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Makkah to open 
for umrah after 
7-month pause 
RIYADH: Saudi Arabia will reopen the Muslim holy
places for the year-round umrah pilgrimage
tomorrow, scaled back and with extensive health
precautions, seven months after coronavirus
prompted its suspension. The umrah, the pilgrim-
age that can be undertaken at any time, usually
attracts millions of Muslims from across the globe
each year. It will be revived in three stages, with
the initial phase seeing just 6,000 citizens and res-
idents already within the kingdom allowed to take
part each day.

“In the first stage, the umrah will be performed
meticulously and within a specified period of
time,” Hajj Minister Mohammad Benten told state
television last week. He said pilgrims will be divid-
ed into groups to ensure social distancing within

the Grand Mosque in Makkah. Worshippers will
tomorrow be able to perform the ritual of circling
the sacred Kaaba - a cubic structure inside the
Grand Mosque towards which Muslims around the
world pray - along socially distanced paths.

On Oct 18, the number of pilgrims will be
increased to 15,000 per day, with a maximum of
40,000 people allowed to perform prayers at the
mosque. Visitors from abroad will be permitted
from Nov 1, when capacity will  be raised to
20,000 pilgrims, with 60,000 people allowed into
the mosque. The decision to resume the pilgrimage
was in response to the “aspirations of Muslims
home and abroad” to perform the ritual and visit
the holy sites, the interior ministry said last month.

It added that the umrah would be allowed to
return to full capacity once the threat of the pan-
demic has abated. Until then, the health ministry
will vet countries from which pilgrims are allowed
to enter based on the health risks. Those wishing
to perform the umrah must apply through two
mobile applications: One to register they are free
from the virus, and another from which they can
obtain a permit. —AFP

US president is in high risk age group l Close aide had earlier tested positive
WASHINGTON: US President Donald
Trump has tested positive for COVID-19,
upending the already tense US election,
but his doctor said on Friday he was “well”
and able to perform his duties while quar-
antining. Trump, 74, first announced on
Twitter that he and First Lady Melania
Trump, 50, had tested positive. “We will
get through this TOGETHER!” he wrote.
The news dropped a political bombshell a
month before election day.

The first immediate consequence was
cancelation of a Trump campaign rally
meant to take place in Florida later Friday.
Badly behind in the polls against
Democratic challenger Joe Biden ahead of
November 3, Trump has been using large
rallies - where most people go without
masks - to try to change the subject from
his much criticized response to the coron-
avirus pandemic.

Just Thursday he said in a speech to a
New York charity event: “The end of the
pandemic is in sight and next year will be
one of the greatest years in the history of
our country.” But now the leader who has
repeatedly cast doubt on the seriousness
of the virus - despite more than 200,000
Americans already dying - has become the
world’s highest profile patient, proving that
all the resources of the White House could
not prevent the risk.

Biden, who has made criticism of the
Republican’s coronavirus response his key
issue, made no immediate statement about
the president’s health. World leaders
including German Chancellor Angela
Merkel wished the president and first lady
a speedy recovery, with Russian President
Vladimir Putin saying Trump’s “vitality,
good spirits and optimism” would help him
cope. Technically obese and in his 70s,
Trump is in a higher-risk category for
coronavirus patients.

Trump’s official physician, Sean Conley,

said in a statement that the president and
his wife “are both well at this time”. “They
plan to remain home at the White House
during their convalescence,” he said,
adding he expected the president to con-
tinue carrying out his duties.

Campaign upheaval 
Trump’s positive test was more than a

PR disaster for a president who has staked
everything on trying to persuade
Americans that fears of the virus are
overblown. There were instant impacts to
his campaign strategy, particularly throw-
ing into doubt the future of his signature
rallies. The events, which Trump says prove
his true political strength better than the
dismal opinion polls, bring together thou-
sands of people, often without masks and
sometimes in contravention of local rules.

All that is now on hold, at least for the
immediate future, and with the clock tick-
ing on the election. In addition to canceling
the Florida trip, it looked certain Trump
would have to abandon a trip scheduled
for this weekend in Wisconsin, another
battleground. He had also been expected
to travel frequently next week, including to
western states. A second televised debate
with Biden is scheduled for Oct 15.

Close aide gets virus 
The news came right after one of

Trump’s closest advisors, Hope Hicks, was
reported Thursday to have come down
with the virus. Hicks, 31, traveled with
Trump to Cleveland for his first debate
with Biden on Tuesday. She was with him
again for a campaign rally in Minnesota on
Wednesday. With Hicks sharing Trump’s
Air Force One plane and the even more
cramped confines of the Marine One heli-
copter, speculation immediately erupted
that Trump and possibly many others in his
entourage were exposed.

