
CHICAGO: Businesses in downtown Chicago
that survived the pandemic-related economic
slump and two spasms of looting last summer
should be ecstat ic  with  the reopening of
America’s third-largest city. Yet, many are bat-
ting a new hardship-a surge in crime that is
keeping customers, and their money, away.

“I’ve never felt more unsafe than I do now,”
said Steve Burrows, a 48-year-old attorney who
has called Chicago home his entire life. “I work
downtown so I’m here every day during the day
but I won’t come down here at night or on the
weekend.” If people like Burrows, suburbanites
and the millions of tourists who normally visit
the lakefront city stay away, Chicago businesses
will feel the impact as many are still trying to
emerge from the tumult of the last 16 months.

Roseanna Ander, founder  and execut ive
director of the University of Chicago Crime Lab,
stresses that the uptick concerns gun crimes and
other types of violent crime-also experienced by
other cities around the United States. “The truth
is nobody knows exactly what is driving the
increase,” Ander said.

But it’s clear the pandemic added to many
existing social problems. “It exacerbated every-
thing, it magnified everything,” she said.

‘Our city is safe’ 
Chicago is experiencing crime in areas that

had generally been considered safe, like the
Magnificent Mile commercial district and tony
Oak Street, where last August rapper FBG Duck
was shot dead in broad daylight. Violent crime is
up in the city in every category. Carjackings,
about half committed by juveniles, are happen-
ing all over Chicago, while expressway shootings
are at levels never seen before with 93 so far
this year versus 39 at the same time last year,
according to police.

In downtown, much of the lawlessness has
been blamed on youths who have come to the
area on weekends the last two months, causing
havoc by tipping over planters, robbing pedes-

trians and committing assaults-incidents that
business owners say are keeping customers
away.

Yet Mayor Lori Lightfoot is optimistic. On
Tuesday, a day Chicago experienced its third
mass shooting in three days, she called for more
federal help to stem the flow of illegal guns but
also struck a positive tone. “The reality is our
city is safe. I stand by that,” said Lightfoot.

City Council member Raymond Lopez, a fre-
quent Lightfoot critic, said she’s living in “fairy-
land” and b lasted her  recent  changes that
banned most police car chases and limited foot
chases of suspects. “The police need to catch
criminals. They need to stop planting flowers
and bui ld ing community gardens and start
catching people committing crimes. No longer
allowing them to run after criminals-they already
can’t drive after them. What’s next, no longer
being allowed to handcuff them?”

Lopez also said Chicago is getting a bad rep-
utat ion that  is  detr imental  to i ts  economic
recovery, with a quarter of the city’s budget
based on revenue from tourism and hospitality.
“When the national mood at the mere mention of
our name that Chicago is too dangerous to go
to, no one will want to come here.”

The city’s police department has asked the
University of Chicago Crime Lab to analyze the
violent crime wave. Crime over the Memorial
Day weekend in May, the traditional start of the
US summer, was down significantly this year-as
the police department ordered officers to work
12-hour shifts, cancelled days off and stepped
up patrols downtown.

But  of fenses surged again af ter  of f icers
returned to normal shifts, prompting the police
department  to  return th is  weekend to  the
stepped-up presence. It’s not clear how long
that policy will stay in place, police spokesman
Russ Rosenoff said.

‘Scary’ 
For Jackie Jackson, 49, and Janel Jackson, 27,

a mother and daughter who own three Kilwins
ice cream shops in Chicago, including one on
Michigan Avenue that was looted last summer in
violence stemming from protests against police
abuses, the crime downtown is causing shops to
close early in prime summer season. “People
want to go out and have fun at 7 pm but safety
comes first,” Janel Jackson said. “Having to close
up so early because no one is downtown affects
us tremendously.”

With people wary of going for something
like an after-dinner ice cream, it’s hitting the
bottom line.

“Everyone is concerned, it ’s definitely an

issue we should be focused on because it’s all
about guests in beds and diners in seats. We
want people feeling safe when they come to visit
our great city,” said Sam Toia, head of the
Illinois Restaurant Association. Although Jackie
Jackson believes in Chicago’s business potential,
crime has her making a five-year plan to get out.

