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News in brief

Bodies found in fertilizer shipment 

ASUNCION: Paraguayan police have found the remains of
seven people in an advanced stage of decomposition in a
container of fertilizer that arrived in the country from Serbia,
officials said Friday. The remains, discovered by employees
of an agricultural company in the capital Asuncion, were
likely those of illegal migrants, prosecutor Marcelo Saldivar
told reporters. Local shipping authorities said the container
had left Serbia in July, first for neighboring EU member
Croatia - the migrants’ likely destination - before travelling
through Egypt, Spain and Argentina en route to Paraguay.
Traces of food discovered near the remains suggested the
group was “prepared for a short trip,” Saldivar told
reporters. Asphyxiation was the likely cause of death, foren-
sic doctor Pablo Lemir said, adding that three of the seven
were from Morocco and one was from Egypt. —AFP 

Germany death toll hits 10,000

BERLIN: Germany has suffered more than 10,000
COVID-19 deaths since the start of the pandemic,
according to official data published yesterday.  A total of
10,003 deaths have been recorded by the Robert Koch
Institute, a federal government agency, with 418,005
infections recorded nationwide. Of those, 14,714 were
diagnosed in the last 24 hours-a daily record. Robert
Koch Institute president Lothar Wieler said Germany was
facing a “very serious” situation and asked the population
to adhere to social distancing measures. Germany was
spared during the first wave of coronavirus infections that
hit Europe in spring but is now suffering a sharp increase
in cases along with the rest of the continent. Authorities
have tightened measures against the pandemic including
the adoption of a public assembly ban. Chancellor Angela
Merkel last weekend asked the country to reduce their
social contact and stay home as much as possible. —AFP 

Iran daily virus cases top 6,000 

TEHRAN: Iran’s official daily coronavirus caseload exceed-
ed 6,000 infections on Friday, setting another record this
week, as death rates also remained close to the country’s all-
time high. Health ministry spokeswoman Sima Sadat Lari
said Iran had registered 6,134 new infections in the past 24
hours, raising the total to 556,891. The previous record of
5,616 was announced on Wednesday, a day after Iran
breached 5,000 new daily cases for the first time. Lari also
announced 335 new virus deaths on Friday, barely below the
record of 337 registered on Monday. The new fatalities
bring officially reported Covid-19 deaths in the Middle
East’s worst-hit country to 31,985. Deaths and infections
from the novel coronavirus have been on a rising trajectory
in the Islamic republic, which has recorded several new
highs since September. —AFP 

19 killed in eastern DR Congo

BUKAVU: At least 19 people have been killed over several
days of clashes between militias in eastern Democratic
Republic of Congo, according to experts and a local official.
The fighting between rival militias “left 19 dead including
two civilians and 17 combatants”, one of the experts in the
Hauts Plateaux region said. The region has seen conflict
between Congolese Tutsis of Rwandan origin, the
Banyamulenge, and other communities. “There was violent
fighting since Monday” between Banyamulenge and rival
militias, the local official said on condition of anonymity. “We
have counted at least 30 bodies,” he added. If the death toll
is confirmed, it would be one of the biggest flare-ups of vio-
lence since the conflict resumed at the start of 2019. —AFP

PARIS: Grim data highlighted the struggle for
authorities around the world to bring the coron-
avirus pandemic under control yesterday, as the
US reported 80,000 infections in a single day,
France extended a curfew to two-thirds of citi-
zens and Germany’s death toll passed 10,000.
The World Health Organizat ion had earl ier
warned of an “exponential” rise in infections
threatening health systems’ ability to cope.

But populations weary of social isolation and
economic hardship have pushed back against
fresh restrictions to slow the resurgent virus’
spread, including overnight clashes in hard-hit
Naples between Italian police and hundreds of
protesters. In the US, COVID-19 has become a
central election issue ahead of a November 3
vote , wi th  Pres ident
Donald Trump on Friday
promising attendees at
a  F lor ida  ra l ly  that
“we’re going to quickly
end this pandemic, this
horrible plague.”

Meanwhile challenger
Joe Biden matched
Trump’s vow to make a
vaccine avai lable  for
free to all who want it
“whether or not you’re
insured” and said the Republican incumbent has
“given up” on controlling the outbreak. Johns
Hopkins University had earlier reported 79,963
new American cases in 24 hours, a new record,
a l though  the  number  o f  da i ly  deaths  has
remained broadly stable since the beginning of
autumn at between 700 and 800. Overall, more
than 223,000 people have died from COVID-19
in the US.

France on Friday followed Spain past the mile-
stone of one million cases, while the government
extended an overnight curfew designed to slow
the spread to affect some 46 million people.
“Whatever we do in the coming days and weeks,
the toll will grow heavier,” Health Minister Olivier

Veran told lawmakers. And after Germany record-
ed its 10,000th death from the coronavirus,
Chancellor Angela Merkel told citizens that “the
order of the day is to reduce contacts, to meet as
few people as possible” in a weekly video pod-
cast. In Poland, President Andrzej Duda tested
positive for COVID-19, although an aide wrote on
Twitter that he was “fine”.

