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US logs record virus caseload
Millions in Asia enter new lockdowns as new variants send cases soaring
WASHINGTON: The United States logged a record new
daily virus caseload as Joe Biden slammed the Trump
administration’s vaccine roll-out as a “travesty” and mil-
lions in Asia woke up to new lockdowns. Almost 1.9 million
people have now died from the virus, with new variants
sending cases soaring and prompting the re-introduction
of curbs on movement even as some countries begin mass
inoculation campaigns.

Almost 290,000 new cases were reported in the US
within 24 hours Friday according to Johns Hopkins
University, a day after the world’s worst-hit country
recorded a daily record of nearly 4,000 deaths.

“Vaccines give us hope, but the roll-out has been a
travesty,” Biden told reporters, warning distribution of the
vaccine would be “the greatest operational challenge we
will ever face as a nation.”

Yesterday, the streets of the Australian city of Brisbane
were quiet as its more than two million residents were
ordered back into lockdown after authorities detected a
single infection of a new strain from Britain, which is
thought to be more infectious. “Quite surreal, like some-
thing from a movie set,” local man Scott told AFP in
Brisbane’s deserted downtown.

“It’s necessary. Hopefully we will get through the next
few days without any cases, that will allow us just to
start to get back to normal.” In China, where the original
coronavirus first emerged in late 2019, authorities also
tightened restrictions on two cities near Beijing to stamp
out a growing cluster.

The new week-long stay at home orders affecting
about 18 million people in Shijiazhuang and Xingtai
come as cases spike ahead of the Lunar New Year, when

hundreds of millions criss-cross the country to visit fam-
ily and friends. 

As the race to inoculate heats up, the World Health
Organization urged rich countries to stop cutting
their own deals with manufacturers to snap up the
first wave of vaccines.

“Fifty percent of the high-income countries in the
world are vaccinating today,” said Bruce Aylward, head of
the WHO co-led vaccine procurement and distribution
effort. “Zero percent of the low-income countries are vac-
cinating. That is not equitable.” The comments came as the
European Union said it had agreed an option for a further
300 million jabs from Pfizer/BioNTech, doubling its supply
of the vaccine. 

France is to extend its COVID-19 curfew to a further
eight departments, Prime Minister Jean Castex said yes-
terday, citing a “tough and necessary” response as some
opposed the restrictions in several cities. France has
been ramping up its anti-virus restrictions in the face of
rising cases and imposed a post-New Year curfew from
6 pm (1700 GMT) on 15 of its 101 departments, the
remainder subject to an 8 pm confinement. Those 15 are
deemed to be where the virus is spreading the most in a
country which has seen some 67,000 deaths to date
from some 2.7 million cases and with a reproduction rate
escalating. The new departments likely to be be subject
to an earlier curfew are primarily in the east of the coun-
try, including Bas-Rhin, Haut-Rhin and Cote d’Or, as well
as the central one of Cher.

Records keep falling 
Despite nearly a year of intermittent restrictions across

LOS ANGELES: Registered nurse Arpa Davoudian prepares to administer a dose of the Moderna COVID-19 vaccine to resident Rose Sevjain at the Ararat Nursing Facility in the Mission Hills neighborhood of Los Angeles. —AFP
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the globe, many countries are still recording record coron-
avirus numbers, including Britain which on Friday
announced new highs of 1,325 deaths and 68,053 cases
over 24 hours. Fears have been rising over the new virus
variants that emerged in Britain and South Africa, but
BioNTech brought some relief on Friday, saying its vaccine
was effective against a “key mutation” found in the strains.

In Brazil, which has the second-highest death toll after
the US, two vaccine makers-China’s Sinovac and
AstraZeneca/Oxford-applied for approval for their jabs.
Meanwhile Iran said it was banning the import of any US
and British-produced vaccines doses, with Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei saying they were “completely untrustworthy”.

“It’s not unlikely they would want to contaminate other
nations,” he said. Africa was spared the worst of the pan-
demic’s first wave, but has seen a sharp surge in recent
weeks, with Senegal recording its highest death and infec-
tions figures-eight and 296, respectively-on Friday.

