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WASHINGTON: It ’s been like a long-
delayed New Year ’s resolution for
Republicans. But 2016 will finally be the
year when they put legislation on
President Barack Obama’s desk repealing
his health care law. The bill undoing the
president’s prized overhaul will be the first
order of business when the House recon-
venes this coming week, marking a
sharply partisan start on Capitol Hill to a
congressional year in which legislating
may take a back seat to politics.

There are few areas of potential com-
promise between Obama and the GOP
majority in the House and Senate in this
election year, but plenty of opportunities
for political haymaking during the presi-
dential campaign season. Obama will veto
the health law repeal bill, which also
would cut money for Planned
Parenthood. The measure already has
passed the Senate under special rules pro-

tecting it from Democratic obstruction.
But that’s the point for Republicans, who
intend to schedule a veto override vote
for Jan. 22, when anti-abortion activists
hold their annual march in Washington to
mark the anniversary of the Supreme
Court decision in 1973 that legalized
abortion.

Despite dozens of past votes to repeal
the health law in full or in part,
Republicans never before have succeeded
in sending a full repeal bill to the White
House. They insist that doing so will fulfill
promises to their constituents while high-
lighting the clear choice facing voters in
the November presidential election. Every
Republican candidate has pledged to
undo the health law. The Democrats run-
ning for president would keep it in place.
“You’re going to see us put a bill on the
president’s desk going after Obamacare
and Planned Parenthood so we’ll finally

get a bill on his desk to veto,” House
Speaker Paul Ryan, R-Wis., told conserva-
tive talk host Bill Bennett over the holi-
days.

An ‘audit’
“Then you’re going to see the House

Republican Conference, working with our
senators, coming out with a bold agenda
that we’re going to lay out for the country,
to say how we would do things very dif-
ferently,” Ryan said. In the Senate, which
reconvenes Jan 11, a week later than the
House, early action will include a vote on
a proposal by Sen Rand Paul, the
Kentucky Republican who is running for
president, for an “audit” of the Federal
Reserve. Democrats are likely to block it.
But, like the health repeal bill in the
House, the vote will answer conservative
demands in an election year.

Also expected early in the Senate’s year

is legislation dealing with Syrian refugees,
following House passage of a bill clamp-
ing down on the refugee program.
Conservatives were angry when the year
ended without the bill advancing. Senate
Republican leader Mitch McConnell of
Kentucky promised a vote, though with-
out specifying whether it would be the
House bill or something else. The House
Benghazi committee will continue its
investigation of the attacks that killed four
Americans in Libya in 2012, with an inter-
view of former CIA Director David
Petraeus on Jan 6. 

That comes amid new Democratic
accusations of political motives aimed at
Hillary Clinton after the committee chair-
man, Rep Trey Gowdy, R-SC, endorsed Sen
Marco Rubio, R-Fla. for president.  Clinton,
the front-runner for the Democratic presi-
dential nomination, was secretary of state
at the time of the Benghazi attacks. The

bold agenda promised by Ryan after suc-
ceeding former Rep. John Boehner, R-
Ohio, as speaker last fall will begin to take
shape at a House-Senate GOP retreat this
month in Baltimore.  Thus far Ryan has
pledged efforts to overhaul the tax sys-
tem and offer a Republican alternative to
the health overhaul.

In the Senate, McConnell’s primary
focus is protecting the handful of vulnera-
ble Republican senators whose seats are at
risk as Democrats fight to regain the
Senate majority they lost a year ago.  That
means weighing the political risks and
benefits of every potential vote to endan-
gered incumbents in Ohio, Illinois,
Wisconsin, Pennsylvania and New
Hampshire. That could determine whether
McConnell allows criminal justice overhaul
legislation - the one issue cited by Obama
and lawmakers of both parties as ripe for
compromise - to come to the floor.—AP

US health care ‘repeal vote’ to open a political year 

NEW DELHI: An Indian civil defense personnel stands at a traffic intersection in New Delhi. More than a million private cars were banned from
New Delhi’s roads as authorities began trialing drastic new measures to cut smog in the world’s most polluted capital. —AFP 

NEW DELHI: More than a million private cars
were banned from New Delhi’s roads on
Friday, as authorities began testing drastic
new measures to cut smog in the world’s
most polluted capital.  For 15 days from
January 1, private cars will only be allowed on
the city’s roads every other day to try to
reduce pollutant levels, which regularly hit 10
times the World Health Organization’s safe
limits. Cars with odd-numbered licence plates
will be allowed on the roads on odd-num-
bered dates, and those with even-numbered
plates on the other days.

As the restrictions came into force on
Friday morning, overall pollutant levels hit a
“hazardous” 429 on the US embassy’s air qual-
ity index, meaning everyone is at risk of respi-
ratory problems and children and older peo-
ple should stay indoors. Hundreds of traffic
police and volunteers took to the streets to
enforce the scheme, including dozens of chil-
dren wearing smog masks and holding ban-
ners urging drivers to comply. Most drivers
appeared to be sticking to the rules Friday,
with Delhi’s usually clogged roads flowing rel-
atively freely. 

