
PARIS: From a litany of lockdowns to mandatory
mask-wearing and COVID passes to access enter-
tainment and sporting venues, the pandemic has led
to sweeping restrictions on civil liberties in some of
the world’s oldest democracies. Among Western
countries, European nations particularly have been
quick to crimp basic freedoms in the name of fight-
ing the virus.

French President Emmanuel Macron caused a
furor this week by saying he wanted to “piss off”
those who refuse to get vaccinated by “limiting as
much as possible their access to activities in social
life”. The remarks from the leader of a country that
sees itself as a global beacon of liberty underscore
the extent to which the pandemic has changed
national priorities.

The United States has also taken aggressive
steps, including closing its
borders to most of the
world for 20 months and
making vaccinations
mandatory for all federal
employees and staff of big
companies. The Berlin-
based rights watchdog
Civil Liberties Union for
Europe warned in a report
last year that measures
targeting the unvaccinated
could “exacerbate existing
inequalities”. “(They) may create a two-tier society
where some people may enjoy an extensive set of
freedoms and rights while others are excluded,” the
report said.

Persecution or protection?
At the start of the pandemic, governments used

sweeping lockdowns and curfews to try to contain
the virus. But in the past year, most countries began
refining their strategies, rolling out digital passes
allowing people to show they are vaccinated. Faced
with the Omicron variant, some governments,

notably Austria and the Netherlands, reverted to
one-size-fits-all tactics and ordered people back
indoors during the end-of-year celebrations.

But worldwide, many countries are now turning
the screws on citizens who are refusing to be
jabbed. Austria kept the unvaccinated confined to
their homes last month after lifting a partial lock-
down. In February, the country will be the first in
Europe to make vaccines compulsory for most peo-
ple. British Prime Minister Boris Johnson says his
country also needs to have a “national conversa-
tion” about mandatory vaccinations, echoing similar
comments from the German government.

The French government meanwhile has proposed
to follow Germany’s lead by barring the unvaccinat-
ed from restaurants, cinemas and leisure facilities.
While public acceptance of COVID restrictions was

high at the outset of the
crisis, pandemic fatigue is
fueling growing resistance
to new curbs. The unvac-
cinated complain of dis-
crimination, with some
going so far as to com-
pare their treatment to the
persecution of European
Jews during World War II.
And from the Netherlands
to Austria, Germany,
Belgium and France, thou-

sands of people have taken to the streets - some-
times clashing with police - to protest COVID rules
and health passes.

‘Libertarian zealots’
The grievances are being exploited by parties on

the far-right, far-left and those opposed to inter-
ventionist policies. In Germany, the pro-business
Free Democrats made strong gains in September’s
general election after campaigning against strict
lockdowns. In France, which will hold presidential
elections in April, far-right candidates Marine Le

Pen and Eric Zemmour have come out swinging
against Macron’s proposed vaccine pass.

“Coronavirus restrictions are necessary; but
concerns about how they are framed and imposed
are not and should not be the preserve of libertarian
zealots and Covid deniers,” Britain’s Guardian
newspaper warned in March 2021. For the most
part, Europe has avoided upheaval by maintaining a
balance between the need to protect public health
and defend civil liberties.

Raul Magni-Berton, a French political scientist
who studied the COVID restrictions imposed in

around 40 European countries, cited France and
eastern European countries as having the strictest
curbs. His study showed that the countries with the
greatest respect for individual freedoms were the
oldest continuous democracies, such as Britain or
Switzerland. His research also concluded that
restrictions tend to be lighter in countries with
coalition governments like the Netherlands or
where power is shared between the central govern-
ment and regions like federal Germany. “How many
people are you forced to negotiate with? That’s the
question,” Magni-Berton said. —AFP

Measures targeting unvaccinated could ‘exacerbate existing inequalities’

Health first, freedom second? How
COVID is changing democracies

BREST, France: This file photo taken on Aug 7, 2021 shows a protestor holding a QR code sign during a
demonstration against the mandatory COVID-19 health pass to access most of the public space. —AFP

Bolsonaro starts
annus horribilis
with health scare
RIO DE JANEIRO: It was already shaping up to
be a tough year for Brazi l ian President Jair
Bolsonaro, with his popularity at an all-time low
nine months from elections, the economy in reces-
sion and COVID-19 surging. Then the far-right
leader had his New Year beach vacation come
crashing to an end with an emergency flight to the
hospital  for a partial ly blocked intestine.
Bolsonaro, 66, was discharged Wednesday, after
the blockage came free without the surgery he
initially said might be needed.

