
PANAMA CITY: Like some 890,000 other pupils,
eight-year-old Brithany has not been to class in a year
in Panama-the country with the most missed in-person
school days due to the coronavirus pandemic. Brithany
attends an occasional online lesson on the prepaid cell-
phone of her single mother, Milena Mendosa, who
works two jobs cleaning houses and selling wares at a
market. On some days, the online classes get canceled.
On others, the cellphone network cannot handle the
traffic, and Brithany ends up playing instead of learning.
According to UNICEF, the UN’s children agency,
schools in 14 countries have remained largely closed
since March 2020 — two-thirds of them in Latin
America and the Caribbean.

Some 168 million kids are affected worldwide,
including nearly 98 million in the Latin American region,
where 158 school days have been missed on average
out of 190 on the annual calendar. “Of the 14 countries,
Panama has kept schools closed for the most days, fol-
lowed by El Salvador, Bangladesh and Bolivia,” the
agency said this month. Ecuador and Peru, too, have yet
to welcome pupils back to class this year. Globally,
some 214 million children-or one in seven-have missed
more than three-quarters of their in-person learning,
said the UN agency. For Mendosa and millions of other
parents, especially in countries with limited access to
the internet and social support, it can all seem a bit
much. “They are giving us too many papers, there is too
much pressure, it is very difficult because it is another
job,” Mendosa told AFP of the learning materials she
receives to further her daughter’s education at home.

Casino’s open, schools not 
Panama is among countries to have kept schools

closed for fear that they may be hotbeds of virus con-

tagion, especially in places with inadequate access to
water for handwashing, and where widespread vacci-
nation may be a ways off. But UNICEF points to
research showing that schools are not important virus
vectors and insists they must reopen-not only for aca-
demic learning but also for the emotional and physical
wellbeing of children. “It is not possible that they open
restaurants, that they open malls, that they open casi-
nos, that they open cinemas, but they don’t open
schools,” UNICEF Latin American specialist Ruth
Custode told AFP.

“I believe the most important thing is that we priori-
tize the opening of schools,” she said, which can be
done with face masks, adequate hygiene, and social dis-
tancing. Children denied access to classrooms are
falling behind more fortunate peers in terms of academ-
ic attainment but also in other ways, argued Custode,
who is based in Panama. “School is often the place
where children receive their only nutritious meal of the
day. If they don’t go to school, they don’t have access to
health services, to immunization, to protection,” she
said. “Cases of violence (against children) have

increased, not only maltreatment but also sexual abuse,
teenage pregnancy. There have been cases of children
committing suicide,” Custode added.

Nothing to tell 
Children worst affected by the closures are the dis-

abled, migrants, those in rural areas and the poor. “This
inequality will become worse with the pandemic,” said
Custode. UNICEF says that as many as three million
children in the world are falling so far behind that they
will likely never return to school. The longer the closures
continue, the more and more children will fall by the
wayside. In Panama City’s San Francisco neighborhood,
five-year-old Rafael learns his letters and numbers on a
computer screen. But his mother, Ana Maria Areiza, is
worried about his lack of socialization.

“I miss him coming home from school and telling me
about his day. Now he sees his little friends on the com-
puter and doesn’t even recognize them. He has nothing
to tell me,” she said. Pediatrician Enrique Ruidiaz said
children need human contact “to learn how to behave
and (about) the culture in which they live. Not being
around humans can delay (this learning) and can cause
behavioral problems.”

Let it ‘be over’ 
Panama’s Education Minister Maruja Gorday told

AFP schools will reopen in a manner that is gradual,
progressive and safe. “To the extent that we advance in
vaccination and that the health authorities give us the
go-ahead to start mingling again, we are ready to do
so,” she said. News on this front is expected in April.
Meanwhile, Brithany-who loves English and knows how
to count to 1,000 — expressed the overriding senti-
ment of a generation: “I want this to be over.”— AFP 
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PANAMA CITY: A group of children are homeschooled in Panama City.—AFP 

HAUTS-DE-SEINE, France: In this file photo the logo of French headquarters of American multinational
technology company Microsoft, is pictured outside in Issy-Les-Moulineaux, a Paris’ suburb. — AFP 

FBI releases footage 
of Washington 
pipe bomb suspect
WASHINGTON: The FBI on Tuesday released new
images of the man suspected of placing homemade pipe
bombs in Washington on January 5 — the night before
the assault on the US Capitol-in an effort to gather
identifying information about him. The video, published
on the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s official
YouTube channel, shows several angles of surveillance
footage of the suspect as he walks along streets in the
Capitol Hill neighborhood of the city. Dressed in dark
pants, a light-colored hoodie and gloves, the man’s face
is obscured by glasses and a mask as he carries a bag in
one hand. 

