
Pandemic takes 
mental health toll 
on US youngsters
NEW YORK: Anxiety, depression, self-harm and
even suicide: a growing number of children in the
United States are struggling with their mental
health during the coronavirus pandemic, doctors,
teachers, parents and the government are all
warning.

Millions of students have been attending school
virtually since March last year, spending hours in
front of computers, without playing games or chat-
ting with friends in person and missing out on
sports and face-to-face art or music classes.
“There’s a lot of loneliness for me and other teens,”
said Sarah Frank, an 18-year-old from Florida, who
has not left home since March because she lives
with relatives considered high-risk if they contract
COVID-19.

“I have days I feel really sad, and a bit hopeless.
It feels like a never-ending nightmare,” she told AFP.
Frank co-founded the State of Mind Project in July, a
website with mental and physical health tips for
teenagers.  “I missed a lot of a high school experi-
ences that I’ll never get back. I never went to a foot-
ball game, I never got to go to prom,” she said.

Deanna Caputo is a psychologist and mother of
two children who says she sees signs of depression
in her 10-year-old son since his class in Arlington,
Virginia became virtual in March.  “He’d wake up in
the morning and go back to sleep until noon. He
was moody. He started saying things like ‘I am not
smart, I’m not good at anything,’” said Caputo.

She says knows of other children even worse off.
“All I hear is about medication starting. They (par-
ents) can’t find therapists,” because of high
demand, said Caputo.

Caputo, who is a member of the Arlington Parents
for Education association that is actively lobbying for
schools to reopen in Arlington County, says schools
are being held hostage by teachers’ unions. A recent
CDC report said that schools are safe if proper pre-
cautions are taken, such as wearing a mask and social
distancing. But many teachers’ unions resist going
back to classrooms. In Chicago, the mayor ordered
elementary schools to reopen but unions refused,
demanding vaccinations for all teachers and threat-
ening a strike. Teenage suicides have been on the rise
in the United States for a decade.

There is no data for 2020 yet but numbers from
Clark County in Nevada, which includes Las
Vegas, are causing alarm. Nineteen students have
taken their own lives there since March, more than
double the number for the same period the previ-
ous year. —AFP
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Daniel Mooney, a third-grader who attends classes
virtually from his basement because his public school
is closed due to the COVID-19 pandemic, plays with
his mother Courtney Mooney at their home in Falls
Church, Virginia. —AFP

Netanyahu denies corruption charges
JERUSALEM: Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu walks as he talks to his lawyer ahead of a hearing in his corruption trial at the Jerusalem district court yesterday. —AFP

JERUSALEM: Israel’s Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu
denied corruption charges against him in a brief court
appearance yesterday as his graft trial resumed weeks
before a fourth national election in two years. 

Netanyahu, the first Israeli premier to be indicted in
office, was formally charged last year over allegations that
he accepted improper gifts and sought to trade regulatory
favor with media moguls in exchange for positive coverage.

He had been compelled to appear to deliver an in-per-
son response to the charges, after last month formally sub-
mitting his innocent plea in writing. “I confirm the written
answer submitted in my name,” Israel’s longest-serving
premier said, after Jerusalem court judge Rivka Feldman
Friedman read out the charges against him. 

Netanyahu was referring to a January 18 court filing
from his defense team which said “the prime minister
denies all charges” in each of the three separate cases
against him.  The combative 71-year-old premier, who has
previously blasted the charges as “fabricated and ludi-
crous”, spent just 20 minutes inside the courtroom yester-
day, entering and exiting amid a heavy security deploy-
ment and dozens of protesters.  The hearing continued in
his absence for several hours, with Netanyahu’s lawyers
Boaz Ben Zur and Amit Hadad accusing Israel’s Attorney
General Avichai Mandelblit-a Netanyahu appointee-of
mishandling the case.

They argued that elements of the investigation into the
premier were opened without required authorizations.

