
NEW YORK: Wearing bright safety vests and car-
rying walkie-talkies, volunteers patrol a Chinese
neighborhood in New York to protect Asian
Americans against a surge of pandemic-era vio-
lence after deadly mass shootings at Asian-owned
spas in Atlanta. “We want to show our presence so
that any person who wants to commit a crime will
think again,” says Richard Lee, team leader of
Public Safety Patrol (PSP). The men and women
from various professions walk the streets of
Chinatown in Flushing, Queens nightly in groups of
around eight to reassure scared residents and help
catch any would-be attackers.

The PSP, which started its walkabouts on
Monday, is similar to other civil patrol teams that
have mobilized in San Francisco and Oakland in
response to the spike in attacks against Asian
Americans since the outbreak of coronavirus. Vice
president Kenny Li quickly recruited more than 240
volunteers, including waiters, office workers and
lawyers through social media and word of mouth.
They coordinate their activities via a WhatsApp
group and Facebook. The vast majority have no
self-defense training, just a desire to help others
during their free time.

“Don’t have physical contact with anybody,” Lee,
a 42-year-old retired police officer, instructs them
before the three-hour patrol. “You don’t know what
kind of weapons they might have. Our job is to be
the eyes and ears for the (police department).” Each
volunteer receives a stack of Chinese-language

leaflets explaining their work, which they distribute
on their rounds, and whistles in case they need to
catch the attention of police who themselves have
upped patrols in Chinese neighborhoods. The vol-
unteers explain to residents that they should call 911
if they witness harassment, even if they don’t speak
English, because the police will put them through to
a Mandarin or Cantonese speaker.

“It’s also about educating,” says vice president
Li. Fifty-two-year-old restaurant worker Mandy
Yong says the sight of the squad makes her feel
“very safe.” “When I see them I feel okay about
shopping and helping our community’s economy,”
she tells AFP. Most volunteers are of Asian descent
but not all. German Perez, originally from Mexico,
joined PSP after passing them on the street. “Our
skin may be a different color, our languages may be
different but I think we are all equal. Generally we
all came to this country for the same reasons,” the
47-year-old car mechanic said in Spanish.

Racist stereotypes 
Anti-Asian hate crimes almost tripled from 49 to

122 last year across 16 major cities, even as overall
hate crime fell seven percent, according to a recent
report by the Center for the Study of Hate and
Extremism. Activists say former president Donald
Trump and political allies fueled the attacks by call-
ing COVID-19 the “Chinese virus” and “China
plague” and several of New York’s mayoral candi-
dates have joined together to denounce the violence.

In New York City, home to more than a million
people of Asian descent, this past weekend saw five
incidents that police said they are investigating as
possible anti-Asian hate crimes.  Hua Tong, a beauty
spa worker like most of six women of Asian descent
killed in Atlanta, signed up because she wanted to
dispel racist stereotypes that portray Asian women
as meek. “It’s up to us to take on the responsibility
of protecting ourselves. We have to speak out,” said

the 42-year-old in Mandarin via an interpreter.
Stereotypes, including the “model minority

myth,” have depicted people of East Asian
descent as obedient and reluctant to complain. In
the wake of the attacks, they are increasingly
organizing, campaigning online, raising funds,
holding marches and forming groups to escort
elderly Asian citizens outside. “We cannot be
silenced anymore,” said Lee. —AFP 
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Volunteers include spa worker, waiter, mechanic

New Yorkers patrol after 
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News in brief

Biden expects to run in 2024

WASHINGTON: US President Joe Biden
said Thursday his “expectation” is to run
for reelection in 2024, an apparent effort
to douse speculation that the oldest per-
son to assume the office will step down
after a single term. The Democratic presi-
dent also attacked Republican efforts to
limit voting, describing the actions in
dozens of states that would make it more
difficult for millions of people to cast bal-
lots as “sick” and “un-American.” —AFP 

500 charged for COVID fraud 

WASHINGTON: Nearly 500 people
have been charged in the United States
for fraud schemes involving more than
half a billion dollars in COVID-19 relief,
the Justice Department said Friday. “The
Department of Justice has led an historic
enforcement initiative to detect and dis-
rupt COVID-19 related fraud schemes,”
Attorney General Merrick Garland said in
a statement. A total of 474 defendants
have been charged in cases involving
attempts to fraudulently obtain over $569
mill ion dollars, the department said.
Garland said the anti-fraud operation
“sends a clear and unmistakable message
to those who would exploit a national
emergency to steal taxpayer-funded
resources from vulnerable individuals and
small businesses.” —AFP 

