr., 57, and charged him with             
procuring the services of a prostitute, false statement of identity and possession of             
marijuana. 
 
Bynum has resigned, according to the Board of Trustees of State Institutions of             
Higher Learning. The board said it will meet "soon" to discuss interim leadership at              
Jackson State.  
 
Also arrested was Shonda McCarthy, director of Jackson State Art Galleries. She            
was charged with procuring services of a prostitute and possession of marijuana            
while operating a motor vehicle.  
 
City spokesman Mark Jones said Monday that the two-day operation led to eight             
felony charges. 
 
Coronavirus onboard Diamond Princess cruise spreads: At least 135 cases, 20           
Americans 
 
Jones said police made contact with the alleged offenders through online "dark web"             
sites, where services were discussed. A local hotel was the agreed meeting place.  
 
The charges include prostitution, procuring the services of a prostitute, promoting           
prostitution, conspiracy to promote prostitution and also controlled substance         
violations. 
 
Bynum is described as a God-loving, God-fearing man on the university's website.            
He is married and the father of six children. 
 
  



 

Another US state may join Nevada and decriminalize prostitution 
eturbonews.com, January 13, 2020 
 
Nevada is currently the only state of the United States of America that permits some               
legal prostitution. Seven Nevada state counties currently have active brothels. But           
this may change soon. Another US state is considering joining Nevada as “legal sex              
trade” jurisdiction. 
 
Vermont lawmakers are mulling a new bill that would legalize prostitution in the state. 
 
The proposal to legalize sex work is sponsored by four female lawmakers and is              
currently pending in the House Judiciary Committee. Rep. Selene Colburn, a           
cosponsor of the bill and a member of the Progressive Party, said decriminalizing             
sex work would improve the health and safety of prostitutes. 
 
She added that prostitutes should feel they have the “protection of the police if they               
need it.” Other sponsors of the bill are Diana Wolnooski, Maxine Grad, and Emilie              
Kornheiser. 
 
There is a growing push from left-wing liberals and more Libertarian-minded           
conservatives to legalize sex work in more jurisdictions, as conservatives remain           
staunchly against the progressive idea that is increasingly being pushed into the            
mainstream around the US. 
 
Presidential candidate Bernie Sanders, who is a senator from Vermont, said last            
summer that he would be open to decriminalizing prostitution. 
 
The Libertarian Party has also endorsed decriminalizing sex work, but their 2016            
candidate, Gary Johnson, received less than four percent of the popular vote in the              
election, so one could argue that the ideas of the party are not exactly mainstream. 
 
There was even a bill introduced to decriminalize prostitution in Washington DC last             
year. In a fierce debate, more than 100 people testified for and against it. The DC                
Council Committee ultimately did not vote on the bill. 
 
Some argue that decriminalizing prostitution will increase the demand for sex           
workers, which will increase the demand for human trafficking, a point made in a              
Harvard Law and International Development report. 
 
Colburn and others believe though that by decriminalizing the act, the government is             
not driving sex workers “underground” and they would essentially be ending black            
markets and giving protections to those who take part in the exchange. 



 

 
Social conservatives, however, remain staunchly against the idea of legalizing sex           
work, accusing the ‘pimp lobby’ of seeking to increase their profits from the sex trade               
rather than caring for anyone’s safety or wellbeing. 
 

  



 

What would a truly disabled-accessible city look like? 

The Guardian, by Saba Salman, February 14, 2018 

Most cities are utterly unfriendly to people with disabilities – but with almost one              
billion estimated to be urban-dwellers by 2050, a few cities are undergoing a             
remarkable shift 

To David Meere, a visually impaired man from Melbourne, among the various            
obstacles to life in cities is another that is less frequently discussed: fear. 
“The fear of not being able to navigate busy, cluttered and visually oriented             
environments is a major barrier to participation in normal life,” says Meere, 52, “be              
that going to the shops, going for a walk in the park, going to work, looking for work,                  
or simply socialising.” 
That’s what makes an innovative project at the city’s Southern Cross train station so              
important to him. A new “beacon navigation system” sends audio cues to users via              
their smartphones, providing directions, flagging escalator outages and otherwise         
transforming what previously a “no-go” area for Meere. 
“I no longer have to hope there’s a willing bystander or a capable staff member to                
provide direct assistance,” he says. “And on a very personal and powerful level it              
allows me to use this major transport hub in one of Australia’s largest cities with               
certainty and independence as a parent with small children. It’s a real            
game-changer.” 
Meere is just one of the hundreds of millions of people with disabilities who live in                
cities around the world. By 2050, they will number an estimated 940 million people,              
or 15% of what will be roughly 6.25 billion total urban dwellers, lending an urgency to                
the UN’s declaration that poor accessibility “presents a major challenge”. 
For the physically disabled, barriers can range from blocked wheelchair ramps, to            
buildings without lifts, to inaccessible toilets, to shops without step-free access.           
Meanwhile, for learning disabled people or those on the autistic spectrum, the            
cluttered and hectic metropolitan environment can be a sensory minefield. 
Although the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and laws such as              
the Americans with Disabilities Act, Britain’s Equality Act and Australia’s Disability           
Discrimination Act aim to boost rights and access, the reality on the ground can be               
very different, as Guardian Cities readers recently reported. 
And yet, cities benefit from accessibility. One World Health Organisation study           
described how, like Meere, disabled people are less likely to socialise or work             
without accessible transport. Cities also miss out on economic gains: in the UK the              
“purple pound” is worth £212bn, and the accessible-tourism market an estimated           
£12bn. 
Some cities, however, are leading the way. 

https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/melbourne
https://www.un.org/development/desa/dspd/2016/10/21/good-practices-of-accessible-urban-development/
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities.html
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2017/sep/22/second-class-citizen-readers-navigating-cities-disability
http://www.who.int/disabilities/world_report/2011/en/
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/high-street-could-be-boosted-by-212-billion-purple-pound-by-attracting-disabled-people-and-their-families
https://www.visitbritain.org/providing-access-all
https://www.visitbritain.org/providing-access-all


 

Mapping apps make navigating cities a doddle for most people – but their lack of               
detail on ramps and dropped kerbs mean they don’t always work well for people with               
a physical disability. 
Take the hilly city of Seattle, where several neighbourhoods have no pavements at             
all, and many streets have a slope grade (or tilt) of 10% or even 20%. 
The University of Washington’s Taskar Center for Accessible Technology has a           
solution: a map-based app allowing pedestrians with limited mobility to plan           
accessible routes. AccessMap enables users to enter a destination, and receive           
suggested routes depending on customised settings, such as limiting uphill or           
downhill inclines. The image above shows Seattle streets coloured by incline: green            
means flat; red means a slope of 10% or above. 
For example, while Google Maps sends pedestrians from University Street station to            
City Hall via Seneca Street, with its steep 10% grade, AccessMap sends them via              
Pike Street instead – a slope of less than 2%. 
It also supplements data from Seattle’s Department of Transportation and the US            
Geological Survey with information from mapathon events. Now the Taskar Centre’s           
related OpenSidewalks project is taking it further by crowdsourcing extra information,           
such as pavement width and the location of handrails. 
By 2030, one in five Singaporeans will be over 60, with this “silver tsunami” driving               
awareness of ageing and disability. The city may not historically be known for             
inclusive practices, but has recently won praise from the UN for its accessible             
“user-friendly built environment”. 
The Universal Design principles drawn up by Singapore’s Building Construction          
Authority have encouraged accessibility in new developments since its launch in           
2007. 
CapitaGreen, in the central business district, is a 40-storey office block that has won              
a host of UD awards. Completed in 2014 at a cost of S$1.3bn (£700m), the Toyo                
Ito-designed structure features column-free spaces and a low concierge counter to           
help disabled people move around the building more easily. 
Lift doors stay open longer, handrails flank both sides of staircases, and the chairs              
have grab handles. A hearing induction loop enables clearer communication for           
those using hearing aids, while Braille directions, tactile guidance and easy-to-read           
pictographs help the visually impaired. Routes into the office from underground           
pedestrian walkways and two Mass Rapid Transit (MRT) stations are barrier-free. 
Singapore’s MRT has also been working to improve accessibility over the past            
decade. The 30-year-old nework has been getting more lifts, wider gates and tactile             
guidance, and more than 80% of the 138 stations have at least two barrier-free              
routes. 
The title of world’s most accessible metro system, however, probably goes to            
Washington, DC. All 91 subway stations are fully accessible, along with its rail             
carriages and the entire bus fleet. 

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/seattle
https://tcat.cs.washington.edu/
https://accessmap.io/about
https://www.opensidewalks.com/
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2016/dec/06/singapore-silver-tsunami-city-state-elderly-workforce-ageing-cities
http://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/call-to-integrate-people-with-disabilities-early
http://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/call-to-integrate-people-with-disabilities-early
http://www.un.org/disabilities/documents/desa/good_practices_in_accessible_urban_development_october2016.pdf
http://universaldesign.ie/What-is-Universal-Design/
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/architecture-design-blog/2013/mar/19/toyo-ito-pritzker-prize-architecture
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/architecture-design-blog/2013/mar/19/toyo-ito-pritzker-prize-architecture
https://www.lta.gov.sg/content/ltaweb/en/public-transport/system-design/enhancing-physical-accessibility-for-all.html
https://www.wmata.com/service/accessibility/


 

People with autism can be hypersensitive to sound, light and movement, and            
become overwhelmed by noisy, cluttered or crowded spaces. Sweetwater Spectrum,          
a $6.8m supported-housing project in Sonoma, California, aims to address this. 
The site, which opened in 2013, includes four 4-bed homes for 16 young adults, a               
community centre, therapy pools and an urban farm – all designed by Leddy Maytum              
Stacy Architects according to autism-specific principles recommended by Arizona         
State University to promote a sense of calm. 
Along with simple, clear lines, the homes are designed so residents can clearly see              
spaces across thresholds. Noise is kept to a minimum thanks to quiet heating and              
ventilation systems and thoughtful design, such as locating the laundry room away            
from the bedrooms. Fittings and decor reduce sensory stimulation and clutter, with            
muted colours, neutral tones and recessed or natural light.At the centre of the venue,              
owned by the Danish Muscular Dystrophy Foundation, is a vast, circular sports hall,             
with an aerial ropeway and climbing wall for wheelchair users and an integrated             
pulley system. Outside, a 100m ramp spirals up from the base of the hall to a sky                 
lounge. (The ramp can also be used as a wheelchair racing track.) 
The 24 hotel rooms each have ceiling hoists, electronic curtains, beds that can be              
automatically raised or reclined, adjustable height sinks and accessible toilets. By           
the waterside, a private bathing jetty is wide enough for wheelchairs and accessible             
via a ramp. 
“Accessibility must be felt but not seen,” says foundation director Henrik Ib            
Jørgensen. Musholm, which cost €14.5m (£12.9m) to build, is run as a social             
enterprise. “Lack of accessibility, other people’s assumptions, body ideals and a lack            
self confidence among people with disabilities are often the biggest barriers for            
diversity,” he adds. “We wanted to create a place where there is space for              
differences.” 
Denmark is also home to what is widely regarded as the world’s most accessible              
office building. The House of Disabled People’s Organisations in the Copenhagen           
suburb of Taastrup is the shared headquarters of some 30 different disability groups.             
Built in 2012 for 178m krone (£21m), the Universal Design includes drive-through            
lifts so wheelchair users don’t have to turn around, and small, tactile knobs on              
railings so blind people can easily tell which floor they are on. 
Chester in north-west England is renowned for its two-mile circuit of Roman, Saxon             
and Medieval walls and its elevated walkways, called Rows. But the city’s historic             
status belies its role as an accessibility champion: last year it became the first British               
city to win the European commission’s Access City award. 
The Rows are accessible with ramps, a lift and an escalator, while the council’s              
15-year regeneration strategy prioritises accessibility in new developments. 
Take the £300m Northgate shopping and leisure development, to be completed by            
2021. The site will include accessible stores, restaurants, housing and a 157-room            
hotel including eight accessible rooms with ceiling hoists. The hotel will include a             
changing places facility for people with complex or multiple and profound disabilities.            

https://sustainability.asu.edu/stardust/project-archive/advancing-full-spectrum-housing/
https://sustainability.asu.edu/stardust/project-archive/advancing-full-spectrum-housing/
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2017/sep/20/chester-europes-most-accessible-city
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2017/sep/20/chester-europes-most-accessible-city
http://chesternorthgate.com/
http://www.changing-places.org/


 

(Unlike standard accessible toilets, these include a height-adjustable changing         
bench, adjustable sink, a toilet designed for assisted use and hoist.) Chester already             
has six such changing places facilities, including one at the recently opened bus             
interchange, and more are planned around the city. 
The accessible design of Chester’s year-old cultural centre, Storyhouse, was created           
after feedback from disability groups and the council’s access team. The £37m            
theatre, cinema and library complex has seven accessible toilets, a changing places            
facility, flexible seating for groups of disabled theatre-goers, audio description and           
hearing loops. Backstage, there is an accessible toilet, accessible changing rooms           
and lift.As David Meere discovered, in Melbourne, Australia, an eight-month pilot           
scheme is currently transforming how visually impaired people navigate public          
space. The project at Southern Cross station rail terminal uses Bluetooth and free             
GPS smartphone app BlindSquare to create a beacon navigation system. 
Users receive audio cues via their smartphones, providing directions or real time            
information about issues such as escalator outages. Outside, the app provides real            
time directional information; inside, where GPS is unreliable, 20 wireless Bluetooth           
beacons means users still receive information. Audio cues include advice such as:            
“Approaching three escalators on left, followed by a set of doors – the doors on the                
left are automated.” 
The trial is led by the charity Guide Dogs Victoria, which plans to install similar               
systems at Melbourne Zoo, Albert Park (home to the Australian Grand Prix) and the              
Docklands area. 
“In many situations, the person with low vision and blindness will have greater             
knowledge than the sighted person,” says Alastair Stott of Guide Dogs Victoria. “It’s             
a complete role reversal.” 

  

https://www.storyhouse.com/access
https://www.guidedogsvictoria.com.au/


 

Officials given taste of everyday hazards which blind and disabled people face            
in Edinburgh's streets 
edinburghnews.scotsman.com, February 4, 2020 
 
OFFICIALS and civil servants who help plan city streets will today be given the              
chance to share the experience of blind and disabled people who face obstacles             
every time they go out. 
 
A group of charities has organised the event which will see 15 senior public service               
staff accompany people with a range of complex needs around the congested area             
beside the Omni Centre at the top of Leith Walk. 
 
Organisers praised Edinburgh City Council for its ban on pavement A-board signs            
and the Scottish Parliament for legislating against cars parking on pavements. 
 
But they claimed more needed to be done to raise awareness of the problems faced               
by people with visual or other disabilities. 
 
And they said everyday obstacles included bins left on pavements or in the street,              
overhanging signs and cycle lanes where there was nothing to warn people who             
might not be able to see cyclists approaching. 
 
Today’s event involves sight-loss charity RNIB Scotland, Spinal Injuries Scotland          
and Guide Dogs Scotland and is being hosted by We Walk, We Cycle, We Vote, a                
collaborative campaign calling for more investment in walking and cycling. 
 
James Adams, director of RNIB Scotland, said: “Letting the people who set the             
framework for things like planning and urban design experience hear what it’s like             
trying to get around a city centre will give them a greater appreciation of the potential                
problems those with sight loss and other disabilities face every day. 
 
“We are campaigning for all of our cities and towns to be made more accessible to                
people and for any obstacles or impediments to be kept to a minimum. 
 
“That’s why we very much welcomed the recent decision by Edinburgh City Council             
to make its ban on advertising boards permanent. A bold and progressive move like              
this will make our capital more welcoming to residents and visitors with disabilities.” 
 
Maureen Morrison, operations manager with Spinal Injuries Scotland, said people          
with physical disabilities were often deterred from going out because of the problems             
they knew they would face. 
 



 

She said: “We are committed to supporting spinal cord injured people and ensuring             
that our towns and cities are designed to enable them to undertake life’s daily              
functions with as much independence as possible. 
 
“For many who require a greater level of accessibility, the prospect of leaving the              
house can be daunting. We welcome this event as an opportunity to point out the               
barriers that many people face in the hope that influencers will incorporate more             
accessible design in our towns and cities in the future, for a more inclusive society.” 
 
Eighteen months ago, Alan Dudley, who is blind, featured in a social media video              
made by RNIB to highlight the hazards involved in “shared spaces” urban design,             
where roads and pavements are at the same level and have the same surface. The               
idea is to make drivers slow down because it is not clear who has priority, but critics                 
say the approach increases danger for many pedestrians. 
 
The film showed Mr Dudley negotiating obstacles on Leith Walk, near his home, with              
his guide dog Gemma. 

  



 

“We’ve been attacked!” Women and trauma in the Trump-Putin era 
salon.com, by Andrea Mazzarino, February 9, 2020 
 
Last month, as hundreds of thousands of people showed up for the Women's March              
in Washington, D.C., a few miles from my home, I was at a karate dojo testing for my                  
first belt. My fellow practitioners, ranging in age from five into their seventies, looked              
on as I hammered my fist through a two-inch piece of wood. The words of one of the                  
black belts there echoed in my head. "Imagine the board is Trump," he'd whispered              
to me, grinning, aware that not everyone in our dojo shared his views. When I split                
that board, everyone clapped. 
 
Despite pride in that small achievement, I bit my lip in shame, knowing that I should                
have been at that march with my two children. They, after all, are going to inherit this                 
gender-unequal world of ours, presently ruled by our infamously pussy-grabbing          
president, a world that seems ever less hospitable, despite the heightened           
awareness that the #MeToo movement has brought to it. 
 
Women still earn about 79 cents on the male dollar (62 cents if you're a black                
woman). One in five of us will be raped in our lifetimes (compared with one in 72                 
men). According to the Centers for Disease Control, homicide ranks fifth among the             
most common causes of death for women aged 20 to 44, with a majority of us killed                 
by intimate partners. A 2018 survey found that 81% of women in the U.S. had               
experienced sexual harassment in some form at the hands (often literally) of            
colleagues or supervisors. The recent damning report on the harassment and           
bullying of Victoria's Secret employees is a case in point. 
 
At the rate things are going, the prospects for personal security seem pretty dim not               
just for me in the years to come but for my three-year-old daughter, who — my                
guess — will have a better chance of feeling safe if she comes to the dojo with me,                  
rather than holding an anti-Trump placard under a gray January sky. 
 
Mind you, I'm hardly indifferent to the present degradation of our           
anything-but-all-American world. As a co-founder of Brown University's Costs of War           
Project and a military spouse, I've written often enough about the importance of             
bearing witness to the world's horrors and made an effort to highlight spikes in              
gender violence and also the burdens shouldered by female caretakers in the sorts             
of U.S. military communities I've been living in these last years. 
 
Over the past two decades, I've also traveled to Russia, where I researched gender              
discrimination, violence, and other human rights violations against the country's most           
vulnerable citizens. Now, as a therapist-in-training with veterans, military families,          
and immigrants and refugees from around the world, many of them survivors of             



 

violence, I struggle with my own sense of hopelessness amid a barrage of stories              
about bloodshed, sexual outrages, and racism, as well as the specter of a climbing              
suicide rate in this country. 
 
Toward the end of President Donald Trump's first year in office, I found myself in               
modest despair and was reminded of the famous French Enlightenment philosopher           
Voltaire's advice to "tend my own small patch of garden" — even as I tried to do my                  
own small bit to at least record the inhumanity now taking place on a global scale on                 
a distinctly endangered planet. I even started to repost on a social media apolitical              
mommy blog articles suggesting that being a stay-at-home mom was the most            
impactful way to change the world. At the time, I didn't truly believe such sentiments,               
but I had my doubts as well about changing a world that seemed to be going from                 
bad to worse. 
 
