
WUHAN, China: A year ago, China announced the
first death from a new virus in Wuhan — 12 months
later, COVID-19 has claimed 1.9 million lives in an
unrelenting march across the world.

But in the central Chinese city of 11 million where
the first known outbreak started, the virus has been
extinguished and residents are proud of its revival.
Yesterday morning, the anniversary slipped by
unmarked in Wuhan-commuters moved freely to
work while parks and riverside promenades buzzed
with walkers in a city determined to banish its tag
as the coronavirus ground zero.

In a sparse report on January 11, 2020, China con-
firmed its first death from an unknown virus-a 61-
year-old man who was a regular at the now-notori-
ous Wuhan wet market linked to many of the early
cases. The world would soon become grimly familiar
with the disease that killed him as COVID-19.

Little is still known about the first victim, includ-
ing his name, while the market where the first
reported clusters of cases were traced back to has
remained closed, surrounded by boarding. After a
long wrangle, China on Monday said independent
experts from the WHO will be allowed into the
country from Thursday, with the international com-
munity hoping they can visit the market and retrace
in detail those early days of the virus in Wuhan.

‘Safest city in the world’ 
The city has now bounced back and residents

are reveling in the freedoms they enjoy. “Wuhan is

the safest city in China now, even the whole
world,” 66-year-old resident Xiong Liansheng told
AFP yesterday. Commuters headed to work and
others strolled along the riverfront-a sharp con-
trast to the countries still under strict lockdowns
and restrictions.

“The Wuhan people’s awareness of epidemic
prevention and control is very high-even my two-
year-old grandson will wear a mask when going
out,” said Xiong.  

Elderly couples danced, some masked, but hands
clasped as social distancing withered in the winter
sunshine in a busy park next to the Yangtze river.
“Most cases in China are imported from overseas
now and our country has a good control of it,” said
Zhong, an 80-year-old woman giving only one name.
“All the Wuhan people feel very safe in the city, and
we come here and dance happily everyday.”

China has faced criticism at home and abroad
over its initial handling of the virus, including
attempts to silence whistleblowers and failure to
report cases for days in early January.

Two weeks after confirming the first death,
Wuhan and the surrounding province were put
under lockdown. Chinese authorities are trying to
stamp out a series of local outbreaks, reporting 103
new infections on Monday-the highest figure since
July last year-most in northern Hebei province.

Transport links have been cut and schools
closed in an effort to contain the cluster. There are
also mounting fears that travel plans for hundreds

of millions of people for the Lunar New Year next
month may be ruined as virus controls tighten. But
it is a fraction of the daily infections in the United

States, Britain and many European countries.
China’s official toll stands at 4,634 deaths from
COVID-19. —AFP
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‘Wuhan is the safest city in China now, even the whole world’

A year on from first COVID-19 
death, Wuhan basks in recovery

WUHAN: Elderly people dance in a public area along the Yangtze River in Wuhan yesterday as the city marks the
first anniversary of when China confirmed its first death from the COVID-19 coronavirus. — AFP

Italian 
mobsters face
‘maxi-trial’
ROME: Hundreds of suspected mem-
bers of the ‘Ndrangheta, Italy’s most
powerful mafia group, will face a
judge this week as the country’s
biggest “maxi-trial” of the past three
decades gets underway. The trial
against the crime syndicate and its
accomplices-among them politicians,
civil servants, police and white-collar
businessmen-is expected to last more
than two years.

With 355 defendants, over 900
prosecution witnesses and 400
lawyers, the trial also features an
unprecedented 58 state witnesses
ready to break their code of silence,
or “omerta”, and expose the clan’s
long-buried secrets. Held inside a
specially outfitted building in the
heart of ‘Ndrangheta territory in
Calabria, Italy’s poorest region, the
trial beginning tomorrow targets just
one group, the Mancuso family and its
affiliates.  During a recent hearing, it
took three hours to read the names of

the defendants, which include boss
Luigi Mancuso, “The Uncle”-who
spent nearly 20 years in prison before
going underground-and dozens of
others with nicknames straight out of
Hollywood, like “The Wolf”, “Fatty”,
“Sweetie”, “Blondie”, “Little Goat”,
and “The Wringer”.

‘Deeply rooted’ 
The trial is a show of strength for

the state in the backyard of the
‘Ndrangheta, which controls tons of
cocaine flowing into Europe. Taking
to the court will be Italy’s most
famous anti-mafia prosecutor, Nicola
Gratteri, who has lived under police
escort for more than 30 years. As a
child, the 62-year-old Calabrian
played football with many of those he
put behind bars decades later. 

