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From pandemic to politics, tough 
road ahead for S African president

Country has seen nearly 1.5m COVID infections and over 46,000 deaths
JOHANNESBURG: South Africa’s President Cyril Ramaphosa de-
livered his annual address to the nation yesterday while appearing
increasingly fragile politically, hit by massive health and economic
crises as well as a divided ruling party.

Each February he outlines his national plan for the year, but this
time he will be hard put to try to uplift a pandemic-weary and more
impoverished population, while battling for political survival within
his ANC. His country is Africa’s hardest-hit by the coronavirus pan-
demic, which has sent the economy tanking to its worst in many
decades, and a slew of government officials are embroiled in embar-
rassing cases of looting of funds meant to help fight the pandemic.

His government has come under fire for its handling of the pan-
demic, and lately for delays in acquiring and rolling out vaccines. “He’s
going to get it from all sides,” said Amanda Gouws, political scientist
at Stellenbosch University.

Ramaphosa will have to perform a juggling act to reignite public
confidence while also not agitating a rival faction of the African Na-
tional Congress (ANC) party to ensure his survival. He came to power
in 2018 after an internal struggle in the ANC resulted in Jacob Zuma

being forced to resign on the back of corruption scandals. A year later
he won a popular mandate following national elections.

‘Absent president’ 
But now Ramaphosa appears to be struggling to firmly stamp his

authority over the 109-year-old party of Nelson Mandela and more
broadly throughout the country-the continent’s most advanced econ-
omy. “As long as you have to fight the battle inside your own party,
it’s very difficult to actually create a sense of stability outside the
party,” Gouws said. He faces mounting hostility from factions within
the ANC and opposition groups that accuse him of failing to rein in
corruption. Ramaphosa has been careful not to ruffle feathers, refus-
ing to directly chastise fellow party members implicated in corruption,
including Zuma and secretary general Ace Magashule. “His hands are
tied. If he goes against the Zuma faction we are going to see a very
serious political fallout,” warned Gouws.

His predecessor, who still commands support in the ANC, has de-
rided the country’s top court, refusing to appear before a panel which
is investigating state corruption during his nine-year tenure. Instead
he appears to be getting cozy with one of Ramaphosa’s most formi-
dable political rivals, leader of the leftist Economic Freedom Fighters
(EFF) Julius Malema. Photographs of the beaming politicians released
after their meeting last week fuelled rumors among South Africans of
a possible alliance aimed at toppling Ramaphosa. The largest oppo-
sition party, the Democratic Alliance, wants Ramaphosa “to show
South Africans that he is in fact the man in charge”.

“At the moment it looks like we have an absent president,” said
Gouws. The country has seen nearly 1.5 million COVID infections and
more than 46,000 deaths, and its vaccine rollout has been troubled.
This week authorities delayed the start of a much-anticipated vacci-
nation campaign after a study showed the AstraZeneca jabs failed to
prevent mild and moderate infection from the variant first identified
in South Africa. Ramaphosa, who gives regular updates on the coro-
navirus fight, recently appeared teary and visibly worn-out during
one of his broadcast addresses to the nation.

The former trade unionist who later became a wealthy business-
man should deal with “the prevailing crisis of confidence and legiti-
macy that the government is facing from the people,” warned Sizwe
Pamla, spokesman for Cosatu, the largest trade union federation and
an ANC ally. — AFP

Shelling killed scores 
of civilians in Tigray 
war, says HRW
ADDIS ABABA, Ethiopia: Ethiopian forces shelled heavily
populated areas in the first weeks of the conflict in the Tigray
region, killing at least 83 civilians and displacing thousands,
Human Rights Watch said yesterday. Artillery attacks by forces
backing Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed, the 2019 Nobel Peace
Prize winner, “struck homes, hospitals, schools and markets”,
according to the report, which focuses on the regional capital
Mekele and the towns of Shire and Humera. 

