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COLOMBO: A man wearing a facemask as a preventative measure against COVID-19 rides a bicycle in front of a mural yesterday. — AFP 

Europe tightens curbs • UN stockpiling billion syringes for vaccine
BRUSSELS: A raft of European nations including
Italy and Belgium took desperate new measures
yesterday to try to combat a second wave of coron-
avirus infections as the worldwide caseload topped
40 million. The latest global milestone came just
hours after the number of people who have died
from Covid-19 passed 250,000 in Europe, accord-
ing to an AFP tally, as the pandemic rampages
across much of the continent.

Many governments are seeking to avoid the full-on
lockdowns imposed in the first wave as they battle to
keep their economies going but in some countries,
people are chafing against the new restrictions on dai-
ly life. In Belgium, where hospitalizations rose 100 per-
cent in just the last week, bars and restaurants were
closed yesterday for a month and a curfew will be
reinforced overnight.

Belgium’s second major lockdown comes after
Prime Minister Alexander de Croo warned the situa-
tion was “much worse” than in March when there was
an almost complete confinement. Italy, the initial epi-

center of Europe’s outbreak, also announced fresh
curbs including earlier closures for bars and restau-
rants and a push to increase working from home. “We
cannot waste time,” Prime Minister Giuseppe Conte
said, also flagging bans on amateur team sports and
local festivals.

In Poland, where around half the country is now
designated as a coronavirus “red zone”, the govern-
ment said the national stadium would double as a field
hospital to help ease the strain on overwhelmed health
care facilities.

‘Second wave is here’ 
Switzerland meanwhile made mask-wearing com-

pulsory in indoor public spaces and put limits on
public gatherings after infections doubled over the
last week. “The second wave is here, earlier and
stronger than we expected, but we are prepared,”
Swiss Health Minister Alain Berset said. France
imposed its own overnight curfew from the weekend
in nine cities including Paris, affecting 20 million

people, with a record 32,400 new infections report-
ed on Saturday.  

While European nations imposed new restrictions,
a lockdown as eased in Australia’s second-biggest city
of Melbourne yesterday, as residents flocked to
reopened hair salons and golf courses that had been
closed for more than 100 days. The number of daily
cases rose to 700 in August in the state of Victoria of
which Melbourne is the capital, but following months
of a strict lockdown it has fallen as low as one, with
four recorded yesterday.While Melbourne’s five mil-
lion inhabitants were allowed to leave their homes for
more than two hours a day for the first time since July,
restaurants and most other retail businesses will
remain shut until at least November.

‘We have to try to live normally’ 
Israel has also lifted restrictions that banned people

from travelling more than a kilometer from home as
well as closing kindergartens, beaches and national
parks. Saudi Arabia eased more of its own virus

restrictions when it allowed worshippers to re-enter
Islam’s holiest site for prayers on Sunday for the first
time since March. The Grand Mosque in Makkah is the
site of the annual hajj pilgrimage that draws Muslims
from around the world but only 10,000 people were
allowed to take part this year, a far cry from the 2.5
million in 2019.

Numerous political figures have contracted the
virus in recent days, including veteran chief Palestinian
negotiator Saeb Erekat, who is in a “critical” condition
and in a medically induced coma, the Jerusalem hospi-
tal treating him said. 

A vaccine remains the great hope to end the cycle
of imposing and lifting lockdowns across the world,
and the United Nations said yesterday it would stock-
pile a billion syringes worldwide by the end of 2021 for
that purpose. “Vaccinating the world against COVID-
19 will be one of the largest mass undertakings in
human history, and we will need to move as quickly as
the vaccines can be produced,” UNICEF executive
director Henrietta Fore said. — AFP 

French police raid 
Islamist groups 
after beheading
PARIS: French police yesterday swooped on radical
Islamist groups three days after the beheading of a
teacher who had shown his pupils satirical cartoons of
Prophet Muhammad (PBUH). The raids came a day
after tens of thousands of people took part in rallies
countrywide to honor teacher Samuel Paty and defend
freedom of expression, including the right to show car-
toons regarded by many Muslims as insulting.

Gerald Darmanin said the swoop on Islamist net-
works was designed to send a message that “enemies
of the Republic” would not enjoy “a minute’s respite”.
Sources close to the operation told AFP that individu-
als targeted in the police operation were known to the
police for radical preachings or hate speech on social
media. Darmanin said the government would also
tighten the noose on NGOs with links to Islamist net-
works, including the high-profile Anti-Islamophobia
Collective.

‘I am Samuel’ 
“Fear is about to change sides,” President

Emmanuel Macron told a meeting of key ministers
Sunday to discuss a response to the attack. “Islamists
should not be allowed sleep soundly in our country,”
he said. The attack has drawn parallels with the 2015
massacre at Charlie Hebdo satirical magazine, where
12 people, including several cartoonists, were gunned
down for publishing images of the prophet.

That attack - the first in a string of assaults that

have killed over 240 people in France - brought over a
million people onto the streets of Paris to denounce
extremism. On Sunday, people again congregated on
Place de la Republique in Paris, where world leaders
had marched alongside the French in 2015. Some in the
crowd chanted “I am Samuel”, echoing the 2015 “I am
Charlie” rallying call by supporters of free speech.

Far-right National Rally leader Marine Le Pen,
who laid a wreath outside Paty’s school northwest of
Paris on Monday, called for “wartime legislation” to
combat the terror threat.  Le Pen, who has announced
she will make a third bid for the French presidency in
2022, called for an “immediate” moratorium on immi-
gration and for all foreigners on terror watchlists to
be deported.