Just a bunch of women's stories — insights from Russia 
 
In Russia during the mid-2000s, when the chaos of the post-Soviet 1990s gave way              
to the authoritarian, pro-childbirth Putin era, I spent several years as an anthropology             
doctoral student studying gender discrimination and violence among that country's          
white-collar female workforce. 
 
One winter day, I sat at a St. Petersburg café sipping tea with a young female                
manager of a Russian gasoline company. After I'd heard her stories of being asked              
to wear short skirts to work, getting attacked by male colleagues during business             
trips to Europe, and being paid less than half of what her male colleagues made, she                
urged me to ask other women I interviewed about their hobbies. 
 
I nodded for her to continue. "I do martial arts — karate, aikido," she said. "You                
should try it. There are times when you need to feel strong." 
 
I barely took in those comments of hers. The notion of writing a dissertation about               
hobbies felt preposterous. There were so many more important things to focus on in              
a society where the repression of organizing efforts was intensifying through           
bureaucratic restrictions and thuggish intimidation. 
 
I would call the offices of women's rights groups in Moscow and St. Petersburg and               
find that the numbers were out of order. A woman who had started a profitable               
business and also used it as a home for a small advocacy group against sexual               
harassment arrived one day to find its windows smashed, her equipment stolen, and             
"whore" spray-painted across a wall. 
 



 

One day, almost on a whim, I decided to visit an aikido class in St. Petersburg with a                  
woman in my study who'd also been singing that martial art's praises. It turned out to                
be full of women. As the students there rolled, threw one another, and ran for               
conditioning, their instructors reminded them that, in everything they did, they had to             
project "strength and a will to live." 
 
Increasingly, I found myself asking women about their "hobbies" and, increasingly, I            
came to see martial arts, yoga, traveling, and in several cases walking on hot —               
activities that Russian women loosely grouped under the term "self-development" or           
samorazvitie — as essential to the task of toughening oneself against a government             
determined to crush women's bodily integrity. It was a government that           
propagandized for heterosexual families, but showed not the slightest interest in           
protecting women from husbands and in-laws who beat them or colleagues and            
employers who attacked them sexually at work. 
 
Back in the United States, at my dissertation defense, one of my committee             
members dismissed much of my work as "just a bunch of women's stories." How              
true! And yet, even then, I didn't grasp the full significance of what I'd seen. 
 
What we got from the Russians 
 
On November 8, 2016, about six years after earning my doctorate and eight-months             
pregnant with my daughter, I half-dozed on the couch as a U.S. map on my TV                
screen turned an ever-more Trumpian red. My mind spontaneously returned to           
memories of Facebook ads with pictures whose lighting emphasized every wrinkle           
on Hillary Clinton's face, highlighting her grimaces, portraying her with black Xs            
across that face. Those ads sparked a sense of familiarity in me. They reminded me               
of Russian smear-campaign images, but I hadn't made the link with Election 2016             
until that jolting moment of Donald Trump's victory. 
 
A few months later, my husband reminded me that I sat up then and in my                
pregnancy-induced drowsiness said, "I feel like we've been attacked." 
 
The next morning, depression settling in, I received an email from an old Russian              
friend and fellow feminist scholar who offered me her sympathy: "I know what it's like               
to live with such a leader," she wrote, referring, of course, to Russian President              
Vladimir Putin. "You have the same problems that we do now." 
 
Nothing in my own experience, of course, bears much relationship to the magnitude             
of fear, financial insecurity, and lack of social protection against violence that many             
of my Russian colleagues face in their daily lives. Yet so long after reading my               
friend's email, I'm beginning to see just what she meant. 



 

 
When you bear witness to the horrors of this world, when you know that your mind                
and body and those of the small children in your care are vulnerable to such horrors,                
and when the leader your country has elected is not only unlikely to guard against               
them but may sanction them, it can take a toll on both mind and body. I was about to                   
give birth to a daughter then and we had elected a president who, months earlier,               
had been outed for boasting about grabbing women's private parts without their            
consent. What would the men in my daughter's generation grow up thinking was             
okay? 
 
How the military protects its women 
 
In my own community — my husband is a submarine officer in the Navy — it was                 
only about a decade ago that women were first allowed to serve on such ships. In                
the wake of that decision, I would find myself looking on in disgust during informal               
ceremonies meant to bid farewell to certain officers and initiate others, as officers             
joked about women's hormonal changes and our capacity to get pregnant. For            
servicemen, gag gifts like fake-pregnancy tests and Aleve (for imaginary PMS)           
began to proliferate along with the suggestion that their femininity made them            
implicitly less reliable. 
 
Young women who were junior submariners sat silently through such moments and            
no one (including me) said anything for fear of sanction. Among service members I              
spoke with, the phrase "I ripped him another asshole" was a common way to denote               
verbal discipline for mistakes made on a Navy ship. I cringed every time I heard of it                 
being used, having spoken to women (and men, too) to whom this had literally              
happened during horrific acts of violence. 
 
From my own work with female survivors of rape, I knew that comments insulting              
women's personalities and intelligence existed on the same continuum with physical           
attacks. Both served to intimidate us and devalue our humanity. A May 2019 New              
York Times article, citing Department of Defense data, reported that there had been             
a 50% increase in sexual assault on women in uniform in the previous two years. 
 
How the Impossible Becomes Possible 
 
It's a hallmark of trauma that you think of one form of violence and it calls to mind                  
others of a like nature. In my research for the Costs of War Project on America's                
never-ending conflicts and in co-writing the book War and Health: The Medical            
Consequences of the Wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, my senses grew ever more             
attuned to some of the worst of the world's horrors. 
 



 

In the stories of women I met and in the research I did, there were always maimed                 
and suffering women's bodies. Feeding my infant daughter, I would skim the news of              
armed conflict around the world as part of my work compiling a report on war and the                 
way it was destroying the lives and bodies of civilians in the Greater Middle East and                
beyond. I remember, for example, reading a story about a woman in the Democratic              
Republic of the Congo whose nine-year-old daughter had been raped by a militia             
group and was later held by the police. I had nightmares in which I was that mother. 
 
That summer of 2017 as I cared for two toddlers on my own, a haze of wildfire                 
smoke began to curl through the foothills of the Cascade Mountains and into the              
kitchen of my Pacific Northwest home. Under the circumstances, how could I not             
have thought about the ways in which crises that had once seemed impossibly far              
away could suddenly seem both possible and close at hand? 
 
Weeks after that year's July Fourth, my husband and I were jolted awake when an               
explosion broke the silence of the midnight sky. Someone had set off fireworks,             
startling both of us — but him far more than me. I wondered then what he had seen                  
and heard in his life apart from me that he couldn't talk about. We took each other's                 
hands. "I know it was just fireworks," I said, "but somehow I feel less safe. Like, if                 
something happened, no one would care." He nodded: "I know," he said,            
half-soothingly. 
 
To claim that living a privileged life in the United States while learning about violence               
in far away places constitutes "trauma" will seem understandably laughable to many.            
Yet, as a social-work professor told me that summer, if you're empathizing with             
others to the extent that you should be, there is a remarkably small psychological              
difference (at least in the moment) between bearing witness and experiencing an            
event yourself. 
 
Soon after the unexpected July fireworks, needing to regain a sense of efficacy, I              
located the nearest aikido dojo and signed up to start practicing again. Within a few               
weeks, I found myself paying better attention to patients than I had ever thought              
possible. I soon accepted a proposal to return to Russia and produce a documentary              
on the experiences of people with disabilities living in institutions there. 
 
At one point, I told a woman at the dojo who had worked as a nurse with female                  
veterans experiencing complex trauma that I was growing increasingly nervous          
about the new Trump administration's policies. In response, she pointed to the knot             
in her belt at the center of her abdomen, which aikido instructors claim roots you to                
the ground when you are attacked, and said, "This helps, you know." 
 
Cultivating your garden in a Trumpian era 



 

 
The advantage of activities like aikido (even if they are very much on life's sidelines)               
is that you can have an experience increasingly hard to find in this Trumpian world of                
ours. In such places, people who wouldn't normally agree on much of anything can              
still support one another. In our dojo, there were Trump supporters, staunch            
Democrats, indigenous people, blacks, — all practicing together, offering each other           
hands-on help when someone was ill or desperately short on childcare. I thought:             
Wasn't this just the kind of coexistence without agreement that the Russian            
authorities were trying to undo in 2016 and the Trump administration is trying to undo               
now? 
 
For years after the momentous 2011 protests in Russia against election fraud, I             
asked friends who had been in Moscow and St. Petersburg about their motivations             
then. One replied: "What were we not marching for?" Another said: "We didn't want              
the same things." For example, a considerable number of my Russian colleagues            
wanted protection from sexual harassment, discrimination, or violence against         
LGBTQ people who had faced death threats for acts no less basic than just walking               
down the street as themselves. Among my friends, the only thing that didn't seem to               
fly in the protest movement of that moment was adhering to simplistic party lines that               
excluded difference. 
 
Recently, I visited a training session led by a team of psychologists and therapists              
who go into combat zones to offer group-crisis therapy to survivors of wartime             
violence and sexual assault. One of those psychologists asked us to begin moving to              
pop music that reflected different emotions from sadness to hope. She argued that it              
was a way to meld the physical, cognitive, and emotional. If you felt sad, then you                
should show it with your body, but also choose music that allows you to move to                
different emotions entirely. I've used similar techniques with my clients, some of            
whom have found them to be useful indeed, particularly in group settings. 
 
It's not that such acts of self-care or sideline hobbies will solve this world's desperate               
and deepening problems. It's that those problems are growing so overwhelming           
under this president that shoring up your own defenses is itself a noteworthy             
achievement. 
 
Voltaire, after all, urged his readers to cultivate their gardens at a time of              
government-sponsored torture and intolerance across Europe. Arguably, his        
suggestions reflected less a mark of skepticism about the possibility of changing our             
world for the better than a recognition that basic human freedoms — like bodily              
integrity — are deeply threatened and must be protected. Any community built on             
respect and compassion for human rights, any community that allows its citizens to             
cultivate their own gardens, is well worth our time. 



 

Indonesia’s child prostitution plague 
The Asean Post, January 27, 2020 
 
Police in Jakarta, recently arrested six people for allegedly forcing underage girls to             
work as prostitutes in a café under horrific conditions. According to Jakarta police,             
each victim was forced to serve 10 clients per day and take pills to delay               
menstruation to "maximise profits." The café is located on Jalan Rawa Bebek in             
Penjaringan, North Jakarta.  
Police said at least 10 underage girls had fallen victim to the syndicate. Initial              
investigations have led police to believe that the syndicate has been operating for             
two years. 
This is not the first time that child prostitution has reared its ugly head in Indonesia’s                
capital city. In July 2018, the Indonesian Child Protection Commission (KPAI) had            
urged authorities to launch a thorough investigation into alleged prostitution involving           
minors that was reported to be taking place at a Kalibata City apartment in South               
Jakarta. 
According to past news reports, the commission had found at least four reports             
strongly indicating that children were forced to become sex slaves since 2015.            
Earlier in the same month (July 2018), three minors aged between 15 and 17 years               
of age were alleged to have been forced into prostitution at the apartment. 
"Houses, apartments and residential areas are supposed to be the most convenient            
and safest places. We are concerned that the cases in Kalibata City could negatively              
affect residents, particularly children," Ai Maryati Solihah, KPAI commissioner of the           
trafficking and exploitation division had reportedly said in a statement. 
According to the United States (US) Department of State’s 2019 Trafficking in            
Persons Report for Indonesia, sex traffickers often use debt or offers of jobs in              
restaurants, factories, or domestic service, to coerce and deceive women and girls            
and force them into the sex trade across Indonesia, most notably in Batam and              
Jakarta. Traffickers also force women and girls to become sex workers near mining             
operations in Maluku, Papua, and Jami provinces. 
As early as 2005, the International Labour Organization (ILO) had also reportedly            
said that roughly 70 percent of Indonesian child prostitutes were forced into the             
illegal trade by their families or friends. 

https://www.addtoany.com/share#url=https%3A%2F%2Ftheaseanpost.com%2Farticle%2Findonesias-child-prostitution-plague&title=Indonesia%E2%80%99s%20child%20prostitution%20plague
https://theaseanpost.com/article/indonesia-must-protect-its-children


 

Source: Save the Children 
The US Department of State has been quoted as saying that Indonesia is a major               
source, and to a much lesser extent, a destination and transit country for women and               
children subjected to sex trafficking. Victims are often recruited with the offer of jobs              
but are then subjected to sex trafficking. Debt bondage is particularly prevalent            
among sex trafficking victims.  
Child sex tourism is prevalent in the Riau Islands bordering Singapore, and Bali is a               
destination for Indonesians traveling to engage in child sex tourism. 
Social media 
Another important revelation from the US Department of State is that traffickers have             
increasingly been using online and social media platforms to recruit victims. 
According to statistics from We Are Social, Indonesia’s social media penetration           
increased between January 2018 to January 2019 by 15 percent (20 million users),             
resulting in a total penetration of 56 percent (150 million users). Of these 150 million               
users, 15 percent were children aged between 13 and 17 years.  

https://theaseanpost.com/article/aseans-paedophiles-are-tech-savvy


 

The top four social media platforms used were YouTube, WhatsApp, Facebook, and            
Instagram – in that order. Indonesians spend an average of 3.26 hours on social              
media a day. 
While a 56 percent social media penetration may seem inconsequential considering           
how advanced the world has become, the fact that 150 million Indonesians are             
actively using social media is significant. Couple that with the US Department of             
State’s revelation that traffickers are increasingly using social media platforms to           
recruit victims and it becomes a serious concern.  
While the Indonesian government has placed some restrictions on social media and            
internet use before, this is not the most effective way to deal with the problem of                
human trafficking through social media. Instead, the government and other          
stakeholders must prioritise spreading awareness and teaching safety measures that          
should be taken when using social media platforms.  
Human traffickers, paedophiles, scammers and other criminals are becoming         
increasingly tech-savvy in today’s world. The best the innocent can do is to ensure              
that they aren’t left behind either. 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  



 

South Korean military discharges transgender tank driver, despite her pleas to           
serve. 

Time.com, by Hyung-Jin Kim, January 22, 2020 
 
South Korea’s first known transgender soldier pleaded to be allowed to continue            
serving after the military decided Wednesday to discharge her for undergoing gender            
reassignment surgery. It was the first time in South Korea that an active-duty             
member has been referred to a military panel to determine whether to end his or her                
service due to a sex reassignment operation. South Korea prohibits transgender           
people from joining the military but has no specific laws on what to do with those who                 
have sex reassignment operations during their time in service. The army said in a              
statement that it concluded the soldier’s operation can be considered a reason for             
discharge. It said the decision went through due process and was based on a related               
military law on personnel changes. Army officials cited a provision of the law allowing              
the military to discharge personnel with physical or mental disabilities if those            
problems weren’t a result of combat or in the line of duty. 
After the ruling, the staff sergeant, who identified herself as a tank driver named              
Byun Hui-su, held a news conference at which she asked military leaders to             
reconsider their decision and let her serve as a female soldier. She said becoming a               
soldier was her childhood dream and that she now wants to serve at the tense               
border with rival North Korea. “Regardless of my sexual identity, I’d like to show              
everyone that I can become one of the great soldiers who protect this country,” Byun               
said, holding back tears. “Please give me that chance.” Byun said she had sex              
reassignment surgery in Thailand in November after suffering depression over her           
sexual identity for an extended period. She said in early 2019 she had the top score                
in an official assessment of tank driving skills among her battalion staff sergeants. 
Speaking at the same news conference, rights activist Lim Tae-hoon said he will             
fight alongside Byun and others to transform what he called “our savage military.”             
Lim, the leader of the Seoul-based Center for Military Human Rights, took issue with              
the army’s legal justification for discharging Byun. “I can’t resist feeling wretched at             
the military’s vulgar mindset,” he said. South Korea’s state-run human rights           
watchdog recommended Tuesday that the army postpone its decision. The National           
Human Rights Commission said in a statement that referring the soldier to the             
military panel would be an act of discrimination over sexual identity and affect the              
soldier’s basic human rights. Public views on gender issues in South Korea have             
gradually changed in recent years. Several gay-themed movies and TV dramas have            
become hits and some transgender entertainers have risen to stardom. However, a            
strong bias against sexual minorities still runs deep in South Korean society.            
Activists say transgender people are likely to face harassment, abuse and insults,            
and many suffer from depression. 



 

Haitian slums descend into anarchy as crisis sparks worst violence in years 

Thestar.com, by Andre Paultre & Sarah Marsh, December 11, 2019 
 
Venite Bernard’s feet are bloodied and torn because, she said, she had no time to               
grab her sandals when she fled her shack with her youngest children as gangsters              
roamed the Haitian capital’s most notorious slum, shooting people in their homes.            
Now the 47-year-old Bernard and her family are camped in the courtyard of the town               
hall of Cite Soleil in Port-au-Prince, along with more than 200 others, fleeing an              
outbreak of violence that is part of what civic leaders say is the country’s worst               
lawlessness in more than a decade. “Bandits entered the homes of some people and              
beat them, and they were shooting,” Bernard said through her tears, lying on a rug in                
the shade of a tree. “Everyone was running so I left as quickly as I could with the                  
children.” United Nations peacekeeping troops withdrew from Haiti in 2017 after 15            
years, saying they had helped to re-establish law and order in the poorest country in               
the Americas, where nearly 60 percent of the population survives on less than $2.40              
a day. But that left a security vacuum that has been exacerbated over the past year                
by police forces being diverted to deal with protests against President Jovenel            
Moise. “With limited resources, they have been unable to contain the activity of             
gangs as they might have wished,” said Serge Therriault, U.N. police commissioner            
in Haiti in an interview. An economic downturn with ballooning inflation and a lack of               
investment in low income districts has also helped boost crime, turning them into             
no-go areas. The situation - which diplomats fear represents a growing threat to             
regional stability that could have knock-on effects on migration and drugs and            
weapons trafficking - is causing alarm in international circles. The U.S. House of             
Representatives Foreign Affairs Committee held a hearing on Haiti on Tuesday, its            
first in 20 years. Moise’s critics say he has lost control of the country and should                
resign. The 51-year old says the situation is already calming down and he will carry               
out his full term. Residents say gangs fight over territory where they extract             
“protection” fees and carry out drugs and arms trades. Politicians across the            
spectrum are using the gangs to repress or foment dissent, providing them with             
weapons and impunity, according to human rights advocates and ordinary Haitians.           
“When those in power pay them, the bandits stop the population from participating in              
the anti-government protests,” said Cite Soleil resident William Dorélus. “When they           
receive money from the opposition, they force people to take to the streets.” Both              
opposition leaders and the government deny the accusations. 
  



