
MIAMI: Tropical storm Isaias threatened to bring
strong winds, flash flooding and life-threatening
storm surges to North and South Carolina as it
roared up the east coast of the United States yes-
terday. The storm was packing maximum sustained
winds of nearly 70 miles per hour and was expect-
ed to reach near-hurricane strength when it made
landfall in the virus-hit Carolinas later in the day, the
National Hurricane Center (NHC) said in its latest
public advisory at 0600 GMT. It warned on Twitter
that Isaias could “bring a storm surge of up to 4 feet
to coastal parts of South and North Carolina.”

Both states have seen a recent surge in coron-
avirus cases, with South Carolina announcing 1,100
new infections on Sunday and North Carolina just
over 1,340. “We in North Carolina mostly know
what to do,” said the state’s governor, Roy Cooper.
“You pack your emergency kit, follow local evacua-
tion orders, stay in a safe place and never drive

through flooded roadways. “But this time, pack your
masks and hand sanitizers in your kit and remember
to social distance.” Up to 150 national guard sol-
diers have been activated to help prepare for the
storm and assist in the aftermath if necessary,
Cooper said.

Isaias, downgraded from a category one hurri-
cane, had earlier threatened Florida where some
coronavirus testing centers-many housed in tents-
were closed last week as the storm approached.
They will reopen on Wednesday, according to the
local government COVID-19 website. State emer-
gency management director, Jared Moskowitz, said:
“This was a really good test of a lot of the new pro-
tocols and procedures that have been put in place
here in the state of Florida (to) battle a hurricane
season with COVID-19.”

He said hotels had been set up so those seeking
shelter could maintain social distancing, or to serve
as shelters for people who had tested positive for
the virus. “It looks like we’re (in) really good shape,
but we’re not declaring mission accomplished until
this thing is away from us,” he told CNN. The storm
earlier dumped torrential rain on the Bahamas,
felling trees and flooding streets, before emergency

management officials on Sunday gave the “all clear”
for the entire country. At least one person died in
Puerto Rico. — AFP 

RIO DE JANEIRO: Brazil’s public health care sys-
tem, considered among the world’s most advanced
when it was launched, is being pushed to the brink
by the coronavirus pandemic, which has exposed
the impact of years of under-funding and misman-
agement. As Brazil closes in on 100,000 deaths
from COVID-19 - the second country in the world
to reach that bleak mile-
stone, after the United
States-the public health
care system is struggling
to care for those who
depend on it.

Launched in 1988, the
so-called SUS-for Sistema
Unico de Saude, or Single
Health System-was mod-
eled on Britain’s National
Health Service (NHS). It
was created when Brazil
adopted a new constitution to steer it out of its
1964-1985 military dictatorship. The constitution
states that “health is a universal right and a duty of
the state.” The SUS is one of the only systems in
Latin America to offer universal coverage, meaning
free access to health care for the entire population-
in theory, at least.

“On paper, the SUS is a perfect system. But in
reality, we have a lot of problems,” said Fred

Nicacio, an emergency room physician in the south-
eastern city of Bauro. “We need more hospital beds,
staff and a wider range of medicines,” he told AFP.
Several of his colleagues have been infected with the
virus, taking them out of commission for two weeks-
sometimes without being replaced. “The health care
professionals on the front line are demotivated,

underpaid and feel under-
valued,” he said.

He also noted that sys-
temic corruption is anoth-
er major problem. “It
stretches all the way from
political leaders embez-
zling funds for supplies to
patients pretending to be
sick so they can get a doc-
tor’s note for work,” he
said. Brazil has been
rocked by numerous scan-

dals related to the pandemic, including over-billing
for emergency ventilator purchases and field hospi-
tals that were budgeted for but never built.

Chronic condition 
But corruption alone, though a “serious prob-

lem,” does not explain the cruel lack of resources
for the public health system, said Guilherme
Werneck, vice president of the Brazilian Collective

Health Association (ABRASCO). “The constitution
says the state has a duty to guarantee access to
health care, but funding for the SUS is extremely,
chronically insufficient,” he said. A 2019 report by
the Organization for Economic Co-operation and

Development (OECD) found Brazil was among the
countries making the least public investment in
health care, with per-capita spending 30 percent
below the average for developed and emerging
countries. — AFP 
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RIO DE JANEIRO: A health professional takes a patient out of the post-COVID-19 ward of the Pedro Ernesto
University Hospital (HUPE) in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, amid the novel coronavirus pandemic. — AFP 

