
WUKRO, Ethiopia: Kibrom Hailu wasn’t too worried
when his 15-year-old son stepped out to play volleyball
one morning last month near their home in Wukro, in
Ethiopia’s conflict-hit Tigray region.

There had been protests in town that week-young
men burning tires and denouncing Prime Minister Abiy
Ahmed-but his son, Henok, wasn’t involved and prom-
ised not to go far. Only when he heard gunfire did
Kibrom realize the danger, and by then it was too late:
Henok’s body lay dead in the dirt road right outside the
gate of their compound. Henok was one of 18 civilians
shot and killed that day by Ethiopian soldiers, according
to a tally provided by St Mary’s College in Wukro, which
has documented abuses by security forces against civil-
ians in the town since fighting erupted last November.
For Kibrom, though, the timing was just as revealing as
the toll: the killings came around two and a half months
after Abiy announced military operations in Tigray had
“ceased” and life would return to normal.

In fact the opposite is true, Kibrom and other Wukro
residents told AFP journalists who reached the town ear-
lier this month. “The war is escalating. Now it is focused
on the civilians,” Kibrom said.

‘How can we live like this?’
Every phase of the four-month-old conflict in Tigray

has brought suffering to Wukro, a fast-growing trans-
port hub once best-known for its religious and archaeo-
logical sites. Ahead of federal forces’ arrival in late
November, heavy shelling leveled homes and businesses
and sent plumes of dust and smoke rising above near-
deserted streets. Since then the town has been heavily
patrolled by soldiers-Eritreans at first, now mostly
Ethiopians-whose abuses fuel a steady flow of civilian
casualties and stoke anger with Nobel Peace Prize-win-
ner Abiy. “We are constantly receiving patients who are
injured by the war,” said Dr Adonai Hans, medical direc-
tor of Wukro General Hospital. “If somebody says there
is no war in Tigray, that would be a joke for me.” 

‘Sons of the junta’ 
Abiy sent troops into Tigray on November 4 after

blaming the region’s once-dominant ruling party, the

Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF), for attacks on
army camps. Several weeks later, as federal forces
advanced on the regional capital Mekele, Wukro resi-
dents realized their town, 50 kilometers (31 miles) north,
would be overrun. Many fled to the surrounding moun-
tains, looking on in horror as shells rained down on the
town, some recording the carnage with their cellphones.

What they returned to was even worse: Angry
Eritreans who spent days looting homes, banks and fac-
tories and shooting dead scores of young men suspect-
ed of sympathizing with the TPLF “junta”, according to
religious and medical officials. “Killing is their kind of
daily work. They don’t even sense they are killing peo-
ple,” a Catholic official in Wukro said of the Eritreans,
requesting anonymity to avoid reprisals. Nebiyu Kiflom,
a building materials vendor, was home with his house-
mates-including three of his brothers-when Eritreans
barged through the door one night in late November. 

“They said, ‘You are the sons of the junta,’” he

recalled. “We were just sitting at home. We weren’t
doing anything.” The soldiers killed six people that
night, and Nebiyu was stuck indoors for three days
with the bodies before he summoned the courage to
go for help.

By early December, scores of young men were dead
in Wukro, including 81 now buried at the back of an
Orthodox church. “We have seen the bodies with our
own eyes. We have buried them,” said priest Gebrehana
Hailemariam. “They were killed in the town and brought
to us.” None of the death tolls provided could be inde-
pendently verified.

Hospital shelled 
During the first wave of killings, Wukro residents had

almost no access to medical care. Damage from shelling
and looting destroyed 75 percent of the hospital’s facili-
ties and equipment, forcing it to close for a month, said
Dr Adonai, the medical director.

The timing could not have been worse for Elisabeth
Gebrekidan, who delivered twins in early December and
suffered what her family believes was postpartum hem-
orrhage. Her brother, Elias, pleaded with a soldier for
permission to hire an ambulance to take her to Mekele
for treatment but was rebuffed.  “He said to me, ‘Get out
of my face, you are a son of the junta’,” Elias recalled,
tears streaming down his face at the memory.

