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Iraqi MP dies of COVID-19 

BAGHDAD: Iraqi lawmaker Ghida Kambash died
Friday after contracting the novel coronavirus,
parliament announced, its first member to suc-
cumb to the virus as its spread ramps up across
the country. The 46-year-old was a three-time
MP from Baquba, northeast of Baghdad, and
helped pass laws on education reform and social
welfare.  She leaves behind four children. Last
month, parliament speaker Mohammed al-
Halbussi said up to 20 deputies were confirmed
to have been infected with COVID-19. In total,
Iraq’s health ministry has declared around
70,000 coronavirus cases, of whom nearly
3,000 have died and 40,000 recovered. After
seeing a relatively slow spread in the first five
months of 2020, cases spiked 600 percent in
June alone, according to the International
Rescue Committee.  — AFP 

Iran ordered to pay $879m 

WASHINGTON: A US judge has ordered Iran
to pay another $879.1 million over a 1996 bomb-
ing in Saudi Arabia that killed 19 US airmen, rul-
ing again that Tehran bore responsibility.
President Donald Trump’s administration hailed
the judgment, the latest over the attack against
Iran, which denies involvement and refuses to
pay. Saudi Hezbollah, a militant group from the
conservative Sunni kingdom’s Shiite minority,
allegedly carried out the attack by driving an
explosives-laden truck into the eight-story
Khobar Towers complex where Western and
Saudi forces were staying. Beryl Howell, the
chief judge of the US federal district court in
Washington, cited previous evidence as she
wrote that Iran “aided Hezbollah in carrying out
a horrific, violent attack that killed 19 people
and injured hundreds more.” — AFP 

Seoul mayor takes own life 

SEOUL: The mayor of Seoul, a contender to be
South Korea’s next president and a former
human rights lawyer, took his own life a day after
he was accused of sexual harassment, authorities
said Friday. Park Won-soon, whose body was
recovered on a mountain in the capital, is by far
the most high-profile politician to be implicated
in a harassment case in South Korea, a highly
patriarchal society where the #MeToo move-
ment has led to the fall of scores of prominent
men in multiple fields. Park offered a general
apology in a suicide note-handwritten with ink
and brush-found at his official residence and
released by city authorities. “I’m sorry to every-
one. I thank everyone who has been with me in
my life,” he wrote, asking to be cremated and his
ashes scattered at his parents’ graves. — AFP 

Mali protest turns violent

BAMAKO: Mali’s President Ibrahim Boubacar
Keita said he had launched an investigation into
violence committed during a mass anti-govern-
ment protest on Friday, which saw at least one
person killed and 20 wounded. Thousands ini-
tially rallied in the capital city Bamako to
demand that Keita resign over a long-running
jihadist conflict, economic woes and perceived
government corruption in the fragile West
African state. But the protest later descended
into violence-a rare occurrence in the capital-as
demonstrators blocked main thoroughfares,
attacked the parliament and stormed the prem-
ises of the state broadcaster. — AFP

SINGAPORE: Singapore’s ruling party, stung by its
worst ever election results, yesterday signaled a
possible delay to its meticulous succession plans,
and analysts foresaw other policy changes that
could affect the international business hub. The
People’s Action Party secured 83 of 93 parliamen-
tary seats in Friday’s election - a resounding win by
international standards - and its share of the popu-
lar vote dropped near a record low, while the oppo-
sition won an unprecedented 10 seats.

The results showed “a clear desire for a diversity
of voices,” Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong told an
early morning news conference. “Singaporeans
want the PAP to form the government but they, and
especially the younger voters, also want to see
more opposition presence in parliament.” Stability
and predictability define Singapore’s politics, domi-
nated by the PAP since independence in 1965,
proving crucial in developing the city-state into a
global finance hub and regional trading centre. But
analysts said the unexpected setback for Lee’s par-
ty likely means tighter rules on foreign employment
and other changes to social policies to assuage
concerns raised by opposition parties.

“Policymakers will have a tighter line to walk on
foreigners in the labour force and to double-up
efforts on the economic wellbeing of lower-income
groups,” said Song Seng Wun, an economist at
CIMB Private Banking. In 2011, when the PAP
polled a record low 60% of the popular vote, it
tightened international hiring rules to address vot-
ers’ sensitivities. Voters in Friday’s election had also
expressed concern about their job prospects and
whether their wealthy, small island needs so many
foreigners in top paid roles.

