
LONDON: Britain closed its schools yesterday ahead of
a new national lockdown, with Germany set to extend its
own restrictions as Europe battles surging coronavirus
infections. The British government announced an extra
£4.6 billion ($6.3 billion, 5.1 billion euros) to help battered
businesses following Monday’s announcement of tough
new measures across England, which include a full shut-
down of restaurants, pubs and non-essential retail.
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland are also bringing in
strict lockdowns.

Prime Minister Boris Johnson announced the new
English measures-initially set to last six weeks-in a tele-
vised address just hours after Britain celebrated the roll-
out of the Oxford-AstraZeneca vaccine, seen as a poten-
tial COVID-19 game-changer as it could prove more
accessible to poorer nations than alternative jabs. Senior
British minister Michael Gove warned of “very, very diffi-
cult weeks” as the country struggles to contain a new
coronavirus strain believed to spread faster.

Meanwhile pressure is growing on European authori-
ties to speed up vaccine approvals and hasten the eco-
nomic recovery from a pandemic that has infected more
than 85 million people worldwide, with more than 1.8 mil-
lion known deaths.  Spain-expected to show the biggest
slump of any western economy-registered a nearly 23-
percent jump in unemployment in 2020, government fig-
ures showed yesterday. National governments in some
European countries are also under fire for a slow start in
deploying vaccines that have already been approved-
particularly France, which has vaccinated only 2,000
people so far, compared to 264,000 in Germany.

Russian-German vaccine production? 
German Chancellor Angela Merkel and Russian

President Vladimir Putin have discussed the possibility of
jointly producing vaccines in a phone call, according to
the Kremlin. While Germany is using the vaccine jointly
developed by Pfizer and the Mainz-based company
BioNTech, Russia has put into mass circulation its home-
made jab-Sputnik V-which has been viewed with skepti-
cism in the West.  Mass vaccinations are considered key
to breaking the back of a pandemic that has severely
restricted activities that involve large gatherings. The
ease of storage and use of the Oxford-AstraZeneca vac-
cine, compared with the ultra-low temperatures needed
for the Pfizer-BioNTech and Moderna alternatives, could
mean greater access for less wealthy nations in the fight
against the virus.

Mexico and India have approved the Oxford-
AstraZeneca jab, while Rwanda, which yesterday banned
transport in and out of the capital Kigali in a bid to com-
bat surging infections, said it was in touch with its makers
to purchase doses. The efforts to accelerate vaccinations
come as concerns grow about the potentially more trans-

missible variant detected in Britain-which has since been
found in other countries, including in Italy yesterday-
spreading out of control. Chinese firm Sinopharm has
said its vaccine-with a claimed effectiveness of 79 per-
cent-remains effective against the new variant. In the
United States, the worst-hit nation in the world, the roll-
out of vaccines has been plagued by logistical problems
and overstretched hospitals and clinics.

But authorities also face the challenge of conspiracy
theories spread on social media that could increase vac-
cine skepticism-and even sabotage.

That threat was illustrated last week in the state of
Wisconsin, where a pharmacist was accused of intention-
ally spoiling hundreds of Moderna doses because of a
baseless conspiracy theory. Steven Brandenburg, who
appeared before a judge Monday, “told investigators that
he believed that Covid-19 vaccine was not safe for peo-
ple and could harm them and change their DNA”,
according to a police statement quoted by local media.

Italy extends curbs
Italy yesterday postponed the return of high schools

as part of new coronavirus restrictions, as a charity
warned thousands of students were dropping out after
months of distance learning. Teenagers will return to
class on January 11 instead of January 7, when younger
children go back to school-but then still only for half their
time, under a new government order. Many face further
delays as several regions had already decided to post-
pone the return of high schools until the end of January,
judging them too risky.

Italian teens have only been in face-to-face classes for
a few months in the past year due to the spring lockdown
and further restrictions imposed at the start of a second
wave in the autumn. Italy has been one of the countries’
worst hit by the COVID-19 pandemic, with more than
75,000 deaths so far. The charity Save the Children
warned Tuesday that the pandemic had “severely affect-
ed” the lives of millions of youngsters and said distance
learning had caused “perhaps irreparable damage”.

