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LONDON: As the afternoon call to prayer reverberated through
the East London Mosque, local residents of all beliefs flocked in
to put their faith in science and receive their COVID-19 vaccine.
Medical staff and volunteers escorted patients to their appoint-
ment at a temporary vaccination center in the mosque compound
to ensure the lengthy queue moved with the mechanical efficiency
of a factory conveyor belt. The London borough of Tower Hamlets,
where the mosque is located, has the highest number of Muslim
residents in Britain but doctors are encouraged at the take-up of
the vaccine, despite concerns from some that it invalidates the Ra-
madan fast.

Hasnayn Abbasi, a doctor in charge of the vaccination center,
said getting vaccinated was compatible with fasting during the
Islamic holy month, which began this week. “This isn’t anything
new, but it’s become more prominent because so many people
need the jab this year. So we would say, please come and have the
jab done,” he said AFP.

“Once you do it in a mosque, you immediately cut through that.
So we thought, what better place to do it than here, which gives
the message out without having to say anything?”

Erroneous claims 
Vaccine hesitancy is disproportionately present among some

minority groups, even as Britain drives ahead with a mass inocu-
lation campaign that has so far seen more than 32 million people
have a COVID jab. One study indicated that only 59 percent of
Pakistani and Bangladeshi communities had taken the vaccine by
early February-well down on the figure for white Britons.

Erroneous claims have circulated, claiming the vaccines con-
tain alcohol and pork, cause infertility and contradict Islamic prac-
tices. But religious figures and medical professionals are working
to ensure Muslims get their jabs. “The (East London Mosque)
imams have been giving reminders after prayers, their social media
is very strong, it goes on the mosque radio station,” said Abbasi.

“We’ve put it out in our local media outlet, we’re working with
a council team to send the message out. There are lots of pop-up
clinics, we’re sending text messages.”

‘Message getting through’  
The pandemic has disproportionately hit ethnic minorities in

the UK, where more than 127,000 people in total have died from
COVID-19 — one of the worst tolls in the world and the highest
in Europe.

A Public Health England report last year found the risk of dying
from COVID-19 among those of Bangladeshi ethnicity was twice
that of white British people after accounting for sex, age, depri-
vation and region. Black, Asian and Ethnic Minority (BAME)
groups are over-represented in frontline occupations in transport
and healthcare, putting them more at risk of contracting COVID
and death.

A cross-party parliamentary report in November found that
more than 60 percent of black Britons do not believe the state-
run National Health Service (NHS) equally protects their health.

And there are fears that pockets of hard-to-reach groups will
remain vulnerable to COVID-19 and increase the risk of new vari-
ants emerging. But Abbasi painted a cautiously optimistic picture

as Britain’s vaccination campaign continues apace. The UK gov-
ernment met its target of offering a first vaccine dose to all over-
50s and the most vulnerable ahead of schedule earlier this week.

As of Wednesday, 32.3 million people have had a first dose of
a vaccine and 8.1 million have received a second. “The message is
getting through, we just have to make sure we keep the momen-
tum throughout the month of Ramadan,” said Abassi.

“We were hearing of people saying, ‘I’ll do it at the end of Ra-
madan’. “But for some people, it might be four months, so it’s very
important, for the vaccine to work correctly, for people to have it
done at the right time.” —AFP

UK Muslims urged to get 
COVID jab during Ramadan

Britain has inoculated more than 32 million people so far

US to announce 
sanctions on Russia 
WASHINGTON: The United States will announce sanctions
against Russia in retaliation for alleged election interference and
hacking, American media reported. Tensions have escalated be-
tween the two countries in recent months over a raft of issues,
most recently over Russia amassing troops on its border with
Ukraine. The sanctions will affect more than 30 Russian entities
and will include expelling more than 10 Russians from the United
States, including diplomats, the Wall Street Journal reported, cit-
ing sources. The diplomats will be targeted as punishment over
allegations, denied by Russia, that it offered to pay militants in
Afghanistan to kill American military personnel, the newspaper
said. The executive order will also expand an existing ban on US
banks trading in Russian government debt. Washington is also
set to formally accuse Russian intelligence of carrying out the
SolarWinds hack that targeted more than 100 US companies and
18,000 government and private computer networks.

The president of Microsoft, one of the companies targeted,
has said the sophistication and scale of the SolarWinds attack
was on a level not previously seen.

Russia has denied carrying out the attack. Together with
Britain, Australia, Canada and the European Union, the United
States will also sanction eight individuals and entities over the
occupation of Crimea, the Journal reported. The sanctions come
at a difficult time for US-Russia relations. —AFP

Meet the two men 
in tug-of-war for 
Merkel mantle
BERLIN: Germany’s ruling conservatives are locked in a bitter
dispute over who they want to succeed Angela Merkel as chan-
cellor when Germany goes to the polls in September. Merkel,
who is still immensely popular with voters, is stepping down this
year after 16 years in power.

As head of the Christian Democratic Union, affable Merkel
loyalist Armin Laschet would normally be the obvious choice to
lead the party and the CSU, its smaller Bavarian sister party, into
the election as their chancellor candidate. But with support for
the parties plumbing new depths amid anger over Germany’s
pandemic management, Laschet has faced calls to step aside in
favor of the better-liked Bavarian premier Markus Soeder. Here’s
a look at the two men grasping for a chance at Merkel’s throne,
with a decision on the candidate expected as early as this week. 

Slow and steady 
Elected as head of the CDU in January, 60-year-old Laschet

has since faced a series of setbacks including a damaging spat
with Merkel over virus containment measures. In a recent survey
commissioned by business daily Handelsblatt, just 12 percent of
Germans said they thought he would be a good chancellor can-
didate. But coming back from behind has always been a special-
ity for Laschet, who has an uncanny ability to “sit out his
opponents”, as Der Spiegel news magazine observed.

“He does not aim for a quick knockout, but wears down his
opponents slowly, continuously, with great endurance,” the mag-
azine noted.  A defender of multiculturalism and self-declared
“passionate European”, Laschet famously stood by Merkel dur-
ing the fallout from her decision to leave the border open to hun-
dreds of thousands of asylum seekers in 2015-16. Born in
Aachen, the spa city in western Germany near the border with
Belgium and the Netherlands, he has a reputation for pragmatism
and an ability to unify. The father of three is a great fan of
Charlemagne, the king of the Franks credited with uniting Eu-
rope whose empire was based in Aachen, and his family has even
said they are direct descendants.

But Laschet also plays up his common man image, telling
party members in January how his father fed his family digging
for coal. “When you’re down in the mine, it doesn’t matter where
your colleague comes from, what his religion is or what he looks
like. What is important is, can you rely on him,” he said. Laschet
studied law and political science in Munich and Bonn before
working as a journalist for Bavarian radio stations and television,
and as the editor of a Catholic newspaper.  He was elected to
the Bundestag, or lower house of the German parliament, in 1994
and to the European Parliament in 1999, and has been the state
premier of North Rhine-Westphalia since 2017.

With his brash posturing and a playful penchant for dressing
up as Marilyn Monroe or Shrek, Bavarian leader Soeder would
not seem the obvious choice to inherit Merkel’s mantle. But be-
hind his rakish charm and passionate Star Trek fandom, there
is molten ambition. If he were to win the election, the 54-year-
old would be Germany’s first-ever chancellor from the CSU,
after two failed attempts by previous party leaders, bringing a
dash of southern eccentricity to the often staid world of Berlin
power politics. —AFP

LONDON: Health workers prepare doses of the Astrazeneca/Oxford COVID-19
vaccine at a temporary vaccination center set up at the East London Mosque in
London.—AFP


