
Descendants of 
Sudan Jews hope to 
connect with Israel
KHARTOUM: In a corner of a shabby central
Khartoum neighborhood, Hebrew-lettered gravestones
jut up from a rubble-strewn plot, remnants of the small
but vibrant Jewish community that once lived in Sudan.
The cemetery stood for years as a reminder of an oft-
overlooked chapter in Sudan’s history, but for decades it
has been neglected, abandoned among cracked streets
littered with trash and lined by tire shops.

“All we have from Sudan’s Jewish community is this
run-down cemetery, some old photos and memories,”
pharmacist Mansour Israil told AFP.  The grandson of an
Iraqi Jew who settled in Sudan, Israil, whose family later
converted to Islam, still lives in a neighborhood once
known as “the Jewish quarter” in Omdurman, the capi-
tal’s twin city across the Nile river.

The Jewish community in Sudan was already one of
the smallest in the Middle East, and it dwindled in the
latter half of the 20th century, as tensions surrounding
the 1948 creation of Israel permeated the region. In
Sudan, like elsewhere in the Arab world, local Jews bore
the brunt of growing anti-Israel sentiment.

“The hearts of many in Sudan changed,” said 75-
year-old Israil, who watched his lively, diverse neighbor-
hood transform, and his Jewish friends leave Sudan.

Now, decades later, Israil and other descendants of
Sudanese Jews see a recent rapprochement between
their country and Israel as an opportunity to connect
with their origins. Last year, Sudan, the United Arab
Emirates, Bahrain and Morocco agreed to normalize ties
with the Jewish state under the US-brokered “Abraham
Accords”. It was a U-turn on longstanding policy after
the 1967 Six-Day War between Arab countries and
Israel that saw the Jewish state occupy swaths of territo-
ry. Arab leaders gathered in Khartoum after the defeat,
announcing a resolution that became known as the
“three nos”: no peace, no recognition and no negotia-
tions with Israel. At the time, Israil said, he got “threaten-
ing phone calls because of my family name”. “Imagine
how it was for the Jews.” 

Descendants’ hopes 
Pressure on the community had already mounted

since the 1956 Suez crisis, when Britain, France and Israel
invaded Egypt to regain control over the strategic canal,
said Daisy Abboudi, a British historian and descendant of
a Jewish Sudanese family. While Sudan had by then
gained independence from Anglo-Egyptian rule, its poli-
tics remained closely tied to its northern neighbor.

Sudan’s Jewish community, made up of no more than
250 families at its zenith in the 1940s and 50s, had virtu-
ally disappeared by the late 1970s, according to
Abboudi, who is also deputy director of UK-based
Jewish oral history project Sephardi Voices. Jewish com-
munities in other Arab states, including Egypt, Morocco
and Iraq, had suffered similar fates from the late 1940s.

“It was much more subtle in Sudan compared to any-
where else in the Middle East... but community members
started to feel very uncomfortable and realized maybe
there is no future” in the country, Abboudi told AFP.
Some of Sudan’s Jewish families resettled in Israel, as did
some of the remains in Khartoum’s Jewish cemetery,
which were airlifted to Jerusalem and reburied in the
1970s, she said. Sudan maintained a rigid anti-Israel
stance during the three-decade Islamist rule of former
president Omar al-Bashir, who was ousted amid mass
protests in April 2019. But six months after the Sudan-
Israel deal was announced, the cabinet in Khartoum on
Tuesday approved a bill abolishing a 1958 boycott of the
Jewish state.

A post-Bashir transitional government has been
pushing for re-integration with the international commu-
nity and to rebuild the country’s economy after decades
of US sanctions and internal conflict. Sudan agreed to
normalise ties with Israel in October in a quid-pro-quo
for Washington removing the country from its “state
sponsors of terrorism” blacklist months later. For Salma,
Israil’s niece who lives in Wad Madani, south of
Khartoum, the move was “long overdue”. “Normalisation
will make it easier to reconnect with my origins,” said the
35-year-old, who has sought to learn more about her
Jewish roots and the bygone community.—AFP

WASHINGTON: All adults across America will be eli-
gible for COVID-19 vaccines within two weeks,
President Joe Biden announced Tuesday, as economic
powerhouse California set a June 15 target to fully
reopen businesses. The positive news from the United
States-which has reported the most coronavirus deaths
of any country but is now a leader in vaccine distribu-
tion-contrasted with a record daily toll in Brazil and
Europe’s troubled rollout of the AstraZeneca shot.

