
Missionaries seen as 
asset, but sometimes 
headache, by US
WASHINGTON: The kidnapping of 17 missionar-
ies in Haiti reinforces a predicament for Washington-
religious groups are often seen as an asset, going
where many don’t dare, but they can also find them-
selves in deep trouble. Gangs that brazenly rule
much of the Western Hemisphere’s poorest nation
over the weekend abducted 17 US and Canadian
missionaries including children, the latest attack that
appeared aimed at raising ransom money.

The United States had already issued its highest-
level warning against travel to Haiti. But religious
groups, who believe they are doing God’s work, are
also frontline partners when the United States
needs a presence in the world’s most dangerous
places. Since the presidency of George W Bush, the
United States has channeled a growing amount of
foreign aid to faith-based groups, a once controver-
sial practice that has become largely accepted
across administrations.

Religious charities have long roots in Haiti, where
the abducted missionaries came from Christian Aid
Ministries, an Ohio-based organization of
Mennonites and Amish. “If you want to help set up
clinics in South Sudan or Haiti, you don’t do it with

the government, you do it with an NGO,” said
Melani McAlister, a professor of American studies
at George Washington University. “And American
religious groups are absolutely a major, important
part of that network of NGOs,” she said.

Todd Johnson, co-director of the Center for the
Study of Global Christianity at Gordon-Conwell
Theological Seminary, said that long-term mission-
aries generally develop the language skills and cul-
tural knowledge-as well as proper paperwork-to
operate effectively. “It’s to the US government’s
advantage that they succeed,” he said. He said there
should be no difference in the government’s
response if the abducted people are missionaries or,

for example, businesspeople held for money.
The State Department says it treats missionaries

no differently than it would other US citizens who
need help overseas. But missionaries have frequent-
ly triggered major diplomatic incidents. Knox
Thames, a former State Department official focused
on international religious freedom, said that US
diplomats were often unaware of missionaries, who
have no obligation to share their beliefs or where-
abouts. “However, American embassies often view
missionaries as a problem,” he said. “They might
offend local sensibilities, run afoul of anti-prosely-
tizing laws or find themselves kidnapped like in
Haiti.”—AFP

WASHINGTON: Microsoft co-founder Bill Gates,
whose departure from the tech giant in 2020 followed
revelations of an affair with an employee 20 years
before, had already been warned in 2008 over emails to
a female staff member that were deemed inappropriate.
According to reporting by the Wall Street Journal that

was confirmed to AFP by a Microsoft spokesperson, in
2007, Gates, then a full-time employee and president of
Microsoft, flirted with a female staffer by email and invit-
ed her to meet him outside of work. The following year,
the company became aware of the emails and executives
of the group told Gates that they were inappropriate and
had to stop. Gates admitted the facts and said he would

not do it again, according to the Wall Street Journal.
The board, which was informed of these contacts, did

not take any action. “Microsoft has nothing to share
beyond confirming the accuracy of the WSJ report,” a
spokesman for the IT company told AFP on Monday.
Gates stepped down as president in 2008 and remained
on Microsoft’s board of directors until March 2020. The
former Microsoft boss, one of the richest men in the
world, and his wife Melinda announced their divorce in
May, after 27 years of marriage.

Editor sacked 
In another development, German press group Axel

Springer said Monday it had removed the chief editor
at tabloid-style daily Bild, Julian Reichelt, over a rela-
tionship with a colleague at the country’s top-selling
newspaper. Reichelt “did not clearly separate his pri-
vate and work lives and did not tell the board the truth
about it,” Axel Springer said in a statement, citing
information gained “as a result of press investigations
in recent days”.

An internal investigation in spring looked into allega-
tions the 41-year-old had promoted interns with whom

he had had affairs and then sidelined or fired them.
Although Reichelt stepped aside during the inquiry, he
was reinstated in March alongside a female editor.
“Julian Reichelt admitted to mixing professional and pri-

vate relationships but denied the aforementioned accu-
sations and swore to this under oath,” Springer said at
the time.

It was not immediately clear which new allegations
prompted the company to sack Reichelt, one of
Germany’s most controversial media figures who tacked
Bild hard to the right on some issues. But a New York
Times story published Sunday appears to have pushed
Springer into action. In recent years, parent company
Springer has expanded internationally, first with news
site Business Insider and this summer buying all of US-
based Politico. The NYT reported that Reichelt had pro-
moted a young woman journalist into a senior position
following a relationship between them.- AFP 

Reichelt said in 2016: “If they find out that I’m having
an affair with a trainee, I’ll lose my job,” the NYT report-
ed, citing testimony the woman gave Springer’s internal
inquiry. The editor’s chair at Bild will now go to Johannes
Boie, until now editor-in-chief of Springer’s conservative
weekly broadsheet Welt Am Sonntag. Founded in 1952,
Bild bet on a mixture of human-interest stories, sports
and celebrity news to become Germany’s top-selling
paper, and still prints two million copies per day.— AFP 
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News in brief
NZ COVID cases hit record 

