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Boko Haram 
kill nearly 100 
Chadian troops 
N’DJAMENA, Chad: Boko Haram militants
have killed nearly 100 Chadian soldiers in a
seven-hour attack on an island army base, in
their deadliest assault yet on the country’s
armed forces. President Idriss Deby told
Chad television he travelled to the scene of
the attack on Tuesday to pay tribute to the
92 dead soldiers, saying it was the first time
so many troops had been lost. The attack
early Monday morning in Boma, Lac
province, is part of an expanding jihadist
campaign in the vast, marshy Lake Chad area,
where the borders of Cameroon, Chad, Niger
and Nigeria converge. 

Boko Haram launched an insurgency in
Nigeria in 2009 before beginning incursions in
its neighboring countries to the east. “We lost
92 of our soldiers, non-commissioned officers
and officers,” in the attack in Boma, the presi-
dent said. “It’s the first time we have lost so
many men,” he said. The attack on soldiers on
the Boma peninsula lasted at least seven hours,
and reinforcements sent to help became
bogged down and were also targeted, several
military sources told AFP.

“The camp is on an island where the ways
in were controlled by Boko Haram fighters,
they were able to leave as they wanted and
without being forced out by the army,” one
security official said. “The enemy has hit at
our defenses hard in this zone,” the senior
officer said. One military official said army
vehicles were destroyed, including armored
vehicles, and captured military arms were
carried off in speedboats by Boko Haram. The
base was taken by surprise by the 5:00 am
attack, the official said.

Boko Haram has stepped up its attacks in
recent months on the islands of the Lake
Chad basin where it takes advantage of the
vast terrain to launch assaults. Boko Haram’s
insurgency has killed 36,000 people and dis-
placed nearly two million in northeastern
Nigeria since it began, according to the UN.
Since 2015, countries in the region have
cooperated in the Multinational Joint Force, a
regional coalition engaged around Lake Chad
with the help of local residents formed into
vigilante groups.

But the regional militaries are struggling to
cope with the jihadist insurgency. In
Cameroon, violence increased in 2019 and ear-
ly 2020. In Cameroon’s Far North, 275 people
were killed by jihadist attacks in 2019, most of
them civilians, according to a report published
by Amnesty International in December. In
Niger, 174 soldiers were killed in three attacks
in January and December.  —AFP

WASHINGTON: (From left) US Surgeon General Jerome Adams, Response Coordinator for the White House Coronavirus Task Force Deborah Birx, US Vice President Mike Pence and US President Donald Trump take part in a Fox News vir-
tual town hall meeting with anchor Bill Hemmer from the Rose Garden of the White House on Tuesday. —AFP

WASHINGTON: US President Donald Trump declared the
beginning of the end of the coronavirus crisis in the United
States on Tuesday and called for a quick end to social distanc-
ing, even as New York’s governor compared the growing pan-
demic to a “bullet train”. Trump, who is keen to get his reelec-
tion campaign back on track, said that social distancing has
caused too much pain to the US economy, prompting
Congress to debate a historic rescue package.

“Our country - it’s not built to shut down,” he said on Fox
News. “You can destroy a country this way by closing it down.
I would love to have the country opened up and just raring to
go by Easter,” said Trump, declaring he could see “light at the
end of the tunnel”. The president said he looked forward to
“packed” churches on Easter, which is on April 12 - less than
three weeks away.

Social distancing and quarantine measures have been insti-
tuted across much of the United States, with stay-at-home
orders for more than a third of the population, bringing the
world’s biggest economy to an abrupt halt. An Ipsos/Axios
poll released Tuesday found that 74 percent of Americans
have stopped attending large gatherings, while 48 percent
have canceled travel plans, leaving airports deserted.

Another significant casualty of the shutdown has been the
presidential campaign, with Trump having to halt a relentless
series of big rallies around the country. Health experts have
advised the measures as the foundation for preventing the eas-
ily transmitted, potentially fatal illness from multiplying uncon-
trollably. The administration on March 16 declared “15 Days to
Slow the Spread”, a period which expires early next week.

But Trump made clear Tuesday that he thinks the response
to coronavirus deaths has been blown out of proportion, say-
ing “we lose much more than that to automobile accidents. We
didn’t call up the automobile companies to say, ‘Stop making
cars.’” Later, Trump appeared to retreat from his Easter goal at
a press conference alongside the renowned government infec-
tious diseases specialist Anthony Fauci.

“We’ll only do it if it’s good,” Trump said, adding that the
reopening could be limited to a “portion” of the nation. He
mentioned areas like farm country, Texas and the west, often
sparsely populated. His own press secretary, Stephanie
Grisham, quarantined since coming into contact with Brazilian
officials almost two weeks ago, has tested negative, the White
House said Tuesday.

‘We are not slowing it’ 
More than 700 people have died from the new coron-

avirus in the United States, while the number of confirmed

cases is near 54,000, a tracker maintained by Johns Hopkins
University showed Tuesday. The US has the third-highest
number of confirmed cases globally, behind China and Italy.
And despite Trump’s relentless optimism, New York Governor
Andrew Cuomo warned of “astronomical numbers” in the
state and the nation’s biggest city. “We are not slowing it. And
it is accelerating on its own,” he said, comparing the spread of
the disease to “a bullet train.”

Politics vs health? 
With his reelection campaign temporarily knocked off

track, Trump is now seeking to turn the coronavirus calamity
into a dramatic comeback story that will deliver him a second
term in November. One of his main claims to a second term,
prior to the coronavirus outbreak, was the strong economy.
“We can’t lose a Boeing, we can’t lose some of these compa-
nies,” he said on the Fox News broadcast from the White

House. “If we lose those companies we’re talking about hun-
dreds of thousands of jobs, millions of jobs.”

