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China: Delta variant behind virus surge
More than 1.6 billion vaccine doses administered nationwide
BEIJING: China raced yesterday to contain its worst
coronavirus outbreak in months, as health officials
blamed the highly infectious Delta variant for a surge
in infections spanning 14 provinces. China reported
328 symptomatic infections in July-almost equal to the
total number of local cases from February to June.

“The main strain circulating at present is the Delta
variant... which poses an even greater challenge to
virus prevent ion and control  work,”  Mi Feng,
spokesman for the National Health Commission (NHC),
said at a press briefing. The outbreak is geographically
the largest to hit China in several months, challenging
the country’s early success in snuffing out the pan-
demic within its borders after COVID-19 seeped out
of Wuhan.

But that record has been thrown into jeopardy after
the fast-spreading Delta variant broke out at Nanjing

airport in eastern Jiangsu province earlier this month.
More than 260 infections nationwide have been linked
to the cluster in Nanjing, where nine cabin cleaners at
an international airport tested positive on July 20.

Hundreds of thousands have already been locked
down in Jiangsu province, while Nanjing has tested all
9.2 million residents twice. The contagiousness of the
Delta variant combined with the peak tourist season
and high passenger circulation at the airport has led to
the rapid spread of this outbreak, NHC official He
Qinghua told reporters at the briefing.

Fresh cases reported Saturday in  two more
regions-Fujian province and the sprawling megacity of
Chongqing-included one patient who visited the
tourist city of Xi’an, Shaanxi province, and an interna-
tional cargo crew member who recently travelled from
abroad, authorities said.

Officials in one Chongqing district ordered emer-
gency mass testing late Friday for people who had vis-
ited venues l inked to confirmed cases. After one
asymptomatic case was discovered in Zhengzhou-the
epicentre of recent deadly floods in central Henan
province-city officials yesterday ordered mass testing
of all 10 million residents. The head of the city health
commission was also sacked.

The tourist city of Zhangjiajie in Hunan province,
where the landscape inspired the “Avatar” blockbuster,
locked down all 1.5 million residents and shut all
tourist attractions Friday, according to an official
notice.

Health officials said the virus was likely brought
there via the Nanjing cluster, according to preliminary
investigations. Officials are now scrambling to track
people nat ionwide who recent ly travel led from

Nanjing or Zhangjiajie, and have urged tourists not to
travel to areas where cases have been found.

After reports that some people sickened in the lat-
est cluster were vaccinated, health officials said this
was “normal” and stressed the importance of vaccina-
tion alongside strict measures. “The COVID vaccine’s
protection against the Delta variant may have some-
what declined, but the current vaccine still has a good
preventative and protective effect against the Delta
variant,” said Feng Zijian, virologist at the Chinese
Center for Disease Control and Prevention.

More than 1.6 billion vaccine doses have so far
been administered nationwide as of Friday, the NHC
said. It does not provide figures on how many people
have been fully vaccinated. Health officials have said
they are aiming for 80 percent of the population to be
fully vaccinated by year-end. —AFP

ZHENGZHOU: Residents queue to receive nucleic acid tests for the COVID-19 coronavirus in Zhengzhou, in China’s central Henan province yesterday. —AFP

Tunisian MP critical 
of president’s power 
grab arrested: Party  
TUNIS: Tunisian security forces on Friday arrested a mem-
ber of parliament who condemned President Kais Saied’s
power grab as a “military coup”, his party said. The presi-
dent’s shock move, including a 30-day suspension of parlia-
ment, has plunged Tunisia into political turmoil.

“It is a military coup,” independent MP Yassine Ayari
said on Facebook after the president last Sunday suspend-
ed parliament and sacked the premier. Ayari, 30, is a vocal
critic of authorities who has had many run-ins with the law
in past years.

He was sentenced to six months in prison in 2015 for
defaming the army and was handed a three-month jail sen-
tence in 2018 for criticising the military. His party, Hope and
Labour, said he was arrested by members of the president’s
security team who did not provide any arrest warrant.

Ayari’s wife said on Facebook that his detention was
“violent”. There was no immediate confirmation from the
president’s office or prosecutors on the arrest. His oppo-
nents accuse him of having staged a “coup”, but Saied has
said his actions are justified under the constitution which
allows the head of state to take unspecified exceptional
measures in the event of an “imminent threat”.

