
WASHINGTON: US officials on Sunday rejected
Donald Trump’s claim that the national COVID-19 death
toll of more than 350,000 has been exaggerated, but
defended the stumbling campaign to vaccinate millions of
Americans. Some 4.2 million people in the US have
received initial doses of the two-dose vaccines from
Pfizer-BioNTech or Moderna-far below official predic-
tions of 20 million by the new year.

The president blamed local authorities for the delays,
tweeting that “the vaccines are being delivered to the
states by the Federal Government far faster than they can
be administered!” He also claimed that the number of
cases and deaths was “far exaggerated” because of a
“ridiculous method of determination,” accusing the
Centers for Disease Control (CDC) of a policy of “When
in doubt, call it COVID.”

In response, top US scientist Anthony Fauci said on
ABC that “those are real numbers, real people and real
deaths.” Surgeon General Jerome Adams, who was nomi-
nated by Trump, told CNN that he saw no reason to
question the numbers from the federal CDC. More than
13 million vaccine doses have been distributed nation-
wide, but efforts to vaccinate health workers and vulner-
able people have been hampered by logistical problems
and overstretched hospitals and clinics.

“There have been a couple of glitches, that’s under-
standable,” Fauci said, adding it was a challenge “trying to
get a massive vaccine program started and getting off on
the right foot.” Part of the problem, Adams said, was that

“a lot of the local capacity to be able to vaccinate was
being used for testing and responding to surges.” Fauci
said he saw “some little glimmer of hope” in the fact that
500,000 people are now being inoculated a day, a far
better number than when the program started last month,

and “I think we can get there if we really accelerate, get
some momentum going.” Adams said he, too, expects vac-
cinations to “rapidly ramp up in the new year.”

‘We need to improve’ 
Troubling reports have emerged of vaccines going

bad due to poor organization, lack of healthcare profes-
sionals to administer them or, in one isolated case, sabo-
tage. Some people have also waited in line for hours only
to be turned away. In Tennessee, elder citizens, some with
walkers, were reported standing along a busy highway
while waiting for their vaccinations.

Moncef Slaoui, the chief advisor to Operation Warp
Speed, the military-led US vaccine effort, told CBS there
was an “assumption” that states had plans in place to
administer the vaccine. “We need to improve,” he said.
“We will do the best we can, as we have done over the
last eight months, to make (certain) these vaccines indeed
make it into the arms of people.”

Another alternative is being explored for the Moderna
vaccine, he said: administer half-doses, twice. “We know
it induces identical immune response,” he explained, say-
ing officials are in discussions with Moderna and the
Food and Drug Administration (FDA) about the possibili-
ty. The hardest-hit country in the world by the pandemic,
the US has recorded 20.6 million cases overall and
351,452 deaths as of 8:30 pm Sunday (0130 GMT
Monday). Numbers of cases and deaths are expected to
soar further after the holidays. — AFP
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on toll, defend vaccine rollout

Some 4.2m in US have received initial doses of two-dose vaccines

WASHINGTON, DC: In this file photo, US President Donald
Trump arrives for the Operation Warp Speed Vaccine
Summit in the Eisenhower Executive Office Building
adjacent to the White House in Washington, DC. — AFP

News in brief

15 killed in Syria road attack

BEIRUT: Gunmen killed at least 15 people in Syria,
mostly government soldiers travelling on a bus, in the
second such road ambush in recent days, a war
monitor said yesterday. The attack late Sunday
resulted in the deaths of eight soldiers, four allied
fighters and three civilians, the Britain-based Syrian
Observatory for Human Rights said, updating an
earlier toll. There was no immediate claim of respon-
sibility, but the monitor said the Islamic State jihadist
group was to blame. Another 15 people were
wounded, with cars and fuel tankers also attacked, in
the Wadi al-Azib area of Hama province. Syria’s offi-
cial news agency SANA said the “terrorist attack”
killed nine people, all civilians. — AFP

