
THE HAGUE: The European Union started the
approval process for its third vaccine yesterday
after WHO scientists warned that herd immunity
from coronavirus was unlikely this year even with
mass inoculation schemes. The 27-nation EU-under
fire for lengthy approval processes and slow nation-
al rollouts of drugs-promised an “accelerated time-
line” after confirming drug company AstraZeneca
had applied for approval for the jab it developed
with Oxford University.

The EU’s medicines agency said a decision
would still not come before January 29, even though
the drug is already being used in countries includ-
ing Britain. And even with mass vaccinations, World
Health Organization scientists warned that coverage
would still not be wide enough for population-level
immunity this year.

“We are not going to achieve any levels of popu-
lation immunity or herd immunity in 2021,” said
WHO’s chief scientist Soumya Swaminathan of a
disease that has already infected more than 90 mil-
lion people worldwide and killed almost two million.
The United States remains the worst affected coun-
try, posting daily death tolls in multiple thousands,
but European hospitals are increasingly warning of
stretched resources and Asian countries are also
facing upsurges.

Malaysia declared a state of emergency on
Tuesday as fears grow that its health system is close
to being overwhelmed, after China and Japan took
measures against localized clusters.

China added a city of five million to a growing
lockdown area near Beijing yesterday, as WHO
experts arrive in the central city of Wuhan to probe
the origins of the disease.

‘Superspreader event’ 
With recriminations already flying over

America’s longer-term handling of the virus, law-
makers voiced fury yesterday over the actions of
some of their peers during last week’s ructions in
Washington DC. Congress members were forced to
hunker down in secure rooms as supporters of
President Donald Trump marauded through the
corridors of the Capitol building, and some have

now tested positive for coronavirus and squarely
blamed their colleagues.

“Many Republicans still refused to take the bare
minimum COVID-19 precaution and simply wear a
damn mask in a crowded room during a pandemic-
creating a superspreader event on top of a domestic
terrorist attack,” said Democratic Congresswoman
Pramila Jayapal, who has since tested positive. US
President-elect Joe Biden, who has pledged to

devote all available resources to fight the pandemic,
received his second vaccine dose on Monday of the
Pfizer-BioNTech jab-the first to be approved in
Western countries.

German firm BioNTech said it could produce
millions more doses than originally expected this
year, but warned that Covid-19 was likely become
an endemic disease and vaccines would be needed
to fight new variants. —AFP
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News in brief

Portuguese president tests positive 

LISBON: Portugal’s President Marcelo Rebelo
de Sousa has tested positive for coronavirus and
cancelled all public engagements, his office
announced late Monday just two weeks before a
presidential election he is expected to win. The
72-year-old head of state was “asymptomatic”
and isolating in the presidential palace in Lisbon,
his office said in a statement. Last Wednesday,
he had spent a few hours in “administrative iso-
lation” after a member of his entourage tested
positive, but the president then tested negative
and had not been placed in quarantine because
his contact with the person concerned had been
considered “low risk”.—AFP 

Quake hits Mongolia-Russia border

MONGOLIA: A 6.8-magnitude earthquake
struck early yesterday in northern Mongolia not
far from the border with Russia, the US
Geological Survey said. The epicenter of the
quake, which struck at a relatively shallow depth
of 10 kilometers (six miles), was located 33 kilo-
meters south-southwest of Turt, US seismologists
said. The epicenter appeared to be located under
Lake Khovsgol, the largest fresh water lake in
Mongolia by volume. It was located about 200
kilometers west of the southern tip of Lake Baikal.
USGS said there was a “low likelihood of casual-
ties and damage” as a result of the quake. —AFP 

Cuba slams ‘opportunism’ 

HAVANA:  Cuba’s foreign affairs minister
Bruno Rodriguez on Monday slammed the
administration of US President Donald Trump
for “political opportunism” for placing the
country back on a blacklist of state sponsors of
terrorism. “We condemn the US announced
hypocritical and cynical designation of Cuba as
a State sponsoring terrorism,” Rodriguez wrote
on Twitter. —AFP 

25 missing in Congo River 

KISANGANI, DR Congo: Up to 25 people are
feared to have died when a barge sank on the
Congo River, authorities in DR Congo’s north-
eastern province of Tshopo said yesterday. “A
barge which was leaving Kisangani for Basoko
sank on Friday evening. The toll today is six bod-
ies which have been recovered, 237 survivors
and 19 missing,” Tshopo’s vice governor, Maurice
Abibu Sakapela, told AFP. “The public prosecu-
tor has opened an inquiry. Some people have
already been arrested,” he said, blaming “over-
loading and the poor state of the vessel” for the
accident. Rivers and waterways are widely used
for travel in the Democratic Republic of Congo in
the absence of paved roads and railways. —AFP 