“Delhi has done it!” tweeted the city’s Chief
Minister Arvind Kejriwal, who said he was car-
pooling with colleagues to get to work.
“Reports so far v encouraging,” he added. One
early violator caught driving a car with an
even-numbered licence plate on a busy
stretch of road was fined 2,000 rupees ($30)
and ordered to return home. “I would have
expected to catch at least dozens in the first
half an hour, but surprisingly most people are
obeying,” said Ankit Kumar, a traffic police-
man. The restrictions, which run until January
15 on a trial basis, are part of a wider drive
aimed at cutting pollution that also includes
shutting some coal-fired power plants and
vacuuming roads to reduce dust.

Schools have been ordered to remain
closed for the period so that their buses can
be used to ferry commuters to work. The
Delhi government says the measures could be
introduced on a more permanent basis if suc-
cessful, although some believe residents
could try to get around the restrictions by
forging number plates or buying second cars.
The scheme will be truly tested on Monday,
when millions of commuters will have to find
alternative ways to get to work after the long
New Year weekend.

‘Health concern’
In the evening, the Delhi government

claimed the car rationing order was successful
and praised residents for supporting it. “The
response is beyond expectations,” Satyendar
Kumar Jain, a local government minister, told
reporters, adding that just one percent of
drivers had broken the rules. Many residents
AFP spoke to said they were willing to do their

part. “We are ready to travel in public trans-
portation as long as there aren’t any hassles,”
said Pallavi Agarwal, a 37-year-old doctor, as
she stepped out of her SUV with her four-
year-old son and husband. “Pollution is a real
health concern and we have to do something.”
Yet critics say the restrictions do not go far
enough, with motorcyclists and women driv-
ing alone exempt. Campaigners say motor-
bikes create up to 31 percent of pollution
from vehicles.

Others remain skeptical that drivers will
observe the restrictions for long. “Just wait for
Monday, people are going to be back to their
old habits. Delhiites are too used to their cars,”
said Kirti Lal, who commutes by bus. A 2014
WHO survey of more than 1,600 cities ranked
Delhi as the most polluted, partly because of
the 8.5 million vehicles on its roads. Car sales

are soaring as incomes rise, with 1,400 extra
vehicles pouring onto the city ’s already
crowded roads every day. India’s capital has
been shrouded in a toxic blanket of smog in
recent weeks as cooler temperatures trap pol-
lutants in the atmosphere, pushing harmful
PM 2.5 levels sky-high.

These fine particles less than 2.5 microme-
ters in diameter are linked to higher rates of
chronic bronchitis, lung cancer and heart dis-
ease after settling into lungs and passing into
the bloodstream. On Friday the US embassy
figures put PM 2.5 levels at 264 micrograms
per cubic meter in Delhi, well above the WHO
safe limit of 25. In a measure of mounting
concern, India’s Supreme Court recently
ordered a temporary ban on large new diesel
cars in Delhi and doubled a tax on diesel
trucks.— AFP 

Smog-shrouded Delhi 
pulls cars off roads

Over a million private cars banned from Delhi roads

SYDNEY: A swimmer suffered wounds to
his arms and legs yesterday after he was
mauled in a suspected shark attack off
Queensland state on Australia’s east coast,
officials said. The latest reported attack
comes during the busy summer season,
and as authorities in neighboring New
South Wales implement a range of shark-
prevention measures to reduce encounters
after a spate of maulings in the state last
year. 

The 30-year-old man was swimming off
Rosslyn Bay some 670 kilometers north of
Brisbane just before 12:00 pm when he was
believed to have been bitten by a shark,
the state’s ambulance service said. “(He has)
lacerations to the arms and legs,” an ambu-
lance spokesman said. “He is still being
assessed. He’s just arrived to the shore now
and will be transferred to Rockhampton
Hospital shortly.” 

The swimmer was in a stable condition
and would be transferred to another hospi-
tal in Brisbane later Sunday, a

Rockhampton Hospital spokesman said.
The man was believed to have been
snorkelling off Miall Island near Rosslyn
Bay, a local coast guard officer told
Brisbane’s Courier Mail newspaper. “From
what I understand he was snorkelling a bit
off the beach and said he saw a lot of fish
and then the shark came out of nowhere,”
Yeppoon Coast Guard flotilla commander
Arthur Hunt said.  

“It’s the first shark attack we’ve had up
here in a while-I’ve been (with the coast
guard) for seven years and this is my first.”
There were 14 attacks in New South Wales
last year-include the fatal mauling of a
Japanese surfer-compared to three in 2014,
according to data compiled by Sydney’s
Taronga Zoo. In Queensland, there were
four attacks in 2015, compared to one in
2014, taking last year’s national toll to 22, it
said. Experts say attacks are increasing as
water sports become more popular and
bait fish move closer to shore, but fatalities
remain rare.—AFP 

Swimmer mauled 
in a shark attack

Europe winter warmth 
puts nature in tailspin

ROME: The daffodils are out in London,
plum trees are blossoming in Milan and
asparagus tips are pushing through the soil
in eastern France. Across Europe, unseason-
ably warm winter weather has left the nat-
ural world in a spin with plants, insects and
animals convinced Spring must be just
around the corner. The disruption of estab-
lished weather patterns has put strawber-
ries on festive menus in France, ensured an
abundance of game in Germany’s wood-
lands and seen tomatoes ripen for an
exceptional third time this year on Italian
balconies. With grass still growing in the
north of Scotland well into December, the
famous Royal Dornoch links put the tradi-
tional switch to winter greens on hold and
kept its mowers buzzing into the final days
of 2015. But alongside the serendipitous
consequences for gourmets and golfers,
unusual climatic conditions have also been
linked to more unsettling trends.