South Korea population falls 

SEOUL: South Korea’s population fell for the first
time in 2020, with more people dying than were
born, the government said yesterday, warning that
towns in poor regions faced a “crisis of extinction”.
The world’s 12th-largest economy has one of its
longest life expectancies and one of its lowest
birthrates, a combination that presents a looming
demographic disaster. As of December 31, South
Korea had 51,829,023 people, down 20,838 from a
year earlier, according to data released by the inte-
rior ministry. Annual births have been falling for
years and it added that they had been exceeded by
deaths for the first time, 275,815 to 307,764. — AFP

Algerian jailed for three years 

ALGIERS: An Algerian supporter of the Hirak
protest movement was sentenced to three years in
jail yesterday for satirical social media posts mock-
ing the government and religion, a campaign group
said. Walid Kechida, 25, was accused of insulting
President Abdelmadjid Tebboune and “offending the
precepts” of Islam in internet memes and other
online posts, said Kaci Tansaout, from the CNLD
prisoners’ rights group. “Walid Kechida is sadly sen-
tenced to three years in prison with a fine,” Tansaout
said, adding that lawyers would appeal. Lawyer
Moumen Chadi confirmed the sentence. — AFP 

Three killed in Cameroon attack 

YAOUNDE, Cameroon: Jihadists crossing from
Nigeria killed three members of a village self-
defence force yesterday in northern Cameroon, the
local mayor said. “Boko Haram killed three members
of the vigilance committee this morning” in the vil-
lage of Kaliari, the mayor of Mozogo district, and
also its traditional leader, Mahamat Chetima Abba,
said. Cameroon has set up civilian self-defense
groups in remote areas in its Far North region,
which has been hit by deadly incursions from neigh-
boring Nigeria. A police officer, speaking on condi-
tion of anonymity, confirmed the toll, and gave the
age of the fatalities as 25, 30 and 40. —AFP

JAKARTA: This file photo taken on February 29, 2012 shows Indonesian cleric Abu Bakar Bashir (center) escorted
by elite Indonesian police commandos upon his arrival at hospital in a wheelchair to undergo cataract surgery in
Jakarta. — AFP

Indonesia to free 
radical cleric linked
to Bali bombing 
JAKARTA: A radical Indonesian cleric linked to the
deadly Bali bombings will be released from prison this
week, authorities said yesterday, after an earlier bid to
free him early was axed following a public uproar. Abu
Bakar Bashir, 82, once synonymous with militant Islam in
the world’s biggest Muslim majority nation, will be freed
Friday after completing a 15-year prison term for helping
fund paramilitary training in conservative Aceh province.

He was sentenced in 2011, but the firebrand preach-
er’s time was cut due to regular sentence reductions
handed to most prisoners in Indonesia. “He will be
released on January 8, 2021, as his prison term expired
and ended,” Rika Aprianti, spokesman for Indonesia’s
corrections agency, said in a statement. 

Bashir’s lawyers had appealed for early release citing
his old age and risk of contracting COVID-19 in the
Southeast Asian nation’s notoriously overcrowded prison

system. Bashir, a key figure in militant group Jemaah
Islamiyah (JI), was previously jailed over the Bali bomb-
ings, but that conviction was quashed on appeal. 

He has repeatedly denied involvement in the 2002
bombings that killed more than 200 people —  most for-
eign tourists-in Indonesia’s worst terror attack. Two
years ago, plans to grant the ageing Bashir early release
on humanitarian grounds sparked a backlash at home
and in Australia. Dozens of Australians were killed in the
Bali attacks, and the early release plan was shelved.

Bashir has since been regularly taken to hospital over
his deteriorating health. The 2002 bombings prompted
Jakarta to beef up counter-terror co-operation with the
US and Australia. Al-Qaeda-linked JI was founded by a
handful of exiled Indonesian militants in Malaysia in the
1980s and grew to include cells across Southeast Asia.
As well as the 2002 Bali bombings, the radical group
was blamed for a 2003 car bomb at the JW Marriott
hotel in Jakarta and a suicide car bomb the following
year outside the Australian embassy.