French dispute
The French government, under pressure for lagging

behind EU neighbors in rolling out COVID vaccinations,
promised yesterday to dispense jabs much more quickly
and catch up. Health Minister Olivier Veran said more
than 2,000 people had been vaccinated on Monday-
compared to 264,000 so far in Germany-and that the
“cruising speed of vaccinations will catch up with our
neighbors in the coming days”.

The French government has been playing catch-up
with its neighbors since the start of an EU-wide vaccina-
tion drive on December 27. Opposition politicians have
slammed the slow progress as a “scandal” and said
France had become the laughing stock of the EU.
President Emmanuel Macron, under pressure to take per-
sonal responsibility, met officials including Prime Minister
Jean Castex on Monday to discuss the logjam. “By
Thursday we will increase numbers in a major way,”
Veran told RTL radio, saying that “we will be on an expo-
nential curve”. France would now “amplify, accelerate and
simplify” its vaccination strategy, he said. — AFP
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Istanbul police detain 17 

ISTANBUL: Turkish police yesterday detained 17
people after hundreds attended a student-led
protest against President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s
appointment of a rector to a top university in
Istanbul. Officers conducted dawn raids in 13 dis-
tricts in the city, Istanbul police said in a statement,
while operations were continuing to catch 11 other
suspects. At least 1,000 people demonstrated out-
side Bogazici University’s campus on Monday in
response to a January 1 presidential decree in which
Erdogan appointed Melih Bulu as the public institu-
tion’s rector. Bulu ran as a candidate in the 2015
election for Erdogan’s ruling party. — AFP

Mexico OKs AstraZeneca vaccine

MEXICO CITY: Mexico on Monday authorized
the coronavirus vaccine developed by AstraZeneca
and the University of Oxford for emergency use in
the country, which has one of the world’s highest
Covid-19 death tolls. Deputy health minister Hugo
Lopez-Gatell announced on Twitter that Mexican
regulators had approved the vaccine, which has
also been authorized by Britain, India and
Argentina. Lopez-Gastell said the vaccine could be
available in March. “It depends on the private enti-
ties that work on it to specify the production
capacity,” he explained later during a routine after-
noon conference. —AFP

Breaker podcasting team joins Twitter

SAN FRANCISCO: Podcasting platform Breaker
on Monday said its team is becoming part of Twitter
to apply its expertise to audio experiences at the
one-to-many messaging service. Financial terms of
the deal to acquire the people behind four-year-old
Breaker, based in San Francisco, were not disclosed.
“I’m joining Twitter to help build @TwitterSpaces,”
Breaker co-founder Leah Culver said in a tweet.
“While I’ll very much miss @breaker, I’m so excited
to help create the future of audio conversations.”
Breaker co-founder Erik Berlin announced the acqui-
sition in a blog post, saying he and Culver will help
create new experiences for users at Twitter. — AFP

US right-wing group head arrested 

WASHINGTON: The chairman of the right-wing
Proud Boys group was arrested Monday in
Washington over the torching last month of a Black
Lives Matter banner taken from a church during vio-
lent protests, police said. Enrique Tarrio, 36, was
taken into custody as the US capital braces for
demonstrations against lawmakers’ certification this
week of Joe Biden as the next US president. Tarrio,
who had just arrived in the city from Florida, was
charged with destruction of property at the Asbury
United Methodist Church, a mainly African
American church where he and others allegedly
burned the banner during violent protests on
December 12. — AFP

Staff jailed for Palace thefts

LONDON: A Buckingham Palace kitchen assistant
has been jailed for eight months after admitting
stealing medals, official photos and other items, and
selling some on eBay, police said. Adamo Canto, 37,
was sentenced in court on Monday after pleading
guilty to three counts of theft between November
2019 and August 2020, the Metropolitan Police said.
Police said they recovered a “significant quantity” of
stolen items when they searched his staff quarters in
Buckingham Palace, Queen Elizabeth’s London resi-
dence, where he had worked as a catering assistant
since 2015. The goods were worth up to £100,000
($136,000, 111,000 euros) in total, and some were
listed for sale on the eBay auction. — AFP

ROME: Conte, a once obscure law professor who has nev-
er himself been elected, has so far proved surprisingly
adroit at navigating the choppy waters of Italian politics. 

