
NEW YORK: Metal fatigue has emerged as chief sus-
pect in last week’s spectacular engine failure on a
United Airlines plane, which scattered debris over sub-
urban Denver and led to dozens of Boeing 777 aircraft
being grounded worldwide. The incident on the Hawaii-
bound flight-which quickly returned to the airport after
part of the engine caught fire and broke off-prompted
United and other airlines to ground planes with the
same Pratt & Whitney engine. While no one was injured
in the Denver incident, the episode is the latest setback
for Boeing, which only recently resumed deliveries of
the long-grounded 737 MAX following two fatal crash-
es of that plane. “A preliminary on-scene exam indicates
damage consistent with metal fatigue,” Robert Sumwalt,
chair of the US National Transportation and Safety
Board (NTSB), told a briefing Monday.

He said two fan blades fractured on the number 2
engine on the Boeing 777-200. One of them was later
found on a soccer field, while the other remained
lodged in the engine. Boeing said all 128 of the 777s
with Pratt & Whitney engines were grounded follow-
ing Saturday’s emergency landing of United flight 328.
Of the 128 planes, only 69 were in service while 59
were in storage. Besides United, which removed 24
planes from service, affected airlines included
Japanese carriers Japan Airlines and All Nippon, and
South Korea’s Asiana and Korean Air. British Transport
Secretary Grant Shapps announced a temporary ban
on jets with Pratt & Whitney 4000-112 series engines
from entering UK airspace.

Aviation experts said the incident especially raised
questions about Pratt & Whitney and United over
engine maintenance. “It’s nothing like the MAX,” said
Teal Group aviation analyst Richard Aboulafia. “After all
these years of service it is unlikely to be a design issue
with the engine, certainly it is something to do with
maintenance.” The Denver incident followed a Japan
Airlines 777 incident in December involving the same
type of engine, as well as an engine problem in February
2018 on a United flight. “There might be a common
theme” among the three incidents “but until the investi-
gation is complete, we don’t know that,” said Scott

Hamilton of Leeham News, an aviation news site.

Engine on fire 
A video shot from inside the United aircraft-which

had 231 passengers and 10 crew on board-showed the
right engine ablaze and wobbling on the wing.
Residents in the Denver suburb of Broomfield found
large pieces of debris from the plane scattered around
their community. The US Federal Aviation
Administration (FAA) has ordered extra inspections
after the incident.

FAA chief Steve Dickson said a preliminary safety
data review pointed to a need for additional checks of
the fan blades, unique to the model and only used on
777 planes. FAA officials met Pratt & Whitney and
Boeing representatives Sunday evening, he added.
Pratt & Whitney said it was cooperating with the
NTSB probe and “will continue to work to ensure the
safe operation of the fleet.” United said it was remov-
ing the aircraft from its schedule, “and will continue to

work closely with regulators to determine any addi-
tional steps.”

Navigating industry downturn 
The engine failure is unwelcome news for Boeing,

which also faces a fresh investigation in the Netherlands
after a Boeing 747-400 cargo plane showered a small
town with debris, injuring two people, on the same day
as the Denver incident. Boeing only recently resumed
deliveries of the 737 MAX following a 20-month global
grounding after two crashes killed 346 people. The
MAX began returning to commercial service in late
2020, with airline travel still depressed due to the coro-
navirus pandemic.

Michel Merluzeau, an expert at consultancy AIR,
agreed the latest problem did not appear to result from
poor plane design. “It’s not really a problem for Boeing,”
he said. “It’s more an issue of maintenance-how United
or Pratt & Whitney is maintaining engines that have
been in use for a while.” — AFP
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News in brief

El Chapo’s wife arrested in US 

WASHINGTON: US authorities arrested the wife
of jailed Mexican drug lord Joaquin “El Chapo”
Guzman on Monday at an airport outside of
Washington on narcotics smuggling charges, the
Justice Department said. Emma Coronel Aispuro,
31, faces one charge of conspiracy to traffic
cocaine, methamphetamine, heroin and marijuana
for importation into the United States, the depart-
ment said. She was arrested at Dulles International
Airport. Guzman was the leader of the Sinaloa
Cartel, one of Mexico’s most notorious drug traf-
ficking groups.—AFP  

