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Life returning to  
normal in Africa, but  
virus fears linger 
 
 
SOWETO: “Things are getting back to normal, 
even though it will never be like it was before,” 
says a relieved Petunia Maseko, relaxing in a bar 
in South Africa’s Soweto township. 

Africa has weathered the coronavirus pan-
demic relatively well in terms of infections and 
deaths, though its economies have been badly 
ravaged. While many nations ease their Covid-
19 measures and citizens dare to breathe a little 
easier, experts are warning against letting the 
continent’s success lapse into complacency. 

There was plenty of celebrating at The Black 
and White Lifestyle Pub in Soweto on Friday as 
the first weekend of spring coincided with South 
Africa’s transition to its lowest level of lockdown.  

The continent’s hardest-hit nation, South 
Africa has reeled under one of the world’s 
strictest lockdowns. “It was tough staying in for 
six months without socialising,” said Maseko, a 
21-year-old engineering student wearing a 
brightly coloured Ndebele traditional outfit.  

But virus measures were followed, with 
masked revellers getting their temperatures 
checked at the bar’s entrance. Sanitising gel in 
hand, 26-year-old DJ Tiisetso Tenyane was 
delighted to finally play in front of a live audi-
ence after months of live-streaming shows. 

“I’ve been craving to play for the people 
again,” he said. He said that face masks are “the 
only sign left that there ever was a pandemic”. 
On the rest of the African continent, daily life 
varies vastly between strict observance of health 
measures and total relaxation. 

 
‘Back to our habits’  

“We don’t care about corona,” Ivory Coast’s 
President Alassane Ouattara said, oblivious to 
listening microphones, when he kissed a party 
official last month in front of thousands of peo-
ple in clear defiance of virus restrictions. 

Although masks are still compulsory, that rule 
is “not respected anywhere or almost anywhere” 
in Ivory Coast, a health worker said on condition 
of anonymity.  “The hysteria is gone and the state 
no longer communicates much about the sub-
ject”. In DR Congo’s capital Kinshasa, taking 
temperatures and washing hands are still the 
norm in the residential district of Gombe, which 
is also the city’s diplomatic and economic centre. 

But in working-class communities, masks are 
being pushed down to the chin and people are 
shaking hands again.  For many the latest buzz 
phrase is “corona eza te”, which translates to 
“there is no corona” in the local Lingala. 

In West African’s Burkina Faso, 43-year-old 
fish seller Ousmane Ouedraogo said he can’t 
wear a mask forever.  “We tried to wear it every 
day but it was the authorities who set the exam-
ple by acting as if the disease was over. So we’re 
going back to our habits,” he said. 

Nobody uses the hand-washing station at the 
entrance to Guillaume Traore’s restaurant in 
Burkina’s capital Ouagadougou. “When you 
remind a customer, he tells you that the coron-
avirus does not exist,” he said. 

In Chad and Gabon, many wear masks low 
down, covering only the mouth or just the 
chin, only to hastily lift them up when they 
come across the police. In churches, mosques 
and markets, people jostle into each other. In 
the evening, however, a strict curfew remains 
in place. 

In the megacity Lagos of Africa’s most popu-
lous country Nigeria, civil servant Isiaka 
Okesanya said he now regularly forgets to wear 
his mask. “It’s like God has helped us to get rid 
of the disease. We no longer read about those 
big figures of deaths,” the 41-year-old told AFP. 

But Emmanuel Akinyemi, director of Lagos-
based Estate Clinic, said that “coronavirus is real 
and is stil l  very much around us”. Health 
Minister Osagie Ehanire said last week that 
while Nigeria’s daily infection figures have been 
trending downwards, “we unfortunately cannot 
afford to rejoice or speak of success”. — AFP 

JOHANNESBURG: South African former presi-
dent Jacob Zuma on Monday requested that the 
head of a commission investigating rampant state 
corruption during his nine-year reign recuse himself 
over “bias”, his lawyers said. 