BERLIN: A lone pedestrian walks through Leadenhall market in the City of London, as Britain enters a national lock-
down in London yesterday. — AFP

Virus-hit Italy 
gripped by 
political crisis
ROME: Italy’s Prime Minister Giuseppe Conte has
more than enough on his plate as he deals with a rag-
ing coronavirus pandemic, but also faces the more
immediate challenge of staying in office.

Despite a soaring COVID-19 death toll and with a
deadline looming to come up with a credible plan to
spend billions of euros in EU recovery funds, the gov-
ernment has been consumed for weeks by internal
sniping from former premier Matteo Renzi. Renzi has
threatened to withdraw his small but pivotal Italia Viva
(Italy Alive) party from the centre-left coalition that
Conte heads, which would force its collapse.

“The situation is, in technical terms, a disaster,” the
politician, who led Italy from 2014 to 2016, said in an
interview with the Rete 4 channel broadcast late
Monday. Asked about the chances of Conte keeping
his job, he said: “We’ll see.” Renzi has complained
about slow progress in rolling out coronavirus vacci-
nations and delays in school reopenings, and has lam-
basted Conte for seeking to concentrate power in his
hands.

This includes setting spending priorities without
enough consultation for the 196 billion euros ($240
billion) Italy expects to receive as part of a post-virus
EU recovery plan, which is due to be submitted to
Brussels by mid-April. Italy has recorded more than
75,000 deaths from coronavirus, the highest toll in
Europe, and the associated lockdowns and restrictions
have hit the economy hard.

The leaked draft spending plan includes more than
50 priorities, with only nine billion euros for Italy’s
cash-strapped health system. “This cannot work,
there’s too much money on handouts and too little on
investments,” Renzi said.  The showdown with Conte is
expected to come to a head in the coming days, when
ministers meet possibly as early as today to discuss
the EU plans.

Conte could try to placate Renzi with a cabinet
reshuffle, either by persuading some ministers to step
down or by resigning himself to seek a new mandate
from President Sergio Mattarella with a revised list of
cabinet ministers. But this option is, of course, fraught
with risks.—AFP

Assange case threat 
to investigative 
journalism: Analysts
WASHINGTON: WikiLeaks founder Julian Assange
dodged a bullet Monday when a British judge refused
to extradite him to the United States to face charges
under an espionage law, but experts say his case
remains an ominous threat to press freedom. Judge
Vanessa Baraitser said the US charges were justified
against the 49-year-old transparency advocate, who
stunned the world in 2010 with the publication of hun-
dreds of thousands of classified military and diplomat-
ic documents.

But Baraitser ruled that his mental health problems
raise the risk of suicide in a US jail. Her decision, and
the US Justice Department’s determination to appeal
it, left in place the first-ever use of the US Espionage
Act to prosecute someone for publishing state secrets,
long held as allowed under the US Constitution.

That leaves his case, and the department’s view of
his activities, an ongoing threat against journalists who
cover national security and defense issues, where
leaked classified information is crucial. Bruce Brown,
executive director of the Reporters Committee for
Freedom of the Press, called Baraitser’s agreement
with the US indictment of Assange “deeply troubling,”
even if she would not extradite him.

“The mere act of publishing secrets that the US
government doesn’t want the public to see is not akin
to spying,” he said in an emailed statement. “The gov-
ernment’s legal theories in this case remain dangerous
to core tenets of freedom of the press.”

The British court “endorses the US prosecution

even as it rejects the US extradition request,” said
Jameel Jaffer, director of the Knight First Amendment
Institute at Columbia University. “The result is that the
indictment of Assange will continue to cast a shadow
over investigative journalism,” he said on Twitter.

