
WASHINGTON: US President Joe Biden ordered the
end to the use of private prisons for federal inmates
Tuesday, saying they incentivized throwing more people
in prison without improving on government-run jails.

Biden ordered the Justice Department to phase out
the use of private incarceration facilities, which house
about 16 percent of federal prisoners. “There is broad
consensus that our current system of mass incarceration
imposes significant costs and hardships on our society
and communities and does not make us safer,” Biden said
in the order. “To decrease incarceration levels, we must
reduce profit-based incentives to incarcerate by phasing
out the federal government’s reliance on privately operat-
ed criminal detention facilities,” he said. Biden said pri-
vate prisons, which house about 116,000 of the more
than two million prisoners under federal and state super-

vision in the country, were worse than government-run
facilities. “Privately operated criminal detention facilities
consistently underperform federal facilities with respect
to correctional services, programs, and resources,” he
said. “We should ensure that time in prison prepares indi-
viduals for the next chapter of their lives.”

Private prison operators first emerged in the United
States in the 1980s when the prison population began to
explode, notably because of the war on drugs. It became
a big and profitable business, with the prison companies
publicly traded on stock exchanges. But, driven by prof-
its, the prisons have been criticized for cutting corners in
terms of inmate care.

They also have allegedly encouraged tough sentenc-
ing policies to keep their facilities full. “Private prisons
profiteer off of federal prisoners and are proven to be, or

found to be... less safe for correctional officers and for
prisoners,” said Susan Rice, Biden’s chief Domestic Policy
Advisor.

Racial equity 
Biden’s prisons order was one of several he signed

Tuesday aimed at improving the treatment of minority
groups and addressing “systemic racism” which has
left many groups, especially African-Americans, eco-
nomically deprived. Rice is in charge of the ambitious
program aimed at mainstreaming policies for minority
equity throughout the government. Biden ordered
Tuesday the Department of Housing and Urban
Development (HUD) to address policies that histori-
cally have made it harder for minorities to own homes
and resulted in more segregated neighborhoods. He
pointed to the lower level of home ownership by
Blacks compared to Whites, and the need for easier
access to affordable housing to people of color and
other minorities.

“Ongoing legacies of residential segregation and dis-
crimination remain ever-present in our society,” the order
said. He ordered the government to take actions to
address discrimination and hate crimes against Asian
Americans and Pacific Islanders, saying that during the
COVID-19 pandemic there groups have been targeted
with “inflammatory and xenophobic rhetoric,” putting
their homes and businesses at risk.

And he ordered departments of the government
improve consultation and cooperation with Native
Americans, requiring them to develop plans to that end. “I
believe this nation and this government need to change
their whole approach to the issue of racial equity,” Biden
said in a press conference.

“Yes, we need criminal justice reform. But that isn’t
nearly enough. We need to open the promise of America
to every American.” “And that means we need to make
the issue of racial equity not just an issue for any one
department of government, it has to be the business of
the whole of government. — AFP
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News in brief

53 killed in Cameroon bus blaze

YAOUNDE, Cameroon: Fifty-three people died
yesterday when a bus collided with a fuel-laden van
in Cameroon, causing a blaze that engulfed both
vehicles, the local governor said. “The dead have all
been burned beyond identification,” Awa Fonka
Augustine, the governor of West Region, said.
Twenty-nine people suffered severe burns. The 70-
seat bus collided head-on with the van at around
3.30am at a location called the Cliff of Dschang, in
central-western Cameroon, he said. The stretch of
road is notorious for accidents, with hairpin bends
and ravines. The governor said fog may have been a
cause of the accident, and early investigation found
that the van had a “brake problem.” — AFP

YouTube suspends Trump indefinitely

SAN FRANCISCO: YouTube has suspended
Donald Trump indefinitely from the platform and
said it will also prevent the former president’s
lawyer Rudy Giuliani from being able to monetize
his clips, US media reported. It comes a week
after the social media giant confirmed it would
extend a ban on Trump’s channel-which has just
under three million subscribers-joining other
social media platforms in banning his accounts fol-
lowing the deadly January 6 Capitol riot. The
Google-owned firm has faced some criticism over
its slow response following the violence in
Washington, as well as the proliferation of con-
spiracy theories on the platform.  — AFP

Senator released from hospital

WASHINGTON: The 80-year-old senator presid-
ing over the impeachment trial of Donald Trump
was briefly hospitalized Tuesday after sounding
hoarse and unwell while being sworn in. Patrick
Leahy, who was elected in 1974, is presiding over
the trial as he is the senior senator of the party with
the majority in the Senate, currently the Democrats.
“After getting test results back, and after a thor-
ough examination, Senator Leahy now is home. He
looks forward to getting back to work,” his
spokesman said in a statement. The trial is due to
open on February 9. — AFP

