
GENEVA: A two-member advance team of World
Health Organization (WHO) experts has left for China
to organize an investigation into the origins of the
novel coronavirus behind a pandemic that has killed
more than 550,000 people globally, the UN agency
said on Friday. The virus is believed to have emerged
in a wholesale market in the central Chinese city of
Wuhan late last year after jumping the species barri-
er from the animal kingdom to infect humans.

The two WHO experts, specialists in animal health
and epidemiology, will work with Chinese scientists
to determine the scope and itinerary of the investiga-
tion, WHO spokeswoman Margaret Harris said,
declining to name them. “We know it’s very, very
similar to the virus in the bat, but did it go through an
intermediate species? This is a question we all need
answered,” Harris told a news briefing. WHO direc-
tor-general Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus later told
a news conference: “Two WHO experts are currently
en route to China to meet with fellow scientists and
learn about the progress made in understanding the
animal reservoir for COVID-19 and how the disease
jumped between animals and humans.”

He added, “This will help lay the groundwork for
the WHO-led international mission into the origins.”
COVID-19 is the respiratory disease caused by the
virus. The United States, the WHO’s largest WHO
donor, this week notified the agency that it was with-
drawing in a year’s time after accusing it of being too
close to China and not doing enough to question
Beijing’s actions at the start of the crisis. “We view the
scientific investigation as a necessary step to having a
complete and transparent understanding of how this
virus has spread throughout the world,” Andrew
Bremberg, U.S. ambassador to the United Nations in
Geneva, said in a statement to Reuters. 

Meanwhile, the World Health Organization has
urged countries grappling with coronavirus to step
up control measures, saying it is still possible to rein it
in, as some nations clamp fresh restrictions on citi-
zens. With case numbers worldwide more than dou-
bling in the past six weeks, Uzbekistan on Friday
returned to lockdown and Hong Kong said schools
would close from Monday after the city recorded
“exponential growth” in locally transmitted infections.

WHO chief Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus called
on countries to adopt an aggressive approach,
highlighting Italy, Spain, South Korea and India’s
biggest slum to show it was possible to stop the
spread, no matter how bad the outbreak. The health
agency’s comments came as US President Donald
Trump was forced to cancel an election rally in
New Hampshire, citing an approaching storm.
Trump has pushed to hold large gatherings against
health advice as epidemiologists warn of the dan-
gers posed by the virus moving through the air in
crowded and confined spaces.

Lashing out at China 
On a visit to Florida on Friday, Trump hit out at

Beijing over the pandemic. “(The) relationship with
China has been severely damaged. They could have
stopped the plague.... They didn’t stop it,” he told
reporters. The virus has killed at least 556,140 peo-
ple worldwide since it emerged in China last
December. More than 12.3 million cases have been
registered in 196 countries and territories, triggering
massive economic damage. The United States, the
country worst hit by the illness, reported almost
64,000 new cases Friday and the death toll now
stands at just under 134,000, according to Johns
Hopkins University.

Brazil, the second-hardest hit, surpassed 70,000
deaths and reported 45,000 new infections, the
health ministry said. In Uzbekistan, citizens were
from Friday facing lockdown restrictions again that
were originally imposed in March but lifted gradually
over the past two months. The Central Asian coun-
try’s return to confinement followed a decision by
Australia to lock down its second-biggest city
Melbourne from Thursday. A police officer manning a
checkpoint on the outskirts of the former Soviet
republic’s capital said only drivers with “a good rea-
son” to enter Tashkent-such as delivering food or
other vital supplies-could pass. Restaurants, gyms,
swimming pools and non-food markets have all shut

their doors until at least August 1.
Private transport within cities will be limited to

morning and early evening journeys and essential pur-
poses such as travelling to work and purchasing food
or medicine. In Hong Kong, the spike marks a setback
for the city after daily life had largely returned to nor-
mal with restaurants and bars resuming regular busi-
ness and cultural attractions reopening. Despite being
right next to mainland China where the virus first
emerged, the city had managed to quash local trans-
mission in recent months. But new clusters have started
to emerge since Tuesday, including at an elderly care
home that reported at least 32 cases and a housing
estate with 11. — Agencies 
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NEW DELHI: Health workers wearing protective gear carry the dead body of a victim, who died from the COVID-19 coronavirus, before the burial at a graveyard in New Delhi. — AFP 

WHO urges aggressive virus measures as flare-ups spark new closures

BOGOTA: Aerial view of funeral parlor workers transporting the coffin of a COVID-19 victim to be cremated at
Serafin cemetery in Bogota. - AFP 

Erdogan turned iconic
museum into mosque
to widen support
ISTANBUL: Converting Istanbul’s Byzantine-era
cathedral Hagia Sophia back into a mosque will
allow Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan to
expand his Islamic and nationalist base and divide
the opposition, experts say. But the move will
heighten tensions between the West and Turkey’s
veteran leaderErdogan, who has been grappling
with an economic crisis and regional conflicts in
several nearby countries, they say.