“I don’t carry a purse anymore... I don’t go
into any parking lots . I  can’t  go through a
drive-thru because I’m so afraid. I don’t wear
jewelry. I can’t live. “I can’t wait to get me a lit-
tle lake house and sit on the front porch and sip
iced tea someplace and live happily ever after
because this is scary.”  —AFP
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CHICAGO: Beachgoers walk by a Chicago Police officer monitoring the beach from his car in the North
Avenue Beach area in Chicago, Illinois, Friday. —AFP

Surgeons to 
reconstruct face of 
boy after hyena attack
SANDTON, South Africa: Plastic surgeons in South
Africa are preparing to reconstruct the face of a
nine-year-old Zimbabwean boy mauled by a hyena
in an attack last month. Rodwell Khomazana lost his
nose, left eye, most of his upper lip, bits of his fore-
head and other parts of his face when he was
attacked during a night-time church service outside
Harare on May 2.

Doctors in one of the city’s main public hospitals
did the best they could to patch him up and stabilize
his condition, but lacked the resources to fully
repair his ravaged face.

Unable to afford specialized surgery only avail-
able abroad, his mother contacted medics in neigh-
boring South Africa, who agreed to operate on him
for free in a private Johannesburg clinic.

“When she mentioned the story of this poor child
mauled by a hyena I couldn’t say no,” plastic sur-
geon Ridwan Mia told AFP earlier this week.
Rodwell was flown to Johannesburg on Saturday

and greeted by hospital staff singing South Africa’s
national anthem.

Many wore white T-shirts printed with “Team
Rodwell” and a drawing of the boy. They clapped
and cheered as he was wheeled into the building, a
green hooded sweater pulled over his head and his
face covered in white bandages. A peephole had
been cut over his right eye, through which he
watched cartoons on a smart tablet.

‘Huge injury’ 
Mia and his team will perform exploratory sur-

gery today, after which they will schedule a com-
plex operation expected to last around 20 hours.
They will use tissue from other parts of his body to
reconstruct his jaw, nose, mouth and cheeks. He will
also be fitted with a prostatic eye.

“Unfortunately he will have multiple scars on
his face,” said Mia. “What we are hoping to do is
a procedure where we minimize... the scarring,” he
explained. Rodwell “will never have a completely
normal, unscarred face”, he warned. “But we want
to give him something that will at least allow him
to be functional and enjoy the things that other
kids do.”

Donations will cover the costs of hospitalization,
which is expected to last at least a month with sev-

eral touch up procedures. A hotel has offered to
accommodate the child’s mother during that time.

Mia said left over money would be used for ther-
apy to help Rodwell overcome trauma. He noted
psychological support would be particularly impor-
tant for him to accept his new eye. Doctors hope
Rodwell will eventually “feel like a normal boy
again”, Mia said. “Unfortunately the harsh reality is
we are dealing with a huge injury.” —AFP

Former UK speaker 
Bercow slams PM, 
defects to Labour
LONDON: The colorful former speaker
of Britain’s House of Commons John
Bercow said he has left the Conservatives
to join the opposition Labour Party, say-
ing the country is “sick of lies” under
Prime Minister Boris Johnson. In an inter-
view with the Observer newspaper pub-
lished on Sunday, the former MP said the
Conservative Party under Johnson was
“reactionary, populist, nationalistic and
sometimes even xenophobic”.

Bercow, who stepped down as speaker
in October 2019 after 10 years, said he
joined the Labour Party a few weeks ago
because he shared its values. “I am moti-
vated by support for equality, social jus-
tice and internationalism. That is the
Labour brand,” he told the Observer.

“The conclusion I have reached is that
this government needs to be replaced. The
reality is that the Labour Party is the only
vehicle that can achieve that objective.
There is no other credible option.”

In an interview with Sky News,

Bercow insisted his decision was “not
personal against Boris Johnson”. But in
scathing comments, he said Johnson had
“only a nodding acquaintance with the
truth in a leap year” and the way he
treated parliament “with contempt” was
“lamentable”.

Bercow also told The Observer the
prime minister was “a successful cam-
paigner but a lousy governor”, criticiz-
ing policies such as cutting the interna-
tional aid budget.

‘Sick of lies’ 
“I don’t think he has any vision of a

more equitable society, any thirst for
social mobility or any passion to better
the lot of people less fortunate than he is. I
think increasingly people are sick of lies,
sick of empty slogans, sick of a failure to
deliver,” he told the Observer. Bercow
also directed a jibe at health minister Matt
Hancock, widely criticized for his handling
of the pandemic, telling Sky: “I would buy
him at my valuation and sell him at his and
realise a healthy profit in the process”.

