
MELBOURNE: Melbourne riot police used pepper
spray, foam baton rounds and rubber ball grenades
to disperse a violent protest against mandatory
COVID-19 vaccinations for construction workers
yesterday. More than 1,000 demonstrators wearing
work boots and hi-vis jackets rampaged through the
centre of Australia’s second-largest city, lighting
flares, throwing bottles, attacking police cars and
chanting their opposition to vaccines and lockdown
restrictions.

Melbourne has been in strict lockdown for seven
weeks, as the city struggles to curb an outbreak of
the fast-spreading Delta variant. Several clusters
have been linked to construction sites, where COVID
containment measures are said to be lax. In response,
authorities have introduced ever-tougher restrictions,
closing work site tea rooms, announcing mandatory
vaccination for laborers and, most recently, closing
almost all construction sites for two weeks.

For hours protesters opposing the measures con-
fronted police, ignoring loudspeaker calls to leave
and a final caution that “no further warnings will be
given”. Victoria state chief police commissioner
Shane Patton said about 500 officers were respond-
ing to the “challenging” situation and had deployed
pepper spray, foam baton rounds and rubber ball
grenades. “These crowd control equipment munitions
were necessary, and they are necessary, because we
can’t allow this type of conduct to go on,” he said.

“We will stop this protest. And we will then step
back and investigate and hold those to account who
need to be held to account.” At least three police
officers had sustained injuries while more than 40
people had been arrested, Patton added. Brandishing
“Trump” banners and chanting “you serve us”, pro-

testers briefly occupied a bridge on one of the city’s
main thoroughfares and sang a popular 1990s power
rock ballad.

A number of journalists were assaulted, including
one television reporter who was hit on the head with
a can live on air, shortly after another incident in
which he was doused with urine. Union leaders
denounced the protests, saying the issue had been
hijacked by anti-vaccine activists and what former
Labor party leader Bill Shorten called “man-baby

Nazis”. On social media forums that regularly feature
anti-vaccine conspiracies, followers were urged to
attend, “bring friends” and “wear work gear”.

Building tension 
This was the second such protest in as many days.

On Monday, more than 100 construction workers in
high-visibility vests brawled and smashed union
office windows in the centre of Melbourne. That
prompted the authorities to announce the temporary
closure of construction sites, leaving tens of thou-
sands of people out of work. “We’ve been clear: If

you don’t follow the rules, we won’t hesitate to take
action,” said state minister for industrial relations Tim
Pallas, announcing the shutdown. “We put the indus-
try on notice just a week ago, we have seen appalling
behavior on site and on our streets, and now we’re
acting decisively and without hesitation,” he said.

Local construction union boss John Setka
denounced the protesters, whom he said were hurt-
ing the entire workforce. “Those drunken fascist un-

Australian morons are the reason construction work-
ers will be sitting at home and not getting paid for
the next two weeks,” he said. The state of Victoria
recorded 603 new COVID cases in the past 24 hours.
Australia’s two largest cities, Melbourne and Sydney,
are currently in lockdown, as they race to vaccinate
80 percent of the population. That target would trig-
ger gradual reopening, but remains at least a month
away for most areas. — AFP 
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Violent protest against mandatory COVID-19 vaccinations

Anti-vaccine protesters and 
Melbourne police face off 

MELBOURNE: A demonstrator is handled as police officers disperse a protest against COVID-19 regulations in
Melbourne yesterday. — AFP 

The top challenges
facing Lebanon’s 
new government
BEIRUT: Lebanon’s new government, approved by
parliament after more than a year of political dead-
lock, has its work cut out as it seeks to rescue the
country from its worst-ever economic meltdown.
Fuel and medicines are in short supply, power
blackouts last most of the day, more than three out
of four people have been plunged below the pover-
ty line, and many of those who can are leaving the
country. Here is a look at the most pressing issues
for Prime Minister Najib Mikati and his 24-member
cabinet, and at the biggest hurdles ahead.

What are the top priorities?
The new government, approved Monday by par-

liament, desperately needs to lift Lebanon out of
what the World Bank has called one of the world’s
worst economic crises since the 1850s. The
Lebanese pound has lost almost 90 percent of its
value against the dollar on the black market, infla-
tion has soared and people’s savings are trapped in
banks. With foreign currency reserves plummeting,
the cash-strapped state has been struggling to
maintain subsidies on basic goods. Petrol and medi-
cine have become scarce and the state barely pro-
vides two hours of electricity a day.

