
International
Chinese court jails 10 
Hong Kong activists 
for up to three years

Page 7

Ethiopia’s Tigray conflict revives disputes over land
Page 6

THURSDAY, DECEMBER 31, 2020

Germany daily 
virus deaths 
top 1,000
BERLIN: Germany’s daily coronavirus death toll
crossed 1,000 for the first time yesterday, with politi-
cians predicting an extension of the county’s partial
lockdown beyond the current January 10 deadline. A
total of 1,129 deaths were reported by the Robert
Koch Institute (RKI) disease control center, breaking
the previous daily record of 962 logged last yesterday.
There were 22,459 new daily infections, the RKI said.

“The infection and death figures show that we are
still very far from normality,” Health Minister Jens
Spahn told reporters in Berlin. “I don’t see how, in this
situation, we can return to how things were before the
lockdown,” he added. An apparent drop in new infec-
tions and deaths in recent days was a result of local
authorities not sending in their data over the
Christmas period, the RKI said.

Germany is under a partial lockdown until January
10, with most shops closed along with schools, restau-
rants, cultural and leisure facilities. New Year’s Eve
festivities will be muted, with a ban on the sale of fire-
works and tight restrictions on the number of people
who can gather in public. “It will probably be the qui-
etest New Year’s Eve that Germany can remember,”
Spahn said.

‘Nowhere near’ 
The health minister had on Tuesday told German

broadcaster ARD that the country was “nowhere
near where we need to be” and “there will undoubt-
edly be measures” after Jan 10. Chancellor Angela
Merkel and leaders of Germany’s 16 federal states
will meet on Jan 5 to decide on future measures.
Armin Laschet, the leader of Germany’s most popu-
lous state of North Rhine-Westphalia, told the DPA
news agency that “no one can seriously raise this
hope” of restrictions ending soon.

Berlin mayor Michael Mueller also told the ZDF
broadcaster he believes “we will have to continue to
live with restrictions” for some time. The eastern
regions of Saxony and Thuringia remain hotspots in
the country, with 330 and 255 infections per 100,000
inhabitants respectively.

Vaccination delays 
More than 32,000 people have now died from the

virus in Germany, which appeared to fare relatively
well in the spring but has been hit hard by a second
wave. The country began its vaccination drive on
Saturday, with a 101-year-old woman in a care home
becoming the first person to receive the Pfizer-
BioNTech jab. Around 78,000 people have so far
received a first dose of the vaccine, data released
Wednesday said.

But some German regions have reported delays in
receiving and administering doses. Berlin’s health min-
ister Dilek Kalayci said Wednesday that the city-state
would be suspending its campaign until January 11
after a planned delivery of almost 30,000 doses was
cancelled. Britain yesterday approved a second coron-
avirus vaccine developed by Oxford University and
AstraZeneca, which is cheaper and easier to transport
than the Pfizer-BioNTech jab. —AFP

BUENOS AIRES: Argentina yesterday
became one of only a handful of South
American nations to legalize abortion, a
landmark decision in a country where the
Catholic Church has long held sway. Senate
president Cristina Kirchner confirmed the
vote, after more than twelve hours of
debate, with thousands of pro-choice
activists celebrating on the streets of capi-
tal Buenos Aires.

Hundreds of thousands of illegal termi-
nations are carried out every year with at
least 3,000 women dying after backstreet
abortions since the 1980s, said President
Alberto Fernandez, who proposed the bill
earlier this year. “After so many attempts
and years of struggle that cost us blood
and lives, today we finally made history,”
protester Sandra Lujan, a 41-year-old psy-
chologist, said after the vote. “Today we
leave a better place for our sons and
daughters.”

The landmark bill in the country of 44
million succeeded despite strong opposi-
tion from Evangelical Christians and tradi-
tional Roman Catholics - with Pope Francis
tweeting his tacit disapproval of change

ahead of the vote. Human Rights Watch
Americas Director Jose Miguel Vivanco
hailed the decision as a historic step, and
hoped it would energize other governments
to legalize abortion in Latin America. “The
criminalization of abortion has failed. It’s
time to end it,” he tweeted.

The new legislation will allow voluntary
terminations up to 14 weeks of pregnancy,
and was approved 38 to 29 with one
abstention. The vote overturns a similar one
in 2018 which - although also passed the
lower house - ultimately foundered in the
Senate by 38 votes to 31. 

Only Uruguay, Cuba and Guyana and
Mexico City allow voluntary terminations
in South America, which has some of the
most restrictive abortion laws in the world.
In El Salvador, Honduras and Nicaragua, it
is banned, and women can be sentenced to
jail even for having a miscarriage. In
Argentina, terminations were previously
allowed in only two instances: Rape, and
danger to the mother’s life.

‘Legislate for everyone’ 
The bill was proposed by President

Fernandez and passed the Chamber of
Deputies on Dec 11. “I’m Catholic but I
have to legislate for everyone. Every year
around 38,000 women are taken to hospi-
tal due to (clandestine) abortions and since
the restoration of democracy (in 1983)
more than 3,000 have died,” Fernandez
said earlier. After the law was passed,
Fernandez tweeted: “Today we are a better
society that expands rights to women and
guarantees public health.”

Earlier yesterday, Pope Francis, who is
Argentine, tweeted: “The son of God was
born discarded to tell us that every person
discarded is a child of God.” While not
explicitly mentioning the vote, his com-
ment was interpreted by many as encour-
aging the senators to vote against the bill.
More than 60 percent of Argentines call
themselves Catholic, according to a 2019
survey by the National Council for
Scientific and Technical Research
(Conicet).

