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 hand, with their meagre belongings crammed into 

plastic bags as they queued up to be registered after 
they got off the plane. 

“We are back in our blessed country after six 
months in prison,” rejoiced Medina, a 28-year-old 
woman who was among those coming off the plane. 
“But many of our brothers continue to suffer espe-
cially in the men’s prisons,” she added. The Ethiopian 
foreign ministry has said it will repatriate about 
100,000 of its citizens from Saudi Arabia over the 
next seven to 11 months, under an agreement recently 
signed between the two countries. 

Wednesday’s returnees “were assisted and regis-
tered by IOM staff and offered, among others, food, 
temporary accommodation, medical help and coun-
selling services,” the UN migration agency said in its 
statement. “These are our citizens,” said Hana 
Yeshingus, a representative of the Ethiopian ministry 
of Women and Children. “Our citizens have come 
back home” after going through a very painful time, 
she added. 

The IOM stressed that “meeting the needs of the 

100,000 returnees is going to be an enormous chal-
lenge for the government, IOM, and partners”. Over 
the last four years Saudi Arabia “has returned nearly 
352,000 Ethiopians back home,” it added.  —  AFP 
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TOKYO: Thousands of lives could be saved as Japan 
begins to actively promote the HPV vaccine-which can 
prevent cervical cancer-after a decade of misinformation 
and weak policy left inoculation rates dismally low, advo-
cates say. The percentage of teenage girls getting the 
human papillomavirus (HPV) vaccine has been close to 
zero since the country’s 2013 decision not to promote 
the jab as panic erupted over alleged side effects. But 
from Friday, authorities will actively recommend and 
share information about the vaccine, which is free for 
girls aged 12-16 in Japan and has been found safe in 
extensive trials. 

“Finally we can protect the lives of young women,” 
ruling party politician Junko Mihara, a former vice health 
minister and cervical cancer survivor, told AFP. Even 
then, “we will lose so many lives because of the past 
eight years,” she said. Nearly always caused by sexually-
transmitted HPV, cervical cancer is the fourth most com-
mon type of the disease in women globally. In Japan, 
around 10,000 women develop cervical cancer each 
year, and it causes nearly 3,000 deaths. 

Yet the World Health Organization regards the dis-
ease as “preventable and curable” and has outlined a 
strategy to eliminate it, which includes having 90 percent 
of girls inoculated by the age of 15 by 2030. More than 
100 countries have started using the vaccine, including 
Britain, where cervical cancer cases have already plum-
meted among women who received the jab, according to 
a recent study in The Lancet medical journal. 

 
Misinformation  

When Japan added the HPV vaccine to its national 
program of routine inoculations in April 2013, initial 
uptake from the target group, girls aged 12-16, was 

around 70 percent. But the government stopped actively 
promoting the jab just two months later, as sensationalist 
reports of alleged harmful side effects spread fear 
among the public. It was still available for free, but with-
out official endorsement, take-up soon dropped to less 
than one percent. “The health ministry placed more 
emphasis on public opinion than scientific evidence,” 
said Kanako Inaba, a gynecologist who runs an organi-
zation providing information on the HPV vaccine. 

This week’s policy shift follows years of campaigning 
by medics and advocates like Mihara, a former actress 
who went into politics in 2010 to advocate for the new 
HPV vaccine. But she struggled to battle misinformation, 
with media reports failing to make clear the difference 
between health problems that occurred after vaccination, 
and side effects directly linked to the jab. Families gave 
emotional accounts on TV claiming the HPV vaccine had 
left their daughters unable to walk, and pro-vaccine 
campaigners like Mihara found themselves the target of 
angry abuse. 

