
International
What virus? 
India gets 
back to work

Page 7

‘Trump Heights’ a symbol of US shift on Mideast policy
Page 6

WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 21, 2020

LAGOS: Nigerian protesters paralyzed Africa’s biggest city
Lagos yesterday, blocking the airport as widespread
demonstrations sparked by police brutality spiraled. Footage
seen by AFP showed hundreds of mainly young protesters
waving flags and placards as they marched outside the inter-
national departures terminal in the economic hub. The wave
of demonstrations began some 10 days ago when crowds
took to the streets over abuses by the police’s loathed
Special Anti-Robbery Squad (SARS).

The outpouring of anger forced the government to scrap
the unit a week ago and promise reforms - but protests have
continued to swell as the young demonstrators demand
more sweeping changes. Reports of violence have begun to
rise following a lull in bloodshed as officials promised to rein
in the security forces after an initial harsh response from
police.  Amnesty International said five people had died
since Friday, taking the overall number of fatalities to 15

since demonstrations started.
The rights group’s Nigeria spokesman Isa Sanusi told

AFP that one person died in the northern city of Kano on
Monday while four others died in Benin City, Abuja and
Osogbo over the weekend. Amnesty on Wednesday report-
ed 10 dead, including two policeman, and hundreds injured.
The protests in Lagos were peaceful on Monday but
demonstrators cut roads across the sprawling megacity of
20 million. An AFP journalist in the capital Abuja said securi-
ty forces fired tear gas at protesters on Monday.

Around 50 youths in civilian clothes armed with
machetes were seen chasing away demonstrators on a road
leading to the presidential compound. Police in southern
Benin City said one of their facilities was attacked on
Monday by “persons posing as #EndSARS protestors”,
leading the local governor to impose a 24-hour curfew.
“Reports indicate that the protesters carted away arms and

ammunition from the armoury and freed the suspects in cus-
tody before setting some of the facilities ablaze,” the force
said on Twitter.  A resident in the city said that several hun-
dred people were protesting there on Monday. “In my area a
few hundred youth came out to protest,” Kelvin Osagie, 29,
told AFP. “They were not chanting ‘EndSARS’ but ‘End
(President Muhammadu) Buhari’.”

Officials urge end 
The spread and scale of the demonstrations have rattled

the government of President Buhari as they have snowballed
into the largest show of people power in years. The
#EndSARS rallying cry has trended on social media and
drawn support from high-profile celebrities in Nigeria and
abroad.  Officials have urged an end to the demonstrations
to give the authorities a chance to implement a promised
overhaul of law enforcement. 

“I am on the side of the young people out there. I under-
stand your pain and I know your concerns are legitimate,”
Lagos governor Babajide Sanwo-Olu said on Twitter. “I must
reiterate that while we were able to immediately acquiesce
to some of your demands, some will require time: we ask you
to bear with us as we work on them.”

The minister of youth and sports, Sunday Dare, said on
Monday he had received fresh reassurances from Buhari.
“The president promised that he will ensure that the reforms
as promised are met, that the reforms are long lasting and
that the reforms will deliver for our country a police force
that we will be proud of,” he told reporters in Abuja. Last
week the head of Nigeria’s police announced a new SWAT
force would replace the disbanded SARS unit.  The police
said the unit was set to begin training Monday but it faces
huge skepticism from the crowds on the street who doubt it
will bring real change. —AFP

ABUJA: Nigerian police fire teargas at people during clashes between youths in Apo yesterday. —AFP

Community oven serves 
up meals and dignity 
in blast-hit Beirut
AMMAN: When a huge blast tore through Beirut on Aug. 4,
Rawda Mazloum decided to move the giant oven she was using to
cook for refugees in the Bekaa Valley to assist residents of the dev-
astated capital. Today, the stove that has helped feed thousands of
refugees and rehabilitate former fighters as part of a community
cooking project, sits in a relief centre in Beirut and provides hot
meals to people left homeless and destitute by the explosion.

“When the blast happened, I decided to prepare quick meals

and pastries. We took boxes of water and masks and went to the
site of the blast,” said Mazloum, a refugee from Syria who has
been in Lebanon since 2014. “Beirut has given me so much, I feel
it’s personal to me. It felt good to be able to offer them some-
thing,” she said. Mazloum, 43, had been leading the preparation of
meals for about 50 refugee and host community families through
the Great Oven project, which encourages marginalised commu-
nities to cook together.

The elaborately painted two-tonne oven - which requires a
crane to be transported - ended up under Mazloum’s stewardship
in the eastern Bekaa Valley in March, when the coronavirus dealt
another blow to Lebanon’s battered economy. Launched by
Spanish-Irish chef James Gomez Thompson and Lebanese news
producer Nour Matraji almost two years ago, the Great Oven ini-
tiative set out to help reintegrate former fighters and young mili-
tants in the northern city of Tripoli.

