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World governments should minimize the impact 

of the food crisis by providing frontline healthcare 
to their poorest communities, who will be the most 
vulnerable, said the British former banker who now 
heads the $4 billion fund. “That means focusing on 
primary healthcare so the healthcare that is deliv-
ered in the villages, in the communities. Hospitals 
are important but when you are faced with this kind 
of challenge, the most important thing is primary 
healthcare.” 

The battle to contain the spread of coronavirus 
has taken resources away from the fight against 
tuberculosis, which killed 1.5 million people in 2020, 
according to World Health Organization data . “It’s 
been a disaster for TB,” said Sands. “In 2020 you 

saw globally 1.5 million people less getting treated 
for TB and tragically that means several hundreds of 
thousands of people will die but also that those 
people will infect other people.” 

The health expert said solving the food crisis was 
now paramount in aiding the treatment of the 
world’s second-deadliest infectious disease. The 
West and Ukraine accuse Russia of trying to pres-
sure them into concessions by blockading vital 
grain exports to increase fears of global famine. 
Moscow has countered by saying that it is Western 
sanctions that are to blame for shortfalls in the 
Middle East and Africa. 

Germany will host a meeting on the crisis on 
Friday under the title “Uniting for Global Food 
Security”, with US Secretary of State Antony 
Blinken among those attending. “It is the poor per-
son pandemic and because of that, it hasn’t attract-
ed the same amount of investment in research and 
development,” Sands said, referring to tuberculosis. 
“This is a tragedy because this is a disease we 
know how to prevent, how to cure, we know how to 
get rid of.” — AFP 

WAKEFIELD, United Kingdom: Britain’s belea-
guered Prime Minister Boris Johnson said Thursday 
he will not resign even if his ruling Conservatives 
lose two closely watched by-elections, including in 
a once-safe seat held by the party for more than a 
century. The Tories are tipped to lose the contests 
for the Westminster seats of Tiverton and Honiton in 
southwest England-a true blue heartland which has 
voted Conservative in every general election since 
the 1880s-and Wakefield in the north. 

The votes are being held after the constituencies’ 
former Tory MPs both resigned in disgrace.  

Tiverton and Honiton’s ex-lawmaker Neil Parish quit 
after admitting watching pornography on his phone 
in the House of Commons, while Wakefield’s Imran 
Ahmad Khan was jailed for sexually assaulting a 
teenage boy. 

The by-elections also follow months of scandals 
and setbacks that have severely dented the popu-
larity of Johnson and his party, and come just weeks 
after he narrowly survived an attempt by his own 
lawmakers to oust him as Tory leader and prime 
minister. The June 6 vote among Conservative MPs 
saw more than 40 percent of the parliamentary par-
ty desert Johnson, leaving him severely weakened 
and struggling to reset his turbulent tenure. 

As voters head to the polls the embattled UK 
leader is thousands of miles away attending a 
Commonwealth summit, from where he again insist-
ed quitting was not on his mind. “Are you crazy?” 

he replied to reporters travelling with him when 
asked if twin defeats Thursday could trigger his res-
ignation. “Governing parties generally do not win 
by-elections, particularly not in mid-term,” Johnson 
added. “I’m focused entirely on delivering on the 
agenda of this government.” 

 
‘Proven liar’  

Johnson has spent months fighting for his sur-
vival after a series of controversies including the 
“Partygate” saga led many Tories to question 
whether he should remain as leader. Various opinion 
polls have shown the public think he lied about 
COVID lockdown-breaking events at Downing 
Street and should resign. 

Even before the controversy erupted last 
December, the 58-year-old Brexit architect saw the 
loss of two once-safe seats in by-elections last year. 
He then scored dismally in May’s local elections. The 
latest potentially perilous polls opened Thursday at 
7 am (0600 GMT) and will close at 10 pm, with 
results expected in the early hours of Friday. 

The Conservatives won Tiverton and Honiton in 
2019 by more than 24,000 votes but looks set to 
switch hands following what its ex-MP Parish 
described as an indefensible moment of “total mad-
ness” watching porn in parliament. 

The small opposition Liberal Democrats are 
hopeful of success in rural Devon after overturning 
similarly large majorities in two other historically 
safe Tory seats in 2021. Wakefield, near Leeds, was 
one of dozens of so-called Labour “red wall” seats 
that Johnson took in 2019 on a promise to “get 
Brexit done” and address glaring regional economic 
inequalities. 

But it could now flip back due in part to 
Johnson’s waning popularity. Retired teacher Judy 
Froggat said local people wanted to give Johnson “a 
bloody nose”. “I’m quite incensed by a lot of the 
things that he’s done,” she told AFP after casting her 
ballot, branding the prime minister “a proven liar”. 

 
‘Disillusioned’  

The polls come with Britain gripped by 40-

year highs in inflation and a cost-of-living crisis 
that has seen prices soar for everyday essential 
such as energy, petrol and food. Strikes this 
week by railway workers-some of the biggest 
seen in Britain in decades-have added to the 
sense of crisis. 