For more than two years, deputy chief justice 
Raymond Zondo has chaired a commission that has 
heard testimony from ministers, ex-ministers, gov-
ernment officials, lawmakers and business execu-
tives, with many giving damning evidence against 
Zuma, portraying his 2009-2018 presidency as a 
time of systematic looting of state assets. 

The former president has repeatedly refused to 
testify to the commission, most recently last week 
when he claimed he was too ill. Zondo then held tel-
evised media briefing, setting “non-negotiable” 
dates for Zuma to testify on November 16-20 to the 
judicial commission, which was established to probe 
the “state capture” scandal. 

Zuma’s lawyer Eric Mabuza said in a letter sent 
to the commission that Zondo was no longer capa-
ble of “exercising an independent and impartial 
mind”. “We are instructed to seek your recusal as 

Chairperson of the Commission on the ground that 
our client reasonably apprehends that you have 
already adopted a biased disposition towards him.” 
During Zondo’s televised address to his panel last 

week, he warned that “this commission does not 
negotiate dates with witnesses”. 

“People are supposed to appear,” he said. Zuma’s 
legal team reportedly stated that the former presi-
dent was unable to attend because of health risks 
associated with travel and that their client was 

“busy” preparing for a separate corruption trial in 
January. 

Mabuza on Monday said that due to the personal 
and professional history between Zuma and Zondo, 
the chairman had joined the narrative that seeks to 
present the ex-president as “the cause of all the 
corruption he is tasked to investigate”. 

The lawyer said that Zondo’s decision to hold a 
televised conference just for Zuma “attests to the 
fact that he seeks to portray him as uncooperative 
and belligerent in the eyes of the public.” Zuma 
plans on filing a formal application to have Zondo 
recuse himself from the commission. 

Zuma was forced to resign in February 2018 over 
graft scandals centred around an Indian business 
family, the Guptas, who won lucrative contracts with 
state companies and were allegedly even able to 
choose cabinet ministers. 

His successor President Cyril Ramaphosa has 
vowed to tackle corruption in South Africa, which 
has been led by the African National Congress par-
ty since Nelson Mandela came to power in 1994 
after the end of apartheid. — AFP 

Former president has repeatedly refused to testify to the commission

Zuma asks South African graft  
commission head to recuse himself

Rights group Amnesty  
halts India operations,  
says facing crackdown 
 
 
NEW DELHI: Human rights group Amnesty 
International stopped its work in India yesterday 
saying the government had frozen its bank accounts 
in the latest action against it for speaking out about 
rights violations. 

The group said it had laid off staff after facing a 
crackdown over the past two years over allegations 
of financial wrongdoing that it said were baseless. 
“This is latest in the incessant witch-hunt of human 
rights organizations by the government of India 
over unfounded and motivated allegations,” 
Amnesty said in a statement. 

Its bank accounts were frozen on Sept. 10, it 
said. Amnesty had highlighted rights violations in 
recent months in the disputed Jammu and Kashmir 
region as well as what it said was a lack of police 
accountability during riots in Delhi in February, 

and the government had sought to punish it, it said. 
There was no immediate response from govern-
ment spokesmen to requests for comment. Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi’s government has faced 
accusations that it is clamping down on dissent, 
including in Muslim-majority Kashmir, where 
insurgents have battled government forces for 
more than 30 years. 

Critics also say the government is pushing a 
Hindu-first agenda, undermining the secular foun-
dations of India’s democracy and raising fears 
among its 170 million Muslim minority. 

The government denies any bias against any 
community. Opposition politician Shashi Tharoor 
said Amnesty’s exit was a blow. “India’s stature as a 
liberal democracy with free institutions, including 
media & civil society organisations, accounted for 
much of its soft power in the world. Actions like this 
both undermine our reputation as a democracy & 
vitiate our soft power,” he said on Twitter. 