 

Black History Month Is for White People 
theroot.com, by Michael Harriot, February 5, 2020 
 
I don’t know a lot about white history. 
I also don’t know much about green bean casserole, Creedence Clearwater Revival            
or shampoo-and-conditioner-in-one. I am, however, familiar with seasoned salt, the          
nuances of Blue Magic vs. Dax vs. Pink Oil Lotion, and the musical stylings of               
Frankie Beverly and Maze.  
And, unlike many of my educated white counterparts, I know a lot about American              
history. 
As someone who was raised around black people and partially homeschooled, the            
American history I learned included the understanding that the Constitution counted           
me as a fraction of a human being; that the Founding Fathers enshrined the              
enslavement of people who looked like me into that document; and that, at one point,               
half of the population of this country decided they’d rather stop being Americans than              
cancel the 246th consecutive season of slavery. 
It was only recently that I came to the realization that most Americans don’t learn               
history in chronological order. We teach children about the bravery of George            
Washington and the genius of Thomas Jefferson before we even broach the subject             
of the peculiar institution that started 150 years before there was a Declaration of              
Independence.  
Every third-grader in America knows the name of the Mayflower, but very few are              
ever taught about the White Lion and the Treasurer, which brought the first enslaved              
Africans to the English colonies in 1619. According to a report by the Southern              
Poverty Law Center, nine out of 10 high school seniors either incorrectly identified or              
openly admitted they weren’t sure of what caused the Civil War. Two-thirds (68             
percent) of high school seniors don’t know that it took a constitutional amendment to              
formally end slavery.  
This past October, Caucasian HBO subscribers were stunned to learn about the            
terrorist attack on Tulsa, Oklahoma, while the Greenwood Massacre was commonly           
known in Black America. I guess white people thought Game’s Black Wall            
Streetrecord label was so clever! 
This is not black history. This is American history. 
In fact, black history is more American than the alternative version of white history              
that is almost based on a true story. This fictionalized version of our national past not                
only lends itself to ignorance; it also perpetuates the false narrative of American             
exceptionalism and fuels misconceptions of our present state of being. 
For instance, people might reconsider our gun laws if they understood that the             
Second Amendment was included in the Bill of Rights to convince Virginia            
slaveowners, who were afraid of slave revolts and armed black soldiers, to ratify the              
Constitution. If they knew how Chicago’s street gangs were modeled after Irish            
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“athletic clubs” that fueled the 1919 race riot and shaped Illinois politics, they might              
not wonder about the gang violence in Chicago. 
If they knew about the white supremacist attempt to overthrow the government            
during Reconstruction, they might think differently about protecting Confederate         
statues such as New Orleans’ Battle of Liberty Place Monument, whose original            
inscription reads: 
McEnery and Penn having been elected governor and lieutenant-governor by the           
white people, were duly installed by this overthrow of carpetbag government, ousting            
the usurpers, Governor Kellogg (white) and Lieutenant-Governor Antoine (colored). 
United States troops took over the state government and reinstated the usurpers but             
the national election of November 1876 recognized white supremacy in the South            
and gave us our state. 
Advertisement 
If schools taught the history of redlining, no one would wonder why black schools are               
underfunded or black neighborhoods are poor. If they knew about how Southern            
racists left the Democratic party and formed the Dixiecrat party to protest integration             
and anti-lynching laws, they wouldn’t wonder why black people think the Republican            
party is considered to be the party of racism. 
If they understood that Martin Luther King Jr. said more about white privilege, white              
moderates, and police brutality than he ever said about having dreams, they wouldn’t             
pretend to know what “MLK would have wanted.” If they had any idea that most               
white people had a negative opinion of the anti-lynching movement, the Civil Rights             
movement, Black suffrage, the March on Washington, the Black Power movement           
and the Black Lives Matter movement, they wouldn’t ever wonder why no one gives              
a fuck what white people think of black protest. 
Advertisement 
So, to protect the fragile ego of white America, we lie to kids and tell them Abraham                 
Lincoln freed the slaves; that the Founding Fathers weren’t white supremacists; that            
slave owners weren’t racist because things were “different back then”; that the            
Confederate flag is part of Southern heritage; and that Martin Luther King never             
blamed white people for the shit that white people did. 
That’s not American history. That’s white history. 
And the people who point out the differences between this fictionalized great            
American folk tale and the truth don’t hate America. They are armed with the ability               
to look beyond the fantasy of our national narrative and see a complex, nuanced              
story where freedom simultaneously exists alongside oppression. The hypocrisy of          
“All men are created equal” is neither damning nor excusable. It just is. 
Advertisement 
And that’s why Black History month exists. 
Don’t get me wrong. Knowing where you come from is important. But, perhaps if              
white people read “Honest” Abraham Lincoln’s letter explaining that he has never            
been “in favor of bringing about in any way the social and political equality of the                
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black and white races,” they wouldn’t bristle at the notion that they could be a good                
person while still upholding the tenets of white supremacy. Perhaps they would do             
more to dismantle the system if they knew how America intentionally embedded            
inequality in its political, social, and financial institutions. 
Advertisement 
Every black person in America is acutely aware that there has never been liberty and               
justice for all. 
White people? 
They get 28 days. 
Because we’re feeling generous, we’ll throw in an extra day this year. 
You’re welcome. 
  
  
  



 

U.S. bans Tanzanian official who launched anti-gay crackdown 
nbcnews.com, by Reuters, February 4, 2020  
  
WASHINGTON - The United States said on Friday it banned from visiting the country              
a Tanzanian official who announced a crackdown on homosexuality in Dar es            
Salaam in 2018. 
The U.S. State Department said it was taking the action against Paul Makonda,             
administrative chief of the Tanzania capital, "due to his involvement in gross            
violations of human rights, which include the flagrant denial of the right to life, liberty,               
or the security of persons." 
It said Makonda had "also been implicated in oppression of the political opposition,             
crack-downs on freedom of expression and association, and the targeting of           
marginalized individuals." 
The move bars Makonda and his immediate family members from visiting the United             
States. 
The State Department declined say what specific action by Makonda brought about            
the designation, but expressed "deep concern about deteriorating respect for human           
rights and rule of law in Tanzania." 
Today we designated Dar es Salaam Regional Commissioner Paul Christian          
Makonda as ineligible to enter the U.S. for his involvement in gross violations of              
#humanrights. We are deeply concerned over deteriorating respect for human rights           
and rule of law in #Tanzania. 
Makonda announced in 2018 that a special committee would seek to identify and             
punish homosexuals, prostitutes and online fraudsters in the city. 
The U.S. embassy in Tanzania responded at the time by warning U.S. citizens in              
Tanzania to be cautious and to review their social media profiles and Internet             
footprints. 
Tanzanian President John Magufuli cracked down on homosexuality after winning          
power in 2015, and a conviction for having "carnal knowledge of any person against              
the order of nature" could lead to a sentence of up to 30 years in jail. 
Under Magufuli, Tanzania has also tightened control of the media and civil society,             
shutting some newspapers, arresting opposition leaders and restricting political         
rallies. 
Magufuli's government denies restricting media freedom and cracking down on          
democracy and human rights. 
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The Should-Be Solution to the Student-Debt Problem 
The New York Times, October 13, 2019 
 
With more than 7.5 million student loan borrowers in default and nearly 2 million              
others seriously behind on their payments, there’s little question that the handful of             
federal programs designed to help struggling borrowers pay what they can afford            
aren’t working for everyone. 
The idea is simple: Borrowers make payments based on how much money they             
earn. But these so-called income-driven repayment plans are mind-numbingly         
complicated. There are four different versions to sort through, all with slightly            
different rules. They can be tricky to get into and easy to fall out of, yet they’re                 
becoming increasingly essential. 
Enrollment in income-driven plans has grown to eight million, a more than fourfold             
increase from 2013, making it a crucial coping mechanism for a broad population of              
borrowers. But many of them carry higher balances, suggesting they pursued           
advanced degrees — an indication that the most at-risk borrowers, who often carry             
less debt, are not finding their way in. 
“There was a narrative that this was going to, if not solve, significantly reduce, the               
problem around defaults on student loans,” said Mark Huelsman, associate director           
of policy and research at Demos, a public policy organization. “But we haven’t seen              
that happen.” 
Haley Garberg, a newly married 33-year-old physical education teacher, has been in            
various repayment plans for nearly a decade. Her first job after graduating in 2008              
paid $22,000 annually — a salary that didn’t come close to covering her living              
expenses and a $700 monthly loan payment. With her parents’ help, she made those              
payments for a couple of years. But she eventually called her loan servicer and              
managed to get into a plan that saved her nearly $200 a month — enough wiggle                
room to afford internet service. 
Still, Ms. Garberg was living close to the edge. She moved back with her parents in                
2013 to build up her savings as she also dealt with a rare breathing condition that                
required three surgeries over the following year. A $3,000 insurance deductible           
meant she had to take out a personal loan to pay her share of the bills, and when                  
she couldn’t afford her inhalers, at roughly $300 to $400 a month, she would do               
without them. She switched plans again in 2014, and pursued a master’s degree in              
hopes of boosting her earning power. 
“Income-driven repayment doesn’t care that you have 18 bills to pay,” she said. 
First instituted 25 years ago, income-dependent repayment was expanded during the           
administrations of George W. Bush and Barack Obama. It also grew more            
complicated. Borrowers must sort through an alphabet soup of income-driven          
repayment plans: I.C.R., I.B.R. (which comes in two flavors, new and classic), PAYE             
and REPAYE. 
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Monthly payments are often calculated as 10 to 15 percent of discretionary income,             
but one plan costs 20 percent. Discretionary income is defined as the amount earned              
above 150 percent of the poverty level, which is adjusted for household size. For a               
single person, the federal poverty level is typically $12,490, so single borrowers            
generally pay 10 percent of what they earn above $18,735. (After 20 years —              
sometimes 25 — any remaining debt is forgiven. So far, about 20 borrowers have              
remained enrolled long enough for that to happen, according to the Education            
Department.) 
But the payment calculation is the same for all borrowers, and doesn’t account for              
local variations in cost of living. And, as Ms. Garberg discovered, it also doesn’t              
consider borrowers’ other costs. 
“The assumption that nobody should be defaulting because we have I.D.R. is making             
the false conclusion that I.D.R. is affordable,” said Colleen Campbell, director for            
postsecondary education at the Center for American Progress, a left-leaning          
research and policy group. Some borrowers with low incomes and low balances            
often don’t receive any relief because of a quirk in the formula, she said. 
Once borrowers are in a program, it can be necessary they stay there: Interest still               
accrues on many of the loans, meaning those who make zero or low payments for               
many years can fall deeper in debt. To exit the program could mean jumping up to a                 
higher payment than they had faced before enrolling. 
There’s also the psychological toll of watching your debt increase — all while you’re              
trying to pay it down — that often goes unacknowledged. 
“The name of the game is to get out of it as soon as possible,” said Natalia Abrams,                  
executive director of the Student Debt Crisis, an advocacy group. “It’s pretty            
insidious.” 
And experts believe the programs are not reaching the most vulnerable borrowers            
who could benefit the most. 
Those in default don’t look like your stereotypical college student, according to a             
report by the Center for American Progress. Defaulters tended to be older, nearly             
half never finished college and their median cumulative student debt held was rather             
low, at $9,625. 
Those enrolled in income-driven plans, however, have much higher balances: an           
average of $58,000 to $68,000, depending on repayment plan and loan portfolio,            
according to an estimate from Demos, the public policy organization. That suggests            
many enrollees may have finished four years of college and worked toward            
advanced degrees. 
Many of the most vulnerable borrowers are probably unaware the income-driven           
plans programs exist, academics and other experts said, while others may have            
gotten bad advice. 
An audit released by the Education Department in February found that the private             
companies it hires to service student loans failed to inform borrowers of their             
repayment options — and may have directed them to less attractive alternatives like             
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forbearance, which allows borrowers to temporarily suspend payments. Another         
government report delivered similar findings last year, and five attorneys general           
have sued one of the largest loan servicers for, among other things, failing to guide               
borrowers into income-driven plans. 
Even the repayment calculator provided by the Department of Education has been            
criticized by student borrower advocates who say it could scare away those who             
don’t read the fine print. It assumes the borrower’s income will grow 5 percent              
annually — roughly double the recent historical average — which can make the total              
cost of repayment look unrealistically high. 
Borrower advocates have pushed for changes that would give borrowers more           
discretionary income and restrain the growth of unpaid interest. They have also            
suggested automatically enrolling severely delinquent borrowers in income-based        
plans and streamlining the process to recertify every year, so that borrowers don’t             
accidentally fall out. 
There is broad agreement on making recertification simpler, because those who fall            
out face higher payments. In 2017, the government proposed easing the process by             
giving the Education Department permission to access borrowers’ tax information          
from the Treasury Department, which would save borrowers the hassle of           
resubmitting their income and other information every year. 
There have also been government efforts to make the entire loan repayment process             
easier, which includes applying to these relief programs. The Education Department           
has long sought to create a one-stop portal for borrowers, but the loan-servicing             
industry has resisted. 
There have been a variety of proposals to streamline the plans, including in the              
Trump Administration’s most recent budget, which called for a single income-driven           
repayment program that could make forgiveness easier to reach for some borrowers            
while potentially costing others more. So far, no specific proposal for a single             
program has gained widespread bipartisan traction. 
Student debt has been a hot topic on the campaign trail, with Democratic presidential              
candidates offering various proposals. Senator Bernie Sanders of Vermont, Senator          
Elizabeth Warren of Massachusetts and Senator Kamala Harris of California, for           
example, have all proposed varying levels of debt forgiveness. And last week, Joe             
Biden suggested reworking income-based repayment, including by eliminating        
payments and the accrual of interest for those making under $25,000. 
For now, the hodgepodge of income-driven repayment plans remains a cumbersome           
but necessary tool for all types of borrowers — and far from a solution to the problem                 
of widespread educational debt. 
Ms. Garberg recently learned through a company called Summer — which helps            
students navigate the repayment maze — that she was eligible for lower payments             
through a different plan, called Revised Pay As You Earn, or REPAYE. That cut her               
payments to about $240 a month; so far she has paid down about half her debt. 
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But her recent marriage has added another variable to the loan calculus: her             
husband. She is nervous about how her payments will change once his income is              
factored in. And, for now, it might delay another plan. 
“I feel like I can’t have kids until my loans are paid off,” Ms. Garberg said. “How do                  
you pay for day care?”  



 

Disabled man starved to death after DWP stopped his benefits 
The Guardian, by Patrick Butler, January 28, 2020 
 
MPs and campaigners have called for an independent inquiry after it emerged a             
disabled man with a long history of mental illness starved to death just months after               
welfare officials stopped his out-of-work and housing benefits. 
 
Errol Graham, a 57-year-old grandfather, and in his younger days a keen amateur             
footballer, weighed just four and a half stone (28.5kg) when his emaciated body was              
discovered by bailiffs who had broken down his front door to evict him for              
non-payment of rent. 
 
A coroner’s report into the tragedy found that Graham, who suffered from severe             
social anxiety and had cut himself off from family and friends, had died of starvation.               
When he was found, his Nottingham flat had no gas or electricity supply. There was               
no food in the property apart from two tins of fish that were four years out of date. 
 
Graham’s family this week blamed the Department for Work and Pensions for his             
death in June 2018, saying it should not have cut off the financial lifeline of a man it                  
knew to be highly vulnerable. “He would still be alive. He’d be ill but he’d still be                 
alive,” said his daughter-in-law Alison Turner. 
 
The findings of an inquest into Graham’s death in June 2019 were brought to light by                
Turner via the independent website Disability News Service. The inquest found that            
DWP and NHS staff had missed opportunities to save Graham. “The safety net that              
should surround vulnerable people like Errol in our society had holes within it,” said              
the coroner, Elizabeth Didcock. 
 
Campaigners say the tragedy – the latest in a series of cases where vulnerable              
claimants have died after having their benefits cut off – showed serious            
shortcomings in the DWP’s treatment of highly vulnerable claimants. They called for            
an overhaul of its safeguarding systems and a halt to benefit sanctions against             
disabled claimants. 
 
The Labour MP Debbie Abrahams, who raised the case in Parliament on Monday,             
said: “Particularly worrying are the deaths of vulnerable claimants like Errol, following            
the DWP stopping their payments. This is in spite of departmental procedures which             
are meant to protect vulnerable people. This has to be looked at as a matter of                
urgency.” 
 
The DWP said it took Graham’s death seriously and had referred the case to a newly                
created serious case panel process to learn lessons. The panel’s terms of reference             



 

had not been formalised, but its members would be DWP civil servants. A DWP              
spokesperson said: “This is a tragic, complex case and our sympathies are with Mr              
Graham’s family.” 
 
Graham’s case follows that of Jodey Whiting, a vulnerable 42-year-old woman from            
Stockton who took her own life in 2017 after the DWP stopped some of her benefits                
for failing to attend a fit-for-work test. It turned out that at the time of the appointment                 
she had been in hospital with pneumonia. 
 
A DWP investigation last year into the case of Stephen Smith, 64, from Liverpool,              
who was denied benefits in 2017 despite multiple debilitating illnesses and weighing            
just six stone, found officials had missed “crucial safeguarding opportunities”          
although policy had been followed. Smith died in April last year. 
 
Graham’s benefits were cut off in October 2017, just weeks after he had failed to               
attend an appointment for a DWP fit-for-work test. Turner called it a “cruel and              
dysfunctional” response. “They took the money off someone who was highly           
vulnerable and they knew he was highly vulnerable.” 
 
Graham had been on incapacity benefits since 2003 after his father died, and had a               
spell in a psychiatric hospital in 2015. He had been reassessed as unfit for work in                
2013 and had been on employment and support allowance (ESA) when the DWP             
called him for a retest in 2017 “as the claimed level of disability was unclear”. 
 
The inquest heard it was standard DWP procedure to stop the benefits of a claimant               
marked on the system as vulnerable after two failed safeguarding visits. It made two              
visits on 16 and 17 October. Graham’s ESA payment due on the 17th was stopped               
on the same day. 
 
There was no formal requirement for DWP staff to seek more information about             
Graham’s health or how he was functioning before ceasing his benefits, and it had              
not done so, the inquest heard. It concluded that at the time of the visits “it is likely                  
that [Graham’s] mental health was poor”. 
 
Didcock described this as “a hugely important decision to make, especially with the             
knowledge that [Graham] had longterm illness that was unlikely to have improved            
significantly – also that he was reliant on this benefit as his sole income”. 
 
She could not demonstrate that the loss of benefits had led directly to Graham’s              
death, but she concluded: “The sudden loss of all income, and the threat of eviction               
that followed from it, will have caused huge distress and worry, and significant             
financial hardship.” 



 

 
Graham had no other money to pay for food or utilities, she noted. He was               
“vulnerable to life stressors” and she concluded that it was “likely that this loss of               
income, and housing, were the final and devastating stressors, that had a significant             
effect on his mental health”. 
 
She added: “He needed the DWP to obtain more evidence at the time his ESA was                
stopped to make a more informed decision about him, particularly following the failed             
safeguarding visits. If anyone had known he was struggling, help could have been             
provided.” 
 
Ken Butler, a welfare rights and policy adviser at Disability Rights UK said: “The              
tragic and unnecessary death of Errol Graham again shows that the DWP is failing in               
its safeguarding responsibilities towards vulnerable disabled people.” 
  
