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An Indian Sikh devotee gives bath to her daughter in the holy sarovar (water tank) during Basant Panchami celebrations at the Sikh Shrine Gurudwara Chheharta 
Sahib on the outskirts of Amritsar. Basant Panchami is a Hindu festival which celebrates the arrival of the spring.

S m i l e s  o f  S p r i n g

Sisi takes helm at African Union
AFP | Addis Ababa, Ethiopia 

Rwandan President Paul 
Kagame, who led an ac-
tive, reformist tenure as 

African Union chair, yesterday 
passed the baton to Egypt, seen 
as more likely to focus on secu-
rity issues than expanding the 
body’s powers.

Egyptian President Abdel Fat-
tah al-Sisi officially took over the 
rotating post of ceremonial head 
of the AU at the start of a two-day 
summit in Addis Ababa.

The meeting highlighted the 
“links between the Mediterrane-
an and Lake Victoria,” as a met-
aphor for sub-Saharan Africa.

“Egypt has an interest in Afri-
ca, they want to strengthen their 
position on the African conti-
nent and they don’t want to be 
seen as a country only focused 
on the Arab world,” said Liesl 
Louw-Vaudran, an analyst at the 
Institute for Security Studies.

Kagame’s leadership of the 
AU focused on institutional and 
administrative reforms. Sisi 
however is expected to focus 
more on security, peacekeeping 
and post-war reconstruction, 
issues closely tied to the AU’s 
2019 theme of “Refugees, Re-
turnees and Internally Displaced 
Persons”.

“The road is still long” in 
terms of reaching the AU’s goal 

of “silencing the guns” by 2020, 
Sisi told delegates on Sunday. He 
announced he would hold a “fo-
rum for peace and development” 
in the town of Aswan, southern 
Egypt, in 2019.

U n i t e d  Na t i o n s  S e c r e -
tary-General Antonio Guterres 
said Saturday that peaceful 
elections in DR Congo, Mali 
and Madagascar, peace deals in 
South Sudan and Central African 
Republic and the truce between 
Ethiopia and Eritrea, were how-
ever signs of a “wind of hope” on 
the continent.

Guterres also hailed the sol-
idarity shown in Africa, where 
countries house nearly a third of 
refugees and displaced people in 
the world.

“Despite the continent’s own 
social, economic and security 
challenges, Africa’s governments 
and people have kept borders, 
doors and hearts open to mil-
lions in need,” he said.

“Unfortunately, this example 
has not been followed every-
where.”

The chairmanship of the AU 
rotates between the five regions 
of the continent, and South Af-
rica will take over from Egypt 
next year.

Reforms and resistance
While multiple crises on the 

continent will be on the agenda 

of heads of state from the 55 
member nations, the summit 
will also focus on institutional 
reforms, and the establishment 
of a continent-wide free trade 
zone.

While the Continental Free 

Trade Area (CFTA) was agreed by 
44 nations in March 2018, only 
19 countries have so far ratified 
the agreement. It requires 22 to 
ratify it for it to come into effect.

The single market is a flag-
ship of the AU’s “Agenda 2063” 

programme, conceived as key 
to transforming the continent’s 
economies.

Cairo is backing the initiative, 
but analysts say it will be less 
likely to focus on the financial 
and administrative reforms 

pushed by Kagame.
Kagame, who has been leading 

institutional reforms since 2016, 
pushed for a continent-wide im-
port tax to fund the AU and re-
duce its dependence on external 
donors, who still pay for more 
than half the institution’s annual 
budget.

But member states have re-
sisted both this and moves to 
strengthen the powers of the 
AU Commission, its executive 
organ. In November 2018, most 
states rejected a proposal to give 
the head of the AU Commission 
the power to name deputies and 
commissioners.

Kagame suffered a setback af-
ter expressing “serious doubts” 
on behalf of the AU about the re-
sults of the Democratic Republic 
of Congo’s recent presidential 
election, which was officially 
won by Felix Tshisekedi. 

T h e  c o u n t r y ’s  C a t h o l i c 
church had also questioned the  
result.

But the DRC’s constitution-
al court validated the results 
anyway and continental heavy-
weights South Africa, Kenya and 
Egypt acknowledged Tshiseke-
di’s victory.

“This whole thing was an 
embarrassment for the AU, it 
showed the limitations of what 
the AU chairperson can do,” said 
Jobson.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi (R) speaks with outgoing African Union Chairman and Rwandan President Paul 
Kagame, after al-Sisi was elected new Chairman of the African Union during the 32nd African Union (AU) summit in Addis 
Ababa

US, N. Korea to continue 
summit talks next week

Seoul, South Korea

The United States and 
North Korea will hold fur-

ther talks next week to prepare 
for a second summit between 
President Donald Trump and 
Kim Jong Un later this month, 
Seoul said yesterday. 