 
‘Not afraid’  

“People came to my office, and faxes kept coming,” 
she recalled. While there have been concerns over 
Japanese vaccine hesitancy in the past, the success of 
the country’s Covid-19 vaccine drive-with 80 percent of 
the population double-jabbed-shows how influential 
government policy can be, according to Inaba. “The gov-
ernment should have also taken a firm stance on the HPV 
vaccine, by providing evidence,” like they did with the 
Covid vaccine, the doctor said. Now, as more HPV shots 
are given, healthcare workers should “understand that 
girls might be anxious” about side-effects, and “provide 
information in an empathetic way,” she added. 

A 2020 study in The Lancet predicted that Japan’s 
“HPV vaccine crisis” could result in an additional 5,000 
cervical cancer deaths among girls born between 1994 
and 2007, compared to if uptake had remained at 70 
percent. The health ministry is trying to minimize the 
damage by offering free HPV vaccines to women who 
missed the shot over the past nine years, when they were 

of target age. 
University student Utako Kawakami, 20, wishes she 

had been vaccinated before becoming sexually active. 
Her mother was wary about giving her the shot as a teen 
due to media reports, although she has now changed her 
mind. Kawakami got her second HPV vaccine dose last 
year, however, and told AFP she “wasn’t afraid”. —AFPt 

Vaccine is free for girls aged 12-16 in Japan 

‘Finally we can protect women’:  
Japan’s HPV vaccine battle

TOKYO: This picture shows junior high school students returning home from school in Tokyo. —AFP

World Bank urges  
support for poor  
as food prices soar 

 
DUBAI: A senior World Bank official called for more 
support for poor people globally Thursday as the 
war in Ukraine sends food prices soaring. Developing 
and import-dependent countries have been heavily 
impacted by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine-the two 
countries that account for more than a quarter of the 
world’s annual wheat sales. “It’s not so much about 
food availability,” Mari Pangestu, the World Bank’s 
managing director for development policy, told AFP 
during Middle East and North Africa Climate Week 
in Dubai. “The production at the moment is adequate, 
whether we’re talking about wheat, rice or maize, 
which are the main food products. 

“It’s more about affordability. Apart from making 
sure the flow of goods and fertilizers are not imped-
ed, we really need to make sure that affordability of 
food for the poor households is also going to be 
addressed.” Net food importers will suffer the most 
from the economic repercussions of the war, 
according to the United Nations Conference on 

Trade and Development, which lists 36 countries as 
highly dependent on wheat imports from Ukraine 
and Russia-mostly in Africa and the Middle East. 
Among those affected are Egypt, Lebanon, Tunisia 
and war-torn Yemen, whose humanitarian crisis is 
already considered the world’s worst. 

 
Rising climate risks  

Supply chain problems caused by the COVID 
pandemic have quickly worsened since the invasion, 
further adding to the price of food. The cost of 
freight has shot up by 34 percent since Russia 
invaded Ukraine on February 24, according to UNC-
TAD. Pangestu, a former Indonesian trade minister, 
said it was important to maintain and expand pro-
grams to provide food support, especially in the face 
of rising climate risks. “This really means social pro-
tection schemes in countries which are the most 
affected-to be able to provide support to the poor 
households... and then for the farmers, to make sure 
they can get access to fertilizers and inputs (so) they 
can produce for the next season,” she said. 

Pangestu was speaking after an International 
Monetary Fund report released on Wednesday 
found temperatures in the Middle East and Central 
Asia have risen 1.5 degrees Celsius (2.7 Fahrenheit) 
since the 1990s, twice the global average. It 
warned that the region is on the “frontlines” of the 

climate crisis, with food security and public health 
in danger, and increased risks of poverty and con-
flict. “The fall in food production in (the Middle 
East) region has been an issue related to climate 
change even before the (current) crisis,” Pangestu 
said, urging governments to focus on sustainable 
agriculture practices to address food security 
longer-term. —AFP

Nine foreign judges 
to stay on Hong 
Kong’s top court 

 
HONG KONG: Nine foreign judges from Britain, 
Australia and Canada confirmed Thursday they will 
stay on Hong Kong’s top court after two senior British 
justices resigned to avoid endorsing China’s crack-
down on political freedoms in the financial hub. Judges 
from common law jurisdictions are invited to sit as 
non-permanent members at Hong Kong’s top court, 
which is separate from mainland China’s opaque, par-
ty-controlled legal system.  