Ebola vaccination in Guinea

CONAKRY, Guinea: Guinea will launch an Ebola
vaccination drive yesterday after a flight delayed by
a Saharan dust storm arrived carrying thousands of
jabs, as the West African country fights to stamp
out a resurgence of the deadly virus. The outbreak,
declared last weekend, is the first in the region
since a 2013-16 epidemic left more than 11,300
people dead, mainly in Guinea, Liberia and Sierra
Leone. The start of the inoculation campaign had to
be delayed by one day after a plane carrying more
than 11,000 vaccine doses was unable to land in
Guinea’s capital Conakry due to a dust storm. A
special flight carrying the Merck vaccine finally
landed in Guinea late Monday, an AFP correspon-
dent reported. — AFP 

US slaps sanctions on Myanmar junta

WASHINGTON: The United States on Monday
announced sanctions against two more leaders of
Myanmar’s junta and warned of further action as
hundreds of thousands defiantly rallied for the
restoration of the nation’s democracy. The United
States said it was blocking any US property and
suspending the entry into the country of two mem-
bers of the newly ruling State Administrative
Council-General Maung Maung Kyaw, who com-
mands the air force, and Lieutenant General Moe
Myint Tun. “We will not hesitate to take further
action against those who perpetrate violence and
suppress the will of the people. We will not waver
in our support for the people of Burma,” Secretary
of State Antony Blinken said, using Myanmar’s for-
mer name. — AFP  

Serbian ex-mayor convicted 

BELGRADE: A court in Serbia yesterday sen-
tenced a former mayor to more than four years in
prison for ordering an arson attack on the home of
a journalist who was investigating corruption. The
verdict is a rare case of justice delivered for jour-
nalists who have faced violence and threats in the
Balkan state, where press freedoms are withering.
Dragoljub Simonovic, the former mayor of Grocka,
outside Belgrade, and a member of the ruling SNS
party, was found guilty of ordering the attack on
the house of corruption reporter Milan Jovanovic in
December 2018. He was sentenced to four years
and three months in jail, a spokesman for the court
in Belgrade told AFP. — AFP 

BROOMFIELD, Colorado:  In this file photo pieces of an airplane engine from Flight 328 sit scattered in a
neighborhood in Broomfield, Colorado. — AFP 

GOMA, DR Congo: An Italian Air Force plane waits on the tarmac of Goma airport before it repatriates the bodies
of slain Italian Ambassador and an Italian Carabinieri police officer yesterday. — AFP 

TBILISI: Georgian opposition supporters take part in a
rally following the arrest of the leader of the United
National Movement (UNM) in Tbilisi yesterday. — AFP 

Hutu rebels accuse
DRC, Rwanda over
Italian’s killing
KINSHASA, DR Congo: Rwandan Hutu rebels yester-
day denied allegations they were behind the killing of
the Italian ambassador to the Democratic Republic of
Congo and instead accused the armies of the DRC and
Rwanda. Luca Attanasio died of his wounds on
Monday after a World Food Program convoy came
under fire near the eastern city of Goma while he was
on a field trip, according to a senior diplomatic source
in Kinshasa and the WFP. The Italian government con-
firmed the death and said an Italian policeman, Vittorio
Iacovacci, and a driver it did not identify, had also died.

The DRC interior ministry blamed the killings on
“members of the Democratic Forces for the Liberation
of Rwanda (FDLR),” a Rwandan Hutu rebel group that
has plagued the region for more than a quarter of a
century. But the FDLR rejected the allegation, in a
statement received by AFP yesterday. It said the
ambassador’s convoy was attacked near the Rwandan
border, “not far from a position of the FARDC (DR
Congo armed forces) and Rwandan soldiers...

