AGENDA 11

In the worst-hit village in Fujian, residents are furious over the government’s slow response to thismonth’s
typhoon and the modest compensation offered to rebuild the fishing industry, writes Chow Chung-yan

omai’

he destructive power of Ty-

phoon Saomai, which claimed

hundreds of lives and wiped

out thousands of homes as it

swept through Fujian (i@i2#)
and Zhejiang GIIST#) provinces, was a re-
minder of how powerless humans are in
the face of nature’s forces. And the after-
math of the storm is far from over.

Gusting at 270km/h, Saomai is the
strongest typhoon to hit Chinasince 1956.
When it struck on August 10, it pounded
buildingswith aforce of 250 kilograms per
square metre, enough to knock down all
but the sturdiest structure, said a main-
land climate expert from Zhejiang.

The death toll rose to 436 on Friday
after morebodieswere found. Corpsesare
being discovered daily. Up to 4 million
people are believed to have lost their
homes.

In Shacheng, the port of Fuding &)
city, in Fujian, the worst hit area, officials
earlier reported 208 dead and 81 missing.
Locals insist the number of casualties is
much higher.

“Thisisthe strongest typhoon many of
ushaveseen in our lifetime. We are still an
underdeveloped region and our facilities
and resourcesare limited. We did what we
could, but thisis a natural disaster,” said
Wang Dongmin, a village party secretary
in Shacheng

If a superpower like the UScan have a
major city like New Orleans humbled by
Hurricane Katrina, what could have been
done to protect the fishermen’s wooden
huts against nature's fiercest tempest? As
Shacheng residents start to pick up the
pieces after their initial shock and grief,
more and more are questioning whether
authorities were well-enough prepared to
cope with the typhoon and how effective
the rescue efforts were.

Hostility towards local authorities is
starting to reach boiling point.

When Fuding's mayor visited Sha-
cheng on Wednesday, he was confronted
by fuming villagers and had to flee. “He
asked them why they didn't listen to the
government’s warning. That just angered
everyone,” said a witness.

Aretired schoolmaster who persuaded
his family to retreat inland said residents
should have been evacuated. “Most peo-
pledied in the harbour, not on the land. It
isincredible that they didn’t evacuate
people from the coast to the higher
ground.

“The National Observatory had
warned us beforehand that thiswas going
to be the strongest storm in decades. But
thelocal authorities did nothing to evacu-
atethefishermen. That isreally ashame.”

Butheadded that local fisherman must
also bear some responsibility. “Many
young men had never experienced such a
strong storm and they did not take it too
seriously,” he said. “But the local officials
should shoulder most of the blame. They
are well informed and they should know
better. There isno excuse,” he said.

The Fuding government said it tried to
warn residents through televised an-
nouncements and more than 80 million
mobile phone text messages. But most
residentsin Shacheng are fishermen who
live on their boats with no televisions.

Despitethegovernment’sefforts, some
villagers said other waysto alert people to
the danger should have been used.

“They should have warned the public
through loudspeakers,” said a resident of
Nanzhengvillagein Shachengwho lost his
elder son. “That damn thingblasts asloud
as thunder every morning, asking us to
study this leader’s speech and that lead-
er'sspirit. But they never used it towarn us
about the typhoon.”

And then there is the question of why
the government’s rescue efforts were too
littleto late. It wasnot until Tuesday —four
days after Saomai hit — that the Fuding
government started to organise ships to
search for survivors and bodies. By then,
many bodieshad drifted to theopen seaor
were disfigured. The chance of finding
survivors was minimal.

Qiu Tingmeng, the official in charge of

Fujian's disaster prevention work, ac-
knowledges that the first week is crucial
for any rescue mission.

“We are now focusing on finding bod-
iesin the water. The best opportunity [for
recovering bodies] is the first week, after
that it's very difficult,” he said

Shacheng authorities said they did not
begin rescue efforts sooner because of a
lack of equipment. Even navy vesselswere
damaged by the typhoon.

Tucked away in mountains, Shacheng
isconnected to the outside world by ame-
andering and dangerous pot-holed road,
which is difficult to navigate on a dry,
sunny day. It becameimpassable after the
typhoon. Authorities say that is why res-
cue suppliesarrived late.

Many parts of the fishing port have
been without electricity or water supplies
for days, and people have had to survive

Buildings and boats in Fuding damaged by Typhoon Saomai (main picture).
Two men in Shacheng survey the damage to their battered home (left) and
residents in masks to protect them from the smell try to identify bodies

retrieved from

thesea. Photos: Chow Chung-yan, AP
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Nanzheng resident who lost a son

on whatever they could salvage from the
ruins.

Fuellingthe public’sfury isthe percep-
tion that the local government is attempt-
ingto cover up the true scale of the disas-
ter. Immediately after the typhoon, alocal
newspaper put the total death toll at two.
Given thesignsof destruction everywhere,
the absurd figure was treated as a cruel
joke.

“They know they have messed it up
and they want to downplay the disaster.
Those reports are like insults to us and to
the deceased,” said fisherman Chen Wen-
cheng, who lost his brother-in-law. Even
official mediafound theinitial figurespro-
vided by Shacheng authorities unreliable.
Last Friday, the Ministry of Civil Affairs
told Xinhua that local governments must
not lie about the number of casualties in
natural disasters.

While the immediate destruction
caused by Saomai is appalling, the chal-
lenge for the government now isto quickly
comeup with aplan to help thefishermen
and victims' families get back to normal.

