
WASHINGTON: One by one, Seditra
Brown, a concierge who lives in one of
Washington’s poorest neighborhoods,
lost her three sons to gun violence: Paris
in 2018, Montray in 2019, and Kalif last
month. “There is never really a way to
protect your children,” says Brown, 49,
who is African-American. “When they’re
outside of your presence, who knows, it
can happen to anybody.”

Gun violence is on the rise in the
United States, off ic ial  stat ist ics
show, and African-Americans living
in underserved, high-crime commu-
nities are affected the most. The
trend comes as Americans have
rushed to buy more guns in the past
year, in response to the COVID-19
pandemic, anti-racism protests and
turmoil linked to last year’s presi-
dential election.

‘It just can’t be true’ 
First it was Brown’s youngest child,

Paris, a 19-year-old high school student,
who was killed on a sidewalk. Then it
was her eldest son, Montray, a 28-year-
old father, who was shot at an apartment.
Last month it was Kalif, her only remain-
ing son, who was killed as he drove
through the streets of Washington. When

Brown got the call about Kalif’s death,
she could not believe it. “I was just-it just
can’t be true. It just can’t be,” Brown said
in a calm, almost mechanical voice, her
grief hidden deep inside her.

Brown is left with three daughters and
14 grandchildren, eight of whom are now
fatherless. “I have just got to be strong
for my girls, so they won’t break down,
my grandkids... they go off of my ener-

gy,” Brown said. “The minute I break
down, the whole family is going to break
down.” As she grieves, Brown tries to
find solace in her faith. “I just looked to
God for my help and my peace,” Brown
said. “I believe that God is not going to
take me through all this and not have
nothing good at the end.”

‘More black victims than white’ 
Instances of gun violence have

increased both in the US capital and
across the country. Washington has
recorded 144 homicides since January 1,
compared to 127 over the same period in
2020, an increase of 13 percent that is
identical to the increase on the national
level, according to official data. Owning
a gun is a constitutional right in the

United States, where a third of the
population possesses at least one.
And Americans have bought more
weapons since 2020, in the wake of
social justice protests, political tur-
moil and the pandemic.

African Americans are much more
likely to fall victim to gun violence
than whites, and Brown says that
racial inequity is a big factor. “It’s
more Black victims than white,” she
said. “I don’t like to put race in it...
but it’s just like this society and the

environment that we grow up in.”
Contrary to calls to defund the police,
which have grown loud since last year’s
killing of African American George Floyd
by a white policeman, Brown would like
to see more police action.

“It should be more police, more inves-
tigators, more of people taking the time

out to-the police to visit the families or
the mayor and all that,” Brown said. No
arrests have been made in any of her
sons’ deaths, despite a bounty of $25,000
for information. Brown says she doesn’t
know why her sons were killed and inves-

tigators are not in contact with her. While
she wants those killings solved, she
prefers to focus on moving on with her
life. “For me knowing is half the battle,”
Brown said. “I just battle with what I’m
battling with, just their death.” — AFP 

Americans 
rush to buy 
more guns

Monday, September 13, 2021

6
I n t e r n a t i o n a l

Established 1961 

Gun violence on the rise in United States

Impossible grief: Black US mother 
mourns sons lost to gun violence

The foreign legion
of YouTubers
defending China
BEIJING: With YouTube videos “debunking”
allegations of human rights abuses and dia-
tribes on Western “conspiracies” against China,
an unlikely set of foreigners are loudly defend-
ing Beijing from its international critics. They
are teachers and business owners from Britain,
Colombia and Singapore, a collage of
YouTubers garnering fame for their video
takedowns of what they say are unfair accusa-
tions against Beijing.

Videos alternate between praise of China’s
rapid development and rebuttals of negative
foreign reports about the country. Experts say
they are being deployed as a weapon in the
information war against China’s critics, with
hundreds of videos reaching millions of view-
ers. “I am trying to reach the people that have
been brainwashed,” Fernando Munoz Bernal, a
Colombian English teacher in southern China’s
Dongguan and the owner of the “FerMuBe”
channel said.

Bernal, who came to China in 2000 and has
nearly 30,000 YouTube followers and 18,000
subscribers on the Chinese platform Bilibili,
was among the vloggers who rebutted allega-
tions of human rights abuses in Xinjiang this
year. In an April video, he accused foreign
media of distorted reporting on Xinjiang and
defended local businesses’ reluctance to speak
to correspondents against “whatever lies and
rumors journalists concoct”. Western media
seek to deflect from problems in their parts of
the world by “creating enemies out of thin air”
in China, he said.

