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OHANNESBURG: A slew of racist comments on social
media in South Africa have unleashed outrage and
exposed deep hostility in the “Rainbow Nation” as it
struggles with its demons 22 years after white-minori-
ty rule ended. Irritated by rubbish left on a beach fol-
lowing New Year’s Day celebrations, Penny Sparrow, a
white real estate agent from the eastern coast
province of KwaZulu-Natal, wrote a savage comment
on Facebook.

“From now I shall address the blacks of South
Africa as monkeys as I see the cute little wild monkeys
do the same-pick and drop litter,” she said, in a posting
that soon went viral. The following day Chris Hart, an
economic analyst often quoted in the media, came
under fire for comments on Twitter about a growing
“sense of entitlement and hatred towards minorities”
in South Africa. He has since been suspended from his
position at Standard Bank, which said there were
“racist undertones” in his comments. The posts
touched off a vicious cycle of hatred in a country still
traumatized by decades of finely-tuned discrimination
between the races under apartheid rule. “I want to
cleanse this country of all white people... We must act
as Hitler did to the Jews,” Velaphi Khumalo, a local gov-
ernment employee, wrote on another viral Facebook
message as the war of words worsened. He too has
since been suspended by the Gauteng provincial gov-
ernment department, which condemned his “barbaric
and racist utterances”.

Flood of insults 
Soon after Andrew Barnes, a white TV news

anchor, was taken off air by local channel eNCA after
mocking the pronunciation of a black government
minister. The flood of insults “has shone a light on the
amount of work that still needs to be done to bring
true reconciliation to South Africa,” Mienke Steytler of
South Africa’s Institute of Race Relations (IRR) said.

The ruling African National Congress (ANC) has
filed charges of “crimen injuria” (intentionally impair-
ing the dignity of others), against both Sparrow and
Hart-but not Khumalo. “We opened and laid charges
against the people who originally started making
these offensive statements,” party spokesman Zizi
Kodwa said. “These individuals must be punished
because they are taking South Africa back... South
Africa has never been so polarized as it is today racial-
ly. “Khumalo reacted to an offensive comment which
was made against black people.” Steytler slammed the
ANC for “unacceptable discrimination” over its deci-

sion not to pursue charges against Khumalo.
In 2000, 72 percent of South Africans were report-

ed to believe interracial relations were improving. By
2012, that figure had dropped to 39 percent, accord-
ing to a government report. The ANC has also floated
the idea of laws criminalizing “any act that perpetu-
ates racism and glorifies apartheid”. But criminalizing
racism is not necessarily the solution, said Nelson
Mandela Foundation CEO Sello Hatang. He quoted
the late president Mandela, saying: “In the end, recon-
ciliation is a spiritual process, which requires more
than just a legal framework. It has to happen in the
hearts and minds of people.”

Party politics
A clumsy attempt to apologize by Sparrow only

stoked public anger after she appeared to blame her
diabetes for her outburst. And the country’s largest
opposition party, the Democratic Alliance, which has

long been trying to shake off its reputation as a “white
party”, was left red-faced when it was revealed that
Sparrow was a member. The party fought to defend
itself, lashing out at Sparrow for “dehumanizing black
South Africans” and expelling her.

Khumalo, too, presented his apologies, but the
explosion of vitriol across social media continued
unabated-reflecting often-unspoken tensions within
South African society. “The weaker the economy is
and the higher the unemployment figures are, the
more frustrated people are and the more they are like-
ly to lash out at each other,” said Steytler. South Africa
is battling a 25 percent unemployment rate, slow
growth and a sharply weakening currency, with the
risk of junk status looming on the credit horizon. “We
have been living on a cosmetic rainbow nation since
1994,” said Ronald Lamola, a former leader in the
ANC’s youth wing. “There will be no racial harmony
without economic equality.” — AFP 

A slew of racist comments 
expose South Africa’s woes

‘Rainbow Nation’ struggles with its demons 

PARIS: Just a week into the year, France has
already been rattled by an attempted attack
on a police station, but counter-terrorism offi-
cials have far graver fears for Europe in 2016.
November’s attacks in Paris, in which 130 peo-
ple were killed by Islamic State group jihadists,
showed the trauma that could be caused by a
group of men with Kalashnikov rifles, but
experts fear it could be just the start.
“Unfortunately, I think 2015 was nothing,” a
counter-terrorism official told AFP on condi-
tion of anonymity. “We are moving towards a
European 9/11: simultaneous attacks on the
same day in several countries, several places. A
very coordinated thing. We know the terrorists
are working on this,” he added.

He said the Islamic State group was recruit-
ing and training Europeans “with the goal of
sending them back to hit their countries of ori-
gin”.  “They have the necessary false docu-
ments, the mastery of the language, the sites,
the weapons. We stop a lot of them, but it
must be recognized that we are overwhelmed.
Some will get through-some already have.”
Recent arrests of jihadists returning from Syria
and Iraq have added to concerns, he said. “The
profiles are changing. We are seeing ultra-radi-
cal guys return, very battle-hardened, who

should have stayed over there. “Before we
mostly had guys returning who had made a
mistake, who didn’t realise that war can be
painful. But now, we are seeing guys return
who are sticking to their chosen path.”

