
Anger over huge 
power bills in 
Texas weather crisis
HOUSTON: Millions of Texans were still without safe
water on Sunday as officials fielded angry complaints
over shockingly large power bills spawned by a cold
weather crisis that Houston’s mayor said was ultimately
preventable. The frigid air mass that paralyzed parts of
the southern and central United States early in the
week claimed more than 70 lives, left millions tem-
porarily without power and froze water lines.

“All of what happened this week was foreseeable
and preventable,” Houston Mayor Sylvester Turner
told CBS’s “Face the Nation,” saying it had long been
clear that the independent electric grid in Texas was
vulnerable to extreme weather. Turner said Houston,
the fourth-largest US city, still needed both plumbing
supplies and plumbers, but was making progress in
restoring service. 

Both Houston and nearby Galveston on Sunday lift-

ed orders for residents to boil drinking water.  But
some 28,000 households remained without electricity
on Sunday, the poweroutage.us website said, and many
Texans were suffering an added insult: residential
electric bills sometimes running into the thousands of

dollars, with one as high as $16,000. While most of the
state’s utility customers are on fixed-rate plans, some
had signed up to variable-rate plans that can save
money in fair weather but produce explosive increases
in frigid temperatures.

Governor Greg Abbott met with legislators of both
parties Saturday to discuss the billing problem and
said, “We have a responsibility to protect Texans from
spikes in their energy bills.” 

For his part, Turner said “those exorbitant costs
(should be) borne by the state of Texas, and not the
individual consumers who did not cause this catastro-
phe.” President Joe Biden on Saturday issued a major-
disaster declaration for much of the state, providing
badly needed financial and administrative aid. His
spokeswoman Jen Psaki said Sunday that Biden hoped
to visit Texas “as early as this week” if he could do so
without interfering with recovery efforts.  Michael
McCaul, a Republican congressman from Texas, said
the financial impact of the weather crisis could equal
that of Hurricane Harvey, a devastating 2017 storm that
caused an estimated $125 billion in damages.

He said Biden’s emergency declaration could pro-
vide funds to help users pay their exorbitant electric
bills.  State and local officials have demanded investi-
gations of how the power crisis unfolded so disas-
trously. A US senator, Tina Smith, a Democrat of
Minnesota, has called for a federal investigation. She
said spot prices of natural gas had spiked by up to 100
times normal rates, and utilities passed the higher rates
on to customers. — AFP

WASHINGTON: The United States stood on the brink
of 500,000 COVID-related deaths yesterday, while the
vaccination rollout picked up pace globally including
with the first shots in Australia. The catastrophic US toll
comes as some signs of hope are emerging in the
world’s hardest-hit country, with millions of people now
vaccinated and winter’s massive spike in infections
dropping. But deaths are still coming, and President Joe
Biden last month warned that “well over” 600,000 peo-
ple in the US could die from the virus.  “It’s terrible. It is
historic. We haven’t seen anything even close to this for
well over a hundred years, since the 1918 pandemic of
influenza,” Biden’s chief medical advisor Anthony Fauci
told NBC’s “Meet The Press.”  

“It’s something that is stunning when you look at the
numbers, almost unbelievable, but it’s true,” Fauci added.
The US toll stood at 498,897 by yesterday morning,
according to Johns Hopkins University. Globally, the fig-
ure was approaching 2.5 million.

Normal ‘by end of year’ 
After America’s first COVID-19 death was

announced in February last year, it took about three
months to pass the 100,000 mark, during a first wave
that hit New York particularly hard. But as the outbreak
surged across the country, the pace of deaths increased,
with the toll jumping from 400,000 in just over a month
after a spike fueled in part by holiday gatherings.

Fauci noted the number of daily new infections was
on a steep decline after peaking in January, but he
added normal life may still be some way off. “I think
we’ll have a significant degree of normality... as we get
into the fall and the winter, by the end of the year,” Fauci
said on CNN’s “State of the Union.”

Meanwhile India, the world’s second worst-hit nation

in terms of infections, passed a bleak threshold yester-
day by registering its 11 millionth case following a
renewed rise in cases. Fresh restrictions on gatherings
came into force in the western state of Maharashtra,
home to financial capital Mumbai, which has logged
almost 52,000 deaths since the start of the pandemic.
The vast nation’s inoculation drive is creeping slowly,
and India’s Serum Institute-the world’s biggest vaccine
maker-has urged other countries to be “patient,” saying
it has been told to prioritize the home market. In the
capital New Delhi, vegetable vendor Radhekrishna

Negi spoke for many around the world, telling AFP: “I
am fed up of corona.”