This week Indonesian police said they had discov-
ered videos showing members of JI training at what they
described as terrorist training camps. The dramatic
footage, including kidnapping and weapons simulations,
was found on the laptop of a recently arrested terror
suspect, they said. — AFP

Pressure grows on 
Macron over French 
vaccination ‘fiasco’
PARIS: President Emmanuel Macron yesterday faced
growing pressure to accelerate France’s COVID-19 vacci-
nation drive which has seen just a few hundred people
receive the jab, with the French leader himself reportedly
livid over the sluggish pace.

Just over 500 people have received the vaccine so far
in France, with critics pointing to the figure of 200,000
people who have been immunized in Germany in a similar
timeframe after the EU-wide rollout began a week ago.
“What we have seen is a government scandal,” Jean
Rottner, the head of France’s Grand Est eastern region,
which has seen a particularly sharp rise in infections, told
France 2 television. “Things need to accelerate,” said
Rottner, a member of the right-wing Republicans (LR)
opposition party. “The French need clarity and firm mes-
sages from a government that knows where it is going. It
is not giving this impression.” With pressure growing on
Macron to take personal responsibility for the situation,
the Elysee said the president would host a meeting later
Monday with officials including Prime Minister Jean
Castex to discuss the vaccine rollout. 

The situation is worsened by a skepticism about vacci-
nations in France that is far higher than in other countries,
despite being the country that produced Louis Pasteur,
the 19th century scientist who pioneered immunization.
According to an opinion poll by Ipsos Global Advisor in
partnership with the World Economic Forum last week,
just 40 percent of French want to take the vaccine com-
pared with 77 percent in Britain.

Not a ‘family stroll’ 
In his New Year address to the nation, Macron had

pledged there would be no “unjustifiable delays” in the
rollout of the vaccination, but the Journal du Dimanche
newspaper reported Sunday that he has been scathing in
private about the speed of progress. A pace at the level of
“a family stroll” was not “worthy of the moment nor of the
French,” the newspaper, seen as close to the Elysee
Palace, quoted Macron as saying. “I am at war in the
morning, noon, evening and night,” Macron, who recently
himself recovered from Covid-19, reportedly said.

“I expect the same commitment from all. This won’t do.
It must change quickly and firmly.”

The deputy president of the far-right National Rally
(RN), Jordan Bardella, said France had become the
“laughing stock of the world”. “We vaccinated in a week
the same number that the Germans vaccinated in 30 min-
utes. It’s shameful,” he told RTL television.

According to the French health ministry just 516 peo-
ple had received the vaccination by January 1.

The government had begun the vaccination drive by
targeting residents of care homes, a laborious process
given that consent is required from each patient. However
in an apparent change of tack in the face of the pressure,
Health Minister Olivier Veran announced that health work-
ers aged over 50 could be vaccinated starting yesterday.
“Is France getting the dunce’s hat in Europe for vaccina-
tions?” asked Le Monde.

“If the art of government lies in implementation... then
we are living through a political crisis,” added an editorial
in Le Figaro. Dominique le Guludec, head of France’s High
Health Authority (HAS) defended the strategy to target
the elderly saying they were the ones most at risk from
hospitalization or death.—AFP

Brazil private clinics 
seek deal for Indian 
COVID vaccine
RIO DE JANEIRO: A Brazilian association of private
health clinics said Sunday it was negotiating with Indian
pharmaceutical firm Bharat Biotech to buy five million
doses of its COVID-19 vaccine, which India has just
authorized for emergency use. The Brazilian Association
of Vaccine Clinics (ABCVAC) confirmed on its website it
had signed a memorandum of understanding with the
Indian firm to purchase its Covaxin vaccine, which is cur-
rently in the final stage of clinical trials.

Any final deal would be subject to approval by Brazil’s
health regulator, Anvisa, which has yet to approve any
vaccines against the new coronavirus. Far-right President
Jair Bolsonaro’s government faces mounting criticism of
dragging its feet on a vaccination campaign in Brazil,
which has the second-highest death toll in the pandemic,
after the United States.

That has left some state governments, and now the
private sector, scrambling to try to launch vaccination
drives on their own. ABCVAC described its planned
deal with Bharat Biotech as a way to ensure Brazilians
using the private health system-typically the wealthy-
would have access to a vaccine, even as the govern-
ment reserves its own initial doses for the public health
system and high-priority groups such as health work-
ers and the elderly.