In a Facebook post, Ayari said the president’s actions
represented “a reversal of the constitution... with the use
of the army”. Saied has also declared a crackdown on cor-
ruption, accusing 460 businessmen of embezzlement. On
top of the political turmoil, the North African nation is
beset by a crippling economic crisis including soaring
inflation and high unemployment, as well as surging
COVID-19 infections. 

Meanwhile, under a blazing Tunis sun, cafe owner Radhi
al-Chawich is chatting amicably with customers when he
lets slip he supports the Islamist-inspired Ennahdha party,
the main opponent of a power grab by President Kais
Saied. All five turn on him immediately, telling him that he
doesn’t know what he’s talking about and that Ennahdha
are all “hypocrites” and “liars”. It is a widespread sentiment
in the alleyways of Tunis’s Old City after 10 years in which
Ennahdha has maintained its position as Tunisia’s largest
party but has failed to win a parliamentary majority, forcing
it to make sometimes unpalatable compromises.

Most people interviewed by AFP blame the party for
Tunisia’s multiple crises, not the president it accuses of
mounting a “coup”. Last Sunday, Saied sacked prime minis-
ter Hichem Mechichi and suspended parliament for 30 days.
On Wednesday, he ordered a graft crackdown targeting
460 businessmen for alleged embezzlement alongside an
investigation into alleged illegal funding of political parties,
including Ennahdha.

For supporters like Chawich, the cynicism about the par-
ty’s motives is a throwback to the dictatorship of president
Zine El Abidine Ben Ali, ousted 10 years ago in the Arab
Spring uprisings. The 61-year-old said the party deserved
more respect for its share of the vote in successive elections
since his ouster.

“We are back to the time of the dictatorship. It is a
recognised party which ran for election... Let its mandate
end and then we’ll see in the elections. It is the ballot box
that must decide.” Chawich said he would continue to sup-
port Ennahdha until investigators proves the party had
done something wrong. “If it turns out that they stole, and
they are convicted, then I will not vote for them anymore.”

‘Chaos’ fears 
Chawich said he fears for the country’s future now that

the standoff between the president and the party has come
to a head. “I don’t want it to slide into chaos.” It is a fear also
voiced by the international community, which does not want
to see the birthplace of the Arab Spring revert to authoritar-

ianism or slip into violence.
But for now calm reigns on the streets of Tunis. After

mobilising a few hundred supporters for a sit-in outside the
shuttered parliament building on Monday, Ennahdha leader
Rached Ghannouchi has adopted a more cautious
approach. He has appealed for a “national dialogue” and for
early parliamentary and presidential elections to resolve the
months-long standoff between Saied and the legislature.

For political scientist Selim Kharrat, it is a pragmatic
response that acknowledges the party’s limitations. The
“failure of Ennahdha to mobilise its base” for larger protests
on Monday had tipped the balance of power in the presi-
dent’s favour, he said.

“Ennahdha has always been ready to compromise
because the party is obsessed with its own survival, haunt-
ed by the possibility of a new ban like that imposed under
the Ben Ali dictatorship.” For many ordinary Tunisians, it is
those compromises that have shattered their trust in
Ennahdha. —AFP

TUNIS: A man walks past members of Tunisia’s security
forces standing guard outside parliament headquarters in
Bardo in Tunis yesterday. —AFP

7 Kurdish family 
members killed in 
Turkey attack 
ANKARA: Seven members of a Kurdish family were
killed Friday in central Turkey by armed assailants who
tried to burn their house in what rights activists said was
a racist attack. The Dedeoglu family had been seriously
injured in another attack in the middle of May by neigh-
bours who warned them that they “will not let Kurds live

here” in the region of Konya.
One of the dead members had complained in mid-

July that the police and judges had been partial towards
the May attackers who had been freed, and said the
family feared for their lives. Abdurrahman Karabulut,
their lawyer, said the liberation of the perpetrators of
the first attack signalled impunity.

“This was an entirely racist attack ... the judiciary and
the authorities are responsible for what has happened,”
Karabulut told Arti TV. “This was a case we were fol-
lowing. The youngest family member told me ‘We are
very scared’,” tweeted Eren Keskin, the vice president
of the Human Rights Association.