UK Supreme Court President Robert Reed and fel-
low judge Patrick Hodge resigned from the Hong Kong 
Court of Final Appeal on Wednesday, saying the gov-
ernment had “departed from values of political free-
dom and freedom of expression”. Nine of the ten 
remaining overseas judges-who unlike Reed and 
Hodge are retired-have said they will remain, including 
five from the UK, three from Australia and one from 
Canada. British judge Robert Walker is yet to declare 
his decision. 

The five British judges who will stay are Leonard 
Hoffman, Jonathan Sumption, Lawrence Collins and 
two former presidents of the UK Supreme Court, 
Nicholas Phillips and David Neuberger. In a joint 
statement sent to AFP, the five British judges said they 
were “entirely satisfied” with the independence and 
integrity of the Court of Final Appeal. “At a critical 
time in the history of Hong Kong, it is more than ever 
important to support the work of its appellate courts 
in their task of maintaining the rule of law and review-
ing the acts of the executive,” they said. 

Australian judges William Gummow, Anthony 
Murray Gleeson and Robert French as well as former 
Canadian chief justice Beverley McLachlin would also 
retain their seats.  

“We do not intend to resign and we support the 
judges of the Court of Final Appeal in their commit-
ment to judicial independence,” Gummow, Gleeson 
and French told AFP in a joint statement. 

McLachlin also told Canada’s Globe and Mail 
newspaper that said she would remain. City leader 
Carrie Lam described the resignations on Thursday as 
a “political plot” by the British government which has 
repeatedly criticised China’s clampdown in Hong 
Kong. “I remain very confident that we still have very 
fine judges in the judiciary, both local and from over-
seas. Hong Kong will continue to benefit significantly,” 
she told reporters. —AFP 

Biden set to order 
record release of  
US oil reserves 

 
WASHINGTON: President Joe Biden was expected 
Thursday to announce the release of a record mil-
lion barrels of oil a day from US strategic stockpiles 
in a dramatic attempt to cushion the political fallout 
from soaring crude prices due to Russia’s invasion 
of Ukraine. Multiple US media reports said Biden’s 
plan could see the US drawing from the Strategic 
Petroleum Reserve for as long as 180 days, dumping 
a significant amount of supply onto the overheated 
global oil market, which has sent inflationary shock-
waves through the American economy. 

Struggling with bad poll numbers and 
November’s looming midterm elections, when 
Republicans are forecast to take over Congress 
from the Democrats, the White House is scrambling 
to find a way to show Americans that Biden has a 
solution to a problem rooted in aftershocks from the 

COVID pandemic and President Vladimir Putin’s 
brutal war. A six month release of a million barrels 
daily would be by far the largest and most sustained 
ever tapping of the stockpiles in US history. The 
release would amount to augmenting global sup-
plies by about one percent. 

The White House press office declined to con-
firm the reports. However, Biden was scheduled to 
deliver a speech on “actions to reduce the impact of 
Putin’s price hike on energy prices and lower gas 
prices at the pump for American families.” Oil prices 
fell sharply on the reports, which came as the 
OPEC+ group of petroleum exporters decided to 
raise output only modestly despite the jump in 
crude prices in the wake of key energy supplier 
Russia’s decision to invade Ukraine. 

The release would dwarf earlier uses of the 
strategic stockpile announced by the Biden 
administration in tandem with other countries on 
March 1 following the Russian invasion, and also 
last year in response to rising inflation. Despite a 
strongly rebounding economy and rapidly reced-
ing Covid-19 pandemic, Biden is getting little 
credit from voters, who instead blame him for ris-
ing prices everywhere from the supermarket to 

car dealerships.  
Supply chain snags related to the different pace 

of economic recoveries around the world are part of 
the inflation phenomenon. Also underlying the polit-
ically perilous trend, however, are ever higher fuel 
costs, which in turn push up prices for transport of 
almost all goods. And for US motorists, the price 
shock as they fill cars in gasoline stations is a con-
stant irritation. “I did this,” reads a sticker featuring 
a picture of Biden that has been fixed next to pump 
handles in many stations. 

