
SANTA MARIA CHIMALHUACAN, Mexico: The
coronavirus pandemic closed their school, but it also
thrust a group of disadvantaged Mexican children living
next to a giant garbage dump into the digital world. A
project teaching the students how to use computers and
the internet has given them hope of a life far from the
trash mountain where their parents work recycling
waste. Miguel Tejeda had never used a computer before
COVID-19 arrived, because there were no machines in
the 14-year-old’s school in Chimalhuacan, located in the
urban sprawl surrounding the capital.

But for the past six months, he and 200 other stu-
dents aged between five and 21 have learned basic IT
skills helped by a Mexican non-governmental organiza-
tion, using old computers donated by a religious associ-
ation. “Learning is much easier with the computers. We
have a much better understanding of subjects,” Tejeda
said, wearing a mask and face shield. In a makeshift
classroom in an unfinished house, an NGO called
Utopia teaches the students reading, writing and math,
as well as how to send files in the PDF format. The fetid
smell of garbage wafts over from the nearby dump.

‘Lose life plan’ 
Mexico, a country of 126 million people, has regis-

tered more than 186,000 known coronavirus deaths-the
world’s third-highest toll. After schools shut, the NGO
added digital skills to its educational plan so that the
students in the disadvantaged community could contin-
ue their studies remotely. Before the crisis struck, “for us
it was more important to teach them to read than to use
Word,” said the NGO’s founder, Jesus Villalobos. The
impoverished community is located in one of the most
populated and violent municipalities in the country. The
dusty district of Corte Escalerillas, home to around
5,000 people working mainly to collect and separate
12,000 tons of garbage a day, has had public lighting
and water supplies for barely a year.

Harassed by aggressive dogs, some children help
their parents, scavenging for waste that can be recycled.
If they stop studying, “the first thing they do is go col-
lect garbage with a donkey, and there, among the trash,

they lose their life plan,” said the NGO’s coordinator,
Yahir Ruiz. “Sometimes the first contact of these chil-
dren with a computer is at 15 or 16 years old because
the schools were not equipped,” Ruiz added.

‘Everything became easy’ 
Around 30 million students in Mexico are not physi-

cally going to school because of the pandemic, which
prompted the government to start distance learning via
television or the internet.

According to UNESCO, around a quarter of
Mexican students between the ages of seven and 17
have no internet access and 4.4 percent have no televi-
sion. High school student Norma Hernandez does not
have a computer at home and can only get two channels

on her television because of the limited signal. Her
mother recently had the internet installed so her brother
could study online using his cellphone. “But the signal is
so bad here that sometimes it’s impossible to connect,”
the 13-year-old said.

The Mexican government has indicated that schools
will reopen only when the risk of infection has dropped
sufficiently. In the meantime, 17-year-old Armando
Alvarado says he is no longer daunted by using a com-
puter. “The first time, when they started teaching me
here about computing, I was scared, that I was going to
have to take it to pieces or something like that,” said
Alvarado, who learned to read at the age of 12 with help
from the NGO. “When they began to teach me every-
thing became easy,” he said. — AFP
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News in brief

Explosive goes off in Netherlands

THE HAGUE: An explosion occurred yesterday
near a COVID-19 test center in the Netherlands,
shattering windows but causing no apparent
injuries, police said. “Near the local health service’s
testing center in Bovenkarspel, an explosive went
off at 6:55 am. Police are investigating. The
perimeter has been sealed off,” the police said in a
statement. A bomb squad was sent to determine
whether any explosive material remained at the
scene, public television network NOS reported. In
January a COVID testing center was set on fire in
the Dutch village of Urk as protests broke out over
the start of an overnight curfew in the Netherlands
introduced as part of measures intended to rein in
the virus.—AFP 

Transgender to join Miss Panama

PANAMA: The Miss Panama organization
announced that starting this year, the pageant
would include transgender women “who have
completed all their legal and medical procedures”
in its competition. The contest, which is responsi-
ble for choosing the country’s representative for
the Miss Universe pageant, said the decision was
made “after plenty of conversations and in line
with the rules of the Miss Universe organization.”
Miss Panama “will permit women officially legally
recognized in the country,” which will “open the
door to transgender women who have completed
all of their legal and medical procedures,” the
organization said.—AFP 

Colombia military attack FARC 

BOGOTA: A military bombing killed 10 guerrillas
and injured three at a base of dissidents of the for-
mer FARC rebel group in southeast Colombia, offi-
cial sources said Tuesday. Defense Minister Diego
Molano said on Twitter the military action “neu-
tralized” 13 FARC dissidents under the command
of a man who goes by the alias “Gentil Duarte.”
These dissidents have distanced themselves from
Colombia’s 2016 peace pact, which ended a half-
century civil war and saw the FARC disarm the fol-
lowing year. Molano did not say when the assault
happened. A source told AFP 10 died and three
were wounded. The bombing was conducted in the
municipal area of Calamar in the jungle of south-
eastern Colombia, where former FARC dissidents
still operate.—AFP 