Italy failed to save 200 migrants

GENEVA: Italy failed to protect the right to life of
more than 200 migrants on a boat that sank in the
Mediterranean Sea in 2013, the UN Human Rights
Committee found yesterday. Italy “failed to respond
promptly to various distress calls from the sinking
boat, which was carrying more than 400 adults and
children,” the committee found. Rome “also failed to
explain the delay in dispatching its navy ship, ITS
Libra, which was located only about an hour away
from the scene”. — AFP 

Mild quakes shake Spain’s Granada 

MADRID: A string of mild earthquakes shook
southern Spain overnight following weeks of strong
seismic activity in the Granada area, prompting the
premier to call for calm yesterday. Three of them
had a magnitude of between 4 and 4.5, Spain’s
National Geographical Institute (IGN) said on
Twitter.  “Various earthquakes shook Granada again
overnight which has worried thousands of people.
Please stay calm and follow the instructions of the
emergency services,” tweeted Spanish Prime
Minister Pedro Sanchez.  — AFP

WASHINGTON, DC: US President Joe Biden speaks about his racial equity agenda in the State Dining Room of the
White House on Tuesday in Washington, DC. President Biden signed executive actions Tuesday on housing and justice
reforms, including a directive to the Department of Justice to end its use of private prisons. — AFP

Parents of Somali 
soldiers fear sons 
fighting in Ethiopia
MOGADISHU: Somalia is under growing pressure to
explain the fate of soldiers whose families fear they
were secretly deployed from training camps in neigh-
boring Eritrea to fight in Ethiopia’s northern Tigray
region. The government has strenuously denied allega-
tions that Somali troops were sent to battlefields in
Tigray, where Ethiopian federal troops have been
fighting with regional forces since November.

But some lawmakers have written to Somalia’s
president appealing for information on behalf of des-
perate parents who say their sons in uniform have
gone missing, and they have reason to believe they
could be in Tigray. Hussein Ibrahim said his son was
told he was going to Qatar for training, but wound up
in Eritrea. “I last spoke with my son 22 days ago. He
told me he was fine but concerned, because some of
his comrades were relocated from the camp and he
didn’t know to where,” he said. “I don’t know who to
ask about his fate. There are reports everywhere that
those taken to Eritrea were sent to fight in Ethiopia,

and that some had died.” Information minister Osman
Abukar Dubbe on January 19 said “there were no
Somali troops fighting in Tigray, and no such request
made by the Ethiopian government”, describing
reports to the contrary as “propaganda”.

‘Alive or not’? 
But the whereabouts of the missing soldiers

remains unclear, and the plight of their families has
struck a chord in Somalia and raised difficult ques-
tions for politicians preparing for a fraught national
election which had been scheduled for next month
but is beset with delays. “We need the Somali presi-
dent to hear our appeal, and tell us if our children are
alive or not,” said Fadumo Moalim Abdulle, who
believes her son was sent to Eritrea after being told
he was going to Qatar.

In a letter dated January 18, the foreign relations
committee asked President Mohamed Abdullahi
Mohamed, better known by his nickname Farmajo, for
“details about the number of soldiers in Eritrea for
training, and when they are coming back to the coun-
try”. “We also understand that many parents have not
been able to contact their children for some time, only
to hear they were killed fighting in Tigray with govern-
ment forces,” the letter stated. “Confirm where these
soldiers are now, and put them in touch with their par-
ents.” A military official, speaking on condition of
anonymity, told AFP that some recruits were sent to
Eritrea for training “but these reports about Somali
soldiers sent to Tigray are baseless”.

But Abdisalam Guleid, a former Somali deputy spy
chief, said that “Somalia had indeed entered the war,
and that many soldiers had died,” citing intelligence
from Ethiopian counterparts. After three weeks of
fighting, Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed
declared victory in late November against the TPLF,
the ruling party in Tigray, after the army captured the
regional capital Mekele. But the TPLF leadership
remains on the run and has vowed to fight on.
Thousands have died so far in the conflict, according
to the International Crisis Group. The fighting has
raised concerns for stability in the wider Horn of
Africa, with fears that Ethiopia’s neighbors could be
dragged into a regional conflict.—AFP

LONDON: Concern is growing about the potential
long-term impact of the coronavirus pandemic on
prisoners in England and Wales, even though jails have
avoided the worst predictions about infections.

COVID-19 cases and deaths have been kept below
the dire forecasts at the start of the crisis by imposing
restrictions on prisons. New arrivals have been quar-
antined, those with symptoms and the most vulnerable
isolated, but often at the expense of maintaining only
the most basic aspects of the regime.

Food, medication and showers are still provided,
alongside minimal daily exercise, with prisoners kept
inside their cells almost all the time. Four justice sys-
tem inspectorates last week said some inmates were
being held “in conditions which effectively amounted
to solitary confinement”.

It warned of the consequences of “the lack of
meaningful human interaction”, including face-to-face
education and work on rehabilitation. Chief inspector
of prisons Charlie Taylor told lawmakers at a hearing
there was a “deep malaise” among prisoners, who
were “chronically bored and frustrated”.