But the Wakefield contest also comes with risks 
for Labour, which needs to secure such seats if it 
is to win the next general election due by 2024. 
Labour leader Keir Starmer, a sober-minded for-
mer lawyer who has been trying to rebuild the 
centre-left party after the shattering 2019 defeat, 
has been criticised for failing to connect with vot-
ers, particularly in its former heartlands. 

Anything less than a convincing win in 
Wakefield is likely to be seized upon by his critics 
as further evidence of his inability to complete the 
rebuild and return the party to power after 12 
years in opposition. 

Retired Wakefield resident Moretta Pullan, 79, 
said people were “disillusioned” with both of 
Britain’s main political parties, but Johnson was 
bearing the brunt of that. “So I think people are 
(at a) crossroads, really, as to who to vote for,” 
she told AFP. “We all put our hands up for Boris 
and thought he was going to be the most wonder-
ful leader we’ve ever had and lead us to the glory 
land, and he hasn’t.” — AFP

Johnson resolute as twin  
UK by-election losses loom

Tories are tipped to lose the contests for the Westminster seats 

LONDON: Handout photograph shows Britain’s Prime Minister Boris Johnson reacting during the weekly Prime 
Minister’s Questions (PMQs) session in the House of Commons, in London. — AFP

Boris struggling 
 to reset his  
turbulent tenure

ROME: An American woman has been left fearing for 
her life in Malta after suffering what seemed like a 
miscarriage but being denied an abortion due to the 
country’s strict laws, her partner said Wednesday. 

“She’s terrified,” Jay Weeldreyer told AFP by tele-
phone from a hospital on the Mediterranean island 
nation where his partner Andrea Prudente has been 
admitted. “It feels like a cruel and unusual punishment 
is being levied upon an innocent woman.” 

The couple were on holiday on Malta when 

Prudente went to hospital with heavy bleeding in her 
16th week of pregnancy. The baby was okay, but a 
day or two later, her waters broke. 

Another ultrasound showed the placenta was par-
tially detached from the uterus, although the baby had 
a heartbeat, Weeldreyer said. They were told to come 
back in 48 hours, when another ultrasound confirmed 
“the water’s gone, the baby’s.. not going to survive”, 
despite still having a heartbeat. 

Due to Malta’s total ban on abortion, however, 
doctors will not intervene, Weeldreyer said, an 
account confirmed by a non-profit group who pub-
licised the case, Doctors for Choice. So the couple 
is waiting. 

“They’re waiting for the heartbeat to stop, they’re 
waiting for Andrea to miscarry, or they’re waiting for 
her to have a life-threatening infection,” he said. 

However, he fears she would not survive something 

like sepsis, saying: “They’re playing chicken with the 
death of the mother.” Their insurance company has 
been trying to fly them out of Malta to somewhere 
doctors would be prepared to intervene. 

But he says her risk of mid-air miscarriage and 
potential complications has left nobody willing to take 
them. “Maybe we’ll be able to receive some mercy or 
grace from Malta, that would be the best thing. 
Presuming that can’t happen, we’re hopeful that she 
survives the flight,” he said. 

Catholic-majority Malta is the only country in the 
European Union that completely bans abortion, even 
when the foetus has no chance of survival. 

A member of Doctors for Choice, general practi-
tioner Natalie Psaila, confirmed the details of the US 
couple’s case, citing medical notes.  

She told AFP that the foetus has “no chance of sur-
vival”, as there is no amniotic fluid left, but said for the 

mother, “this situation is very dangerous”. 
“If she deteriorates, the doctor will consider 

breaking the law (and risk four years of prison) and 
terminate the pregnancy.” The NGO fears a repeat of 
the 2012 death in Ireland of Savita Halappanavar, a 
31-year-old who died of sepsis after a miscarriage 
when she was denied a medical abortion. 

Her death outraged public opinion and led to a 
change in the law there. 

For Weeldreyer and Prudente, there is no good 
outcome from the situation. 

Hearing the baby’s heartbeat, “your heart kind of 
leaps because you’re happy that it’s still there, you 
think, what a little fighter,” Weeldreyer said. 

“Then the reality hits that it doesn’t matter how 
much of a fighter she is, she can’t win. “And in fact the 
longer that she keeps going, every day that goes by, 
she’s exposing her mum to really serious risk.” — AFP 
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 physically assaulted by her father and uncle out-

side her school in Kuwait as another example that 
proves her point. 

The criminal court in July 2021 sentenced the 
suspect to death after convicting him of the kidnap 
and murder of Farah Hamzah Akbar, a mother of 
two. The brutal killing of Akbar, 32, whose body was 
left outside a hospital on April 20, 2021 after she 
was snatched in broad daylight, sparked protests 
and calls for justice. 

The man, who had persisted in stalking Akbar 
despite several complaints to authorities, dragged 
her from a car during the holy month of Ramadan, 
according to investigations in the case. Akbar had 

previously filed two harassment complaints against 
the man who had proposed to her although she was 
already married. He had been arrested but was 
released on bail. The interior ministry said at the 
time of the murder that Akbar had been stabbed in 
the chest. The attacker was arrested shortly after-
wards and confessed to the crime, sparking calls for 
his execution. 