Salmond launches new party

EDINBURGH: Scotland’s former first
minister Alex Salmond on Friday
announced a shock political comeback,
leading the launch of a new pro-indepen-
dence party to run in pivotal upcoming
Scottish parliament elections.  The former
Scottish National Party (SNP) leader, who
was first minister from 2007 to 2014
before stepping down after losing a refer-
endum on independence, said the Alba
Party would be a “new political force”
complementing the SNP. Salmond added
the surprise move, which follows months
of clashes with his successor Nicola
Sturgeon over her handling of sexual
harassment claims against him, would aim
to deliver a “supermajority” for inde-
pendence in the elections. —AFP 

Magufuli laid to rest 

DAR ES SALAAM, Tanzania: Tanzania’s
late president John Magufuli was laid to
rest Friday in his ancestral village in the
country’s northwest after his sudden death
last week from an illness shrouded in mys-
tery. Nicknamed the “Bulldozer” for his
leadership style, Magufuli was buried in
Chato after nearly a week being mourned
by crowds in various cities as his casket
was moved around the country. Magufuli
died aged 61 from what authorities say
was a heart condition, after a mysterious
absence of almost three weeks, and
questions remain over the true cause of
his death which the opposition says was
from COVID-19.    Tens of thousands of
mourners flocked to see his body in state
in the cities of Dar es Salaam, Dodoma,
Zanzibar, Mwanza and Geita, weeping
and throwing petals as it passed in a
motorcade. — AFP

CIUDAD JUAREZ, Mexico: Honduran
migrant Fernando Sanchez paid a traf-
ficker $7,000 to smuggle him to the
United States with his three-year-old
daughter, but they spent just days on
US soil before being deported. For
many undocumented migrants, particu-
larly adult men, what they hoped would
be an open door thanks to US
President Joe Biden has turned out to
be a revolving door back to Mexico.
Sanchez was deported to the Mexican
border city Ciudad Juarez along with
dozens of other migrants under a rule
known as Title 42 that was introduced a
year ago to prevent the spread of
COVID-19.

Now in debt to friends who loaned
him money to pay the trafficker, the 38-
year-old still clings to hope that Biden,
who he calls “our president,” will help
him. “I know that Joe Biden, our presi-
dent, can open the door for us and say
‘come in everyone who is suffering,’”
he said. Sanchez, now staying with his
daughter at a shelter in Ciudad Juarez,
asked AFP to change his name to avoid
potential problems with the US author-
ities in the future. While some migrants,

notably unaccompanied minors and
women with small children, are now
being allowed to stay, men who are
caught by US border patrols are usual-
ly sent back quickly.

In February, the US Customs and
Border Protection agency detained
about 100,000 people at the southern
border-a 28 percent increase over
January. Most came from Central
American nations Honduras, Guatemala
and El Salvador, which are wracked by
poverty and gang-related violence.

‘It wasn’t true’ 
Undocumented migrants-some with

children in their arms-cross the Rio
Grande river between Mexico and the
United States day and night in the
hope of obtaining asylum. AFP
reporters saw a girl who appeared to
be around nine years old quickly splash
through the river and wait next to a
column on the other side for the border
patrol to arrive. In February, more than
9,000 unaccompanied children, mostly
from Mexico and Central American,
made the crossing. Not all of them
make it alive: one nine-year-old was

found dead this month on an island in
the middle of the river, US authorities
said Friday.

Many migrants say they have been
filled with hope by Biden’s immigra-
tion reforms, although the US presi-
dent has urged them not to come.
“They began to come thinking that the
border had already been opened but
it wasn’t true,” said Father Francisco
Javier Calvil lo, head of Casa del
Migrante, one of the main shelters in

Ciudad Juarez. Figures from the
Mexican authorities underline the ris-
ing tide of people heading north. The
number of undocumented migrants
detected in Mexico has risen 18 per-
cent so far this year-to 31,492 —
compared with the same period of
2020, the National Migration Institute
said this week. Three-quarters of them
were male adults-mainly Hondurans-
while 14 percent were women and 11
percent were minors. — AFP

CIUDAD JUAREZ, Mexico: Central American asylum-seeker migrants who were air-
lifted from Brownsville to El Paso, in Texas, to be expelled from the United States,
cross the Paso del Norte International Border Bridge into Ciudad Juarez, Chihuahua
State, Mexico. — AFP 

NEW YORK: In this photo members of the Public Safety Patrol, a volunteer anti-hate crime group, prepare for a patrol
in a car park in the Flushing neighborhood of Queens, New York. — AFP 

On US-Mexico border, a 
revolving door for migrants

E Guinea survivors 
count their luck 
and misfortune
BATA, Equatorial Guinea: On the afternoon of
March 7, 2021, Sisto Asumu’s life was changed in an
instant. An enormous blast shook a military camp just
a hundred meters from the house where the 26-year-
old was living with his uncle and aunt on the outskirts
of Bata, Equatorial Guinea’s economic capital. Stocks
of explosives in the camp had accidentally detonated,
obliterating neighboring residential areas, killing 107
people and injuring 615 others. “I was sleeping and
suddenly the roof just caved in on me,” Asumu recalls,
wincing. “Even thunder frightens me now.”

