
WASHINGTON: Coronavirus deaths
in the United States surged to their
highest level in months as Muslim pil-
grims began yesterday a pandemic-cur-
tailed version of their sacred hajj. The
human toll of the disease surged to a
level not seen since mid-May in the
United States, the world’s hardest-hit
country, with nearly 1,600 deaths
recorded in 24 hours, Johns Hopkins
University reported on Tuesday. 

Case numbers have been rising for
weeks across swathes of the nation,
leaving health authorities and leaders to
watch nervously for a feared spike in
fatalities. President Donald Trump’s
effort to be re-elected in November has
been dogged by a crisis that has
already kil led nearly 150,000
Americans and wreaked havoc on the
world’s biggest economy.

Twitter removed a video that Trump
retweeted in which doctors made
allegedly false claims about the pan-
demic, saying it was in violation of its
“COVID-19 misinformation policy.”
Earlier, Facebook had also withdrawn
the video, which claimed masks and
lockdowns were not necessary to
counter the pandemic. Resurgent virus

outbreaks have forced nations around
the world to step up measures against
the contagion, leaving holiday tourism
and event calendars in shambles.

The annual hajj pilgrimage to Saudi
Arabia ’s  Makkah drew 2.5 mi l l ion
Muslims last year, but in pandemic-
shadowed 2020 just 10,000 already
residing in  the kingdom wi l l  be
allowed in. The chosen ones were sub-
ject to temperature checks and placed
in quarantine as they began trickling
into Makkah over the weekend. State
media showed health workers sanitiz-
ing their luggage, and some pilgrims
reported receiving electronic wrist-
bands to let authorities monitor their
whereabouts.

In addition to being a spiritual high-
light to faithful Muslims, the pilgrimage
normally provides a boost to the local
economy that will be sorely missed this
year. In Europe, resurgent virus cases
are blasting a similar hole in local hopes
for a financial windfall in summer holi-
day hotspots. Spain, one of the coun-
tries hit hardest by the pandemic, insists
it is a safe destination for tourists
despite tackling 361 active outbreaks
and more than 4,000 new cases.

‘Rapidly and uncontrollably’
Several countries have nonetheless

imposed quarantines on people return-
ing from Spain, including its biggest
tourist market, Britain. Spain’s strict
lockdown destroyed more than a million
jobs during the second quarter of the
year, the National Statistics Institute
(INE) reported Tuesday-mainly in
tourism. Germany, which has registered
an average of 557 new cases a day over
the past week, also tweaked its mask
rules, saying they must be worn out-
doors wherever social distancing was
not possible. “We must prevent that the
virus once again spreads rapidly and
uncontrollably,” its disease control
agency said Tuesday.

Iran suffered its worst day yet of the
pandemic, reporting 235 new deaths on
Tuesday, a record toll for a single day in
the Middle East’s hardest-hit country.
“The situation is worrying,” health min-
istry spokeswoman Sima Sadat Lari
said, with Tehran, the most populous
province, hitting the highest category
on the country’s coronavirus risk scale.
Officials have made masks mandatory in
enclosed public spaces and allowed
Tehran and other hard-hit provinces

reimpose restrictions progressively lift-
ed since April to reopen Iran’s sanc-
tions-hit economy.

Lebanon also raised fears for its cri-
sis-hit health sector after recording 175
cases on Saturday, its highest daily tally.
On Tuesday, it announced a full lock-
down July 30-August 3 over the Muslim
holiday of Eid al-Adha, and limits on

bar and restaurant capacity. And in
Colombia, President Ivan Duque
announced an extension of lockdown
measures until August 30, as the num-
ber of cases in the South American
country continues to climb. Colombia
has reported more than 9,000 COVID-
19 deaths in nearly five months of the
pandemic. — AFP 
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MAKKAH: Photo shows the first group of female pilgrims praying in the Grand mosque in the holy city of Makkah at the start of the annual Muslim Hajj pilgrimage. — AFP 

Scaled-down hajj begins amid pandemic 

KATHMANDU: A health worker collects a swab sample from a woman for a COVID-19 PCR test in
the Mahaboudha area of the Nepalese capital on Tuesday. — AFP 

Turkey tightens
grip on social
media 
ISTANBUL: Turkey’s parliament yester-
day passed a controversial bill giving the
government greater control of social media
and criticized by human rights advocates
as an attempt to increase online censor-
ship. Under the new law, social media
giants such as Facebook and Twitter have
to ensure they have local representatives in
Turkey and to comply with court orders
over the removal of certain content or face
heavy fines.

The legislation targets social networks
with more than a million unique visits every
day and says servers with Turkish users’
data must be stored locally.  If companies
refuse to comply, they will face fines and
restriction of bandwidth making the plat-
form unusable. The bill was submitted by
the ruling AKP and its nationalist partner
the MHP, which have a majority in the par-
liament, and passed after debates beginning
on Tuesday and lasting into Wednesday.
After the night-long debate, the parliament
went into summer recess till October.

