
News in brief

Boris Johnson’s mom dies

LONDON: The painter Charlotte Johnson Wahl,
British Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s mother, has
died at the age of 79, according to a notice published
in The Times yesterday. Charlotte Johnson Wahl, who
was diagnosed with Parkinson’s aged 40, died “sud-
denly and peacefully” at St Mary’s Hospital in
Paddington, west London, on Monday. The prime
minister, who was referred to in the notice by his first
name, Alexander, is the eldest of her four children
with Stanley Johnson, whom she met in 1962. The
others are Rachel, a journalist and commentator, Leo,
an environmentalist, and Joe, a former Conservative
Party lawmaker and minister. Johnson Wahl was the
daughter of lawyer James Fawcett, who was presi-
dent of the European Commission for Human Rights
in the 1970s. She studied English at Oxford
University. —AFP 

Canberra lockdown extended 

SYDNEY: Australian authorities yesterday extended
a coronavirus lockdown of the nation’s capital
Canberra to mid-October, saying the measure was
necessary while vaccinations are ramped up. About
400,000 Canberra residents have been under stay-
at-home orders since August 12, when a single case
of COVID-19 was detected. Now at just over 250
active cases, the cluster caused by the highly infec-
tious Delta variant remains small but has been treat-
ed with caution in a city that had largely avoided
outbreaks. Australian Capital Territory chief minister
Andrew Barr said authorities wanted to limit trans-
mission while ensuring Canberra becomes “highly
vaccinated”. “This is the safest path forward and it
will lead to a safer Christmas, a safer summer holiday
period and a safer 2022,” he told reporters. —AFP 

Sudan floods kill over 80 

KHARTOUM: Floods following heavy rain in Sudan
have killed more than 80 people and damaged or
destroyed tens of thousands of homes, an official said
Monday. “A total of 84 people were killed and 67 oth-
ers injured in 11 states across Sudan since the begin-
ning of the rainy season,” said Abdel Jalil
Abdelreheem, spokesman for Sudan’s National
Council for Civil Defense. The deaths were drowning,
electrocution and house collapses, he added. Some
8,408 houses have also been destroyed and more
than 27,200 damaged across Sudan. Torrential rains
usually fall in Sudan between June and October, and
the country faces severe flooding every year, wreck-
ing properties, infrastructure, and crops. The United
Nations estimates that heavy rains and floods have
affected some 102,000 people since July. —AFP 

Oppn figure on hunger strike 

KIGALI: A well-known university professor and
opposition figure arrested for alleged rape has
launched a hunger strike to protest against the “polit-
ically motivated” accusations, his lawyer said yester-
day. Christopher Kayumba was detained on Thursday
after the allegations were made by several people,
including a former student, according to the Rwanda
Investigation Bureau (RIB). “He started a hunger
strike after he was arrested and has made a decision
to continue the hunger strike until the politically moti-
vated charges are dropped,” his lawyer Seif
Ntirenganya said. “It is funny that all these allegations
came up immediately after he had made his political
ambitions public.” —AFP

SAN FRANCISCO: Facebook exempts certain
celebrities, politicians and other high-profile
users from some its own rules for posts as part of
a program launched as a quality-control mecha-
nism, the Wall  Street Journal  reported on
Monday. The program, referred to as “cross
check” or “XCheck,” shields millions of elite users
from rules that Facebook claims to apply equally
at the social network, according to a report citing
internal documents.

Facebook spokesman Andy Stone in a series of
tweets defended the pro-
gram, but noted the social
media giant is aware its
enforcement of rules is
“not perfect”. “There
aren’t two systems of jus-
tice; it ’s an attempted
safeguard against mis-
takes,” Stone tweeted in
response to the Journal
report. “We know our
enforcement is not per-
fect and there are trade-
offs between speed and accuracy.”

The article cites examples of posts from high-
profile people, including one from soccer star
Neymar showing nude images of a woman who
accused him of rape and that Facebook subse-
quently removed. A double-standard regarding
content moderation would defy assurances

Facebook gave to an independent board set up as
a final arbiter of disputes regarding what is
allowed to be posted at the leading social network.

“The Oversight Board has expressed on multi-
ple occasions its concern about the lack of trans-
parency in Facebook’s content moderation
processes, especially relating to the company’s
inconsistent management of high-profi le
accounts,” board spokesman John Taylor said in
response to an AFP inquiry. The Journal article
reports that some users are “white-listed,” given

protection from enforce-
ment actions, while in oth-
er cases reviews of poten-
tially problematic content
simply fail to take place.

“ W h i t e - l i s t e d ”
accounts have shared
claims that Hillary Clinton
had covered up
“pedophile rings,” and
that then-President
Donald Trump had called
all refugees seeking asy-

lum “animals,” according to the Journal. XCheck
grew to include at least 5.8 million users in 2020,
the report indicated. Facebook said in a post about
cross-checking three years ago that it does not
protect the profile, page or content from being
removed but “is simply done to make sure our
decision is correct.” 

