
HONIARA, Solomon Islands: A top US diplomat
warned Pacific Islands of a new struggle against violent
power-hungry regimes Sunday, as she visited the
Solomon Islands to mark the 80th anniversary of World
War II’s Battle of Guadalcanal.

With China’s military conducting drills around
Taiwan and Russia bombarding Ukraine, Deputy
Secretary of State Wendy Sherman hit out at a new
crop of world leaders reviving “bankrupt” ideas about
the use of force-without mentioning any countries.

Attending a dawn memorial service in the Solomon
Islands, Sherman said “some around the world” had for-
gotten the cost of war, or were ignoring the lessons of
the past. She hit out at “leaders who believe that coer-
cion, pressure, and violence are tools to be used with
impunity”, but did not specify any names during her
speech at the service. The battle of Guadalcanal was a
turning point in World War II. The brutal seven-month
land, sea and air fight between Allied and Japanese
forces killed tens of thousands of troops-most Japanese.

Painting the situation today as carrying faint echoes of
the fight against Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan in
the 1930-40s, the State Department number two urged
the region to push back.

“We remember how bankrupt, how empty, such
views were then, and remain today,” she said. “Today

we are once again engaged in a different kind of strug-
gle-a struggle that will go on for some time to come.”
Sherman’s trip comes as the United States tries to
rebuild diplomatic relations in the Pacific, where China
is growing stronger and democratic alliances have fal-
tered.

Sogavare no-show 
Nowhere is the United States’s waning regional

influence more evident than in the Solomon Islands. The
government of Prime Minister Manasseh Sogavare
recently signed a secretive security pact with Beijing,
moved to curb press freedoms, and suggested delaying
elections.

Sherman, again without mentioning names, told her
hosts: “It is up to us to decide if we want to continue
having societies where people are free to speak their
minds.” It is time, she said, to decide “if we want to have
governments that are transparent and accountable to
their people”.

Sogavare was slated to attend the ceremony,
appearing on the event programme, but was a no-show.
He did, however, meet Sherman later, for what she
described as “wide-ranging” talks.

As well as warnings, Sherman said Washington wants
to increase cooperation with the “absolutely critical”
Pacific island nations, including by opening embassies in
Tonga, Kiribati, and the Solomon Islands.

As part of the charm offensive, US President Joe
Biden is also expected to invite Pacific Island leaders to
the White House for a September summit. Solomon
Islands police and security minister Anthony Veke wel-
comed what he termed US “re-engagement” with the
country and the region. But he called on Washington to
launch a “scaled-up effort” to remove unexploded
WWII ordnance that continues to injure and kill
Solomon Islanders to this day. — AFP
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HONIARA, Solomon Islands: (L-R) Japan’s State Minister of Defence Makoto Oniki, Japan’s Chief of Staff, Joint Staff
General Koji Yamazaki, US Ambassador to Australia Caroline Kennedy and Australian Minister for International
Development and the Pacific, and the Minister for Defence Industry, Pat Conroy pose for pictures during a ceremony
marking the 80th anniversary of the Battle of Guadalcanal at Skyline Ridge in Honiara on the Solomon Islands on
August 7, 2022. — AFP

It is up to 
us to decide

Kenya campaign ends
but disinformation
battle drags on

NAIROBI, Kenya: The campaign for Kenya’s presi-
dential election has officially closed but the relentless-
and dangerous-flow of disinformation continues
online, as keyboard warriors battle to discredit rivals
by sharing fake rigging claims, experts say.

Campaigners for the frontrunners, Deputy
President William Ruto and veteran politician Raila
Odinga, are circulating dozens of posts claiming that
their opponent is engaged in “vote rigging plots”, said
Benedict Manzin, a sub-Saharan Africa analyst at UK-
based intelligence firm Sibylline.

“We are increasingly seeing false information which
seeks to delegitimise the results of the election with
widespread claims that the opposing side would only
win through fraud and that they are attempting to steal
the election,” Manzin told AFP. In one case, a strategist
for Ruto’s campaign accused Odinga’s team of trying
to rig Tuesday’s poll because the 77-year-old urged
the election commission to use a manual voter register
instead of a digital one.

Meanwhile a pro-Odinga blogger tweeted that
Ruto was attempting to steal the election, sharing a
link to an unrelated video-since taken down-of a
politician discussing an old scandal.

Mary Blankenship, a disinformation researcher at
the University of Nevada, said the circulation of base-
less fraud claims could cause real harm, especially in a
country where past polls have been followed by an
eruption of violence.