Gasoline prices currently stand at an average of 
$4.23 a gallon, up 47 percent from their level a year 
ago. The price of US benchmark West Texas 
Intermediate was down 4.6 percent to $102.89 a 
barrel, while Brent oil futures were down 5.5 per-
cent at $107.20 a barrel. Oil prices surged close to 
$140 a barrel in March on worries about lost 
Russia crude supply as some “self sanctioning” oil 
buyers shunned Russian crude in the wake of inter-
national sanctions on Moscow. Prices have retreat-
ed somewhat since the United States banned 
Russian energy imports on March 8, but have lin-
gered above $100 a barrel most of the subsequent 
period. —AFP 

Ethiopians 
repatriated...

ISLAMABAD: Prime Minister Imran Khan on Thursday 
accused the United States of meddling in Pakistan’s pol-
itics as a debate on a no-confidence motion against him 
in parliament was postponed. No Pakistan premier has 
ever seen out a full term, and Khan is facing the biggest 
challenge to his rule since being elected in 2018, with 
opponents accusing him of economic mismanagement 
and foreign-policy bungling. 

The government is also battling to contain a rise in 
militancy by the Pakistan Taliban, which on Wednesday 
announced an offensive against security forces during 
Ramadan, due to begin within days with the sighting of 
the next new moon. Fighting for his political life, Khan 
addressed the nation late Thursday, appearing to blun-
der when he named the United States as the origin of a 
“message” he said showed meddling in Pakistan’s affairs. 

“America has - oh, not America but a foreign country 
I can’t name. I mean from a foreign country, we received 
a message,” he said. Local media have reported the 
message was in a briefing letter from Pakistan’s ambas-
sador to Washington recording a senior US official 
telling him they felt relations would be better if Khan left 
office. “They say that ‘our anger will vanish if Imran 
Khan loses this no-confidence vote’,” he said. 

Khan first raised the issue Sunday - citing an 

unnamed “foreign power” - at a huge rally of his sup-
porters in the capital, Islamabad, capping weeks of 
political turmoil since the opposition raised the idea of a 
no-confidence vote. He has long complained that 
Pakistan was asked to sacrifice too much in joining 
Washington’s “war on terror”, launched in the aftermath 
of the 9/11 attacks, with too little recognition or reward. 
“Has anyone said ‘thank you Pakistan’ for what we did?” 
he asked in Thursday’s address. 

Khan spoke off-the-cuff for around 45 minutes, 
touching on several favorite topics including his efforts 
to get Islamophobia recognized as a global threat, and 
charting an independent path for Pakistan on the world 
stage. Khan raised Western ire by visiting Moscow the 
day Russia invaded Ukraine, but he defended the trip, 
saying: “Even European leaders went to Russia, but 
Pakistan in particular is asked ‘why did you go’ as if we 
are their servants.” 

Debate on the no-confidence motion was due to 
start Thursday, but the deputy speaker - from Khan’s 
party - suspended proceedings when legislators 
declined to first address other items on the agenda. 
“The deputy speaker has once again dishonored the 
parliamentary norms by not allowing the agenda item 
for a debate,” opposition leader Shahbaz Sharif, tipped 
to replace Khan if he goes, told reporters. 

Parliament will sit again on Sunday morning. Khan’s 
Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf party (PTI) effectively lost its 
majority in the 342-member National Assembly 
Wednesday when a coalition partner said its seven law-
makers would vote with the opposition. — AFP 

Pak PM slams 
US meddling

An Ethiopian woman repatriated from Saudi Arabia 
reacts as she disembarks from the airplane. — AFP 