Elisabeth died after four days at home, leaving
Elias to raise the twins-girls named Tsion and Roda-
with the help of his mother. These days, the hospital is
open and running, albeit at limited capacity. Patients
include rape survivors-some of whom wait weeks or
months before seeking medical care-and freshly-
wounded civilians who give an idea of just how close
fighting continues to be.

One recent afternoon, a 45-year-old construction
worker named Meles was being treated for a gunshot
blast to his right thigh. He said Eritrean soldiers had
opened fire on civilians in his hometown of Agula, 12
kilometers south of Wukro, one morning in late
February after pro-TPLF forces ambushed one of their
positions in the town. “Still the fighting continues,”
Meles said. —AFP
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‘The fighting continues’: A Tigray 
town reels from drawn-out war

Rising civilian casualties ignite anger against Nobel Peace Prize-winner Abiy

News in brief
Journalist blames Colombia for rape 

BOGOTA: World Fress Freedom winning journalist
Jineth Bedoya on Monday accused the Colombian
state of torture, rape and kidnapping during a virtu-
al hearing at the Inter-American Court of Human
Rights. “My life was destroyed, they killed me the
morning of May 25” 2000, said Bedoya. She testi-
fied that she was seized by a group of right-wing
paramilitaries from outside a prison in the capital
Bogota and then tortured and raped for 16 hours
before being abandoned on the side of a road. At
the time, Bedoya was investigating an arms traffick-
ing network operating out of the La Modelo prison
and claimed the state, including an “influential”
police chief, was complicit in her abduction. —AFP

Hard-left Podemos chief leaving govt 

MADRID: Pablo Iglesias, leader of the hard-left
party Podemos and a deputy prime minister in
Spain’s ruling coalition, said Monday he would
resign from the government to run as Madrid’s
regional chief. The announcement was a political
bombshell with analysts agreeing it was a risky
gamble for Iglesias: leaving national politics with no
guarantee he will succeed in displacing the right in
Spain’s wealthiest region where it has held sway for
25 years. “I have informed (Prime Minister) Pedro
Sanchez about my decision to leave my post in gov-
ernment when the campaign begins,” he said in a
video message posted on social media referring to
elections scheduled for May 4. — AFP

Brazil orders 100m doses of Pfizer jabs

BRASILIA: Brazil has ordered 100 million doses
of the Pfizer-BioNTech COVID-19 vaccine and
another 38 million of Johnson & Johnson’s, the
health minister said Monday, seeking to accelerate
the hard-hit country’s lagging immunization cam-
paign. Health Minister Eduardo Pazuello said Brazil
had secured a total of 563 million vaccine doses by
the end of the year-some single- and some double-
dose vaccines-and defended his handling of the
pandemic, even as he confirmed that far-right
President Jair Bolsonaro was looking at candidates
to replace him amid a surge in new cases and
deaths in Brazil. — AFP

Jailed Moroccan editor’s paper shutters

CASABLANCA: Independent Moroccan daily
Akhbar Al-Yaoum, a newspaper with a history of
run-ins with the kingdom’s authorities, is to cease
publishing due to financial woes, its management
announced Monday. The paper has suffered “per-
sistent harassment through an advertising boycott”
and has been “deprived” of emergency state fund-
ing available to other media during the coronavirus
crisis, its management said on Facebook on Sunday.
Its editor-in-chief, Taoufiq Bouachrine, is in prison
serving a 15-year jail sentence for human trafficking,
abuse of power for sexual purposes, rape and
attempted rape. — AFP

People react as they stand next to a mass grave contain-
ing the bodies of 81 victims of Eritrean and Ethiopian
forces, killed during violence of the previous months, in
the city of Wukro, north of Mekele. — AFP

Migrants who had been in Mexico under the Migrant Protection Protocols, or the “Remain in Mexico” program, enter
the United States at the Paso del Norte Bridge in Ciudad Juarez, Mexico. — AFP

Biden immigration 
policy takes heat 
as migrants soar
BROWNSVILLE, US: President Joe Biden faced
mounting pressure Monday from Republicans over his
handling of a surge in migrants-including thousands of
unaccompanied children-arriving at the US-Mexican
border. While successive administrations have dealt with
seasonal spikes in migration, Biden’s critics claim he has
driven the latest uptick by taking a softer stance on the
flashpoint issue than his predecessor Donald Trump. On
January 20, his first day in office, Biden scrapped several
of Trump’s contentious immigration policies, including
halting new construction of a border wall and proposing
legislation to create a citizenship pathway for the nearly
11 million people living illegally in the US.