According to Interior Minister Suleyman Soylu, a
years-long feud between two families was behind the

tragedy. He said describing the attack as a racist crime
was “a provocation.”

“This attack is not connected to the Turkish-Kurdish
issue. Making a link to this is as dangerous as the
attack,” he said on television. But the pro-Kurdish
Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP) said there had been
several attacks on Kurds over the years.

“The hate speech and provocation of the authori-
ties is the main cause of this massacre,” said Mithat
Sancar, HDP’s co-president. It was the second deadly
attack on Kurds in Konya in a month. On July 21, a
Kurdish farmer was killed in a village in Konya by
attackers who shouted “We don’t want Kurds here”.
Local authorities however said it was a result of a fight
over grazing rights. —AFP

News in brief

US seizes oil tanker 

WASHINGTON: The United States on Friday seized
a Singapore-owned oil tanker that was used to make
illegal oil deliveries to North Korea, the Justice
Department said. A New York federal judge issued a
judgment of forfeiture authorizing the United States
to take ownership of the M/T Courageous, which is
currently in Cambodia. The ship, which has a capaci-
ty of 2,734 tons, was purchased by Singaporean
national Kwek Kee Seng, who remains at large,
according to a Justice Department statement. —AFP 

Re-programmable satellite launched

KOUROU: The world’s first commercial fully re-pro-
grammable satellite lifted off from French Guiana on
Friday on board an Ariane 5 rocket, ushering in a
new era of more flexible communications. Unlike
conventional models that are designed and “hard-
wired” on Earth and cannot be repurposed once in
orbit, the Eutelsat Quantum allows users to tailor the
communications to their needs - almost in real-time.
Because it can be reprogrammed while orbiting in a
fixed position 35,000 lm above the Earth, the
Quantum can respond to changing demands for data
transmission and secure communications during its
15-year lifetime, according to the European Space
Agency. —AFP 

2,800 Iran prisoners pardoned

TEHRAN: Iran’s supreme leader Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei has granted clemency to more than
2,800 jailed convicts to mark two Muslim religious
holidays, his website said yesterday. The statement
did not elaborate on the identity of the 2,825 pris-
oners who were either pardoned or had their sen-
tences commuted. Clemency was granted to mark
Eid al-Adha celebrated in Iran on July 21 and Eid
Al-Ghadir commemorated on Thursday. Iran’s
supreme leader grants clemency to prisoners sever-
al times each year on occasions of religious or
national holidays after it is proposed by the head of
the judiciary authority.  —AFP

EU ready to impose 
sanctions over 
Lebanon crisis 
BRUSSELS: The European Union said on Friday it was
ready to impose sanctions on Lebanon’s ruling elite over the
political crisis wracking the country, after adopting a legal

framework for such measures. The crisis has left Lebanon
without a functioning government since the last one
resigned after a massive explosion killed dozens and
destroyed swathes of Beirut in August 2020.

The country has plunged into what the World Bank
described as one of the worst economic crises since the
1850s, and political players continue to squabble. “This
framework provides for the possibility of imposing sanctions
against persons and entities who are responsible for under-
mining democracy or the rule of law in Lebanon,” the EU
said in a statement.

The bloc’s 27 member states must still vote unanimously

for the list of people and entities to be sanctioned. The
United States welcomed the EU’s steps to use a “powerful
tool to promote accountability on a global scale,” Secretary
of State Antony Blinken and Treasury Secretary Janet Yellen
said in a statement.

“Sanctions are intended, among other things, to compel
changes in behavior, and promote accountability for corrupt
actors and leaders,” they added, saying they were ready to
cooperate with the EU on Lebanon.

On Monday, Lebanese lawmakers tasked ex-premier and
billionaire Najib Mikati with forming a government, days
after fellow veteran politician Saad Hariri threw in the towel.

EU sanctions would target people obstructing this process,
the statement read.

They “consist of a travel ban to the EU and an asset
freeze for persons, and an asset freeze for entities,” it said.
“In addition, EU persons and entities are forbidden from
making funds available to those listed.”

The EU could also sanction people “obstructing or
undermining the implementation of plans approved by
Lebanese authorities and supported by relevant internation-
al actors, including the EU, to improve accountability and
good governance in the public sector or the implementation
of critical economic reforms.” —AFP