Biden announced in a White House speech that he is
moving up the deadline for all over 18s to be eligible for
vaccines to April 19. The previous target had been May
1. “Our vaccine program is in overdrive. We’re making it
easier to get a vaccination shot,” Biden told the nation.
“We’re the first country to administer 150 million shots
and the first country to fully vaccinate over 62 million
people.” Biden’s April 19 deadline means ending restric-
tions by age, health issues or other categories for peo-
ple wanting to get vaccinated. It would not necessarily
mean that anyone could get a shot immediately, as dis-
tribution remains a work in progress.

Visiting a vaccination site in Virginia earlier, Biden
said that while the worst of the pandemic is “not over
yet,” vaccines mean it soon could be.

California to reopen 
The news comes as California Governor Gavin

Newsom said the state will fully reopen by June 15 if the
current rate of vaccinations continues, lifting all
COVID-related restrictions on businesses and gather-
ings. “We’ll be getting rid of the blueprint, as you know
it today. That’s on June 15 if we continue the good
work,” said Newsom, adding that mask-wearing
requirements would remain.

Some 556,000 Americans have died from COVID-
19, by far the highest toll reported in any country. On
Tuesday the Johns Hopkins University tracker reported
68,643 new confirmed cases and 1,105 deaths, as con-

cern grows that people may be letting down their guard.
The International Monetary Fund meanwhile said accel-
erated vaccines and a flood of government stimulus
spending, especially in the United States, meant it now
predicts global economic growth this year of 6 percent,
up from a forecast of 5.5 percent in January. This would
be a swift reversal of the 3.3 percent contraction in
2020 caused by the COVID-19 pandemic-the worst
peacetime downturn since the Great Depression nearly
a century ago.

Focus on vaccines 
The pandemic has now killed more than 2.8 million

people worldwide, upended economies and lifestyles
everywhere and put huge pressure on health care sys-
tems. And on a global scale it has not yet abated,
despite more than 660 million shots having been admin-
istered worldwide. In an annual report yesterday
Amnesty International said that richer countries are fail-
ing a “rudimentary” test of global solidarity by hoarding

COVID vaccines, “leaving countries with the fewest
resources to face the worst health and human rights
outcomes.” Hard-hit Brazil registered 4,195 deaths from
the virus Tuesday, in the deadliest day of the pandemic
yet for a country whose total reported toll is now nearly
337,000, second only to the United States. Elsewhere in
Latin America, Argentina notched a record high new
daily cases with 20,870 infections, and across the bor-
der in Chile a coronavirus surge forced President
Sebastian Pinera to postpone an election to choose a
commission to rewrite the country’s constitution.

Meanwhile India, a vaccine-producing powerhouse,
is struggling to contain a record surge in daily infec-
tions. New Delhi on Tuesday imposed an immediate
nighttime curfew, and financial hub Mumbai imposed
similar measures. A rare breakthrough in reopening
international travel occurred however when Australia
and New Zealand-both largely free of the coronavirus-
announced a two-way, quarantine-free travel corridor
starting April 18.—AFP
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Mexican election campaign from coffin

CIUDAD JUAREZ, Mexico: A Mexican con-
gressional candidate launched his election cam-
paign in a coffin Tuesday to highlight the coun-
try’s many thousands of deaths from the coron-
avirus pandemic and cartel-related violence.
Carlos Mayorga, a lower house candidate for the
Encuentro Solidario party in the northern state
of Chihuahua, said he was sending a message to
politicians that people were dying “because of
their indifference.” Mayorga arrived inside a
gold-colored casket at a campaign rally on a
bridge between the Mexican border city of
Ciudad Juarez and El Paso, Texas. — AFP

