
WILMINGTON: US President-elect Joe Biden on
Tuesday vowed a relentless effort to fight COVID-19 the
moment he takes office, as he warned that Donald
Trump’s vaccination drive was falling dangerously short.
Speaking after a briefing by experts, Biden promised that
as president he will undertake the “greatest operational
challenge we’ve ever faced as a nation” to inoculate
against the illness that has claimed more than 1.7 million
lives globally. “The Trump administration’s plan to distrib-
ute vaccines is falling far behind,” Biden said, promising:
“I’m going to move Heaven and Earth to get us going in
the right direction.”

The Trump administration had predicted that 20 mil-
lion Americans would be vaccinated by the end of
December. With less than three days left, some 2.1 million
have received the first shot of the vaccine, according to
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 

Biden, who takes office on January 20, confirmed that
he would invoke the Korean War-era Defense Production
Act to force private industry to step up vaccine produc-
tion for the government. He also implored Americans to
wear masks to prevent the spread of COVID-19 and said
he would impose a mandate on face covers in areas
where the federal government has jurisdiction, such as
airplanes. “We’re planning a whole-of-government effort
and we’re going to work to set up vaccination sites and
send mobile units to hard-to-reach communities,” Biden
said. “We’re going to make sure vaccines are distributed
equitably so every person can get one, no matter the col-
or of their skin and where they live.”

He voiced confidence of a return to normality in 2021
— but not immediately. “We might not see improvement
until we’re well into March as it will take time for our
COVID response plan to begin to produce visible
progress,” Biden said. “The next few weeks and months
are going to be very tough-a very tough period for our
nation, maybe the toughest during this entire pandemic.”

The US recorded 245,500 new cases of COVID-19

on Tuesday, and 3,223 more deaths, according to a tally
by Johns Hopkins university.  The country has notched up
more than 19.5 million cases and more than 337,000
deaths since the pandemic began, both the worst tolls in
absolute terms globally. 

Meanwhile, Donald Trump, facing a humiliating first
veto override of his presidency, lashed out at Republican
leaders in Congress on Tuesday as relations soured
ahead of a crucial pair of runoff elections in Georgia that
could determine control of the Senate. The 74-year-old
Trump, in a series of tweets from his Mar-a-Lago resort
in Florida, where he is on vacation, took aim at erstwhile
close ally Senator Mitch McConnell, the powerful
Republican Majority Leader.

“Weak and tired Republican ‘leadership’ will allow the

bad Defense Bill to pass,” Trump said of the looming
override by the Senate of his veto of the National
Defense Authorization Act.

“A disgraceful act of cowardice and total submission
by weak people to Big Tech,” said Trump, who vetoed the
defense bill in part because it does not repeal Section
230, a federal law that provides liability protection to
internet companies. “Negotiate a better Bill, or get better
leaders, NOW!” he said. “Senate should not approve
NDAA until fixed!!!” Trump also criticized McConnell’s
refusal to allow a vote in the Senate to increase coron-
avirus relief payments to Americans to $2,000 from
$600, a move approved by the Democratic-controlled
House of Representatives already with wide bipartisan
support. — AFP
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WILMINGTON, DE: US President-elect Joe Biden acknowledges the press while departing the Queen Theater after
addressing the ongoing coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic on Tuesday in Wilmington, Delaware. — AFP

News in brief

Boko Haram kill 11 security men

KANO: Landmines planted by Boko Haram jihadists
have killed 11 security personnel, including four sol-
diers in northeast Nigeria, security sources said
Tuesday.  Seven hunters recruited to help the mili-
tary fight the Islamist insurgents were killed on
Tuesday when their vehicle hit a landmine in the vil-
lage of Kayamla, outside Borno State’s capital
Maiduguri.  “Seven hunters died in the explosion and
nine others are badly injured,” Babakura Kolo, the
head of a local anti-jihadist militia, said. “Their vehi-
cle hit a landmine as they were pursuing Boko Haram
insurgents,” he added. Another local militiaman con-
firmed the incident. — AFP

Hundreds evacuated in Norway

OSLO: At least nine people were injured and up to
200 evacuated yesterday after a nightime landslide in
a small town north of Oslo, police and local media
said. Several houses were swept away in Gjerdrum,
home to 5,000 people 25 kilometers northeast of the
capital, in the early hours of yesterday. “Several
homes have been taken by the landslide. Emergency
services, with assistance from the Norwegian civil
defense and the military, are in the process of evacu-
ating,” Norwegian police said on Twitter. Norwegian
media said up to 200 people had been evacuated
from their homes and nine injured, though none were
in critical condition. — AFP

