
International
Girls with chance to  
study under Taleban  
rule dare to dream  

Page 7

High stakes for Ukraine in Putin-Biden virtual summit 
Page 6

WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 8, 2021

LUDWIGSBURG, Baden-Wurttemberg, Germany: People stand in a queue as they wait for their COVID 19 vaccination in a vaccination bus, a mobile vaccination center in Hemmingen near Ludwigsburg, southern Germany, 
yesterday. — AFP

COPENHAGEN:  The World Health Organization 
(WHO) in Europe yesterday cautioned against 
making COVID vaccines mandatory, while urging 
better protection of children among whom cases 
are high. Europe is battling a fierce surge in the 
pandemic, with the WHO registering 120,000 
COVID-related deaths on the continent since 
November 23 when it warned of up to 500,000 
more deaths by March 2022. 

Regional director Hans Kluge said compulsory 
vaccines should be “an absolute last resort and 
only applicable when all other feasible options to 
improve vaccination uptake have been exhausted”. 
Noting that mandates have increased vaccine 

uptake in some cases, Kluge said these were “con-
text specific”, and added that the effect mandates 
may have on “public confidence and public trust” 
must also be considered. 

The regional health bloc also noted that the 
number of cases had increased “across all age 
groups, with the highest rates currently observed 
in the five to 14 years age group.” “It is not unusual 
today to see two to three times higher incidence 
among young children than in the average popula-
tion,” Kluge told a press conference. 

“The health risks extend beyond the children 
themselves,” Kluge added, noting that children risk 
passing the infection to parents and grandparents 

in the home. Improved ventilation and the use of 
masks should be a standard at all primary schools 
as part of a safe learning environment, while 
avoiding school closures and remote learning, the 
regional director said. 

“Vaccinating children should be discussed 
and considered nationally,” Kluge added. The 
WHO’s European region comprises 53 countries 
and territories, and includes several in Central 
Asia. The organisation also expressed concern 
about rising cases of the recently discovered 
Omicron variant of the virus, but stressed that 
the fight should still be focused on the currently 
dominant Delta variant. 

“The problem now is Delta and however we 
succeed against Delta today is a win over Omicron 
tomorrow, before it eventually surges,” Kluge said. 
Meanwhile in Norway, where 29 cases of the 
Omicron variant have been confirmed, health 
authorities warned that the new variant would like-
ly add to the stress on health services to a “signifi-
cant degree”. 

“The variant will probably establish itself in 
Norway and become dominant in a matter of 
weeks,” department director Line Vold at The 
Norwegian Institute of Public Health said in a 
statement. The Nordic country’s government is 
expected to announce new measures later. — AFP
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LOS ANGELES: Rohingya 
refugees sued Facebook on 
Monday for $150 billion over claims 
the social network is failing to stem 
hate speech on its platform, exacer-
bating violence against the vulnera-
ble minority. The complaint, lodged 
in a California court, says the algo-
rithms that power the US-based 
company promote disinformation 
and extremist thought that trans-
lates to real-world violence. 

“Facebook is like a robot pro-
grammed with a singular mission: To 
grow,” the court document states. 
“The undeniable reality is that 
Facebook’s growth, fueled by hate, 
division, and misinformation, has left 
hundreds of thousands of devastat-
ed Rohingya lives in its wake.” 

The mainly Muslim group faces 
widespread discrimination in 
Myanmar, where they are despised 
as interlopers despite having lived 
in the country for generations. A 
military-backed campaign that the 
United Nations said amounted to 
genocide saw hundreds of thou-
sands of Rohingya driven across the 
border into Bangladesh in 2017, 
where they have since lived in 
sprawling refugee camps. 

Many others remain in Myanmar, 
where they are not permitted citi-
zenship and are subject to commu-
nal violence, as well as official dis-
crimination by the ruling military 
junta. The legal complaint argues 
that Facebook’s algorithms drive 
susceptible users to join ever-more 
extreme groups, a situation that is 
“open to exploitation by autocratic 
politicians and regimes.” 

Rights groups have long charged 

that Facebook does not do enough 
to prevent the spread of disinforma-
tion and misinformation online. 
Critics say even when alerted to 
hate speech on its platform, the 
company fails to act. 

They charge that the social 
media giant allows falsehoods to 
proliferate, affecting the lives of 
minorities and skewing elections in 
democracies such as the United 
States, where unfounded charges of 
fraud circulate and intensify among 
like-minded friends. 

This year, a huge leak by a com-
pany insider sparked articles argu-
ing Facebook, whose parent com-
pany is now called Meta, knew its 
sites could harm some of their bil-
lions of users-but executives chose 
growth over safety. Whistleblower 
Frances Haugen told the US 
Congress in October that Facebook 
is “fanning ethnic violence” in some 
countries. 

Under US law, Facebook is 
largely protected from liability over 
content posted by its users. The 
Rohingya lawsuit, anticipating this 
defense, argues that where applica-
ble, the law of Myanmar-which has 
no such protections-should prevail 
in the case.  Facebook, which did 
not immediately respond to ques-
tions about the lawsuit, has been 
under pressure in the United States 
and Europe to clamp down on false 
information, particularly over elec-
tions and the coronavirus. 