“It creates an avenue for either of the candidates to
discredit the outcome of the polls, which could lead to
unrest,” Blankenship told AFP. She likened the situation
to the 2020 US election when former president Donald
Trump’s fraud claims culminated in an attack on the US
Capitol by his supporters.

More than 1,100 people died in politically motivat-
ed inter-ethnic clashes in Kenya following the bitterly
disputed 2007 elections. A decade later, dozens died
during a police crackdown on protests after the 2017
presidential poll which was later annulled by the
Supreme Court due to “irregularities and illegalities”.

Fabricated opinion polls 
Fact-checking organisations-including AFP Fact

Check-have debunked hundreds of false and mislead-
ing claims about the Kenyan elections. Both sides have
sought to cast aspersions on their opponent’s educa-
tional qualifications, claiming that Odinga lied about

studying engineering in Germany and that Ruto falsi-
fied his university grades.

These claims were debunked by fact-checkers but
trended on Twitter for days. Mainstream media organi-
sations have also been dragged into the fray, with
impostor websites and social media pages mimicking
genuine outlets used to spread falsehoods about can-
didates.

“We are constantly having to issue alerts to say this
did not originate from our company,” said Citizen TV
editor Waihiga Mwaura. Fraudulent opinion polls have
emerged as a major trend, with campaigners falsely
attributing them to legitimate sources such as survey
company GeoPoll and The Daily Nation newspaper.

There are “efforts to make different leaders look
even more popular than they are, to create the impres-
sion they are winning the elections,” said Nic
Cheeseman, a political scientist with the University of
Birmingham.

“The main misinformation and disinformation we
have seen in 2022 is quite similar to the 2017 elec-
tions,” Cheeseman told AFP, referring to “negative eth-
nic stereotyping” among other tactics. An undercover
expose by UK media revealed that British consulting
firm Cambridge Analytica used the personal data of
millions of Facebook users to target political ads-
including some that preyed on ethnic fears-during
President Uhuru Kenyatta’s successful campaigns in
2013 and 2017.

Coded language 
Kenyan civil society groups and a state watchdog

have warned that the barrage of disinformation poses
a risk to democracy and called on social media plat-
forms to act. The authorities have also set up a special
division to handle “election and hate speech-related
offences”.

“Part of what this misinformation and disinformation
does is that it plays into the stereotypes, preconceived
notions and the emotional aspect of voters,” said Mark
Kaigwa, team leader at StopReflectVerify.com, a
Kenyan organisation analysing disinformation.

“It is a way to energise people and rally them emo-
tionally.” While platforms like Facebook and TikTok
say they are committed to rooting out disinformation
and hate speech, observers are sceptical, not least
because election influencers rely on codewords to
amplify their messages.

“There is a lot of coded language... being used to
mask or ensure that these social media platforms don’t
identify such type of hate speech,” said Allan Cheboi, a
senior investigator at Code for Africa, a data journal-
ism and civic technology initiative.

For instance, some campaigners use the Swahili
word “madoadoa” (“blemish”) to attack members of
various communities in Kenya, Cheboi told AFP.
“Incitement starts online then results (in) violence in
offline spaces,” he said. — AFP

Cuba seeks help to 
contain depot fire 
HAVANA: Cuba asked for help Saturday to contain a
massive fire at a fuel depot that has left at least one
person dead, 121 people injured and 17 firefighters
missing. Some 1,900 people have been evacuated from
the affected area, according to officials from the west-
ern Matanzas province, where lightning struck a fuel
tank late Friday, triggering an explosion.

Provincial health official Luis Armando Wong told a
press conference Saturday evening a first body had
been recovered at the site. Five people were critically
injured, according to an update by the Cuban presi-
dency on Twitter, with three others in a very serious
condition in hospital.

The wounded included Energy Minister Livan
Arronte. The president’s office said 17 firefighters were
missing, those “who were closest” to the fire in an
industrial zone of Matanzas, a city some 100 kilome-
ters (62 miles) east of Havana.

“Cuba requested help and advice from friendly
countries with experience in fuel” to help put out the
fire, the presidency added in a statement. Later in the
day, President Miguel Diaz-Canel expressed thanks to
the governments of Mexico, Venezuela, Russia,
Nicaragua, Argentina and Chile, “which have promptly
offered material aid.”

