
NEW DELHI: Oxygen supplies in Indian hospitals
were running perilously low yesterday as daily COVID-
19 deaths surged past 2,000 for the first time in one of
the world’s most brutal ongoing coronavirus waves.
Governments remain fearful of similar surges elsewhere
in the world with many vaccine rollouts hampered by
low supplies, and a top European Union official prom-
ised to have enough doses available to vaccinate 70
percent of the bloc’s adults by the summer.

India-home to 1.3 billion people-is also struggling
with low vaccine supplies and has put the brakes on
exports of locally produced AstraZeneca shots as it
fights a terrifying COVID-19 wave that has over-
whelmed its hospitals. “I am scared for my parents and
relatives more than I am scared for myself because they
are not young anymore and getting admitted into a
hospital right now is next to impossible,” a resident of
the Indian capital Delhi told AFP.

There had been hopes that despite its packed cities
and poor healthcare, India had managed to dodge
largely unscathed a pandemic that has killed more than
three million people around the world. But recent
weeks have seen mass gatherings including millions
attending the Kumbh Mela religious festival, political
rallies as well as lavish weddings-and a terrifying rise in
cases.

Nepal’s former king and queen have tested positive
for COVID-19 on their return from an Indian religious
festival attended by millions of pilgrims. Former king
Gyanendra Bir Bikram Shah, 73, and his queen Komal
Rajya Laxmi Devi Shah, 70, returned to Kathmandu on
Sunday after a week-long visit to India to celebrate
Kumbh Mela. Shah’s press secretary Phani Raj Pathak
confirmed the couple had tested positive. “They are in
self-isolation at Nirmal Niwas,” he said in a statement
Tuesday evening, referring to their residence. Indian
health ministry data yesterday showed nearly 300,000
new infections in 24 hours, among the world’s biggest
daily totals, as hospitals around the country reported
oxygen shortages.

“This second corona wave came like a storm,”
Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi said in an
address to the nation on Tuesday. ‘Everybody should

get vaccinated’.  European leaders are aiming to revive
the EU’s sluggish vaccine rollout with more supplies
and choice as some of the bloc’s biggest member
nations struggle with worrying case numbers. Thierry
Breton, the EU’s internal markets commissioner, told
French newspaper Le Figaro the bloc was now set to
have enough doses to cover 70 percent of its adult
population by mid-July.

And the EU’s medical regulator said Tuesday that
blood clots should be listed as a “very rare” side effect
of Johnson & Johnson’s vaccine, but that the benefits of
the shot still outweighed the risks. The single-shot J&J
vaccine is approved for use in Europe but has not been
given out yet. The United States is also expected to
rule on the J&J shot by Friday, with the world’s worst-
hit nation jabbing millions per week as it aims for a
return to normality. Some of the vaccinated in New
York City were offered an unlikely freebie on Tuesday:
a marijuana joint.

Activists celebrating the recent legalization of
recreational pot in New York state handed out free
doobies in Manhattan to anyone with proof of receiv-

ing at least one shot. “Everybody should get vaccinat-
ed. It should not be weed that is getting them there,”
said freebie recipient Sarah Overholt, 38. “But if it
works, then it works.” ‘I want this to end quickly’ 

Governments in South America, one of the worst-hit
regions of the world, also stepped up efforts to vacci-
nate as many people as quickly as possible. Colombia
on Tuesday gave the green light for the private sector
to buy and distribute vaccines under certain conditions,
hoping to boost a slow immunization campaign.
Argentina, meanwhile, will be the first Latin American
country to produce Russia’s Sputnik V vaccine,
according to the RDIF sovereign fund, which financed
the development of the shot.