Facebook, Twitter fined 
In another development, Russia fined Facebook

and Twitter yesterday for not deleting banned
content, adding to a slew of penalties the govern-
ment has already imposed on foreign tech giants.
Russia has been tightening controls over US-
based tech companies and last week accused
them of interfering in parliamentary polls due later
this month.

A court in Moscow slapped Facebook with five
fines on Tuesday total l ing 21 mil l ion rubles
($288,000), according to an official Telegram
channel. The same court fined Twitter five million
rubles. Facebook has so far been fined 90 million
rubles in Russia and Twitter 45 million, the state-
run TASS news agency reported. Russia often
takes legal action against internet platforms for
not deleting content it labels illegal, such as
pornographic material or posts condoning drugs
and suicide.

The judicial authorities have also fined Google
citing the same offences and for failing to store the
data of Russian users on domestic services. Nearly
all Kremlin critics-including allies of jailed opposi-
tion leader Alexei Navalny-have been barred from
running in parliamentary elections on 17-19
September. Russia’s foreign ministry said last week
it had summoned the US ambassador in Moscow
over US tech giants’ “interference” in the polls.

Russian media regulator Roskomnadzor has
blocked dozens of websites linked to Navalny,

including a site that instructs Russians how to
vote out politicians of the ruling United Russia
party. The media regulator  has a lso urged
Google and Apple to remove an app dedicated
to Navalny’s “Smart Voting” campaign from
their stores. The “Smart Voting” tactic led the
increasingly unpopular United Russia party to
lose a number of seats in local elections in
2019. —Agencies

Russia fines Facebook, Twitter over banned content 
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Abortion debate 
splits San Marino as 
historic vote nears
SAN MARINO: Before dawn, Vanessa and fellow
activists slap pro-choice posters on billboards
across the predominantly-Catholic state of San
Marino, ahead of a highly-charged abortion refer-
endum. The tiny, picturesque republic, which sits on
a mountainside in the centre of Italy, is one of the
few countries in Europe where terminating a preg-
nancy is still illegal. “We must put an end to the
hypocrisy of sending women across the border” to
abort, Muratori, a member of the San Marino
Women’s Union (UDS) said.

The result of the vote, called for by the UDS, is
uncertain. Polls have been too expensive to organ-
ize. “Vote ‘Yes’ for freedom of choice, and come out
of hiding,” a banner reads. But the Catholic
Church’s presence here is strong, and the counter-
posters pull no punches. “I’m a child even at 12
weeks, save me!” cries a foetus on one, while
another featuring a young boy with Down’s
Syndrome reads: “I’m an anomaly, does that mean I
have fewer rights than you?”

San Marino is one of the last places in Europe-
along with Malta, Andorra and the Vatican-to have a
total ban on abortion, even in cases of rape or
incest, severe foetal impairment or risk to the moth-
er’s life. On September 26 - some 43 years after
neighboring Italy-the tiny statelet of 33,000 inhabi-
tants will decide whether to allow abortion up to

twelve weeks of pregnancy. After the 12th week
mark, abortion would only be allowed if the moth-
er’s life was in danger or in the case of foetal abnor-
malities which could harm the woman physically or
psychologically.

‘Like a criminal’ 
“I felt like an illegal immigrant, a criminal,” one

San Marino resident told AFP on condition of
anonymity, after having to cross over into Italy to
have an abortion at the age of 22 and a cost of
almost 2,000 euros. “I wanted to finish my studies
first, I didn’t feel ready to be a mother,” she said.
“Having an abortion is never easy, but I didn’t regret
it,” said the woman, now a “happy mother” of two
children.

She slammed San Marino for “abandoning” her
at such a difficult time. Attempts to legalize abortion
over the past 20 years have been vetoed by succes-
sive governments, most of them conservative. This
time may not prove any easier: the ruling Christian
Democratic Party, which has close ties to the Roman
Catholic Church, has called on people to vote ‘No’.

San Marino has long dragged its feet on women’s
rights: they were only given the vote in 1964, and
divorce was only introduced in 1986. “The influence
of the church is very strong,” says Rosa Zafferani,
61, a former head of state. “For weeks now”, priests
have been using their homilies to insist “yes to life,
no to abortion”.

‘A serious act’ 
“Killing an innocent child is a serious act, a

crime,” says 73-year old Gabriele Mangiarotti, a
priest at the 14th century church of San Francesco,
tucked away on a little square in the historic centre.

Changing the law would also be a betrayal of San
Marino, which “was founded by a saint and there-
fore has a Christian presence in its DNA,” he said.
For her part, Antonella Mularoni, a former European
Court of Human Rights judge, and member of San
Marino’s anti-abortion committee, insists aborting
in rape or incest cases would be punishing the child.

