
WASHINGTON: The US logged its highest
ever daily death toll from the coronavirus
Wednesday as the world prepares to turn the
page on a grim year defined by the pandemic,
with much of the globe united in one hope for
2021: That a slew of new vaccines will stamp out
COVID-19. New Year’s Eve marks one year
since the World Health Organization first men-
tioned a mysterious pneumonia in China later
identified as COVID-19, which went on in 2020
to kill more than 1.79 million people and devas-
tate the global economy in unprecedented ways. 

In the world’s worst-hit country, the US, the
numbers keep climbing: On Wednesday more
than 3,900 people died of COVID-19, a new
record, bringing the toll since the pandemic
began to more than 19.7 million infections and
341,000 lives lost. And experts believe the
worst is yet to come, as US healthcare workers
brace for a surge in cases after major holiday
gatherings. 

But international efforts helped develop vac-
cines in record time. On Wednesday Britain ap-
proved a lower-cost vaccine developed by the
University of Oxford and drug firm AstraZeneca,
making it the third jab to win approval in the
Western world, after the Pfizer-BioNTech and
Moderna vaccines.

Britain, hard hit by a worrisome new strain of
the virus and now divorced from the European
Union due to Brexit, will “move to vaccinate as
many people as quickly as possible,” tweeted

British Prime Minister Boris Johnson. Unlike the
Pfizer-BioNTech and Moderna vaccines, the one
from AstraZeneca and Oxford does not need to
be stored at very low temperatures. It can be
kept, transported and handled in normal refrig-
erated conditions, making it easier and cheaper
to administer, which is particularly important for
less wealthy nations.

Hours later, Argentina became the second
nation to approve the vaccine, and was soon fol-
lowed by El Salvador. Argentina and Mexico
have agreements to distribute the vaccine in
Latin America. But the United States and Euro-
pean Union indicated that they would not soon
follow suit. 

Moncef Slaoui, the chief advisor to Opera-
tion Warp Speed, the military-led US vaccine
effort, told reporters that he expected approval
“sometime in early April”. He did not fault
Britain’s health agency but said the United
States was following its own trials and evalua-
tions. He also voiced hope that Johnson & John-
son’s Janssen vaccine - which, in contrast to
initially approved jabs, requires just one dose -
could be ready for approval in the United States
in the first half of February.

Russian, Chinese vaccines 
Russia and China also claim to have devel-

oped COVID-19 vaccines, and have already
started administering them. Chinese pharma
giant Sinopharm on Wednesday said Phase 3

trials of its candidate had shown 79 percent ef-
fectiveness, short of the more than 90 percent
achieved by Pfizer-BioNTech and Moderna. The
firm has applied to China’s drug regulator for
approval.

But Beijing has struggled to gain interna-
tional trust for its vaccines, hindered by a lack
of data transparency as well as criticism over its
handling of the initial outbreak of the virus in
the central Chinese city of Wuhan. Earlier this
week, a Chinese court handed a four-year

prison term to a citizen journalist who provided
rare unvarnished reports from Wuhan of the
early days of the pandemic.

A new official Chinese study said that infec-
tions in Wuhan may have been 10 times higher
than official figures suggest. China’s Centre for
Disease Control found that 4.4 percent of the
city’s 11 million people had developed antibodies
against the virus causing COVID-19 by April -
meaning around 480,000 infections, far above
the official tally of 50,000 cases to date. — AFP 

Friday, January 1, 2021I n t e r n a t i o n a l

Friday 15

US hits record daily 
COVID-19 deaths 

World looks to vaccines in 2021

MEXICO CITY: Paramedics move a patient suspected of being infected with the novel coronavirus into the
22 Battalion of the Military Police Hospital on Wednesday. — AFP 

Canada to require 
negative COVID 
test for entry
OTTAWA: Canada will require travellers to obtain a negative
COVID-19 test before being allowed into the country, the gov-
ernment announced Wednesday. The polymerase chain reaction
(PCR) tests will need to be conducted within three days of board-
ing a flight, officials told a news conference. Upon arrival travellers
will still have to quarantine for 14 days.

Intergovernmental Affairs Minister Dominic Leblanc said the
new measure - along with increased monitoring at Canadian air-
ports - would be in place “quickly,” but did not provide a specific
date. It comes after a new strain was identified in Britain, and has
already spread to Canada. At the same time, Ontario’s finance
minister, Rod Phillips, was publicly chided this week for taking a
family vacation in the Caribbean just as Canada’s most populous
province went into lockdown and the number of new daily
COVID-19 cases across Canada hit record highs.

“Although most Canadians have heeded advice for non-essen-
tial travel, some Canadians are still travelling for non-essential rea-
sons. This is deeply concerning,” said deputy chief public health
officer Howard Njoo. “We must iterate that now is not the time to
travel,” he said. Only about two percent of COVID-19 cases in
Canada have been traced to recent travel. 

Its borders have been closed to most non-essential travel since
March, and last week Canada halted entry of all flights from

Britain over the new virus variant. Days later, Ottawa confirmed
the first cases of the particularly infectious coronavirus variant in
Canada. Ontario Premier Doug Ford, meanwhile, has criticized
Phillips for vacationing outside Canada when officials are urging
against travel, and has ordered him back home.

“I have let the minister know that his decision to travel is com-
pletely unacceptable and that it will not be tolerated again - by
him or any member of our cabinet and caucus,” Ford said in a
statement. “I have also told the minister I need him back in the
country immediately.” As of Wednesday, Canada reported
571,070 COVID-19 cases, including 15,440 deaths. — AFP 

News in brief

Cuban asylum seekers protest 

CIUDAD JUAREZ: Several hundred Cuban asylum seekers
protested on the US-Mexican border into the early hours of
Wednesday, pleading to be allowed into the United States
while their applications are processed. US authorities de-
ployed border agents and used barbed wire to block a bridge
between El Paso, Texas and the Mexican city of Ciudad
Juarez where the crowd massed from late Tuesday. The pro-
testers alleged they had faced human rights violations while
stuck in Mexico. — AFP 

Colombia eradicating coca 

TUMACO, Colombia:  Colombia beat its record for eradi-
cating coca crops for the second year in a row, the govern-
ment said Wednesday, although the country still remains the
world’s leading producer of cocaine. “We have achieved the
highest level of manual coca eradication ever recorded by
Colombia: 130,000 hectares (321,000 acres),” President Ivan
Duque said in a statement to the press. That area, roughly the
same size as the city of Los Angeles, exceeds the last record
set in 2019, when the government got rid of 94,000 hectares
of coca, the main ingredient of cocaine. In 2019, 1,137 tons of
cocaine were produced in Colombia, a number slightly higher
than the previous year, the UN reported. — AFP 

TORONTO: In this file photo taken on April 1, 2020, a passenger wheels
her luggage at Toronto Pearson International Airport. — AFP 


