
GENEVA: Swiss voters firmly backed the law
behind the country’s COVID pass in a referendum
yesterday, following a tense campaign that saw
unprecedented levels of hostility. Early results
showed around two-thirds of voters supported
the law, with market researchers GFS Bern pro-
jecting 63 percent backing across the wealthy
Alpine nation.

The police fenced off the seat of government and
parliament in Bern in anticipation of protests.
Results from 16 of Switzerland’s 26 cantons showed
61.9 percent had voted in favor of the law, on a 64
percent turnout.

The referendum came as the new COVID-19
variant Omicron, classified as a variant of concern
by the World Health Organization, shook countries
and markets around the world. The vote also came
at a time when the numbers of new COVID-19 cas-
es in Switzerland were more than seven times high-
er than they were in mid-October.

Pass used in restaurants 
The law provides the legal basis for the so-called

COVID certificate, indicating that a person has
been vaccinated or has recovered from the disease.
Opponents have said the certificate, which has been
required since September for access to restaurants
and other indoor spaces and activities, is creating
an “apartheid” system.

As in much of Europe, Switzerland has seen
growing anger over restrictions aimed at reining in

the pandemic, and pressure to get vaccinated. But
in a country where referendums take place every
few months in a climate of civility and measured
debate, the soaring tensions around the vote came
as a shock. Police upped security around several
politicians who have faced a flood of insults and
even death threats.

The campaign saw repeated protests, often led
by the so-called “Freiheitstrychler”, or “Freedom
ringers” — men dressed in white shirts embroi-
dered with edelweiss flowers and with two large
cowbells suspended from a yoke resting on their
shoulders. Some of the demonstrations led to vio-
lent clashes with police, who used rubber bullets
and tear gas to rein in the crowds.

‘Extremely shocking’ 
Michelle Cailler, a spokeswoman for the Friends

of the Constitution group which opposed the law,
said  that granting such powers to the government
was “extremely dangerous for democracy”. “What
is very embarrassing is that this law violates a num-
ber of constitutional rights, and in particular Article
10 on personal freedom with this COVID certificate,
which establishes a disguised mandatory vaccina-
tion,” she told AFP after the vote.

“So it’s extremely shocking for a country like
Switzerland.” As for violence surrounding the vote
— which her group does not condone, she said:
“The government should ask itself if it is not
responsible for any possible excesses, by pushing

people to the limit with coercive measures which
have extremely serious collateral damage — much
worse than this epidemic — and well, maybe that
pushes people to have over-the-top reactions.”

In the Sunday newspapers, Swiss President Guy
Parmelin urged more people to come forward to get

vaccinated. Some 67 percent of the Swiss popula-
tion is fully immunized, with a further two percent
having had the first of two doses. A Link Institute
survey of 1,300 people, for SonntagsBlick newspa-
per, found that 53 percent were in favor of manda-
tory vaccination. — AFP
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News in brief

Five Iraqi Kurdish fighters killed 

ARBIL: Five Iraqi Kurdish peshmerga
fighters were killed and four wounded in a
roadside bombing blamed on jihadists of
the Islamic State group, regional authorities
said yesterday. The Saturday evening
bombing south of the city of Sulaimaniyah
underlined the “serious threat” IS still poses
to the Kurdistan region four years after the
Iraqi government declared victory over the
j ihadists, the region’s prime minister
Masrour Barzani said. The region’s pesh-
merga ministry said the slain fighters who
were hit had been on their way to reinforce
comrades who had come under attack by IS
fighters. —AFP

7.5-magnitude quake hits Peru

LIMA: A 7.5-magnitude earthquake
struck Peru at 5.52 am (1052 GMT) yes-
terday sending shock waves across the
northern and central regions. The strong
quake hit at a depth of 131 kilometers (81
mi les) , according to  the Geophysica l
Institute of Peru. Its epicenter was 98
kilometers east of the town of Santa Maria
de Nieva in  the Peruvian Amazon-a
sparsely populated area inhabited by
Amazonian indigenous people. The deep
quake affected almost half of the country,
including coastal and Andean regions, and
the capital Lima. — AFP

China captures N Korean convict 

BEIJING: Chinese police have captured a
North Korean prisoner who staged a daring
escape from jail in October and had been
on the run for more than forty days, author-
ities said yesterday. Officials in northeast
China were offering a $23,000 bounty for
the recapture of the escapee, in a manhunt
that has sparked massive interest on social
media. The 39-year-old prisoner, identified
by the Chinese name Zhu Xianjian, was
jailed in China after fleeing reclusive North
Korea. —AFP