But the health scare underlined the fragile state
he appears to be in as he starts the final year of his

term, and the countdown to elections that polls
currently place him on track to lose badly to leftist
ex-president Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva. The coron-
avirus Bolsonaro dismissed as a “little flu” has
claimed nearly 620,000 lives in Brazil, second only
to the United States, and cases are soaring again.

The economy he vowed to revive is meanwhile in
recession, weighed down by inflation that has gone
from 3.75 percent when he took office on Jan 1, 2019
to a painful 10.74 percent today. Three years in, the
man dubbed the “Tropical Trump” can claim few
accomplishments, beyond keeping his hardline base
riled up with constant attacks on the “communist” left,
“gender ideology,” Congress and the Supreme Court,
not to mention face masks, vaccines and other sci-
ence-based measures against COVID-19.

“I don’t know what’s going to rescue Jair
Bolsonaro,” said Latin America expert Brian Winter,
editor-in-chief of Americas Quarterly. “It’s hard to
imagine what could happen on the economic front
that would change enough voters’ minds to allow him

to be reelected,” he told AFP. “Brazilians are just so
fatigued and angry.” —AFP
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Isolation, innovation:
Two years of the
COVID-19 pandemic
PARIS: Two years ago, a previously unknown virus
plunged humanity into an unprecedented global crisis that
has transformed our daily lives - and significantly expand-
ed scientific knowledge.

In the air
In the early months of the pandemic, the prevailing sci-

entific advice was that frequent handwashing would help
stop the spread of COVID-19. Health authorities urged
people not to touch their faces with soiled hands and
shared techniques on how to apply soap, while in many
countries hand sanitizers became ubiquitous. But as the
pandemic wore on and scientists were able to study real
world examples of how the virus spread-at a choir practice,
in a bus or across a restaurant - a consensus emerged that
this disease was largely transmitted through the air.

The virus travels in clouds of particles that we emit
when we breathe and especially when we speak, shout or
sing. In a closed and poorly ventilated room, these aerosols
can float and drift in the air for a long time, greatly increas-
ing the risk of infection. But the importance of good ventila-
tion to disperse these contaminated clouds - like clearing
cigarette smoke - is not always well understood by the gen-
eral public.

“There was a communication error: we scientists were
not clear enough about ventilation,” said Arnaud Fontanet,
of France’s Scientific Council, a body that guides govern-
ment policy. “When scientists talk about protective meas-
ures, we have to make it clear to people that ventilation is a
part of it,” he told AFP.

Flip-flop on face coverings
As a direct result of the awareness of aerosol transmis-

sion, the discourse on masks has radically changed in two
years. Initially, the World Health Organization (WHO) and
many governments insisted that masks should only be used
by caregivers, patients and their close relatives and not by
the general public. But many supporters of generalized
mask wearing saw that as a way to conserve limited sup-
plies and prevent a shortage for caregivers.

By spring 2020, there was an abrupt policy change and
the mask became an essential tool in the fight against the
pandemic, becoming mandatory in some places. As more
contagious variants have emerged, people have been
advised to ditch their simpler fabric masks in favor of the
super filtration of surgical masks. And with the surge of the
extremely contagious Omicron variant, many scientists are
now advising people to wear even more protective masks
like the FFP2 or N95 when in crowded indoor spaces.

Vaccines: A game changer
The coronavirus has claimed millions of lives around the

world since it first emerged two years ago, but that toll
would have been far higher if it had not been for vaccines
developed in record time. Against all expectations, the pan-
demic showed that it is possible to design new vaccines
against an unprecedented disease, and then start adminis-
tering them worldwide in less than a year. In the past, that
process typically took 10 times longer. 

Just over a year after the start of the global vaccination
campaign, around half of the planet’s population is fully vac-
cinated against COVID-19, according to the University of
Oxford’s website Our World in Data. However, the vaccine
rollout has confirmed fears that protection against the virus
would be mired in inequalities between rich and poor coun-
tries. WHO chief Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus wants 70
percent of the world’s population to be vaccinated by July
and has called for an end to vaccine hoarding by richer
nations. —AFP
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Work, school and
play: How COVID
reshaped our world
PARIS: The most basic everyday activities, from
working to shopping and going to school, have com-
pletely transformed during the Covid-19 pandemic,
and may never be the same again. As the world
marks nearly two years since China announced the
first death from COVID-19 - a 61-year-old man in
Wuhan - on Jan 11, 2020, here’s a look at how our
lives have been fundamentally altered by the virus.

WFH
As the virus marched across the globe, govern-

ments ordered citizens to stay inside-forcing billions
of people to hastily set up home offices. Remote
working, working from home (WFH) all quickly
became staples in our new pandemic vernacular. Even
as lockdowns eased, working from home at least some
of the time has remained the norm for many.