Republican congressman Kevin McCarthy of
California, who leads his party in the House of
Representatives, described Biden’s policies as having
created “more than a crisis.” “You can continue to deny
it but the only way to solve it is to first admit what he has
done, and if he will not reverse action, it takes
Congressional action to do it,” McCarthy told a press
conference on the border in the Texas town of El Paso.
Republican congressman Chuck Fleischmann said
Biden’s administration had “created an environment” that
caused an increase in migration. Other Republican law-
makers said human traffickers were profiting from
Biden’s policies. White House spokeswoman Jen Psaki
said Biden had inherited “a dismantled and unworkable
system” from Trump.  “Like any other problem, we’re
going to do everything we can to solve it,” she said.

‘No jobs, no money’
At a bus terminal in the border town of Brownsville

late Sunday, a Guatemalan woman told AFP she had
crossed the border illegally after her husband, who is
already in the US, told her things may be simpler under

Biden. “My husband told me to come at this time,” said
Rubia Tabora, a 25-year-old mother of one.

“At home there are no jobs, no money.” In February,
the US Customs and Border Protection agency (CBP)
arrested about 100,000 people at the southern border-
including nearly 9,500 unaccompanied children-a 28
percent jump over January. In line with a pandemic-
rooted policy adopted by Trump, who cracked down on
immigration both legal and illegal as part of his “America
First” doctrine, the Biden administration is deporting
most of the undocumented people who arrive at the
southern border. But unlike Trump, Biden has opted
against expelling minors who show up unaccompanied
and are filling shelters set up to hold them, with limited
capacity because of the coronavirus crisis.

Still, Brownsville mayor Trey Mendez said authorities
in his community at the southern tip of Texas were not
overwhelmed.  “I don’t feel that it’s a crisis for the city of
Brownsville,” he told reporters. He said about 150
migrants daily are processed in the city, most of whom
leave within 24 hours.

‘Record’ levels 
The Biden administration over the weekend ordered

the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) to
support an effort to temporarily house thousands of chil-
dren who crossed the US-Mexico border alone. While
detained migrant adults and families continue to be sent
back to Mexico, unaccompanied children are being
processed and then get help resettling with US relatives.

Dallas County commissioner J.J. Koch said that
FEMA had asked the city to lease them a hall at the Kay
Bailey Hutchison Convention Center as a “decompres-
sion center” to house up to 3,000 teenage boys aged
between 15 and 17 for as long as 90 days, “while plans
for more permanent sheltering or connection to sponsor
families can be arranged.” 

He said FEMA “desires to begin operations as early
as this week.” Homeland Security Secretary Alejandro
Mayorkas said Saturday that numbers of unaccompa-
nied child migrants had reached “record” levels, but dat-
ed the surge back to April 2020 and blamed ongoing
violence, natural disasters, food insecurity and poverty in
parts of Central America.—AFP

‘Amityville Horror’ 
killer dies in 
US custody at 69
NEW YORK: The American murderer Ronald
DeFeo-whose 1974 killings of his parents and four
siblings inside their home near New York inspired
“The Amityville Horror” movie-has died, prison
officials said Monday. DeFeo, who was serving a
25 years-to-life sentence at Sullivan Correctional
Facility in northern New York state, died on
Friday aged 69, the state prisons department said
in a statement. He was pronounced dead around
6:35 pm (2335 GMT) at Albany Medical Center,
which is located around 150 kilometers (93 miles)
from the jail, the statement added.

The cause of death was not immediately
known and is pending a coroner’s report. The
prison’s department did not say whether DeFeo
had been ill before he died. He was due for a
parole hearing in July, according to prison
authorities. DeFeo was convicted of killing his
mother, father, two brothers and two sisters on
November 13, 1974 at their home in the coastal
town of Amityville on Long Island about 40 miles
from New York City.

