
In one US city, 
vaccines for 
everyone 
18 and over
CENTRAL FALLS, Rhode Island: Most countries are
still only vaccinating the elderly and healthcare work-
ers, but one US town hit hard by the coronavirus is
already offering doses to everyone age 18 and over.
Central Falls-with a population of 20,000 people in
Rhode Island-is home to a large Hispanic population,
many of whom are undocumented migrants. The city is
one of the most densely populated places in the United
States and is one of the areas in Rhode Island worst
affected by the pandemic. The small East Coast state’s
government recommends that vaccines are only given
to high-risk groups such as frontline workers and peo-
ple over age 75. But Central Falls is going its own way,
opening up vaccinations to all adults. “Everybody that
lives or works here is a priority,” Mayor Maria Rivera
told AFP during a mass vaccination drive on Saturday.

The pandemic spread like wildfire through Central
Falls’ close-knit community, where it is common for
multiple families to live under the same roof. The city is
more than 66 percent Latino and 13 percent Black.
Central Falls has recorded the highest rate of positive
cases and hospitalizations in Rhode Island. More than
3,500 cases have been reported, with 21 deaths and
190 hospitalizations as of January. The health toll has
also been compounded by an economic one. “At the
beginning of COVID... there were so many residents
that were losing their jobs, and they didn’t have money
and they couldn’t apply for benefits,” recalls Rivera.
When vaccines became available in December, the city
offered injections to over-75s, then over-65s, before
lowering the age threshold to 50 and then slashing it to
18 in recent weeks.

‘Right thing to do 
“If we don’t fix the problem, where the problem is,

we are just going to continue spreading this disease,”
said Rivera. The city was preparing to administer
around 700 doses at Central Falls High School on
Saturday. Mayor Rivera’s team has gone door-to-door
making sure residents have all the information they
need, including in Spanish and Cape Verdean
Portuguese. “This was the first vaccination for the gen-
eral public, probably the first in the nation,” said
Eugenio Fernandez Jr, founder of Asthenis, a pharmacy
that works with low-income neighborhoods. When
Suzanne Wallace, a nurse practitioner, learned about
Central Fall’s troubles, she knew she had to come vol-
unteer to administer shots. “It felt like it’s the right thing
to do,” she said. Dozens of locals sat on chairs more
than six feet apart inside the school gymnasium, waiting
to be observed after receiving their shot. —AFP
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CENTRAL FALLS, United States: Close to 700 doses of
the Moderna Covid-19 Vaccine will be given out today
at Central Falls High School in Central Falls, Rhode
Island. —AFP

SEATTLE, Washington: A skier makes his way down a hill in Seattle, Washington. —AFP

WASHINGTON: An “unprecedented” winter
storm system will sweep the United States this
week, the National Weather Service warned
yesterday, with  Arct ic  a ir  dr iv ing a  “polar
plunge” that is expected to break record-low
temperatures. The coast-to-coast cold front has
already pushed its way across Canada and into
parts of northern Mexico, and much of the conti-
nental United States has been shivering under
chilly temperatures for days, with about half of
all Americans now under some sort of winter
weather warning.

Temperatures have dropped across the coun-
try, with only parts of the southeast and southwest
dodging it. The cold snap has led to heavy snow-
falls and ice storms that have caused a spike in
electricity demand and power outages. 

Ice on the roads was blamed for several deadly
accidents including a 100-car pile-up in Texas last
week that left at least six people dead. “Over 150
million Americans are currently under winter
storm warnings, ice storm warnings, winter storm
watches, or winter weather advisories as impactful
winter weather continues from coast to coast,” the
National Weather Service (NWS) said.

“This impressive onslaught of wicked wintry
weather across much of the Lower 48 (states) is
due to the combination of strong Arctic high pres-
sure supplying sub-freezing temperatures and an
active storm track escorting waves of precipita-
tion.” At least seven states-Alabama, Oregon,
Oklahoma, Kansas, Kentucky, Mississippi and
Texas-have declared weather-related emergen-
cies, CNN reported. 

The NWS descr ibed condit ions as  an
“unprecedented and expansive area of hazardous
winter  weather” that  wi l l  set  record lows.
“Hundreds of daily low maximum and minimum
temperatures have been/will be broken during
this  prolonged ‘polar  plunge’ , with some
February and even all-time low temperature
records in jeopardy,” the NWS said. In a large
area known as the Southern Plains that spans
parts of Texas, Oklahoma and Kansas, tempera-
tures are expected to fall as much as 45 degrees
Fahrenheit (25 Celsius) below typical readings
for the time of year. 

Florida will remain the warmest spot in the
continental United States, with highs above nor-
mal and temperatures general ly around 80
Fahrenheit (27 Celsius). —AFP
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France to meet 
Sahel leaders as
it mulls troop 
drawdown
N’DJAMENA, Chad: France and five allies gathered
yesterday to discuss the Sahel’s jihadist insurgency,
with Paris looking for support enabling it to cut
French troop numbers in the strife-torn region.
Leaders of the so-called G5 Sahel-Burkina Faso,
Chad, Mali, Mauritania and Niger-are to attend the
two-day summit in the Chadian capital N’Djamena,
with French President Emmanuel Macron attending

via videolink. The meeting comes a year after France
boosted its Sahel deployment, seeking to wrench
back momentum in the brutal, long-running battle.
But despite touted military successes, jihadists
remain in control of vast swathes of territory and
attacks are unrelenting.