Chile reports new virus strain

SANTIAGO: Chile’s health authorities said on
Tuesday they had detected a case of the new coron-
avirus strain initially found in Britain, the first such
confirmed infection in Latin America. Experts believe
this COVID-19 variant to be considerably more con-
tagious than the original strain first detected in China.
The case was found in a Chilean woman who
returned to the country on December 21 from
Madrid, having also traveled to Britain and Dubai.
She started displaying coronavirus symptoms upon
her arrival in Chile’s capital Santiago, health ministry
undersecretary Paula Daza said. — AFP 

15 dead in PNG landslide

PORT MORESBY, Papua New Guinea: Up to 15
people were feared dead after a landslide struck a
mining camp in central Papua New Guinea following
heavy rain, officials said yesterday. Local MP William
Samb said the camp in Goilala was buried as miners
slept early Monday. “Unfortunately there are no sur-
vivors from what we hear,” Samb told ABC,
Australia’s national broadcaster. “Sadly they were all
buried alive.” Officials said the exact death toll was
unclear, but two bodies had so far been recovered
and up to 15 were feared dead. The group was pan-
ning a riverbed for gold. Heavy rain and a lack of
equipment had hampered local rescuers attempting
to dig through the mud. — AFP

Indonesia bans 
hardline Islamic 
Defender’s Front
JAKARTA: Indonesia has banned an influential hard-
line Islamic group as police held its leader in custody
over allegations he violated virus protocols by holding
mass gatherings, the country’s chief security minister
said yesterday. The order bans the Islamic Defender’s
Front (FPI) from holding activities or using its name in
public, effectively yanking its ability to legally operate. 

The politically powerful group was long-notorious in
the world’s most populous Muslim majority nation for
targeting night clubs and other establishments it
deemed “immoral”. It has also attacked minority Muslim
sects it considers “deviant”. “The government prohibits
and will stop any FPI activities because they do not
have legal standing as a mass organization,” chief secu-
rity minister Mahfud MD told reporters in Jakarta yes-
terday. The group’s license to operate had expired last

year but it continued activities illegally, he added. The
move sparked an angry reaction from the Islamist
group, which vowed to carry on despite the ban.

“They can ban FPI but they cannot stop our struggle
to defend the country and religion,” said group
spokesman Novel Bamukmin. “If we want, we can
declare a new Islamic organization this afternoon. If it’s
banned again, we will do it again... We’re here to stay,”
he added. Police arrested the FPI’s firebrand leader
Rizieq Shihab two weeks ago over allegations he
breached coronavirus restrictions after holding a series
of sermons with tens of thousands of followers.

‘Moral revolution’
The arrest came just days after Jakarta police shot

dead six FPI followers in a highway shootout. If found
guilty, Shihab could face up to six years behind bars.
Shihab was welcomed by tens of thousands of followers
on his return last month from Saudi Arabia where he
fled shortly after police named him a suspect in a
pornography case in 2017. He remained in exile for
three years. Since his return, he’s called for a “moral rev-
olution”, stirring concerns about the group’s bid to
boost its political power. Basuki, who is Christian, was
sentenced to two years in prison for blasphemy. — AFP 

US consulate HK
property sale 
stuck in row
HONG KONG: A multi-million-dollar property sale by
the US Consulate in Hong Kong has been put on ice
because it has not received permission from Beijing, the
prospective buyer said yesterday. The deal for six luxury
pads in a swanky part of the island would have seen the
US State Department pocket US$330 million.

But it appears to have fallen victim to growing ten-
sions between Washington and Beijing, who insisted it
was no ordinary property transaction and needed a spe-
cific go-ahead. The two countries have been at logger-
heads for months over trade, human rights and a clamp-
down on Hong Kong, with Beijing increasingly willing to
wield its economic power to push back against what it
says is American interference in internal affairs.

Hong Kong’s Hang Lung Properties had agreed to
pay HK$2.6 billion for the six plots earlier this year. But
yesterday, it said the sale could not be completed as
scheduled, because Hong Kong’s Land Registry had not
received written consent from Beijing. The company
said it had received a letter from the Land Registry
advising that the “sale of the property involves foreign
affairs between the People’s Republic of China and the
US, and should not be regarded as an ordinary com-
mercial activity”.—AFP

BOGOR, Indonesia: In this file photo taken on November 13, 2020, Muslim cleric Rizieq Shihab (center), leader of
the Indonesian hardline organization FPI (Front Pembela Islam or Islamic Defenders Front), gestures to support-
ers as he arrives to inaugurate a mosque in Bogor. — AFP

Ethiopia’s Tigray 
conflict revives 
disputes over land
ALAMATA, Ethiopia: As rifle-toting militiamen fired
celebratory rounds into the air, young men marched
through the streets denouncing the former ruling party
of Ethiopia’s Tigray region as “thieves.”  The party, the
Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF), is the target of
military operations ordered by Prime Minister Abiy
Ahmed, last year’s Nobel Peace laureate, that have
reportedly left thousands dead since early November.