In 2021, the percentage of people working remote-
ly hit 32 percent, up from just 17 percent in 2019,
according to consulting firm Gartner. For others, the
pandemic prompted a change of jobs or demands for
better conditions. In the United States, tens of thou-
sands of workers from hospitals to Hollywood walked

off the job last year in a movement dubbed
“Striketober” to protest long hours and poor pay.

E-commerce boom
With billions bunkered down at home, businesses

of all kinds had to quickly pivot, and online sales for
everything from groceries to meals, clothes and fur-
niture rapidly boomed. Online sales rose 38 percent
in the first third of 2021 compared to the same peri-
od a year before, according to the Adobe Digital
Economy Index. It even brought some shoppers
online for the first time who aren’t likely to leave
soon, Gaelle Le Floch of consulting firm Kantar told
AFP. “We saw new customers, more senior citizens,
who became regular shoppers,” she said.

Planes, trains and... bicycles
Between border closures and travel restrictions,

the tourism sector was pummeled by the pandemic.
Experts warn the air and rail industries may not
return to normal before 2024. Air travel was worst
affected, with worldwide traffic dropping by two-
thirds in 2020. By the end of 2021, it had only
reached half of 2019 levels as travel restrictions
remained in place in many countries.

Even as travel picked up following initial lockdowns,
chaos remains the norm in airports as passengers line
up to show vaccine passes or negative COVID tests.
Cities around the world also saw a drop in public
transportation such as trains over fears of the virus
spreading and as more people stayed home. Cycling

grew in popularity - but so did commuting by car.

Zoom learning
As adults stayed home to work, so too did stu-

dents, with hundreds of millions of children and teens
suddenly logging onto Zoom and other platforms for
online classes. UNESCO, the UN’s culture and edu-
cation authority, has called the pandemic the worst-
ever education crisis. School systems in most coun-
tries saw at least some period of complete closure.
The worst impacts have been in low- and middle-
income countries where 53 percent of children
already suffered from a lack of access to schooling.
That proportion could increase to 70 percent,
according to the World Bank. In some parts of the
world-including Brazil, Pakistan, India, South Africa
and Mexico - a significant drop in math and reading
skills has been reported.

Hunger and healthcare
The pandemic has led to the greatest rise in hunger

worldwide in 15 years, according to the UN’s Food and
Agriculture Organization (FAO). The number of people
who do not have enough to eat increased 18 percent
over the last year, the agency said. The problem extend-
ed beyond food access, as an additional 20 million peo-
ple fell into extreme poverty in 2021, according to UN
agency OCHA. The pandemic also plunged health sys-
tems into chaos and slowed progress on campaigns to
eradicate other diseases ravaging the world’s poorest
populations, such as HIV and tuberculosis.  —AFP

SAO PAULO: Brazil’s President Jair Bolsonaro is seen
next to a doctor during a press conference at the Vila
Nova Star Hospital after he was discharged on
Wednesday. —AFP

France gives initial
nod to vaccine pass
after Macron furor
PARIS: France’s lower house of parliament yesterday
passed in a first reading a bill further tightening
COVID measures, after three days of tense debates
fueled by President Emmanuel Macron’s warning that
he wanted to “piss off” the unvaccinated. The bill
would require a full course of vaccination against
COVID-19 to enjoy basic parts of life including inter-
city train travel, attending cultural events or eating
out. A recent test or proof of recovery would no
longer be valid.

The legislation was expected to pass relatively
smoothly through parliament with support from the
right-wing opposition. But it was initially blocked this
week when deputies managed to defeat the govern-

ment on a procedural vote. Discussions were suspend-
ed again in the early hours of Wednesday after a
furore caused by Macron’s comments that he would
“piss off... until the end” the unvaccinated.

The text was passed just after 5:30 am (0430
GMT) yesterday by the National Assembly at 214
votes for and 93 against, with 27 abstentions. It will
now go to the Senate, the upper house dominated by
the right-wing opposition that is expected to make
amendments. That could put into question the govern-
ment’s target date of January 15 for implementing the
new vaccine pass. Prime Minister Jean Castex told
BFM television he “hoped very much” that the Jan 15
date could still be kept.

French media have speculated whether Macron
intended to cause the controversy with coarse lan-
guage, which was seized on by his rivals in the 2022
presidential election campaign. Around 53 percent
of French were shocked by Macron’s comments,
while 47 percent were not, according to an Elabe
poll published Wednesday. Castex expressed no
regret over Macron’s use of language. “That there

has been a storm in certain circles, I don’t doubt and
I see it myself. But the president can sometimes say
things out loud that many, many people quietly
think,” he said. —AFP

PARIS: Members of the public queue outside a phar-
macy to receive COVID-19 antigen tests yesterday as
coronavirus cases soar in Europe. —AFP