Overnight, the fishing industry in Fud-
ing was almost destroyed. Of the 2,600
fishingvesselsin Fuding, 952 capsized and
1,594 were damaged, Mr Qiu said. Hun-
dreds of thousands of people lost their
livelihoods overnight and face uncertain
futures.

Most of thevictimsin thetyphoon were
men aged between 20 and 35 —the bread-
winners of their families. They left behind
helplesswidows, orphansand elderly peo-
ple who urgently need outside help and
support.

The Fujian government promised to
give 5,000 yuan to each affected house-
hold. Given the scale of the tragedy, many

trail of shattered lives

believe it is purely symbolic. “We have
borrowed heavily from outsideto buy fish-
ing boats and build fishing farms,” said
fish farmer Yang Jafu.

“Every household at least has several
hundred thousand yuan of debt to pay. |
don’t know how we can repay those debts
and how we can start life again.”

Beforethe storm, Fuding residents had
enjoyed arelatively prosperouslife thanks
to the thriving fishing industry. Each
household could make around 50,000
yuan ayear, Mr Yang said. But now alot of
people believe they have no option but to
leave their homes.

“Wewill go to Guangdongto find work.
My sister has already gone to Shenzhen to
work in amassage parlour. | think | won't
be able to see my parents for quite some-
time,” said Qiu Tianbao, a young
fisherman

Ambitious yak-cheese producers get past first curdle

Simon Montlake in Langdu
arie So flips open her lap-
top on a roughly hewn

M wooden table and begins

her presentation on the economics
of yak cheese. Around the table are
her three partners, US-educated
graduates eager to do business on
the mainland, and the cheese mak-
ersof Langdu, avillage of yak herd-
ersin Yunnan province (E##).

Tonight the young investors will
sleep in unheated log cabins and
cross a river to use a wooden
outhouse.

But first, there’s business to do.

The cheese-makers are ethnic
Tibetans taking their first baby
stepsin China'sbrash market econ-
omy. Brows furrowed, they follow
the flow charts and pricing data,
and listen to the pitch from Ms So,
originally from Hong Kong. “If
you've got a good product, you will
haveamarket. But you've got to en-
sure good sanitation,” she tells
them

Finally the on-screen graphics

fadeinto photosof the cheese-mak-
ersposingoutside their modest fac-
tory. They erupt into cheers and
laughter, and rise to toast their new
partners as the meeting breaks up

While its rapid industrialisation
getsthe headlines, mainlanders liv-
ingin remote rural areas have seen
fewer benefits.

Among the poorest are ethnic
minorities in the west, such as the
Tibetansin Langdu, where most of
the 107 households get by on less
than US$1aday.

But Beijing's belated efforts to
address the yawning gap between
boom towns and backwaters has
begun totouch Langdu. Itsroad has
been resurfaced, cell-phone cover-
age began in duly, and electricity is
expected to follow. With these ame-
nities, villagers hope that their
cheese factory can begin to make a
return and inject money into a
community that relies on subsis-
tence farming.

“In the past, the road conditions
were so bad that it was hard to
transport products. The market

economy hasn'tarrived in Langdu,”
said Sang J Zhuo Ma, acommunity
leader.

Turning a profit on yak milk is
also atest for Ms So’s brand of so-
cially responsible capitalism. She's
a partner in Ventures in Develop-
ment, a non-profit organisation
that invests in private enterprises
that produce returns for poor com-
munities. Thegoal isto build along-
term business that won't run out of
steam.

“We wouldn't be doing this if
there was no profit. It needs to be
sustainable, and it's only sustain-
ableif the business can run and re-
new on its own,” said Esther Hsu,
chief marketing officer.

The project began in 2002 when
Wong How-man, a Hong Kong-
based explorer, enlisted a dairy ex-
pert from the University of Wiscon-
sin where he studied journalism in
the 1970s. Mr Wong has spent near-
lythreedecadesprobingtheremote
corners of western China as well as
testing new models of develop-
ment. He decided that booming

Anomadic herder in Langdu, western China, milks a yak. The milk is delivered in pails for sterilisation and

processing. Cheese-maker Lu Rong Zhuo Ma presses curds together.

tourism in Yunnan spelled oppor-
tunity for anew cheese product sold
asalocal delicacy.

Yaksare hardy pack animalsthat

produce milk, wool, meat and dung
for fuel. The milk, which ishigher in
fat and protein than cow's milk, is
normally churned into butter or
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cultured as a sour-milk cheese that
is something of an acquired taste
for non-Tibetans. By producing a
cheese with a wider appeal, villag-

ers hoped to increase the value of
their milk. Dairy expert Renee May
hit on halloumi, a mild, semi-soft
variety that can be used for Chinese
cooking. She has trained a team of
cheese-makersto makethisand an-
other Italian variety that can be
aged and stored.

Sanitation has been overhauled.
Herders now deliver the milk in
stainless-steel pails which are
washed and returned after deliv-
eries to the factory, a five-room
bungalow. Inside, the milk is heat-
ed, cooled and cultured, before
being pressed into wheels and
stored. The next step is to market
the cheese, starting next month
with tourist destinationsin Yunnan
Mr Wong dreams of selling the
cheese to gourmets in Shanghai
and Beijing, or overseas. This way
hehopesto harnesslocal talent that
might otherwise be forced to mi-
grate for work. “Some Tibetans as-
pire to move to the big cities. But
there'salso peoplewho want to stay
in their community and build
something,” he said.