“We had been looking for solutions for the private
market, and the possibility came up of using this Indian
vaccine, which is very promising,” ABCVAC president

Geraldo Barbosa told TV network Globo News. “It’s an
additional sale that will not interfere with the quantity of
vaccine doses the government has ordered.”

ABCVAC representatives will travel to India to contin-
ue negotiations, the association said. It said its clinics
could begin vaccinating people by the second half of
March, pending the conclusion of clinical trials and regu-
latory approval from Anvisa. India approved vaccines
from both Bharat and Britain’s Oxford University earlier
Sunday for “restricted use in emergency situations,” even
though the former is still in testing. The country has set an
ambitious target of vaccinating 300 million of its 1.3 bil-
lion people by mid-year. Brazil is meanwhile struggling to
get its vaccination campaign off the ground, amid politi-
cal squabbling and vaccine skepticism from Bolsonaro.

The president regularly flouts expert advice on con-
taining the pandemic and says he does not plan to get a
COVID-19 shot himself. The government has secured
100 million doses of the Oxford vaccine but has yet to
get regulatory approval or acquire the necessary
syringes. Brazil’s health ministry has yet to announce
the start date for its vaccination campaign. Earlier
Sunday, Anvisa authorized the importation of the first
two million doses of the Oxford vaccine, pending
approval for their use.

Many accuse the government of waiting too long.
The situation has grown “intolerable,” Supreme Court
Justice Gilmar Mendes said in a blistering tweet.
“Neighboring countries have already started their vac-
cination campaigns. It is urgent we establish a time-
frame to do the same. Ignorance must not prevail over
science,” he wrote. There are warning signs the virus is
surging again in Brazil.

Experts say the country of 212 million people is being
hit by a second wave, and areas that once seemed to
have brought the virus under control are again facing an
onslaught of cases and deaths.—AFP

100 dead in 
attacks on 
Niger villages
NIAMEY, Niger:  “Terrorists” killed around 100 people
in two villages in western Niger, the latest in a string of
civilian massacres that have rocked the jihadist-plagued
Tillaberi region, a local mayor said Sunday. The attacks
on the villages of Tchoma Bangou and Zaroumadareye
occurred Saturday just as first-round presidential results
were announced. They were waged by “terrorists who
came riding about 100 motorcycles,” said Almou
Hassane, the mayor of the Tondikiwindi commune that
administers both villages.

“There were up to 70 dead in Tchoma Bangou and
30 dead in Zaroumadareye,” he said, adding he had just
returned from the scene of the attacks. The two villages
are 120 kilometers (75 miles) north of the capital
Niamey. “There have also been 75 wounded, some of
whom have been evacuated to Niamey and to Ouallam
for treatment,” Hassane said.

The attackers split into two columns to carry out
simultaneous attacks on the two villages, which lie seven
kilometers (four miles) apart, the mayor added. Prime
Minister Brigi Rafini led a delegation to the area on
Sunday, while President Mahamadou Issoufou will hold
an extraordinary security council on Monday, the presi-
dency’s office said. Local elected officials first reported
the raids on Saturday, but the death toll was unclear,
with one source putting it at around 50.

Issoufou Issaka, a former government minister who
comes from the region, said the jihadists carried out the
double massacre after local people had lynched two of
their number. He gave an estimated death toll of 83.

One senior regional official said the attack was
carried out at midday (1100 GMT), at the same
moment the results of the first round of legislative and
presidential election were announced. Election offi-
cials announced that ruling party candidate and for-
mer minister Mohamed Bazoum won the first round of
Niger’s presidential vote, which was held last week-
end. Bazoum has promised to step up the fight against
the jihadists.—AFP

PARIS: Mauricette, a French 78-year-old woman,
receives a dose of the Pfizer-BioNTech COVID-19 vac-
cine at Rene-Muret hospital in Sevran, on the outskirts
of Paris. Mauricette is the first person to receive a dose
of the COVID-19 vaccine in France. — AFP