  
 
 
  



 

Consumers are not aware we are slaves inside the greenhouses 
aljazeera.com, by James Rippingale, October 16, 2019 
 
Exploitation plagues Spain's farming province, with migrant workers paid below          
minimum wage and living in squalor. 
Almeria, Spain - Maruf Osman, a 23-year-old Ghanaian, gestures towards the           
slum-like cement and tarpaulin settlement behind him, set on an arid patch of             
wasteland outside the small town of San Isidro in Almeria, Spain's southern province             
that hosts the world's largest concentration of greenhouses. 
"Even in my country," he says, "I never lived in a place like this." 
A stench hangs in the air; there is used toilet paper on the floor, waste and shredded                 
plastic. 
Stray kittens dart around in the refuse. 
In the near distance, a migrant in a Liverpool FC shirt squats behind a bush. 
On either side of the settlement, the milky-white expanse of Almeria's fruit and             
vegetable greenhouses dominates the landscape - from the foothills of the Sierra            
Nevada to the Mediterranean Sea. 
Covering over 31,000 hectares (76,600 acres) and visible from space, Almeria's "sea            
of plastic" produces roughly 3.5 million tonnes of fruit and vegetables per year. 
According to regional distribution company Agrosol, 61 percent of Almeria's produce           
is exported, with 99.8 percent bound for Europe - the Netherlands (13.55 percent),             
France (13.5 percent) and the UK (11.4 percent) are top markets. 
With Brexit looming, farmers are preparing for high UK import taxes, pushing            
production costs higher and produce prices down in a speculative commodities           
market generating an annual revenue of 274 million euro ($300m). 
Viewed from above, the striking geometry of Almeria's greenhouses resembles a           
work of science fiction: a sprawling, futuristic farming model of structural symmetry            
cultivating produce by the metric tonne in a land where water is scarce, the earth               
scorched and the sun blinding. 
In reality, what is referred to as Almeria's "economic miracle" among Spanish            
economists is almost exclusively dependant on an invisible, expendable and often           
illegally employed migrant workers like Maruf, toiling under 40-degree heat and           
extreme humidity. 
On the days he finds work, Maruf spends eight hours waist-deep in            
pesticide-covered crops without protective gear. 
At night, he sleeps body-to-body in crowded rooms, like the thousands of other             
migrant workers crammed into grim encampments like San Isidro dotted throughout           
the region, without electricity or sanitation. 
Maruf arrived in Almeria six months ago after reaching Europe by boat via             
Lampedusa. With few job opportunities in Italy, he travelled overland to Valencia to             
harvest oranges, then to Almeria seeking work in the greenhouses. 



 

Here, he lives in a concrete structure without doors or windows that he shares with               
five others. 
At best, he finds work one or two days a week during harvest season. 
When his parents in Ghana call, he feels ashamed and lies about life in Europe. 
"I don't want them to see me in an environment like this," he says. "They will cry.                 
They will say 'why are you living like that?'" 
As he speaks, two more Ghanaians emerge from a concrete outbuilding. 
They wash their arms from a blackened pot hung over a campfire. Dipping a tin mug                
into the pot, they share sips of water. 
On a nearby greenhouse, someone has graffitied "rights for the workers" in Spanish. 
A Moroccan child wanders alone across the wasteland, alongside a pile of smashed             
bottles. Nearby, a migrant sways back and forth - he appears to be drunk. 
"We have a lot of problems with alcoholism here," says Jose Garcia of the Sindicato               
de Obreros del Campo (SOC-SAT), an independent Almeria workers' union and           
pressure group which offers legal advice to migrants and battles local agricultural            
companies for baseline worker salaries and safety protocols.  
"Boredom, depression, it takes its toll," he says, looking at the man, who is now               
propped against a tree. 
According to Garcia, there are roughly 300 inhabitants in the San Isidro camp -              
including five children - with 62 similar settlements across the region. 
"We estimate that there may be around 100,000 workers in the field … 93 percent of                
farm workers -  salaried workers - are in precarious conditions." 
In 2013, the SOC negotiated a minimum daily wage of 46.72 euros ($51.21) for              
workers. But greenhouse owners have still not put it into effect. 
Un-contracted employment is, by law, illegal here. 
But Almeria's labour force and migrants are often employed unofficially, paid cash in             
hand on an ad-hoc basis for approximately 35 euros ($38.36) a day.  
"There is a lot of suffering here," says 23-year-old Moroccan Abdul Wahjid, another             
camp resident. "We would like to live in another place, but we don't have [work]               
papers - a permit - and we don't have money to move." 
A spokesperson from the Spanish Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food told Al             
Jazeera that the government implements health and safety regulations and carries           
out regular labour inspections. 
Irregularities should be reported, though "some isolated case cannot be considered",           
the  spokesperson said. 
Regarding the use of pesticides, the ministry said that by law, safety standards must              
be met and protective gear should be worn when working with chemicals. 
But little evidence of this law can be seen in the region. 
The Spanish government's approval to raise the minimum wage by 22.3 percent for             
2019 is also said to benefit roughly 2.5 million workers from all sectors - including the                
agricultural industry - and help "prevent poverty at work, increase the living            
standards of the lowest-paid people", the spokesperson  said. 



 

Yet, this still does not address Almeria's use of undocumented migrant labourers            
who are paid below minimum wage or the squalid conditions in which many             
greenhouse workers live. 
The route to legal employment is tough. 
One man intimate with the process is Spitou Mendy, a 56-year old Senegalese SOC              
union chairman, translator and greenhouse worker. 
Originally a school teacher heavily involved in union coordination in Senegal, he            
arrived in Almeria in 2001. 
Today, he lives alone in a small, sparsely furnished apartment in the city. It is late                
afternoon and he has just finished his greenhouse shift. 
Rubbing his tired eyes, he pulls down his living room blinds, blocking the sun              
outside. 
"When [a] migrant arrives to Spain, he has to wait three years to apply for a work                 
permit," he explains. "Outside of that permit there is nothing, they are not visible.              
[Workers are] like an object that has to be hidden." 
This waiting period is called "Social Roots" and is designed to prove to immigration              
authorities that the individual has begun building a life in Spain with a view to settle                
permanently. 
Legal employment also requires pre-work permit sponsorship from a willing company           
boss. 
"[Migrants] take a high risk because if something happens in the greenhouse while             
they are working they have no access to [the] healthcare system. 
"They can [also] be really in trouble, because they are not legally [supposed to be]               
working. 
"We are exposed to risks such as pesticides. We breathe the products that are used               
to kill the bugs in the greenhouse. We have no one to tell us: 'This is dangerous for                  
you.' 
"People are afraid, but they're more afraid of the bosses firing them. 
"People die inside the greenhouse because they have no protection … In the end,              
the worker is sacrificed so that a well-packaged product reaches the supermarkets." 
An independent study in anticholinesterase pesticide poisoning in Almeria by the           
University of Grenada's Department of Legal Medicine and Toxicology revealed 597           
counts of pesticide exposure between January 2000 and December 2006. 
Exact figures for the number of people who have died of work-related conditions are              
not available but SOC has helped to bring a recent case to light. 
A 27-year-old Moroccan worker identified as MEB died on January 18, 2019, after a              
week with stomach pains. 
An autopsy performed by the Institute of Legal Medicine (IML) of Almeria confirmed             
his death was due to poisoning. 
Greenhouse owners Kop Agro refused to comment at the time, citing a lack of              
information at the time of his death, and have issued no statement since. 
For un-contracted migrants seeking work, their day begins around 4am. 



 

It is dark in the small town of Las Norias De Daza. Along its main street, shops and                  
bars are bolted shut. A cold wind hammers inland from the coast. 
Small groups of Moroccans and West Africans in high visibility jackets gather at             
roundabouts and street corners as small white vans and cars crawl by. They             
squeeze quickly inside the vehicles, vanishing into the crisscross of roads and tracts             
leading towards the greenhouses. Several migrant workers Al Jazeera interviewed          
said they do not see the bosses they work for, only duty managers who pick them                
up, oversee the day's tasks, then return them to the same spot. 
Managers also rarely hire new people, favouring small groups they have prior            
experience with. 
For newcomers to Almeria, this may mean weeks - or months - of doing nothing. 
By 9:30am, La Mojonera, another sleepy coastal town, stutters to life. 
A group of young men from Mali and Ivory Coast have lingered well past sunrise at                
its main roundabout, hoping for work. 
Soon, they call it a day, trudging back to their rented accommodation: a windowless              
three-room apartment shared by 10 people, with cracked walls and a heavy steel             
door opposite a pesticide production plant. 
Inside, the air is stagnant. 
The men are exhausted. They slump on tatty sofas and chairs as a television blares               
a pixelated football match, the picture stuttering and stalling. 
As midday approaches, others appear, bleary-eyed and dazed. 
Daouda Diabete, 24, from Ivory Coast reached Almeria four months ago from Italy. 
He is smartly dressed, with perfectly white trainers, and shifts nervously on the sofa              
as he speaks.  
"There are bosses who might give you two or three days' work with no papers, it                
depends.  But after, they let you go. 
"If you have papers you can receive a small contract and that way you can manage.                
You wake up 4am and you go and look for work. You mustn't just stay at home - if                   
you stay at home, you don't get work." 
Martin Caraher, professor of food and health policy at City University, London, said             
workers like Diabete are "doubly vulnerable". 
"They're vulnerable because of low wages [and] they're vulnerable because they're           
migrants. 
"People in the UK are not even aware of this. People at the moment are largely hung                 
up on sustainability - quite rightly. But for certain products such as coffee, they've got               
some sense of fairness in the food chain and they assume that for the rest of it, it's                  
ok. But it's not." 
As well as the migrant workers, life is also unpredictable for some of Almeria's              
farmers. 
Avelino Mana, 56, has owned his greenhouse for 30 years, 23 of which he spent               
farming courgettes. 



 

It is harvest time and his entire crop is bound for England via export and distribution                
company Mayes Exportation, which supplies UK supermarket Sainsbury's. 
Inside his vast greenhouse, the air is heavy. 
Dense vegetation rises to waist height, covering 30,000 square metres (323,000           
square feet). 
Despite its size, Mana says his three contracted Moroccan employees - one of whom              
has worked for him for 22 years, and himself, are all the workers his operation               
needs. 
Gradually rising production costs have hit his business hard and Brexit is set to              
impact him further, though he cannot say to what extent. 
Mayes, the distribution company, "already told us that they are going to import less              
courgettes. They told me that the transport to England is going to be more              
expensive," he explains. 
"The thing is, the costs like plastic, soil, workers, the lights - everything is more               
expensive. But the   price of the products remains the same as 30 years ago." 

Mana never knows exactly how much his crop will sell for. Prices are dictated by                
Almeria's six major distribution companies, which purchase produce per kilo from           
local suppliers. 
Then they sell them onward to the supermarkets, often providing the transport and             
logistics required for them to reach European shop shelves. 
Distributors' profit margins, when squeezed by rising logistical costs, push produce           
prices down. But without these companies, most struggling greenhouse owners do           
not have the capital or facilities needed to go it alone. 
"They have us by the balls," Mana says, scoffing. 
Currently, his courgettes are purchased by Mayes for approximately 35 euro cents            
per kilo ($0.38). In a UK supermarket, they will sell for roughly 1 euro ($1.10) each,                
equalling around 8 euro ($8.79) per kilo. 
"It's a fair price for a good product," says Mana. Though he will never see it. 
At the entrance to his greenhouse, a Mayes minivan sits waiting to be filled. 
Inside, Mana and his workers go from crop to crop, slicing courgettes from their              
stalks with boxcutters and loading them onto hand-pushed trolleys. 
In the nearby town of El Ejido, on the highway connecting Almeria to Spain's North,               
there are warehouses for many of the region's major distribution companies:           
Gongora Export S L, Gonzalez Bonilla S L, Ica, Mr Roger, Agroponiente and La              
Union. 
All six of Almeria's main distribution companies declined to be interviewed for this             
article. 
La Union's warehouse is a hive of industry: sterile, fast-moving and a world away              
from the bleak living conditions of Almeria's migrant workers. 
Machinery clanks and grinds as forklift trucks zip back and forth over the warehouse              
floor. 



 

Uniformed Spanish workers shout directions as shiny crates of tomatoes, peppers,           
courgettes and melon are loaded onto lorries lining the entrance bay. 
More than 2,200km (1,370 miles) away, on the vegetable aisle of a Sainsbury's             
supermarket on London's Kingsland Road, crates of courgettes separated into green           
mesh bags sit full to the brim as rush hour shoppers fill their baskets. 
On each bag, the label states: "Grown by Mayes, Spain." 
Almerian products on adjacent aisles also merely state the country and region in             
which they were grown. 
There is no mention of the ailing, independent greenhouses like Mana's that they             
were purchased from at rock bottom prices. 
All trace of the region's impoverished migrant workforce, and the squalid settlements            
in which they sleep, have been washed clean. 
A spokesperson from Sainsbury's did not address why produce labels do not note             
the exact point of origin, but told Al Jazeera that since 2015, the company and other                
retailers have funded and supported the Spanish Ethical Trade Supplier Forums. 
Sainsbury's teams visit suppliers every few weeks to monitor how they meet the             
principles of the company's code of conduct for ethical trade, the spokesperson            
added. 
"[Suppliers] must also show continuous improvement in worker welfare and report           
their progress to us in delivering against their own code of conduct." 
British supermarkets remain largely opaque regarding import volumes, product         
origins, incomes and market distribution strategies. 
Tesco has declared this "commercially sensitive information." Sainsbury's drew fire          
from UK regulatory body The Financial Reporting Council in 2015 for refusing to             
declare supplier income. 
A Tesco spokesperson said the company was "aware of the risks surrounding the             
employment of migrant workers in southern Spain", but works with growers,           
suppliers and the Spanish Ethical Trade Supplier Forums to ensure "good           
standards." 
The spokesperson added that Tesco uses an approved supplier list, which is            
annually audited by "independent parties", and conducts regular visits to supplier           
sites. 
However, Tesco also omits specific supplier information on labels, meaning          
conscious consumers cannot make informed decisions about purchases. 
This lack of transparency as produce passes from greenhouse to table is, according             
to Spitou Mendy, the Senegalese union leader, essential to the success of the             
distributor companies. 
They have come to define Almeria's economic model as well as the continued             
prosperity of the supermarkets they supply. 
"Consumers are not aware," he says, "that we are slaves inside the greenhouse." 
 
 



 

Chechnya LGBT: Dozens 'detained in new gay purge' 
bbc.com, January 14, 2019 
 
Activists in Russia say there has been a new crackdown against LGBT people in              
Chechnya. 
The Russian LGBT Network believes about 40 people have been imprisoned since            
December - two of whom they say have died under torture. 
The group has been monitoring alleged abuses in the mainly Muslim Russian            
republic since 2017 when dozens of gay people were reportedly detained. A            
government spokesman has dismissed their latest report as "complete lies". 
Chechnya, and its authoritarian leader Ramzan Kadyrov, has consistently denied          
allegations of illegal detentions and human rights abuses. 
In an interview with the BBC last year, Mr Kadyrov said the allegations were "an               
invention by foreign agents" or created by activists looking for money. 
Homophobia is widespread in the highly conservative and predominantly Muslim          
Russian republic. 
Mr Kadyrov and other government figures have repeatedly claimed Chechnya has           
no gay population at all. 
Despite official denials, dozens have come forward and alleged they were detained            
and tortured by authorities because of their sexual orientation. 
The reports have drawn condemnation from around the world. 
The Russian LGBT Network, an activist group, has been monitoring the situation in             
Chechnya and working to evacuate people from the region since reports of the             
crackdown emerged in 2017. 
In a statement released on Monday, the group alleged a fresh wave of persecution              
and abuses had been unleashed in recent weeks. 
They believe the latest wave was sparked by the arrest of an administrator of an               
online LGBT group on the social media network VKontakte. 
Recent posts on the network have allegedly told LGBT people to "run away from the               
republic as soon as possible", according to reports in Russian media. 
Activists believe dozens have been taken in recent weeks to a detention centre near              
Argun - a town 20km (13 miles) from the city of Grozny. 
"We know of around 40 people who have been detained, but it may be more. It's also                 
unclear at this point how many have since been freed. We know that does happen,               
when people are handed over to their families to 'deal with'," Igor Kochetkov, the              
head of the group, told the BBC. 
He said it had helped more than 140 people escape the region since the persecution               
began. The group had evidence, including from witnesses, that two detainees had            
died under torture, including one from knife wounds, he said. 
Mr Kochetkov also said that police were now seizing detainees' travel documents. 



 

"Everything is being done so that they can't flee the country," he told the Moscow               
Times. "And this is very bad for us because it makes our work much more difficult in                 
terms of evacuation." 
The reports have not been independently verified by the BBC. 
Last month a report by the Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe             
(OSCE) concluded that "very serious human rights violations" had occurred in the            
republic. 
The report was compiled using evidence including survivor testimony - and made            
allegations of harassment, persecution, torture, arbitrary arrests and extrajudicial         
killings of minorities, including LGBT people. 
It identified a "climate of impunity" and called on Russia to investigate the abuse. 
On Monday, a spokesman for the Chechen government told the Kremlin-backed RT            
website that the latest allegations were untruthful. 
"If even a single person were arrested, let alone 40, the entire Chechen public would               
have known. The claim that two were killed is even more absurd," Alvi Kraimov said. 
One victim of the 2017 crackdown spoke anonymously to the BBC about his             
experience of detainment. 
He said he was subjected to torture - including electric shocks and beatings. 
"They have a special black box and they attach wires to your hands or ears. The                
pain is awful. It's terrible torture," Ruslan (not his real name) said. 
Former detainees have spoken of being pressured to give the names of others             
during beatings. 
 
 
 
  



 

One in five Chinese children is overweight or obese, and the booming            
economy may be to blame, study reveals 
CNN, by Katie Hunt, March 19, 2019 
 
What is obesity? 01:15 
(CNN)One in five Chinese children is overweight or obese, a new study has found,              
up from just 1 in 20 in 1995. 
The research, published Tuesday, found that while China's rapid economic growth           
over the past two decades had been accompanied by a reduction in childhood             
growth stunting and thinness, the country has also seen a four-fold rise in the              
number of overweight and obese children. 
Type 2 diabetes affects nearly 7,000 young people in the UK 
The authors said they were concerned to see such a marked increase. "This             
suggests a pressing need for policy responses that may include taxation of food and              
beverage with added sugars and fats, subsidies to promote dietary diversity, and            
strategies to promote physical activity and health education," said the study's           
co-author, Peking University professor Jun Ma. 
China's economy has boomed in recent years and is now the world's second-largest.             
The authors said their study was the first to evaluate the effect of economic growth               
on malnutrition in all its forms, and previous studies have focused solely on under              
nutrition. 
Increasing incomes have allowed households to spend more on food, and           
urbanization has made it much easier for families to access better health care and              
education. 
But, at the same time, it's much easier for Chinese kids to eat junk food, and kids are                  
less physically active than they used to be, said Bai Li, a research fellow at the                
Institute of Applied Health Research at the University of Birmingham in the UK, who              
wasn't involved in the research. 
"Children used to use their spare time to play outside; now they are inside in front of                 
computers and the TV. There are many fast food chains in China now and many               
Chinese people are adopting new food like this," she said. 
Childhood obesity is on the rise around the world, and the World Health Organization              
has called it "one of the most serious public health challenges of the 21st century." 

Are grandparents to blame? 
Li said that a lagging perception of what's healthy had underpinned the increase in              
childhood obesity in China. 
"People still think being fat is a good thing. It's particularly true for older generation.               
They often grew up in poverty when food was scarce," said Li, who has studied the                
role of grandparents in childhood obesity in China. 
"Grandparents often live with the family and given that parents often both work, they              
play a big role in deciding what children eat." 

https://edition.cnn.com/profiles/katie-hunt
https://edition.cnn.com/2018/11/22/health/diabetes-children-uk-scli-intl/index.html
https://money.cnn.com/video/investing/2015/10/06/market-movers-china.cnnmoney/
https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/staff/profiles/applied-health/li-bai.aspx
https://cnn.com/2019/02/13/health/child-obesity-parenting-without-borders-intl/index.html
https://ijbnpa.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12966-015-0251-z
https://ijbnpa.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12966-015-0251-z


 

In the study, which was published in the the Lancet Diabetes & Endocrinology,             
researchers used data from more than 1 million Chinese children ages 7 to 18              
between 1995 and 2014. 
It found that the prevalence of stunting in Chinese children and adolescent due to              
long-term insufficient nutrient intake and infections decreased from 8.1% to 2.4% in            
that time period, and thinness declined from 7.5% to 4.1%. 
On average, the number of Chinese children classed as overweight or obese            
increased from 5.3% in 1995 to 20.5% in 2014. 
Current levels of obesity among Chinese adults are among the lowest in the world,              
said Lindsay M. Jaacks, an assistant professor at the Department of Global Health             
and Population at the Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health, making this study              
particularly worrying. 
"The importance of this finding cannot be underestimated, considering evidence that           
excess weight gained in childhood is carried into adulthood and increases the risk of              
type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular disease, and some cancers," she wrote in a            
commentary published alongside the research. 
"In the absence of strong nutritional governance, China is likely to see a substantial              
increase in the prevalence of adult obesity as the current cohort of children and              
adolescents ages." 
 