Scientists and gardeners alike fret over
whether this year reflects a worrying new
normal created by global climate change.
More than 2,000 wildfires have ravaged
swaths of northern Spain in recent weeks
thanks to a combination of unusually warm
weather and high winds. Farmers across
Europe meanwhile are grappling with the
hard-to-predict implications of conditions
which, while boosting the production of
some crops, may reduce yields of others
and allow pests to thrive later in the year
due to the absence of a sustained winter
cold spell to kill them off.

Strawberries for Christmas
“It is strange to see how certain plants

are already flowering crazily,” said Hans-
Jurgen Packheiser, a 76-year-old beekeper
from Halver in Germany’s North Rhine-
Westphalia region. “Some of the bees in my
hives are already out and about looking for
nectar. They think winter is already fin-
ished.” In the Dordogne region of south-
western France, strawberry producers were
surprised to see plants that would normally
have to be protected from frost from mid-
November onwards continue to bear fruit
right up to Christmas.  

“Even my father-in-law, who has been
producing strawberries since 1956, has
never seen anything like it,” said Patricia
Rebillou, the president of the local produc-
ers’ association. It is a similar story in Alsace,

where amateur gardener Rene Wolfhugel
was able to harvest enough asparagus for
his Christmas Eve dinner, four months earli-
er than normal for a vegetable that tradi-
tionally heralds the arrival of Spring.

“When I saw the tips pushing through, I
could hardly believe my eyes. I had to call
my neighbors to come and see,” Wolfhugel
said. “They were excellent, just as good as in
the Spring.” For French market gardener
Jean-Louis Durrieux, the disruption of sea-
sonal rhythms is less welcome. “I have been
doing this for 30 years and I’ve never seen
lettuces so far advanced at this time of year.
Salad leaves that we would normally har-
vest in mid-January were ready at the start
of December.” With similar conditions across
Europe, the result was a glut of ready-to-
harvest plants which had left him with no
choice but to throw away 60 percent of his
October plantings, Durrieux said.

Year-round eggs
It has been a similar story for wild or

ornamental plants. On the French Riviera
and in the Basque country straddling Spain
and France, Mimosas which would normal-
ly not flower until the end of January are
already in full bloom, disconcerting florists
who struggle to sell them at this time of
year. “They are magnificent this year,” said
Valerie Torres a grower in Bormes-Les-
Mimosas. “But the season for them is going
to be shortened because they don’t sell
particularly well over Christmas.” Wild
Fuchsia, which normally stops flowering in
the autumn on the Atlantic coast of Britain
and Ireland, remains in full bloom on the
Isle of Islay, off the west coast of Scotland.

Local residents Steve and Mary Bavin
were half-astonished, half-delighted when
their hens resumed laying on November
30. “It is nice to have fresh eggs in the win-
ter but it is also worrying because along
with the higher temperatures we also seem
to be getting a lot more rain and wind,” said
Steve Bavin. Stephane Longuepez, an offi-
cial with the northern French city of Lille’s
parks and gardens department, also indi-
cated that a precocious Spring was not to
be welcomed. “It is easy to think that with
the good weather, everything will grow
better,” he said. “But bulbs like tulips might
not all flower this year because they need a
cold winter spell for their development
which they won’t have had.”—AFP 

TBILISI: A street vendor sells tangerine at a street market in Tbilisi, Georgia.
Georgians will celebrate their winter holidays, New Year and Christmas which is cele-
brated on Jan 7 in accordance with the Julian calendar.— AP 

NEW DELHI: An Indian civil defense personnel stands at a traffic intersection in New Delhi. — AFP 

ROME: An Italian parliament-mandated
health survey has confirmed higher-than-
normal incidents of death and cancer
among residents in and around Naples,
thanks to decades of toxic waste dumping
by the local Camorra mob. The report by
the National Institute of Health found “criti-
cal” rates of babies in the provinces of
Naples and Caserta being hospitalized in
the first year of life for “excessive” instances
of tumors, especially of the central nervous

system. The report, which updated an initial
2014 one, blamed the higher-than-expect-
ed rates on “confirmed or suspected expo-
sure to a combination of environmental
pollutants that can be emitted from illegal
dump sites of dangerous waste or the
uncontrolled burning of such waste.”
Residents have long complained about
adverse health effects from the dumping,
which has poisoned underground wells
that irrigate farmland.— AP 

Italy confirms higher cancer and 
death rates from mob dumping