‘Dark era’
Human rights groups and the opposition

are worried over what they call the erosion
of freedom of expression in Turkey, with

thousands of people subject to criminal
proceedings for “insulting” President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan on social media.
They argue that increased control of social
media will also limit Turkish access to inde-
pendent or critical information in a country
where the news media is in the hands of
government-friendly businessmen or con-
trolled by the state. 

“Why now?” asked Yaman Akdeniz,
professor at Istanbul’s Bilgi University and
also a cyber rights expert. “While print
and broadcast media platforms are already
under government control, social media
networks are relatively free. Social media
has become one of the few spaces for free
and effective expression in Turkey,” he
told AFP.

Human Rights Watch expressed con-
cerns that the law would enable the gov-
ernment to control social media, to get con-
tent removed at will and to arbitrarily target
individual users. “Social media is a lifeline
for many people who use it to access news,
so this law signals a new dark era of online
censorship,” said Tom Porteous, deputy
program director at Human Rights Watch in
a statement before the legislation passed.
The legislation has aroused deep concerns
for many Internet users in Turkey who
mobilized online in recent weeks using the
hashtag “don’t touch my social media”.

‘No obstacle’
Ibrahim Kalin, Erdogan’s spokesman,

brushed off fears the law would hamper
free speech. “There is no obstacle to social
media users freely expressing their opin-

ion,” he told CNN-Turk television on
Tuesday. “Here is the rule: whatever is a
crime in real world is also a crime in cyber
world ... there must be a limit to criticism.”
Erdogan vowed to tighten government con-
trol over social media earlier this month
after he said “dark-hearted” users insulted
Finance Minister Berat Albayrak and his
wife Esra, the president’s daughter, follow-
ing the birth of their fourth child.

And last month, the Turkish leader met
with a spate of negative comments during a
video-conference with young people. The
Turkish presidency then turned off com-
ments but there were 388,000 clicks on the
“thumbs down” button, compared with
114,000 on the “thumbs up” button.
Erdogan is not a fan of social media despite
a large following on different platforms,
including Twitter. He once compared the
media platforms to a “murderer’s knife” and
previously promised to “eradicate” Twitter.

His government previously blocked
Twitter and YouTube in 2014 after audio
recordings were posted implicating the
president, then prime minister, and his inner
circle in an alleged corruption scandal.
Erdogan’s aversion of social media also
dates back to anti-government protests in
2013, which were often mobilized by
Twitter and Facebook posts. A Turkish
court in January lifted a ban on the online
encyclopaedia Wikipedia after almost three
years. According to Twitter’s latest “trans-
parency report” for the first half of 2019,
Turkey ranked number one for seeking
content removal with more than 6,000
requests. — AFP 

Scientists revive
microbes from
100 million
years ago 
PARIS: Scientists have successfully
revived microbes that had lain dor-
mant at the bottom of the sea since
the age of the dinosaurs, allowing the
organisms to eat and even multiply
after eons in the deep. Their research
sheds light on the remarkable survival
power of some of Earth’s most primi-
tive species, which can exist for tens
of millions of years with barely any
oxygen or food before springing back
to life in the lab.

A team led by the Japan Agency for
Marine-Earth Science and Technology
analysed ancient sediment samples
deposited more than 100 million years
ago on the seabed of the South
Pacific. The region is renowned for
having far fewer nutrients in its sedi-
ment than normal, making it a far-
from-ideal site to maintain life over
millennia. The team incubated the
samples to help coax the microbes out
of their epoch-spanning slumber.

Astonishingly, they were able to
revive nearly all of the microorgan-
isms. “When I found them, I was first
skeptical whether the findings are

from some mistake or a failure in the
experiment,” said lead author Yuki
Morono. “We now know that there is
no age limit for (organisms in the)
sub-seafloor biosphere,” he told AFP.
URI Graduate School of
Oceanography professor and study
co-author Steven D’Hondt said the
microbes came from the oldest sedi-
ment drilled from the seabed.

“In the oldest sediment we’ve drilled,
with the least amount of food, there are
still living organisms, and they can wake
up, grow and multiply,” he said.
Morono explained that oxygen traces
in the sediment allowed the microbes to
stay alive for millions of years while
expending virtually no energy. Energy
levels for seabed microbes “are million
of times lower than that of surface
microbes,” he said. Such levels would
be far too low to sustain the surface
microbes, and Morono said it was a
mystery how the seabed organisms had
managed to survive.

Previous studies have shown how
bacteria can live on some of the least
hospitable places on Earth, including
around undersea vents that are devoid
of oxygen. Morono said the new
research, published in the journal
Nature Communications, proved the
remarkable staying power of some of
Earth’s simplest living structures.
“Unlike us, microbes grow their popu-
lation by divisions, so they do not
actually have the concept of lifespan,”
he added. — AFP 