The FBI had already released still photos of the sus-
pect-including ones that showed identifying details of
his Nike sneakers-offering $100,000 for any informa-
tion leading to his arrest. The man is suspected of plant-
ing the homemade bombs near the headquarters of both
the Republican and Democratic parties, which are near
the Capitol. The bombs never detonated and may have
been placed as a distraction to keep police away when a
pro-Trump mob breached the building where lawmak-
ers were voting to certify Joe Biden’s election victory.
“We still believe there is someone out there who has
information they may not have realized was significant
until now,” Steven D’Antuono, assistant director of the
FBI’s Washington office said, asking for the public’s help
in identifying the suspect. 

“These pipe bombs were viable devices that could
have been detonated, resulting in serious injury or
death,” he said. Five people died in the course of the
Capitol attack January 6, and more than 300 people
have been arrested for their participation so far, includ-
ing some charged with conspiracy. On Tuesday, the
deployment of National Guard troops sent to protect
the Capitol since the attack was extended until May,
with numbers cut by half to 2,300. —AFP

Latest mass hacks
highlight challenge 
for Biden govt
WASHINGTON: The potentially devastating hack of
Microsoft email servers, the second major cyberattack in
months, adds pressure to the Biden administration as it
weighs options for “hacking back” or other moves to
protect cyberspace. Security analysts say stronger
actions are needed to deter the attacks which exploited
vulnerabilities in corporate and government networks
and opened opportunities for espionage and cybercrime.
The latest hack exploiting flaws in Microsoft Exchange
service is believed to have affected at least 30,000 US
organizations including local governments and was
attributed to an “unusually aggressive” Chinese cyberes-
pionage campaign.

The news comes on the heels of revelations that
Russia was probably behind the massive SolarWinds
hack that shook the government and corporate security
last year. “These are two very big incidents and repre-
sent a significant litmus test for the early stages of the
Biden administration,” said Frank Cilluffo, a former
homeland security adviser in the George W. Bush
administration who is now the director of Auburn
University’s McCrary Institute for Cyber and Critical
Infrastructure Security. “A response is important
because it sets a precedent and sets the tone for the
administration’s response to unacceptable cyber
behavior.” 

Cilluffo added that any action would not simply
respond to the perpetrators, noting that “everyone else
is watching, and other state and nonstate actors are
going to pay attention to our ability to respond.” James

Lewis, a cybersecurity specialist with the Center for
Strategic and International Studies, said the two inci-
dents suggest “that our cybersecurity strategy isn’t
working against our most skilled and dangerous oppo-
nents.” “This means that the espionage advantages are
endless,” Lewis said. “The Biden team understands this
and is trying to change things, but we are far from hav-
ing a solution.”

Hacking back? 
Until recently, the notion of “hacking back” counter-

strikes was considered too politically risky under inter-
national norms. But a 2019 agreement among 28 coun-
tries set a legal framework for such retaliation, Lewis
noted. “Hacking back by private entities is still illegal, but
the case has been made that it is legal for a state to do so
in response to an attack,” he said. R. David Edelman, a
former digital security adviser to the Obama administra-
tion who is now on the faculty at the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology, said the new administration
faces difficult choices

“The administration has said it wants to impose
costs-and it’s unclear what costs are commensurate.  Just
like with Solar Winds, the private sector is going to have
to pay for another state’s adventurism,” Edelman said.
“Indictments? Sanctions? They only have so much effect
when we’re talking about agents safely ensconced in a
foreign security state thousands of miles away.”

Microsoft said a state-sponsored hacking group
operating out of China is exploiting previously unknown
security flaws in its Exchange email services to steal
data from business users. The hacking group, which it
has named “Hafnium,” is a “highly skilled and sophisti-
cated actor,” according to the company. This comes fol-
lowing revelations that hackers managed to compromise
and instal malware on a piece of security software devel-
oped by SolarWinds which is used for management and
supervision of networks at many large companies and
several US government agencies.  —AFP

WASHINGTON: This screengrab made from surveillance
footage released by the FBI on their official YouTube
channel shows the person suspected of placing pipe
bombs in Washington, DC. — AFP 

Burkina Faso makes
moves towards 
talks with jihadists
OUAGADOUGOU, Burkina Faso: While he was on
the campaign trail last November, President Roch
Marc Christian Kabore had a mantra-”We shall not
negotiate”-when talking about Burkina Faso’s jihadist
insurgency. The policy set Kabore apart from former
president Blaise Compaore, whose view was that dia-
logue with jihadists from neighboring Mali had dis-
couraged attacks on Burkina Faso itself. Kabore’s
declared refusal has been strongly backed by France,
whose military campaign against jihadism in the Sahel
is now in its ninth year.

But sources say contacts have taken place with
jihadists at the local level in part of northern Burkina
Faso. The initiative is limited in scope, they say, and
among jihadist groups, the so-called Islamic State
remains beyond the pale. In February, Prime Minister
Christophe Dabire broached the delicate question of
dialogue by saying “all major wars come to an end
around a table.” A Sahel diplomat in Burkina described
those words as “setting the cat amongst the pigeons.”