Teacher targeted by ‘fatwa’ 
Paty, 47, was murdered on his way home from the

school where he taught in a suburb northwest of Paris
on Friday afternoon. A photo of the teacher and a mes-
sage confessing to his murder was found on the mobile
phone of his killer, an 18-year-old Chechen man
Abdullakh Anzorov, who was shot dead by police.
Anzorov’s family from the predominantly Muslim
Russian republic of Chechnya arrived in France to seek
asylum when he was six. Four members of his family
are being held for questioning.

They are among 11 people being held over the
attack, including a known Islamist militant and the
father of one of Paty’s pupils who had railed against
him online and called for his dismissal. Darmanin
accused the two men of having issued a “fatwa”
against Paty, using the term for an Islamic edict that
was famously used to describe the 1989 death sen-
tence handed down against writer Salman Rushdie
by Iran’s Ayatollah Khomeini. “They apparently
launched a fatwa against the teacher,” the minister
told Europe 1 radio.

Paty, who was praised by pupils and parents as a
dedicated teacher, had shown the cartoons to his
civics class. According to his school, he had given
Muslim children the option to leave the classroom
before he showed the cartoons, saying he did not want
their feelings hurt.

French authorities have vowed to pursue the
authors of some 80 online messages of sympathy for
Anzorov and step up security at schools when pupils
return after half-term. On Sunday, demonstrators on
the Place de la Republique held aloft posters declar-
ing: “No to totalitarianism of thought”, and “I am a
teacher”. “You do not scare us. We are not afraid.
You will not divide us. We are France!” tweeted
Prime Minister Jean Castex, who joined the Paris
demonstration.—AFP

Turkish Cypriots 
elect candidate 
backed by Erdogan 
NICOSIA: Turkish Cypriots in breakaway northern
Cyprus on Sunday narrowly elected right-wing
nationalist Ersin Tatar, backed by Ankara, in a run-off
poll, at a time of heightened tensions in the eastern
Mediterranean. Tatar, 60, clinched his surprise victory
in a second round of presidential elections, winning
51.7 percent of the vote, official results showed.

He edged out incumbent Turkish Cypriot leader
Mustafa Akinci, 72, a supporter of reunification with
the Greek Cypriot south of the divided island, leaving
attempts to relaunch long- stalled UN-brokered talks
hanging in the balance. Tatar is an advocate of a two-
state solution and held the post of premier in the self-
proclaimed Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus
(TRNC), recognized only by Ankara.

He controversially received the open backing of
Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip Erdogan during the
election campaign. In a victory speech to hundreds of
cheering and Turkish flag-waving supporters, Tatar
thanked Turkey’s head of state and said: “We deserve
our sovereignty - we are the voice of Turkish Cypriots.
“We are fighting to exist within the Turkish Republic
of Northern Cyprus, therefore our neighbors in the
south and the world community should respect our
fight for freedom.”

There was no immediate official reaction from the
Greek Cypriot government or ruling party in the south
of the island, which is an European Union member
state, although opposition parties were quick to
lament the outcome. —AFP

Taiwan, China 
officials scuffle 
at Fiji soiree
TAIPEI: Taiwan and China traded accusations
yesterday over a physical clash between their
diplomats at a reception in Fiji - with Beijing
revealing that a cake helped fuel the dust-up.
Taipei accused two Chinese officials of gatecrash-
ing an event at the luxurious Grand Pacific Hotel in
the Fijian capital Suva on Oct 8 and assaulting an
employee. Taiwan’s foreign ministry said its trade
office - its de facto embassy - was hosting a party
for 100 distinguished guests to celebrate Taiwan’s
National Day.

They claim the two Chinese officials began tak-
ing pictures of guests and when asked to leave
assaulted an official, putting him in hospital. “We
strongly condemn the actions by the Chinese
embassy in Fiji staff for seriously violating the rule
of law and civilized code of conduct,” Taiwan for-
eign ministry spokeswoman Joanne Ou said.

China gave a different version of events.
Beijing’s embassy in Fiji confirmed its officials
were in a “public area outside the function venue”
on unspecified “official duties” on the day of the
incident. But it claimed the Taiwanese mission’s
staff “acted provocatively” and caused “injuries
and damage to one Chinese diplomat”.

In a briefing yesterday, China’s foreign ministry
revealed its officials were aware of details from
inside the function, including a cake emblazoned
with Taiwan’s flag. “A false national flag was open-
ly displayed at the scene, the cake was also
marked with a false national flag,” spokesman
Zhao Lijian told reporters. Taipei said the Chinese
diplomats were taken away by the police and
“falsely claimed” that they had been attacked.

Both sides said they had asked the Fijian police
and other island authorities to investigate. A Fiji
police spokeswoman told AFP the probe was
ongoing and officers were working with the Pacific
nation’s foreign affairs ministry. She declined to
provide further details. Fiji’s foreign ministry did
not respond to a request for comment.—AFP

NICOSIA: Newly-elected Turkish Cypriot President
Ersin Tatar celebrates with supporters after winning
the presidential election in the northern part of
Nicosia on Sunday. — AFP 

STRASBOURG: People hold placard reading “Islam =
peace” and “Muslims against terrorism” as they gath-
er on Sunday in homage to history teacher Samuel
Paty two days after he was beheaded. — AFP 