Pandemic pushes
health care system

to the brink 

Brazil closes in on 100,000 deaths from COVID-19 

Coronavirus exposes cracks in 
Brazil’s public health system 

FLORIDA: Kelsey Basi l iere,13, ( lef t )  and Kendra
Basiliere,19, enjoy the wind and waves kicked up by
Tropical Storm Isaias as it passes through at Jetty
Park in Fort Pierce, Florida. — AFP 

News in brief

BEIRUT: Dr Firass Abiad was a little-known Beirut
hospital director until the coronavirus pandemic
propelled him into the spotlight and restored at
least some faith in Lebanon’s much-maligned public
sector. At a time when the country has also been
mired in its deepest economic crisis in decades and
rocked by runaway inflation and violent street
protests, Abiad has emerged as a comforting voice
of reason amid the chaos. Before the COVID-19 cri-
sis hit, his Rafic Hariri University Hospital was syn-
onymous with labour strikes over unpaid wages and
regarded as a last resort for the neediest patients
who have no health insurance.

But since the first coronavirus case was reported
in Lebanon in February, Abiad’s hospital has taken
centre-stage in battling a disease that has infected
4,885 people and cost 62 lives across the country. His
prolific Twitter feed has since become a point of ref-
erence for Lebanese for its near daily updates and
commentary on the pandemic. On a typical recent
workday, 52-year-old Abiad inspected an outdoors
testing centre and then checked in via video call with
his staff, wearing full protective gear inside the coro-
navirus ward.

Playing down his newfound celebrity, a local
equivalent of that surrounding US top infectious dis-
eases specialist Anthony Fauci, the American
University of Beirut (AUB) graduate spoke to AFP in

measured tones. “I’m only doing what should be
expected of all public sector employees,” said the
gastrointestinal and bariatric surgeon, who has head-
ed the hospital since 2015. The spotlight should
instead be on his team, he argued, and on a rare
functioning institution “in a country that lacks them”.

Twitter ‘influencer’ 
The virus struck as Lebanon is mired in its worst

economic crisis since the 1975-1990 civil war and
authorities appear paralysed by endless political
deadlock over ever deteriorating public services. As
power cuts peaked at around 15 hours a day in July
and fuel for the hospital’s generators started to run
out, Abiad was forced to close down two of its six
operating theatres and postpone surgeries.

But just one tweet from him was enough to spark
a flurry of donations. In a country long stymied by
entrenched sectarianism and cronyism, Abiad has
been held up as an example of a public sector
employee who puts the interests of others first.
After images circulated online last month of a
crowd of people queuing to be tested at the hospi-
tal, Abiad swiftly acknowledged the need for better
social distancing.

Activist Dona Maallawi, 29, praised Abiad’s no-
nonsense  communication style, saying “he issues
near daily updates about the situation, without
embellishments but rather with clear knowledge of
the details”. The hospital director himself says he
finds such praise “annoying” and despairs at such
low expectations of the public sector. In between his
duties, Abiad takes to Twitter to dispense advice on
how to avoid a worst-case scenario that would over-
whelm Lebanese hospitals, correcting any misinfor-
mation with tact and diplomacy. — AFP 

Lebanon’s pandemic
fighter restores some
faith in public sector 

Tropical storm roars
up the US east coast UAE urges Turkey to back off

ABU DHABI: A United Arab Emirates official has
urged Turkey to stop interfering in Arab affairs,
mockingly referring to the Ottoman empire which
collapsed a century ago. The backlash came after
Turkey condemned what it termed “malicious”
actions by the UAE in Libya, where the two coun-
tries support opposing sides in its grinding con-
flict. Anwar Gargash, minister of state for foreign
affairs, called on Turkey “to stop intervening in
Arab affairs”. Turkey can no longer behave like
“the Sublime Porte and use the language of colo-
nialism”, he said, referring to the government of
the Ottoman empire which ruled the Arab world
for centuries. “The Sublime Porte and colonialist
illusions belong to the archives of history... and
relations between states are not conducted with
threats,” Gargash wrote. —AFP 

Benedict XVI ‘extremely frail’

