
Wednesday, July 15, 2020

6
I n t e r n a t i o n a l

Established 1961 

News in brief

Australia cases top 10,000

SYDNEY: Australian states yesterday tightened
restrictions on movement as authorities struggle
to contain a fresh outbreak of COVID-19 in the
country’s southeast that has pushed the national
tally of cases beyond 10,000. With growing fears
of a second coronavirus wave nationally, two
states extended border restrictions and
Australia’s most populous state imposed limits on
the number of people allowed in large pubs. The
changes come as scores of new cases were
uncovered in Victoria, the country’s COVID-19
hotspot, despite a return to lockdown last week
for nearly 5 million people in state capital
Melbourne. Active cases in the state rose to
nearly 2,000 after another 270 infections were
detected in the past 24 hours, authorities said,
taking Australia’s total number of cases to about
10,000. Australia’s death toll hit 110 on Tuesday
after two people in their 80s died from the virus
in Victoria. — Reuters

Canada’s Trudeau ‘sorry’ 

OTTAWA: Canada’s Prime Minister Justin
Trudeau apologized Monday for not recusing
himself from discussions about a government
contract to a charity that had paid his family large
sums of money for speaking appearances. “I
made a mistake not recusing myself immediately
from the discussions, given our family’s history.
And I’m sincerely sorry,” Trudeau told a news
conference. His apology came amid opposition
demands for an investigation into a CAN$900
million (USD $662 million) contract awarded by
the government to development and youth advo-
cacy organization WE Charity. The NGO has
admitted paying nearly CAN $300,000 to
Trudeau’s mother, brother and wife for speaking
engagements. Trudeau himself admitted to taking
part in negotiations with the charity over the con-
tract. He said he knew his mother Margaret
worked for WE as an advocate on mental health
issues but didn’t know the “details.” — AFP 

Kosovo’s Thaci quizzed 

THE HAGUE: Kosovo President Hashim Thaci
arrived on Monday for questioning by war
crimes prosecutors in The Hague, saying that
“nobody can rewrite history” over his role in the
1990s war. Thaci, 52, was indicted by a special
tribunal in late June for war crimes and crimes
against humanity in the 1998-99 conflict with
Serbia that won the province its independence.
Thaci and others are charged with being “crimi-
nally responsible for nearly 100 murders” in addi-
tion to other crimes against Serb, Roma and
Kosovo Albanian victims while he was leader of
the rebel Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA). “Today
I am here to respect what I dreamt and fought for,
a free independent Kosovo based on equal rights,
multi-ethnic society and rule of law,” Thaci told
reporters outside the Kosovo Specialist
Chambers (KSC). “I am ready to face the new
challenge and succeed for my son, my family, my
people and my country. Nobody can rewrite his-
tory. This is a price of freedom.” — AFP 

Malian jihadist on trial 

THE HAGUE: The trial of a Malian jihadist
accused of demolishing Timbuktu’s fabled shrines
and unleashing a reign of terror begins at the
International Criminal Court yesterday. Al Hassan
Ag Abdoul Aziz Ag Mohamed Ag Mahmoud, 42,
has been charged with war crimes, crimes against
humanity, rape and sexual slavery. The charges
cover a period when Islamic fundamentalists
exploited an ethnic Tuareg uprising in 2012 to take
over cities in Mali’s volatile north. — AFP

PARIS: Poorer nations could see hundreds of thou-
sands of additional deaths from HIV, tuberculosis
and malaria as COVID-19 disrupts vital health serv-
ices and access to life-saving treatment, new
research warned yesterday. Modeling the impact in
countries that will bear the brunt of the three dis-
eases over the next five years, the study found that
they could even see as many years of life lost from
those illnesses as from the pandemic itself. 

The team behind the research said it was vital for
governments to ensure that people living with the
three killers continued to have access to diagnosis
and treatment even while health systems are
stretched by COVID-19. HIV, tuberculosis and
malaria kill close to three million people every year,
the vast majority in low- or middle-income coun-
tries despite the existence of cheap and effective
treatment or prevention. 

Dozens of countries are already reporting an
increase in people avoiding health care facilities out
of fear of contracting the virus, and the supply of
medicines such as anti-retroviral treatments for HIV
are stretched. “In countries with a high malaria bur-
den and large HIV and TB epidemics, even short-
term disruptions could have devastating conse-
quences for the millions of people who depend on
programs to control and treat these diseases,” said
Timothy Hallett from Imperial College London and
paper co-author.  For the study, which was published
in the Lancet Global Health medical journal, the team
looked at four different policy scenarios affecting the

spread of COVID-19. They then incorporated trans-
mission models of HIV, tuberculosis and malaria to
estimate the impact on heath services within the dif-
ferent scenarios over a five-year period. The greatest
impact was projected to be from interruption of anti-

retrovirals for those living with HIV, with parts of
southern Africa experiencing up to 10 percent more
HIV deaths than would occur without COVID-19.