Vaccination rollouts   
According to the US Centers for Disease Control

and Prevention (CDC), more than 61 million people
have received at least one shot of vaccine in the
United States, with some 18 million getting the full two
doses. Biden has made it a priority to get 100 million
people vaccinated within the first 100 days of his
administration. In Australia, top officials Sunday were
among a small group receiving the first vaccinations, a
day before the program starts in earnest. Prime Minister
Scott Morrison got the Pfizer/BioNTech vaccine at a
medical center in Sydney, in what the government said
was a bid to boost public confidence after some anti-
vaccine protests. And in Gaza on Sunday, some 20,000
Russian-made Sputnik V vaccine doses arrived from the
United Arab Emirates.  The jabs came via the Rafah
crossing with Egypt, meaning they did not pass through
Israel, which has maintained a tight blockade on Gaza
since 2007. 

Britain’s government has vowed to offer a first dose to
every adult by the end of July. More than 17 million peo-
ple have now received at least a first vaccine dose-one
third of the adult UK population. Prime Minister Boris
Johnson was yesterday set to start unwinding England’s
third lockdown as a quickening UK-wide inoculation
drive relieves pressure on hard-hit hospitals. Johnson is
expected to confirm the reopening of all English schools
on March 8 in the first big step towards restoring normal
life, nearly a year after he imposed the first stay-at-home
order. In Hong Kong, leader Carrie Lam received a shot
of the Chinese Sinovac drug after the financial hub last
week fast-tracked its approval. — AFP
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US nears 500,000 COVID deaths as 
vaccine drives gather momentum

Global toll approaching 2.5 million, but winter’s massive spike in infections dropping

NEW YORK: In this file photo Sandra Lindsay (left), a
nurse at Long Island Jewish Medical Center, is inocu-
lated with the COVID-19 vaccine by Dr Michelle Chester,
at Long Island Jewish Medical Center, in the Queens
borough of New York. — AFP 

BARCELONA: Catalan regional police ‘Mossos d’Esquadra’ officers detain a protester following clashes after a
demonstration against the imprisonment of Spanish rapper Pablo Hasel in Barcelona.— AFP

Amid scars of war, 
Iraqi archbishop
readies for pope
KARAMLESH, Iraq: From Mosul’s rubble-strewn
streets to ancient churches at Karamlesh, badly damaged
by the Islamic State group, Archbishop Najeeb Michaeel
is preparing for the first-ever papal visit to Iraq. Amid the
cleanup and reconstruction, the priest has ensured some
scars of war from IS’s brutal campaign remain-a broken
chalice, a smashed cross on a church bell tower-to
remember the horrors the Christians of Iraq’s Nineveh
plains have survived. “We forgive, without forgetting,”
said Michaeel, the Chaldean Catholic Archbishop of
Mosul, as he visited Karamlesh and other war-ravaged
Christian villages of northern Iraq.

“But the most important thing is that joy enters the
hearts of all, because this is not a simple formal visit-it is
a spiritual moment,” he said with an infectious smile.
Since he learnt that Pope Francis would visit Iraq in
March, the clergyman has seen his workload double.
“We’re under enormous pressure: the Holy Father is not
your average person-he’s the representative of a state
and of all Catholics worldwide,” Michaeel told AFP.

Ancient churches in ruins 
Pope Francis has previously shied away from using

bullet-proof vehicles in favour of a more open “popemo-
bile”, the better to meet people, but that may be difficult
in a country where security threats still linger. Aged 84,
he may also struggle to make his way through the uneven
pavements and debris-filled alleyways of Mosul.
“Everyone is going to want to get close to him, so it’s a
huge job,” said Michaeel. “All security officials are going
to be on their toes.” Michaeel checks on preparations by
local choirs and scout troops.

He also coordinates with priests who will translate
masses between Latin, Arabic, Italian and a form of
Aramaic, the ancient language of Jesus Christ, that is still
spoken in Iraq’s north. It will be a first for the pope, too,
as he will preside over his first-ever liturgy in the Eastern
rite. There is no cathedral or stadium large enough to
hold the numbers of worshippers expected to turn up for
a mass in Nineveh province, but authorities are working
on a possible open-air venue. In the interim, Michaeel is
checking on more than a dozen churches-many dating
back to the 5th and 6th centuries-that remain in ruins.
One is Miskinta Church, still heavily damaged, but the
worst is the church of Saint Simon, its stone walls collaps-
ing and its crypts filled with rubble and rubbish.

‘Mosaic of a thousand colors’ 
Michaeel, a native of Mosul, a melting pot of Iraq’s

diverse ethnic and religious communities, worked as an
oil engineer before he answered a calling to join the
Church. He is well known for his work in 2014 saving hun-
dreds of rare manuscripts and scrolls by piling them into
his car as IS was approaching. Now, Michaeel wants to
show the pope the beauty of Iraq’s patchwork of minori-
ties. “This country is a mosaic of a thousand colors, and
you can’t leave it broken apart the way it is today,” he
said. Michaeel told AFP that the pope’s “strong words, his
blessing, and his moral support” would help bring com-
munities back together. It is a view that lies at the heart of
the pope’s visit, especially when he holds inter-religious
prayers at the ancient city of Ur in Iraq’s south. —AFP