Brazil prostitutes strike for jabs

BELO HORIZONTE, Brazil: Prostitutes in the
city of Belo Horizonte in southeast Brazil have
gone on strike for a week, demanding to be
included in the group of front-line workers
receiving priority coronavirus vaccines.
Thousands of sex workers in the city have been
forced by pandemic-related closure of hotels-
where they rented rooms to sell their services-to
solicit for clients on the street, they say. “We are
in the front line, moving the economy and we are
at risk,” Cida Vieira, president of the Association
of Prostitutes of Minas Gerais state, told AFP.
“We need to get vaccinated.” — AFP

Chile president postpones election 

SANTIAGO, Chile: Chile’s President Sebastian
Pinera enacted a law Tuesday to postpone by
five weeks an election to choose a commission
to rewrite the country’s dictatorship-era consti-
tution, amid a surge in coronavirus infections.
The vote was to have taken place on Sunday, but
Pinera proposed that it be delayed, and received
the backing of parliament. “We did not think it
prudent or convenient to hold elections this
coming weekend,” Pinera said as he signed the
bill in Santiago. The election to decide the mem-
bers of a Constituent Assembly who will rewrite
the constitution-which has been in effect since
the Augusto Pinochet dictatorship (1973-90) —
will now take place on May 15 or 16. — AFP

Brazil’s daily COVID toll crosses 4,000

BRASÕLIA, Brazil: Brazil registered more than
4,000 COVID-19 deaths in 24 hours for the first
time Tuesday, the health ministry said, as the
country reeled from a surge of infections that
has made it the current epicenter of the pan-
demic. The coronavirus claimed 4,195 lives in the
deadliest day of the pandemic yet for the hard-
hit country, whose total reported death toll is
now nearly 337,000, second only to the United
States. Brazil’s health system is buckling under
the strain of the latest virus wave, which has
forced doctors into agonizing decisions over
which patients to give life-saving care and led
cemeteries to hold nighttime burials to deal with
the crush of coffins. — AFP

16 dead as buses collide in Mexico

MEXICO CITY: A collision on Tuesday
between two buses carrying workers at a mine
in northern Mexico left 16 people dead and 14
injured, authorities said. The pre-dawn crash
happened on a road leading to the entrance of
the mine in the state of Sonora, the region’s
attorney general’s office said in a statement. The
workers who died were traveling in a mini-bus
while those injured were being transported in a
larger bus and were taken to hospital for treat-
ment. All of victims were Mexican, the statement
said. —AFP

WASHINGTON: US President Joe Biden delivers remarks on a vaccination update from the State Dining Room at The
White House on Tuesday. — AFP

Yemen gravediggers, 
bulldozer join forces 
against COVID
TAEZ, Yemen: Between the mountain ranges of Taez,
dozens of fresh graves are being hastily dug in Yemen’s
third city to deal with a spike in deaths from COVID-
linked complications. Groups of men, most of them
wearing neither masks nor gloves, carry caskets to Al-
Saeed cemetery and its row upon row of new graves. 

At the same time a truck arrives, carrying mourners-
along with more bodies. People are struggling to bury
their dead in the southwestern city amid a surge in cas-
es of coronavirus that the war-torn country is badly
equipped to combat. Besieged for years by Houthi
rebels and their snipers, the gravediggers of Taez are
under constant threat and cannot work fast enough. 

Health measures, such as wearing surgical rubber
gloves to bury COVID-19 victims, are not a priority
here. “We are receiving nine or 10 bodies a day,”
Shaban Qaed, a cemetery official, said.

“We brought in people from the marketplace to dig
with us but still haven’t been able to keep up with
demand for new graves, and we’ve had to hire a bulldoz-
er.” Men in traditional costume gathered around the last
freshly-dug graves on Saturday for a funeral procession,
with the rumble of a bulldozer at work in the back-
ground. In other parts of the cemetery, women in black
sat near the graves, reading from the Koran holy book.
The United Nations says the number of new COVID-19
infections in the impoverished country has more than
doubled in past weeks.