The news comes a day after 
Stephen Biegun, the US Spe-
cial Representative for North 
Korea, said more dialogue was 
needed ahead of the summit 
scheduled in Vietnam.

“North Korea and the US 
have agreed to continue nego-
tiations in a third country in 
Asia during the week of Feb-
ruary 17,” Seoul’s presidential 
spokesman Kim Eui-kyeom 
told reporters.

He did not provide further 
details.

Biegun travelled to Pyong-
yang earlier this month for 
three days of preparatory 
meetings with North Korean 
officials, with the State De-
partment saying the talks fo-
cused on Trump and Kim’s 
“commitments of complete 

denuclearisation, transform-
ing US-DPRK relations and 
building a lasting peace on the 
Korean Peninsula”.

Trump and Kim are due to 
meet in Hanoi from February 
27 to 28 following their land-
mark first summit in Singapore 
last June.

That meeting -- the first-ever 
between the leaders of the US 
and North Korea -- produced 
a vaguely-worded document 
in which Kim pledged to work 
towards “the denuclearisation 
of the Korean peninsula”.

But progress has since 
stalled with the two sides dis-
agreeing over what that means 
and analysts say tangible pro-
gress on denuclearisation will 
be needed for the second sum-
mit if it is to avoid being dis-
missed as “reality TV”.

Trump’s own intelligence 
chief, Dan Coats, have ex-
pressed scepticism over the 
North’s denuclearisation, and 
told the Senate Intelligence 
Committee that Pyongyang 
was “unlikely to completely 
give up its nuclear weapons”.

US special representative for North Korea Stephen Biegun (R) shakes hands 
with South Korea’s Special Representative for Korean Peninsula Peace 
and Security Affairs Lee Do-hoon (L) prior to their meeting at the Foreign 
Ministry in Seoul

Accident involving UN armored 
vehicle kills four in Haiti
Port-au-Prince, Haiti 

A traffic accident involving 
a United Nations armored 

vehicle killed four people and 
injured nine in Port-au-Prince 
on Saturday, according to po-
lice and the UN.

The vehicle of the United 
Nations Mission for Justice 
Support in Haiti (MINUJUSTH) 
lost the use of its brakes while 
driving in the capital and col-
lided with a collective taxi -- 
known as a tap-tap -- accord-
ing to witnesses.

An investigation is un-

d e r w a y  t o  d e t e r m i n e 
the specific cause of the  
accident.

“Four tap-tap passengers 
were killed and several others 
were injured in the accident,” 
police spokesman Gary Des-
rosiers said. 

Two MINUJUSTH policemen 
and a Haitian policeman were 
among the wounded, Des-
rosiers said.

MINUJUSTH put the toll at 
four dead and nine wounded, 
among them a Haitian citizen 
and eight United Nations po-
lice.

Renault denounces Nissan over 
Ghosn investigation: report
Paris, France

Lawyers for French carmak-
er Renault have criticised 

their Japanese alliance partner 
Nissan for its handling of an 
internal probe into the Car-
los Ghosn scandal, a Sunday 
newspaper has reported.

In a letter to Nissan dated 
January 19, the lawyers said 
they had “serious concerns 
about the methods used” by 
the company and its legal 
team, including the way they 
treated some Renault employ-
ees, according to France’s Le 

Journal du Dimanche.
“Renault has gathered suffi-

cient evidence to understand 
and regret the methods used 
by Nissan and its lawyers to 
seek interviews with Renault 
employees through the Jap-
anese public prosecutor’s of-
fice,” they said.

Carlos Ghosn
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The ‘Freedom train’ 
In a rare success story, Zimbabwe’s only commuter train is packed

Bulawayo, Zimbabwe

Chugging through town-
ships, maize fields and 
scrubland as the sun ris-

es, Zimbabwe’s only commut-
er train is cheap and reliable -- 
two qualities that its passengers 
cherish in a downwards-spiral-
ling economy.

Each morning sleepy travel-
lers walk to the tracks and clam-
ber aboard before the train leaves 
the Cowdray Park settlement at 
6:00 am on its 20-kilometre (12-
mile) journey into Bulawayo, the 
country’s second city.

The hugely popular service 
was only revived in November 
after being suspended for 13 
years as the rail network col-
lapsed under President Robert 
Mugabe, who ruled for near-
ly four decades until ousted in 
2017.

At Cowdray Park, there is no 
platform, and no station except 
for a makeshift ticket office 
made out of an old carriage sit-
ting in a field.

