
LILONGWE: Malawi opposition supporters celebrat-
ed overnight after a landmark court ruling that declared
incumbent President Peter Mutharika was “not duly
elected” in a disputed 2019 vote. The country’s consti-
tutional court on Monday ordered a fresh vote within
150 days after it annulled the May election result over
widespread irregularities, including the use of correc-
tion fluid on results sheets. It had been feared that the
verdict would stoke turmoil in the normally peaceful
southern African country.

But there were scenes of jubilation overnight as
opposition supporters chanted anti-Mutharika songs in
the streets, sporadically setting off fireworks in the two
largest cities Blantyre and Lilongwe. “It is a good time
to be alive in Malawi. We have demonstrated that
democracy does and can work in Africa. And this victo-
ry is not for us, it is for generations to come,” said
Lameck Hango, who celebrated with his friends in the
capital Lilongwe.

Another Lilongwe resident, Johnson Banda, said he
was “very happy with this judgment”. “It’s a true indica-
tion that Malawi has true democracy and we really
appreciate our court judgment.” The Nation newspaper
led with the headline “Null and void”, while the Daily
Times blared “It’s fresh election”. Businesses and shops
re-opened yesterday after they pulled down their shut-
ters the previous day fearing an outbreak of violence
following the verdict.

‘The beauty with democracy’ 
Mutharika, 79, will remain president until the new

election because he was in power before the now-
invalidated 2019 result. He has the right to appeal the
verdict and has six weeks in which to do so. The main
opposition Malawi Congress Party, which led the court

challenge, hailed the ruling as “a very fair judgement”
that had “set a precedent” for future elections.

Mutharika supporter Chimpele Tsamwa was less
pleased. “The judgment is not what I expected nor
wanted-but then all in all we trust the courts and have
to go with what they have said. That’s the beauty with
democracy,” he said. In a historic ruling the five judges
concurred that “the irregularities and anomalies have
been so widespread, systematic and grave... that the
integrity of the results has been seriously compro-
mised”. The court said only 23 percent of the results
sheets had been able to be verified.

The judges said that the results announced by
Malawi’s Electoral Commission “cannot be trusted as a
true reflection of the will of the voters”. “We hold that
the first respondent (Mutharika) was not duly elected
as president of Malawi on May 21, 2019,” ruled lead
judge Healey Potani. Neither the ruling party nor the
presidency have commented on the verdict. But
Mutharika has repeatedly dismissed opposition accu-
sations that the poll was rigged and shrugged off
doubts over the official results.

‘Respect the decision’ 
Sporadic protests have broken out across the coun-

try since the election in May, when Mutharika was
declared the winner by a narrow margin, with 38.5 per-
cent of the vote. Runner-up Lazarus Chakwera, who
lost by just 159,000 votes, said he was robbed of victo-
ry and took the matter to court.

The case gripped the nation, keeping Malawians
glued to their radios for hours on end as witnesses pre-
sented evidence of alleged vote-rigging during six
months of hearings. It is the first time a presidential
election has been challenged on legal grounds in

Malawi since independence from Britain in 1964. The
outcome echoes a historic decision by Kenya’s judiciary
to annul presidential election results over claims of
widespread irregularities in 2017.

International powers have sought calm. “We call
upon all Malawians to respect the decision of the court
and to adhere to the path outlined in Malawi’s constitu-

tion and electoral laws, including on the right to
appeal,” said Tibor Nagy, the top US diplomat for
Africa. The European Union said in a statement that it
“stands ready to accompany Malawi on the way ahead
in view of preserving the unity and democratic creden-
tials of the country”. Zimbabwe’s opposition MDC par-
ty also welcomed the ruling. — AFP 
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LILONGWE: Re-instated Malawi’s Vice President Saulos Klaus Chilima (right) greets lawyers in Lilongwe,
prior to a Malawi constitutional court ruling which annulled the results of a May 2019 vote that re-elected
the then incumbent president. — AFP 

Constitutional court orders a fresh vote within 150 days

Malawians, oppn celebrate after 
presidential vote result annulled

Albin Kurti: Kosovo’s
‘Che Guevara’ turned
prime minister
PRISTINA: Albin Kurti has seen prison bars, led street
riots and unleashed tear gas in parliament: now the
unpredictable politician is Kosovo’s prime minister,
heralding a new chapter for the young democracy.  Once
dubbed ‘Kosovo’s Che Guevara’ for his radical antics, the
44-year-old was named PM on Monday after his left-
wing Vetevendosje party forged a coalition with the cen-
tre-right Democratic League of Kosovo (LDK). The two
former opposition camps had won October 2018 polls
but it took four months of tense horse-trading over gov-
ernment posts to reach a deal to form a government. 