MOSUL: The Chaldean Catholic Archbishop of Mosul
Najeeb Michaeer (left) chats with a young resident the
old part of the northern city of Mosul, during a tour to
follow the progress of restoration works there. — AFP 

Rapper’s arrest last 
straw for Spain’s 
young protesters
BARCELONA: At Saturday’s protest, a hood covers
one young woman’s hair, a mask her face. Only her dark
eyes can be seen staring out at the latest demonstration
in Barcelona against the jailing of Spanish rapper Pablo
Hasel. Hasel was jailed for a string of tweets which were
found to be “glorifying terrorism” in what his support-
ers say illustrates the lack of free speech in Spain. But
for Maria (not her real name), his arrest and imprison-
ment last week was the spark that lit a larger bonfire of
other grievances. “We are fed up with injustices, job
insecurity, repression and this has made us explode,”
the 20-year-old history student said.

The protests have been going since Tuesday in
Barcelona, when police forced their way past barri-
cades at the Catalan university where Hasel and his
supporters were holed up to arrest him. In the nights
that followed, police and protesters clashed repeatedly
in the streets of Barcelona, Spain’s second city and the
capital of the northeast region of Catalonia. They
fought at the makeshift barricades, around the burning
dumpsters in the streets of the city. The unrest spread
to other cities in the region, where separatist senti-
ments run deep and suspicion of Madrid is strong. In
Vic, for example, 11 police officers were injured after
demonstrators attacked a police station there. Police

detained 38 people and there were 13 people injured
during Saturday night’s clashes across Catalonia.

‘Society is collapsing’ 
Over the last few nights, young people’s growing

anger has overwhelmed any fear they might have about
clashing with the police. Protesters have jumped on to
police cars, even chased them. Nor have police
charges-and the firing of foam rounds that have already
cost one young woman protester an eye-deterred
them. “It’s really scary to come here and to be arrested,
take a beating or lose an eye,” said Maria. “But it’s
scarier to stay at home and not to fight for our rights.”
This is not her first time protesting on the streets.

She was among those who protested in October
2019, during the five nights of unrest in Barcelona after a
court handed down jail terms to nine Catalan separatist
leaders for their failed 2017 independence bid. This time
round, the protests have spread beyond Catalonia to
cities across Spain, including the capital Madrid,
Valencia in the east and Granada in the south. And most
of those on the streets have been young people. The
unrest has also allowed others to exploit the chaos to
loot luxury shops, hotels and even car dealerships.

“There are a lot of things behind it,” another student
protester, Alba, told AFP. Don’t let her frail physique
and soft voice mislead you. Even at just 20 years old,
she has years of experience as a climate activist behind
her-and her message is uncompromising. “We see that
society is collapsing on many levels-economically, eco-
logically, socially-and our generation will be the one to
pay the bill,” she said. “We are fighting because we
refuse to be a lost generation.” — AFP

British PM eyes 
end to lockdown 
LONDON: Prime Minister Boris Johnson is set
to start unwinding England’s third and potential-
ly final coronavirus lockdown, as a quickening
UK-wide inoculation drive relieves pressure on
overstretched hospitals. In a statement to parlia-
ment, Johnson will confirm the reopening of all
English schools on March 8 in the first big step
towards restoring normal life, nearly a year after
he imposed the first stay-at-home order. The
Conservative prime minister, who was accused
of acting too late and relaxing curbs too early
last year, says he will lay out a “cautious but irre-
versible” plan to ensure no more lockdowns. 

“Today I’ll be setting out a roadmap to bring
us out of lockdown cautiously,” he said in a
Downing Street release, ahead of his House of
Commons appearance and a televised news con-
ference later. “Our priority has always been get-
ting children back into school which we know is
crucial for their education as well as their mental
and physical well-being, and we will also be pri-
oritizing ways for people to reunite with loved
ones safely.” Britain is one of the countries hard-
est-hit by the COVID-19 pandemic, with more
than 120,000 deaths.

It was the first nation to begin a mass vacci-
nation campaign, in December, but surging case
numbers forced a return to lockdown and shut-
tered schools in early January after an easing of
curbs over Christmas. More than 17 million peo-
ple have now received at least a first vaccine
dose-one-third of the adult UK population.

Case numbers falling 
Over the weekend, the government said it

would seek to offer a dose to everyone aged
over 50 by mid-April, and to every other adult
by the end of July, accelerating the latter
timetable from September previously. Case num-
bers are falling again and early evidence sug-
gests the vaccinations are reducing serious ill-
ness, after some intensive-care units were over-
run last month and queues of ambulances formed
outside hospitals, unable to transfer their
patients. Johnson said the planned relaxations
would be uniform across England, after regional-
ized tiers were put in place last year, but
stressed that further progress would hinge on
factors such as any new COVID variants. —AFP

HOUSTON, Texas: An electrical substation is reflected in the window of a dress shop on Sunday in Houston,
Texas. — AFP