“This amounts to recognition that the official break
with the Compaore regime is only a facade and that
the will to dialogue is still there,” the source said. The
Burkinabe investigative fortnightly, L’Evenement, then
reported that 29 jihadists were released as part of
negotiations in 2020. The minister of territorial admin-
istration, Clement Sawadogo, told AFP “I have never
heard of released terrorists-I can neither confirm nor
deny that.” But, he contended, “there is not a leader in
the world who prefers war over peace.”

“If there are claims where we see issues on which
we can negotiate, I don’t see why we shouldn’t do it.”
The war in the Sahel began in Mali in 2012 before
spreading to Burkina Faso and Niger three years later.
The Armed Conflict Location and Event Data Project
(ACLED), an international NGO specialized in data
collection, reported 2,293 fatalities in Burkina in 2020,
the deadliest year yet.

Divisive issue 
The question of dialogue with the armed Islamists

divides Sahel nations. The military-led government
which took power in Mali after a coup last August has
sketched it as an option. But Niger, which is facing
jihadist offensives mounted from both Mali and
Nigeria, rejects any negotiations. Despite the official
refusal in Burkina, several signs of contact have
emerged. A high-ranking security source told AFP that
“initiatives... emanating from local communities” had
taken place in the Djibo region-a northern Burkinabe
city in the jihadist-hit “tri-border” area where the
frontiers of Mali, Burkina Faso and Niger converge. It
is “not about dialogue or direct exchanges” but rather
“an appeal made by the communities to the fighters
who come from these places to lay down their
weapons”, the source said.

According to another source familiar with the
matter, in June 2020 “contacts took place after
President Kabore came to Djibo. He told community
leaders that he was ready to pardon those who lay
down their arms.” The initiatives are admittedly
“vague”, said Mahamoudou Savadogo, a consultant
and specialist in security issues. “It has to be noted,
though, that attacks have largely declined in the area
in recent months.” “The message seems to have got
through,” said an NGO official in Djibo. “Some
young people who feel trapped (in jihadist groups)
are keen to lay down their arms but are in fear for
their lives.” A United Nations source in Bamako said
there was a strong qualifying factor in these initia-
tives. These tentative contacts have been with the
Support Group for Islam and Muslims (GSIM, an Al-
Qaeda affiliate) “but in no case with the Islamic State
in the Greater Sahara”, the local IS affiliate, the
source said. Groups affiliated with Al-Qaeda seek to
forge links with local communities and have reached
some governance agreements on a small local scale
in central Mali. —AFP

S Leone government 
under fire over 
graft accusations
FREETOWN, Sierra Leone: After casting itself as a
fighter against corruption, Sierra Leone’s government is
under fire over allegations of irregular spending by its
first lady and a senior minister. The scandal has come as
an embarrassment to the West African state’s president,
Julius Maada Bio, who after coming to power in 2018
launched a graft probe into his predecessor. Scrutiny of
his inner circle began in January, after an African news
website reported that the president’s wife, Fatima Bio,
had spent the equivalent of about $3 million (2.5 million
euros) in government funds as part of an anti-rape cam-

paign. Sierra Leone forbids the office of the first lady
from using taxpayers’ money, according to Marcella
Samba Sesay, the director of the Campaign for Good
Governance, an NGO. Africanist Press, the news web-
site, then reported in February that Chief Minister David
John Francis had claimed the equivalent of some $1 mil-
lion dollars (830,000 euros) in “irregular” expenses.
Sierra Leone boasts huge mineral and diamond
deposits, but it remains one of the world’s poorest
nations and is still recovering from decades of war and
disease. 

President Bio, 56, was elected after a tumultuous
campaign on promises to tackle corruption and elimi-
nate wasteful government spending. In 2019, he
launched an investigation into his predecessor, Ernest
Bai Koroma, who governed from 2007 to 2018. Last
November, the authorities banned Koroma, 67, from
leaving the country after officials found that funds worth
tens of millions of dollars from his time in office were
missing. Bio also suspended his own labor minister last

year in a corruption case involving rice donations from
China, and vowed to restore “probity in governance” in
the country.

But in a reversal for the president, Sierra Leone’s
anti-corruption agency announced in February that it
would investigate the office of the first lady. The agency
is set to examine the expenditures of both Fatima Bio
and the former first lady as part of the probe. According
to Africanist Press, Bio used government money on
flights, hotel accommodation and office furniture. The
first lady has admitted that she received government
funds, but denies that money was misspent. “I’m not a
thief,” she said. “I’m not getting a fraction of what other
African first ladies are receiving in the region.” Chief
Minister David John Francis also denies wrongdoing.
Sierra Leone’s government did not respond to requests
for comment from AFP. “Corruption has persisted, even
flourished under this government,” said Kandeh Kolleh
Yumkella, the leader of an opposition party, who is
demanding a parliamentary investigation.—AFP


