
CHENNA: Bodies of rebel fighters dot the roads and
fields leading to Chenna, a village in the mountains of
northern Ethiopia that this month saw one of the
most gruesome reported incidents in the country’s
10-month-old war. Last week, the government
accused the rebels, the Tigray People’s Liberation
Front (TPLF), of massacring as many as 200 civilians
in Chenna, including women and children. Medics put
the death toll at 125 but told AFP it could climb.

The TPLF rejected the allegations, while accus-
ing Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed of sending “priests,
women and children” into battle as cannon fodder.
Chenna is located in Ethiopia’s Amhara region
which lies south of Tigray, where fighting broke out
last November between pro-government forces and
the TPLF. Despite Abiy vowing a swift victory,
fighting has spread in recent months into the neigh-
boring regions of Amhara and Afar, displacing hun-
dreds of thousands of people and killing an untold
number of civilians. 

The violence in Chenna unfolded in early
September, and the village - a rambling collection of
mud homes - is now mostly empty, its residents
driven away by the stench of death. “We haven’t
buried all the people. We have been burying our
people who have been massacred. We were doing
that for four days straight,” Amhara militia fighter
Yalew Kasse told AFP on Tuesday.

Entire family ‘annihilated’ 
Stones and leaves have been placed over a fresh-

ly dug mass grave outside the village’s Orthodox
Christian church, and militia fighters said the graves
of still more civilians could be found elsewhere,
sometimes right outside their homes. “They annihi-
lated one whole family: a mother, a father, a four-
year-old boy and a six-year-old girl,” Yalew said.
Mebratu Adane, a spokesman for a local militia, said
most of the bodies that have not been buried were
those of TPLF rebels. “The villagers couldn’t stand

the smell of the bodies so they fled,” he said.
AFP has not been able to independently confirm

the number of victims or verify whether any of the
civilians reportedly killed in Chenna might have
been combatants. The fighting in Amhara has ampli-
fied global concern about the war in northern
Ethiopia, which has killed many thousands of people
and pushed hundreds of thousands into famine-like
conditions, according to the United Nations.

UN human rights chief Michelle Bachelet warned

Monday that the widening war “risks spilling over
to the whole Horn of Africa”. “Even with the chang-
ing dynamics in the conflict, there has been one
constant: multiple and severe reports of alleged
gross violations of human rights, humanitarian and
refugee law by all parties,” she said. Outside efforts
to broker talks have made no visible headway,
meaning more intense fighting is likely in the offing.

In Dabat, a town southeast of Chenna, Ethiopian
soldiers conducted weapons and fitness drills on

Tuesday while preparing to push farther north.
“We’ll beat the junta,” the soldiers sang as they
marched through the streets of Dabat once the drills
were over, using a pejorative term to refer to the
TPLF. “We are planning to go to the north and
destroy the junta, and we are well prepared,” said
Colonel Eshetu, who gave only his first name. “We
have been training for more than three weeks,” he
said. “Our soldiers are more than capable of
destroying the Tigray rebel force.”— AFP 
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Iran demotes negotiator

TEHRAN: Iran has demoted its chief nuclear
negotiator and replaced him as deputy foreign
minister with an opponent of concessions to the
West, state media reported yesterday. Abbas
Araghchi will remain part of Iran’s negotiating
team in talks on reviving a landmark nuclear
agreement with major powers but will no longer
be styled chief negotiator. He will be replaced as
deputy minister by Ali Bagheri, a protege of
ultraconservative President Ebrahim Raisi who
served as his deputy for international affairs
when Raisi was judiciary chief. Raisi became
president in early August, taking over from mod-
erate Hassan Rouhani, the principal architect on
the Iranian side of the 2015 nuclear agreement.
The deal gave Iran an easing of Western and
UN sanctions in return for tight controls on its
nuclear program, monitored by the UN. — AFP

Sweden jails ‘Russia’s spy’ 

STOCKHOLM: A Swedish tech consultant
was handed three years in jail yesterday for
selling sensitive information about truckmaker
Scania to Russia, the district court said.
Prosecutors said the 47-year-old man’s actions
could have compromised Sweden’s national
security. It was the first espionage trial in the
country in 18 years, according to broadcaster
SVT. The man was arrested in February 2019
while dining at a restaurant in central
Stockholm with a Russian diplomat suspected
of being an intelligence officer. The diplomat
was briefly detained but released because of
his diplomatic immunity. At the time of his
arrest, the consultant had just received 27,800
kronor ($3,200, 2,700 euros) for passing infor-
mation to Moscow, prosecutor Mats Ljungqvist
said in February. — AFP 