But a deadly second wave continued to sweep
across Brazil, which has the second-highest death toll
in the world after the United States. Staff have been
overwhelmed at the Vila Formosa cemetery in Sao
Paulo, Brazil’s biggest city. “I want this to end quickly,
because it is very sad,” said one of the gravediggers.
“We try not to get upset in our work, but it is sad, it is a
lot of people, and a long time.” — AFP
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News in brief

Search for submarine with 53 aboard 

JAKARTA: Indonesia’s military said it was search-
ing for a submarine with 53 crew aboard after losing
contact with the vessel off the coast of Bali yester-
day. “The KRI Nanggala 402 lost contact early this
morning,” said First Admiral Julius Widjojono.  “(The
navy) is currently searching for it. We know the area
but it’s quite deep.” Indonesia’s military chief Hadi
Tjahjanto told AFP neighbors Singapore and
Australia had been asked for help. The navy had dis-
patched warships to the area off the northern coast
of Bali to search for the submarine, he said. He added
there were 53 crew aboard the vessel, which was
believed to be in waters about 700 meters (2,300
feet) deep. — AFP

Lesotho PM faces ouster 

MASERU, Lesotho: After barely a year in office,
the Lesotho prime minister’s future hung in the bal-
ance yesterday after an overnight split of his ruling
party risked upsetting the parliamentary majority he
needs to stay in power. Moeketsi Majoro took power
in May last year following the dramatic departure of
his predecessor Thomas Thabane, who resigned
amid allegations that he conspired to murder his wife
in 2017. A cabinet minister and deputy leader of the
ruling All Basotho Convention (ABC) Nqosa Mahao,
announced on Wednesday that a formal and final
decision to form a new party was reached Tuesday
night. — AFP

Dog ‘vaccines used’ on people 

SANTIAGO: Two veterinarians in Chile are under
investigation for allegedly giving dog coronavirus
vaccines to at least 75 people in the months before
human jabs arrived in the country, health officials
said Tuesday. The pair stand accused of having
administered vaccines developed against canine
coronavirus, which is not the same as the SARS-
CoV-2 virus responsible for the global human pan-
demic, to people in the city of Calama in Chile’s
north. Questions first arose last September, when
visiting health officials noted workers at a veterinary
clinic in Calama operating without masks.
Questioned, they claimed they had been vaccinated
by a local veterinarian. — AFP

Greece to lend Patriots to Saudi 

RIYADH: Greece will lend a Patriot missile battery
to Saudi Arabia to protect its critical energy infra-
structure, Greek officials said Tuesday, as the Gulf
kingdom grapples with growing attacks by Yemen’s
Houthi rebels. Saudi Arabia, the top crude exporter
which leads a military coalition against the Houthis,
relies heavily on US-made Patriots to intercept mis-
siles and drones fired at the kingdom on a near daily
basis by the Iran-aligned rebels. “We signed the
agreement to transfer a Patriot battery here in Saudi
Arabia,” Greek Foreign Minister Nikos Dendias said
in a statement during a visit to Riyadh with Defence
Minister Nikos Panagiotopoulos.  — AFP

Syria’s Idlib to get COVID vaccines

BAB AL-HAWA, Syria: A first batch of COVID-19
vaccine doses was expected to arrive yesterday in
war-torn northwestern Syria, where millions of peo-
ple live in dire humanitarian conditions, a UN official
said. The 53,800 doses of the AstraZeneca vaccine
were dispatched to the rebel-dominated region as
part of the Covax facility, which ensures the world’s
poorest economies get access to jabs for free. “Once
the vaccines arrive, we are prepared to start vaccina-
tion to priority groups through our implementing
partners,” said Mahmoud Daher, a senior official with
the UN’s World Health Organization (WHO).  — AFP

France to ease curfew, travel curbs

PARIS: France plans to lift travel restrictions and ease
a nationwide curfew on May 2 on expectations that
daily COVID-19 cases will soon begin falling, a source
close to the presidency said. President Emmanuel
Macron also intends to stick to a goal of allowing
restaurants to serve patrons outdoors from mid-May,
while also reopening cinemas, theatres and museums
with reduced capacity, the source said. Non-food
businesses will also open their doors mid-May, after
Macron announced their closure from April 3 to con-
tain a third wave of coronavirus infections that have
again pushed hospitals to the brink. — AFP

AJMER, India: Workers are seen sorting oxygen cylinders that are being used for COVID-19 coronavirus patients at a
facility in Ajmer yesterday. — AFP

250,000 displaced
in Myanmar after
junta attacks: UN 
YANGON: The Myanmar military junta’s crackdown
on anti-coup protesters has displaced close to a quar-
ter of a million people, a United Nations rights envoy
said yesterday. The military has stepped up its use of
lethal force to quash mass demonstrations against a
February 1 coup which ousted civilian leader Aung San
Suu Kyi. At least 738 people have been killed and
3,300 are languishing in jails as political prisoners,
according to a local monitoring group.