BERLIN: Former pope Benedict XVI became
seriously ill himself after visiting his sick brother
in Germany in June and is “extremely frail”,
according to a report in the yesterday edition of
the German Passauer Neue Presse newspaper.
Benedict, 93, is suffering from erysipelas of the
face, a virus that causes a facial rash and
episodes of severe pain, the newspaper reported,
citing the former pope’s biographer Peter
Seewald. “According to Seewald, the Pope emeri-
tus is now extremely frail,” the report says. “His
thinking and his memory are quick, but his voice
is hardly audible at the moment.” Seewald
reportedly visited Benedict in Rome on Saturday
to present him with his biography. “At the meet-
ing the emeritus Pope, despite his illness, was
optimistic and declared that if his strength
increased again he would possibly take up his
pen again,” the paper said. — AFP 

Iran, UAE diplomats in rare talks 

TEHRAN: Iran’s Foreign Minister Mohammad
Javad Zarif said he discussed the region’s coron-
avirus outbreaks and other issues with his Emirati
counterpart in rare talks held via a videoconfer-
ence call on Sunday. “Just had a very substantive,
frank and friendly video conversation with UAE
FM” Sheikh Abdullah bin Zayed Al Nahyan, Zarif
wrote on Twitter. “We agreed to continue dia-
logue on theme of hope-especially as region
faces tough challenges, and tougher choices
ahead,” he added. According to UAE state news
agency WAM, the top diplomats exchanged
greetings for the Eid al-Adha Muslim holiday and
discussed efforts to control the COVID-19 pan-
demic in the region. Bin Zayed emphasized
“enhancing international cooperation, solidarity
and synergy between all countries” to tackle the
virus, WAM said. — AFP 

Tourist ‘crushed by whale’s tail’ 

SYDNEY: A tourist snorkelling off Australia’s
pristine northwest coast was airlifted to hospital in
a serious condition after being struck by a whale,
medics said yesterday. The victim was exploring
near the World Heritage-listed Ningaloo Reef in
the Indian Ocean when she was struck by the tail
of one of the giant creatures. St John Ambulance
service told AFP they transferred the woman to a
remote airport for evacuation and emergency
treatment in Perth. She sustained “chest injuries”
and was said to be in a “serious but stable condi-
tion,” after suffering a “crush from being hit by a
whale’s tail,” a spokesperson said. Other reports
said the 29-year-old was struck by a whale shark,
the world’s largest fish which can reach a length of
15 meters. The area is well known for its close
encounters with whale sharks and the even larger
humpbacks. — AFP 

BEIRUT: Director of the Rafiq Hariri University Hospital Firass Abiad, heads a videoconference meeting with medics
inside the coronavirus department in the capital Beirut. — AFP 

Trump calls for new
death sentence for
marathon bomber 
WASHINGTON: US President Donald
Trump called Sunday for Boston Marathon
bomber Dzhokhar Tsarnaev to be re-sen-
tenced to death after an appeals court
overturned the death penalty. “Rarely has
anybody deserved the death penalty more
than the Boston Bomber, Dzhokhar
Tsarnaev,” Trump tweeted. “So many lives
lost and ruined. The Federal Government
must again seek the Death Penalty in a
do-over of the original trial. Our Country
cannot let the appellate decision stand,”
he added. 

Tsarnaev, 27, was sentenced to death in
2015 for planting two homemade bombs
near the finish line of the race in 2013,
killing three people and injuring 264 others.
He has admitted carrying out the attack as a
19-year-old with his older brother,
Tamerlan Tsarnaev, who died four days
after the atrocity in a gunfight with police.

Citing in particular issues with neutrality
in the jury selection process, a federal
appeals court in Massachusetts on Friday
upheld most of Tsarnaev’s convictions but
instructed a district court to hold a new
penalty-phase trial to determine his fate for
crimes that carried the death sentence.
Regardless of the new trial’s outcome,
Tsarnaev will remain “confined to prison for
the rest of his life,” the three appellate
judges said. Attorneys for Tsarnaev, a US
citizen who came to the United States from
the former Soviet Union as a child, have
always claimed that his brother was more
culpable of the two, saying Dzhokhar had
no history of violence.

Trump has regularly called for
increased use of the death penalty, and in
the runup to the November 3 election-in
which Trump is seeking a second term in
the White House-his administration
appears determined to carry out a record
number of federal executions. Federal
death penalty cases are rare in the United
States, though three inmates were execut-
ed this month after Trump ordered a
resumption of federal executions following
a 17-year hiatus. A fourth is scheduled for
late next month. — AFP 