“The first priority for the government really will
be to stem the collapse,” said Maha Yahya, director
of the Carnegie Middle East Center. Subsidies need
to be lifted and a social safety net put in place to
ease the blow on the most vulnerable, she said. To
do this, analysts have said, the cabinet will need to
relaunch talks with the International Monetary Fund
to unlock billions of dollars in financial aid.
Lebanon, after defaulting on its debt in March 2020
for the first time in history, started talks with the
IMF, but these quickly hit a wall amid bickering over
who should bear the brunt of the losses.

What are the biggest hurdles?
The international community has demanded

sweeping reforms and a forensic audit of the country’s
central bank before any financial assistance is dis-
bursed. The previous government in 2020 announced

a rescue roadmap that included electricity sector
reform, restructuring of the banking sector and lifting
the official dollar peg. But these steps have yet to be
implemented. As for the central bank audit, it too has
stalled, with the central bank claiming it could not pro-
vide the auditing firm with some of the required docu-
ments because of banking secrecy rules.

Finance expert Mike Azar said that reforming the
commercial banking sector and central bank, as well
as restructuring the public sector, would be key for
any deal with the IMF. “There isn’t anything you can
do short of these two major restructurings,” he said.
But the traditional ruling class that has dominated
politics in Lebanon since the 1975-1990 civil war
was likely to be reluctant. “Restructuring the public
sector has an impact on the political parties, as it is
the main financing source” for their patronage sys-
tem, he said. “How would they accept that?” — AFP 

BEIRUT:  Lebanese lawmakers meet during a parliament session in Beirut. — AFP 

News in brief

‘Some wanted me dead’: Pope

ROME: Pope Francis joked that “some peo-
ple wanted me dead” and cardinals were
already preparing to replace him after his
colon surgery this summer, according to a
media report yesterday. The 84-year-old
pontiff made the comments during a meeting
with fellow Jesuits in Bratislava on September
12, according to Jesuit journal La Civilta
Cattolica. Asked by one of those present how
he was, Francis replied: “Still alive, even
though some people wanted me dead. “I
know there were even meetings between
prelates who thought the pope’s condition
was more serious than what was said. They
were preparing for the conclave. Ah well!”
When a pope dies or retires, cardinals meet in
a secret conclave to elect his replacement
from among their peers. — AFP 

Farmers, herders battle; 27 killed

N’DJAMENA: At least 27 people were killed
in weekend fighting between sedentary farm-
ers and nomadic herders in eastern Chad, a
poor Sahel country where such clashes are
frequent, the justice minister said. The clashes
took place Sunday in the villages of Kidji-
Mina and Tiyo, around 40 kilometers from
Chad’s second largest city Abeche, itself some
700 kilometers northeast of the capital
N’Djamena. “Traditional leaders sold land (to
herders) in 2017... but the indigenous farmers,
the Ouaddaiens, contest this sale,” the minis-
ter, Mahamat Ahmat Alhabo, told AFP by tele-
phone. “They’re fighting over an area of 25
square kilometers,” added the minister, who is
in Abeche at the head of a government dele-
gation seeking to “calm the situation”. — AFP 

Two jihadist commanders killed 

BEIRUT: Drone strikes Monday killed two
jihadist commanders close to Al-Qaeda in the
Idlib region of northwest Syria, a war monitor
said. The raids were carried out by the US-led
international coalition battling jihadists in
Syria and Iraq, the Syrian Observatory for
Human Rights said. The US military acknowl-
edged killing an Al-Qaeda official, shortly
after the coalition told AFP it had not carried
out any strikes in Idlib province on Monday.
“US forces conducted a kinetic counter-ter-
rorism strike near Idlib, Syria, today, on a sen-
ior Al-Qaeda leader,” a US Central Command
(CENTCOM) spokeswoman, Lieutenant Josie
Lynne Lenny, said in a statement. — AFP 

Myanmar’s Suu Kyi goes on trial 

YANGON: Myanmar’s junta has put ousted
leader Aung San Suu Kyi on trial for incite-
ment, her lawyer said yesterday, the latest in a
list of charges that could see her jailed for
decades. Suu Kyi and her National League for
Democracy were deposed by the military in a
February coup that sparked a mass uprising
and a brutal junta crackdown on dissent. The
Nobel laureate, 76, has been under house
arrest ever since, with meetings with her
lawyers and court appearances her only link
to the outside world. She pleaded not guilty
to charges of incitement, her lawyer Khin
Maung Zaw said, adding she “seemed to be in
good health,” a week after she skipped a sep-
arate hearing because she felt unwell. —AFP 

PARIS: Internet users in a record
number of countries have faced arrest
and physical attacks for their posts
over the past year, a report said yes-
terday, painting a grim picture of digi-
tal freedoms in 2021. The annual
“Freedom on the Net” report said
internet shutdowns in Myanmar and
Belarus had proved particular low
points as online rights declined glob-
ally for the 11th year in a row.