‘Election meddling’? 
Netanyahu has repeatedly charged that he is the vic-

tim of a witch-hunt, with the allegations against him
trumped-up. The trial schedule has not yet been set but it
may force the prime minister to appear in court multiple
times a week, as he campaigns ahead of Israel’s March 23
elections. 

His lawyers asked for a delay of several months saying
they needed more time to prepare due to the complexity of
the case, but judges did not rule on that request before the
hearing ended.  When Netanyahu last appeared in court
nine months ago, he had just won a political victory by
forming a coalition government with election rival Benny
Gantz, following three inconclusive national polls. 

But that fraught coalition proved short-lived and col-
lapsed in December, with Gantz branding Netanyahu as
serially dishonest.   It is unclear whether the cloud of the
trial will hurt the premier’s re-election chances in March.
Israel’s parliament speaker Yariv Levin, loyalist of
Netanyahu’s right-wing Likud party, insisted the court
must “postpone” the trial’s upcoming phase.

Proceeding now “will be lending a hand to blatant med-
dling in the elections”, he told the right-wing Israel Hayom
newspaper on Sunday. 

Several recent polls show that Netanyahu’s right-wing
Likud remains the strongest party by a comfortable margin,
but it is far from certain that it will be able to form a 61-seat
majority with its conservative and religious allies. 

4,000, 2,000, 1,000 
The charges against Netanyahu are divided into three

separate cases. The most serious-known as Case 4,000, in
which the premier is accused of bribery, fraud and breach
of trust-centers on the allegation that he negotiated with
Shaul Elovitch of telecommunications giant Bezeq to
secure positive coverage on his Walla! news site in
exchange for policies benefiting Bezeq.

Elovitch and his wife were also indicted.    
Case 2,000 concerns allegations Netanyahu sought a

deal with the owner of the Yediot Aharonot newspaper that
would have seen it give him more favorable coverage. Case
1,000 involves allegations Netanyahu and his family
received gifts, including luxury cigars, champagne and jew-
ellery estimated to be worth more than 700,000 shekels
($213,000), from wealthy individuals, in exchange for finan-
cial or personal favors.

He would be forced to resign if convicted with all
appeals exhausted, but that process would likely take sev-
eral years. Weekly protests against him have rumbled on
for months, with some demonstrators focusing on the graft
allegations. 

Some of the protesters who met Netanyahu’s motor-
cade outside the court carried placards branded with the
words “Crime Minister”, while other demonstrators taunted
him as he entered and exited the court. “We are here to
swipe (away) all the dirt and all the corruption that he has
created,” protester Claudia Manoquian said. —AFP

Israeli PM appears in court as his graft trial resumes before election

IS ambush kills 
26 pro-regime 
fighters in Syria
BEIRUT: The Islamic State group yesterday ambushed a
regime convoy in eastern Syria, killing at least 26 fight-
ers, including seven Syrian troops, a war monitor said.
The Britain-based Syrian Observatory for Human Rights
said the early morning ambush in the province of Deir
Ezzor came as the convoy combed the area for jihadists,
after a string of recent attacks.

“Violent clashes between the two sides led to large
human losses,” it said, calling the toll from fighting the
“largest since the start of the year”. Observatory head
Rami Abdel Rahman said at least seven of the 26 killed
were Syrian troops, while the remaining casualties were

mostly Syrian militia fighters.
At least 11 IS jihadists were also killed, the

Observatory added. The jihadist group overran large
parts of Syria and Iraq and proclaimed a cross-border
“caliphate” in 2014, before multiple offensives in the two
countries led to its territorial defeat. The group lost its last
scrap of territory in Syria in March 2019, but in recent
months it has ramped up attacks against regime forces,
especially in the east of the country bordering Iraq. Last
week, IS jihadists killed 19 Syrian regime fighters and
allied militia forces in central Syria. And in December,
nearly 40 Syrian troops were killed when IS ambushed a
bus carrying soldiers travelling home for the holidays.