“The responsibility for this despicable killing is to be
found in the ranks of these two armies and their spon-
sors who have forged an unnatural alliance to perpetu-

ate the pillaging of eastern DRC”, it said. The FDLR
denied “being involved in the attack” and called on
Kinshasa and UN peacekeeping force MONUSCO to
“shed light” on the killings “instead of resorting to
hasty accusations.” The DRC and Rwanda authorities
have not reported the presence of any regular
Rwandan troops in the DRC.

An expert at the Kivu Security Tracker (KST), a US
monitor, told AFP: “The FDLR are near the place where
the attack took place. It’s in the realm of possibility that
the Rwandan rebels are responsible for this attack.”
Attanasio, 43, had been representing Italy in Kinshasa
since 2017, first as head of mission, and then as ambas-
sador from October 2019. Italian President Sergio
Mattarella confirmed what he called a “cowardly attack.”

United Nations Secretary General Antonio Guterres
issued a statement urging the DRC to swiftly investi-
gate a “heinous targeting” of a UN mission. Scores of
militias roam the DRC’s four eastern provinces, many of
them a legacy of wars in the 1990s that sucked in coun-
tries around central-southern Africa and claimed mil-
lions of lives. Monday’s attack occurred in thickly
forested, mountainous terrain north of the North Kivu
capital of Goma, in Nyiaragongo Territory-one of the
most dangerous parts of the country. The FDLR is one
of a number of armed groups operating there. Some of
the group’s founders were involved in the 1994
Rwandan genocide during which the Hutu majority
slaughtered 800,000 people, mainly Tutsis but also
Hutu moderates. The group is opposed to the current
Rwandan government, but has not launched any large-
scale offensive in Rwanda since 2001.— AFP  

Opposition leader’s
arrest sparks
protests in Georgia
TBILISI, Georgia: Opposition parties called for major
demonstrations in Georgia yesterday after a leading
political figure was arrested in an early morning raid on
his party headquarters, deepening a spiraling political
crisis following disputed parliamentary elections last
year. Hundreds of riot police used tear gas against Nika
Melia’s supporters who were camped out at his United
National Movement headquarters in Tbilisi before the
opposition leader was arrested and placed in pre-trail
detention. The raid sparked swift condemnation from the
US and UK embassies in Georgia, mounting fears over
the country’s fragile democracy. 

Scores of his supporters were also detained in the
overnight raid and the leader of opposition Lelo party
called for “a peaceful, unwavering struggle to defend
Georgian democracy”. “Liberation of political prisoners
and snap parliamentary elections are the only possible
way from the crisis,” Mamuka Khazaradze said, speaking
to journalists on behalf of all opposition leaders. He
urged supporters to gather outside government head-
quarters to protest Melia’s arrest. The United States
Embassy in Georgia said in a statement it was “deeply
concerned by the government’s decision to detain the
head of a major opposition political party.”

“Force and aggression are not the solution to resolv-
ing Georgia’s political differences. Today, Georgia has
moved backward on its path toward becoming a
stronger democracy in the Euro-Atlantic family of
nations.” British ambassador Mark Clayton wrote on
Twitter he was “shocked by the scenes at UNM head-
quarters this morning”. But Georgia’s interior ministry
defended the raid, saying “police used proportional
force and special means”.

‘Broken democracy’ 
Georgia has been in the grip of a political crisis since

parliamentary elections in October, which opposition
parties slammed as rigged after the ruling Georgian
Dream party claimed narrow victory. On Thursday,
Prime Minister Giorgi Gakharia resigned over Georgian
Dream’s plans to arrest Melia. Last week, a court in
Tbilisi ordered Melia to be placed in pre-trial detention
after he refused to pay an increased bail fee ahead of
hearings in a case related to anti-government demon-
strations in 2019. He has been charged with “organizing
mass violence” during the protests and faces up to nine
years in prison. Supporters had been camped out at his
party headquarters last week until the raid yesterday.
Melia, 41, rejects the case as politically motivated. The
detention order has raised the stakes in the crisis over
the disputed elections. Opposition members have
refused to take up their seats in the new parliament, in a
boycott that weighs heavily on the ruling party’s political
legitimacy.—AFP