‘Close to capacity’ 
WHO chief Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus had

on Friday warned that “too many countries are
seeing an exponential increase in COVID-19
cases and that is now leading to hospitals and
intensive care units running close to or above
capacity - and we’re still only in October”. “We

urge leaders  to  take
immediate action to pre-
vent further unnecessary
deaths.”  That message
was echoed by the
European Centre for
Disease Prevention and
Control (ECDC), whose
director Andrea Ammon
warned of a “highly con-
cerning epidemiological
situation”.

But moves to reintro-
duce restrictions were met with protest in parts
of the continent. In Naples, hundreds of demon-
strators turned out after a call on social media to
resist a new curfew in parts of Italy, throwing
objects at police and setting rubbish bins on fire.
The country is reeling from its worst post-war
recession after a gruelling two-month national
lockdown prompted by one of Europe’s worst
outbreaks, and authorities have so far been
re luctant  to  repeat  the drast ic  quarant ine
restrictions seen then.

Wales entered a ful l  lockdown on Friday
evening, a day after Ireland shut down, while
Poland adopted a nationwide “red zone” lock-
down mandating the partial closure of primary

schools and restaurants. Only Sweden, which
famously refused to lock down earlier this year,
continued to stick to its guns despite a rise in
cases. After Spain became the first European
country to officially record a million Covid-19
cases earlier in the week, Prime Minister Pedro
Sanchez said Friday the real number of infections
was likely more than triple that number.

‘We’re overwhelmed’ 
Across the planet, COVID-19 has now claimed

the lives of 1.1 million people and infected close
to 42 million, with the WHO warning the northern
hemisphere was at a critical juncture. Belgium has

seen one of Europe’s deadliest per capita out-
breaks and has found itself suffering some of the
highest second-wave infection rates in Europe. 

“We’re losing. We’re overwhelmed. We’re bit-
ter,” said Benoit Misset, head of the intensive
care unit at the University Hospital in the city of
Liege, where several of his staff are having to
work despite being positive - if asymptomatic -
themselves. Work has continued on the interna-
tional quest to find a vaccine for the disease, with
clinical trials for one candidate developed by
AstraZeneca and Oxford University resuming in
the United States on Friday, six weeks after a test
subject became ill.  —AFP

US sees daily record of nearly 80,000 new COVID-19 infections

Countries battle rising virus cases 
as WHO sees ‘exponential’ rise

WILMINGTON, Delaware: Democratic presidential nominee and former Vice President Joe Biden picks up
his mask after dropping it at the end of his speech on COVID-19 at The Queen theater on Friday. —AFP

Trump launches intense 
campaign push as Biden 
hammers on COVID-19
PENSACOLA: Donald Trump launched an intense
last-ditch reelection push Friday in Florida, insist-
ing that COVID-19 is disappearing, while frontrun-
ner Joe Biden hammered his message that the pres-
ident had abdicated responsibility for a pandemic
that is actually surging. With 50 million people
having already cast early ballots, Biden has a firm
lead in national polls, as well as in most of the bat-
tleground states like Florida that typically decide
the winner of US presidential elections.

The drama of the final Trump-Biden televised
debate on Thursday was thought unlikely to move
the needle significantly. But Trump pulled off a
stunning upset when he defeated the favorite
Hillary Clinton in 2016 and he will now make a gru-
eling series of campaign stops through the battle-
grounds to try and repeat that feat. Targeting the
politically powerful seniors’ vote in Florida, Trump
began with a rally in the famous retirement commu-
nity The Villages, where he told a large crowd that

all Biden talks about is “COVID, COVID, COVID”
to try and “scare people.”

“We’re going to quickly end this pandemic, this
horrible plague,” he said, underlining his consistent
message that the virus is on a rapid decline, when
in fact case numbers are spiraling upward again,
with more than 220,000 Americans already dead.
Referring to Biden’s warning of a “dark winter”
ahead, Trump countered: “We’re not entering a
dark winter. We’re entering the final turn and
approaching the light at the end of the tunnel.”

He then pivoted to his own scare tactics, claim-
ing that Biden would let in hordes of illegal immi-
grants that he said were comprised of “criminals
and rapists and even murderers.” “Joe Biden cares
more about illegal aliens than he does about senior
citizens,” he said. Trump finished his day with a ral-
ly in Pensacola, Florida, where he told the cheering
crowd that “11 days from now, we’re going to win
my home state of Florida.” 

While he is a l ifelong New Yorker, Trump
changed his residency to Florida during his White
House tenure and on Saturday he was to cast his
own ballot in West Palm Beach. The rest of the
weekend will see Trump, 74, maintaining the frenet-
ic pace with rallies in North Carolina and Ohio,
then New Hampshire today, before a spate of more

rallies next week. Trump said that by November 3
he’ll be doing “five or six a day.”