Australian, 64, surrenders 

SYDNEY: A 64-year-old man who escaped
from an Australian jail in the 1990s has surren-
dered after almost 30 years on the run, police
said yesterday. New South Wales police said the
man allegedly used a hacksaw and bolt cutters
to free himself from a prison north of Sydney in
1992. “Between 7pm Friday 31 July and 7am
Saturday 1 August 1992, a 35-year-old man
escaped from a correctional centre on Hoof
Street at Grafton,” a statement said. “At the time,
efforts to locate the man were unsuccessful.”
The Sydney Morning Herald, which said the man
had been jailed on two counts of “cultivating a
prohibited plant”, reported he spent his time on
the run living on Sydney’s northern beaches. On
Sunday, the man walked into a Sydney police
station to hand himself in. — AFP 

Gunmen abduct migrants 

MEXICO CITY: Gunmen on Tuesday abduct-
ed around 20 migrants, mostly Haitians and
Venezuelans, from a hotel in central Mexico,
authorities said. “A search was immediately
launched to find out what happened and to
locate the whereabouts of these people,” the
prosecutor’s office in the state of San Luis
Potosi said. Armed men traveling in three vehi-
cles arrived at the hotel in the city of Matehuala
in the early morning and took the men and
women, it said in a statement. Migrants fleeing
violence and poverty in their countries risk
exploitation at the hands of criminal gangs
while crossing Mexico on the way to the US
border. Mexico has seen increased arrivals of
migrants since US President Joe Biden took up
residence in the White House with a promise of
a more humane approach. — AFP 

CHENNA: An unidentified corpse is seen on the ground near the village of Chenna, 95 kilometers northeast of the
city of Gondar, Ethiopia. — AFP 

US approaching 
Delta wave peak 
WASHINGTON: The latest coronavirus wave in
the United States driven by the Delta variant could
soon peak, but experts warn against complacency
and expect the virus will be part of everyday life
for years to come. The seven-day-average of daily
cases as of Monday was 172,000, its highest level
of this surge even as the growth rate is slowing and
cases are headed down in most states, according
to data compiled by the COVID Act Now tracker.

But more than 1,800 people are still dying a day,
and over 100,000 remain hospitalized with severe
COVID-a grim reminder of the challenges authori-
ties have faced in getting enough Americans vacci-
nated in the face of misinformation and a polarized
political climate. Bhakti Hansoti, an associate pro-
fessor in emergency medicine at John Hopkins
University and expert in COVID critical care told
AFP she saw the US following a similar trajectory
to India. Countries in western Europe have also
seen similar downturns in their Delta surges. But
while Hansoti breathed a sigh of relief when the
spring wave ended, “I’m a little hesitant this time
around,” she admitted.

The possible emergence of newer variants of
concern and the advent of colder weather leading
to more socialization indoors could lead to a
rebound, “unless we learn from the lessons of the
fourth wave.” Angela Rasmussen, a virologist at

University of Saskatchewan in Canada, added she
was not certain the fourth wave was over. “If you
look at the fall-winter wave, there were periods in
which there was a steep exponential increase, and
then it looked like it was falling-and then there
would be another increase.”

To ensure gains are sustained, rapidly increas-
ing the number of people vaccinated is vital.
Currently 63.1 percent of the eligible population
over-12 are fully vaccinated, or 54 percent of the
total population. This places the United States well
behind global leaders like Portugal and the UAE (81
and 79 percent fully vaccinated), despite its abun-

dance of shots. The administration of President Joe
Biden last week announced a number of new meas-
ures to ramp up the immunization campaign,
including new vaccine requirements on companies
of over 100 employees, but the impact is yet to be
clearly seen.

Beyond vaccinations, experts want to see other
interventions continue. Thomas Tsai, a surgeon and
health policy researcher at Harvard, said hotspots
need to follow through on masking, adding that the
US should also look to other countries that have
adopted widespread rapid testing for schools and
businesses. — AFP 

HOUSTON: Houston Fire Department paramedics transport a man suffering from breathing difficulties to a hospital
in Houston, Texas. —AFP 

KRASNODAR: With parliamentary
elections in Russia around the corner,
canvassers in the southern city of
Krasnodar are asking passersby to
write letters to their candidate, who has
no way to meet them. That’s because
Kremlin critic Andrei Pivovarov is
behind bars just down the road.
Arrested at the end of May, Pivovarov’s
supporters say he was caught in a
dragnet that has seen Russia’s opposi-
tion dismantled ahead of State Duma
elections this weekend.