However, his push for a quick reopening of the economy
carries the risk that some will see it as putting wealth over
the survival of the sick, especially the vulnerable elderly.
Texas Lieutenant Governor Dan Patrick said as much, urging
those over 70 “not to sacrifice the country”. Cuomo, whose
daily news conferences have made him a major national
voice during the crisis, shot back at those calling for rapid
economic reopening, saying “my mother is not expendable”. 

Meanwhile, California officials on Tuesday pleaded for
young people to heed safety warnings over the new coron-
avirus after a teen tested positive and died. It would be the
first known juvenile death from the COVID-19 illness in the
United States. A statement by the Los Angeles County
Department of Public Health warned the cause of death “will

require further evaluation”. “Though earlier tests indicated a
positive result for COVID-19, the case is complex and there
may be an alternate explanation for this fatality,” it said.

The novel coronavirus is not typically severe for juve-
niles, and the unidentified youth from Lancaster - just north
of Los Angeles - did not have any pre-existing medical con-
ditions, Mayor Eric Garcetti said. “A teenager in good health
succumbed to this virus,” said Garcetti, calling the fatality a
“sober reminder that this can take anyone”. “To the young
people that are out there - this can hit you too. Know that
your behavior can save a life, and can take a life. And that
life could be yours,” he added.

Lancaster Mayor R Rex Parris told the Los Angeles
Times the patient was a teenage boy who died of septic
shock and the boy’s father was also infected with coron-
avirus. California Governor Gavin Newsom emphasized
that the teenager’s death should be a warning to all, noting
that half of the people infected in California are between
the ages of 18 and 49. “What more evidence do you need
than the loss of a young person’s life?” said Newsom. “I
just cannot impress upon young people out there more, the
seriousness of this moment, and how critical they are to
ultimately getting us on the other side by practicing that
social distancing.”

Newsom said while hospitalization rates are higher
among older people, the virus was hitting all age groups.
“Young people can and will be impacted by this virus,” he
said. “With this tragic death, it is a reminder for everybody
to take this seriously,” he added. Multiple studies have found
the virus disproportionately affects older patients and those
with underlying conditions.

A recent report by the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC) found juveniles “appear to have milder”
illness, with no intensive care admissions or deaths in the US
as of March 16. “Similar to reports from other countries, this
finding suggests that the risk for serious disease and death
from COVID-19 is higher in older age groups,” it found,
using the scientific term for the disease caused by the
SARS-coV-2 virus.

Only two known cases of minors dying from the disease
in China, where the virus emerged late last year, have been
recorded. In one case, an infant had a pre-existing intestinal
condition. The other’s situation was not known. “The risk for
serious disease and death in COVID-19 cases among per-
sons in the United States increases with age,” the CDC
report added. California, the most populous US state, has
been one of the worst-hit during the pandemic. —AFP

California warns youths on virus after teen tests positive, dies

Gunmen storm
Sikh temple in 
Kabul assault 
KABUL: Gunmen stormed a Sikh-
Hindu temple in central Kabul yester-
day and were locked in an ongoing
battle with security forces, an official
said, in the latest assault on the
Afghan capital. The attack comes as
Afghanistan is facing myriad crises
including a raging insurgency, politi-
cal deadlock, a massive cut in US aid,
a flailing peace process and rising
coronavirus cases. “At around 7:45
am (0315 GMT), a number of attack-
ers entered a Hindu-Sikh temple,”
interior ministry spokesman Tariq
Arian told AFP. “People are stuck

inside the building and (security
forces) are trying to rescue them.”

The Taleban denied any involve-
ment in the attack. While no other
group immediately claimed responsi-
bility, Islamic State jihadists fre-
quently orchestrate assaults on the
country’s religious minorities. “There
are about 150 people inside the tem-
ple. Families are living there and they
usually gather to offer prayers in the
mornings,” said Anarkali  Kaur
Honaryar, a Sikh member of the
Afghan parliament. “Some people
inside the temple are hiding and their
phones are off. I am very concerned.”

IS has a history of targeting
Afghan Sikhs and Hindus including a
suicide bombing in Jalalabad in July
2018 that kil led 19 people and
wounded 21. Around 1,000 Sikhs and
Hindus are estimated to reside in
what is otherwise an overwhelmingly

Muslim nation. Earlier this month, IS
militants killed 32 people and wound-
ed dozens more in an attack at a
political gathering in Kabul.

Aid cut 
To add to the country’s woes,

Washington slashed the amount of
aid to the country this week. The
decision came after US Secretary of
State Mike Pompeo visited Kabul in a
bid to resolve a standoff between
President Ashraf Ghani and his rival
Abdullah Abdullah, who also is pro-
claiming himself president following a
contested election. Pompeo, who
lashed out at their “failure” to come
to an agreement, said the US would
immediately cut $1 billion and was
“prepared” to pull another $1 billion
in 2021, with further cuts possible
after that.

The US and the Taleban signed a

deal last month that was supposed to
pave the way for talks between the
Afghan leadership and the insurgents,
but with Kabul unable to agree who
is in government, the talks have
stalled. With a GDP of only about $20
billion, the cuts represent a devastat-
ing blow to Afghanistan’s donor-
dependent economy.

Meanwhile, coronavirus is contin-
uing to spread across Afghanistan.
Officially there are 74 confirmed
cases and two deaths, but many
observers fear the number is far
higher. The impoverished country is
testing few people, “social distanc-
ing” is an abstract concept for an
illiterate population accustomed to
crowding into mosques and large
family gatherings, and thousands of
people have returned from pilgrim-
ages to coronavirus-hit  Iran in
recent weeks.  —AFP 
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