Sectarian violence still flares up in and around the city 30

years after the end of Lebanon’s civil war, but the project has
brought together old rivals, including former prisoners, to learn
new skills and foster community ties. “We were trying to think of
anything creative that they can also develop as a skill,” Matraji
said. “They need to self-sustain... so we came with the oven, we
train, we teach. We also link them up with the food donors so we
make sure they’re getting a steady flow of free ingredients,” she
added.

The blast in Beirut port, which killed about 200 people and left
300,000 people homeless, exacerbated Lebanon’s difficulties amid
a financial crisis that has sharply devalued its currency and pushed
half the population into poverty. Dozens of other grassroots initia-
tives have sprung up to help those affected by the explosion, offer-
ing aid to rebuild ruined homes and provide emergency shelter and
food. As donor fatigue sets in globally during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, Thompson said the oven project embraced a more sustain-
able way of helping people in need. —Reuters

Protesters paralyze Africa’s biggest city

Lagos at standstill as protests spiral

How fetal cells from 
1970s power medical 
innovation today
WASHINGTON: It is no secret that thousands of laboratories
around the world use cells derived from a fetus that was aborted
decades ago to develop vital medicines. But it is a contentious
topic in the US, where conservatives and anti-abortion activists
have long deemed the practice unethical. The matter is once more
under the spotlight after President Donald Trump was treated for
Covid-19 using Regeneron’s antibody treatment. The company
used aborted fetal cells as part of its testing process.

“It’s becoming annoying,” Andrea Gambotto, a professor at the
University of Pittsburgh, said of the controversy. Gambotto has used
a cell line called HEK 293, the same used by Regeneron, as part of his
research for 25 years. “It’d be a crime to ban the use of these cells,”
he added. “It never harmed anybody - it was a dead embryo so the
cells back then (were used), instead of being discarded, they were
used for research.” The big advantage of these cells, which were
developed in the early 1970s, is that they now represent a “gold stan-
dard” in the pharmaceutical industry. If Gambotto - who is leading a
Covid-19 vaccine research project himself - one day succeeds, his
vaccine can be produced anywhere in the world, thanks to HEK293.
“You can go to India and make a vaccine for all the world,” he said.
To those who call for the development of alternatives, he says, “You
don’t need to go back 30 years and reinvent the wheel.”

Essential to research
The original cells were transformed and immortalized in

January 1973 by a young Canadian postdoc by the name of Frank
Graham, who was working at the time in Leiden, the Netherlands
in the laboratory of Professor Alex van der Eb. Normally, a cell
has a finite number of divisions, but Graham managed to modify
these cells so that they divide ad infinitum.  This was his 293rd
experiment, hence the name of the line (HEK stands for “human
embryonic kidney cells”). “Use of fetal tissue was not uncommon
in that period,” Graham, a professor emeritus at Canada’s
McMaster University who now lives in Italy, told AFP.

“Abortion was illegal in the Netherlands until 1984 except to
save the life of the mother. Consequently I have always assumed
that the HEK cells used by the Leiden lab must have derived from

a therapeutic abortion.” Vaccine developers like HEK293 because
the cells are malleable and transformable into virus mini-factories.
To grow viruses, you always need a host cell. It can be a chicken
egg, but human cells are preferable in human medicine. In the
case of Covid-19 vaccines, several makers have used HEK293 to
generate what are called “viral vectors.”

These are weakened versions of common cold-causing aden-
oviruses that are loaded with the genetic instructions for human
cells to manufacture a surface protein of the coronavirus. This
elicits an immune response that the body remembers when it
encounters the real coronavirus. Three vaccines that are in
advanced trials use HEK293 lines - the Oxford vaccine co-devel-
oped with AstraZeneca, China’s CanSino Biologics vaccine and
Russia’s Gamaleya Institute vaccine.

Johnson & Johnson uses the other major fetal cell line, PER.C6.
Several other companies, such as Moderna and Pfizer, have used
HEK293 to develop “pseudoviruses” to test their drugs. Vaccines
against Ebola and tuberculosis, as well as gene therapies, have
also been created with HEK293 cells, said Graham. “I take great
satisfaction from the fact that the cells I created nearly 50 years
ago have played a major role in numerous advances in biomedical
research and in the production of vaccines and medicines,” said
the professor, who dislikes commenting on the controversy that
periodically emerges over their origin. —AFP

ANAGNI, Italy: Capped vials are pictured during filling and packaging tests for
the large-scale production and supply of the University of Oxford’s COVID-19
vaccine candidate, AZD1222, on a high-performance aseptic vial filling line on
Sept 11, 2020. —AFP 

BEIRUT: A statue of a woman made out
of glass and rubble that resulted from
the Beirut port mega explosion on Aug
4 is placed opposite to the site of the
blast yesterday. —AFP


