
GENEVA Switzerland: Countries considering
introducing vaccine mandates in the fight against
COVID-19 must ensure they respect human rights,
the UN rights chief said yesterday, stressing that
forced vaccination was never acceptable.

Speaking to a Human Rights Council seminar via
video message, Michelle Bachelet warned there
were significant rights considerations that needed
to be taken into account before making vaccination
compulsory. Any “vaccine mandates must comply
with the principles of legality, necessity, propor-
tionality and non-discrimination”, she said, accord-
ing to a transcript.

“In no circumstances should people be forcibly
administered a vaccine.”

The UN High Commissioner for Human Rights
said the aims sought by
countries mulling man-
dates to protect lives as
Europe and other
regions battle fierce
surges in the pandemic,
were “of course of the
highest order of legiti-
macy and importance”.

But she insisted that
“vaccine mandates
should be employed only
when necessary for achieving compelling public
health ends”. “And they should only be considered
when less intrusive measures such as mask-wearing
and social distancing have demonstrably failed to
meet such health needs.”

She also emphasised that for any mandate to be
acceptable, countries needed to ensure that vac-
cines are truly available and affordable.

“Unless all people have genuine, practical access
to vaccines, vaccine requirements will not be con-

sistent with fundamental human rights principles of
equality and non-discrimination,” she said.

Bachelet also highlighted that “the actual vac-
cines employed must also be sufficiently safe and
effective to achieve (the) public health aims.”

Any mandatory vaccination regime also must be
flexible enough to allow for “appropriate excep-
tions, such as where a vaccination is medically con-
tra-indicated for an individual.” Bachelet said it
could be appropriate to restrict some rights and
liberties, including conditioning access to schools,
hospitals or other public spaces on vaccination.

But forced injections was never acceptable, she
said, “even if a person’s refusal to comply with a
mandatory vaccination policy may entail other
legal consequences, including, for example, appro-

priate fines”.
“Where penalties are

imposed, they should be
proportionate and subject
to review by judicial
authorities,” she said.

There needed to be
“appropriate procedural
safeguards, including the
right to seek a justified
exemption and the right to
appeal any form of penalty

before a fair and independent authority,” she insist-
ed.

Looking forward, the UN rights chief said any
vaccine mandates introduced “should be subject to
frequent official review to ensure they remain nec-
essary, proportionate and non-discriminatory.” 

Meanwhile, HIV infection rates in Africa have
decreased markedly, but the continent is still
behind set targets, with efforts slowed by the
COVID-19 pandemic, the World Health

Organization said Tuesday. “Africa has made signif-
icant progress against HIV over the past decade,
reducing new infections by 43 percent and nearly
halving AIDS-related deaths,” the WHO Africa
office said in a statement.

But it warned that Africa was not likely to meet a
target to end AIDS as a public health threat by the
turn of the decade as COVID has undermined the
fight in many countries.

“COVID-19 has made the fight against HIV all
the more challenging, but one virus must not win
out over another. We must tackle COVID-19 and
HIV in parallel,” WHO Africa chief Matshidiso
Moeti said. COVID has also slowed HIV screening
rates because of restrictions of movements.

UNAIDS last week warned that HIV infection
rates were not decreasing fast enough to reach the
goal of eradicating AIDS by 2030. — AFP
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HIV infections drop, but COVID hampers fight

‘In no circumstances’ is forced 
vaccination OK: UN rights chief

CAPE TOWN: A member of the Western Cape Metro EMS(Emergency Medical Services) helps people register
from an ambulance which has been converted to facilitate vaccinations at a COVID 19 vaccination event in
Manenberg, which is part of the Vaxi-Taxi mobile vaccination drive, yesterday. — AFP

Canada proposes 
treatment over jail 
for minor drug crimes
OTTAWA: Canada on Tuesday proposed police
and courts treat illicit drug use as a health issue, but
stopped short of granting a request by British
Columbia to decriminalize possession of small
amounts for personal use.

Justice Minister David Lametti unveiled legisla-
tion that would roll back 20 mandatory minimum
sentences including for minor drug crimes that the
government said disproportionately impact indige-
nous and Black offenders.

The bill, which must still be passed by Parliament,
also requires “police and prosecutors to consider
diverting people to treatment programs or other
supportive services” for simple possession offences,
noting that criminal penalties can increase the stig-
ma associated with drug use.