On the other hand he described
Labour leader Keir Starmer as “an honest,
decent person”. He denied suggestions
that he was angling for a peerage from

Labour after the Tories denied him this.
“There has been no barter, no trade, no

deal whatsoever,” he told Sky News.
Bercow served as a Conservative MP for
Buckingham for 12 years before being
elected speaker in 2009, becoming the

youngest person to hold the role for 100
years. The post of speaker is politically
impartial and the holder is expected to
resign from their party on appointment.
Bercow told Sky News he did not rejoin
the Conservative Party afterwards. —AFP

Body found in 
Belgium is likely 
missing rogue soldier
BRUSSELS: A body
found yesterday in east-
ern Belgium is probably
that of a soldier sus-
pected of extreme-right
views who went missing
after stealing arms from
a mi l i tary base and
threatening publ ic
figures, prosecutors
sa id . “According to
the first elements of
the investigation, it is
Jurgen Conings ,”  a
statement said.

“The cause of death is probably, according to
initial findings, attributable to suicide by firearm,”
the statement added, though this would be con-
firmed at a later date. Hundreds of police and
army personnel were deployed last month on the
hunt for Conings, 46, after his abandoned vehicle
was found in the area near the Dutch border with
four rocket launchers inside.

Conings, who reportedly served in Kosovo,
Iraq and Afghanistan, was believed to remain
armed and dangerous after he was suspected
of stealing weapons from a military base where
he worked as an instructor. The discovery was
first reported after a town mayor yesterday
said he had found the body during a bike ride
in a forest near where Conings’s car had been
found last month.

“During my mountain bike tour this morning, in
a part where few people come, I smelled a strong
corpse odor,” Johan Tollenaere of the eastern
town of Maaseik, told VRT news. “I immediately
thought of Jurgen Conings and notified the police.
They found the body,” he said.

The manhunt dominated newspaper headlines
in the country, with some labelling Conings the
“Belgian Rambo” after the 1980s action film star-
ring Sylvester Stal lone. Among the people
Conings had threatened is Marc Van Ranst, a
leading virologist who has become a target for
conspiracy theorists, COVID-skeptics and the
Flemish far-right in Belgium during the coron-
avirus crisis. With Conings still at large, Van Ranst
and his family had been moved to an undisclosed
location.

“My thoughts go out to the relatives and chil-
dren of Jurgen Conings. For them this is very sad
news, because they lose a father, a relative or a
friend,” Van Ranst tweeted. The affair has been an
embarrassment for the government as it was later
revealed that Conings was on a watch list for his
far-right views and had access to weapons.

He also drew support online with Facebook
shutting down a page supporting Conings, which
had garnered 45,000 members in just a few days.

Defense Minister Ludivine Dedonder decried
the online backing for the fugitive-condemning in
particular support coming from within Belgium’s
armed forces.  —AFP
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SANDTON, South Africa: Rodwell Khomazana (center), 9,
is taken out of an ambulance on a gurney at the
Mediclinic Sandton Hospital in Sandton Saturday. —AFP

Biden goes to 
church after 
abortion challenge 
WASHINGTON: President Joe Biden went to church
Saturday in his hometown a day after US Roman
Catholic bishops issued a challenge to him over his sup-
port for abortion rights.

Biden and first lady Jill Biden spent time at St. Joseph

on the Brandywine church in Wilmington. They also vis-
ited the church graveyard where the president’s first
wife Neilia, son Beau and infant daughter Naomi are
buried. Biden, 78, is a devout Catholic who attends mass
at least once a week, and he supports the landmark 1973
US Supreme Court decision affirming a woman’s right to
an abortion.

On Friday US bishops agreed to draft a statement on
the meaning of holy communion which could potentially be
used to deny that sacrament to the American leader. The
eucharist, also known as holy communion, is among the
most sacred rituals in the Catholic Church and there have
been calls from some conservative church leaders to deny

the sacrament to politicians who support abortion rights.
Biden on Friday seemed to dismiss the possibility

that he could be denied communion. “That’s a private
matter and I don’t think that’s going to happen,” he told
reporters. It is up to each local bishop to decide who
receives communion in their diocese. In 2019, a priest at
a Catholic church in South Carolina refused holy com-
munion to Biden because of his stance on abortion. The
Catholic News Service reported in May that the Vatican
had warned US bishops to proceed cautiously with
policies designed “to address the situation of Catholics
in public office who support legislation allowing abor-
tion, euthanasia or other moral evils.”  —AFP

LONDON: In this file photo, UK Parliament Speaker John Bercow speaks in
the House of Commons in London on the European Union (EU) Withdrawal
Act 2018 Motion. —AFP