 
  



 

Being raised by grandparents may increase risk for childhood obesity 
Washington Univeristy in St Louis, by Neil Schoenherr, February 6, 2020 
 
Grandparental child care is linked to nearly a 30% increase in childhood overweight             
and obesity risk, finds a new analysis from the Brown School at Washington             
University in St. Louis. 
 
In a study, published online Jan. 22 in Childhood Obesity, researchers discovered            
that grandparents could impact their grandchildren’s waistline in various ways, such           
as influencing their daily diet and physical activity, as well shaping their            
grandchildren’s perceptions on what represents a healthy lifestyle. 
 
“The past decades have witnessed a rapid increase in life expectancy. Older adults             
are not only living longer but also being healthier and more productive than ever              
before,” said Ruopeng An, assistant professor at the Brown School and lead author.             
“For many, grandparenting is the highlight of their later years, and we observe             
grandparental care to be more common over time in the U.S. and other parts of the                
world.” 
 
When the Pew Research Center surveyed older people regarding their most           
valuable experience during aging, 19% of the men and 31% of the women referred              
to spending time with their grandchildren, An said. Some grandparents offer           
intensive care for their grandchildren while others offer intermittent assistance. In           
total, nearly 40% offer some grandchild care, and nearly a third assist with errands,              
housework or home repairs in the U.S., he said. 
 
“Grandparents’ influence on their grandchildren’s growth and development can be          
profound,” An said. “Through offering wisdom, teaching traditions, providing         
guidance and making memories, grandparents are often able to leave behind a            
legacy that their grandchildren will cherish and benefit lifelong. However, some           
negative influences from grandparental care may also be present and cannot be            
overlooked.” 
 
An and his co-authors — from the University of Michigan, Shanghai University and             
Overseas Chinese College in Beijing — conducted a comprehensive review and           
data analysis on the scientific literature that studied the relationship between           
grandparental care and childhood obesity. 
 
In An’s paper, “Influence of Grandparental Child Care on Childhood Obesity: A            
Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis, he and his co-authors reviewed a total of 23             
studies. Eight studies were conducted in China, five in Japan, three in the United              
Kingdom, two in the U.S. and one each in five other countries. Twelve studies              



 

focused on grandparents’ roles as a main caregiver in the family and seven on              
grandparents’ co-residence. 
 
“Affluence and being well fed is valued and desirable to many grandparents as they              
had experienced hunger and poverty in their youth, which they may pass on to their               
grandchildren, who, to the opposite, are fighting against a world of food swamps and              
ever-expanding portion size,” An said. 
 
“The notion of ‘the bigger the healthier’ is still relevant,” he said. “Some grandparents              
may perceive heavier body weight in children as a sign of being healthy. As such,               
some children are urged to eat larger and more frequent meals. Some grandparents             
may provide children with sweets and fried food as a way to show love and kindness.                
In fact, in some cultures, grandparents may also be more likely to excuse children              
from doing household chores, a key form of physical activity.” 
 
To his surprise, An said, the positive association between grandparental childcare           
and childhood overweight and obesity was not found to differ between countries. 
 
“Grandparental care is long known to have deep cultural roots,” he said. “Based on              
Ziarat Hossain’s research, grandparents in western countries provide care when they           
are needed and called upon, known as the ‘non-interference’ approach. 
 
“On the other hand, grandparents in Asian and African countries are so active and              
direct in their grandchild’s lives that they sometimes are considered the ‘two            
additional sets of parents.’ What underlines the lack of difference in the influence of              
grandparental care on childhood obesity? No concrete conclusions can be drawn at            
this moment and future research is needed.” 
 
Although meta-analysis identified a positive association between grandparental child         
care and childhood overweight and obesity, grandparental child care was not           
associated with children’s Body Mass Index (BMI) z-scores — the accepted measure            
for childhood weight adjusted for age and sex. (A z-score gives an idea of how far                
from the mean a data point is.) 
 
“This is likely due to lack of statistical power given that only four studies included in                
this review analyzed children’s BMI z-scores. It is also possible that the relationship             
between grandparental child care and childhood obesity is more complicated than a            
simple linear relationship,” An said. 
 
“The impact of grandparenting is multilayered and complex,” he said. “Through           
research, we hope to provide scientific support for both grandparents and their            
grandchildren to make the best out of their precious, bonding relationship.”  



 

More students are experiencing homelessness than ever before 
Changing America, by Joseph Guzman, February 3, 2020 
 
Public schools report more than 1.5 million homeless children and youth in the             
2017-2018 school year. 
The number of public-school students experiencing homelessness increased from         
1.3 million in the 2015-2016 school year to 1.5 million in the 2017-2018 school year. 
An 11 percent increase was recorded in one year. 
Advocates call the report “alarming.” 
The number of public-school students who are experiencing homelessness is          
increasing at a record rate, according to recently released federal data. 
A report released this week by the National Center for Homeless Education found             
that the number of public school students who were homeless at some point in the               
past three school years increased from 1.3 million in the 2015-2016 school year to              
1.5 million in the 2017-2018 school year, a 15 percent increase. 
There was an 11 percent increase between the 2016-2017 and the 2018-2019            
school year. 
According to the national nonprofit SchoolHouse Connection, which is an advocate           
on behalf of children and teens experiencing homelessness, the 1.5 million students            
dealing with homelessness is a record high. 
“The record number of children and youth experiencing homelessness nationwide is           
alarming,” Barbara Duffield, executive director of SchoolHouse Connection, said in a           
statement. 
“As high as these numbers are, our identification efforts still need work before they              
accurately reflect how many children and youth — including young children under            
the age of six — experience homelessness,” Duffield said. 
The report shows the growth of student homelessness is taking place across the             
country, with 16 states reporting a growth of at least 10 percent, with eight showing a                
20 percent spike. Texas saw a 100 percent increase, with the number of homeless              
students doubling. 
Meanwhile, only 13 states saw a drop in students experiencing homelessness, and            
only five reported a reduction of more than 10 percent. 
The report also underscored the barriers to academic success students experiencing           
homelessness face. During the 2018-2019 school year, roughly 29 percent of           
students reached academic proficiency in reading, 24 percent were proficient in math            
and 26 percent achieved proficiency in science. 
The report notes it does not reflect the totality of students who may experience              
homelessness and the number could be greater, as children who have dropped out,             
young children not enrolled in preschool or students who may have experienced            
homelessness in the summer are not shown in the data. 
  
  



 

  
Missouri lawmaker wants police officers to stop women from getting abortions 
The Guardian, by Jessica Glenza, February 6, 2020 
 
Mike Moon introduced bill that would redefine fertilized egg as a person and             
effectively turn any attempt to terminate a pregnancy into murder 
A Missouri state representative who once beheaded a chicken on Facebook to make             
a point about abortion wants police officers to stop women from terminating            
pregnancies. 
Mike Moon, a Republican Missouri state representative, introduced a bill he calls the             
Right to Due Process Act, which redefines a fertilized egg as a person with all the                
constitutional rights of any other citizen. The suggested law then requires police and             
the courts to “affirmatively enforce” the Missouri constitution’s due process clause           
which guarantees legal rights to people, effectively turning any attempt to terminate a             
pregnancy into murder. 
Moon also filed a bill to “abolish” abortion in Missouri, and specifically cites “murder              
by abortion”. The law makes no exemptions for rape, incest or apparently for women              
who have pregnancies which are not viable and potentially fatal, since the proposals             
strike references to abortion exemptions for maternal health. 
Despite multiple calls to his office, Moon’s legislative assistant said he was not             
available for comment. 
His bill did not lay out how, exactly, law enforcement would “affirmatively enforce”             
such a provision. But a frequent collaborator of Moon’s, the state representative Ben             
Baker, said the legal focus was right to be on conferring rights to fetuses. 
“The main thing for me, is understanding again – if it is a life and we believe it is a life                     
then it should have rights just like the rest of us,” said Baker. “But how we go about                  
that line of where we would forcefully deal with that situation – I think we have to take                  
a lot of things into consideration,” he said. 
Baker said he would seriously consider such a proposal as Moon’s, although he is              
not a co-sponsor at this time. 
Abortion is legal in all 50 US states because of the landmark 1973 US supreme court                
decision Roe v Wade. While the decision is imperiled by an abortion case scheduled              
to come before the court in March, it remains in force across the country. 
The suggested law would require police and courts to ‘affirmatively enforce’ the state             
constitution’s due process clause which guarantees legal rights to people, effectively           
turning any attempt to terminate a pregnancy into murder. 
Both Moon’s bills are long-shots. The “due process” act has only one co-sponsor:             
representative Jeff Shawan who did not respond to a request for comment. The bill              
to abolish abortion has no co-sponsors. 
“Representative Moon’s bills rarely receive hearings and rarely make it to full score             
votes,” said M’Evie Mead, the director of policy and organizing for Planned            
Parenthood Advocates in Missouri. “His desire in this debate is focused on getting a              



 

lot of attention,” she said. She said policies to limit sexual and reproductive health              
services have “costs, real human costs”. 
The bill is a reminder of an eight-week abortion ban law Missouri passed less than a                
year ago, and mirrors other extreme proposals from states such as Ohio. 
In Ohio, a group of extreme anti-abortion lawmakers proposed a law which created a              
new crime, “abortion murder”, and required doctors to try to “re-implant” ectopic            
pregnancies, a procedure which does not exist in medical science. 
Such proposals represent a fissure in the anti-abortion world. Mainstream groups           
such as the anti-abortion March for Life continue to focus on proposals to winnow              
down women’s rights incrementally. Others, like Moon, feel emboldened by the           
Trump administration’s conservative record on appointing judges and its public          
rhetoric to ban abortion and want to see how courts handle any challenge. 
Moon is a longtime anti-abortion extremist. In 2017, he decapitated a live chicken on              
Facebook to call for an end to abortion. In the video, he then removed one of the                 
chicken’s internal organs, and said Missourians needed to get “to the heart of the              
matter”, and ban abortion. 
Anti-abortion activists commonly compare abortion to slavery, and Moon has also           
sought to make that comparison literally. He introduced a bill to create an abortion              
exhibit at the Missouri state museum, one that would be required to be shown              
alongside exhibits on slavery. 
When a statue of the Greek goddess of agriculture Ceres was removed from the              
state capitol’s rotunda for cleaning, Moon opposed its replacement, arguing it was            
“pagan” and offensive to Christians. 
Just this session alone, Moon has introduced bills to require internet service            
providers to block “obscene” websites or face penalties (later withdrawn); to allow            
parents to opt their children out of sex education in public schools; and a bill to                
prohibit doctors from treating children with gender dysphoria with hormones or           
surgery, under penalty of losing their license. 
In addition to his work against abortion, Moon is the co-chair of the Missouri chapter               
of the Congressional Prayer Caucus. The Christian group pushes legislation to           
enshrine rightwing Judeo-Christian values into law through public declarations, such          
as “In God We Trust” placards, and “religious freedom” laws used to deny services to               
people of other faiths and beliefs. 
“These abortion bills are a key part of a larger agenda to codify a far-right               
evangelical Christian America,” said Rachel Laser, the president and CEO of           
Americans United for Separation of Church and State. 
In 2019, Missouri was one of a handful of states which passed a ferociously              
anti-abortion law called “heartbeat bills”, which bans abortion at six weeks (in            
Missouri’s case, abortion is banned at eight weeks). But Missouri’s law was not just a               
six-week abortion ban. 
It also held that if the eight-week ban was found unconstitutional, which it almost              
certainly would be, then another ban at 14 weeks would go into effect. If that is found                 



 

unconstitutional, then 18 weeks, and if that too is found unconstitutional, then at 20              
weeks. The law also held that if Roe v Wade were ever overturned, the state would                
automatically outlaw abortion. 
Missouri’s health department has repeatedly attempted to shutter its last remaining           
abortion clinic in St Louis. It denied the clinic a license to operate, which is now being                 
challenged in court. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  



 

A billion-dollar empire made of mobile homes 

The Washington Post, by Peter Whoriskey, Feb. 14, 2019  
 
SMYRNA, Tenn. — It’s not fancy. But in the exurbs of Nashville stands part of a                
billion-dollar real estate empire. 
 
The Florence Commons community consists of about 300 mobile homes of varying            
vintages, mostly single-wide, many valued at less than $30,000 apiece, set 20 feet             
apart from one another. The occupants of some will tell you: The floors buckle. The               
ceilings crack. The doors don’t shut right. Their homes are sinking. 
 
“Okay — it’s a trailer park, not a fancy gated community,” said Jessica Boudreaux,              
33, who lives there with her two daughters. “If people could, they’d live somewhere              
else.” 
 
Yet Florence Commons, along with more than 200 other mobile-home parks around            
the United States, has produced hefty returns for Stockbridge Capital, a $13 billion             
private-equity firm, and its major investors. 
 
Their company for mobile-home parks has produced tens of millions for investors in             
recent years and saw a return on investment of more than 30 percent between late               
2016 and the end of 2017, according to documents. 
 
Those ample returns arise in part from their willingness to boost the rents of              
residents of mobile homes. As one investor’s report on the company put it: The              
“senior management team has a demonstrated track record of increasing home           
rental rates.” 
 
It has received $1.3 billion in financing through government-sponsored lender Fannie           
Mae, which says mobile homes are “inherently affordable.” The money helped them            
buy existing mobile-home parks. 
 
As large financial firms buy more and more U.S. homes, both conventional and             
mobile, the question of whether such investments benefit tenants or merely exploit            
them is a matter of dispute. 
 
“They prey on people who can’t afford land, people who can’t move,” said David              
Barrett, 62, an excavation equipment operator who lives in Florence Commons.           
“They’re taking advantage of — I wouldn’t say poor people — but working people.              
Where do you think their profits come from?” 
 



 

Yes Communities, the investors company that owns Florence Commons, says it is            
helping to meet the nation’s need for affordable housing. 
 
Much of the investors’ revenue comes from residents who, while they often own their              
homes, must pay rent for the home lot. At Florence Commons, rent has risen by 4                
percent or more a year, residents said. Most have little choice but to pay up because                
of a practical reason: They can’t move. The dwellings are called “mobile,” but they              
are costly to transport and sometimes owners are contractually forbidden to move            
them. 
 
The residents at Florence Commons must pay in other ways, too. Rent checks that              
are six days late incur a 10 percent fee and a threat of quick eviction. If residents fail                  
to cut the grass, the park managers threaten them with fees of $100 or more,               
residents said. An aggressive towing service has forced some residents to pay $200             
or more to recover their cars. 
 
The median income for families that live in mobile homes is about $30,000 a year.               
Adult residents of mobile homes also have lower levels of formal education,            
according to surveys. About two-thirds of them lack education beyond high school. 
 
“The owners just seem to want to get every dime from us,” Boudreaux said. 
 
Officials with Stockbridge Capital, a firm led by Terry Fancher and Sol Raso,             
released a statement: “Stockbridge is proud of its association with YES           
Communities, which has met the affordable housing needs of its residents           
nationwide for the past 11 years.” 
 
Vanessa Jasinski, vice president of marketing for Yes Communities, said the rents at             
Florence Commons have risen at 4 percent a year on average over the past six               
years — slightly higher than the average lot rate in the area last year, according to                
figures from Datacomp, an industry analyst. 
 
Jasinski also said the rules — and fees — for lawn and parking violations are               
intended to create pleasant surroundings. No park residents were required to pay for             
grass-cutting last year, she said. In the past five years, 46 home renters at Florence               
Commons have purchased homes in the community, she noted. 
 
As for the damage caused by mobile homes settling, she said “it is not uncommon               
for manufactured homes to settle and experience issues like these. This is true also              
of site-built homes.” 
 
'Chained to their booths' 



 

Over the past three years, some of the biggest private-equity firms — the Carlyle              
Group, Apollo Global Management and TPG Capital — have taken stakes in            
mobile-home parks, according to a forthcoming report by the nonprofit groups           
Private Equity Stakeholder Project, MHAction and Americans for Financial Reform.          
The mobile-home parks owned by private-equity firms have more than 100,000           
home sites, according to the report. 
 
“The firms made these investments seeking to double or triple their money in the              
space of a few years,” said Jim Baker, director of the Private Equity Stakeholder              
Project, an organization that has been critical of the private-equity industry. “That            
doesn’t lead to affordable housing.” 
 
He said residents of these mobile-home communities are reporting substantial rent           
increases, aggressive fees for small infractions and escalating evictions. 
 
Critics of large investors’ role in mobile-home parks point to the remarks of Frank              
Rolfe, an investor who has owned thousands of mobile-home lots. Referring to the             
steady stream of revenue, he said that a mobile-home park “is like a Waffle House               
where the customers are chained to their booths.” 
 
In fact, the money that investors can see from mobile-home parks is remarkably             
steady — and growing fast. Between 2004 and 2018, operating income from such             
parks rose 87 percent, according to Green Street Advisors, a global real estate             
research firm. The income never declined, even during the recession, the research            
firm said. 
 
In the case of Yes Communities, government help supports the investors’ returns. 
 
In August 2016, Fannie Mae, the government sponsored lender, said it was helping             
finance Yes Communities. It has helped, through two banks, to provide about $1.3             
billion for Yes Communities. Those loans enable Yes Communities to buy up            
mobile-home parks. 
 
The Yes Communities loan “will preserve affordable housing in communities across           
the nation,” Fannie Mae said in a news release at the time. 
 
“Providing investors with attractive returns helps YES to invest into new communities            
and markets and meet the affordable housing needs of both existing and new             
residents,” Jasinski said. 
 
The terms of the loan to Yes Communities, however, do not limit the rent hikes that                
face residents. A Fannie Mae spokesman said rent limits are not in their purview. 



 

“We believe the federal government should be preserving affordable housing, but as            
far as we can tell, that’s not the case with these loans” said Elisabeth Voigt,               
co-director of MHAction, an organization of mobile-home residents. “If it were, there            
would be requirements to keep the rents affordable. These loans should be helping             
residents buy and run their own communities, not private-equity groups that earn            
huge profits.” 
 
'It's really gone downhill' 
 
Stockbridge Capital, which is based in San Francisco and specializes in real estate             
investments, invested in the mobile-home park operator in 2008. In August 2016, it             
sold 71 percent of Yes Communities to a fund whose investors include the             
government of Singapore and a pension fund for public school employees in            
Pennsylvania. Stockbridge continues to manage the mobile-home park operator. 
 
It is difficult to know how much private-equity firms are making, but the Pennsylvania              
pension fund does issue some figures. Between September 2016 and December           
2017, the value of Stockbridge’s $179 million investment rose more than 30 percent,             
according to the firm’s public disclosures. 
 
But while Yes Communities is producing ample returns for investors, some residents            
say the parks have suffered. 
 
“It’s really gone downhill,” said Kris Wilkin, 47, a state corrections officer who bought              
a 2003 double-wide home in Florence Commons seven years ago. 
 
One year, residents said, the community swimming pool didn’t open for the summer.             
Residents also pointed to couches and other trash laying in the park. 
 