Rapid response needed
Faced with an enemy that is happy to die

and maximize civilian casualties, the challenge
for France’s security forces is to massively
speed up response times. “There will always be
a delay for intervention forces that we have to
reduce as much as possible,” Colonel Hubert
Bonneau, head of the elite GIGN police said. “In
the Bataclan, the killing of 90 people took 20
minutes. It stops when there is the opposition
of security forces,” he said, referring to the
attack on a Paris concert hall on November 13.

It took two-and-a-half hours for police to
storm the concert hall as they tried to gather
information on the layout of the building and
position of the jihadists. Bonneau said this
new type of threat meant there were no clas-
sic hostage situations such as in the past.
“Hostages are just a buffer to slow the
progress of security forces. If we don’t inter-
vene as quickly as possible there will be more
victims. That’s the lesson to draw from the

attacks of November 13, that will change our
mode of intervention. “We need to have surgi-
cal action, as forceful as possible and as quick-
ly as possible,” he said.

‘Just a rehearsal’
Multiple, pan-European plots are not new

and have been disrupted on several occasions,
including one in late August 2010, said Yves
Trotignon, a former analyst for France’s DGSE
intelligence service. “At that time, it was still Al-
Qaeda,” he said. “The teams were due to arrive
in western Europe, recover pre-placed materi-
al-handguns and assault rifles. It was disrupted
by the Americans, who carried out a series of
preventative drone strikes in Afghanistan and
Pakistan against the guys thought to be
mounting the operation. “This type of multiple
attack is part of the worst-case scenarios for
2016,” said Trotignon. “I know that in European
capitals, particularly London, specialized servic-
es are working on this theory.”  Police, military
and intelligence services are constantly adapt-
ing to the shape-shifting threat, but so are the
other side and often more quickly and effec-
tively, the specialists said. “It’s not just us that
learn the lessons, it’s the Islamic State as well,”
said the counter-terrorism official.  — AFP 
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MADRID: Migrants trying to enter the
tiny Spanish territory of Ceuta in North
Africa from Morocco have faced beat-
ings and other abuses from police, a
migrants’ rights group said yesterday.
The Moroccan Association for the
Integration of Immigrants, which is
based in Malaga in southern Spain, said
six migrants had been killed since
December 25 trying to make the dan-
gerous crossing. Three migrants
drowned and 19 others were hospital-
ized on Christmas Day attempting to
enter the territory by swimming from
Morocco or scaling a barbed-wire fence,
the rights group said in a statement.

Those hurt and killed were part of a
group of over 300 migrants who were
trying to reach Ceuta, which is located
across the Strait of Gibraltar from main-
land Spain. A total of 185 migrants man-
aged to enter the Spanish territory but a
“large group” was arrested by Moroccan
authorities and released in cities in
southern Morocco, the statement said.
Another three migrants drowned on
Monday and about 20 were hospital-
ized when hundreds of migrants once
again tried to cross into Ceuta from
Morocco, the association said.

Two men and a woman are in critical
condition and will need surgery to
repair fractured bones in their legs and
hands, it added. “Two of the victims said

the fractures they suffered were due to
the 

violence and abuse exercised on the
part of security forces against them,” the
statement said. About 250 migrants
who tried to enter Ceuta at this attempt
were arrested by Moroccan authorities
and taken to cities in southern Morocco,
including several who were in critical
condition, it added. The association said
it was “extremely worried” by the rise in
the “acts of violence against migrants in
border areas of Ceuta” and called for an
investigation into the actions of security
forces in the region.

Ceuta, along with Melilla to the east,
are Spanish territories on the northern
coast of Morocco that together form the
European Union’s only land borders
with Africa. Spain fortified fences in the
two territories last year in response to a
rise in the number of migrants trying to
jump over the barriers from Morocco. In
February 2014, 15 migrants drowned in
the Mediterranean after dozens tried to
enter Ceuta by swimming from a nearby
beach. Human rights groups and
migrants said the Spanish police tried to
keep them from crossing into Spanish
territory by firing rubber bullets and
spraying them with tear gas. Madrid has
since said that its guards are now
banned from using rubber bullets to
repel migrants. — AFP 
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PARIS: Hundreds of French mosques are
participating in a major open-house
event this weekend, offering visitors the
opportunity to come in for tea and a
chat about Islam in a country shaken by
jihadist attacks. Organized by the coun-
try’s leading Muslim body, the French
Council of the Muslim Faith (CFCM), it
aims to stimulate dialogue about Islam
and create a greater sense of “national
cohesion”, a year after 17 people were
killed in jihadist attacks in Paris targeting
satirical weekly Charlie Hebdo and a
Jewish supermarket. “The objective is to
create a space where people can be
together and meet normal Muslim wor-
shippers and all of our fellow citizens,”
CFCM president Anouar Kbibech said. 