But the impromptu parade this month in Alamata, a
farming town in southern Tigray flanked by low, rolling
mountains, was unrelated to any kind of battlefield victo-
ry.  Rather it was to hail the release of Berhanu Belay
Teferra, a self-described political prisoner under the
TPLF whose pet issue, analysts warn, risks becoming
Ethiopia’s next flashpoint. 

In 2018, Berhanu, 48, was detained by the TPLF for
advocating that his homeland-located in an area known
as Raya, of which Alamata is the biggest city-had no
business falling under Tigrayan control.  Berhanu argued
that the TPLF had illegally incorporated the famously
fertile land into Tigray after it came to power in the early
1990s. He was detained for more than two years-endur-
ing beatings and long stretches of solitary confinement
in a cave-before pro-TPLF forces, fleeing the govern-
ment’s assault in November, let him go, setting the stage
for his triumphant homecoming. Now reunited with his
wife and four children, Berhanu is back to agitating for
the transfer of Alamata and its surroundings to Ethiopia’s
Amhara region, which borders Tigray to the south. 

“We don’t want to live with Tigray people, who
don’t know our culture and traditions,” Berhanu told
AFP a few days after the parade marking his return-a
moment of joy he said was unrivalled by every other
event in his life besides his wedding.  Raya is not the
only place in Tigray where, since the onset of fighting
on November 4, some residents have been clamoring
for change.  A similar dynamic is playing out in western
Tigray, where activists and politicians also accuse the
TPLF of annexing land historically administered by
ethnic Amharas. —AFP

UK pet owners have
bone to pick with
post-Brexit travel rules
LONDON: Vets, pet owners and others in Britain are
bracing for new and potentially costly bureaucracy
from Friday, when the UK ends participation in the EU
passport scheme for cats and dogs. Britain will be in a
new category-known as Part 2 listed status-under
European Union pet travel rules, and no longer able to
utilize passports which had permitted seamless conti-
nental feline and canine journeys.

Among the changes, pet owners in mainland Britain
will now have to get an animal health certificate (AHC)
no more than 10 days before travel to the EU and
Northern Ireland. Although the new regime is less
onerous than if the UK had not been granted so-called
listed status, it has left owners and others involved in
pet travel unimpressed.

“This health certificate is a new thing and obviously
added bureaucracy,” said Stuart Pearson, who with his
wife Carole has eight dogs-five Dalmatians and three
Bracco Italianos-that regularly compete in shows in
Europe.  “That is going to add to the expense of going
abroad... pet travel’s not the cheapest anyway,” added

the 42-year-old, from Gateshead, northeast England.
He predicted making fewer trips to Europe com-

pared to the 15-20 they have typically made annually
in recent years, and with fewer of his dogs in tow to
save money. Pearson, who voted against Brexit in 2016,
is irked the rules will change for British-based pet
owners, but that the UK government opted to maintain
the status quo for Europeans bringing in their pets. He
sees the imbalance as nonsensical given Britain is free
from rabies while some European countries are not. “It
seems more like a punishment from the EU, because it
doesn’t make sense to put restrictions on a country
that is rabies-free,” he told AFP. “I guess something
had to change with Brexit but I’m disappointed.”

‘More onerous’ 
Vets have also greeted the new criteria warily,

according to representative bodies. They noted an
AHC will be required every time owners travel with
their pets from Britain, and expect an overall increase
in hassle and costs for all concerned.

“These new certificates and requirements are more
onerous than the current pet passports and so there
will need to be more forward planning... more trips to
the vet,” said Daniella Dos Santos, senior vice-presi-
dent at the British Veterinary Association (BVA).
“These animal health certificates are also very com-
plex, so vets have got a very short time to get their
heads around how to fill them in,” she added, noting
the new system was only announced this month.

Meanwhile, others have voiced concerns that
Northern Ireland will be treated as an EU member for
pet travel and require the new paperwork for arrivals
from mainland Britain. The UK province, home to the
only land border with the EU, will remain subject to
special rules post-Brexit to ensure a free-flowing bor-
der with Ireland-a crucial part of the 1998 peace
accords that ended decades of sectarian violence.
“We’re disappointed that... owners will need specific
paperwork to travel to Northern Ireland from mainland
Britain, for the first ever time,” said Ed Hayes, of The
Kennel Club, Britain’s biggest organization devoted to
dog health, welfare and training. —AFP

HONG KONG: This general view shows the outside of 37
Shouson Hill Road in southern Hong Kong yesterday part
of a multibillion-dollar property of six mansions owned
by the US Consulate General in the city. — AFP

Britain will be in a new category known as Part 2 listed
status under the EU pet travel rules, and no longer able to
utilize passports which had permitted seamless conti-
nental feline and canine journeys. —AFP