Boudreaux, a medical assistant for a neurologist, agreed. She and her two daughters             
moved there in 2011. 
Florence Commons, she said, was appealing to her because it welcomes people            
with imperfect credit. At the sales office, where salespeople encourage customers to            
buy homes in the park, they tell visitors that they can buy a home even if their credit                  
records include a bankruptcy or home foreclosure. Credit scores need be no higher             
than 550. 
 
“Yes! It Feels Good to be a Homeowner!” the company brochures say. “Contact our              
homeownership specialist today!” 
 



 

Boudreaux had come from a mobile-home park in South Dakota that was family             
owned. There, she said, “if there was an issue, they’d fix it.” She expected it would                
be the same at Florence Commons. 
 
“They said they’d work with us,” Boudreaux said. 
 
She bought a double-wide home for $34,000. 
 
But there are aspects of the park she likes. For one thing, it’s conveniently located               
and there are enough kids in the neighborhood that she’s rarely had to drive them to                
a play date. 
 
But the company, she says, doesn’t respond to basic requests for maintenance:            
requests for better drainage, streetlights or potholes. The park managers seem           
unimpressed, she said, by her complaint that uneven settling of her lot has created a               
crack in her ceiling where the two sides of her double-wide home are separating. 
 
Meanwhile, the rents are rising. 
 
The loan payments for home, she said, have dropped. But over the past six years,               
her lot rent has risen from $338 to $437, or almost 30 percent. 
 
“They’re almost like slumlords,” she said. “If you point something out, they’re just like              
. . . whatever. They just want the rent.” 
 
 
 

  



 

The flu shot saves lives. Why aren't migrants in US custody vaccinated? 

CNN, by Marie DeLuca and Katherine McKenzie, December 28, 2019 
 
(CNN) As doctors, we know that administering flu shots is easy. They're inexpensive,             
quick and low-risk. When people are vaccinated against the flu, they're protected            
from what can be a miserable and sometimes deadly disease. It's preventative care             
at its best and doctors love it for that reason: we save lives and thwart illnesses with                 
evidence-based medicine that is well-tolerated and effective. 
Immigration officials in the US, however, are denying people in their custody access             
to this basic care. The CDC recommended flu vaccinations for migrants, but the US              
Customs and Border Protection (CPB) rejected the idea, choosing instead to turn a             
blind eye to the potential public health crisis brewing in their facilities. CBP has              
argued that most migrants spend less than 72 hours in Border Patrol facilities, and              
told the Washington Post that it would be "logistically very challenging." 
Immigrants have suffered unnecessary illness and death while in US custody.           
Among them are at least three children who died of flu-related complications during             
the 2018-2019 flu season. Carlos Hernandez Vasquez, a 16-year-old from          
Guatemala, was found dead in a Border Patrol holding cell in May, just six days after                
he arrived in the US. The day before his death, a nurse practitioner at a federal                
processing center in McAllen, Texas, diagnosed him with the flu and found he had a               
103-degree fever. She recommended he be monitored and sent to the emergency            
room if his condition worsened, but he was quarantined in a cell instead. 
As physicians, we can't stand by any longer. And so we started the nonpartisan              
organization Doctors for Camp Closure. While we oppose the inhumane detention of            
migrants and refugees attempting to enter the US, we want to ensure that children              
and families are provided the necessary medical care. Vaccinating people is the            
least CBP could do -- and it helps to protect the people in their custody, as well as                  
their own staff. We are committed to making sure that happens. As doctors, we              
grappled with what some might perceive as a political cause, but after seeing             
preventable deaths we knew we couldn't stay silent. Amid humanitarian and medical            
challenges, we follow the tenet of the American Medical Association that "humanity            
is our patient." 
In November, as we prepared to vaccinate our own patients, we wrote a letter to the                
Departments of Homeland Security (DHS) and Health and Human Services (HHS)           
offering to pilot a free flu vaccination clinic, run by licensed US physicians, to people               
in immigrant detention centers. Our offer included the purchase and administration of            
vaccines as well as all of the necessary consent forms and other paperwork,             
effectively removing any financial or logistical burdens CBP might point to as            
reasons for denying people this standard of preventative care. They chose not to             
respond to our written request. 

https://www.cnn.com/2019/11/26/health/cdc-vaccinations-migrants-border-patrol/index.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/immigration/cdc-recommended-that-migrants-receive-flu-vaccine-but-cbp-rejected-the-idea/2019/11/25/8aba198e-0fb8-11ea-b0fc-62cc38411ebb_story.html
https://www.cnn.com/2019/11/26/health/cdc-vaccinations-migrants-border-patrol/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2019/10/04/us/immigrant-medical-care-wellpath-invs/index.html
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.cbsnews.com_news_doctors-2Dcall-2Dfor-2Dinvestigation-2Dafter-2D3-2Dmigrant-2Dchildren-2Din-2Dcustody-2Ddie-2Dof-2Dflu_&d=DwMFaQ&c=W8uiIUydLnv14aAum3Oieg&r=haYvn8UTtJhMJ5UTl6vlf47BSCqAnqLmI2yjukbrr3s&m=VGs9eknYARGzNcNHLM260ljdW4h-3WPySK5EvDaKJj4&s=pwekJUamR6H8uhsx9PfLJe7KhRhPyhvBkc2s1cpNN0I&e=
https://www.propublica.org/article/inside-the-cell-where-a-sick-16-year-old-boy-died-in-border-patrol-care
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__d4cc.nationbuilder.com_&d=DwMFaQ&c=W8uiIUydLnv14aAum3Oieg&r=haYvn8UTtJhMJ5UTl6vlf47BSCqAnqLmI2yjukbrr3s&m=VGs9eknYARGzNcNHLM260ljdW4h-3WPySK5EvDaKJj4&s=1Wug_paR_7uHesP4O03co8lw3iiI6fDTU2m9vhFcsrg&e=
https://policysearch.ama-assn.org/policyfinder/detail/social%20responsibility?uri=%2FAMADoc%2FHOD.xml-0-431.xml
https://policysearch.ama-assn.org/policyfinder/detail/social%20responsibility?uri=%2FAMADoc%2FHOD.xml-0-431.xml
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__nam05.safelinks.protection.outlook.com_-3Furl-3Dhttps-253A-252F-252Fd3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net-252Fd4cc-252Fpages-252F1-252Fattachments-252Foriginal-252F1574193901-252FFlu-5FClinic-5FRequest-5FLetter.pdf-253F1574193901-26data-3D02-257C01-257Ckatherine.mckenzie-2540yale.edu-257C2ef00dcdbc4a4ac0783308d77f6e000a-257Cdd8cbebb21394df8b4114e3e87abeb5c-257C0-257C1-257C637117982744914083-26sdata-3DlNaqGmZ8C9v7-252B5Z9gnsHpaSK0HLUweg3WctQN91nmJU-253D-26reserved-3D0&d=DwMFaQ&c=W8uiIUydLnv14aAum3Oieg&r=haYvn8UTtJhMJ5UTl6vlf47BSCqAnqLmI2yjukbrr3s&m=VGs9eknYARGzNcNHLM260ljdW4h-3WPySK5EvDaKJj4&s=eo7Ng1rExR_mo2HZ6CP5O5waAVhbMbIrhtAjE8YKgQk&e=


 

Earlier this month, licensed medical professionals from Doctors for Camp Closure           
traveled with 120 doses of flu vaccine to "Barracks 5", a San Ysidro, California,              
Border Patrol Station just north of the US-Mexico border where people are being             
detained. All CBP had to do was grant us permission to access one of their facilities.                
When we gathered at the CBP headquarters in San Diego about 40 minutes away to               
request access, armed officers handcuffed and arrested some of us (including Marie)            
during the peaceful protest and cited us with the failure to comply with a federal               
police officer. What happened that day reinforced the fact that negotiating with            
immigration officers for basic rights for detained people, such as health care, privacy             
and dignity, has become a necessary part of our work. 
The press secretary for the Department of Homeland Security commented on the            
protest and tweeted, "Of course Border Patrol isn't going to let a random group of               
radical political activists show up and start injecting people with drugs." The            
response raises significant public health concerns when the spokesperson for a           
government agency refers to the flu vaccine -- a healthcare intervention           
recommended by the CDC -- as "injecting people with drugs." 
This neglect goes beyond the gates of detention facilities. Immigration and law            
enforcement officers are increasingly intervening at health care facilities, such as           
emergency rooms and maternity wards across the country, putting lives at risk. The             
intrusive nature of their presence impedes doctors' ability to do our jobs and             
effectively care for patients. 
Guards have refused to step out of the room while we interview patients about their               
personal medical information; we've had to convince them to take the handcuffs off             
patients so we could conduct necessary neurological exams; we've had to fight            
against them taking a newborn infant from her mother; and we've had to negotiate              
with a guard refusing to leave the room during a pelvic exam. In that encounter, we                
finally convinced the guards to step behind a curtain, but not before they warned this               
was the last privacy "favor" they would grant. 
Traditionally, government agencies have recognized hospitals, schools and places of          
worship as "sensitive locations" — sanctuaries from the reach of immigration           
enforcement. Yet, immigration officers continue to insert themselves into patient care           
in hospitals, putting patients, health care providers and our medical system at risk. 
We will not stop pushing for DHS and its agencies to do better when it comes to                 
caring for people in its custody. If we allow immigration officers to intimidate our              
patients, entire communities may become too afraid to seek the emergency care            
they need. If we allow them to continue denying children, families and those who              
have fled unspeakable dangers critical medical care, the number of deaths in US             
custody will rise. This isn't a partisan issue -- it's a public health and humanitarian               
crisis. It's time physicians reclaim our healthcare system and put patients first. As             
doctors, we can do nothing less. 
 
 

https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.nytimes.com_2019_12_11_us_migrants-2Dflu-2Dvaccines-2Dborder-2Dpatrol.html&d=DwMFaQ&c=W8uiIUydLnv14aAum3Oieg&r=haYvn8UTtJhMJ5UTl6vlf47BSCqAnqLmI2yjukbrr3s&m=VGs9eknYARGzNcNHLM260ljdW4h-3WPySK5EvDaKJj4&s=6CWnNPiMHxbkAdiXK7_cacY86sSRHBv7b9gl2DfI7pA&e=


 

Why some Japanese pensioners want to go to jail 
BBC News, January, 31st 2019 
 
Japan is in the grip of an elderly crime wave - the proportion of crimes committed by                 
people over the age of 65 has been steadily increasing for 20 years. The BBC's Ed                
Butler asks why. 
At a halfway house in Hiroshima - for criminals who are being released from jail back                
into the community - 69-year-old Toshio Takata tells me he broke the law because              
he was poor. He wanted somewhere to live free of charge, even if it was behind                
bars. 
"I reached pension age and then I ran out of money. So it occurred to me - perhaps I                   
could live for free if I lived in jail," he says. 
"So I took a bicycle and rode it to the police station and told the guy there: 'Look, I                   
took this.'" 
The plan worked. This was Toshio's first offence, committed when he was 62, but              
Japanese courts treat petty theft seriously, so it was enough to get him a one-year               
sentence. 
Small, slender, and with a tendency to giggle, Toshio looks nothing like a habitual              
criminal, much less someone who'd threaten women with knives. But after he was             
released from his first sentence, that's exactly what he did. 
"I went to a park and just threatened them. I wasn't intending to do any harm. I just                  
showed the knife to them hoping one of them would call the police. One did." 
Altogether, Toshio has spent half of the last eight years in jail. 
I ask him if he likes being in prison, and he points out an additional financial upside -                  
his pension continues to be paid even while he's inside. 
"It's not that I like it but I can stay there for free," he says. "And when I get out I have                      
saved some money. So it is not that painful." 
Toshio represents a striking trend in Japanese crime. In a remarkably law-abiding            
society, a rapidly growing proportion of crimes is carried about by over-65s. In 1997              
this age group accounted for about one in 20 convictions but 20 years later the figure                
had grown to more than one in five - a rate that far outstrips the growth of the                  
over-65s as a proportion of the population (though they now make up more than a               
quarter of the total). 
And like Toshio, many of these elderly lawbreakers are repeat offenders. Of the             
2,500 over-65s convicted in 2016, more than a third had more than five previous              
convictions. 
Another example is Keiko (not her real name). Seventy years old, small, and neatly              
presented, she also tells me that it was poverty that was her undoing. 
"I couldn't get along with my husband. I had nowhere to live and no place to stay. So                  
it became my only choice: to steal," she says. "Even women in their 80s who can't                
properly walk are committing crime. It's because they can't find food, money." 



 

We spoke some months ago in an ex-offender's hostel. I've been told she's since              
been re-arrested, and is now serving another jail-term for shoplifting. 
Theft, principally shoplifting, is overwhelmingly the biggest crime committed by          
elderly offenders. They mostly steal food worth less than 3,000 yen (£20) from a              
shop they visit regularly. 
Michael Newman, an Australian-born demographer with the Tokyo-based research         
house, Custom Products Research Group points out that the "measly" basic state            
pension in Japan is very hard to live on. 
In a paper published in 2016 he calculates that the costs of rent, food and healthcare                
alone will leave recipients in debt if they have no other income - and that's before                
they've paid for heating or clothes. In the past it was traditional for children to look                
after their parents, but in the provinces a lack of economic opportunities has led              
many younger people to move away, leaving their parents to fend for themselves. 
"The pensioners don't want to be a burden to their children, and feel that if they can't                 
survive on the state pension then pretty much the only way not to be a burden is to                  
shuffle themselves away into prison," he says. 
The repeat offending is a way "to get back into prison" where there are three square                
meals a day and no bills, he says. 
"It's almost as though you're rolled out, so you roll yourself back in." 
Newman points out that suicide is also becoming more common among the elderly -              
another way for them to fulfil what he they may regard as "their duty to bow out". 
 
  



 

Trump’s Attempts to Address Violence Against Native Women Aren’t Enough          
to End an Epidemic 
rewire.news, by Ruth Hopkins, December 13, 2019 
 
Native leaders say the Trump administration's plans to address the crisis of            
murdered and missing Indigenous women and girls fall short if lawmakers won't            
recognize tribal authority or VAWA protections. 
 
In North America, there is an epidemic of Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women             
and Girls (MMIW). In the United States alone, Native women face the highest rates              
of domestic violence, sexual assault, and murder—according to the National Institute           
of Justice, 1.5 million Native American women are survivors of violence. On some             
reservations, the Urban Indian Health Institute found, they are killed at a rate of up to                
10 times the national average. 
 
The extreme degree of violence Native women experience is caused by a            
confluence of circumstances stemming from colonization. On reservations, where         
tribes were forcibly relocated by the federal government after their ancestral lands            
were stolen, women and girls are isolated geographically and face imposed poverty.            
Federal law prohibits tribes from prosecuting non-Native perpetrators who commit          
crimes on tribal lands, yet 96 percent of Native women in the U.S. have experienced               
violence committed by a non-Native person. What’s more, jurisdictional confusion          
leads to poor communication among law enforcement agencies. 
 
Native leaders across the continent have been sounding the alarm on this crisis for              
decades. Because our calls for justice have gotten louder, word of the grisly slayings              
of Native women began making international news, and after years of protest,            
congressional hearings, government tribunals, those demanding action on behalf of          
murdered and missing Indigenous women and girls are finally being heard. 
 
The latest to heed our call was, to our surprise, President Donald Trump. 
 
Last month, he signed an executive order that created “Operation Lady Justice,” a             
White House task force that promises to help Native communities confront the            
epidemic of violence against women. The law promises consultation with tribes on            
MMIW and establishes a multi-jurisdictional team to review cases. Educational          
outreach programs and grants to Native communities to help them address violence            
against women and the missing and murdered will also be established. 
 
The executive order also puts in place a means of collecting and sharing pertinent              
data among law enforcement agencies, which is desperately needed. The number of            
Indigenous women who have gone missing in North America is unclear because of             



 

this shortcoming, but in 2018, the Urban Indian Health Institute found 506 unique             
cases of missing and murdered American Indian and Alaska Native women and girls             
in 71 cities across 29 states. Fifty-six percent, or 280 cases, were murders. 
 
As of 2016, 5,700 American Indian and Alaskan Native women disappeared in the             
United States, and only 116 of those cases were investigated by the Department of              
Justice (DOJ). 
 
U.S. Attorney’s offices are responsible for prosecuting cases that fall under federal            
jurisdiction in Indian country after all tribal court remedies have been exhausted, and             
all those against non-Native people. Inadequate staffing and a lack of funding            
contribute to the epidemic. U.S. Attorney General William Barr was present at the             
signing of the executive order, and, four days prior, had announced an additional             
plan to address this issue alongside law enforcement and tribal leadership on the             
Flathead Reservation in Montana. 
 
The Missing and Murdered Indigenous Persons Initiative is a $1.5 million investment            
by the DOJ that will bring coordinators to 11 U.S. Attorney’s offices to investigate              
and prosecute criminal cases in Indian Country. In addition, Barr and Interior            
Secretary David Bernhardt will oversee Operation Lady Justice. 
 
While these developments sound like good news, I’m skeptical. I doubt the interest             
and intent of a president who regularly and vociferously uses the name of             
Pocahontas as a slur to take jabs at his political opponent when the Native girl was                
kidnapped, held hostage, and sexually assaulted by colonists. Trump’s misogynistic          
racial insults continue despite said usage being condemned by leaders, tribes, and            
national organizations like the National Congress of American Indians. Historically,          
the DOJ has bungled the MMIW crisis—and under the current leadership, I find it              
difficult to foresee a change. 
 
Moreover, if the Trump administration is truly concerned with the plight of Native             
women, they would speak to the congressional members of his party about their             
obstruction of the passage of the reauthorization of the Violence Against Women Act             
(VAWA), which lapsed in February. It has been in the Senate’s hands since April,              
after the House of Representatives approved a version of VAWA that includes the             
recommendations of tribal leaders with bipartisan support. 
 
The stall has caused much political strife, with Democrats claiming Republicans are            
holding up efforts as reelection looms for many. Last month, Sen. Dianne Feinstein             
(D-CA) introduced a bill in the Senate with language that supports that of the one               
passed in the House; just after, Sen. Joni Ernst (R-IA) told Politico that she              



 

disagreed with the bill, specifically with Feinstein on issues related to tribal criminal             
jurisdiction. 
 
Ernst put forth her own version over a week later. Hers would embolden non-Native              
perpetrators by allowing them to have their cases removed from tribal court to             
federal court at any time, without an initial attempt at remedy from tribal courts, which               
is standard due process. 
 
The National Indigenous Women’s Resource Center opposes Ernst’s bill and said           
this version of VAWA would destabilize tribal justice systems, imposing undue           
burdens and restrictions on tribal courts “far beyond those imposed on federal and             
state courts.” 
 
If passed, the legislation would reverse provisions installed in 2013 and eliminate an             
immediate opportunity for the law to impel our rights and support our safety. Law              
enforcement in our communities would further lose the ability to seek justice for             
Native women who come to them and report harassment or violence. If Trump were              
serious about ending the epidemic of missing and murdered Native women, he            
would reject Ernst’s proposal in favor of a version that includes strong tribal             
components, as Sen. Jon Tester (D-MT) and Sen. Lisa Murkowski (R-AK) did during             
a meeting of the U.S. Senate Committee on Indian Affairs on December 11. 
 
I’m especially skeptical of the intentions and outcome of President Trump’s executive            
order or the DOJ’s task force when considering the administration’s relationship to            
the fossil fuel industry and support of its environmentally destructive practices, which            
endanger the safety of Native women. 
 
Within days of his inauguration, Trump signed executive orders to push through the             
Dakota Access and the Keystone XL pipelines, two projects vehemently opposed by            
the tribes upon whose lands they trespass. Pipelines are often routed through rural             
communities where law enforcement is scarce and inadequate for a sudden influx of             
thousands of strangers, and studies show that the existence of man camps,            
temporary housing where male transients who work in extractive industries live, are            
directly correlated to higher rates of violence and sex trafficking. 
 