After the killing, some 200 people, including 
men, rallied to mourn the victim and demand 
tougher penalties for violence against women. 
Kuwaiti women are pushing the boundaries of their 
society, considered one of the most open in the 
Gulf. A law against harassment exists but discus-
sions about gender-based violence remain taboo. 

“Women in Kuwait demand protection from 
harassment, abuse and murder by providing them 
with shelters and laws that protect them,” Lulwa 
Saleh Al-Mulla, head of the Kuwaiti Women’s 
Cultural and Social Society, said following the origi-
nal verdict. “Farah’s (killing) was the straw that 
broke the camel’s back. Enough is enough.”

Court overrules 
murder suspect...

WASHINGTON: The wall separating church and 
state is one of the foundational principles of the 
United States. Sonia Sotomayor, one of three liberal 
justices on the Supreme Court, is accusing her con-
servative majority colleagues of tearing it down. 

Sotomayor did not mince words in a dissent to a 
ruling by the nine-member court this week that the 
state of Maine cannot deny public funds to reli-
gious schools. “There is nothing neutral about 
Maine’s program,” Chief Justice John Roberts 
wrote in an opinion joined by the other five con-
servative justices. 

“The State pays tuition for certain students at 
private schools-so long as the schools are not reli-
gious,” Roberts said. “That is discrimination against 
religion.” In a blistering dissent, Sotomayor, who was 
named to the court by Democratic president Barack 
Obama, wrote, “what a difference five years makes.” 

“In 2017, I feared that the Court was ‘leading us 
... to a place where separation of church and state is 
a constitutional slogan, not a constitutional commit-
ment,’” she said. “Today, the Court leads us to a 
place where separation of church and state 
becomes a constitutional violation.” 

Sotomayor ended her contribution with a point-
ed signoff. “With growing concern for where this 
Court will lead us next, I respectfully dissent,” she 
said. Zachary Heiden, chief counsel at the American 
Civil Liberties Union of Maine, said the court’s rul-
ing, which comes just days before a highly antici-
pated abortion rights decision, upended two 
decades of jurisprudence. 

“For over 20 years, every court that has heard a 
challenge to Maine’s law that prohibits public funding 
of religious education has upheld its constitutionali-
ty,” Heiden said. “But this Supreme Court has ren-
dered a decision completely contrary to the founding 
principle of separation of church and state.” 

 
Trump nominees  

Lia Epperson, a law professor at American 
University who joined an amicus brief in the case in 
support of Maine, said the ruling was significant. 
“This is the first time the court has explicitly 

required taxpayers to support something that is a 
specific religious activity-that is religious instruc-
tion,” Epperson said. 

Steven Schwinn, a law professor at the 
University of Illinois Chicago, said the decision was 
the latest by the Roberts court “on a long trajectory 
of expanding the roles of religion in public life.” 
“The court has not changed the underlying law,” 
Schwinn said. “It hasn’t gone so far as to overrule 
prior cases. 

“And yet it nevertheless has moved inexorably in 
the direction of not only inviting religion more into 
public life but really mandating religion more into 
public life.” “It’s done that incrementally,” he added. 
“You can agree or disagree with the direction the 
court is taking, it seems to me, but that the court is 
taking a direction is undeniable.” During his four 
years in the White House, president Donald Trump 
nominated three conservative justices, cementing a 
6-3 right-wing majority on the nation’s highest 
court. “If there was any question before there’s 
quite clearly a majority in favor of religion now,” 
Schwinn said. Epperson agreed. 

“We do have an increasingly religious and con-
servative court,” she said. “You will see that reflect-
ed in the decisions. “This is the most Catholic the 

Supreme Court has ever been in its history in terms 
of the justices,” she noted. 

Six of the nine justices are Catholic-Roberts, 
Clarence Thomas, Samuel Alito, Sotomayor, Brett 
Kavanaugh and Amy Coney Barrett. Justices Elena 
Kagan and Stephen Breyer are Jewish while Justice 
Neil Gorsuch is Episcopalian. 

Ketanji Brown Jackson, who will be replacing the 
retiring Breyer next term, is Protestant. According 
to a Gallup survey, 22 percent of the American adult 
population identifies as Catholic and 45 percent as 
non-Catholic Christians. 

Two percent identify as Jewish and 21 percent 
say they have no formal religious identity. Kevin 
Welner, a professor specializing in educational 
policy and law at the University of Colorado 
Boulder, said the Maine ruling could have some 
potential pitfalls. 

“The example here is ‘Do we really want our 
government deciding which asserted religious 
beliefs are geniune?’” he said. “‘This is a legiti-
mate church. This is an illegitimate church.’” “You 
could end up with a situation where eventually the 
state is going to have to come in and say ‘That’s a 
religious belief that we’re going to honor and 
that’s not.’” — AFP

US court divided  
over church-state  
separation