3 civilians killed in Syria blast

BEIRUT: Two women and a child from the
same family were killed and five other peo-
ple were wounded in an attack Saturday in
Syria’s northern city of Minbej, authorities
said. A “terrorist explosion” occurred as a
vehicle carrying civi l ians passed the
entrance to Minbej, an Arab-majority city
under Kurdish administration, the Minbej
military council said without providing fur-
ther detai ls . The Britain-based Syrian
Observatory for Human Rights war monitor
said the blast was a car bomb. It said two
civilians were killed and five wounded,
including two members of the Kurdish
Asayesh security forces. —AFP 

Former Cambodian PM dies in France

PHNOM PENH: Former Cambodian prime
minister Prince Norodom Ranariddh died in
France yesterday, the country’s information
minister announced on Facebook. The
prince was elected prime minister in 1993
after years of civil war only to be ousted in
a bloody coup in 1997 led by forces loyal to
current strongman ruler Hun Sen.
Ranariddh, who was 77, died yesterday
morning following an illness, Information
Minister Khieu Kanharith wrote on
Facebook, citing a palace official. —AFP

BERN, Switzerland: Protesters against the current measures to tackle the spread of the coronavirus demon-
strate with national and Italian flags under the snow in front of the Swiss House Parliament following the
result a nationwide vote on a COVID-19 law, in Bern yesterday. —AFP

VILNIUS, Lithuania: EU and NATO
leaders yesterday vowed to step up
cooperation against hybrid threats on
a visit to Lithuania dominated by talks
on the Belarus migrant crisis and
Russia’s military build-up near
Ukraine. NATO Secretary General
Jens Stoltenberg also repeated his call
on Russia to “de-escalate” its military
build-up on the border with Ukraine
and warned of “costs and conse-
quences” if it used force.

The vis i t  by Stoltenberg and
European Commission chief Ursula
von der Leyen comes ahead of a
meeting of NATO foreign ministers
including US Secretary of State
Antony Blinken in Latvia this week.
Stoltenberg and von der Leyen both
accused Belarus of orchestrating the
migrant crisis on its border as a
“hybrid” threat against  the
European Union-a charge that the
regime has denied.

A hybrid threat is a security chal-
lenge combining traditional military
means and non-military tactics such as
disinformation. “To respond to such

events, it is important that the
European Union and NATO work
hand in hand,” von der Leyen said at a
joint press conference with
Stoltenberg and Lithuanian leaders.

Stoltenberg said: “We discussed
how we could step up our joint work
between NATO and the EU including
through a new joint declaration
because we are stronger and safer
when we work together”.

Thousands of migrants-mostly from
the Middle East-have crossed or tried
to cross the Belarus border in recent
months into the eastern members of
the EU and NATO: Latvia, Lithuania
and Poland. Referring to the situation
on the Belarus border, Lithuanian
President Gitanas Nauseda said that
“if the security situation gets even
worse, we do not rule out consulta-
tions under NATO’s Article 4.”

Under NATO’s founding treaty, any
member can convene a meeting of
NATO to consult when it feels its
security or independence are threat-
ened. Poland has also warned it may
invoke this article. The two-day meet-

ing of NATO foreign ministers starting
in neighboring Latvia tomorrow is set
to be dominated by concern about
Russia’s military build-up near the
border with Ukraine.

Stoltenberg said the “unusual”
build-up of tanks, artillery, drones and
thousands of combat-ready troops

was “very concerning for many rea-
sons”, also “because it is unprovoked
and unexplained”. “The message to
Russia is that they should de-escalate,
reduce tensions and be transparent”
he said, adding that “if they decide to
use force, then of course, there will be
consequences”.  — AFP

VILNIUS, Lithuania: (Left to right) European Commission President Ursula von der
Leyen, NATO Secretary-General Jens Stoltenberg and Lithuania’s President Gitanas
Nauseda enter the room to address a joint press conference after their meeting in
Vilnius, Lithuania, yesterday. —AFP

EU and NATO vow action against
hybrid threats on Baltic visit

Barbados to become 
a republic, replacing 
British queen
BRIDGETOWN: Barbados is about to cut ties with
the British monarchy, but the legacy of a sometimes
brutal colonial past and the pandemic’s impact on
tourism pose major challenges for the Caribbean
island as it becomes the world’s newest republic.
Famed for its beaches and love of cricket, Barbados
will this week replace its head of state, Queen
Elizabeth II, with her current representative,
Governor General Sandra Mason.