Six UN peacekeepers have been killed in Mali
this year alone, and France has lost five soldiers
since December. Islamist fighters in the Sahel first
emerged in northern Mali in 2012, during a rebellion
by ethnic Touareg separatists which was later over-
taken by the jihadists. France intervened to rout the
insurgents, but the jihadists scattered, taking their
campaign into the ethnic powder keg of central Mali
and then into Burkina Faso and Niger. 

Thousands of soldiers and civilians have been
killed, according to the UN, while more than two
million people have fled their homes. The crushing

toll has fuelled perceptions that the jihadists cannot
be defeated by military means alone.

Jean-Herve Jezequel, Sahel director for the
International Crisis Group (ICG) think tank, told AFP
that conventional military engagement had failed to
deliver a knockout blow. The jihadists “are capable
of turning their backs, bypassing the system, and
continuing,” he said. Last Tuesday, French Foreign
Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian called for a “diplomat-
ic, political and development surge” to respond to
the situation. Last year, France upped its Barkhane
mission in the Sahel from 4,500 troops to 5,100 — a
move that precipitated a string of apparent military
successes. French forces killed the leader of the
notorious Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM),
Abdelmalek Droukdel, as well as a military chief of
the Al-Qaeda-affiliated Group to Support Islam and
Muslims (GSIM). —AFP

PRISTINA, Kosovo: Kosovo’s left-wing reformists were
headed for a landslide victory in parliamentary elec-
tions, initial results showed yesterday, handing them a
strong mandate for change from voters fed up with the
political establishment. The opposition Vetevendosje
(Self-determination) party took home around 48 per-
cent of the vote, according to a tally of more than 90
percent of ballots cast in the Sunday vote.

The triumph nearly doubled the party’s last electoral
showing in 2019, reflecting a hunger for new leadership
in troubled Kosovo. “This great victory is an opportunity
to start the changes we want,” the party’s firebrand
leader Albin Kurti, long a thorn in the establishment’s
side, said in a victory speech.  “The election was indeed a
referendum on justice and employment and against cor-
ruption and state capture,” the 45-year-old added, while
warning of “many obstacles” ahead. The snap poll came
after a tumultuous year in which the coronavirus pan-
demic deepened social and economic crises in the for-
mer Serbian province, which declared independence 13
years ago after a separatist war led by ethnic Albanian
rebels. Already one of Europe’s poorest economies,
Kosovo is now struggling through a pandemic-triggered
downturn, with vaccinations yet to start.

But for Vetevendosje’s supporters, Sunday’s results
sparked hope of better days, with fans honking horns,
setting off fireworks and gathering in the main square in
the capital Pristina to cheer their victory. The next two
largest parties trailed far behind, with around 13 and 17
percent respectively for the ruling centrist Democratic

League of Kosovo (LDK) and the Democratic Party of
Kosovo (PDK) — a party of former rebels who have
long dominated politics in the country. Both camps
admitted defeat, with the LDK’s outgoing Prime
Minister Avdullah Hoti pledging to be a “constructive
opposition” in parliament. 

Tear gas in parliament 
Once known for provocative stunts such as unleash-

ing tear gas in parliament, Vetevendosje began as a
street movement in the 2000s protesting against local
elites and international influence in Kosovo, which was a
UN-protectorate after the war. It entered electoral poli-
tics in 2011 and has tamped down its more radical antics
in recent years. The party ran on an anti-corruption
platform, accusing past leaders of squandering Kosovo’s
first years of independence through graft and misman-
agement while ordinary people suffered.  For most of
the past decade, Kosovo has been run by the former
commanders who led the late 1990s rebellion against
Serb forces. 

If they were once feted as independence heroes,
the political elite have now become the face of the
social and economic ills plaguing the population of
1.8 million, where average salaries are around 500
euros (around $600) a month and youth unemploy-
ment tops 50 percent. “The people are waiting for
change, they are waiting for the removal of that
which has hindered us, such as corruption and nepo-
tism,” Sadik Kelemendi, a doctor, told AFP before

casting his ballot in snow-covered Pristina. 
The former rebels were also weakened this year by

the absence of top leaders, including ex-president
Hashim Thaci, who were detained in November by a
court in The Hague on war crimes charges dating back
to the 1998-99 rebellion against Serbia. 

New generation 
Vetevendosje now has a clear path to a ruling majori-

ty if they team up with minority parties, who are
reserved 20 seats in the 120-member assembly, half for
the Serb community. The party also finished first in the
last 2019 election, but with little over a quarter of the
vote they only lasted some 50 days in power before
their shaky  coalition with the LDK crumbled. The
stronger showing this time has been attributed in part to
Kurti’s new alliance with acting President Vjosa Osmani,
38, who recently left the LDK to join Kurti, turning the
two into charismatic duo on the campaign trail. —AFP

PRISTINA: Supporters of Vetevendosje (Self-determination)
movement celebrate their victory in the parliamentary elec-
tion in Pristina on Sunday. —AFP
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