Slovakia imposes overnight curfew 

BRATISLAVA, Slovakia: Slovakia imposed an
overnight curfew from yesterday, the health min-
istry said, as the ex-communist country battles the
world’s highest Covid mortality rate. Slovaks will
not be allowed out of their homes between 8:00
pm and 5:00 am, according to a government
decree. During the day, Slovaks are being asked to
stay in their homes with some exceptions, includ-
ing medical visits, going to work and walks in
nature or with pets. The curfew applies until
March 19 but may be extended. The EU country of
5.4 million has the world’s highest rate of COVI
deaths, with 24 fatalities per 100,000 inhabitants
over the last 14 days, according to a tally. — AFP

MEXICO: Children attend a computer science class at the Escalerillas neighborhood in Chimalhuacan, Mexico. — AFP 

MEKELE: Women mourn the victims of a massacre allegedly perpetrated by Eritrean Soldiers in the village of
Dengolat, North of Mekele, the capital of Tigray. — AFP

PARIS: Leader of French leftist La France Insoumis (LFI)
parliamentary group Jean-Luc Melenchon (left) and LFI
Member of Parliament Clementine Autain (right) read a
publication of French daily Liberation with a front page
pertaining to the conviction on corruption charges of
former French president Nicolas Sarkozy during a ses-
sion of questions to the Government at the French
National Assembly in Paris on Tuesday. — AFP

Tigrayans recount 
massacre by 
Eritrean troops
DENGOLAT, Ethiopia: It was well before noon, yet
Beyenesh Tekleyohannes’s house had already been
buzzing for hours: more than 30 guests were singing,
praying and sharing plates of shiro stew and lentils in
honor of a major Orthodox Christian holiday.

The atmosphere on that November day was so lively
that no one noticed the Eritrean troops approaching on
foot down the winding dirt road into Dengolat, a village
in northern Ethiopia’s Tigray region, until it was too late.
Wearing military uniforms and speaking in an Eritrean
dialect of the Tigrinya language, the soldiers forced all
the guests inside, yanked out the men and boys and
marched them to a sun-scorched patch of earth down
the hill. Beyenesh heard the first gunshots as she fled in
the opposite direction to safety, and immediately feared
the worst for her male loved ones down below: her hus-
band, two adult sons and two nephews.

When she emerged from hiding three days later,
Beyenesh discovered all five had perished in the mas-
sacre. The soldiers had tied their hands with belts and
ropes and shot them in the head.“I’d rather die than
have lived to see this,” Beyenesh said, tears rolling down
her face as she described how the annual festival of
Saint Mary turned into a bloodbath.

Local church officials say 164 civilians were killed in
Dengolat, with most of the deaths occurring on
November 30, one day after the festival. That makes it
one of the worst known atrocities in the ongoing con-
flict in Tigray. Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed’s government
has tightly restricted humanitarian and media access to
the region, and for nearly three months Dengolat resi-
dents despaired of sharing their story with the world.

AFP reached Dengolat last week, interviewing sur-
vivors and viewing mass graves that now dot the village,
a collection of stone houses surrounded by Tigray’s sig-
nature steep rock escarpments.

Human rights groups fear that instead of an extreme
example of the violence in Tigray, what happened in
Dengolat could turn out to be disturbingly typical.
“There are so many spots of violence and massacres in
Tigray. The full scale is yet to be known,” said Fisseha
Tekle, Ethiopia researcher for Amnesty International.

“That’s why we are asking for a UN-led investiga-
tion. The details of the atrocities need to come out, and
accountability should follow.” So far only Addis Ababa
has said it is probing “alleged crimes” in the region.

No mistaking Eritreans 
Abiy-who won the Nobel Peace Prize in 2019 —

announced military operations in Tigray four weeks
before the festival, saying they came in response to
attacks by Tigray’s longtime ruling party on federal
army camps. The powerful Tigray People’s Liberation
Front (TPLF) dominated Ethiopian politics for
decades, and tensions had soared with Abiy after he
took office in 2018 and was accused of sidelining the
party. As the war drags on and reports of atrocities
mount, soldiers from neighboring Eritrea, widely
reported to be backing up Ethiopian troops, are often
fingered as culprits.

Addis Ababa and Asmara deny Eritrea’s military is
present in Tigray at all. Last week Amnesty published
a report detailing how Eritrean troops “systematically
killed hundreds of unarmed civilians” in the Tigrayan
city of Axum, also in November 2020. Tigrayans in
both places have said there was no mistaking the
nationality of the perpetrators: In addition to their
accents, they cited facial scars specific to Eritrea’s
Ben Amir ethnic group. Dengolat survivor Tamrat
Kidanu, 66, said he was walking to his maize fields the
morning the Eritreans arrived, and was shot in the
right thigh.