Substances abuse has left thousands dead in
British Columbia. Its Addictions Minister Sheila
Malcolmson told AFP the province is facing “an
overdose crisis that’s causing a terrible loss of life.”

The pandemic has compounded its impacts, she
said, as more and more people “are using drugs
alone and often dying alone.” “That tells us people
are hiding their addiction from family and friends

and are not talking to their primary health care
provider about treatment options,” she said.

In Ottawa, her federal counterpart Carolyn
Bennett is still considering the decriminalization
request, her office said.

But in an interview with public broadcaster CBC
after a visit to Vancouver drug treatment sites,
Bennett said decriminalization in British Columbia
may provide “a very good template” for the rest of
Canada. Lametti meanwhile told a news conference
his bill “can help individuals dealing with addictions
to get the treatment they need and avoid falling into
a cycle of criminality.”

‘A step towards being real’ 
An estimated six British Columbians die each day

from opioid-related drug poisoning, and roughly
8,000 have died since the province’s chief public
health officer, Bonnie Henry, declared the situation a
public health emergency in 2016.

From January to July, 1,200 people died of over-
doses, an increase of 28 percent over the same peri-
od last year, according to the British Columbia
Coroners Service.

In addition to upping treatment and recovery
services, British Columbia has asked Health Canada
for an exemption to allow people 19 years or older
to legally carry up to 4.5 grams of drugs such as
heroin, fentanyl, methamphetamine, crack and
cocaine without risking arrest.

“While the illicit drug poisoning crisis affects all,
people with substance use disorders — a recog-

nized disability — are disproportionately affected,”
the application states.

“All levels of government therefore have an obli-
gation to minimize the mortality and morbidity risks
of their policies and to not exacerbate any pre-
existing inequities.”

If the measure is approved, people caught with
less than this amount would be given information on
how to access local health and social services.

Most Canadians think it’s a step in the right
direction, according to an Angus Reid survey
released last February that found 59 percent of
Canadians support decriminalization of small
amounts of drugs, a number that rises to 66 percent
in British Columbia. — AFP

David Lametti

Morocco schools 
face ‘crisis’
RABAT: Morocco’s state schools are fail-
ing students and “deepening inequality”, a
supervisory body has warned, as authori-
ties scramble to raise the quality of teach-
ing after years of neglect. The High Council
for Education (CSE) has warned of a “cri-
sis” in public education and said that gov-
ernment schools “are not giving the majori-
ty of pupils basic skills or a fundamental
education”.

Despite a string of reforms, state schools
“are becoming a machine for reproducing
inequalities in society”, said the CSE in a
report last month, cautioning that this “pos-
es a serious threat”. The situation has
pushed many, including middle class fami-
lies, to tighten their belts so they can scrape
together fees for private schools.

“I pay almost 400 euros a month,” says
Siham, an employee in the private sector.
“It’s a lot, but it’s essential to guarantee that
my two children get a better French and
English education, which public school can’t
give them.”

Just nine percent of students in state sec-
ondary schools pass exams in French,
Arabic and mathematics-against 62, 38 and
49 percent respectively in private schools.
“These figures are distressing; they show
that we’re raising illiterate citizens,” said
Abderazzak Drissi, head of the kingdom’s
National Teachers’ Federation.

‘Profound transformation’ 
The situation contrasts with the lofty

goals of Morocco’s “New Development
Model” presented by a royal commission in
May and laying out a string of targets to be
met by 2035. The council’s warning is just
the latest in a string of official reports to
raise the alarm over problems in the educa-
tion system and the resulting high unem-
ployment rate among youth, the age group
hardest hit by social inequality.

Chakib Benmoussa, who took office as
education minister in October, described
the system as “painful”. “Improving the
quality of public education depends first of
all on the quality of teacher training,” he
told parliament this month. The CSE report
agreed, adding that some choose the pro-
fession for “lack of alternatives”.

According to ministry figures, this year
more than 100,000 candidates applied for
fewer than 17,000 teaching jobs. Under
Benmoussa, the ministry has brought in new
rules requiring prospective teachers to be
aged under 30 and have a university degree
with distinction.