Mixing a left-wing agenda with fervent nationalism,
Kurti has long been an insurgent force in Kosovo poli-
tics. His rise to the top marks a historic defeat of the ex-
guerrillas who have held sway over the former Serbian
province since it broke away from Belgrade in 2008.
Kurti and other critics have long accused those leaders
of spreading corruption and nepotism as ordinary
Kosovars suffer in one of Europe’s poorest corners. 

Riots, tear gas 
The former student activist first gained fame on the

streets, organizing protests in the 1990s against the
Serbian regime’s repression of Kosovo’s ethnic Albanian
majority. The activism landed Kurti in a Serbian jail for

two years when he was in his 20s. After the province
broke away from Serbia in the 1998-99 war, Kurti
became a leading critic of both local leaders and the
international community for its outsized influence. 

Now he needs to convince the West he is no longer
the radical whose supporters were rioting in the streets
not so long ago. Vetevendosje, which means “self-deter-
mination” in Albanian, has flexed its muscles over the
years with massive rallies that have sometimes veered
into violence.

Some of the worst incidents around a decade ago
saw supporters flip vehicles belonging to EULEX, the
European Union’s rule of law mission in Kosovo. On
several occasions in 2018, Kurti’s lawmakers protested
vote outcomes by unleashing tear gas inside the parlia-
ment. But in an interview with AFP in 2018, he rejected
the “radical” and “nationalist” labels, saying his group
has been better characterized as social democratic since
2013. “One could say that I am a romantic person but I
am not a chauvinist,” he added.  — AFP 

PRISTINA: Newly elected Prime Minister of Kosovo Albin Kurti reviews Kosovo’s honor guard during the handover
ceremony in Pristina yesterday. — AFP 

In his old parish, 
Argentines hope 
Pope can help 
solve debt crisis
BUENOS AIRES: In the Buenos Aires neighbor-
hood where Pope Francis grew up, Argentines
quietly hope the pontiff can help solve a debt cri-
sis that has rippled through every part of
Argentine society and put the serial defaulter at
risk in the markets. Argentina’s new Economy
Minister Martin Guzman will  meet with
International Monetary Fund chief Kristalina
Georgieva on the sidelines of a Vatican event on
Wednesday, a key meeting with the country racing
to restructure $100 billion in debt. 

The symbolism of the Vatican meeting, facilitat-
ed by an Argentine pope who has been outspoken
about economic fairness, is not lost on the streets
of the predominantly Roman Catholic country’s
capital, where many are grappling with recession,
high inflation and capital controls.

“It seems to me that the pope is playing an
important role as a mediator to unlock the financial
situation of our country,” said Mercedes F, an artist
in the district of Flores best known for her paint-
ings of the pope. Farina reminisced about receiving
a hand-written letter from Francis, who she had
heard say Sunday mass when he was a parish
priest. “I think he has this country in his heart so I
think he will support this government,” she added.
“Hopefully it helps.”

Argentina’s new center-left President Alberto
Fernandez, who met the pope last week, needs all
the help he can get. The country cannot currently
pay its debts and has an ambitious aim to restruc-
ture payments by the end of March. Winning over
the IMF, which extended a $57 billion facility to
the country in 2018, is key. Both sides have herald-
ed positive talks so far, with Fernandez’s Peronist
government hoping it can strike a good faith
agreement with the fund.

That is no easy matter for a country that has
defaulted twice since the turn of the century, most
recently in 2014, straining its relationship with
international creditors. Father Gabriel Marronetti, a
priest at the pope’s old Basilica San JosÈ de Flores
church, said the pontiff’s involvement would help
lend a higher moral authority to any agreement. “I
believe Pope Francis adds confidence to something
by his word,” Marronetti, a disciple who recently
visited the pope at the Vatican, told Reuters at the
Buenos Aires church.

“When he is involved in something, he will do
everything possible to make sure whatever is said
is fulfilled.” In the neighborhood of old buildings
and squares full of people selling handicrafts, resi-
dents had some mixed feelings about Pope
Francis, who has not visited the country since
being ordained. But all hoped his focus on poverty
would help.