Another Conicet survey this year found
more than half of Argentia’s Catholics sup-
ported abortion only in some limited cir-
cumstances - with around 22 percent sup-

porting it, and roughly 17 percent rejecting
it in all cases. “The interruption of a preg-
nancy is a tragedy. It abruptly ends another
developing life,” said Ines Blas, a senator
from the ruling coalition. However, Senator
Silvina Garcia Larraburu, from the same
coalition, said she would vote for the bill
this time despite being against it in 2018.

Love for all children 
Despite measures to prevent the spread

of the coronavirus pandemic, thousands of
pro-choice and anti-abortion demonstra-
tors had gathered outside parliament
ahead of the vote, following the debate on
giant screens. Pro-choice activists have
campaigned for years to change the abor-
tion laws that date from 1921, adopting a
green scarf as their symbol.

Anti-abortion activists, who recently
started wearing light blue scarves,
expressed sadness after the vote passed.
Social law changes have always been slow
in Argentina: Divorce was legalized only in
1987, sex education introduced in 2006,
gay marriage approved in 2010 and a gen-
der identity law passed in 2012. —AFP 

BUENOS AIRES: Pro-choice activists celebrate outside the Congress after the Senate approved a bill to legalize abortion yesterday. —AFP

Thousands of pro-choice activists celebrate on the streets

Argentine Senate passes abortion bill

Israel gives hero’s 
welcome to US
spy Pollard
JERUSALEM: Jonathan Pollard, an American jailed in the
United States in 1985 for spying for Israel, landed in the
Jewish state yesterday to a hero’s welcome led by Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. Pollard, 66, served 30 years
in prison for passing on classified documents when he
served as a US Navy intelligence analyst, and had been
confined to the United States under his parole terms since
his 2015 release.  After years of Israeli lobbying to allow
Pollard, a Jewish American, to leave, the US Justice
Department removed the terms and conditions last month.
Pollard and his wife Esther arrived in Israel before dawn
Wednesday and were seen walking off a plane towards a
waiting Netanyahu, who raised his hand in welcome, in a

video distributed by the prime minister’s office. 
Pollard, with a kippa skullcap and a long white beard,

then removed his face mask, got down on his hands and
knees and kissed the ground, with Esther following suit.
Netanyahu and Pollard said traditional Jewish blessings
before the premier handed an Israeli identity card to the old
spy, who was granted citizenship in 1995. “You’re home,”
the Israeli premier told the two.

‘Ecstatic to be home’ 
Pollard’s arrival was widely celebrated, with President

Reuven Rivlin and other politicians sending welcome
tweets. The authority in charge of Ben Gurion airport near
Tel Aviv released a recording of the pilot requesting per-
mission to land. The Pollards flew in on a private jet owned
by Jewish-American casino magnate Sheldon Adelson,
which touched down just before 3 am, said transport sector
journalist Itay Blumental.

Pollard said he and Esther were “ecstatic to be home
at last after 35 years, and we thank the people and the
prime minister of Israel for bringing us home”. “We hope
to become productive citizens as soon and as quickly as

possible and to get on with our lives here.” The former
spy and his wife then went into quarantine, after which
they plan to move to a home in Jerusalem, Israeli lawyer
Nitsana Darshan-Leitner, who represented Pollard, told
army radio. —AFP

Mask up: S African 
cops enforce ‘zero 
tolerance’ drive
JOHANNESBURG: “Go home - I could arrest you for
that.” The blunt message came from the policeman
armed with a gun and a night stick. It can have left no
doubt in the mind of its recipient-a citizen deemed to be
breaching South Africa’s tough new anti-COVID rules.
The country’s security forces stepped up checks in
Johannesburg streets on Tuesday evening, under orders
to implement what the authorities called a “zero-toler-
ance approach” to violators.

The restrictions wind back the clock to the early
months of the coronavirus pandemic in South Africa.
Announced on Monday by President Cyril Ramaphosa,
they include a new ban on alcohol sales, the cause of

accidents and violence that strain hospital resources.
The wearing of masks in public space has become
mandatory, and potentially punishable by jail. Bars and
restaurants are being ordered to close from 8 pm, which
is followed an hour later by a 9 pm-6 am curfew.

Ramaphosa - like other leaders grappling with the
pandemic’s second wave - pointed the finger at social
events and the holiday period for sapping vigilance.
“We have let down our guard, and unfortunately we are
now paying the price,” he said. Coronavirus has claimed
more than 27,500 lives in South Africa, the highest on
the continent. The country also became the first to notch
up more than a million recorded cases, in a population
of 59 million.

As the curfew began on Tuesday, several dozen
police cars fanned out across rundown districts in
Johannesburg, a city of five million people, to get the
message across. As the patrols passed by, shadows flit-
ted away into the darkness. A young girl and a boy were
captured in the car headlights, but by the time the police
got out of their vehicle, they had already disappeared.

Further up the street, a dozen police cars formed a

roadblock, stopping any traffic and checking the driver.
“From 9 o’clock, there is no movement,” a policeman
told the driver of a minibus taxi. “Wear your mask,
chief,” he ordered the driver before getting onboard to
carry out a search for booze. —AFP

JOHANNESBURG: A South African Police Service (SAPS) officer
gestures towards his watch while asking a pedestrian why he
is not home before the new curfew time on Tuesday. —AFP 

Jonathan Pollard, an American jailed in the US in 1985 for spy-
ing for Israel, and his wife Esther pose for a picture on board
a private jet heading to Israel from the US yesterday. —AFP