“At the war’s start, Ethiopian federal forces fired artillery
into Tigray’s urban areas in an apparently indiscriminate man-
ner that was bound to cause civilian casualties and property
damage,” said Laetitia Bader, HRW’s Horn of Africa director.
The report calls for a UN investigation of possible laws of war
violations. Abiy announced military operations against the
leadership of Tigray’s ruling party, the Tigray People’s Libera-
tion Front (TPLF), in early November, saying this was in re-
sponse to TPLF-orchestrated attacks on federal army camps. 

He declared victory after pro-government troops took
Mekele in late November, though the TPLF vowed to fight on,
and aid workers say persistent insecurity has hampered the de-
livery of badly-needed humanitarian assistance.  Abiy has pre-
viously said the military acted with special care for civilian lives,
telling lawmakers in late November that no civilians were killed
as his forces entered Tigray’s cities.  His office did not immedi-
ately respond to a request for comment Thursday.

In the western town of Humera, doctors reported that at
least 46 people were killed and 200 injured on a single day
during the first week of fighting, HRW said, adding that “total
casualties that day were most likely higher”. “Civilians started
arriving in the hospital with injuries to the abdomen, chest,
head. We were at a loss,” HRW quoted a doctor as saying.
“People with no hands, people with their stomachs hanging
out.” A doctor at a hospital in Mekele has previously told AFP
that 27 civilians were killed in “artillery and rocket shelling” on
November 28, the day federal forces arrived, and that more
than 100 were wounded.  —AFP

Shock as historic 
charges against 
Kenyan police dropped
NAIROBI: The case was unprecedented in the years-long campaign
against police impunity in Kenya-a record 15 officers ordered to
stand trial, accused of a terrifying rampage through a family home.

Never had so many officers-nearly an entire station in western
Kenya-faced criminal charges over a single act of alleged police bru-
tality. The victims filed into a courtroom in February expecting to wit-
ness a rare and historic moment of justice. Instead, they sat in shock
as state prosecutors told the court the case was being withdrawn.
“The prosecutor just appeared and said ‘I am dropping this’. They
were not even required to plead,” said Peter Kiama, executive direc-
tor of the Independent Medico-Legal Unit, a nonprofit that provided
the victims with legal aid.

The quiet shelving of such a high-profile case bore the opaque
hallmarks of a darker past, when the state shielded police from pros-
ecution and embarrassing trials had a habit of disappearing, lawyers

and human rights defenders said. The landmark case, nearly a year in
the making, had received the full backing of the Director of Public
Prosecutions (DPP), before being abruptly pulled without explana-
tion. Neither police nor the prosecutor’s office have spoken publicly
about the decision to withdraw charges, and spokespeople for both
institutions did not reply to repeat requests for comment. “Anybody
with an interest in accountability would be greatly shocked by this
twist of events, and greatly disappointed,” Kiama said.

The accused officers were enforcing a coronavirus curfew in Busia
County on the evening of March 30 when they allegedly entered the
private home of Benard Orenga. Police alleged the premises was a
bar, Amnesty International said.  According to the charge sheet, the
officers embarked on a violent frenzy. Police let off teargas, smashed
windows and furniture, and savagely beat Orenga in front of his family
before turning their clubs and whips on his wife, children and neigh-
bors. The Independent Policing Oversight Authority (IPOA) launched
an investigation. It found sufficient evidence to recommend prose-
cuting all 15 accused police, and six county enforcement officers were
also implicated. The DPP agreed and on January 21 charges were an-
nounced in a watershed moment. 

“Of course we were elated. It was unprecedented,” said Harriet
Wachira, a program coordinator at Transparency International. The
charges made headlines after a year in which public anger over police
brutality had erupted in protests. —AFP

PRETORIA: A morgue attendant at the Pretoria branch of the South
African funeral and burial services company Avbob stands still next
to the body of a patient died of COVID-19 related illnesses as a coffin
being brought along ahead of burial.— AFP

An Eritrean refugee child stands under an umbrella at Mai Aini
Refugee camp, in Ethiopia. — AFP