The aim is “to select the best candidates
who really want to practice this profession,
as is the case at medical or engineering
schools”, a ministry official told AFP. But
while there is agreement on the problems,
opinions vary on the solutions.

The new conditions sparked a backlash
from the teachers’  union and trainee
teachers, with street demonstrations
erupting last month. Drissi, the union
member, said what was needed was “a
tougher entrance exam, not an age limit”.
But the ministry official said that “now it is
urgent to reform the education system.
We’ve delayed too much.” — AFP

Rising seas blamed 
as flooding hits 
Pacific islands
MAJURO: Island nations in the South Pacific were
cleaning up yesterday after storms and tidal surges
triggered widespread flooding, with rising seas
caused by climate change blamed for the inundation.
The Marshall Islands, Solomon Islands and
Federated States of Micronesia all reported flooding,
with reports that remote parts of Vanuatu were also
hit by rising waters.

“(The) government of the Federated States of
Micronesia has been made aware of extensive salt-
water inundation across the nation’s islands as a
result of ongoing king tides and storm surges,”
President David Panuelo said in a statement.

“The government has received numerous requests
from citizens asking for support.” In the Marshall
Islands capital of Majuro, sea water surged over
boulder barriers and covered sections of road to the
airport to a depth of 50 centimetres (20 inches)
before receding. Solomon Islands police issued a

warning to residents to stay away from swollen
rivers and streams.

Climate researcher Murray Ford said the flooding
in the Marshalls was due to a combination of bad
weather, high tides, a La Nina weather pattern and a
long-term rise in sea levels, widely linked to global
warming. “An event like this would have been rela-
tively innocuous in the 1990s, but the sea level is
notably higher today than back then,” the Auckland
University academic told AFP.

“Sea level rise is increasing the frequency and
magnitude of these sorts of events.” Ford said that
tidal measuring equipment installed in Majuro in the
early 1990s showed sea levels had risen by an aver-
age of 4.8 millimetres (0.2 inches) annually.

“Unfortunately, with steady sea-level rise, these
flooding events will become more frequent, more
widespread, and far more severe. We must plan and
prepare for this now,” said Majuro resident and for-
mer Marshall Islands chief secretary Ben Graham.
The Pacific’s low-lying islands are among the coun-
tries worst affected by climate change, with some at
risk of being swamped entirely by rising seas.

They are also threatened by increasingly powerful
cyclones, while droughts and flooding are becoming
more common across the region as the weather
swings from one extreme to the other. — AFP

MAJURO, Marshall Islands: File photo shows high-tide flooding in the Marshall Islands capital Majuro. A swathe
of Pacific island nations were cleaning up yesterday after storms and tidal surges caused widespread flooding,
with rising seas blamed for the inundation in the climate-change affected region. — AFP

Surge in piracy 
costing W Africa 
nations: UN
NEW YORK: The surge of maritime piracy in
Africa’s Gulf of Guinea is not just a threat to foreign
ship and cargo owners but also carries significant
costs for the coastal nations, a new UN report said
Tuesday.

The newest hotspot for piracy saw 106 incidents
in 2020 with 623 seafarers affected by kidnapping,
according to the report, “Pirates of the Gulf of
Guinea: A Cost Analysis for Coastal States.”

The report, made together with the Stable Seas
research group, said that most of the direct costs of
the kidnappings and ship seizures would be borne
by foreigners, with some $5 million paid last year
for kidnappings of mostly non-African ship crew
members. But it said the countries along the Gulf of
Guinea coast will pay far more than that to deal
with the rise in piracy, from expanded patrols to
rescue missions to greater security costs in ports.

The report estimates that those costs could be
more than $1.9 billion annually, diverting important
resources from other crucial needs.

“After considering indirect financial damages
and opportunity costs, it becomes clear that Gulf
of Guinea nations have the most to gain from
reducing piracy and armed robbery in the
region,” the report said.

“The frequency and violence of these attacks
has preoccupied navies that could be addressing
other maritime security threats, discouraged for-
eign investment, weakened state control of
coastal and offshore areas, slowed the develop-
ment of the blue economy, emboldened illicit
traders and illegal fishers, and terrorized seafarer
communities,” it said.

“This has exacted a financial and human cost
to Gulf of Guinea states that, to this point, has
been seen as secondary to the costs borne by
multinational shipping companies and non-
African entities.” — AFP
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