Compiled by US think-tank
Freedom House, the survey gives
countries a score out of 100 for the
level of internet freedom enjoyed by
citizens, including the extent to which
they face restrictions on the content
they can access. Other factors include
whether pro-government trolls seek
to manipulate online debates. “This
year, users faced physical attacks in
retribution for their online activities in
41 countries,” the report said, a
“record high” since the tracking start-

ed 11 years ago.
Examples included a Bangladeshi

student hospitalized after a beating for
alleged “anti-government activities” on
social media, and a Mexican journalist
assassinated after posting a Facebook
video accusing a gang of murder. The
report also found that people had been
arrested or convicted for their online
activities in 56 out of the 70 countries
covered by the report - a record 80
percent. They included two Egyptian
influencers jailed in June for sharing
TikTok videos that encouraged
women to pursue careers on social
media platforms.

Internet blackouts
Myanmar was singled out for

heavy criticism in the report after a
military junta seized power in
February and shut down the internet,
blocked social media and forced tech
companies to hand over personal

data. Internet shutdowns were simi-
larly used to cut communications
ahead of Uganda’s elections in
January and after a disputed Belarus
election in August last year.

In total , at  least 20 countries
blocked people’s internet access
between June 2020 and May 2021,
the period covered by the survey.

But it  wasn’t  al l  bad news, with
Gambia among countries praised for
continuing its trend of greater online
freedom since dictator Yahya
Jammeh was ousted in 2017. Iceland
topped the ranking, fol lowed by
Estonia and Costa Rica, the world’s
first country to declare internet
access a human right. — AFP 

MAGWE, Myanmar: Photo shows the remains of burnt houses in Namg Kar village
in Magwe region’s Gangaw township, as fighting continues between the Myanmar
military and protesters against the military coup. — AFP 

Myanmar shutdown marks
grim year for web freedom

Why Africa is 
struggling to 
get the jabs?
JOHANNESBURG: Vaccines were
promoted as a silver bullet to end the
pandemic, the path to finally beating
COVID-19. But in Africa, they remain
scarce, with access hampered by
hoarding, export bans and empty
promises. Nearly six billion vaccine
doses have been administered global-
ly, but only two percent of those have
been in Africa. Experts hope that a

meeting on the sidelines of the UN
General Assembly this week will
address gaping vaccine inequalities
that are leaving many countries in
Africa behind. So why has Africa
found itself at the bottom of the vac-
cination curve?

What’s the current state of play? 
Africa has largely been spared the

high infections and death rates that
COVID-19 has wrought in many
Western nations, though Delta-variant
outbreaks have seen some of the
numbers creep up. Home to 1.3 billion
people, the continent has reported
nearly 8.2 million infections and
206,000 deaths. In Europe, by com-

parison, 1.2 million people have died
from the virus. But the continent badly
lags on vaccine rates too. Just 3.6 per-
cent of Africa’s eligible population has
been inoculated - compared with an
average of more than 60 percent in
Europe and Britain. Access has been a
major hindrance.

African countries can get their
hands on vaccines by purchasing
them directly from manufacturers, or
via donations. One main avenue for
getting donated shots is through
Covax, an international vaccine-shar-
ing scheme for lower-income nations.
The African Union also buys vaccines
for its members under the African
Vaccine Acquisition Task Team

(AVATT). But Covax and AVATT have
both been hit by restrictions by vac-
cine-producing nations — India, for
example, which blocked exports of
AstraZeneca as it was facing a deadly
wave of the virus earlier this year.

Manufacturers have also prioritized
bilateral deals with individual countries,
leaving African nations at the end of the
queue. That means many African
nations are increasingly reliant on
donations from wealthy countries - but
often only if they have surplus to give
away. Around 57 million vaccine doses
have been donated to Africa by gov-
ernments and private firms, about
three-quarters of the total 77.5 million
pledged, according to UNICEF. — AFP 