The company has forged part-
nerships with several media compa-
nies, including AFP, intended to ver-
ify online posts and remove those 
that are untrue. — AFP 
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CAIRO: An Egyptian court ordered the 
release yesterday of researcher Patrick Zaki, 
whose detention last year sparked interna-
tional condemnation and further strained ties 
with Italy where he had been studying, his 
family said. “I’m jumping for joy!” his mother 
Hala Sobhi told AFP. “We’re now on our way 
to the police station in Mansoura,” Zaki’s 
home city in Egypt’s Nile Delta. 

Zaki still faces charges of “spreading false 
news”, “harming national security” and 
“incitement to overthrow the state”, among 
others. His trial has been postponed to 
February, according to the Egyptian Initiative 
for Personal Rights (EIPR), an NGO with 
which he worked. In September, Zaki was 
referred to trial before an exceptional state 
security court for an article containing 
excerpts from his personal diary recounting 
the discrimination faced by the country’s 
Coptic Christian minority. 

Coptic Christians make up about 10-15 
percent of the country’s population of more 
than 100 million. Amnesty International pre-
viously said Zaki had allegedly been tortured 
while being interrogated by national security 
officers, including using electric shocks and 
beating. In June, his mother told AFP: “When 
I imagine his confinement, I feel like I’m suf-

focating... We thought he’d be jailed for a few 
weeks, but it has gone on for over a year.” 

 
‘First goal achieved’  

Zaki’s detention in February 2020 drew 
condemnation, particularly in Italy, where he 
had been a student at the University of 
Bologna. Tensions between Cairo and Rome 
have continued to simmer over the killing of 
Italian PhD candidate Giulio Regeni in Egypt 
in 2016. Regeni’s dead body was found 
dumped on the outskirts of Cairo bearing 
signs of torture, days after he went missing 
on the fifth anniversary of the January 25 
uprising. 

In October, the trial of four Egyptian 
security officers in Rome for the murder of 
the Cambridge University graduate was 
thrown out. The judges ruled the officials 
could not be tried in absentia because prose-
cutors had been unable to officially inform 
them of the judicial process against them. 

An Italian parliamentary commission 
report recently blamed his torture and death 
on Egypt’s state security apparatus. 
Thousands in Italy had signed petitions call-
ing for Zaki’s release, and the country’s senate 
in April voted to grant him Italian citizenship, 
allowing him to receive consular support. 

Italy’s Prime Minister Mario Draghi said in 
a statement yesterday he was pleased “with 
the release of Patrick Zaki, whose case has 
been and will be followed with the utmost 
attention by the Italian government”. Shortly 
after the court’s decision, Italian Foreign 
Minister Luigi Di Maio tweeted: “First goal 
achieved: Patrick Zaki is no longer in prison... 

A dutiful thanks to our diplomatic corps.” 
Egypt’s space for dissent has been 

severely restricted since President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi took office in 2014, with an 
estimated 60,000 political prisoners in jail 
according to rights groups. Authorities have 
particularly targeted EIPR in recent years. 

Hossam Bahgat, who founded the rights 
group and was fined by a court last month 
for an “insulting” tweet, welcomed the news 
of Zaki’s release, writing “Thank God” on 
social media. Three EIPR staff were jailed 
last year, sparking an international campaign 
supported by celebrities including 
Hollywood star Scarlett Johansson that 
resulted in their release. Several other 
researchers have been jailed, including 
Ahmed Samir, a postgraduate student at the 
Central European University in Vienna, and 
Kholoud Amer, head of the translation unit at 
the Library of Alexandria.  —AFP
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NAIROBI: A massive fire ripped through 
an overcrowded prison in Burundi before 
dawn yesterday, killing dozens of inmates 
and seriously injuring many more, the 
country’s vice president said. Many 
inmates were still sleeping at the time of 
the blaze that destroyed several parts of 
the facility in Burundi’s political capital 
Gitega, witnesses said. 

Vice President Prosper Bazombanza, who 
visited the scene of the tragedy with several 
senior ministers, told reporters that 38 peo-
ple were killed and 69 seriously hurt. The 
blaze broke out at about 4:00 am (0200 
GMT). The interior ministry said on Twitter it 
was caused by an electrical short-circuit. 

“We started shouting that we were going 
to be burned alive when we saw the flames 
rising very high, but the police refused to 
open the doors of our quarters, saying ‘these 
are the orders we have received’,” one 
inmate reached by phone told AFP. 

“I don’t know how I escaped, but there 
are prisoners who were burned completely,” 
he said. Those with the most serious burns 
were taken to hospital, some ferried in police 

pick-up trucks, while others with milder cas-
es were treated at the scene, witnesses said. 

Teams from the Red Cross in Burundi 
were at the scene to tend to victims, and the 
flames had now been brought under control, 
witnesses said. The nearly 100-year-old 
facility, the third largest in Burundi, housed a 
number of political prisoners in a high-secu-
rity compound, and there was also a 
women’s wing. 

In all, there were more than 1,500 inmates 
at the end of November, according to prison 
authority figures, far higher than its designed 
capacity of 400. A large contingent of police 
and soldiers were surrounding the site and 
preventing journalists from approaching or 
taking pictures, the witnesses said. — AFP 
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