Right now, under his watch, the Keystone XL pipeline is set to be constructed near               
reservation communities in Montana and South Dakota. With the federal legal           
precedent uncorrected, tribal police are still rendered unable to protect their citizenry            
from non-Native predators by through prosecution, leaving county sheriffs and the           
FBI to serve as law enforcement to handle man camp cases or other instances of               
violence against Native women brought forth. 
 



 

Tribes are intimately aware of the link between pipelines to violence against women             
and missing and murdered Native women and reject the double-speak they’re           
getting from some politicians on these issues. In October, Native representatives           
from Fort Belknap and Fort Peck Reservations in Montana pulled out of state             
Attorney General Tim Fox’s pre-exist Missing Indigenous Persons Task Force after           
he filed to intervene in a lawsuit to support the Trump administration and TC Energy               
in their effort to construct the Keystone XL pipeline. (Fox’s task force was             
established in June, to little effect.) 
 
The Native vote has proven to be influential in key congressional races, and our              
power at the ballot box is being courted more than ever in the 2020 election season.                
We’re happy to finally have our voices heard, having experienced a long history of              
deceit and lies from settlers and the government alike. But Native people in some              
states weren’t allowed to vote until the 1960s, and suppression of the Native vote is               
still underway. 
 
At this moment—after so much violence and discrimination—frankly, we are          
impervious to bullshit. 
 
I’d love to believe that these initiatives purporting to address violence against Native             
women are grounded in legitimate concern, but we must look at the totality of the               
president’s words and actions. His ongoing disrespect has included insulting Native           
peoples at events meant to honor us. Federal law under his administration            
disregards tribal leadership and law enforcement’s abilities to handle cases involving           
non-Natives, who are the most likely to commit violence against Native women. As             
he vows to protect us, members of his party introduce bills that would explicitly              
reverse our gains. 
 
These simultaneous, conflicting messages keep Native women’s lives in limbo, and           
the administration’s failure to address how they intersect exhibits a limited           
understanding of our struggles. 
 
Native women and girls are not a political football to be used for the press to offset                 
the damage caused by the fossil fuel industry to our lands and bodies. Executive              
orders don’t offer a blank check to freely degrade our ancestor, a Native woman, for               
the sake of securing votes at rallies where the fires of white nationalist hate and rage                
are stoked by his followers. 
 
Operation Lady Justice is set to run for two years. As a former tribal judge and                
experienced administrator, I know that’s likely only enough time to see the true             
scope of the epidemic and won’t be enough to lead to substantive change. A task               



 

force or executive order are bandaids, and not enough to tackle systemic ongoing             
genocide against this land’s first peoples. 
 
For the sake of our survival, Native communities deserve better. We all do. 
 
  



 

Pakistan: where the daily slaughter of women barely makes the news 
The Guardian, May 9, 2019 
 
The stories of murdered women are recorded with grim regularity in one and half              
inches of a single newspaper column 
You can find the news about Pakistan’s war on women buried deep inside the metro               
pages of Urdu newspapers. I stumbled upon it a few years ago. I noticed that I could                 
pick up my newspaper and almost every day find news about a murdered woman. I               
thought maybe it’s a coincidence, maybe Karachi is a huge city, these things             
happen. But it went on and on. It became so routine that I could pick up the paper,                  
open the exact same pages, just like you can bet that you’ll find a crossword or                
letters to the editor, and it was always there. 
Names changed, localities changed, the relationship between the murdered and her           
murderer changed and of course there were minor variations on how she was killed              
and where the body was found, but it was always there: single column, one and a                
half inches. Often the woman wasn’t even named: she was someone’s sister or             
mother of four, or the girl who ran away with her lover or the girl who refused to                  
marry a suitor. Sometimes the news made it to the front page of the metro section                
but for that the murder had to be particularly gruesome, or the killer had killed himself                
after killing the woman, or the victim was very young, or the murderer killed the               
children along with the mother. That last one usually ends up on the front page if it’s                 
a slow news day. 
In Pakistan newspapers have holidays. A few days a year no newspaper is             
published. I picked up the paper after a day’s gap and went to the same pages,                
hoping that the killers had taken a day off, but instead there were not one but two                 
women murdered, their stories lumped together in the same single column, one-            
and-a-half-inch display to save space. 
In 2016 more than 1,100 women were killed in Pakistan; the year before that more               
than a thousand. These figures are compiled from police and newspaper reports and             
we are still working on compiling the last two years’ figures. It’s safe to say that there                 
are many more cases which are not reported to the police or by the newspapers.               
Since most murders happen within the family, even if the family doesn’t collude in              
the actual murder, they are usually there to protect the perpetrator. 
There are many ways of killing a woman. You can stab them, shoot them, strangle               
them, drown them, explode the gas stove and make it look like a kitchen accident.               
Some women do survive because their killers didn’t use enough force or they were              
just plain lucky. Khadija Siddiqui, a student, survived 27 stabbing wounds in her face              
and neck. Her ex-boyfriend who had carried out the attack in a very public space               
was out on bail a few months later. Khadija managed to make it to the front pageof                 
the metro section and even to some TV shows because she had her 27 wounds to                
show and had the courage to fight off all the threats and shame piled on her. 



 

There are many ways to get away with murdering a woman. It used to be easier: the                 
killer could claim that it was an honour killing; the woman had brought shame to the                
family. The police were understanding, judges lenient, and the law itself provided            
loopholes by calling it murder of passion. You could get away with a couple of years                
in jail. Or if the killer was influential, (and even within a poor family, the male killer is                  
influential, his life worth a lot more than that of the murdered woman) the victim’s               
family could forgive the killer. Now laws are a bit more stringent but that hasn’t               
slowed down the killings. 
There are many ways a woman can bring shame to the family. In past years, they                
have been killed for singing at a wedding, texting a boy, refusing to marry someone               
and sometimes for taking a selfie. 
Given these dreadful numbers and Pakistan’s rating as the sixth most unsafe country             
for women in the world, you would think there would be an urgent debate on the                
issue. You would expect parliamentary committees, thinktanks trying to figure out           
why are we killing so many women. But sadly, it’s not on the national agenda.               
Whenever there is a debate, and that happens only briefly and only after a very               
gruesome murder (as happened after the rape and murder of a six-year-old girl last              
year), the debate usually gets mired in religious dictums, western influences are            
blamed, and rape and domestic violence statistics are brought up. 
Early this year female activists participated in Women’s March on International           
Women’s Day. The march was marked by lively posters and witty slogans. The ones              
that riled the men in Pakistan were the ones that poked the patriarchy in the eye                
through creative jibes. “How do I know where your socks are?” a poster read.              
Another one advised men to “keep your dick pics to yourself”. And the one that sent                
custodians of our honour into fits of fury claimed: “My body, my consent.” 
Overnight it seemed that the problem in Pakistan wasn’t the continuous slaughter of             
women but a few posters making fun of men’s bad habits. There were threats of rape                
and murder. One provincial assembly passed a resolution condemning the marchers           
for propagating vulgarity and western values. Women again had brought shame to            
the family by saying publicly that they are sick of looking for men’s socks and no dick                 
pics please. 
The fury has died down for now but the slow and steady massacre of women is still                 
there on the inner pages of the metro section. 
Only last week a woman was beaten up and forced to drink acid by her husband                
after a domestic dispute. She survived and failed to make it to the front pages. 
  



 

Video game addiction: China imposes gaming curfew for minors 
BBC News, November 6, 2019 
 
China is imposing a curfew on online gaming for minors, the government has             
announced. 
Gamers under 18 will be banned from playing online between 22:00 and 08:00. They              
will also be restricted to 90 minutes of gaming on weekdays and three hours on               
weekends and holidays. 
Its part of China's latest move to curb video game addiction, which officials say is               
damaging to children's health. 
China is one of the world's largest gaming markets. 
The official government guidelines - released on Tuesday - include spending limits            
for minors. 
Gamers eight to 16 years old can spend up to 200 yuan (£22, $29) per month, while                 
those between 16 and 18 years can spend up to 400 yuan on their gaming accounts. 
China is the second-largest gaming market in the world, with US global revenue             
surpassing China for the first time this year due to China's increased regulations on              
the industry, according to research firm Newzoo. 
 
What's the background? 
China has repeatedly criticised video games for negatively affecting young people. 
In 2018, the government announced the establishment of a gaming regulator - in             
response to concerns about near-sightedness in children - to limit the number of new              
online games, restrict paying time and develop an age-restriction system. 
The same year, China enacted a halt on approvals for new video games, which              
lasted nine months, dealing a significant blow to the lucrative industry. 
Media captionChinese gamer Wei Zhen tells the BBC how he got into the industry 
Some of the largest video game companies responded proactively, but enforcement           
and reliable age verification have been major concerns. 
Tencent - the world's largest gaming company - addressed criticism by limiting game             
time to one hour per day for users under 12 and to two hours per day for users                  
between 12 and 18. They also started requiring users to prove their age and identity               
against available state records. 
But the new guidelines will apply universally to all online gaming platforms operating             
in China and will address enforcement concerns directly. 
The administration will work with law enforcement to construct a unified identification            
system that gaming platforms can use to verify a user's identity and age with              
government data, a spokesman told state-run Xinhua news agency. 
 
How harmful are video games? 
Last year, the World Health Organization listed gaming addiction - which they call             
"gaming disorder" - as a mental health condition for the first time. 



 

The most recent American Psychiatry Association manual of mental disorders does           
not officially recognise it, instead listing internet gaming disorder as a condition for             
further study. 
But some countries have identified excessive gaming as a major public health issue,             
and many have private addiction clinics to treat the condition. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



 

New Insights Into Hikikomori – People Who Withdraw From Society For           
Months Or Years On End 
Research digest, by Emma Young, May 22, 2019 
 
Hikikomori is a dark term that describes people who stay holed up in their homes, or                
even just their bedrooms, isolated from everyone except their family, for many            
months or years. The phenomenon has captured the popular imagination with many            
articles appearing in the mainstream media in recent years, but, surprisingly, it isn’t             
well understood by psychologists.  
The condition was first described in Japan, but cases have since been reported in              
countries as far apart as Oman, Indian, the US and Brazil. No one knows how many                
hikikomori exist (the term refers both to the condition and the people with it), but               
surveys suggest that 1.79 per cent of Japanese people aged 15-39 meet the criteria.              
However, while some assumptions about risk factors have been made, based largely            
on reports of specific cases, there has been a lack of population-based research. A              
new study, published in Frontiers in Psychiatry, plugs some of the knowledge gaps.  
Roseline Yong and Kyoko Nomura analysed survey data from 3,287 male and            
female participants aged 15-39, who were randomly selected from 200 different           
urban and suburban municipalities all over Japan, representing a cross-section of           
Japanese society.  
The participants answered questions about how often they left their home (and for             
those who didn’t, how long they’d remained inside). Researchers classified as           
hikikomori anyone who, for at least the past six months, never or rarely left their               
home, unless they had a practical reason for staying in, such as being pregnant,              
being busy doing housework (yes, really), they were a homemaker, or they had a              
diagnosis of schizophrenia. The respondents also answered demographic questions         
and questions about their mental health. 
It has been suggested that hikikomori is primarily an urban phenomenon. But that’s             
not what Yong and Nomura found. Based on the survey data, 1.8 per cent of the                
respondents were hikikomori, but they were just as likely to live in a village as in a                 
big city. The condition has also been considered more common among men, and             
this study provides the first epidemiological evidence to back this up. Still, 20 of the               
58 hikikomori were female.  
Yong and Nomura found no relationship with country region, number of family            
members or social class. But one local demographic variable did stand out as being              
protective: living in an area filled with businesses and shops.  
The hikikomori in the sample were more likely to have a history of psychiatric              
treatment, to have dropped out of school and to have a tendency towards violence to               
themselves (self-harming, for instance), but not to others. However, the most           
significant and strongest factor was a high level of interpersonal difficulties, as            
measured by the degree of agreement with questionnaire items like “I am anxious             
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about the possibility of meeting people that I know”, “I am anxious about what others               
might think of me”, and “I cannot blend into groups”.  
Yong and Nomura write: “These anxieties may be related to a sense of humiliation,              
which suggests that they are afraid of being seen in their current situation….Unlike             
anxieties found in social phobias or generalised social anxieties…. our finding of an             
association between hikikomori and interpersonal difficulties indicates that hikikomori         
fear people and the community that they know.”  
This does suggest a possible route to treatment: “By carefully assessing the types of              
fears that they may have, our data suggest the possibility that improving            
communication skills and managing expectations may be helpful for combating          
hikikomori.” They note that this type of strategy has in fact already been tried, with               
some success.  
But if these anxieties are keeping people inside their homes, what’s prompting them             
to retreat there in the first place? The survey also revealed that hikikomori are more               
likely to have dropped out of high school or university. Perhaps finding ways to keep               
young people in education may, then, reduce the risk.  
The data also showed that a very high percentage – 37.9 per cent – of the hikikomori                 
had a previous history of psychiatric treatment. “The higher proportion of hikikomori            
who are dependent on medication is also alarming,” the researchers add.  
How all these factors may inter-relate, as causes or perhaps results of hikikomori, is              
far from clear. As the researchers stress, further studies are clearly needed.            
However, this new work does provide some good pointers to the research avenues             
most worth exploring. 
  
  

  



 

South Korean Women 'Escape The Corset' And Reject Their Country's Beauty           
Ideals 
NPR, by Se Eun Gong, May 6, 2019  
 
At a gallery in Seoul's fashionable Gangnam district, the walls are lined with stark              
black-and-white photographic portraits of young women. Some smile, some stare at           
the camera impassively. Some are naked. All have short hair and no makeup. 
It's the third such exhibition by South Korean photographer Jeon Bora, who seeks to              
document women who reject the country's standards of beauty and the social            
pressure to conform. 
The women liken this pressure to a corset and have dubbed their movement, which              
began last year, "escape the corset." 
Jeon, 25, describes using her camera lens to show her subjects as they really are,               
and not how South Korean society wants them to look. Advertising, entertainment            
and other media in South Korea commonly promote a female appearance that            
includes a porcelain complexion, luxuriant long hair, lots of makeup and form-fitting            
dresses. An emphasis on big, round eyes has helped fuel a boom in cosmetic              
procedures. 
"I wanted this exhibition to destroy the socially defined idea of a woman," Jeon tells               
NPR. 
The exhibition is open only to women. (NPR received special permission to attend.)             
Just as visually striking as Jeon's portraits is another wall at the gallery, covered with               
before-and-after photos submitted by her subjects who "escaped the corset." In           
some cases, the change is so drastic that it's hard to believe the two pictures are of                 
the same person. 
Jeon herself was largely spared pressure to conform to South Korean standards of             
beauty because she was a judo athlete in high school and had to put athletic               
performance above all else. But no sooner had she quit the sport and started college               
than friends started to comment about her lack of makeup and loose, unisex             
clothing. 
"You're not taking care of yourself," she recalls them saying. "Do you want me to               
teach you how?" 
She declined. As she became aware of the "escape the corset" movement, she set              
out to document its effects on other young women. When she photographed her             
subjects, she asked them to fill out questionnaires asking what message they            
wanted to convey in order to understand them better. 
One responded: "Dear sisters and friends, I wish we could become humans that             
exist as we are, and love and be loved as we are. You are you, I am me, we are us,                     
without the makeup, without the corset. Just a human. I love you, always, as you               
are." 



 

Jeon also encouraged her subjects, who were at various stages of "escaping the             
corset," to look at themselves without makeup or photo editing. For many, she says,              
this was awkward at first. Some cried during their photo shoots. 
Jeon describes using her camera lens to show her subjects as they really are, and               
not how South Korean society wants them to look. 
Jeon Bora 
"They said they didn't have the confidence to look themselves in the eye," she              
recalls. "But after several viewings, they started to pick out the pictures they liked              
and find features that they like about themselves." 
The movement is most visible on social media, where women have posted defiant             
pictures of hair they've shorn and cosmetics they've smashed, with a Korean            
hashtag meaning "proof of discarded corset." 
Yoon-Kim Ji-Young, a professor at the Institute of Body and Culture at Konkuk             
University in Seoul, argues that in South Korea, women are up against a             
multibillion-dollar industrial complex, including cosmetics, plastic surgery and        
entertainment, which sends women mutually reinforcing messages. 
"This huge mechanism unilaterally defines the ideal body image for young women,            
as well as the direction and size of their dreams," she says. As a result, she says,                 
many young Korean women aspire to become YouTube makeup coaches. 
Traditionally, she says, Korean women are taught that beauty is their biggest asset.             
By getting married, they can exchange that asset for social and economic status.             
Even today, such views affect women's options and choices related to careers,            
marriage and motherhood. Rejecting beauty standards leads some women to rebel           
against an entire social structure, she says, and that means boycotting romance,            
marriage, sex and childbirth. 
"Women are not simply looking to destroy the cosmetics industry by smashing            
makeup," she says. "Their aim is to subvert the huge male-centered matrix called the              
patriarchy." 
Yoon-Kim adds that not until they have "escaped the corset" do many women realize              
that they've been taught to blame themselves for the discrimination they encounter,            
and to feel that it's their own fault for not being young, skinny or pretty enough. A                 
2017 poll found that nearly 40 percent of respondents experienced discrimination           
based on their appearance when applying for jobs. Applicants are commonly asked            
for photos, as well as information about their height and weight. 
"The constant feeling of obsession, self-hatred and fatigue in this competitive           
society," she says, "robs us of the energy to address its fundamental, structural             
inequality." 
Some women say they've paid a high price for escaping the corset — they've been               
fired from jobs, and reportedly even assaulted. Such stories make other women fear             
for their own safety. Kim, a 20-year-old college fine arts major who asked for reasons               
of security that NPR use only her surname, says she was harassed by strangers and               
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her own family after she cut her hair last summer. She decided to do it simply                
because having long hair was too hot. 
"When you get an undercut, men stare at you on the street," she says. "They look at                 
you up and down. My parents asked me, 'Why did you cut your hair? Have you gone                 
out of your mind?' They even asked me if I'm a lesbian." 
These reactions prompted her to question her beliefs about beauty. To help give             
other women courage, she started drawing cartoons about women taking actions to            
escape the strictures of beauty. 
One popular scene from her cartoons, which she posts in an online community,             
shows an anguished young woman sweeping a table full of cosmetics onto the floor. 
"Keep your sorrow brief and your anger long," advises another character. "That            
anger will be your revolution and your beginning. The harsher the backlash, the             
greater your relief will be." 
Kim was encouraged to see some quotes from her cartoons on placards carried by              
feminists last summer in Seoul at street protests against spy cams in women's             
bathrooms. She tried to raise about $500 online to support her work and says she               
has received 300 times that amount. 
But she says her escape from the corset has brought mixed results. On the one               
hand, she has found that men now treat her as an equal. They give her access to                 
social circles and information previously forbidden to her. They invite her to smoke             
with them after classes. But they don't invite other women whose appearance is             
more conventional, and she feels that she is treated simply as one of the guys. 
  
