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PHILADELPHIA: White House hopeful Joe Biden
on Sunday branded Donald Trump’s moves to fill a
Supreme Court vacancy less than two months before
the US presidential election an “abuse of power,” as
some of the president’s own party also objected.

The prospect of an expedited Senate confirmation
vote has sparked furious pushback from Democrats
desperate to stop Trump mov-
ing the court lastingly to the
right. Two Republican senators
have also registered their op-
position to any rushed vote to
replace Ruth Bader Ginsburg,
the popular liberal justice who
died Friday at 87.

Biden, speaking Sunday in
Philadelphia, accused Trump of
exercising “raw political
power” by attempting to “ram” through his court
choice amidst a bitterly fought election campaign. 

“I believe voters will make it clear — they will not
stand for this abuse of power, this constitutional
abuse,” said Biden, who urged the Senate not to act
until after the November 3 election.

“If Donald Trump wins the election, then the Sen-
ate should move on his selection — and weigh that
nominee fairly. But if I win the election, President
Trump’s nomination should be withdrawn.”

The president said Saturday that he is going to
“move quickly” and that he expected to announce his
nominee in the coming week and that it “will be a
woman — a very talented, very brilliant woman.” 

Biden urged a handful of wavering Republican
senators to “follow your conscience.” The timing of a
Senate vote — before the election or in the lame-
duck session immediately afterward — remains un-
clear.  Lisa Murkowski of Alaska said no vote should
take place before the election, and Susan Collins of
Maine asserted that the choice should be left to who-

ever is elected in November. 
With Republicans holding

53 of the 100 Senate seats, De-
mocrats face an uphill battle in
blocking a Trump nominee. Ei-
ther way, politicians in both
parties are bracing for a seis-
mic battle in a year that has al-
ready seen an impeachment
vote, the Covid-19 pandemic
and a bruising economic col-

lapse. Among the Democrats’ few options: delaying
tactics in the Senate and efforts to mobilize public
pressure on more moderate Republicans to split with
their party. “We have our options... arrows in our
quiver,” House speaker Nancy Pelosi, a senior Demo-
crat, said Sunday on ABC’s “This Week.” She offered
few details but ruled out the possibility of a govern-
ment shutdown.

The court vacancy has provided a welcome new
theme for Trump — who has struggled to play down
the toll of the coronavirus pandemic, now fast nearing
the grim total of 200,000 deaths.

Pelosi seemed intent on keeping the virus issue
front and center, returning to that theme repeatedly

during her ABC interview, just as Biden emphasized
it in his speech.

Democrats are decrying what they say is the
hypocrisy of Republicans — particularly Senate
leader Mitch McConnell — who in 2016 blocked

Barack Obama’s attempt, much earlier in that election
year, to fill another Supreme Court vacancy.

But Republicans now insist that the situation this
year is different, with the same party controlling both
the Senate and White House.—AFP
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PHILADELPHIA: Democratic presidential nominee and former Vice President Joe Biden speaks at the National
Constitution Center in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, to make a statement on the nomination for replacement of
recently deceased Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg. —AFP
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MINSK: Tens of thousands of opposition support-
ers marched in the Belarusian capital of Minsk Sun-
day, defying a heavy security presence that included
water cannon and armoured vehicles. More than 100
people were arrested on the sidelines of that demon-
stration and similar protests in other major cities, the
rights group Viasna said.

The protests came a day after police officers de-
tained hundreds of demonstrators at a women’s
march in the capital. The opposition movement has
kept up a wave of big demonstrations every Sunday
since President Alexander Lukashenko won a dis-
puted victory in August 9 polls.

In Minsk, people holding red-and-white protest
flags gathered for the “March of Justice” walked
through central streets holding placards with slogans
such as “Cowards beat up women” and “Get out!”.

Natalya Chizhevich, a 60-year-old retired teacher
said she came every week. “Europe won’t help us get
rid of Lukashenko, the people themselves have to re-
move him,” she said. Several independent media out-
lets estimated numbers at tens of thousands, while the
opposition newspaper Nasha Niva put the figure
much higher at 150,000. Previous marches have
drawn estimated turnouts of at least 100,000.

“I hope this won’t die down. We come out every
time, it’s such a breath of fresh air,” said Maxim Kar-
pov, 33.  “This all gives us strength to fight on.” Police
and internal troops drove military trucks, water can-
non and armoured personnel carriers into the city
centre and set up barbed wire.