Critics accuse Erdogan of undermining the secu-
lar credentials laid down by Kemal Ataturk-the
founder of modern Turkey.   Founded 1,500 years
ago as a cathedral, the Ottomans made Hagia
Sophia a mosque but it was turned into a museum in
1934 and is a UNESCO World Heritage Site.
Erdogan, who has in the past repeatedly called for
the stunning building to be renamed as a mosque,
signed a presidential decree on Friday, handing over
Hagia Sophia to Turkey’s religious affairs direc-
torate for reopening to Muslim worship. 

Despite its secular status as a museum, Islamic
rituals have been performed in the complex on sev-
eral occasions, including lavish celebrations to mark
Istanbul’s conquest by the Ottomans, since
Erdogan’s Justice and Development Party (AKP)
came to power in 2002. “Hagia Sophia’s museum
status was seen by many who support Erdogan’s

government as a dispossession,” said Jean Marcou,
associate researcher at the French Institute for
Anatolian Studies.  “Erdogan intends to reaffirm
Turkey’s power and Muslim identity with this
approach seen in many ways national as much as
religious,” he said.

Converted for the first time into a mosque after
the conquest of Constantinople by the Ottomans in
1453, the Hagia Sophia is one of Istanbul’s most vis-
ited tourist attractions. Ozgur Unluhisarcikli, Ankara
director of the German Marshall Fund, said the
move would win hearts and minds as the majority of
the Turkish public “would favour such a decision for
religious or nationalist sentiments”. “This is a
debate president Erdogan cannot lose and the
opposition cannot win. As a matter of fact, this issue
also has the potential to disunite the opposition
parties,” he told AFP.

‘Scoring points’ 
The traditional voters of the secular Republican

People’s Party (CHP) are not too interested in the
Ottoman past, said Unluhisarcikli. “(But) they are
very sovereignty conscious and some of them could
support the decision just because others are telling
Turkey it cannot do this,” he said. Turkey’s fellow
NATO members-the US and Greece-as well as
Russia, have warned Ankara against reopening the
Hagia Sophia to Muslim worship.  “The decision is
intended to score points with Erdogan’s pious and
nationalist constituents,” said Anthony Skinner of
the risk assessment firm Verisk Maplecroft. “Hagia
Sophia is arguably the most conspicuous symbol of
Turkey’s Ottoman past-one which Erdogan is lever-
aging to strengthen his base while snubbing domes-
tic and foreign rivals,” he said.  — AFP 

Trump commutes
prison sentence 
of ‘ally’ Stone
WASHINGTON: President Donald Trump on
Friday commuted the prison sentence of his long-
time ally Roger Stone, shielding the veteran
Republican operative from 40 months behind bars.
“Roger Stone is now a free man!” the White House
said in a statement, days before he was to report to
a federal prison to start serving his term.  Trump’s
action immediately brought new charges that the
president intervenes freely in the US justice system
to help friends and allies and punish critics and
perceived enemies.

Stone, one of Trump’s oldest confidants, was
convicted last November of lying to Congress, tam-
pering with a witness and obstructing the House
investigation into whether the Trump campaign
conspired with Russia to help him win the 2016
election. The fiery White House statement reiterated
Trump’s charge that Special Counsel Robert
Mueller investigated an alleged crime that was nev-
er committed. It argued that Stone should therefore
never have been charged in the first place.

“The simple fact is that if the Special Counsel
had not been pursuing an absolutely baseless
investigation, Mr Stone would not be facing time in
prison,” it said. In a statement to US media, Stone’s
lawyer Grant Smith said his client was “incredibly
honored that President Trump used his awesome

and unique power under the Constitution of the
United States for this act of mercy.” 

The Trump administration had already inter-
vened once to help Stone. After prosecutors rec-
ommended a prison term of seven to nine years,
Attorney General Bill Barr, who has been accused
of acting like Trump’s personal lawyer, stepped in
and called that excessive. All four prosecutors han-
dling the case quit it and a newly appointed prose-
cutor recommended a prison term of three to four
years for Stone. Stone was the sixth aide of Trump-
who was impeached last year for abusing his pow-
er-to be convicted of charges arising from
Mueller’s probe into Russian election interference.

‘Two systems of justice’ 
Critics responded quickly and angrily after

Trump commuted Stone’s sentence.
Representative Adam Schiff, the Democrat who
led the impeachment drive against Trump, put it
bluntly: “With Trump there are now two systems
of justice in America: One for Trump’s criminal
friends and one for everyone else.” Top Senate
Democrat Chuck Schumer slammed “a lawless
president who regards the Justice Department as
his personal plaything” while others blamed
Republicans’ tolerance of Trump’s behavior in
leading to what they called a breakdown in the
justice system and rule of law.

Barr has been berated for his department’s deci-
sion to drop the case against Trump’s first national
security advisor, Michael Flynn, who pleaded guilty
in 2017 to lying about his Russia contacts to the
FBI. Last month the administration forced out
Geoffrey Berman, a New York prosecutor known
for probing allies of Trump.  — AFP 