Biden, as throughout the coronavirus-disrupted
2020 campaign, remained lower key. But even the
77-year-old Democrat is ramping up activity in the
final stretch. In his home state of Delaware, he gave
a speech about economic recovery from the pan-
demic, slamming Trump’s record and vowing - as
Trump has - that he would provide a safe coron-
avirus vaccine to all who want it. —AFP

PENSACOLA, Florida: US President Donald Trump
dances at the end of a campaign rally at Pensacola
International Airport on Friday.  —AFP

For Mormons, 
Trump is too 
off-putting
LOS ANGELES: Mormons in the United States
have traditionally been reliable Republican voters,
but some members of the conservative church put
off by President Donald Trump are switching sides
and backing veteran Democrat Joe Biden. Support
for Trump among members of The Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints, which emphasizes
family values and morals, is especially lagging
among women.

Experts say that could have a significant impact
in some key battleground states - notably Arizona
and Nevada, where Mormons represent six per-
cent of the population. “There are things about
Biden that I don’t agree with, but I think it’s more
important not to vote for Trump,” said Melarie
Wheat, a 36-year-old mother of five who lives in
the western state of Utah, where the LDS Church
is headquartered.

In 2016, Wheat voted for independent candi-

date Evan McMullin, who is Mormon, as she was
put off by both Trump and his Democratic rival
Hillary Clinton. In the four years since, Trump has
done little to change her initial opinion of him. “I
thought, well, maybe he’ll get into office and he’ll
kind of tone it down and follow conservative poli-
cies and he’ll be a good leader,” she told AFP. “But
nope, that’s who he was,” Wheat added. “He likes
to make fun of people and divide and he doesn’t
respect women. He doesn’t respect refugees or
immigrants or minorities.”

Like Wheat, many other Mormons are fed up
with Trump’s rhetoric and behavior, which is at
odds with the church’s teachings on sex, foul lan-
guage, empathy and humil ity. Last month,
McMullin - who in 2016 finished third in the elec-
tion in Utah behind Trump, but not far behind
Clinton - urged his followers to back Biden.

“A word to my fellow principled conservatives
and Republicans: Voting for Biden doesn’t mean
you agree with every position he holds or that you
can’t oppose decisions he makes as president,” he
said in a Twitter post.  “It just means that you’re
prioritizing the Constitution, truth & decency in
this election.”

Republican Senator Mitt Romney, one of the
Mormon church’s most famous members who has

repeatedly clashed with Trump, also said this
week that his party’s incumbent leader did not
have his backing. “I did not vote for President
Trump,” Romney, who cast his early ballot in Utah
ahead of the Nov 3 contest, told CNN - while
refusing to say if he had backed Biden. —AFP

PHOENIX: Dan Barker, a retired judge, poses with a
sign to encourage voters to choose Democratic presi-
dential candidate Joe Biden during evening rush hour
on Oct 16, 2020.  —AFP

President 
of Poland 

tests positive

S America ravaged 
by unprecedented 
drought and fires
MONTEVIDEO: Under stress from a historic drought, large
swathes of forest and wetlands in central South America
known for their exceptional biodiversity have been ravaged
by devastating fires. Experts say the wildfires in a region that
spans Argentina, Brazil, Bolivia and Paraguay-especially the
region between the Paraguay, Parana and Uruguay rivers-
have become critical in 2020. “There has been a dramatic
increase in fires. In Argentina there has been an increase of
around 170 percent, it’s very serious,” said Elisabeth Mohle,

an environmental politics researcher at Argentina’s San
Martin National University (UNSM). She says it’s part of a
wider problem affecting multiple regions around the world
this year, including in Brazil’s Amazonas state, Australia,
California, and the Gran Chaco, South America’s second
largest forest after the Amazon. The Pantanal-the world’s
largest wetlands that span Brazil, Bolivia and Paraguay-is
experiencing its worst drought in 47 years.

The Parana river-one of the most powerful on the plan-
et that originates in Brazil and empties into the River Plate
estuary-is at its lowest level since 1970. In August it was
down to 80-centimeters in Rosario, eastern Argentina,
rather than the usual 3-4 meters for that time of year. It’s
the same thing with the Paraguay river that is at its lowest
level “in half a century,” according to Paraguay’s national
weather center in Asuncion.

The fires are being fanned by ideal conditions, includ-

ing strong winds, temperatures over 40 degrees Celsius
and the dry season in which farmers use slash-and-burn
techniques to try to regenerate the soil. In Paraguay, “the
fires ... at the end of September and first week of October,
broke all records,” Eduardo Mingo, a top official at the
national weather center, told AFP. The number of fires
were up 46 percent in 2020, according to authorities.
Paraguay’s capital Asuncion and several towns in north-
eastern Argentina and southern Brazil spent days and even
weeks submerged under a thick fog due to the intense
fires. And without the usual rainfall that moistens the soil,
the wetlands have been particularly badly affected. Images
from the Brazilian Pantanal of the charred carcases of
birds, snakes, caimans and trees have shocked the world. A
quarter of the area was devastated between January and
September, while the Paraguayan Pantanal had already
been badly affected by fires in 2019.  —AFP