In the worst case scenario, screening and treat-
ment for tuberculosis-still the world’s biggest infec-
tious killer-could see deaths rise by 20 percent in
southern Africa. Malaria deaths linked to the inter-
ruption of mosquito net campaigns could surge by
36 percent if little is done to stem the spread of
COVID-19 in high incidence countries. Study co-
author Alexandra Hogan said the pandemic risked
destroying many gains made in malaria control over
the past decade. “Routine preventative measures

must be prioritized, ensuring mosquito net distribu-
tion campaigns and (preventative) treatments, such
as mass drug distribution, are maintained,” she said.

Meanwhile, nearly one in nine people in the world
are going hungry, with the coronavirus pandemic
exacerbating already worsening trends this year,

according to a United Nations report published
Monday. Economic slowdowns and climate-related
shocks are pushing more people into hunger, while
nutritious foods remain too expensive for many, con-
tributing not only to undernourishment, but to growing
rates of obesity in adults and children. — Agencies 

World hunger worsening as COVID weighs and obesity rises

Pandemic risks ‘surge’ in 
infectious disease deaths

2nd virus wave 
in UK could see 
120,000 deaths 
LONDON: A second coronavirus wave in Britain
this winter could see 120,000 deaths in hospitals
alone in a “reasonable worst-case scenario”, scien-
tists warned yesterday. The Academy of Medical
Sciences report, commissioned by the government’s
chief scientific adviser Patrick Vallance, urged
immediate action to mitigate a second wave.

With hospitals also battling seasonal flu cases, a
second wave could eclipse the current outbreak
resulting in up to 120,000 deaths between
September and June next year. The modeling does
not include deaths in care homes or the wider com-
munity, and assumes no government action to pre-
vent a fresh surge in cases. Britain has seen almost
45,000 deaths so far in the first wave-the highest
toll in Europe and third only to the United States

and Brazil. The latest predictions are based on an
assumption that the R rate-which measures how
many people an infected person is expected to
infect-rises to 1.7 from September.

The scientists also modeled for an lower
increased R rate of 1.5, which would lead to
74,800 deaths. The R rate is currently between
0.7 to 0.9 across the whole country, according to
the latest government figure published last Friday.
Stephen Holgate, who led the study Academy of
Medical Sciences study, said the 120,000 figure
was “not a prediction but it is a possibility”. “The
modeling suggests that deaths could be higher
with a new wave of COVID-19 this winter, but the
risk of this happening could be reduced if we take
action immediately.”

‘Intense preparation’ 
The group of 37 scientists involved in the

report said the government needed to prepare
immediately because of the “serious risk” to
health of a potential surge in cases. A winter out-
break could be worse due to people spending
more time indoors, where the virus can spread
more easily, added Azra Ghani, from Imperial

College London. The report calls for “intense
preparation” this month and next to prevent the
country’s state-run National Health Service (NHS)
from being overwhelmed. That includes work to
minimize community transmission, a public infor-
mation campaign and ensuring enough protective
equipment for frontline medical and social care
staff. The government’s test, trace and isolate pro-
gram also needed to be scaled up, along with sur-
veillance and ensuring at risk individuals, health
and care workers get flu jabs.

The government of Prime Minister Boris Johnson,
who spent several days in intensive care with
COVID-19, has been criticized for an initially
relaxed response to the outbreak. Critics said a
national lockdown should have been imposed earli-
er and contact tracing maintained, while there have
also been questions about testing capacity. Stay-at-
home restrictions are now being eased in a bid to
kickstart the country’s stalled economy but there
remains concern about rising numbers of cases in
some areas. Johnson said last Friday he was in favor
of localized responses to outbreaks rather than
again having to order the whole country to be shut
down. — AFP 

Concern grows in 
Balkans at rising 
COVID-19 cases 
BELGRADE: The numbers may still be modest, but
the Balkans, one of the poorest regions in Europe
with the most fragile medical infrastructure, is brac-
ing against a surge in coronavirus infections.
Several European countries have imposed restric-
tions, such as a two-week quarantine on travelers
from Bulgaria and Romania, or a negative coron-
avirus test result on arrival. 

In Serbia, the situation is worse than in April,
epidemiologist Predrag Kon said on the national
broadcaster RTS, particularly in Belgrade where the
health system is at saturation point. Kon, part of the
national team tackling the coronavirus pandemic,
announced a record 18 deaths on Friday. Protesters
are demonstrating on the streets every night against
what they say is the administration’s mishandling of
the crisis.