Unable to move, he lay on the ground and listened
as the soldiers mowed down other men, including his
recently married 26-year-old son. Two decades ago,
when the TPLF dominated the central government,
Eritrea and Ethiopia fought a brutal border war that
left tens of thousands dead. Many Tigrayans including
Tamrat see Eritrean soldiers’ present-day conduct as a
form of revenge. “This kind of crime is to exterminate
us, to humiliate us,” Tamrat said from his hospital bed
in the regional capital Mekele, where he is unable to sit
up without the aid of a rope.

Church under fire 
As Eritrean soldiers fired on men in the center of

Dengolat, hundreds of other civilians cowered in terror
in a centuries-old Orthodox church up in the mountains.

The soldiers soon warned, though, that the church
would be shelled if the men didn’t walk out and surren-
der. Some tried to flee higher into the mountains, but
Eritrean soldiers shot them dead before they could get
very far. Gebremariam, 30, who requested his name be
changed for fear of reprisals, was among the few who
turned himself over to the Eritreans.

He was tasked with helping to bury the dead, trans-
porting the bodies-their heads blasted open by bullets-
on a makeshift stretcher to mass grave sites. Standing
before one of the sites, situated behind a cluster of cacti,
Gebremariam scoffed at officials’ claims that the conflict
has involved minimal civilian harm. “What you see in
front of you proves that is a lie,” he said.—AFP

Defiant Sarkozy 
on offensive 
after conviction
PARIS: France’s former right-wing president Nicolas
Sarkozy yesterday launched a defiant offensive to clear
his name after being handed a three-year sentence for
corruption, lambasting the verdict and mulling a petition
to Europe’s top rights court.

Sarkozy, 66, gave a front-page interview to the news-
paper Le Figaro and was due later yesterday to give a
prime-time interview to the evening TF1 news bulletin.
With three other legal cases also pending against him,
commentators have said Monday’s conviction should
deal a terminal blow to any hope Sarkozy has of a politi-
cal comeback. But true to his combative reputation, the
man who ruled France from 2007-2012 as a self-styled
“hyper-president” indicated that he would not be going
quietly. “I can’t accept being convicted for something I
didn’t do,” Sarkozy told Le Figaro. Sarkozy, who will
appeal, is not expected to go behind bars: the sentence
includes two years suspended and the remaining year
would be served at home with an electronic bracelet.
The judgment was “riddled with inconsistencies”,
Sarkozy told Le Figaro. It “doesn’t provide any proof,
but just a bunch of circumstantial evidence”, he said.

‘Painful for me’ 
The court found that Sarkozy had formed a “corrup-

tion pact” with his former lawyer and friend Thierry
Herzog to convince a judge, Gilbert Azibert, to obtain
and share information about a legal investigation. The
crime was “particularly serious having been committed
by a former president who was the guarantor of the
independence of the judiciary”, Monday’s judgment said. 

“Perhaps it will be necessary to take this battle to the
(Strasbourg-based) European Court of Human Rights,”
Sarkozy said.  “It would be painful for me to have my
own country condemned, but I am ready because that
would be the price of democracy.”

The judgment is also far from marking the end of
Sarkozy’s legal woes and on March 17, the ex-president
is scheduled to face a second trial over accusations of
fraudulently overspending in his failed 2012 re-election
bid. In a strongly-worded editorial, the newspaper Le
Monde urged Sarkozy to put an end to his confrontation
with the French legal system and stop whipping up the
anger of his supporters towards judges. “Today, he is
reaping what he has sowed and must consider the advis-
ability of continuing this populist excess, which has not
only become a trap for him but a risk for the country,” it
said.—AFP

Four media workers
freed after being 
held in Ethiopia
ADDIS ABABA: Four media workers recently arrested
in Ethiopia’s conflict-hit Tigray region were freed yes-
terday, said a translator working for AFP who was part
of the group held. “They let us out today. They didn’t
say anything about why they let us go. But they said
they have decided to free us,” said the translator, Fitsum
Berhane. Fitsum and Alula Akalu, a translator working
for Britain’s Financial Times newspaper, were arrested
Saturday after three days of reporting on the conflict in
Tigray.

The other two detainees were BBC journalist Girmay
Gebru and Temrat Yemane, a local journalist. Officials
have not given any reason for the arrests and did not
immediately respond to requests for comment yesterday
about the decision to free the men. Both AFP and the
Financial Times had obtained permission from the
Ethiopian Broadcasting Authority and the Ministry of
Peace to work in Tigray, where media access has been
tightly restricted since hostilities began in November.

Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed, the 2019 Nobel Peace
Prize winner, has said the military campaign is targeting
leaders of the Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF),
the region’s longtime ruling party. But while Abiy said in
late November that military operations were “complet-
ed” after federal troops entered the regional capital
Mekele, top TPLF officials remain on the run and fight-
ing has continued. Meanwhile global concern is mount-
ing amid reports of atrocities against civilians and fears
of a spiraling humanitarian catastrophe. The United
States voiced concern Tuesday over the arrests of the
four media workers, saying the move was inconsistent
with the government’s commitment to allow internation-
al press to operate in Tigray. —AFP