“Horrified to learn that... the junta’s attacks have
already left nearly a quarter (of a) million Myanmar
people displaced, according to sources,” UN Special
Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in
Myanmar Tom Andrews tweeted yesterday. “The world
must act immediately to address this humanitarian
catastrophe.” Free Burma Rangers, a Christian aid
group, estimated last week at least 24,000 people
were displaced in northern Karen state amid military
ground attacks and airstrikes earlier in the month.

Karen National Union brigade five spokesperson
Padoh Mann Mann said yesterday that more than
2,000 Karen people have now crossed Myanmar’s
border into Thailand and that thousands more are
internally displaced. “They all hide in the jungle nearby
their villages,” he said. Amid mounting violence, South
East Asian leaders and foreign ministers are set to hold
talks on the Myanmar crisis in Jakarta on Saturday.

Coup leader Min Aung Hlaing’s expected involve-
ment in the summit has angered activists and human
rights groups. “Min Aung Hlaing, who faces interna-
tional sanctions for his role in military atrocities and
the brutal crackdown on pro-democracy protesters,
should not be welcomed at an intergovernmental gath-
ering to address a crisis he created,” Human Rights
Watch’s Brad Adams said.—AFP

Queen Elizabeth II 
thanks well-wishers 
as she turns 95
LONDON: Queen Elizabeth II yesterday thanked
well-wishers for their messages of support after the
death of her husband, Prince Philip, as she turned 95
and spent her first birthday without him in more than
seven decades. “My family and I would like to thank
you all for the support and kindness shown to us in
recent days,” she said in her first public comments
since his death on April 9 aged 99. “We have been
deeply touched, and continue to be reminded that
Philip had such an extraordinary impact on countless
people throughout his life.” The Queen-Britain’s
longest-reigning monarch-said the messages from
Britain, the Commonwealth and around the world had
been a “comfort” during a “period of great sadness”.

Her birthday falls during a two-week period of roy-
al mourning for Philip, who was interred Saturday in
the Royal Vault at St George’s Chapel in Windsor
Castle. The Queen, seen at the funeral for the first time
since his death, cut a solitary figure due to coronavirus
restrictions, sitting alone in mourning black, with a
white-trimmed, black face mask.

Close family, also masked, were forced to sit social-
ly distanced in the historic 15th-century Gothic chapel
during the 50-minute service attended by just 30
guests. With the ongoing restrictions curtailing social-
izing, her birthday-typically marked with a traditional
gun salute and the release of a new portrait-will be
subdued this year. Although the grieving monarch
returned to public duties a few days after Philip’s
passing, there are no plans to mark her birthday pub-
licly. In the Buckingham Palace statement, however, she
said: “I have, on the occasion of my 95th birthday
today, received many messages of good wishes, which
I very much appreciate.”

She is expected to be at Windsor Castle, west of
London, where she and the late duke had spent much
of the past year shielding due to the pandemic. “This is
going to be a private day for her and that’s how it
should be,” said Joe Little, managing editor of Majesty
Magazine. “I think she will be personally devastated by
this, but I don’t think the death of the Duke of
Edinburgh, her husband of 73 years, is going to impact
on her working role. “There’s the public queen and
there’s the private queen, and she’s great at being able
to compartmentalize.” 

‘Huge void’ 
Prime Minister Boris Johnson tweeted “warm wish-

es” to the monarch.  “I have always had the highest
admiration for Her Majesty and her service to this
country.  “I am proud to serve as her Prime Minister,”
he wrote. The Queen, now in the twilight of her reign,
married Philip in November 1947, nearly five years
before she succeeded her father, king George VI.