The idea is to use the anniversary of
the January 7 attacks to “highlight the
real values of Islam, to set straight the
cliches about links to violence and ter-
rorism,” he said, describing the venture
as a “gesture of openness”.  “Instead of
dwelling on these tragic acts, it seemed
more useful and important to celebrate
‘the spirit of January 11’,” he said, refer-

ring to the date when millions of people
took to the streets in a mass show of sol-
idarity. Following the November attacks,
in which jihadists killed 130 people,
France declared a state of emergency
which has seen police staging around 20
raids on Muslim places of worship. At
least three have been closed on suspi-
cion of radicalizing their members. 

Dubbed “a brotherly cup of tea”, the
initiative will take different forms with
local mosques handing out hot drinks
and pastries, offering guided visits, put-
ting on debates and calligraphy work-
shops, and even inviting people to
attend one of the five daily prayers.
Although not all  of France’s 2,500
mosques and places of worship are tak-
ing part, the most important ones are,
including the Grand Mosque of Paris.
The event comes after a year which saw
a surge in anti-Muslim acts in France,
some of which targeted places of wor-
ship, although the number was much
lower after the November bloodshed
than after those that took place in
January. — AFP 
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BORDEAUX: French imam of Bordeaux’s mosque Tareq Oubrou gives a speech
yesterday in Bordeaux, western France, during the first CAPRI meeting. CAPRI is
an Action and Prevention Center Against Radicalization of persons. — AFP 

MONTROUGE: French President Francois Hollande looks out of the window of his
car after he honored late policewoman Clarissa Jean-Philippe in Montrouge south
of Paris yesterday. Hollande is honoring 17 victims killed in Islamic extremist
attacks on satirical newspaper Charlie Hebdo, a kosher market and police a year
ago this week, unveiling plaques around Paris marking violence that ushered in a
tumultuous year. — AFP 

NEW YORK: South African President Jacob Zuma addressing the 70th Session of the UN
General Assembly in New York. South African President Jacob Zuma yesterday denounced
what he called the ‘demon of racism’ following a slew of discriminatory insults on social
media. Speaking to a stadium of supporters at the annual birthday celebration of the ruling
African National Congress, Zuma said “a tiny minority” of South Africans still longed for the
days of apartheid white minority rule. —  AFP 

COLOGNE: The German city of Cologne, still shaken by
a spate of sexual assaults in a crowd of migrants on
New Year’s Eve, braced yesterday for a rally of the xeno-
phobic PEGIDA movement. The Islamophobic protest
planned from 1300 GMT in the central square where
hundreds of women last week ran a gauntlet of grop-
ing hands, lewd insults and robberies in mob violence
that has shocked Germany. Most of the assailants were
of Arabic or North African background, according to
eye-witnesses, police and media reports.

Far-right groups have pointed to the assaults,

including two reported rapes, as proof that Chancellor
Angela Merkel’s liberal migrant policy-which brought
1.1 million new asylum seekers to Germany last year-is
driving the country into chaos. The co-founder of PEGI-
DA, short for “Patriotic Europeans Against the
Islamisation of the Occident”, Lutz Bachmann, posted a
photo of himself on social media with the slogan “Rape
Refugees not Welcome”. In a similar vein, a leader of the
populist right-wing Alternative for Germany party,
which has polled at around 10 percent in surveys
ahead of several state elections this year, claimed that

the events gave a “taste of the looming collapse of cul-
ture and civilisation”. Police expect around 1,000 back-
ers of PEGIDA and the local far-right group Pro NRW, as
well as counter-demonstrators from the group
“Cologne against Right-wingers”, local media said.

Frenzied crush   
The mob violence at the start of 2016 has height-

ened popular fears of worse to come, and threatened
to tip what was long a broadly welcoming mood that
last September saw crowds cheering Syrian refugees
arriving by train. Details of what happened in the fren-
zied crush remain hazy. Police have laid no charges but
pointed to more than 30 suspects, almost all of them
migrants and including many asylum seekers.

Among the suspects were nine Algerians, eight
Moroccans, five Iranians, four Syrians, one Iraqi and one
Serb, as well as two Germans and one US national, the
interior ministry said Friday. It was unclear how many
offenders may be long-time migrants or from a scene
of drug dealers and pickpockets known to lurk around
the central railway station, and how many may have
been newly-arrived asylum seekers. On Friday, criticism
of the Cologne police’s failure to stop the violence, and
subsequent obfuscation, claimed the scalp of police
chief Wolfgang Albers, who was suspended in a bid to
“restore public confidence” in the police force.

Cologne police were slow to unveil the true extent
of the carnage, and the politically-charged fact that the
hostile crowd was made up mostly of migrants. A day
after the chaos, Cologne police had tweeted “festive
atmosphere, celebrations largely peaceful”, and the
events did not make national headlines for four days.
On social media, where PEGIDA backers have long
railed against the “lying press”, the media has also been
accused of seeking to suppress the attacks for days in
an effort to be “politically correct”. — AFP 
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COLOGNE: Police men walk next to a water cannon in Cologne, western Germany yesterday to
clear the rally of the far-right xenophobic PEGIDA movement, after protesters hurled firecrack-
ers and bottles at officers. — AFP 