Ceremonies on Monday evening into Tuesday will
include military parades and celebrations as Mason is
inaugurated as president, with Prince Charles-heir to
the British throne-looking on.

The dawn of a new era has fueled debate among
the population of 285,000 over Britain’s centuries of
influence, including more than 200 years of slavery
until 1834, and Barbados finally becoming independ-
ent in 1966. “As a young girl, when I heard about the
queen, I would be really excited,” said Sharon
Bellamy-Thompson, 50, a fish vendor in the capital
Bridgetown who remembers being about eight and
seeing the monarch on a visit.

“As I grow older and older, I started to wonder
what this queen really means for me and for my
nation. It didn’t make any sense,” she said. “Having a
female Barbadian president will be great.”

Colonialism and slavery 
For young activists such as Firhaana Bulbulia,

founder of the Barbados Muslim Association, British
colonialism and slavery lie behind the island’s modern
inequalities. “The wealth gap, the ability to own land,
and even access to loans from banks all have a lot to
do with structures built out of being ruled by Britain,”
Bulbulia, 26, said. “The actual chains (of slavery) were
broken and we no longer wore them, but the mental
chains continue to persist in our mindsets.”

In October, Barbados elected Mason to become
its first president, one year after Prime Minister Mia
Mottley declared that the country would “fully” leave
its colonial past. But some Barbadians argue there
are more pressing national issues, including econom-
ic turmoil caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, which
has exposed overreliance on tourism-which, ironical-
ly, is dependent on British visitors.

Eerie calm in usually bustling Bridgetown, paltry
numbers at popular tourist spots and a dead nightlife
scene all point to a country struggling after years of
relative prosperity. Unemployment is at nearly 16
percent, up from nine percent in recent years, despite
sharply increased government borrowing to fund
public sector projects and create jobs. 

The country has just eased a longstanding COVID
curfew, pushing it back from 9:00 pm to midnight.
Opposition leader Bishop Joseph Atherley said this
week’s celebrations among dignitaries would largely
not be accessible to ordinary people. —AFP

BRIDGETOWN, Barbados: Barbados Prime Minister Mia
Amor Mottley (second right) and Member of
Parliament Trevor Prescott (right) unveil the plaque at
the official opening of Golden Square Freedom Park in
Bridgetown, Barbados on Saturday. —AFP

Honduras braces 
for trouble as 
election begins
TEGUCIGALPA, Honduras: Honduras braced for
potential violence as polls opened yesterday to elect a
new president to replace Juan Orlando Hernandez, a
controversial figure accused of drug trafficking in the
United States. Voters queued up from dawn at some
polling stations before they opened officially at 7.30
am (1330 GMT).

“I call on everyone to proceed with this process in
peace, calm, without fear and without violence,” said
National Electoral Council president Kelvin Aguirre.
More than five million people are registered to vote in
what is expected to be a tight race.

Leftist opposition candidate Xiomara Castro led
opinion polls last month, but the ruling right-wing
National Party (PN) — whose candidate is charismat-
ic Tegucigalpa mayor Nasry Asfura-has had the bene-
fit of better campaign organization and resources.

Opposition fears of a rigged poll and reports of pre-
election intimidation have led to tension.

“If the PN wins the election, even legitimately, there
will be a worrying level of violence,” political analyst
Raul Pineda, a lawyer and former PN lawmaker, pre-
dicted to AFP. Four years ago, Hernandez won an
unconstitutional second successive term amid cries of
fraud from the opposition and international observers.

That sparked a widespread month-long protest,
with the subsequent government crackdown leaving
more than 30 people dead. “We are afraid because we
work close to where the votes are counted,” Luis
Andino, 27, a Tegucigalpa street vendor, said. “We’re
afraid of losing our jobs if there are riots ... and we get
kicked out of here.”

‘Preparing for war’ 
The concerns come for a country already ravaged

by violent gangs, drug trafficking and hurricanes, in
which 59 percent of the population of 10 million live in
poverty. “A kind of paranoia has developed, people
are preparing for war” by stocking up on food and
water, said Pineda.

But he insists that pressure from Washington-
which wants to reduce the triggers for mass Central

American mass migration to the US-along with a large
corps of international observers, should at least ensure
a transparent vote. The crucial moment will come
three hours after polls close at 5:00 pm, when the
National Electoral Council (CNE) is due to announce
early results, said Gustavo Irias, executive director of
the Center for Democracy Studies. —AFP

TEGUCIGALPA, Honduras: A woman casts her vote at a
polling station during general elections, in
Tegucigalpa, yesterday. —AFP