Next generation lacked ‘pull power’
The election results cast a pall over Lee’s plans

to seek a mandate for the next generation of leaders
as he prepared to step down. Analysts said the
strong Workers’ Party showing, which prompted
wild celebrations in the small hours of yesterday in
stronghold seats, could make Lee’s eventual han-

dover more contested. His designated successor,
Deputy Prime Minister Heng Swee Keat, scraped
through with 53% of the vote in his constituency in
the first real test of his popularity. 

“This was not a strong endorsement of the new
leaders,” said Bridget Welsh, honorary research
associate at the University of Nottingham Asia
Research Institute Malaysia. Heng, 59, “lacked
national pull power in the campaign,” as did many
other next-generation leaders, she said. The prime
minister, who took a gamble by calling the election
in the middle of the COVID-19 pandemic, said he
would now “see this crisis through,” a statement
analysts took to mean he may put his retirement
plans on hold. The 68-year-old son of Singapore’s
founding leader Lee Kuan Yew, who is only the

nation’s third premier since independence, had said
he was preparing to hand over the reins to a new
generation of leaders in coming years. With an over-
whelming parliamentary majority, the PAP rarely has
to court public opinion on policy or government
plans. Heng had been selected by his peers as a

future leader in a secretive process compared to
how cardinals pick a pope. The PAP’s setback
“reopens questions about who is next,” said Chong
Ja Ian political scientist and visiting scholar at the
Harvard-Yenching Institute. “No one knows for sure,
but these questions are sure to arise.” — Reuters

PAP wins big majority but opponents make record gains

Singapore ruling party, stung by poll 
setback, faces succession questions

Lebanon ‘spiraling 
out of control’: UN 
rights chief warns
GENEVA: Lebanon’s economic crisis is getting
out of hand, the UN rights chief warned Friday,
calling for urgent internal reforms coupled with
international support to prevent further mayhem.
Michelle Bachelet, the United Nations High
Commissioner for Human Rights, said the social
fabric of the country was at risk as vulnerable
populations are threatened with extreme poverty.

“This situation is fast spiraling out of control,
with many already destitute and facing starva-
tion as a direct result of this crisis,” she said in a
statement. “The alarm has been sounded, and we
must respond immediately before it is too late.”
For months, the Mediterranean country has
grappled with its worst economic crisis since
the 1975-1990 civil war. Tens of thousands have
lost their jobs or part of their salaries, while a
crippling dollar shortage has sparked spiralling
inflation.

Bachelet said an unemployment crisis would
propel poverty and indebtedness with “grave
implications” in a country with fragile social nets.
She said vulnerable Lebanese, along with 1.7 mil-
lion refugees, were increasingly unable to meet
their basic needs, as were 250,000 migrant
workers, many of whom have lost their jobs or
been left homeless. “Their situation will only get
worse as food and medical imports dry up,” the
former Chilean president said. “As we respond to
this pandemic and the socio-economic crisis, we
must include and protect everyone, regardless of
their migration or other status.”

‘Ease the pain’ 
Economic woes last year sparked mass

protests in Lebanon against a political class
deemed irretrievably corrupt. The Lebanese
pound, officially pegged at 1,507 pounds to the
greenback, reached more than 9,000 to the dol-
lar last week on the black market in a dizzying
devaluation. Prices have soared almost as fast as

the exchange rate has plummeted, meaning that a
salary of one million pounds is now worth a little
more than $100, compared with almost $700 last
year. After the country for the first time defaulted
on its sovereign debt in March, the government
pledged reforms and in May started talks with
the International Monetary Fund towards unlock-
ing billions of dollars in aid.

But after 16 meetings, negotiations between
Beirut and the IMF are deadlocked, while lead-
ers are reluctant to enact reforms. Bachelet
urged Lebanon’s political leaders to implement
the necessary structural changes, and prioritize
the provision of food, electricity, health and
education. The rights chief also called on the
international community to ramp up its help.
“Without strengthened social safety nets and
bolstered basic assistance to ease the pain
caused by required structural reform, vulnerable
Lebanese, migrant workers and refugees will be
pushed further into poverty and extreme pover-
ty,” she said. — AFP 
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In India-China 
crisis, an India-US
bonanza in view
WASHINGTON: A border clash has plunged ties
between India and China to their lowest point in
decades. But one beneficiary looks clear-the US-
India relationship. Experts say India could finally
end equivocation about openly aligning itself with
the long-eager United States, although there will
still be disagreements-which, paradoxically, are now
mostly due to Washington. Secretary of State Mike
Pompeo told reporters that China “took incredibly
aggressive action” in a hand-to-hand battle in the
remote Himalayas on June 15 that killed 20 Indian
soldiers. The hawkish Pompeo characterized the
violence as part of a broader strategy by Beijing to
challenge all of its neighbors.