In the evening, large numbers of riot police with
shields faced off against flag-waving protesters after
detaining small numbers at the start. Viasna said at
least 80 had been detained in Minsk and 47 in other
cities. In the southwestern city of Brest, police said
they fired tear gas at protesters during tense street

clashes and added  that one officer fired a stun grenade
into the air. The government ordered a reduction in
mobile internet coverage during the protests, and cen-
tral Minsk metro stations were closed. Opposition
leader Svetlana Tikhanovskaya, who has claimed vic-
tory over Lukashenko in the polls and taken shelter in
Lithuania, praised demonstrators for coming out “to
bravely stand up for what they want”.

The mass protest followed a police crackdown
Saturday on peaceful women demonstrators who
wore shiny accessories for a “Sparkly March”. Pro-
testers were dragged into vans, and some were lifted
off their feet and carried.

Belarusian interior ministry spokeswoman Olga
Chemodanova said Sunday that police had detained
415 people in Minsk and 15 in other cities Saturday
for breaking rules on mass demonstrations. She said

385 had been released.
The scale of Saturday’s detentions prompted the

opposition’s Coordination Council to warn of a “new
phase in the escalation of violence against peaceful
protesters”. Among those detained was prominent
protest figure Nina Baginskaya, 73, who was later re-
leased.  The aggressive police tactics prompted an
opposition Telegram channel, Nexta, which has more
than two million subscribers, to publish what it said
were the names and ranks of more than 1,000 police
officers.

Protesters have tried to pull masks and balaclavas
off police who appear at demonstrations in plain
clothes or in uniforms without insignia or name
badges. Opposition leader Tikhanovskaya on Satur-
day said Belarusians were ready to strip police obey-
ing “criminal orders” of anonymity.—AFP
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MINSK: A woman hustles with law enforcement officers as they block the road during a demonstration called
by opposition movement for an end to the regime of authoritarian leader in Minsk. — AFP

ZURICH: Switzerland, which last fought a foreign
war more than 200 years ago and has no discernable
enemies, wants to spend billions on new fighter jets.
Many oppose the idea, saying the neutral country
neither can afford nor needs cutting-edge warplanes
to defend Alpine territory which a supersonic jet can
cross in 10 minutes.

Ireland, Malta and Luxembourg don’t have jets,
they say, making the 6 billion Swiss franc ($6.6 billion)

plan a waste of money. “Who is our enemy? Who is
attacking a small, neutral country - surrounded by
NATO?” asked Priska Seiler Graf, a member of par-
liament for the left-leaning Social Democrats. “It’s re-
ally absurd.” Voters get their say on Sunday Sept. 27.
Approving funding in the binding referendum would
let the government decide next year among the Eu-
rofighter from Airbus, the Rafale from France’s Das-
sault, Boeing’s F/A-18 Super Hornet, or the Lockheed
Martin F35-A Lightning II.

The aircraft would replace Switzerland’s aging
fleet of 30 F/A-18 Hornets which will go out of serv-
ice in 2030. Seiler Graf said cheaper alternatives, such
as a fighter version of Leonardo’s M346 trainer, of-
fered better value than the “expensive toys” under
consideration.

“We need new aircraft, that is not disputed, but
buying lighter, simpler aircraft would be enough,” she

said. “It would be better to have a Fiat than a
Maserati.” Voters six years ago rejected the purchase
of Gripen jets from Sweden. In 1989 a proposal to
scrap its entire army got 35% of voter support.

Pollster Lukas Golder from GFS.Bern said voters
are likely to back the plan to buy the jets. Armed neu-
trality is crucial to how Switzerland defines itself, he
said, going back to the belief a strong army deterred
invasion by Nazi Germany in World War II. The
Pope’s Swiss guards are also a reminder of the coun-
try’s mercenary past.

Lawmaker Thomas Hurter from the right-wing
Swiss People’s Party, a former air force pilot, said
Switzerland had to protect itself without relying on
other countries. “If we don’t replace these old aircraft,
that means we have no air force, there is no protec-
tion anymore and we are not fulfilling our constitu-
tion,” he said.—Reuters
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SEOUL: Schools in the South Korean capital Seoul
and nearby areas resumed in-person classes for the
first time in almost a month yesterday after daily
coronavirus cases dropped to the lowest levels since
mid-August.

