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PENSACOLA: Tropical Storm Sally has downed
trees, flooded streets and homes and knocked
out power, reportedly killing one person, as it
pounded the US southeast with torrential rain.
The storm made landfall Wednesday morning
near Gulf Shores, Alabama along the border with
Florida as a Category 2 hurricane.

Slow-moving Sally, which was subsequently
downgraded to a tropical storm, then lingered
over parts of southern Alabama and the Florida
Panhandle where it caused severe flooding with
copious amounts of rain, the National Hurricane
Center said. “Catastrophic and life-threatening
flooding continues over portions of the Florida
Panhandle and southern Alabama,” the NHC
warned. US media reported one fatality in the
coastal town of Orange Beach, Alabama but
Mayor Tony Kennon said he had no further de-
tails, according to news site AL.com.

Some of the worst reported flooding oc-
curred about 30 miles east in the city of Pen-
sacola, Florida, which has a population of around
52,000. Downtown streets resembled lakes with
cars submerged to the tops of their wheels and
wind gusts whipping up whitecaps on the water.
“Flooded roadways and intersections, along with
hazardous debris in roadways have become too
numerous to list,” the Pensacola police tweeted.
“Please stay off roadways now.”

Northwest Florida residents were expecting
rain and wind, but were largely caught off guard

when Sally veered sharply east and came in for
a direct hit. People were left with no time to
gather food or water, let alone cover windows
or place sandbags in front of doors. Pensacola
resident Karen Sharp said: “I was afraid, I’m glad
it’s all over with, thank God we’re alive. Really.”
Jeff Gardner said his family was “surprised that
we found ourselves inside the hurricane.” 

“You just sit there wondering if, you know,
your house is about to start to be ripped apart,”
the 47-year-old told AFP. Although his home
was not destroyed, he said there “was just a con-
stant rush of wind the whole night.” The new
Three Mile Bridge over Pensacola Bay suffered
massive damage with a section missing, and had
to be closed.  At 10:00 pm, Sally had maximum
sustained winds of 35 miles per hour, the NHC
said while warning of flooding in parts of Ala-
bama, Georgia, North and South Carolina and
Virginia. Sally was crawling towards the north-
east at nine miles per hour, the center added. The
storm was expected to weaken as it moved fur-
ther inland and become a tropical depression
overnight. More than 515,000 homes and busi-
nesses in Alabama and Florida have lost power,
according to the tracking site poweroutage.us.

‘Nobody was prepared for a Cat 2’ 
David Triana, 57, a resident of Navarre, a

town near Pensacola, said he and his neighbors
did not board up their homes because they did

not expect the trajectory of the storm to shift so
much to the east or for it to be so strong. “No-
body was prepared for a Cat 2,” said Triana,
whose home fortunately escaped without any
damage. “The forecasts for the cone and the
strength of the storm did not indicate that it
would hit us so hard.”  The NHC said Sally hit
Gulf Shores, about 35 miles west of Pensacola,

with winds of about 105 miles per hour. Alabama
Governor Kay Ivey, who declared a state of
emergency Monday ahead of the storm’s arrival,
warned residents that it may take time to re-
cover. “Hurricane Sally has been a slow-moving
storm, which only adds to some natural delays in
restoring power, water and other essential serv-
ices,” Ivey said. — AFP

Sally drenches US southeast; 
hits Gulf Coast as hurricane

Catastrophic and life-threatening flood wreaks havoc 

WASHINGTON: President Donald Trump
expressed renewed confidence Wednesday
that a viable Covid-19 vaccine would be
ready by October, directly contradicting a
top administration health expert and facing
fierce criticism from his Democratic elec-
tion rival Joe Biden. Trump sowed confu-
sion about the issue with an extraordinary
public rebuke of one of his top health ex-
perts who said masks were a leading
weapon for fighting the pandemic and that
a vaccine was unlikely to be widely avail-
able until mid-2021. 

“I think he made a mistake when he said
that. That’s just incorrect information,”
Trump told reporters referring to Senate
testimony by Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention director Robert Redfield.
“We’re very close to that vaccine as you
know... We think we can start sometime in
October” or shortly thereafter, Trump said.