With household names like Alexei
Navalny in prison, his allies in exile and
lesser known activists barred from run-
ning or jailed like Pivovarov, the Kremlin
is set to maintain its stranglehold on the
legislature. In a handwritten letter to
AFP from Detention Centre No 1 - sur-
rounded by barbed wire topped con-
crete walls-Pivovarov conceded his
election chances were minimal. He said
his campaign-managed by mail via one
of his lawyers and run by several dozen
volunteers from Krasnodar, Moscow
and his hometown of Saint Petersburg-
was a platform for his message.

“I want people who learn about my
campaign to understand that the
moment has arrived when those who
speak the truth are tossed in prison just
for their words,” Pivovarov wrote. The
39-year-old announced last year he
planned to run in Moscow. But when
Navalny returned to Russia from
Germany in January after recovering
from a poisoning he blames on the
Kremlin, the authorities launched a
crackdown.

‘Candidate in handcuffs’ 
Pivovarov was a target. He had

worked with organizations founded by
the exiled Kremlin critic Mikhail
Khodorkovsky including the pro-
democracy group Open Russia out-
lawed in 2017. Yanked off a Warsaw-
bound plane in Saint Petersburg in May,
Pivovarov was whisked 2,000 kilome-
ters south to Krasnodar and charged
with involvement with an “undesirable”
organization. 

He is facing six years in prison in a
case resting on a Facebook post
penned from Krasnodar in 2019, voicing

support for a Khodorkovsky-aligned
activist running in local elections. In his
letter, which he signed “candidate in
handcuffs,” Pivovarov said the authori-
ties wanted to “shut my mouth”. “That’s
why the case was launched in
Krasnodar, far from Moscow and Saint
Petersburg,” he wrote from prison.

Pivovarov is the only opposition
candidate still running among at least
seven who planned to ballot but were

arrested. The liberal Yabloko party
included Pivovarov on their
Krasnodar list in a “humanitarian”
gesture, it said. But analyst Alexander
Kynev says he has “no chance” of
being elected. Yabloko, Kynev noted,
has never won more than two percent
of the vote in Krasnodar-a city of
some one million people and a
stronghold of President Vladimir
Putin’s United Russia party. — AFP 

KRASNODAR: Activists run a campaign event for Andrei Pivovarov - who is being held
in the city’s Detention Centre No 1. —AFP 

Instagram seeks to 
curb mental harm 
to teenagers
SAN FRANCISCO: Instagram on Tuesday defend-
ed itself against a report that the social network
harms the mental health of young girls, saying it
plans to play down posts promoting myths about
beautiful bodies. Instagram head of public policy
Karina Newton pushed back against a Wall Street
Journal report that cited Facebook research as
showing its photo-centric Instagram service takes a
toll on teenagers, especially girls.

“The research on the effects of social media on

people’s well-being is mixed, and our own research
mirrors external research,” Newton said in the post.
“What seems to matter most is how people use
social media, and their state of mind when they use
it.” She cited a Harvard study noting a “see-saw” of
positive and negative experiences US teenagers
have on social media.

A teenager may enjoy connecting with friends on
the social network one day, then clash with the
same person another day. The Journal reported that
Instagram has played down harm done to millions of
young people who connect daily, particularly when
it comes to feeling shame about their bodies after
seeing what is branded beauty in imagery there.
“Issues like negative social comparison and anxiety
exist in the world, so they’re going to exist on social
media too,” Newton said.

The internal research pointed out that teenagers

accused Instagram of increasing anxiety and
depression, according to the Journal. Instagram has
worked to address problems of bullying, suicide,
self-injury and eating disorders exposed at the
platform, Newton said. Instagram is now exploring
ways to understand what kinds of posts make view-
ers feel bad in comparison and then “nudge” people
to content more likely to make them feel good,
according to Newton. 

“We’re increasingly focused on addressing negative
social comparison and negative body image,” Newton
said. “We’re cautiously optimistic that these nudges
will help point people towards content that inspires
and uplifts them, and to a larger extent, will shift the
part of Instagram’s culture that focuses on how people
look.” Instagram is making a version of the social net-
work for children 13 years old or younger, a move
opposed by child safety advocates. — AFP 

‘Candidate in handcuffs’: Kremlin
critic campaigns from prison


