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MAPUTO: Six weeks after it was raided by Islamic State-linked
fighters, the northern Mozambican town of Palma remains deeply
traumatized and hundreds of its residents flee each day, survivors
and aid workers say. The jihadists swooped on the coastal town on
March 24, killing dozens of people and triggering an exodus that
included workers on a multi-billion-dollar liquefied natural gas
(LNG) project.

The raids marked a major intensification in an insurgency that has
wreaked havoc across Cabo Delgado province for over three years
as the militants seek to establish a caliphate. The violence pushed
France’s Total to suspend work on the nearby LNG scheme, one of
Africa’s largest. The dead include several expatriate oil workers. After
days of fighting, the government said its forces had driven out the ex-
tremists and that calm had returned. 

But many people still feel unsafe and are leaving the area. In recent
days, hundreds have landed in the provincial capital Pemba on pri-
vately-organized rescue boats, a volunteer registering the displaced
said. Viaze Juma, 34, a mother of four, arrived on Friday from Afungi,
a peninsula near the heavily-guarded gas plant and five kilometers
south of Palma, where thousands sought refuge during the attack.

“It’s good that now I’m out of Palma. I’m safe but my house was
burned down,” she said. On the day Juma made it to Pemba, the United
Nations announced that the number of internally displaced persons
(IDPs) had breached the 30,000 mark.

‘Very unstable’ 
Four days later, on Tuesday, that number had shot to 36,288 — al-

most half of Palma’s 75,000 inhabitants. Further inland, in Mueda and
Nangade, up to 40 families arrive each day on foot, aid workers say.
The true picture of the security situation in Palma remains obscure.

Although cellphone communications and electricity —  cut off on
the day of the attack-have been restored, access to the town is still
restricted for both the media and humanitarian organizations. But the
flight of tens of thousands of civilians in a month-and-a-half — 6,000
of them in less than a week-shows that order has not yet been fully
restored. “The situation in Palma is very unstable, (with) shooting at
night,” said an aid worker in Mueda, around 180 kilometers (110 miles)
southwest of Palma. “It’s a place where you cannot sleep thinking you
are going to wake up with no problems,” added the worker, who asked
not to be named.

Two weeks ago, a resident who had returned to his home after flee-
ing the attack was found beheaded, local police said.  A Pemba resi-
dent, Issa Mohamede, told AFP his relatives in Palma confirmed night
time “shootings and (that) some houses were seen burning in Malamba
neighborhood” late last month.

“It is clear the situation is volatile” in Palma, said a Pemba-based
aid worker, adding that “the reason people are still fleeing is because
things are not okay, people are still trying to evacuate.”

The number of IDPs “continues to increase by the day,” said
Mozambique chief of mission for the International Organization for
Migration (IOM) Laura Tomm-Bonde. IOM global emergency director
Jeff Labovitz, who visited Mozambique last week, told AFP that “when
people choose to leave their house it’s for big reasons, they don’t feel
secure.” —AFP

Mozambique town traumatized 
weeks after deadly jihadist attack

LNG project workers join exodus from coastal town

PEMBA: Mozambican President Filipe Nyusi (third right) leaves at the end of the
ceremony for the signature of an Emergency Response Plan for the Cabo Delgado
area signed in Pemba. —AFP

Pressure mounts 
on Colombia as 
protests resume
BOGOTA, Colombia: Thousands of demonstrators poured onto
Colombia’s streets Wednesday, the eighth straight day of protests
despite clashes that have left at least 24 dead and hundreds wounded.
Students, unions, indigenous people and other groups assembled in
the capital Bogota as well as the cities of Medellin in the northwest
and Cali in the southwest. Their frustration was initially triggered by
a proposed tax reform-since withdrawn. But the demonstrations
have become freighted with anger over the government’s policies on
health, education and inequality, as well as the violent repression by
security forces. According to official figures, at least 24 people have
died — 18 of whom were shot-with more than 800 others wounded
and 89 people reported missing during the week.

Others have higher tolls. The Temblores NGO reported 37 people
dead.  Reporters Without Borders meanwhile said that 76 journalists
were assaulted, 10 of whom were injured by security forces. Demon-
strators staged protests at various points around Bogota on Wednes-
day, holding banners with slogans calling for President Ivan Duque
to resign. Presidential adviser Miguel Ceballos said that the govern-
ment will meet with demonstrator representatives “next week,” while
the high courts requested that any conversations include “all parties”
from the “peaceful protests and social unrest.” Thousands, most wear-
ing face masks to prevent the spread of Covid-19, gathered at the
downtown Plaza Bolivar near the presidential headquarters. —AFP

Serbia to offer cash to those
who get COVID vaccine
BELGRADE: Serbia’s president said on Wednesday his country would
pay each citizen who gets a Covid jab before the end of May, in what
could be the world’s first cash-for-jabs scheme.

The Balkans country bought millions of doses — from Western
firms as well as China and Russia — and briefly became a regional vac-
cine hub when it offered foreigners the chance to be inoculated. How-
ever, after 1.5 million of Serbia’s seven million population received two
vaccine doses, with officials regarding 1.3 million fully immunized, the
drive has started to stall.

“All those... who received the vaccine by May 31 will get 3,000

dinars (25 euros, $30),” President Aleksandar Vucic told local
media, adding that he expected three million to be vaccinated by
the end of the month. Vucic said the country wanted to “reward
people who showed responsibility”. But he added that public em-
ployees who did not receive a vaccine would not get paid leave if
they contracted the virus.

Economy expert and editor of Nova Ekonomija magazine Biljana
Stepanovic said that Vucic is “acting like Santa Claus” with taxpayer
money, and added it was “illegal” to deprive workers paid leave.

Serbia is hoping to further boost its rollout by offering vaccines in
shopping centers and rewarding volunteers with vouchers. “I have not
encountered in medical literature anyone being paid for Covid-19 vac-
cinations,” Serbian epidemiologist Zoran Radovanovic told AFP. “So
we may be the first not only in Europe, but also the world.” However,
he warned that stimulating vaccination drives with money could be a
double-edged sword. —AFP

Pandemic, war, climate 
change fuel food fears
PARIS:  The economic cost of the global pandemic as well as conflict
and climate change are fueling food security fears that in 2020 reached
their highest level in five years, according to a report published
Wednesday. Last year, 155 million people in 55 countries faced acute
food shortages — 20 million more than in 2019, according to a report
by the EU, the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and the World
Food Programme, which see the problem as getting steadily worse.

“We must act together to prevent an additional deterioration of
the situation,” FAO director general Qu Dongyu told a video-confer-
ence, describing the New Global Report on Food Crises as a call to

“urgent humanitarian action”.  He added in a tweet: “We must address
the root causes and make agri-food systems more efficient, inclusive,
resilient and sustainable.” Last year saw the Global Network Against
Food Crises, which groups together the three international organi-
zations, identify 28 million people in 28 countries as suffering emer-
gency levels of acute hunger with DR Congo, Yemen and Afghanistan
worst affected. A further 133,000 people were judged to be living in
the most severe, “catastrophic” phase of food insecurity in Burkina
Faso, South Sudan and Yemen. Africa remains the continent worst hit
by food shortages with 98 million people affected, or 63 percent of
global cases — up from 54 percent in 2019. “For 100 million people
confronted by acute food crisis in 2020, the main cause was linked
to conflicts and insecurity,” compared with 77 million in 2019, Do-
minique Burgeon, FAO emergencies director, told AFP. Economic cri-
sis was the prime reason for hunger for 40 million, compared with 24
million in 2019.—AFP