Despite Hicks’ diagnosis, Trump took
another Air Force One trip on Thursday to
meet with donors in New Jersey. It was
only late Thursday that Trump confirmed
media reports about Hicks while giving an
interview to Fox News. He announced that
he had been tested but did not say
whether he had received the results. Hicks
is the most senior White House aide
announced to have contracted COVID-19.

In May Katie Miller, the spokeswoman
of Vice President Mike Pence and wife of
Trump’s speech writer came down with the
virus. National Security Adviser Robert

O’Brien contracted the virus in July.

Masks controversy 
For months, Trump has courted contro-

versy with his insistence that the coron-
avirus pandemic is as good as over and that
lockdowns ordered in an attempt to beat the
virus back were too draconian. In what has
become an overtly political gesture, Trump
almost never wears a mask in public. He
argues that he doesn’t need to as he is fre-
quently tested, but the example is followed
by his supporters and many of his aides.

But Trump’s own health experts have

often given less rosy assessments of the
state of the pandemic in the world’s richest
country. And Trump has been especially
criticized by Biden and at times also by
local leaders for holding the rallies. Biden is
running a deliberately low key campaign
with social distancing at most events, no
large gatherings, and conspicuous use of
his mask wherever he goes. At their first
debate on Tuesday, the candidates were
tested and spent the angry, often chaotic
90 minutes standing close to each other.
Trump’s family and supporters in the audi-
ence did not wear masks. —AFP

This screen grab of the official Twitter page of US President Donald Trump shows a tweet from the US president early yesterday about he and
the First Lady testing positive for COVID-19. —AFP

COVID-19 test 
caused brain fluid 
leak in US patient 
WASHINGTON: A COVID-19 nasal swab test
punctured a US woman’s brain lining, causing fluid
to leak from her nose and putting her at risk of life-
threatening infection, doctors reported in a medical
journal Thursday. The patient, who is in her 40s,
had an undiagnosed rare condition and the test she
received may have been carried out improperly, a
sequence of improbable events that means the risk
from nasal tests remains very low.

But her case showed health care professionals
should take care to follow testing protocols closely,
Jarrett Walsh, senior author of the paper that
appeared in JAMA Otolaryngology - Head & Neck
Surgery, told AFP. People who’ve had extensive
sinus or skull base surgery should consider
requesting oral testing if available, he added. “It
underscores the necessity of adequate training of
those performing the test and the need for vigi-
lance after the test has been performed,” added
ear, nose and throat specialist Dennis Kraus of
Lenox Hill Hospital in New York, who wasn’t
involved in the paper.

Walsh, who practices at the University of Iowa
Hospital, said the woman had gone for a nasal test
ahead of an elective hernia surgery, and afterward
noticed clear fluid coming out of one side of her
nose. She subsequently developed headache, vom-
iting, neck stiffness, and aversion to light, and was
transferred to Walsh’s care.

“She had been swabbed previously for another
procedure, same side, no problems at all. She feels
like maybe the second swab was not using the best
technique, and that the entry was a little bit high,”
he said. In fact, the woman had been treated years
earlier for intracranial hypertension - meaning that

the pressure from cerebrospinal fluid that protects
and nourishes the brain was too high. Doctors at
the time used a shunt to drain some of the fluid and
the condition resolved. 

But it caused her to develop what’s called an
encephalocele, or a defect at the base of the skull
which made the brain’s lining protrude into the
nose where it was susceptible to rupture. This went
unnoticed until old scans were reviewed by her
new doctors, who carried out surgery to repair the
defect in July. She has since fully recovered.

Walsh said he believes the symptoms she devel-
oped were a result of irritation to the lining of the
brain. If the problem hadn’t been treated, she could
have developed a potentially life-threatening brain
infection from bacteria that traveled up the nose.
Or, air could have entered the skull and placed
excess pressure on the brain. 

Most testing protocols call for clinicians to fol-
low the path of the floor of the nose, which lies
above the roof of the mouth, rather than pointing
the swab up - or if they point it up, to do so with
great care. Walsh said that though this was likely a
very rare occurrence, it was a reminder of the need
for high-quality training, given that hundreds of
millions more tests will be performed before the
pandemic is over. —AFP

MUSCAT: A medical worker collects a swab sample from a
passenger for a RT-PCR coronavirus test at Muscat inter-
national airport on Thursday. —AFP