7,000 flee escalating
violence in western 
Ethiopia, says UN
GENEVA: Around 7,000 people have fled rapidly-
escalating communal violence in western Ethiopia, seek-
ing safety in neighboring Sudan, the United Nations said
yesterday. The region has long been plagued by compe-
tition over land and resources, and the UN said many
people arriving in Sudan are seeking food, water and
health care.  The displacement is not related to the
unrest in Ethiopia’s northern Tigray region, which has
pushed more than 61,000 to flee also into Sudan in
recent months.

Tensions have been high in the Metekel Zone of the
western Benishangul-Gumuz region since 2019, with
several reports of inter-communal attacks, the UN
Refugee Agency, UNHCR, said.  A few hundred refugees
crossed the border in November but the number has
surged since then. “The situation has rapidly escalated in
the past three months,” spokesman Babar Baloch told
reporters in Geneva. “The stories the refugees are bring-
ing-they are fleeing attacks from their opponents,” said
Baloch. UNHCR said that of those who have reached
southeastern Sudan’s Blue Nile State, around 3,000 have
so far been registered, while nearly 1,000 have been
provided with humanitarian assistance.

“Refugees have received food, access to health, water
and sanitation facilities, and aid supplies,” said Baloch.
The agency will “ramp up the response”, he added.
Ethnic violence has been a persistent problem under
Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed, who came to
power in 2018 on the back of popular protests.

Contests over land and resources in Benishangul-
Gumuz have spurred violence between ethnic groups.
Some leaders of the Amhara ethnic group, Ethiopia’s
second largest, have asserted ownership of Metekel-
claims that have inflamed tensions with ethnic Gumuz in
the area.—AFP

Why the US has 
the highest 
COVID death toll
NEW YORK: The United States crossed the grim
milestone of 500,000 deaths from COVID-19 on
Monday, a year since announcing its first known death
from the virus on February 29, 2020 in the Seattle
area. Why does the world’s leading power have the
highest death toll and what lessons are American
health specialists learning from the past year?

Here, infectious disease experts Joseph Masci and
Michele Halpern provide answers to some of the key
questions. Masci, 70, is one of the leaders of Elmhurst
Hospital in Queens, which was at the heart of New
York’s epidemic. Halpern is a specialist at the
Montefiore hospital group in New Rochelle, a New
York suburb where the epidemic arrived in force in
February 2020.

Why has the US been hit so hard? 
Prior to this pandemic, the United States observed

coronaviruses “from a distance,” explained Masci.

“There was SARS in Canada but very little or none in
this country. There was no MERS here at all,” he said.
“There was a lot of preparation made for Ebola com-
ing to the United States, and it never really did.
“Suddenly this (coronavirus) was a problem where the
United States was the epicenter.”

Masci said it was difficult to compare the United
States with other countries. “I think smaller countries
that had structured health care services had a good
chance of bringing things into play quickly. “In a coun-
try like ours, with 50 independent states, and a huge
landmass, with largely a private hospital system, it is
always going to be difficult to get everybody on board
with one particular set of strategies,” he explained.
Masci added that Donald Trump’s administration had a
“haphazard approach”, which did not help.

“The fact that hospitals were competing with each
other to get personal protective equipment didn’t
make sense. They had to centralize all of that very
quickly and they didn’t. “It was a struggle to try to deal
with those obstacles that were put up,” he said. Masci
and Halpern rue that mask-wearing was politicized.
“It’s purely a health care issue,” said Masci, adding
that it is going to be difficult for the federal govern-
ment to “reframe” that message. Halpern insists that
people should not see mask-wearing as “infringing” on
their freedom.—AFP