 
‘Freezing dissent’ 

Amnesty said the federal financial crimes 
invest igat ion agency, the Enforcement 
Directorate, had targeted it . “The constant 
harassment by government agencies including 

the Enforcement Directorate is a result of our 
unequivocal calls for transparency in the gov-
ernment, more recently for accountability of the 
Delh i  pol ice  and the Government  of  India 
regarding the grave human rights violations in 
Delhi riots and Jammu & Kashmir,” said Avinash 
Kumar , executive director of  Amnesty 
International India. 

“For a movement that has done nothing but 
raise its voices against injustice, this latest attack 
is akin to freezing dissent,” he said. Amnesty and 
other groups have accused police of complicity in 
the riots in Delhi in which at least 50 people were 
killed, most of them Muslims. 

Police denied the allegation. The government 
has been tightening oversight of foreign non-gov-
ernmental groups (NGOs), they say. 

Last week, the government enacted changes in 
the Foreign Contribution (Regulat ion) 
Amendment Bill setting new conditions for organ-
isations. Some NGOs said the measures seeking 
tighter control of funds were aimed at creating an 
air of distrust. Kumar said more than four million 
Indians have supported Amnesty’s work in the 
last eight years and about 100,000 Indians had 
donated money. — Reuters 

A year after Iraq  
protests, what  
has changed? 
 
 
BAGHDAD: Back in October 2019, unprecedented 
protests demanded the fall of Iraq’s ruling class. 
One year on, with a new government in place and 
nearly 600 protesters killed, almost nothing has 
changed. 

The nationwide demonstrations which broke out 
on October 1, 2019 spiralled into a decentralised 
movement slamming unemployment, poor public 
services, endemic corruption and a political class 
more loyal to Iran or the US than to Iraqi citizens. 

It led to the shock December 1 resignation of then-
premier Adel Abdel Mahdi, succeeded after months of 
political deadlock by Prime Minister Mustafa al-
Kadhemi, who pledged to integrate protesters’ 
demands into his transitional government’s plans. 

But on the ground, little has been achieved. 
Kadhemi has set an early parliamentary vote for 
June 6, 2021, nearly a year ahead of schedule. 
“Protesters wanted early elections and a new elec-
toral law. We’re doing that,” Abdelhussein Hindawi, 
Kadhemi’s adviser on elections, told AFP. 

But while parliament approved a new voting law 
in December, essential points including the size of 
electoral districts and whether candidates would 
run independently or on lists have yet to be agreed 
by lawmakers.  

And despite repeated claims he has no political 
ambitions and would only serve as a transitional 
premier, Kadhemi himself appears to be preparing 
for an electoral fight. Several MPs and members of 
rival parties told AFP the prime minister’s advisors 

are scouting candidates for the 2021 elections, hop-
ing he could secure a new term in office. “He’s stuck 
because he has to make a decision about where he 
wants to be,” said Renad Mansour, a researcher at 
the UK-based Chatham House. “Does he want to be 
PM for another four years and play politics, or does 
he want to change something right now?”  

When he came to power, Kadhemi pledged to 
guide Iraq through a dire fiscal crisis, saying state 
coffers were “nearly empty” after years of waste 
and an oil price slump. 

The World Bank said Iraq’s poverty rate could 
double to 40 percent this year and that youth 
unemployment, already at 36 percent, could rise 
further.  Kadhemi’s cabinet first vowed to reduce 
the public payroll and audit stipends handed out to 
millions of Iraqis, but walked back the policy follow-
ing public criticism. 

It changed course again in August, hiring hun-
dreds at the defence ministry — but not enough to 
stop sit-ins outside other government offices 
demanding jobs. And Finance Minister Ali Allawi 
missed a late August deadline to submit a “white 
paper” of economic reforms that is still being 
finalised, Iraqi officials told AFP. 