Jeff M. Smith, a research fellow at the conserva-
tive Heritage Foundation who has written a book on
the India-China rivalry, said the United States is
known to offer border intelligence to India, which is
now likely to pick up the pace on defense acquisi-
tions. But Smith said that India has asked the United
States to be publicly circumspect-in part to show
the domestic audience that New Delhi does not
need help. India also does not want “to feed
Chinese propaganda narratives that this is all a
component of the China-US rivalry and that India is
working at America’s behest,” Smith said.

Michael Kugelman, a South Asia expert at the
Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars,
cautioned that neither India nor China wanted a
complete rupture and said that both still saw some
common interests, especially in international organ-
izations. “But make no mistake: This current India-
China crisis is a watershed for the geopolitics of
Asia, and the US-India relationship will be one of
the main beneficiaries,” he said. “Previous Indian
concern about antagonizing China if it moves closer
to the US is starting to melt away.”

The United States has been seeking warmer
ties since the 1990s with India, which insisted dur-
ing the Cold War on being “non-aligned” on the
global stage. — AFP

BEIRUT: Lebanese anti-government protesters take part
in a symbolic funeral for the country in the downtown
area of the capital Beirut during demonstrations over a
deepening economic crisis. — AFP 

Bangladeshi 
coronavirus sufferers
shun hospitals
DHAKA: Thousands of beds for coronavirus
patients in Bangladesh are lying empty despite the
country struggling with a rising caseload as people
are too scared to enter hospitals, officials and suf-
ferers say. Some patients have bluntly told health
workers they would “rather die at home than die in
a hospital”, an official for a medical charity told AFP.
Bangladesh has registered about 180,000 COVID-
19 infections, and around 3,000 new cases are
being added each day, while the death toll stood at
2,275 by Friday. But medical experts say the real
figures are likely much higher because so little test-
ing has been carried out.

In the capital Dhaka, about 4,750 of 6,305 beds
set aside for coronavirus patients are not being
used, the government’s health department
acknowledged. At a new 2,000-bed field hospital
especially built to fight the pandemic, only about
100 patients are inside. Authorities in the second
city of Chittagong, which has emerged as a virus
hotspot, say only half of its dedicated hospital
beds are currently filled. The two cities have a
combined population of 25 million and account for

around 80 percent of Bangladesh’s 87,000 active
cases. The health department said the beds were
not being used because many sufferers were being
treated at home.

Hospital phobia 
“Most of the patients have mild symptoms.

Adequate telemedicine services are available. That
may be the reason for empty beds in hospitals,”
department deputy head Nasima Sultana told AFP.
The number of beds had been boosted in anticipa-
tion of extra cases, she added. But health experts
and virus sufferers say people are worried about
the level of care they would receive in a public hos-

pital. “They told us they would rather die at home
than die in a hospital,” a senior official for the Al
Manahil charity in Chittagong, which provides
ambulance and burial services, told AFP. A survey of
more than 80,000 people carried out with United
Nations backing found 44 percent of Bangladeshis
were “too scared” to even call the government’s
COVID-19 helpline. Many feared being taken to
hospital if testing positive.

Bangladesh’s public hospitals are not “patient
friendly”, according to Rashid e Mahbub, head of
the Bangladesh Health Rights Movement. “A nega-
tive perception has been created and that is
prompting many patients to stay at home. Few peo-
ple can afford the expensive private hospitals.”
Only people with serious respiratory problems go
to public facilities, said the activist. “A significant
number of COVID-19 patients are dying at home.”
A woman who was among eight members of her
family to contract the virus said all of them had
stayed home.

Even when her mother’s breathing fell to “danger
levels”, the family did not send her to a hospital and
instead rented oxygen cylinders, the woman told
AFP, speaking on condition of anonymity due to the
nature of her job. “We heard the doctors and nurses
don’t come near patients for fear of being infected,”
she said. Bangladesh hospitals had a poor reputa-
tion even before the pandemic, with more than
500,000 people travelling to India last year for
treatment, according to official figures. — AFP

CHITTAGONG: Photo shows empty beds at a COVID-19
coronavirus ward in a hospital set up by Al Manahil
Welfare Foundation Bangladesh in Chittagong. — AFP 

SINGAPORE: Singapore’s Prime Minister and secretary-general of the ruling People’s Action Party Lee
Hsien Loong (center) and his wife Ho Ching (right) leave the party’s office after delivering the speech live
on facebook to citizens yesterday. — AFP 