‘Lot of neglect’ 
The Saudi-supported government-embroiled in a

six-year war with the Iran-backed Huthi rebels-has so
far recorded more than 4,900 cases, among them close
to 1,000 deaths. But with inadequate testing facilities,
delays in seeking treatment and difficult access to health
centers, the UN says the official numbers fall far short of
reality.  Yemen’s health care system has been crippled, in
what the UN says is the world’s worst humanitarian cri-
sis.  “Why is there no government move to stop the
spread of the pandemic?” read one sign held by Taez
residents staging a protest at the cemetery. “There’s a
lot of neglect and shortcomings on the part of the gov-
ernment, which is not performing its role,” protester
Ahmed al-Bukari told AFP. 

“There were some measures during the first wave of
the virus but still not up to standard,” he said. “For the
second wave, which is more severe, authorities in Taez
are not living up to their responsibility to protect peo-
ple.” Yemen received a first shipment of COVID-19 vac-
cines last week, after its coronavirus committee warned
of a public health “emergency” and called for a partial
curfew. — AFP

Djibouti president 
Guelleh set to
clinch fifth term
NAIROBI, Kenya: Djibouti’s President Ismail Omar
Guelleh is expected to extend his two-decade rule of
the tiny Horn of Africa nation as the country heads to
the polls Friday.

Guelleh, 73, is facing political newcomer Zakaria
Ismail Farah, his only rival after traditional opposition
parties decided to boycott the election. A businessman
specialized in the importation of cleaning products,
Farah, 56, is seen by observers as unlikely to pose a
significant challenge to the strongman who has been in
power for 22 years. Djibouti is a largely desert country
strategically situated on one of the world’s busiest
trade routes and at the crossroads between Africa and
the Arabian peninsula, a short distance from war-torn
Yemen.

Under Guelleh, the country has exploited this geo-

graphical advantage, investing heavily in ports and
logistics infrastructure.  At the same time the country
has seen an erosion of press freedom and a crackdown
on dissent. “Little by little, there has been a hardening
of the regime since 1999,” said Sonia Le Gouriellec, a
political scientist who authored a book on Djibouti.

“The more it has opened to the world, the more it
has closed internally.” Guelleh’s predicted fifth term
will be his last, under a 2010 constitutional reform

which scrapped term limits while also introducing an
age limit of 75 which would lock him out of future
elections.   Djibouti’s election campaign came as the
country saw COVID-19 infection rates soar by 38 per-
cent in the past week, with some 200 cases a day in
the country of almost one million people.

The rate of positive tests is 23 percent.
Nevertheless thousands turned out for rallies for the
ruling Union for the Presidential Majority (UMP),
many without wearing masks.

Farah-who had to renounce his dual French citizen-
ship to join the race-held a few small rallies before
cancelling the rest in the 10 days leading up to the
polls. He complained that he was not offered security
services for his rallies. The challenger, who has styled
himself as the “flag bearer of poor Djiboutians”,
appeared with his wrists bound and mouth taped last
month at one of his rallies to protest “unequal treat-
ment”.  In 2020 Guelleh faced an unusual wave of
opposition protests, which were brutally suppressed,
after the arrest of an air force pilot who had
denounced clan-based discrimination and corruption.
And police broke up several spontaneous small
protests against Guelleh’s fifth term in the run-up to
the election. — AFP 

A Yemeni worker helps as an excavator(background)
digs graves for COVID-19 victims at a cemetery in
Yemen’s third city of Taez amid a surge in cases of
coronavirus that the war-torn country is badly
equipped to combat. — AFP

KHARTOUM: Amin Israil (bottom), the grandson of an
Iraqi Jew who settled in Sudan and whose family later
converted to Islam, his daughter Salma (left), and Yosar
Basha (right), another Sudanese woman descended of
Jewish origins, pose for a photo together at Israil’s
home during an interview. — AFP

Djibouti’s President Ismail Omar Guelleh reacts. — AFP 