He has vowed to take down “this
asphyxiating ‘Ndrangheta, which truly
takes the breath and the heartbeat
from the people”. The trial’s size is
only eclipsed by Italy’s first “maxi-tri-
al” of 1986-1987 in Palermo against
Sicily’s Cosa Nostra and its web of
connected families.

That now-legendary event saw 338
people convicted. Prosecutors
Giovanni Falcone and Paolo Borsellino
were later assassinated by the mob. 

The scope of the upcoming trial is
more limited, targeting one of the
estimated hundreds of ‘Ndrangheta
families whose tentacles spread glob-
ally. Still, it is significant not only for
its size but also for the inclusion of so
many lawyers, politicians, public
administrators and entrepreneurs who
help the ‘Ndrangheta operate, said
Federico Varese, professor of crimi-

nology at Oxford University.
“It makes the point that there’s a

society outside the criminal organiza-
tion that’s colluding and helping,” he
said. “Obviously it’s shocking that you
have a criminal group so rooted in the
territory you have to put hundreds of
people on trial,” Varese said. “This tri-
al shows how deeply rooted the
‘Ndrangheta is in society.” —AFP 

Billionaire Georgia 
party leader says 
quitting politics
TBILISI, Georgia: The billionaire leader of
Georgia’s ruling party, Bidzina Ivanishvili, who is
widely seen as the Western-backed country’s most
powerful man, announced yesterday he was quitting
politics. Ivanishvili made the announcement after his
Georgian Dream party claimed a narrow victory in
a tightly-contested parliamentary election last year
that sparked protests. “My mission has been
accomplished,” the country’s richest man said in a
statement.

“I have made the decision to finally retire from
politics and fully distance myself from the reins of
power.”  Ivanishvili said he was stepping down as
party chairman ahead of his 65th birthday next
month and that it was time to “advance young peo-
ple to the forefront”.

He said he was “returning to my pre-2011, pri-
vate lifestyle”. Georgia held a parliamentary elec-
tion in October and November but protests broke
out after the first round and the opposition boy-
cotted the second round. Georgian Dream scored a
narrow victory against opposition parties, which
accused it of “massively falsifying” the results,
claims the ruling party denied.

Georgia became a darling of the West after
Mikheil Saakashvili came to power in the 2003
Rose Revolution and instituted reforms to boost
democratic institutions and battle corruption.

But a brief war with Russia in 2008 and political
infighting has dimmed hopes of the country joining
NATO and the European Union.  In power since
2012, Georgian Dream has seen its popularity fall
due to discontent over its failure to address eco-
nomic stagnation and perceived backsliding on
commitments to democracy. Critics accuse
Ivanishvili-who is widely seen to be calling the
shots in Georgia-of persecuting political opponents
and creating a corrupt system where private inter-
ests permeate politics.

Saakashvili was forced to flee Georgia at the end

of his second term as president in 2013. Ivanishvili
became prime minister after Georgian Dream first
won a parliamentary election in 2012. He stepped
down in 2013 but since then he has been widely
believed to be the man in charge in the tiny Black Sea
nation. He made a political comeback in 2018, when
he took over as leader of Georgian Dream. — AFP

Paramedics struggle 
to find hospital beds 
in virus-hit Mexico
TOLUCA, Mexico: For paramedics dealing with a
surge in coronavirus infections in Mexico, finding
an available bed for patients in overwhelmed hospi-
tals has become a daily lottery. “For there to be
room, one person has to be discharged or die. It’s
tough but it’s the truth,” said Angel Zuniga, a Red
Cross coordinator in the city of Toluca southwest of
the capital.

“One goes in and another comes out,” Zuniga
added. In Mexico City and neighboring areas, 64 of
78 hospitals were in a “critical” state on Friday with
beds available in only a handful of them, according
to the authorities. In the capital itself, home to nine
million people, 86 percent of hospital beds were
occupied. The problem is not confined to the public
sector.  Private clinics, where many coronavirus
patients turn in the hope of finding a place, are also
overcrowded. Some turn away patients unless they
give a deposit of 170,000 pesos (about $8,400).

“They say ‘take him away’ and we’ll go back to

the street again,” looking for another hospital,
Zuniga said.