He is not alone. “Does this look l ike
oppression? Take a look at this buffet!” says
Brit Jason Lightfoot, with 173,000 sub-
scribers, in another video of the same genre
as he visits a restaurant in Guizhou province.
The United States and other governments
allege genocide is taking place in Xinjiang
while rights groups say Chinese authorities
have imposed mass detention and forced
labor in the region. Beijing denies the allega-
tions and has gone on the offensive against
governments, individuals, media groups as
well as companies that have promised probes
into their Xinjiang supply chains.

Paid stooges? Not us
The vloggers deny being paid mouthpieces

for the Chinese government, instead claiming
to be on self-appointed missions to clear up
misconceptions about a country they love.
Their backgrounds are often in fields unrelated
to current affairs or politics, while their videos
blend footage of everyday life with passionate
commentaries defending China. Bernal, who
speaks some Chinese, said he was motivated
by fear of a conflict between China and the
West sparked by what he calls a “disinforma-
tion campaign” against Beijing.

“If there is a war, it’s my life at risk,” he told
AFP. YouTube is inaccessible inside China
without special VPN software. Yet like the oth-
er YouTubers, Bernal’s subtitled videos get a
warm reception on Chinese social media plat-
forms including Bilibili, while state media fre-
quently republishes their content and features
the vloggers online. The same media often rips
into unfavourable reporting by accredited for-
eign journalists. “Where possible, the propa-
ganda system is bound to integrate them into
their own propaganda efforts,” Florian
Schneider, politics researcher and director of
the Leiden Asia Centre, told AFP. — AFP 

WASHINGTON: DC resident Seditra Brown, 49, stands next to a mural depicting her son Paris
Brown in Washington, DC. — AFP 

TUNIS: A Tunisian man suffered
major burns yesterday after he set
himself on fire, witnesses and medics
said, days after another burned him-
self alive to protest living conditions.
Both acts recall the self-immolation of
Mohamed Bouazizi, the street seller
whose suicide by fire on December
17, 2010 launched Tunisia’s revolution
which in turn sparked the Arab Spring
that toppled several autocratic lead-
ers in the region.

Yesterday, a 35-year-old man “set
himself on fire on Habib Bourguiba
Avenue” in the centre of Tunis, the
civil defense said. The man, whose
motives are still unknown, “suffered
third degree burns and was rushed
to hospital”, a civi l  defense
spokesman added. A witness, speak-
ing on condition of anonymity, said
the man had arrived at the iconic
avenue in central Tunis accompanied
by a younger man and tried to
attract the attention of some jour-
nalists who were present there.

The man then doused himself with
flammable material which he set on
fire with a lighter, the witness said.
Police set up barricades in the area,
and an AFP reporter saw a pair of
burned shoes behind them shortly
after the incident. Last week a young
man wounded in the 2011 revolution
burned himself alive after the govern-
ment failed to provide compensation,
his family said. Neji Hefiane, 26, died
in a hospital on the southern outskirts
of Tunis on September 4 after having
set himself alight in front of his family,
his father said.

Hefiane suffered gunshot wounds
to the head during anti-regime
protests in the early days of the revo-
lution, according to his family, and
although he was on an official list of
people entitled to government aid, he
received no compensation. “It was the
injustice and marginalization he suf-
fered that pushed my son to kill him-
self,” his father, Bechir Hefiane, said
on Monday. He said he wrote to

President Kais Saied explaining his
son’s case and asking him to intervene
on behalf of the struggling family that

lives in a working-class Tunis district.
“We’ve got no reply, even after my
son’s death,” he added.— AFP 

TUNIS:  A man, who set himself on fire, is helped by a passerby in the Habib Bourguiba
avenue in the capital Tunis, before being taken to hospital for treatment. — AFP 

Tunisian man sets himself
ablaze in protest 

Hidalgo: Crusading 
Paris mayor eyeing 
presidency
PARIS: Anne Hidalgo, the Socialist mayor of Paris,
has sought to transform the French capital with a
crusade against cars but now faces an even tougher
challenge of expanding her profile nationally to
become France’s first female president. Hidalgo, 62,
was a virtual unknown seven years ago when she
succeeded her former mentor and boss, Bertrand
Delanoe, as mayor of Paris-a position seen as a
stepping stone to the presidency. The reserved for-
mer labor inspector, dismissed by critics as an
“apparatchik”, struggled to emerge from his shadow.

But Hidalgo, who grew up in a housing estate
near Lyon in a family of Spanish immigrants that
fled dictator Francisco Franco’s rule when she was
two, is used to being underestimated. Responding
to polls that show her winning only between seven
and nine percent of the vote for president, she told
Paris Match magazine last month: “All my life I’ve
proved the polls wrong.” Announcing her candidacy
yesterday, she credited her rise from humble begin-
nings to France’s egalitarian school system, saying it
had “liberated” her from “class prejudices”. “I want
all children in France to have the same opportunities
I had,” she added.