But like countless others who survived the blast,
three weeks later Asumu and his family are wondering
how they will contend with hunger and homelessness.
“We sleep in the church because our house is
destroyed.” Other victims seek refuge with relatives in
other villages, stay with friends or pile into makeshift
shelters. All are hoping for some kind of aid.

‘Nothing left’ 
A chain of explosions reduced the military camp

and surrounding area to piles of rubble that stretch
for kilometers. Bulldozers are still clearing wreckage
nearly three weeks later. On an empty lot, the shells of

wrecked cars are piled on top of each other. A team of
explosives experts from the United States is on site
working to defuse any unexploded ordnance. In the
disaster’s aftermath President Teodoro Obiang
Nguema, whose 42-year reign makes him Africa’s
longest-serving leader, blamed local farmers for
allowing stubble-burning to go out of control, soldiers
at the camp for “negligence” in storing the explosives. 

Soraya, 27, was housed at Nkoa Ntoma with her
soldier husband and children when the explosion hap-
pened. “I don’t know what happened-I just heard
‘BOOM’, the roof fell and the walls collapsed,” she
says. “I didn’t even know where my three children
were-other people took care of them and, thank God,
none of them one died.” Although the official toll of
107 does not specify ages, witnesses tell AFP that
many children were among the casualties.

Upon returning to the ruins of her house, Soraya and
found that someone had stolen her savings. “I had
190,000 CFA francs (285 euros),” she laments, “and
there was nothing left.” Bata is home to around
800,000 of the 1.4 million total population in Equatorial
Guinea, a state that enjoys oil and gas wealth but where
most people live below the poverty line. The govern-
ment says it has released 10 billion CFA francs-about 15
million euros-to help the victims. “I was given 500,000
francs and a mattress,” reports Florencia Mbang happi-
ly. But many others have seen no sign of help yet, like
Luisa Ada, 33. “My name is not on the lists even though
my neighborhood officer came and marked us down,
my six children and myself,” says the widow, “I’ve had
no help and my house is destroyed.” — AFP 

South Africa’s
bruising fight for
free education 
JOHANNESBURG: When South African student
Itumeleng Chalele left his home town of Qwaqwa  —
once a tribal “bantustan” where blacks were con-
tained during apartheid — he was bursting with
hope.  Armed only with his admission document and
money for the registration fees, he set off in 2016 to
begin a degree in logistics at the University of
Johannesburg.  But five years later, the 23-year-old
has accrued the equivalent of nearly $9,000 (7,600
euro) in student debt, despite benefitting from a par-
tial government grant. In January, he was locked out
of his honors program. “It has been a difficult experi-
ence. Every year has been tough,” said Chalele. 

Raised by his grandmother in a household of sev-
en, including an unemployed uncle, the aspiration
was to clamber out of the poverty that has marked
his life. But last week, he joined the hundreds of uni-
versity students who demonstrated across South
Africa demanding free education. They blockaded
roads, torched trash bins, forced businesses to pull
down their shutters and clashed with police.

‘Stressed out’ 
Sporadic protests began in early January after

Higher Education Minister Blade Nzimande
announced that some students would be excluded
from a government-sponsored tuition aid scheme.
The scheme was left short of funds after budget
cuts in response to revenues undermined by
COVID-19’s economic impact. In the gravest inci-
dent of this year’s unrest, a 35-year-old city planner
caught between the Johannesburg police and stu-
dents was shot dead. Amogelo Mabote, a 21-year-
old studying quantity surveying at the University of
the Witwatersrand (Wits), joined the protests after
running into financial hurdles at re-registration.

“It has been rough. I did not have the 9,000 rand
($600/500 euro) they were asking for registration.
My parents were stressed out,” she said, sounding
distraught although she did eventually secured
readmission into the top-tier university. Finding
funding has “been a real struggle,” she said-she still
owes the university the equivalent of $2,300. —AFP 

BATA, Equatorial Guinea: This video grab obtained by AFPTV from ASONGA TV shows an aerial view of destroyed
houses after accidental blasts at the Nkoa Ntoma military camp in Equatorial Guinea’s economic hub Bata. —AFP 