DeFeo, who was only 23 years old at the time
shot each of his parents twice and his siblings
once. The victims were all found in their beds.
During the trial, DeFeo’s lawyer unsuccessfully
pleaded insanity for his client who claimed to be
hearing voices. The family massacre inspired the
1977 novel “The Amityville Horror, A True Story,”
which was the basis of the 1979 film “The
Amityville Horror,” which became a cult classic.
The movie was remade in 2005. In 2017,
“Amityville: The Awakening:” became the latest
dramatization about the six murders. — AFP

In this Nov 15, 1974 file photo, Ronald DeFeo Jr,
center, leaves Suffolk County district court after a
hearing, on New York’s Long Island.

Portuguese teacher Carla Santos (left), 48, talks to the
only two pupils who attend class as other four school-
mates stayed at home after having some reaction to the
second dose of the COVID-19 vaccine, on Corvo Island
in Azores. — AFP

US slams Syria 
election at UN 
UNITED NATIONS: The US ambassador to the United
Nations urged the international community not to “be
fooled” by Syria’s forthcoming presidential election dur-
ing a Security Council meeting Monday on the 10th
anniversary of the start of the conflict. “These elections
will neither be free nor fair. They will not legitimize the
Assad regime,” said Linda Thomas-Greenfield, referring
to president Bashar al-Assad.

The diplomat told council members the elections set
for this summer “do not meet the criteria laid out in
Resolution 2254 — including that they be supervised by
the UN or conducted pursuant to a new constitution.”
Thomas-Greenfield said the United States, which has the
rotating presidency of the council, had decided to hold
the monthly meeting on Syria on March 15 because it
coincided with the anniversary of the beginning of the
conflict in 2011. The milestone prompted a statement
from the United States and its major European allies
vowing solidarity with the Syrian people following years
of “abuses, mass atrocities and grave violations of inter-
national law,” as well as widespread corruption and eco-
nomic mismanagement.

“We, the foreign ministers of France, Germany, Italy,
the United Kingdom and the United States, will not aban-
don the Syrian people,” it said.  “Our nations commit to
reinvigorating the pursuit of a peaceful solution which
protects the rights and future prosperity of all Syrians...
We cannot allow this tragedy to last another decade.”
Thomas-Greenfield’s Russian counterpart Vassily
Nebenzia said the March 2011 unrest had been stirred up
“by outside forces,” a common refrain used by Moscow.
“Their aim was to overthrow the legitimate Syrian author-
ities and reformat the country in their hands,” he said in
Russian, calling for all foreign fighters to leave.  France,
which ran Syria from 1920 to 1946, stopped short of the
American position of rejecting the election, calling instead
for the vote to be credible. Deputy French Ambassador
Nathalie Broadhurst said there would be “no settlement to
the conflict” without “free and transparent elections under
United Nations supervision.”—AFP

How a remote 
Portuguese island 
dodged COVID
AZORES, Portugal: Battered by North Atlantic
weather and sometimes starved of vital supplies, the
tiny Portuguese island of Corvo has a crucial advan-
tage in the fight against the pandemic: its remoteness.

Lying hundreds of kilometers from continental
Europe, the smallest island in the Azores-dominated
by a volcanic crater and dotted with lakes-appears to
have escaped unscathed. By Saturday, almost its entire
400-strong population had been vaccinated, its only
doctor rejoicing as people lined up at a sports com-

plex for their second Pfizer dose. “We’re already living
a life that’s very close to normal,” beamed Antonio
Salgado, checking names off his list. “And now it will
be even more so!” 

The 62-year-old physician arrived on Corvo less
than a year ago but he is already accustomed to occa-
sional shortages of fruit and fuel-and he has learnt to
make homemade yoghurt.  “This makes up for all the
difficulties we experience daily,” he said.

Portugal decided to fully vaccinate the island
without moving through priority groups. Local
health official Clelio Meneses explained that the
number of jabs needed to immunize Corvo would not
affect rollouts elsewhere in the Azores. “The only
responsible thing to do was to vaccinate the whole
population in one go to create an immunized territo-
ry,” he said. With only one ventilator on the island
and no hospital beds at all, an outbreak on Corvo
could have been devastating.—AFP