She has previously described him as her “strength
and stay” during seven decades of almost constant
presence at her side. Senior royals have conceded his
death has left a “huge void” in the Queen’s life, and
have reportedly been sharing responsibility to comfort
her at Windsor.

The Queen and Philip’s grandson Prince Harry, 36,
flew back from the United States for the funeral, but
returned home again to be with his pregnant wife
Meghan before his grandmother’s birthday, according
to The Sun. Saturday was Harry’s first public meeting
with the family since a reported falling out over his
shock move to California, and his stinging criticism of
royal life, including accusations of racism in the institu-
tion. He reportedly spent several hours with his father
and heir to the throne Prince Charles, and elder broth-
er Prince William following the ceremony, prompting
speculation that any enduring rift is being healed.

Although the Queen’s birthday is on April 21, her
official birthday is normally celebrated on the second
Saturday in June, in a tradition dating back to 1748. It
is marked with an annual military parade, known as
“Trooping the Colour”, but has been cancelled for a
second consecutive year due to the pandemic. — AFP

This handout photo taken and released by Dawei Watch
yesterday shows protesters holding sunflowers during a
demonstration against the military coup in Dawei. — AFP

In this file photo, Britain’s Queen Elizabeth II walks
through “The Queen’s Diamond Jubilee Galleries” at
Westminster Abbey in London.—AFP

Xi to attend 
online Biden 
climate summit
BEIJING: China’s President Xi Jinping will attend US
President Joe Biden’s virtual climate summit this week,
Beijing said yesterday, as the world’s top polluting
nations seek rare common ground despite wider polit-
ical tensions. Biden has invited 40 world leaders
including Xi and Russia’s Vladimir Putin to the meet
starting on Earth Day, meant to mark Washington’s
return to the front lines of the fight against climate
change after former president Donald Trump disen-
gaged from the process. The virtual summit will be the
first meeting between the two leaders since Biden
became president.

Xi will give an “important speech” at the meeting,
said the Chinese foreign ministry, days after a trip to
Shanghai by US climate envoy John Kerry-the first

official from Biden’s administration to visit China.
Kerry and Chinese counterpart Xie Zhenhua had said
they were “committed to cooperating” on tackling the
climate crisis, even as sky-high tensions remain on
multiple other fronts.

Washington and Beijing’s pledge to cooperate
comes amid acrimony over accusations about
China’s policies in Hong Kong and its treatment of
Uyghurs in its northwestern Xinjiang region-criti-
cisms Beijing rejects as interference in its domestic
affairs. No global solution on climate change is like-
ly without both the US and China on board, since
the world’s top two economies together account for
nearly half of the world’s total greenhouse gas
emissions.

Biden has made climate a top priority, turning the
page from his predecessor Donald Trump, who was
closely aligned with the fossil fuel industry. The US
president has rejoined the 2015 Paris accord, which
Kerry negotiated as secretary of state and which com-
mitted nations to take action to keep temperature rises
at no more than two degrees Celsius (3.6 Fahrenheit)
above pre-industrial levels.—AFP

United Ireland likely
in 25 years: Poll
DUBLIN: A majority of people both north and south
of the border predict a united Ireland in the medium
term, according to a BBC poll. Some 54 percent in
Ireland and 51 percent in Northern Ireland believe the
province will not be a part of the United Kingdom in
25 years, it said in a survey published yesterday night.
Some 2,845 people were questioned in Northern
Ireland in early April, and nearly 1,100 in Ireland. 

Respondents agreed the change would not come
within the next 10 years — broadly matching the find-
ings of a separate poll published yesterday in Ireland.
That RED C poll, commissioned by lobby group
European Movement Ireland (EMI), found only 32 per-
cent of people agreed with the statement that “there
will be a united Ireland in the EU in the next 10 years”.

Britain’s seismic 2016 decision to leave the
European Union has stimulated debate around the
future of Northern Ireland, which is home to some 1.9
million people. The territory was created 100 years
ago when the Irish Republic gained independence
from British rule, and its status has been contested
ever since.—AFP