“We also appreciate the offer of technical advice
from the US,” he added. The US embassy in Havana
said on Twitter: “We want to make clear that US law
authorizes US entities and organizations to provide
disaster relief and response in Cuba.” The United
States has had sanctions against the one-party
Communist state for six decades.

‘The sky was yellow’ 
The fire broke out after a bolt of lightning struck a

tank Friday at the depot on the outskirts of Matanzas,
a city of 140,000 people. By the early hours of
Saturday, the fire had spread to a second tank, causing

another blast and sending a huge plume of black
smoke into the sky.

Helicopters were hard at work fighting the blaze on
Saturday, with ambulances, water tanks and cranes at
the scene. Exhausted firefighters were gathered at the
plant, waiting to enter to look for their comrades who
seemingly could not escape the second explosion.

“We felt the blast, like a shock wave that pushed
you back,” Laura Martinez, a resident of La Ganadera,
near the disaster zone, told AFP. Upon hearing the first
explosion, 32-year-old Yuney Hernandez and her chil-
dren fled their home just two kilometers from the
depot. They returned a few hours later.

Then, they heard more blasts in the early morning
hours, “like pieces of the tank were falling,” she said.
Ginelva Hernandez, 33, said she, her husband and three
children were asleep when the explosions rang out.

“We threw ourselves out of bed; when we went out
to the street, the sky was yellow,” she told AFP. “The
fear of people on the street is uncontrollable,” she
added.

‘Could take time’ 
Diaz-Canel said extinguishing the blaze “could take

time,” while Asbel Leal, director of the Cupet state oil
company, said the country had never experienced a
fire “of the magnitude we have today.” According to
Cupet, the first tank contained about 26,000 cubic
meters of crude, about half its capacity, when it was
struck by lightning. The second contained 52,000
cubic meters of fuel oil. Official newspaper Granma
reported the fire was likely due to “a fault in the light-
ning-rod system, which could not withstand the ener-
gy from the electrical discharge.”

The depot supplies the Antonio Guiteras thermo-
electric plant, the largest in Cuba, but service to the
plant has not been interrupted, the official said. The
disaster comes at a time when the island-with an out-
dated energy network and persistent fuel shortages-
has faced mounting difficulties in meeting increased
energy demands amid severe summer heat.

Since May, authorities have imposed energy black-
outs of up to 12 hours a day in some regions-sparking
at least 20 protests around the Portugal-sized nation
of 11 million people. — AFP

NAIROBI, Kenya: Kenya’s Azimio La Umoja Party (One Kenya Coalition Party) presidential candidate Raila Odinga (C), his
wife Ida Odinga (C-R), and his running mate Martha Karua (C-L) attend an interfaith prayer at Kenya International
Conference Centre in Nairobi. — AFP

Mortar fire hits 
Somalia capital 
MOGADISHU, Somalia: Mortar shells struck resi-
dential neighbourhoods near the presidential palace
in Somalia’s capital Mogadishu on Sunday shortly
after parliament convened to approve the country’s
recently appointed cabinet, underlining the security
challenges confronting the new government.

In addition to a looming famine, the Horn of
Africa nation also faces a grinding Islamist insur-
gency, with Al-Shabaab militants ratcheting up their
attacks in recent months. On Sunday, as parliament
met to approve Prime Minister Hamza Abdi Barre’s
75-member cabinet, which includes a former Al-
Shabaab deputy leader, several rounds of mortar
shells landed near the presidential palace, according

to a security official and a witness. “We have no
recorded casualties so far as investigations are
ongoing,” district security official Mohamed
Abdifatah said. One of the rounds damaged a med-
ical facility in the area, according to an onlooker.

“One of the mortar rounds struck in the midst of
the Xararyaale intersection and another hit a hospi-
tal close by,” Abdikadir Yare, a witness, said. There
was no immediate claim of responsibility for the
attack, which came weeks after recently elected
President Hassan Sheikh Mohamud hinted at his
government’s willingness to negotiate with Al-
Shabaab, saying it would only happen when the
time is right.

A total of 229 legislators voted in favour of the
new cabinet, with seven votes against and one
abstention. Former Al-Shabaab deputy leader and
spokesman Muktar Robow, who once had a $5-mil-
lion US bounty on his head, will be the country’s
new religion minister.—AFP

MATANZAS: View of the massive fire at a fuel depot, sparked overnight by a lightning strike, in Matanzas, in western Cuba.
Cuba asked for help Saturday to contain the massive fire that left 77 people injured and 17 firefighters missing. — AFP