WELLINGTON: New Zealand (NZ) recorded its
highest number of daily coronavirus cases since the
start of the pandemic yesterday as a Delta-variant
outbreak that dashed the nation’s “COVID Zero”
hopes showed no signs of easing. Health authorities
announced 94 new virus cases, exceeding the previ-
ous daily record of 89 set in April last year during the
first wave of COVID-19 infections. While case num-
bers remain low by most international standards, they
have been steadily growing since the highly transmis-
sible Delta variant was first found in New Zealand in
mid-August. The outbreak, centered on Auckland, has
forced Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern to drop her
core policy goal of eliminating the virus in favor of
ramping up vaccination efforts. The centre-left leader
is set to unveil a new strategy on Friday that will allow
for greater freedoms once vaccination targets have
been reached. —AFP 

Gunmen kill 43 in Nigeria 

ABUJA: Gunmen from a suspected criminal gang
attacked a village market in northwest Nigeria’s
Sokoto state, killing 43 people, the state government
said Monday. Heavily armed gangs known locally as
bandits have terrorized northwest and central Nigeria
for years, raiding and looting villages, but attacks
have become even more violent in recent months.
“Forty-three people have been confirmed dead fol-
lowing the attack by bandits in Goronyo village” on
Sunday, Sokoto government spokesman Muhammad
Bello said in a statement. “It was a market day and
there were many traders,” Bello told AFP by phone.
Police spokesman Sanusi Abubakar also confirmed
that bandits attacked Goronyo late on Sunday. “Our
security operatives are there to conduct investiga-
tions,” Abubakar added, without giving details. Phone
networks in the area have been suspended for weeks
to disrupt the gangs’ operations, making information-
gathering difficult.— AFP 

Booster ‘mix and match’

WASHINGTON: The US Food and Drug
Administration (FDA) is preparing to allow “mix and
match” coronavirus vaccine boosting, in which peo-
ple get a different additional shot to the dose they ini-
tially received, US media reported. Citing sources
familiar with the situation, the New York Times said
the FDA might make the announcement on
Wednesday when it is also expected to authorize
boosters for the Moderna and Johnson & Johnson
vaccines. A preliminary study released in the United
States last week showed that people who have
received the J&J vaccine may benefit from a booster
dose of a different, messenger-RNA vaccine such as
Pfizer or Moderna. But multiple reports quoted peo-
ple familiar with the discussions as saying one shot
may not be recommended over another, and the FDA
could say using the same vaccine is preferable when
possible. “People should generally get the same vac-
cine as their initial series,” a federal official told the
Washington Post.— AFP 

Canadian PM visits graves

KAMLOOPS: Canadian Prime Minister Justin
Trudeau made a visit Monday to the indigenous
community of Kamloops where the remains of 215
children were found in May at a former residential
school, apologizing for not coming sooner. The visit
followed strong criticisms directed at Trudeau for
ignoring an earlier invitation to the community on
the first national day of truth and reconciliation on
September 30, and instead going on a family vaca-
tion. “Instead of talking about truth and reconcilia-
tion, (everyone has) talked about me and that’s on
me. I take responsibility for that,” he told a news
conference. “I am here today to say I wish I had
been here a few weeks ago, and I deeply regret it,”
he said. Seated next to him, Tk’emlups te
Secwepemc chief Rosanne Casimir said: “It was a
long-awaited moment to receive a personal hand of
recognition and sympathy regarding this horrific
confirmation of unmarked graves from the Canadian
head of state.”— AFP 

LONDON: Microsoft founder-turned-philanthropist Bill
Gates speaks during the Global Investment Summit at
the Science Museum in London yesterday. - AFP 

ERMUA: In this file photo, demonstrators show their hands painted white, during a protest in Ermua against Popular
Party (PP) councilor Miguel Angel Blanco’s death, at the hands of armed Basque separatist group ETA. — AFP 

PORT-AU-PRINCE: A man films himself in front of tires on fire during a general strike launched by several professional
associations and companies to denounce insecurity in Port-au-Prince on October 18, 2021. — AFP 

MADRID: A decade after Basque separatist group
ETA renounced the use of arms, the northern Spanish
region is still trying to turn the page on decades of
bloodshed. In a video released on October 20, 2011,
three masked ETA leaders announced that the group
classified as a terrorist organization by the European
Union “has decided the definitive cessation of its armed
activity”.

“It is time to look at the future with hope. It is also
time to act with responsibility and courage,” they
added, raising their fists in the air at the end of the
video. The announcement put an end to western
Europe’s last armed insurgency. “After ten years, we
have advanced...but there are still wounds that have not
healed,” regional leader Inigo Urkullo of the moderate
Basque nationalist PNV party wrote in an opinion col-
umn published Sunday.