“The child must be born, because it is a victim,”
she said. It is not the first time the statelet has been
torn over the issue. Former Communist MP Vanessa
Muratori was the first to introduce a pro-choice bill
in 2003, but it came to nothing. But the UDS hopes
the 3,000 signatures collected in favor of the vote
are an indication the time may be right to join fellow
Catholic, European countries, like Ireland, which
legalized abortion in 2018. —AFP

Mauritius 
battles COVID
explosion 
PORT LOUIS: Hospitals are over-
whelmed, ventilators are hard to find,
and there’s no longer enough space at
the main cemetery for COVID victims in
Mauritius. Barely three weeks before it
flings its doors wide open to internation-
al travelers at the start of the peak
tourist season, the paradise island nation
is struggling with an alarming explosion
in coronavirus infections and deaths.

In just two months, cases have
jumped over five-fold to more than
12,600 as of Friday, by far the largest
increase across Africa during this peri-
od, according to data compiled by AFP.
Since the pandemic started, Mauritius
has recorded 1,005 cases of COVID-19
per 100,000 inhabitants, far higher than
the continent’s average of 598. The crisis
is now so acute that 74-year-old former

prime minister Navin Ramgoolam has
flown to India for COVID treatment, and
the opposition leader has discussed his
struggle to find a bed for an ailing friend.

“People do not realize how bad the
situation is,” said one nurse at a COVID
treatment centre, speaking on condition
of anonymity for fear of possible
reprisals. “We are already above capaci-
ty”. In July, the idyllic Indian Ocean holi-
day destination, renowned for its white
sandy beaches and turquoise waters,
partly reopened to vaccinated interna-
tional visitors. But they had to remain in
“resort bubbles” for 14 days before
being allowed to venture further afield,
provided they had a negative PCR test.

The government reduced that time-
frame to seven days this month ahead of
a full reopening planned for October 1,
when tourists will be free to explore the
island as long as they test negative up to
72 hours before arrival. “The situation is
worsening,” one doctor said on condi-
tion of anonymity, adding that medical
professionals had been instructed not to
talk about the crisis. “The priority of the
government is to ensure a smooth open-

ing of the borders on October 1.”
The government has not given any

explanation for the surge, but local
media reports speak of people ignoring
social distancing guidelines and throw-
ing caution to the winds after getting

inoculated. The authorities had ordered
people in some sectors to have COVID
jabs or risk hefty fines and jail terms of
up to five years. As of Saturday, 61 per-
cent of the population was fully vacci-
nated. —AFP

PORT LOUIS: In this file photo, tourists arrive at the Sir Seewoosagur
Ramgoolam International Airport in Port Louis as Mauritius opens its bor-
ders to international travelers, both vaccinated and non-vaccinated.—AFP
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SAN MARINO: A view shows pro and anti-abortion cam-
paign posters in San Marino at the start of the campaign
for the upcoming September 26 referendum on the
legalization of abortion. —AFP

WASHINGTON: A combination of photos shows a photo
of the logo of social networking website ‘Facebook’ on
a computer screen and that of US multinational tech-
nology company Google. —AFP

Norway leftwing 
opposition wins 
general election
OSLO: Norway’s left-wing opposition
headed by Labor Party leader Jonas
Gahr Store won Monday’s general elec-
tion after a campaign dominated by
questions about the future of the key oil
industry in Western Europe’s largest
producer. The left-wing unseated a
centre-right coalition headed by
Conservative Prime Minister Erna
Solberg since 2013. “We waited, we
hoped, and we have worked so hard,

and now we can finally say it: We did
it!,” Store, in all likelihood the next
prime minister, told cheering supporters
after Solberg conceded defeat. The five
left-wing opposition parties were pro-
jected to win 100 of the 169 seats in
parliament.

Labor was even expected to win an
absolute majority with its preferred
allies, the Centre Party and the
Socialist Left, preliminary results
showed with more than 95 percent of
votes counted. That eliminated con-
cerns about having to rely on the sup-
port of two other opposition parties,
the Greens and the communist Red
Party. “Norway has sent a clear signal:
the election shows that the Norwegian
people want a fairer society,” said the

61-year-old millionaire who cam-
paigned against social inequalities.

Leftist sweep
The five countries in the Nordic

region - a bastion of social democracy -
will thus all be governed by left-wing
governments soon. “The Conservative
government’s work is finished for this
time around,” Solberg told supporters.
“I want to congratulate Jonas Gahr
Store, who now seems to have a clear
majority for a change of government,”
said the 60-year-old Solberg who has
steered the country through multiple
crises, including migration, dropping oil
prices and the COVID pandemic over
the past eight years. The Greens had
said they would only support a left-

wing government if it vowed an imme-
diate end to oil exploration in Norway,
an ultimatum Store had rejected. Store
has like the Conservatives, called for a
gradual transition away from the oil
economy.

The August “code red for humanity”
report from the Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change (IPCC) put the issue
at the top of the agenda for the election
campaign and forced the country to
reflect on the oil that has made it
immensely rich. The report energized
those who want to get rid of oil, both on
the left and, to a lesser extent, the right.
The oil sector accounts for 14 percent
of Norway’s gross domestic product, as
well as 40 percent of its exports and
160,000 direct jobs. —AFP