  

  



 

The effect of gold mining in rivers in French Guiana 

Le Mag, March 22, 2019 
 
A study conducted in the French Guiana basin where artisanal gold mining in occurs              
has shown there is mercury in the environment from these activities. It is even found               
in the piscivorous fish and indigenous communities that eat food from the rivers             
affected. These are important and innovative results for leading targeted          
preventative actions for at-risk populations and calling for the adoption of gold-mining            
techniques that do not use mercury. 
Mercury is a toxic metal that can be released into the atmosphere through natural              
processes such as volcanic activity and soil erosion, but it is also released by human               
activities such as panning for gold. Artisanal and small-scale gold mining (ASGM) is             
the activity that leads to the greatest release of mercury into the environment: 775              
tons were released into the atmosphere in 2015 and 800 tons end up in fresh water                
reserves every year. A multidisciplinary team directed by Laurence Maurice, an           
environmental geochemist at the IRD, was interested in exactly what impact this type             
of gold mining had on the Oyapock River Basin in French Guiana. It is located along                
the Brazilian border and fed by the Camopi River. These watercourses drain an area              
of 24,630 km2. 
Previous studies conducted in Bolivia by the same team did not detect any increase              
in mercury directly linked to panning for gold in rivers because the hydrographic             
basins are too large there and the hydrologic and sedimentary dynamics are too             
powerful. The smaller size of the Oyapock River Basin and the hydro-sedimentary            
dynamic of small creeks made it possible to overcome these obstacles. “The            
Oyapock River Basin is interesting because it has areas where gold is mined and              
areas where it is not. That was an essential characteristic for assessing the             
differences in mercury levels in the aquatic environment in mined and unmined            
areas”, stated Laurence Maurice. 
Isotope signatures 
For their study, scientists relied on the fact that mercury has several naturally stable              
isotopes?. Depending on its provenance, mercury in a given environment does not            
have the same signature, or isotopic fractionation, meaning the same proportions of            
the different stable isotopes. Therefore, in sediments, natural mercury can be traced            
by certain fractionation values and liquid mercury (used by gold miners to hold             
together gold flakes) by different fractionations. Between March 2010 and October           
2013, scientists collected 46 samples of sediments, soils, and surface water. They            
also sampled 317 fish and 111 human hairs from the Wayãpis and Teko peoples,              
indigenous communities established in different sites in the Oyapock River Basin. 
The results showed an apparent paradox in the environmental distribution of mercury            
and the health impacts: the areas where gold is mined and where the fish have the                
highest mercury concentrations are not the areas with the highest concentrations in            



 

humans. “There is, however, an explanation. In Trois Sauts, a village far from the              
gold mining sites, native populations were contaminated through their diets. Since           
they are isolated, they have a very traditional lifestyle based around hunting, growing             
cassava, and fishing. Their community therefore regularly ate fish, including fish with            
high levels of mercury. Around Camopi, a village downstream from gold mining sites,             
the situation is different. There is a grocery store and you can just cross the river to                 
reach the Brazilian bank where there are a number of small businesses. The             
inhabitants here therefore have access to other foods, including processed foods,           
which reduces their consumption of fish”, explained Laurence Maurice. 
Supporting prevention 
The implications of this study are significant. On the one hand, it is significant              
because researchers succeeded in quantifying the effects of gold-mining on mercury           
contamination of the aquatic environment (up to 70% in the sediments of mined             
creeks) and on the other hand, it is significant because it helps support prevention              
aimed at local indigenous populations. During the restitution meetings, fliers were           
distributed in coordination with the ARS? and the Guiana Amazonian Park explaining            
which species of fish were the most contaminated with mercury--namely, fish at the             
top of the food river's food chain, the piscivorous fish,--that people should avoid             
eating, especially during pregnancy. “The effects of in utero exposure to mercury are             
irreversible and range from mental and motor developmental delays to serious           
deformations and include vision problems as well as immune system effects”, stated            
the specialist. Starting this year, the research will be extended through a study on              
sustainable gold mining, this time at a multi-national level (including French Guiana,            
Guyana, and Suriname). 
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Pakistani far-right activists sentenced over blasphemy protests 

aljazeera.com, by Asad Hashim, January 17, 2020 
 
Eighty-six sentenced for violent protests after 2018 acquittal of a Christian woman in             
blasphemy case. 
Islamabad, Pakistan - A Pakistani court has sentenced 86 members of a far right              
religious party to 55-year prison terms each for taking part in violent protests against              
the acquittal of a Christian woman in a blasphemy case, party officials say. 
The verdicts were announced late on Thursday night by a court in the northern              
garrison city of Rawalpindi, Pir Ejaz Ashrafi, a senior leader of the            
Tehreek-e-Labbaik Ya Rasool Allah (TLYRA) party, told Al Jazeera. 
The 86 TLRYA activists were arrested in November 2018, as the party led violent              
protests against the acquittal by the country's Supreme Court of Aasia Bibi, a             
Christian woman who was on death row for having allegedly committed blasphemy            
in 2009. 
Days of protests saw TLRYA activists - led by party leader Khadim Hussain Rizvi -               
block big highways and destroy public property across the country, but mostly            
centred in the central province of Punjab. 
At the time, senior TLP leader Pir Afzal Qadri had called for the judges who               
announced the acquittal to be killed. 
The charges against those sentenced include destroying public property, attacking          
passers-by and disrupting citizens' everyday life. Ashrafi said the sentences were           
"harsh" and that his party would be appealing the decision at the high court. 
"This is the murder of justice. We are hopeful that they will suspend the verdict in the                 
high court, and our legal team is working on it," he told Al Jazeera by telephone from                 
the eastern city of Lahore, where the TLYRA is based. 

Sensitive subject  

Bibi, a Christian woman from the central Pakistani village of Ithan Wali, was accused              
by two Muslim women of having committed blasphemy by insulting Islam's Prophet            
Muhammad during an argument over a drinking water vessel in 2009. 
She spent eight years on death row, with rights groups arguing that there were              
numerous fair trial concerns in her case, as are commonly reported in most             
blasphemy prosecutions in Pakistan. 
In 2018, the Supreme Court acquitted Bibi, ruling that prosecution witnesses had lied             
to implicate her. 
In May, she flew to Canada where she was forced to seek asylum to guarantee her                
and her family's safety after the verdict. 
Blasphemy against Islam is a sensitive subject in Pakistan, where the crime can             
carry a mandatory death sentence. Increasingly, accusations have led to violent           
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attacks by mobs or assailants, with at least 75 people killed in such attacks since               
1990, according to an Al Jazeera tally. 
Two of those killed - a sitting federal minister and a serving provincial governor -               
were attacked for having supported Bibi during her trial. 
Last month, a court in the central city of Multan sentenced university lecturer Junaid              
Hafeez to death for blasphemy after a six-year trial. Hafeez has spent most of his               
incarceration in solitary confinement due to threats against his life, his lawyer says. 
One of his lawyers, Rashid Rehman, was murdered in 2014 for defending him. 
The TLYRA has publicly endorsed violence in the name of the blasphemy laws, with              
a regular chant at protests such as the November demonstrations for which the             
activists were sentenced on Thursday calling for all blasphemers to be beheaded. 
Rizvi, the TLYRA chief, is currently out on medical bail as he faces charges of               
inciting hatred and violence at the rallies. His brother, Ameer Hussain Rizvi, and             
nephew are among those who were sentenced on Thursday, Ashrafi said. 
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Legalisation is the only effective way of tackling Britain’s deepening drugs           
crisis 

The Guardian, by Antony Loewenstein, February 5, 2020 
 
Waging war on illegal substances has failed. Now Labour should lead the way in              
calling for the removal of charges for possession  
Britain is in the midst of a drug emergency. The country is witnessing unprecedented              
rates of Class A drug use; Border Force officers are seizing more cocaine than at               
any time in recorded history. The problem is particularly bad in Scotland, which has              
the highest rate of drug deaths in the European Union: 1,187 people died in 2018 in                
Scotland, a record number, and the figures for 2019 look set to be even higher. 
This catastrophe was wholly avoidable, if the British government had been willing to             
tackle the issue with the seriousness it deserves. Instead, there has been a huge              
reduction in services for those affected by drug addiction. The sad reality is that the               
young people being lost to drugs are mostly poor and voiceless, so politicians pay              
little attention to them. 
While I was researching my book on the drug war, politicians admitted to me that               
they were still scared of the tabloid backlash if they dared advocate legalisation or              
the end of prohibition. Although the public debate around drugs has improved in the              
last years, many politicians are still stuck in the past, pushing a failed model of               
“getting tough” and vapid sloganeering. 
Over the last five years, when I was working on my book, I visited Honduras,               
Guinea-Bissau, the Philippines, the US, Australia and the UK to assess the state of              
the US-inspired “war on drugs”. I examined how drug prohibition continues to cause             
huge problems for the most vulnerable people on the planet. I came to the              
conclusion that legalising marijuana in countries around the world has had relatively            
little impact on the ferocity of the “war on drugs”. 
Britain remains stubbornly unwilling to address the drug crisis on its doorstep.            
Newcastle, where many residents are struggling to cope with soaring unemployment,           
austerity and wilful neglect, had 11.4 deaths per 100,000 residents between 2015            
and 2017, almost twice the national average. Mark Tunney, the co-founder of the             
Newcastle-based Jigsaw Recovery Project, told me that government and social          
services don’t even “scratch the surface” of the huge drug abuse problems in his              
area. 
A former drug user and dealer himself, Tunney is now committed to helping his              
community. “I think the biggest problem we have in this country at the moment is that                
we punish people who use drugs,” he said. He said he wanted to abolish the Misuse                
of Drugs Act 1971 because it had led to large numbers of needless arrests and the                
stigmatisation of generations of citizens just for possessing or using drugs. “It’s really             
killing people,” he said. “Out of the seven people I grew up with, I’m the only one                 
that’s still left alive.” The rest had died from heroin overdoses. 
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There are Conservative politicians who advocate a saner view on drugs. Former            
prisons minister Crispin Blunt is an outspoken supporter of legalising and regulating            
all drugs as well as establishing a royal commission to assess Britain’s drug policy.              
The Conservative Drug Policy Reform Group is active in pushing for evidence-based            
drugs policy. At the start of the year, Annie Wells, the Scottish Conservatives’ public              
health spokeswoman, called on Boris Johnson to take “radical” action: she said she             
was open to the decriminalisation of drugs and the introduction of consumption            
rooms where drugs could be taken safely (a policy that already exists successfully             
across Europe and Australia). In 2008, Johnson himself backed the legalisation of            
medical marijuana. 
The prime minister now has a unique opportunity to follow Canada in making the UK               
the next major western nation to legalise and regulate marijuana. Alcohol and drug             
treatment must be properly funded to reverse the years of damaging cuts. But given              
the Conservatives’ record, they are unlikely to lead on drug policy. So the Labour              
party must step up. 
In the last 20 years, Labour has often pushed draconian policies. But last year, the               
party came out in favour of launching a royal commission to review the legalisation of               
drugs. Once a new leader is in place, it needs to go further, advocating the removal                
of criminal charges for personal possession of illicit substances, pushing to legalise            
and regulate all drugs and funding research into the viable use of psychedelic drugs,              
such as MDMA, psilocybin and ketamine in the treatment of mental health problems.             
Until it adopts those stances, it can’t be considered a truly progressive party. 
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How Abortion Warps Our Politics 

The New York Times, February 5, 2020 
 
The growing extremism of the debate alienates many people on the left and right. 
Where will abortion opponents stand in 2020? President Trump recently made his            
bid for their votes, becoming the first president to speak in person at the annual               
March for Life in Washington, an event held since 1974. Two days later, a              
Democratic presidential hopeful, Pete Buttigieg, told a woman who called herself a            
“proud pro-life Democrat” that he would not support more moderate abortion           
language in the Democratic National Committee platform — basically suggesting          
that, on this issue, she will not find affirmation or support from her party. 
Both Democrats and Republicans are doubling down on abortion, it appears — in             
opposing directions. And so many abortion opponents — especially those who see            
themselves as adhering to a consistent life ethic — fear the growing partisanship of              
the abortion debate. 
These are the people who were frustrated by Mr. Trump’s presence at the March for               
Life. In the words of the Anglican priest Tish Harrison Warren, despite the president’s              
strong anti-abortion agenda, they feel “politically homeless.” For them, opposition to           
abortion is not just another partisan issue. Indeed, it is one of the few issues that has                 
nothing to do with a specific political bent or inclination, and everything to do with               
conscience. 
So there’s a chance that a small cohort of abortion opponents — those who consider               
themselves “pro-life Democrats,” as well as some anti-abortion conservatives —          
might seek out a third party, and a third way, in future months and years. Frustrated                
by inconsistency on the right and hostility on the left, they may seek out a space that                 
is consistent in its life ethic, determined to win over hearts and minds, and not just                
votes. 
As the Christian writer and author Jake Meador wrote last month for Mere             
Orthodoxy: “The goal of the pro-life movement is not simply that Roe would be              
overturned but that ours would be a society friendly to life. As long as our laws allow                 
for the killing of the unborn we cannot claim to be such a society. But the erasure of                  
such laws will not, in itself, absolve us of the charge of being a society that is deeply                  
inhumane and hostile to life.” 
The American Solidarity Party is one such option: It offers a progressive platform for              
health care access, with antitrust legislation akin to some measures Elizabeth           
Warren has suggested, but is also anti-abortion and supportive of life from            
conception to natural death. 
Still, third parties in the United States have a notorious track record for failure. So               
perhaps any third-party option will have little chance at winning any major elections. 
And it’s hard to blame anti-abortion voters for turning to Mr. Trump. Many have felt               
ignored or disdained for their most deeply held beliefs. For nearly 50 years,             
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anti-abortion advocates have gathered in Washington for the March for Life and have             
received little fanfare or attention. This year, advocates heard a sitting president            
promise to be their advocate to “protect, cherish and defend the dignity and the              
sanctity of every human life.” 
On the other side, Bernie Sanders, Mr. Buttigieg, Ms. Warren and other Democrats             
have emphasized their support for abortion access. Mr. Sanders sent out a tweet on              
Jan. 24, the day of the March for Life, arguing that “abortion is health care.” Ms.                
Warren has proposed an “aggressive” abortion rights platform and said on Twitter            
that “abortion rights are human rights.” 
Still, as Tish Harrison Warren pointed out on Twitter after the March for Life, there’s               
a whole cohort of diverse “pro-life” advocates who do not fit the Republican             
stereotype — and they are working outside of politics and policy in an effort to shape                
and reform our country’s abortion position. Organizations such as the New Wave            
Feminists, Consistent Life Network, Latinos4Life and others are working around the           
nation to support women and the unborn. Some Christian pregnancy centers are            
expanding their services to women, so that they can offer contraception as well as              
other forms of counseling or maternity care. A Tennessee pregnancy center profiled            
by The New York Times last year focuses its energies on providing baby supplies              
and other material supports to needy mothers (something I also observed at a local              
pregnancy resource center growing up). 
In 2014, half of the women in America who had abortions lived in poverty, and a                
2005 Guttmacher Institute study found that approximately one-quarter of women who           
had an abortion said they did so because they could not afford to have a baby. It                 
would make sense, then, that this might be an issue fought best not just through               
anti-abortion policy but also through efforts, at both the local and national levels, to              
empower and support women who need better health care access, better wages and             
better community supports. 
This year’s presidential election demonstrates the power of our political moment to            
turn every issue — no matter how complex, painful or important — into a series of                
talking points, into opportunities to cast blame and castigate. Seeing the vitriol flow             
back and forth on Twitter or Facebook makes it hard to imagine how we could               
discuss abortion in a civil, compassionate manner. 
There is a third way: It would transform Mr. Trump’s March for Life speech from               
appealing rhetoric aimed at procuring votes into an entire way of living and serving              
people in need of support. Local activists supporting prospective mothers          
emotionally and financially, providing free baby formula and clothing, advocating for           
paid family leave, providing child care or seeking to help cover expensive medical             
bills indeed “embrace mothers with care and compassion,” as Mr. Trump put it, and              
“defend the right of every child, born and unborn, to fulfill their God-given potential.” 
For the “proud pro-life Democrat,” as well as the resolute anti-abortion conservative,            
this could be a better path forward than any we are likely to find during the 2020                 
presidential election season. It will offer hope and a path forward for the future, no               
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matter who wins the presidency. And it will support mothers and their children in a               
way policies never can. 
So while the “politically homeless” may not have a perfect candidate to vote for this               
year, there’s still plenty of work to be done. 
 
 
 
 
 
  



 

At last our hospital’s cleaners, caterers and porters work for the NHS again 
The Guardian, by Tom Garner, February 5, 2020 
 
The staff’s success in winning a reversal of punitive outsourcing is something            
workers up and down the country could learn from 
Last week it was announced that from April, outsourced cleaners, caterers and            
porters at St Mary’s Hospital in London are to be brought in-house as NHS              
employees after months of industrial action and negotiations. This is an           
unprecedented and well-earned victory for the staff and their union, United Voices of             
the World. 
In November, along with 50 other doctors at St Mary’s, I wrote a letter in support of                 
the strikes to the chief executive of Imperial College Healthcare NHS Trust, Prof Tim              
Orchard. We could not ignore the way the staff were treated by Sodexo, the French               
multinational outsourcing firm that is contracted to provide facilities services to the            
hospital. 
The terms of employment are unfair and unsafe, and no worker should be held to               
them – certainly not in the NHS 
Workers I talked to during the dispute spoke of the constant fear they live in. Fear                
that they would not be able to provide for their family on an hourly rate that was less                  
than the London living wage. Fear of the dilemma of having to choose whether to               
work while unwell or to stomach the punitive statutory sick pay of just £94.25 a week.                
These terms of employment are unfair and unsafe, and no worker should be held to               
them, and certainly not within the NHS. 
With such reasonable and sensible demands as a living wage, fair sick pay and              
clean working conditions, it is not surprising that soon after industrial action started,             
the trust announced it would expedite the introduction of the living wage originally             
planned for April 2020. And now, three months later, the board has capitulated to              
United Voices of the World’s primary demand: to bring more than 1,000 facilities             
workers in-house as NHS employees. Writing directly to the workers last week, Prof             
Orchard said: “I want you to feel properly valued and part of our wider team so that                 
together we can provide the very best care for our patients.” 
These words capture the significance of this victory. They acknowledge the value            
that a motivated and respected ancillary workforce can bring to a hospital and its              
patients. 
Sadly, crippling cuts to NHS budgets over the past decade have led to situations              
where, time and again, decisions like the outsourcing of facilities services have been             
taken by hospital management to provide quick fixes for perilous financial situations.            
But these simply offer short-term budget relief that appease stakeholders but also            
have negative consequences that ultimately turn outsourcing into a false economy. 
Take punitive sick pay, like that offered by Sodexo to my colleagues at St Mary’s. As                
a doctor I am actively discouraged from coming to work if I am sick with infectious                
symptoms. Thankfully, I can rely on a commonsense sick-pay policy that allows me             
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to stay at home and recover, free of financial penalties. Outsourced cleaners and             
porters, however, have to chose between coming into work while still unwell or             
staying at home and being out of pocket. Such shortsighted policies are dangerous             
to both staff and patients, yet have been allowed to fester insidiously while our health               
service has been deprived of the investment it so desperately needs. 
But last week’s victory offers a glimmer of hope. An estimated 40% of NHS trusts               
outsource their cleaning services, but outsourcing is not inevitable. Evidence also           
shows that while it tends to be a cheaper option, it is associated with poorer patient                
health outcomes. 
I know from the messages I have had from outsourced NHS workers up and down               
the country that the appetite for change is there. We cannot afford to let them down.                
Writing a letter to my chief executive was nothing compared to what the striking              
workers went through, but acts of solidarity like this are essential to put pressure on               
decision-makers. We all want to do the best for our patients and so we should               
embrace any pursuit that aims to promote that ideal. If the NHS aspires to be a                
world-class health service, it must first commit to being a world-class employer. 
  
 
 
 
 
 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/puar.13031
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/puar.13031
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/puar.13031%0D
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/puar.13031%0D