‘You become desperate’ 
Even when there is room for another patient, it

sometimes takes hours before they are admitted.
“It’s frustrating, but if we collapse, the healthcare
system will collapse too. So, we always try to stay
positive,” said Miguel Angel Moreno, a paramedic
from Naucalpan near the capital.

“As humans, there’s obviously a point at which
you become desperate.” On top of the emotional
stress comes the physical toll and discomfort of
having to wear a protective suit for hours.

“Fatigue is always an issue,” said senior para-
medic Ana Yesi Hernandez. “Sometimes it takes
them three to four hours to find a spare bed in a
hospital.”

Mexico’s official COVID-19 death toll, the fourth
highest in the world, now stands at nearly 134,000,
with more than 1.5 million cases registered. The
authorities acknowledge that the real figure is
probably much higher due to limited testing. On
Friday authorities scrapped plans to reopen non-
essential activities in the capital.  “The city is today
at its highest level of hospitalization since the start
of the pandemic,” Mayor Claudia Sheinbaum said.

Paramedics say the patients they are seeing

now probably got sick while gathering to celebrate
Christmas. Soon they expect to see those who
caught the virus during the New Year holiday.
They are praying for some respite after that wave
subsides. Beyond that they are counting on the
vaccination program that the government began
on December 24, with priority going to health
workers. “We all have high hope for the vaccine,”
Zuniga said. — AFP

In this file photo, one of Georgia’s richest men, Bidzina
Ivanishvili, speaks to the media in Tbilisi. — AFP

A view taken on December 15, 2020 in Lamezia Terme, Calabria, from one of the detained
defendants’ cells, shows the inside of a new bunker room built for the upcoming
‘Rinascita-Scott’ maxi-trial in which more than 350 alleged members of Calabria’s
‘Ndrangheta mafia group and their associates go on trial this week. — AFP

Facebook shuts 
Uganda accounts 
ahead of vote
KAMPALA: Facebook has shut a slew of
accounts belonging to Ugandan government
officials accused of seeking to manipulate pub-
lic debate ahead of elections Thursday, the
internet giant said yesterday. The East African
nation is holding presidential and parliamen-
tary elections after a tense and bloody cam-
paign, with incumbent President Yoweri
Museveni, 76, facing a stiff challenge from the
popstar-turned-politician Bobi Wine, 38.

“This month, we removed a network of
accounts and pages in Uganda that engaged
in CIB (Coordinated Inauthentic Behaviour) to
target public debate ahead of the election,”
Facebook’s head of communication for sub-
Saharan Africa, Kezia Anim-Addo, said in an
email. “They used fake and duplicate accounts
to manage pages, comment on other people’s
content, impersonate users, re-share posts in
groups to make them appear more popular
that they were.” 

Anim-Addo said the network was linked to
the government ministry of information and
communications technology. “Given the
impending election in Uganda, we moved
quickly to investigate and take down this
network.”

Museveni’s senior press secretary Don
Wanyama, who saw both his Facebook and
Instagram account shut down, accused the
company of seeking to influence the election.
“Shame on the foreign forces that think they
can aid and plant a puppet leadership on
Uganda by disabling online accounts of (ruling
party) NRM supporters,” he said on Twitter.
“You wont take away President Kaguta
Museveni” he added, using the president’s sec-
ond name.  —AFP

India returns 
Chinese soldier 
BEIJING: India has returned a Chinese soldier
detained for straying over the contested Himalayan
frontier, China’s military said yesterday, of a remote
flashpoint area between the two countries.

The soldier was apprehended Friday on the
Indian side of the high altitude border where rival
troops fought deadly battles in June last year. He
was returned to Chinese forces at noon yester-
day, according to the official People Liberation
Army Daily.

The military newspaper said the soldier had “lost
his way due to darkness and complicated terrain.”
The soldier was handed over “according to a relevant
agreement between China and India,” the PLA Daily
said. The Indian army later confirmed it had returned
the individual. The soldier’s detention was the second
on the high altitude border since 20 Indian border
soldiers and an unknown number of Chinese troops
were killed in a violent skirmish last year.

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 freez-
ing winter temperatures. Another Chinese soldier
was briefly held by Indian forces in the same region
in October.

India and China have disputed their frontier for
seven decades and fought a brief war in 1962. The
two sides blame each other for the current standoff.
The neighbors have held several rounds of disen-
gagement talks but failed to ease the military
buildup. — AFP

TOLUCA: Paramedic of the Mexican Red Cross Jesus
Carmona poses for a photo after having transferred a
COVID-19 patient to an emergency room in Toluca. —AFP 