“The pope’s support with his gaze towards the
poor is always valuable,” said Patricia Zanollo, a
61-year-old orthodontist as she left the church
where Francis found his vocation. “It’s a positive
and it gives me hope.” On streets near the house
with a marble plaque marking the birthplace of
Jorge Bergoglio, as Francis was named, psychoan-
alyst Andrea Muiro praised his focus on “social
justice” - a term often used by Fernandez who
took office in December. — Reuters

Migrant arrivals 
soar on Spain’s 
Canary Islands
MADRID: The number of migrants
reaching the Canaries soared last month
to 18 times the level of a year ago,
Spanish government figures showed
yesterday. The spike has raised fears of a
resurgence of migrant traffic to the
Atlantic islands, a route taken by tens of
thousands of people a decade ago. 

The figures coincide with a crack-
down on illegal immigration by Morocco
where the numbers of those trying to
reach mainland Spain by boat have fallen.
The Canaries lie just off southern
Morocco and the journey can be
attempted from Mauritania or Senegal,
thereby avoiding Moroccan authorities.
Last month, 708 migrants reached the

archipelago compared with 40 in
January 2019, the interior ministry said. 

By contrast, the numbers arriving in
mainland Spain were down 72 percent
compared with the same period a year
earlier. Many appear to have made the
crossing from Mauritania, whose coast-
line lies 1,000 kilometers south of the
islands. There have been two repatria-
tion flights from the Canaries to
Mauritania this month, carrying 88
migrants a - 72 of them citizens of
neighboring Mali, Spanish ombudsman
documents show. 

Another eight were from Mauritania,
seven from Senegal and one Ivory Coast.
Over the past two years, the overall
number of arrivals in Spain more than
halved, the ministry said, falling from
57,498 in 2018 to 26,168 in 2019. Last
year, Morocco prevented a large number
of boats from setting sail for Spain, with
the interior ministry telling AFP it had
prevented “74,000 illegal attempts” to
reach Spain. 

In 2019, the European Union allocat-

ed 140 million euros ($155 million) to
support Rabat’s efforts against irregular
migration, with Madrid also providing
additional aid. As well as the Canaries
route, some have turned to Algeria’s

northern coast, with Spanish police say-
ing Monday they arrested 26 suspected
smugglers who had brought more than
900 people to Spain last year, charging
each person 2,500 euros.  — AFP 

LESBOS ISLAND: A migrant reacts to tear gas used by riot police during a demon-
stration outside the municipal theatre of the city of Mytilene, on the island of Lesbos
yesterday. — AFP 

Rising populism
stokes homophobic
hate speech 
across Europe 
LONDON: Homophobic and transphobic rhetoric and
other anti-LGBT+ hate crimes are rising across
Europe, fuelled by divisive politics and socially conser-
vative groups that also campaign against abortion
access, an advocacy group said yesterday. Hate speech
by political and religious leaders increased in 17 coun-
tries, including in countries such as Portugal, Spain and

Finland, known for being LGBT-friendly. 
Homophobic violence also rose across the region,

according to a report by ILGA-Europe. Poland’s
nationalist ruling party railed against “LGBT ideology”
in its re-election campaign last year, while Hungary’s
parliament speaker equated gay adoption with pae-
dophilia and Spanish and Finnish politicians criticised
Pride marches.

“It’s not just countries of eastern Europe where peo-
ple traditionally think there is more organized opposi-
tion - the groups that are opposing LGBTI equality are
popping up in more places,” said Evelyne Paradis, the
executive director of ILGA-Europe. In March 2019,
then-deputy prime minister of Italy, Matteo Salvini, who
leads the far-right League party, spoke in Verona at the
World Congress of Families, a conference that promotes
the “natural family” against LGBT+ and abortion rights.

“Those groups tend to be more active where there is
overall insecurity and anxiety in the population, where

the overall political discourse, not just on LGBTI rights,
is a bit more toxic, where populist parties are very
active” Paradis said. A rise in hate speech can lead to
increases in violent hate crime, said Helga Eggebo, a
Norwegian researcher at the Nordland Research
Institute, who has studied discrimination.

“There is a relationship between general negative
attitudes, hate speech and violent crime against minority
groups,” she said. “For example, there was a documented
rise in violent hate crime against Muslim women after
9/11.” While ILGA-Europe’s report was not based on
comparative, quantitative, hate crime data, Paradis said
there was a “heavy trend” of increased anti-LGBT+
hate speech and violence in a majority of European
countries. She noted however that there was more
recognition of same-sex civil partnerships and parental
rights and a growing movement to ban medically-unnec-
essary genital surgeries on intersex infants who are born
with atypical sex characteristics. — Reuters