The desert area in Deir Ezzor province provides a
“safe haven” for jihadists planning attacks on regime
forces and other rivals, the United Nations said in a
report published this month. IS retains some 10,000
active fighters in Iraq and Syria, although the majority
are reported to be in Iraq, the UN has said. The war in
Syria has killed more than 387,000 people since it start-
ed in 2011, the Observatory says.  —AFP

A Russian helicopter flies over a joint Russian and Turkish
convoy (not pictured) as it patrols in oil fields near the
town of Al-Qahtaniyah, in Syria’s northeastern Hasakeh
province close to the Turkish border. —AFP

Russia defends 
expulsion of 
European diplomats
MOSCOW:  The Kremlin defended yesterday
Russia’s shock expulsion of EU diplomats during the
high-profile visit of the European Union’s top diplo-
mat but insisted it remained interested in reviving
relations with Brussels.

Russia on Friday announced the expulsion of
diplomats from Germany, Poland and Sweden during
the rare meeting in Moscow between EU foreign
policy chief Josep Borrell and Russian Foreign
Minister Sergei Lavrov. The declaration of the three
foreign diplomats as personae non gratae was a
“consequence of the actions of some diplomatic
missions in Moscow against the backdrop of illegal
riots,” Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov told jour-
nalists yesterday. 

He added that Russia “has clearly demonstrated it
does not intend to tolerate this”. 

In January, tens of thousands of Russians rallied
for two consecutive weekends against President
Vladimir Putin’s 20-year rule and demanded the
release of opposition politician Alexei Navalny, his

most prominent critic who was sentenced to nearly
three years in prison last week. 

Borrell said he learned of the decision to expel
the diplomats during his meeting with Lavrov and
“strongly condemned” the decision. Initially Borrell
said there were no immediate plans for new
European sanctions against Russia. After his return,
however, the former Spanish foreign minister said
that Russia was rejecting constructive dialogue with
the EU and that Europe must “draw the conse-
quences”, including possible new sanctions. 

“Russia has been and remains interested in reviv-
ing relations between Moscow and Brussels,”
Peskov said on Monday, adding that Moscow did
not initiate “the collapse” of the relationship. 

Earlier Monday a spokesperson for the foreign
ministry told Russian news agencies that Russia was
“surprised” to learn of Borrell’s comments as they
“strongly contrast” with his statements during a
press conference in Moscow.  Western leaders have
slammed the expulsions, further straining ties that
have worsened after Navalny was sentenced to two
years and eight months in a penal colony for violat-
ing parole conditions while recovering from a poi-
soning attack in Germany. 

Borrell is expected to meet with foreign ministers
from the 27 EU states on February 22 to discuss
fresh sanctions against Moscow that would require
an unanimous vote among the EU members. —AFP

DR Congo announces 
‘resurgence’ of Ebola
BENI, DR Congo: DR Congo on Sunday announced
a “resurgence” of Ebola in its troubled east after a
woman died of the disease, just three months after
authorities declared the end of the country’s latest
outbreak. The World Health Organization (WHO)
said it had dispatched a team of epidemiologists to
the scene of the latest death to investigate.

“We have another episode of the Ebola virus” in
the Biena health zone of North Kivu province, Health
Minister Eteni Longondo told state television
RTNC. “It was a farmer, the wife of a survivor of
Ebola, who showed typical signs of the disease on
February 1,” he added. She died on February 3, after
which a sample of her blood tested positive for
Ebola, the health ministry said.

The WHO’s Africa office said the woman had died
in an area that had previously been one of the epi-
centers of the latest outbreak, near the town of
Butembo.  “It is not rare that sporadic cases contin-
ue after a major epidemic,” the WHO said in a state-
ment. It added that WHO epidemiologists were in
Butembo investigating, and that more than 70 peo-
ple who had been in contact with the woman had
already been identified. —AFP