En route, the train stops sev-
eral times in the open to pick up 
more passengers who stream in 
from surrounding homes, climb-
ing up the steps and 

squeezing into 14 packed car-
riages.

Soon after 7:00 am, it pulls 
into Bulawayo’s grand but di-
lapidated station and disgorges 
about 2,000 workers, uniformed 
school children and other trav-
ellers into the city centre, ready 
for the day ahead.

Infrastructure investment
“The prices for kombis (min-

ibuses) went up to two dollars, 
and that’s just too expensive,” 
said Sipeka Mushoma, 61, a 
heavy vehicle driver at a Bula-
wayo steel manufacturer, who 
managed to grab a precious early 
seat.

“The train is 50 cents. My chil-
dren have to get the kombi to go 
to school, but this saves me a lot 
of money to buy vegetables and 
bread. Zimbabweans are hurt-
ing badly, some of us are really 
starving now.”

The government last month 
announced that fuel prices 
would more than double -- trig-
gering violent protests, a securi-
ty crackdown and further pres-
sure on minibuses to hike 
prices.

Bulawayo once 
h a d 

two commuter  train  lines car-
rying workers in from either 
side of the city, while the capital 
Harare had three lines -- all of 
them dubbed “Freedom Trains” 
as they allowed passengers to 
avoid higher road costs.

The services were scrapped 
around 2006, and the Cowdray 
Park line is the only one to be re-
launched in a $2.5-million pro-
ject funded by the state-owned 
National Railways of  Zimba-
bwe(NRZ).

Mugabe’s successor President 
Emmerson Mnangagwa has 
backed railway investment as 
part of his plans to turn around 
the economy.

But the outcome of the com-
muter train is a rare success in 
his efforts, which have 
struggled to produce 
concrete results.

“The presi-
dent and new 
g o v e r n -
m e n t 
a r e 

very supportive of the railways,” 
said Nyasha Maravanyika, the 
railways’ press relations chief, 
adding that talks were under 
way for an international con-
sortium to fund a full-scale re-
launch of the whole rail net-
work.

“We had to re-furbish old car-
riages to get this service going, 
and it has been a huge success,” 
Maravanyika said.

“The old  commuter  trains 
were suspended as the coaches 
and the signalling became more 
and more run-down.”

“People know that when they 
are on the train, they are on their 
way to work,” he added.

“It is an answer to their trans-
port blues. We are here to attract 
commuters as kombi fares rise 
-- that’s our job.”

‘heartbeat’ of the region
Maravanyika says just $10 

million would put the other 
four commuter lines back in op-
eration.

“We hope to re-open the other 
Bulawayo line next and, despite 
all the challenges, revive Zimba-
bwe’s railways,” he said. “They 
were the heartbeat of the south-
ern African rail network.”

Zimbabwe’s rail network -- 
which includes the dramatic 
line across the Victoria Falls 
into Zambia -- was built under 
British colonial rule, and at its 

peak in the 1990s had 600 lo-
comotives and 3,000 passen-
ger carriages.

Today it has less than 
100 locomotives and a few 
hundred carriages, running 
a threadbare schedule be-

tween major cities, 
and a much-reduced 
freight service car-
rying sugar, chrome 
and quarried stone.

The main line be-

tween Harare and Bulawayo 
-- opened in 1907 -- was once 
electrified,  but vandalism 
stripped it of its copper cables, 
signalling system and track 
motors. Today diesel-powered 
trains on the line are often huge-
ly delayed and drivers are often 
forced to communicate using 
text and WhatsApp messages, 
Maravanyika said.

On the Bulawayo  commut-
er train, some windows on older 
carriages are even still marked 
“RR” for “Rhodesian Railways” 
-- Zimbabwe’s name before in-
dependence in 1980. 

Rattling along on her return 
journey home, Ashley Sinda, 
40, was weary after a long day 
working as a cleaner at a phar-
maceutical company.

“I live 300 metres (990 feet) 
from the last stop, so it is easy 
for me,” said the single mother 
of two, sitting among nurses, 
teachers, office workers staring 
at mobile phones and labourers 
who swilled cheap local beer.

“It is impossible to afford the 
kombis, even if they are faster,” 
she said. “I am glad of this train, 
it is a good thing for us.”

A boy waits on a railway tracks A Zimbabwe’s National railways security officerA man searches for a vacant seatCommuters are seen in a filled commuter train

A commuter train known as the ‘Freedom Train’ approaches a station early morning in Cowdray Park township, in Bulawayo, Zimbabwe

Commuters wait to board a train heading for the city in 
Cowdray Park township, in Bulawayo, Zimbabwe