Created in 1959 at the height of Francisco Franco’s
dictatorship which repressed Basque culture and lan-
guage, ETA is accused of killing more than 850 people
in its fight for an independent Basque homeland in
northern Spain and southwest France. Its decision to lay
down its arms was a “major turning point” for the
Basque separatist movement, said political scientist
Rafael Leonisio Calvo, the author of a book about ETA.
“It was a surprise, particularly since it was a unilateral
announcement without any trade-offs...but in reality it
was the result of a long process,” he told AFP.

Weakened by arrests
Several weeks before the announcement, secret

negotiations were held between ETA leaders and the
Spanish government via intermediaries. The framework
for the talks was agreed with the Socialist prime minis-
ter of Spain at the time, Jose Luis Rodriguez Zapatero,
one of ETA’s historic leaders, Josu Urrutikoetxea, told
AFP in a recent interview. The talks resulted in an inter-
national peace conference held in October 2011 in the
seaside Basque city of San Sebastian where ETA was

urged to end its armed struggle to “promote reconcilia-
tion”. At the time ETA was severely weakened by
arrests of its top leaders and seizures of its weapons.

The group was also being pushed by its political
wing-under pressure from Basque public opinion-to
“change its strategy” and drop violence, said Eguzki
Urteaga, a sociologist with the University of the Basque
Country. “During the Franco era, ETA benefited from a
sort of aura among part of the population that was
opposed to the regime,” he told AFP. “But then rejection
of the armed struggle did not stop growing, especially
after 1995 when ETA decided to expand its targets to
include members of civil society.”

‘Dead end’ 
This view is shared by Calvo, who said ETA was at a

“dead end” at the time. “Polls showed that even among
separatist voters, support for ETA had dropped consid-
erably and become a minority,” he added. ETA contin-
ued its pacification after it announced it had dropped
violence. In April 2017 the group handed in its weapons
and the following year it apologized to its victims, just
days before it formally declared its dissolution. 

Still, resentments persist. Victims’ groups denounce
jubilant ceremonies held for ETA members on their
release from prison and complain that some 300 ETA
killings have not been resolved. Meanwhile, family mem-
bers of ETA prisoners complain that many are still being
held in jails far from the Basque Country. A protest
planned for September to demand the release from jail
of ETA member Henri Parot, who is serving a lengthy
sentence for his role in 39 killings was called off after it
sparked counter demonstrations. Arnaldo Otegi, leader
of far-left Basque pro-independence party EH Bildu
which is seen the heir of ETA’s former political wing, on
Monday apologized for the “suffering endured” by ETA
victims. “It never should have happened,” he added in
what was seen as an attempt to foster further rap-
prochement in the region.— AFP 

‘Unprecedented’ 
crackdown on free 
speech: Amnesty
LONDON: Oppressive regimes around the world
have used the coronavirus pandemic to crack down on
critics, Amnesty International said yesterday. The
rights monitor said there have been “unprecedented”
curbs on freedom of expression since last year, and
lives may even have been lost due to a lack of proper
information.

“Communication channels have been targeted,
social media has been censored, and media outlets have
been closed down,” said Rajat Khosla, Amnesty’s senior
director for research advocacy and policy. “In the midst
of a pandemic, journalists and health professionals have
been silenced and imprisoned. “As a result, people have
been unable to access information about COVID-19,
including how to protect themselves and their commu-
nities. “Approximately five million people have lost their
lives to COVID-19, and lack of information will have
likely been a contributory factor.”

Amnesty said that by February 2020 in China,
where the virus first emerged just months before, 5,511
criminal investigations had been opened into individu-
als for “fabricating and deliberately disseminating false
and harmful information” about the nature and extent
of the outbreak. Tanzania’s government under former
president John Magufuli used laws prohibiting and
criminalizing “false news” and other measures to
restrict media coverage.

Magufuli, who shunned facemasks, died suddenly in
March this year but had denied the virus was circulat-
ing in the country, maintaining it had been driven out
by prayer. The Nicaraguan authorities used emergency
legislation against cybercrimes to punish anyone criti-
cal of the government’s response to the virus, Amnesty
said. President Daniel Ortega’s government has reject-
ed claims of a shortage of hospital beds and surging
numbers of cases and deaths. 

In Russia, the introduction of anti-”fake news” laws
and criminal penalties in relation to COVID-19 were
likely to stay in force once the pandemic is over,
Amnesty warned. The London-based group said such
measures were part of an “onslaught on human rights”
across the world in recent years, and called for them to
be lifted immediately. It also took aim at the role of
social media platforms for not doing enough to stop
the spread of false and misleading information about
the virus.

That made it “increasingly difficult for individuals to
have a fully informed opinion and make educated choic-
es about their health”, the group said in a new report,
“Silenced and Misinformed: Freedom of Expression in
Danger During COVID-19”. “States and social media
companies must also ensure the public has unfettered
access to accurate, evidence-based and timely informa-
tion,” said Khosla. “This is a crucial step to minimize
vaccine hesitancy driven by misinformation.”— AFP 

Wounds persist in Spain decade 
after ETA ends armed struggle