Attacks, floods, fire
Since winning the mayor’s office in 2014, she has

had to steer the city through a multitude of crises,
from a string of terror attacks to the “yellow vest”
revolt of 2018 and 2019 and the fire that nearly
destroyed Notre-Dame cathedral. Yet her first term
as Paris supremo-Hidalgo handily won re-election
in 2020 — will probably best be remembered for
the battle over her decision to pedestrianise a busy
road running along the right bank of the Seine, and
the chaotic rollout of a bike-sharing scheme.

Hidalgo makes no bones about her anti-car
stance. Her naysayers, she said in 2016, were in
“complete denial about the climate emergency”
that had brought nearly 200 countries together in
Paris a year earlier to combat global warming.
But no sooner had one controversy died down
than another flared. Her critics accused her of
failing to get tough on petty crime, of letting
swarms of rats invade public parks, and generally
allowing the world’s most-visited city to become
dirty and unsightly.

Residents used the #saccageparis (Trashed
Paris) hashtag to post pictures of rubbish piling up
on the streets, of dilapidated public benches and
scooters discarded on the pavement, among other
ills. Hidalgo has blamed the disorder on a lack of
civic spirit and accused her critics of mounting a
smear campaign. Responding to accusations of
authoritarianism in her 2018 book “Respirer”
(Breathe), the mother-of-three remarked: “What
passes for authority in a man becomes authoritari-
anism in a woman.”

‘Time for a woman’ 
Among her achievements she points to a cycling

revolution, brought about by the doubling of Paris’s
network of cycle lanes since 2015. Despite her dis-
puted legacy Hidalgo has emerged as one of the few
figures capable of uniting the fractured left around
an environmentalist platform. “Through her diligence
and the way she has managed France’s biggest city
she has shown that she could be the one,” Socialist
party leader Olivier Faure said in June. 

“And maybe the time for a woman has also come.”
Hidalgo has also argued the case for having a woman
as president. She is not the only woman eyeing the
Elysee Palace-far-right leader Marine Le Pen and
centre-right politician, Valerie Pecresse, have also
thrown their hats into the ring. Alluding to record low
levels of voter turnout in recent elections, Hidalgo
says: “A woman can change the relationship (of the
French) with people in power.” —AFP 

ROUEN: The mayor of Paris, member of the French
Socialist Party (Parti Socialiste - PS) Anne Hidalgo
waves in Rouen, western France yesterday after
announcing that she plans to stand as a PS candidate
in next year’s presidential elections. — AFP 

UK drops plan for 
vaccine passports 
in England
LONDON: The UK government has dropped a
plan to make people in England show vaccine
passports to enter crowded events such as night-
clubs, the health minister said yesterday. The gov-
ernment had previously said these would be intro-
duced at the end of this month, despite opposition
from businesses in the sector and from some
Conservative MPs.

Health minister Sajid Javid announced the U-
turn, saying the government does not view the
move as necessary in the current virus situation,
citing high vaccine uptake. “We’ve looked at it
properly and whilst we should keep it in reserve as
a potential option I’m pleased to say that we will
not be going ahead with plans for vaccine pass-
ports,” Javid told the BBC. The UK has given two
vaccine doses to more than 80 percent of over-16s
and is expected to announce shortly whether it will
extend vaccination to those aged 12 to 15.

Rise in vaccine uptake 
The health minister said that the idea of compul-

sory showing of documentation at leisure venues
made him uncomfortable, as some opponents have
called this a potential violation of civil liberties.
“I’ve never liked the idea of saying to people you
must show your papers or something to do what is
just an everyday activity,” Javid said. The abrupt
change came after Vaccines Minister Nadhim
Zahawi told parliament last week that the plan was
going ahead at the end of September, when all
over-18s would have had time to receive both jabs.

Javid told Times Radio that a key deciding factor
was that unlike some other countries that have intro-
duced vaccine passports, England has “seen a steady
increase in our rate of (vaccine) uptake”. “People
have talked about certification as a tool to increase
vaccination. I’m not certain that we need to do that,”
he added. The announcement came after Scotland’s
devolved government on Thursday approved the
introduction of vaccine passports from next month
for those attending nightclubs and music festivals.
Asked to comment on media reports that the govern-
ment will also scrap travel restrictions including cost-
ly PCR tests before departure and on return from
trips abroad, Javid told Sky News he wanted to do
this “as soon as we possibly can”. — AFP 