Kadhemi also said he would prioritise Iraq’s fight 
against the novel coronavirus, which had in May 
killed 100 people. Now, the death toll stands at 
close to 9,000, with the health ministry warning 
hospitals could “lose control” if the spread is not 
contained.  

The PM has few allies in parliament, where pro-
Iran MPs have bristled at his references to protester 
demands.  “He’s had one foot in the elite camp and 
one foot in the anti-establishment camp. At the end 
of the day, he ends up not satisfying either,” said 
Mansour.  The premier has also struggled to make 
good on his promise to bring those responsible for 
the deaths of nearly 600 protesters and activists 
since last October to justice. — AFP 

People are  
supposed  
to appear

South African former president Jacob Zuma.

BAGHDAD: In this file photo taken on January 30, 2020, Iraqi protesters use a slingshot to hurl rocks during 
clashes with security forces following a demonstration at Al Wathba square in the capital Baghdad. In 
October 2019, unprecedented demonstrations across Iraq demanded the downfall of the ruling class. — AFP

Cardinal Pell to return  
to Rome after sex  
abuse acquittal 
 
 
SYDNEY: Australian Cardinal George Pell will 
return to Rome yesterday for the first time since 
being acquitted of child sexual abuse charges, and 
just days after a Vatican rival was ousted. Pell, 79, a 
former high-powered treasurer tasked by Pope 
Francis to clean up the Vatican’s finances, spent 
more than a year in prison before he was acquitted 
and freed by Australia’s High Court in April. 

He has not been back to Rome since leaving in 
mid-2017 to face charges of assaulting two choir-
boys in the late 1990s. The purpose of the trip was 
not immediately clear. Pell’s friend Katrina Lee, an 
executive advisor to the Catholic Archdiocese of 
Sydney, told AFP he was travelling to the Italian 
capital yesterday in a “private” capacity. 

“He always said he would be going back to Rome 
at some stage,” she told AFP. Asked if she knew the 
reason for his trip, Lee said “not completely, but if I 
did I wouldn’t be at liberty to say”. His slated return 
comes less than a week after the downfall of influ-
ential Italian cardinal Angelo Becciu, who was 
pushed out by Pope Francis Thursday following 
accusations of embezzlement and nepotism. 

Becciu, 72, and six others risk trial in the Vatican 
on corruption charges, according to the Repubblica 
daily. Pell, who has been living in a Sydney seminary 
since his release from prison, was quick to issue a 
statement thanking and congratulating the pope fol-
lowing Becciu’s forced resignation. 

Anti-virus measures in Australia restrict citizens 
from leaving the country, and Pell would have need-
ed to obtain a government exemption. 

Pope Francis appointed Pell in 2014 as an anti-
corruption tsar at the Vatican’s Secretariat for the 
Economy. He quickly ruffled a lot of feathers. “In the 
months before his departure (for Australia)... Pell 
clashed in a big way with Becciu. The heart of the 
matter was two different visions of how Peter’s 
Pence should be managed,” the Messaggero daily’s 
expert Franca Giansoldati said. 

Peter’s Pence is a yearly collection taken up 
around the world and destined for the poor. On 
Sunday, investigative weekly L’Espresso reported 
that Becciu gave financier Enrico Crasso, a former 
Credit Suisse manager, control over millions of euros 
of Vatican investment funds, including from Peter’s 
Pence. Becciu has been linked in particular to a con-
troversial luxury property investment deal in London, 
with at least some of the money used coming from 
Peter’s Pence. Crasso also manages an investment 
fund — Centurion Global Fund — with links to Swiss 
banks that are being investigated for money launder-
ing scandals, according to the weekly. 

The Vatican invested millions of euros into that 
fund, which lost money, while Crasso and others 
made millions in fees, Catholic News Agency said. 
Francis’ surprise decision to not only force Becciu 
to resign but also strip him of the rights associated 
with being a cardinal — a rare punishment — came 
just before a fresh review by Moneyval, according 
to the Stampa daily. — AFP 