Inmates had reported their mental health is suffer-
ing and some are turning to drugs to cope, he added.
“They’re feeling helpless and without hope... (and)
have frequently described themselves as feeling like
caged animals,” he said.

‘Incredibly isolated’ 
A more contagious virus variant that has led to

surging UK infections, and tougher restrictions nation-
wide this month, has made the situation worse. The
rate of new cases behind bars has nearly quadrupled
and officials have recorded 24 deaths since mid-
December, while the number of sites seeing outbreaks
has risen from 53 to 70. As the situation deteriorates,
all social visits are currently cancelled, with facilities
trying to increase the use of video-calling instead.

Meanwhile as the courts system suffers its own fall-
out with a huge backlog of cases, more remand pris-
oners-who are typically less settled behind bars-are
spending longer in jail awaiting trial. The prison popu-
lation fell by 5,100 between mid-March and late
November, to 78,800, due primarily to the court
delays but also following the early release of some
low-risk and vulnerable offenders.

However, many facilities remain over-crowded.
Helen Dyson, of social justice charity Nacro, said the
lockdowns had not sparked riots and disturbances that
have been seen in some UK prisons in recent years.

She said there was “a consensus among prisoners
that this is being done for the right reasons”. But she
also said there was a knock-on effect. “There’s no
denying that when you’re locked in a box for 23 hours
a day, effectively, that definitely will impact on your

well-being,” Dyson told AFP.
“(That is) a long time to be sat with your own

thoughts and concerns and worries and anxieties.”
Nacro, which has support staff working in 34 facilities
as well as a community team outside prisons, was
already seeing an increase in people reporting mental
health issues after they are released. “Once they come
out they’re also incredibly isolated in a way that they
wouldn’t have been before,” Dyson added. “It’s almost
like coming out of one prison and into another.”—AFP

A conflict has been raging in Ethiopia’s Tigray, with some
Somali parents fearing their children were sent into the
fighting.— AFP

Locked down and up: Fears over 
virus impact on UK prisoners

Biden signals tougher 
Russia stance in 
first Putin call
WASHINGTON: President Joe Biden signaled a
tougher US stance on Russia Tuesday in his first
phone call with President Vladimir Putin, raising con-
cerns over human rights and “aggression” against
Ukraine, but welcoming cooperation on a new
nuclear weapons accord.

The call was initiated by the White House to dis-
cuss progress on extending the New START deal,
which limits the two powers to a maximum of 1,550
deployed nuclear warheads each and expires
February 5. An agreement now appears to be close.
But White House Press Secretary Jen Psaki said
Biden also raised a raft of worries about the Russian
authorities’ treatment of opposition members, includ-
ing the “poisoning of Alexei Navalny.”

The opposition leader and anti-corruption crusad-
er nearly died last year from a poisoning he says he
has proved was carried out by the security services,
something Putin denies. Navalny is currently impris-
oned in Moscow and over the weekend, police made
mass arrests of people demonstrating in his support
across the country. Showing Moscow and
Washington are still able to cooperate separately on
nuclear issues, the White House said Biden and Putin
had agreed to “work urgently” to wrap up negotia-
tions on a fresh five-year period for the New START
treaty ahead of its expiry.

The Kremlin said that in their call Putin and Biden
“expressed satisfaction” over talks and the Russian
leader later submitted a bill to parliament on the five-
year extension. In Washington, a State Department
official who asked not to be identified said the two
sides had “reached agreement... to proceed quickly to
conclude such an agreement by February 5th.”

The moves raised hopes for more stability
between the world’s two most heavily armed nations,
drawing a line under the uncertainty that entered
under Donald Trump, whom Biden replaced just last
week. The Trump administration had offered a one-
year extension ahead of the February deadline but
discussions broke down over US insistence on
tougher verification that Russia had frozen its nuclear
arsenal.

Human rights 
However, Biden also diverged strongly with Trump

on his approach to Russia’s human rights record and
Ukraine. Trump went to great lengths while in power
to avoid raising complaints about human rights abus-
es in Russia or criticizing Moscow’s support for sepa-
ratists in Ukraine and occupation of Crimea. Biden
confronted Putin on both issues.

He brought up “our strong support for Ukraine’s
sovereignty in the face of Russia’s ongoing aggres-
sion,” Psaki said. She also enumerated a long
sequence of other “matters of concern” causing fric-
tion in Washington. These included the unprecedent-
ed mass hacking of US computers that has been
widely blamed on Russia, interference in the 2020
presidential election and reports that Moscow
offered bounties for the killing of US soldiers in
Afghanistan.

In addition to raising Navalny’s case, Biden
flagged the “treatment of peaceful protesters by
Russian security forces.” Psaki said Biden’s “intention
was also to make clear that the United States will act
firmly in defense of our national interests in response
to malign actions by Russia.” The Kremlin made no
mention of these complaints in its readout of the call,
saying instead that Putin urged “normalization of
relations.” —AFP 

Only the most basic aspects of prison regimes are being
maintained in the battle against COVID-19. — AFP