“I believe he was confused,” he said of
Redfield. “I am just telling you we are ready
to go as soon as the vaccine happens.”
Redfield told lawmakers Wednesday that a
“very limited” distribution to priority
groups including first responders could
begin in November and December, but that
full implementation would take many more
months at least. “I think we’re probably
looking at late second quarter, third quar-
ter 2021” before a safe and effective vac-

cine would be available to the general pub-
lic, he added. Redfield tweeted his support
for a potential vaccine Wednesday evening,
but cautioned Americans to be vigilant
about mitigating viral spread in the mean-
time. “The best defense we currently have
against this virus are the important mitiga-
tion efforts of wearing a mask, washing
your hands, social distancing and being
careful about crowds. #COVID19”. The
contradiction between Trump and health
experts on an issue that has become a focal
point of the 2020 election campaign high-
lighted the lack of trust Biden said he and
the public have in the president’s handling
of the pandemic, which has killed nearly
200,000 Americans.

“When I said I trust vaccines, and I trust
the scientists, but I don’t trust Donald Trump
- this is what I meant,” Biden tweeted after
Trump’s remarks. Barely an hour earlier the
Democratic nominee said Trump’s refusal to
take key steps to tackle the pandemic, like
instituting national guidelines on social dis-
tancing and testing, were “utterly disquali-
fying” for the presidency. The Democratic
nominee, speaking after receiving a briefing
by public health experts, said he supported
a rapid Covid-19 vaccine to help American
life return to normal, but said the process
should be guided by science and safety, not
politics. — AFP

China accused of 
blocking COVID
lawsuits 
WUHAN: Wuhan pensioner Zhong Hanneng
endured every parent’s worst nightmare when
coronavirus claimed her son in February, and-
alongside other bereaved relatives-she wants
to sue the local government she blames for his
death. But they have had their lawsuits abruptly
rejected, dozens of others face pressure from
authorities not to file, and lawyers are being
warned against helping them, according to peo-
ple involved in the effort. The families accuse
the Wuhan and Hubei provincial governments
of concealing the outbreak when it first
emerged there late last year, failing to alert the
public, and bungling the response, allowing
Covid-19 to explode out of control.

It has killed nearly 3,900 in the city and over
900,000 globally so far. “They say the epi-
demic was a natural calamity. But these serious
outcomes are man-made, and you need to find
who’s to blame,” said Zhong, 67. “Our family is
shattered. I can never be happy again.” At least
five lawsuits have been filed with the Wuhan In-
termediate Court, said Zhang Hai, whose elderly
father died of the virus and who has emerged
as a vocal advocate and spokesman for families
of virus victims.

Plaintiffs are each seeking around two mil-
lion yuan ($295,000) in damages and a public
apology. But the court has rejected suits on un-

specified procedural grounds, said Yang Zhan-
qing, a veteran Chinese activist now in the US.
Yang, who is coordinating two dozen lawyers
in China who are secretly advising families, said
the rejections have come via curt phone calls-
not through official written explanations, as
legally required-apparently to avoid a paper
trail. Staff at the Wuhan court refused AFP re-
quests for comment.

Stonewalling 
The virus emerged in Wuhan last December

but city authorities initially dragged their feet,
pressuring whistle-blowing doctors to keep
quiet. The Communist Party continues to down-
play responsibility, even questioning whether
the pathogen originated in China, while trum-
peting its later success in suppressing domestic
infections. It held a grand ceremony in Beijing
last week, where President Xi Jinping declared
the nation had passed an “extraordinary and
historic test” through a swift and transparent
response.

But Zhong tells a different story. By late Jan-
uary, the contagion was spreading rapidly in
Wuhan, but officials had still issued no citywide
alarm. With the extended Lunar New Year fes-
tival approaching, Zhong and her son Peng Yi-
a 39-year-old primary schoolteacher-happily
shopped at jam-packed stores. Millions of oth-
ers left Wuhan for the holiday, taking the infec-
tion global. “We had no idea the buses were full
of the virus... So we went out every day. We
didn’t even know about masks,” Zhong told AFP.
On January 24, as Wuhan finally began locking
down, she and Peng fell ill. She soon recovered,
but he worsened. — AFP

FLORIDA: A city worker drives through the flooded street during Hurricane Sally in downtown
Pensacola, Florida. — AFP 
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