At a hospital in Nigerian megacity Lagos, managing
director Ngozi Onyia likened the surge in cases there to a
“tsunami”. “I’m making tough calls-who to take into the
treatment centre, who to put on one of our four ventila-
tors-ethical decisions I’ve never had to make in 38-plus
years,” she said. But there was relief in Spain, where a
baby-three-month-old Petru-left the hospital after spend-
ing nearly all his short life fighting COVID-19.  —AFP

Sri Lanka sticks to 
cremation of 
Muslim virus victims 
COLOMBO: Sri Lanka’s government insisted Friday on the
cremation of all coronavirus victims, rejecting international
pleas and recommendations from its own experts to allow the
Muslim minority to bury their dead in line with Islamic cus-
tom. The government first banned burials in April amid con-
cerns-which experts say are baseless-by influential Buddhist
monks that burying bodies could contaminate groundwater
and spread the virus.

The World Health Organization has said that there is no
such risk, recommending both burials and cremations of virus
victims, but the Sri Lankan government has refused. “This
decision will not be changed for social, religious, political or
any other personal reason,” Health Minister Pavithra
Wanniarachchi said, according to ministry officials.

The announcement came despite a government-
appointed expert committee noting this week that while it
felt cremations were safest, burials could be allowed under
strict conditions. Traditionally, Muslims bury their dead fac-
ing Mecca. Sri Lanka’s majority Buddhists, who are strong
backers of the current government, are typically cremated,
as are Hindus.

Last month, authorities ordered the forced cremation of at

least 19 Muslim COVID-19 victims, including a baby, after
their families refused to claim their bodies from a hospital
morgue. This stoked dismay and anger among the Muslim
community, moderates and abroad, with the 57-member
Organization of Islamic Cooperation repeatedly expressing
concern.

Sri Lanka’s Muslim Council (SLMC) accused the govern-
ment of trying to provoke Muslim youths into doing “some-
thing rash” with its decision on cremations, a claim echoed by
Justice Minister Ali Sabry, a Muslim. There have been ongo-
ing tensions between Muslims and the majority Sinhalese-
who are mostly Buddhists-since the deadly 2019 Easter
bombings carried out by local jihadists.

The SLMC said more than half of Sri Lanka’s 222
COVID-19 victims were from the Muslim minority which
accounts for just 10 percent of the 21 million population. “We
have a disproportionate number of fatalities because
Muslims don’t seek treatment fearing that they will be cre-
mated if they are diagnosed with the virus after going to hos-
pital,” SLMC spokesman Hilmy Ahamed said. The Maldives,
Sri Lanka’s Muslim neighbour, announced last month that Sri
Lanka had sought permission to send bodies of Muslims
there for burial, a claim denied by Colombo. Maldives speak-
er Mohamed Nasheed went on to suggest that they could
allow Sri Lankan Muslims to be buried in a cemetery for
Maldivians in the Sri Lankan capital.

There has been no response from Colombo to that pro-
posal. Sri Lanka has experienced a surge in COVID-19 cases,
with the number of infections soaring to nearly 46,800 from
3,300 in October and deaths rising to 222 from 13. —AFP

India detains 
Chinese soldier 
on border
NEW DELHI: Indian forces have detained a Chinese
soldier on the disputed Himalayan frontier where the
world’s two most populous countries fought a dead-
ly battle last year, the military said yesterday. It is
the second detention on the high altitude border
since the pitched battles in June in which 20 Indian
soldiers and an unknown number of Chinese troops
were killed.

Both sides have since poured tens of thousands of
troops and heavy weaponry into the tension zone in

the Ladakh region, currently in the grip of freezing
winter temperatures. The Indian army said in a state-
ment that the People’s Liberation Army soldier was
“apprehended” on the Indian side of the Line of Actual
Control (LAC), as the border is known, in the early
hours of Friday and taken into custody.

“The PLA soldier is being dealt with as per laid
down procedures, and circumstances under which he
had crossed the LAC are being investigated,” the
statement added. The People’s Liberation Army Daily,
which is run by China’s military, said the soldier went
missing in “the darkness and complicated terrain” and
insisted India was informed. 

“India should strictly abide by the relevant agree-
ments between the two countries, and promptly trans-
fer the missing person to China, to help with cooling
and de-escalating the China-Indian border situation,”
the military newspaper added.—AFP