WikiLeaks’ 2010 release of the US files rocked the
US government, exposing the underside of the US mil-
itary and diplomatic operations. President Barack
Obama’s administration considered charging Assange,
who founded and controlled WikiLeaks.  

But they decided that charging Assange could mean
also prosecuting powerful US news organizations for
publishing similar material, legal fights likely to be lost.
While WikiLeaks asserted it was constitutionally pro-
tected as a journalistic endeavor, in 2017 the intelli-
gence and justice chiefs of President Donald Trump’s
new administration rejected that view and pushed for
an indictment.—AFP

Egypt Al-Jazeera 
contributor 
denied medication
NEW YORK: A freelance Egyptian journalist who
worked for pan-Arab news channel Al-Jazeera and
was arrested on false news and terrorism charges is
being denied medication in custody, the Committee to
Protect Journalists said. Aamer Abdelmonem is among
at least 27 journalists the CPJ says have been impris-
oned in Egypt in relation to their work, several of them
for Qatar-based Al-Jazeera.

Egypt labels the channel as a mouthpiece for the
outlawed Muslim Brotherhood, a charge Qatar denies.
“Egyptian journalist Aamer Abdelmonem is already in
failing health, and to detain him during a global pan-
demic blatantly endangers his life,” CPJ’s Middle East
and North Africa program coordinator, Sherif
Mansour, said in a statement dated Monday.

“Egyptian authorities must immediately release
Abdelmonem, drop all the charges against him, and
grant him the medical attention he needs.” On
December 31, the journalist’s daughter, Mariam Aamer,

told news website Darb that prison authorities had
denied her multiple requests to deliver insulin, eye
medication and prescription glasses to her father, who
is a diabetic and has cataracts in both eyes.

Abdelmonem was arrested in his Cairo home on
December 19. The following day, state prosecutors
charged him with spreading false news and assisting a
terrorist organization, and remanded him in custody
pending trial. Following his arrest, state security offi-
cers interrogated Abdelmonem about his recent work
for Al Jazeera and his former work as the editorial
director of the independent newspaper Al-Shaab,
which was banned in 2014.

In his recent articles on Al Jazeera’s website,
Abdelmonem criticized the Egyptian government’s han-
dling of the COVID-19 pandemic. In July last year,
another Egyptian journalist who had worked for Al-
Jazeera, Mohamed Monir, 65, died of the novel coron-
avirus, his daughter said, days after he was released
from detention on charges of “membership of a terrorist
group, dissemination of false news and improper use of
social networks”. Since President Abdel Fattah Al-Sisi
took office in 2014, his government has cracked down
heavily on any display of dissent. Those suspected of
supporting the government of former Islamist president
Mohamed Morsi, whose ouster Sisi led as army chief in
2013, have been particular targets. — AFP

UN opens new 
Ethiopian refugee 
camp in Sudan
GENEVA: The United Nations said yesterday it had
begun moving some of the more than 56,000 Ethiopian
refugees in Sudan to a newly-opened camp, with the
existing facility nearly full.

UNHCR, the UN Refugee Agency, said tents to shel-
ter up to 5,000 people have so far been set up at the
new Tunaydbah camp. More were to be pitched in the
coming days. Since Sunday, 580 refugees have been
transferred to the camp and given a hot meal on arrival, a
UNHCR spokesman told reporters in Geneva.

Refugees are continuing to flee the unrest in
Ethiopia’s northern Tigray region, with 800 having
crossed the border with eastern Sudan since the New
Year. “Latest arrivals tell of being caught in the conflict
and being victims of various armed groups, facing per-
ilous situations including looting of their houses, forceful
recruitment of men and boys, and sexual violence
against women and girls,” said spokesman Andrej
Mahecic.—AFP

MELBOURNE: A mural of Australia’s Julian Assange is
seen in a laneway in Melbourne yesterday, after a judge
in London ruled that the WikiLeaks founder should not be
extradited to the US to face espionage charges for pub-
lishing hundreds of thousands of classified military and
diplomatic documents in 2010. — AFP