In neighboring Kosovo, there is also growing
concern. Blerim Syla, the head of the health sector
unions warned that Kosovo could become the
Wuhan of the Balkans-a reference to the Chinese
region hit hardest by the virus. And if that hap-
pened, he said, Kosovo’s health system, already
under tremendous pressure, would collapse. Many
people in Kosovo choose to seek treatment in
neighboring countries. In EU member Croatia,
microbiologist Goran Lauc, part of a scientific team
advising the government, says the situation is “not

bad”, but notes that cases are rising as the tourist
season gets underway.

Fragile health services 
So far, the Balkans has escaped the coronavirus

pandemic relatively unscathed with nearly 3,500
deaths. The eight deaths recorded Friday in Kosovo
and hundreds of new cases in Bosnia and Romania
in recent days are not yet enough to set alarm bells
ringing in the international community. But Albania,
Bosnia, Bulgaria, Kosovo and Romania have all reg-
istered record numbers over the past week, both in
terms of the daily tally of deaths and new cases.

According to a July 10 AFP tally, these countries
accounted for 15 percent of new cases detected
that day across Europe although they account for
only seven percent of Europe’s population. The
health services in these countries are not equipped
to deal with a surge like that one that overwhelmed
parts of western Europe in spring. While Italy has
4.1 doctors for every 1,000 inhabitants, Albania has
only 1.2 according to World Health Organization fig-
ures-the lowest coverage in Europe. In Bosnia, the
figure stands at 2.0, and in Romania 2.2. Union
leader Blerim Syla says that Kosovo lacks 5,500
health professionals. On the streets of Belgrade, one
demonstrator, Petar Djuric, became the face of the
growing anger, shouting before the cameras that his
father had died because there was no respirator to
save him. In Albania, which has so far recorded
nearly 100 deaths, the authorities insist the situation
is still under control. But the director of the infec-
tious diseases hospital in Tirana, Najada Como, told
citizens they had to understand that “the solution
isn’t through hospital treatment, where we are doing
the impossible to care for the seriously ill”. — AFP

1 in 9 people 
going hungry

Deadly under-the-radar 
heatwaves ravage Africa 
PARIS: The impacts of extreme heatwaves amplified
by climate change are going unrecorded in sub-
Saharan Africa, making it nearly impossible to
detect patterns and set up early warning systems,
researchers said Monday. While detailed records of
hot spells and their aftermath exist for the world’s
wealthier regions, in Africa scientists and govern-
ments are mostly flying blind in assessing the dam-
age to human health and economies, the researchers
reported in the journal Nature Climate Change.

“Both real-world observations and climate mod-
elling show Sub-Saharan Africa as a hotspot for
heatwave activity,” said lead author Luke
Harrington, a postdoctoral researcher at the
University of Oxford’s Environmental Change
Institute.  “But the consequences of these heatwaves
are not being recorded,” he told AFP. “It is as if they
haven’t happened, but we know they have.” Only
two heatwaves in sub-Saharan Africa have been list-
ed over the last 120 years in the Emergency Events
Database (EM-DAT), the most complete registry of
extreme weather event impacts in the world.

By contrast, 83 European heatwaves-resulting in
more than 140,000 deaths and $12 billion in dam-
ages-have been logged since 1980 alone. “There is
an urgent need to address this discrepancy,” said
Harrington. There is also an absence of data for oth-
er types of extreme weather in Africa, such as
drought, heavy rains and major storms. Global
warming is expected to increase the number of
“deadly heat days”-beyond the threshold of human
tolerance-in coming decades, especially in the trop-
ics, earlier research has shown. But gathering data
on the location, duration and intensity of heatwaves
is only part of what is needed to plan ahead, the
researchers said.

African voices not heard
“The problem is not the absence of weather data

per se,” senior author Friederike Otto, director of
the Environmental Change Institute, told AFP.  “It is
the lack of impact data, such as records from hospi-
tals on mortality, or power and infrastructure
impacts.” Climate models show that sub-Saharan
Africa is going to be disproportionately affected by
worsening heatwaves due to climate change, and
the current lack of data hampers the region’s ability
to prepare, she said.

“Is five days above 40 degree Celsius (104
degree Fahrenheit) the threshold for serious impacts
on mortality? Does one extremely hot day lead to
infrastructure failure?,” Otto asked.  “Without
assessing impact data and weather data together,
you don’t know how an early warning system should
be designed.” — AFP

PROMACHONAS, Greece: A public health worker collects a swab sample from a woman to test for the nov-
el coronavirus at the Greek-Bulgarian border crossing on July 10, 2020. — AFP 

UKHIA, Bangladesh: In this file photo taken on Sept 27, 2017, Rohingya refugees run for food being distrib-
uted at the Thangkhali refugee camp. — AFP 