Students returned to schools under a hybrid
schedule of in-person and online classes to limit the

number of people at schools at any given time. Stu-
dents will attend in-person classes once or twice a
week.

South Korea managed to contain the virus and
avoid a full lockdown earlier this year, but infections
at a church and political rally in August sparked the
country’s largest outbreak forcing authorities to im-
pose social distancing curbs. Many schools closed on
Aug. 26, though high school seniors facing a key test
were allowed to continue in-person classes.

Authorities on Sunday, meanwhile, extended phase
2 social distancing for a week until Sept. 27, which
limits indoor gatherings to below 50 and outdoor to
less than 100.

They said they would impose stricter restrictions
on Sept. 28, ahead of the three-day Chuseok holiday

when people traditionally reunite with families. “We
are not at a stage to let our guard down yet,” health
ministry official Yoon Tae-ho told a briefing.

The Korea Disease Control and Prevention
Agency reported 70 new cases as of midnight Sun-
day, the lowest daily increase since the middle of Au-
gust. The latest outbreak peaked at more than 440
new cases at the end of August, and despite the
steady decline officials say they fear the upcoming
holiday may lead to another spike.

Yoon urged residents to hold online visits during
the holiday, and said the government is arranging for
proxy services for some of the Chuseok traditions, in-
cluding tidying around ancestors’ graves. Overall
South Korea has reported 23,045 coronavirus cases
with 385 deaths. —Reuters

Seoul schools resume 
in-person classes 
as virus cases dip

WELLINGTON: Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern
moved most of New Zealand to the lowest virus
alert setting yesterday, saying the country was edg-
ing towards eliminating Covid-19.

Ardern announced New Zealand would from late
yesterday move down to virus level one in its four-
tier alert system, except for Auckland, where the
country’s most recent outbreak emerged.

“Our actions collectively have managed to get
the virus under control,” said Ardern, whose gov-
ernment has been widely praised internationally for
its coronavirus response.

The decision means that mass gatherings, such
as the first Bledisloe Cup rugby Test between the All
Blacks and Australia in Wellington on October 11,
can proceed without restrictions. New Zealand has
recorded just 25 deaths in a population of five mil-
lion, with no new cases reported on Monday.

The virus was believed to have been eradicated
at one point, with the country enjoying 102 days
without community transmission after a strict na-
tional lockdown that ran from late March to late
May. Ardern said elimination was still New Zealand’s
target. “Analysis completed for the ministry of health
suggests that by the end of this month, there is still
a 50-50 chance of having eliminated Covid once
again,” she said.

But she said Auckland “needs more time” to elim-
inate a stubborn cluster of infections that was de-
tected last month in the city of 1.5 million. “This was
the centre of the outbreak and that’s why caution is
required here,” she said.

The origin of the Auckland cluster remains un-
known, but health authorities say it is not the same
strain of the virus experienced earlier this year. De-
spite the mystery, Ardern said extensive testing and
effective contract tracing were keeping it contained.

Auckland’s alert will move down slightly from 2.5
to two on Wednesday, meaning the maximum num-
ber at social gatherings increases from 10 to 100.
The city’s virus setting will be reviewed in two
weeks, with the possibility it could join the rest of
the country at level one on October 7. — AFP
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ATHENS: A fire that broke out on Sunday at a recep-
tion centre for asylum-seekers on the Greek island of
Samos was under control, police and the fire services
said. The fire came after 12,000 people including entire
families with elderly and newborns were left homeless
earlier this month when fire broke out in the over-
crowded and unsanitary Moria camp on Lesbos, another
island in the Agean.

Two or three containers at the Samos centre were
destroyed but no-one was injured, a police source said.
“There is no risk of the fire spreading,” a spokeswoman
for the fire service told AFP.

Like the camp in Moria, the Samos centre was one of
five set up during the 2015 migrant crisis on Aegean is-
lands to deal with a flow from nearby Turkey.

Both camps had far exceeded initial capacity, in the
case of Samos, which was expected to house 650 mi-
grants, almost 6,000 eventually found their way there.
The result was poor hygiene, frequent fires and fights.

Camps across Greece are still subject to coronavirus
confinement measures, while the rest of the country
began returning to some sense of normality in early May.

That fuelled tension in the centres, where relatively
few cases of the virus had been detected as of early
September.  —AFP

Fire at Greek 
migrant camp 
under control