Pakistan policeman killed 

ISLAMABAD: A police officer was shot dead
in northwestern Pakistan yesterday when a
polio vaccination team he was escorting was
attacked in a drive-by shooting. The attack in
Karak, a town in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province,
marked the second day of a five-day national
immunization drive. The United Nations says
endemic polio has been eliminated in every
country of the world apart from Pakistan and
neighboring Afghanistan, where vaccination
teams are viewed with suspicion. Islamist oppo-
sition to vaccines grew after the CIA organized
a fake inoculation drive that helped them track
down Al-Qaeda founder Osama Bin Laden in
the Pakistani city of Abbottabad. — AFP

TURIN: Military medical workers collect swab samples yesterday at a drive-in testing center for COVID-19 set up
by the Italian Army on the parking lot of the Juventus stadium in Turin, during the pandemic caused by the novel
coronavirus. — AFP photos

Lebanon tightens 
COVID-19 curbs as 
infections skyrocket
BEIRUT: Lebanon tightened novel coronavirus
measures by imposing a total lockdown for an 11-
day period and introducing new travel restrictions
to stem an unprecedented spike in infections.

The latest measures came as officials and health
professionals warned that hospitals were quickly
running out of beds, leaving many scrambling for
treatment, even though a lockdown has been in
place since January 7. “It is forbidden to go out on
streets and roads from 5:00 am on Thursday
January 14 until 5:00 am on Monday January 25,”
said a statement, released after a meeting of the
Higher Defence Council, the country’s top security
body. All residents are to remain at home at all times
with few exceptions, including health professionals,
journalists, those working in the food sector and
other essential workers, the statement added.

Land and maritime borders will be closed to all
travellers except those carrying a valid transit visa.

Travellers arriving from Addis Ababa, Baghdad,
Cairo and Istanbul will need to quarantine in a hotel
for seven days at their own expense. 

A total lockdown set to start this week will exac-
erbate the suffering of vulnerable Lebanese families
struggling to make ends meet unless the govern-
ment offers assistance, a charity has warned.

“We recognize the importance of taking thor-
ough measures... but we are very concerned that
vulnerable families and their children will be left to
deal with a catastrophe on their own,” Jennifer
Moorehead, Save the Children’s Lebanon director,
said late Monday.

Lebanon, a country of more than six million, is
grappling with its worst economic downturn since
the 1975-1990 war. A spiralling coronavirus out-
break has compounded the crisis, forcing business-
es shut and denying daily wage earners an income

in a country where more than half the population
lives in poverty.

They must take a PCR test upon landing in
Lebanon, and then again six days later. Private hos-
pitals will be obliged to expand intensive care units
dedicated to coronavirus patients to help a strained
public sector, the statement said. Supermarkets will
remain open, but only for delivery. Rumors they
would be forced to shut completely sparked panic
buying across the country on Monday, with crowds
clearing supermarket stocks. — AFP

Uganda to vote 
after violent 
crackdown
KAMPALA: Ugandans vote tomorrow in a highly-
charged election after one of the bloodiest cam-
paigns in years, as veteran leader Yoweri Museveni
seeks a sixth term against a singer-turned-lawmak-
er half his age. Bobi Wine, the 38-year-old popular-
ly known as the “ghetto president” who hung up the
mike to enter politics, leads the opposition field try-
ing to unseat Museveni, a 76-year-old former rebel
leader who has ruled since 1986.

Some 18 million voters are registered for the
presidential and parliamentary ballot, which follows
a pre-election crackdown more severe than any
seen in recent times, and growing signs the race has
been tilted against Museveni’s rivals. His oppo-
nents-most visibly Wine, who spent much of the
campaign in a bulletproof vest and combat helmet-

have been arrested, denied permission to rally, and
seen their meetings dispersed with tear gas and
supporters shot in the streets.

Journalists covering opposition rallies meanwhile
have been attacked, government critics locked up,
and election monitors prosecuted, raising concerns
over the transparency of the electoral process.

The bloodshed, particularly the deaths of 54
people over two days of protests in November, was
condemned abroad and has intensified international
pressure on Museveni to ensure a free and fair vote.
Greeting voters in his folksy broad-brimmed hat,
cutting ribbons on tarmacked highways and unveil-
ing new airliners, Museveni has been counting down
the days to victory in upbeat campaign posters in
the signature bright yellow of his National
Resistance Movement (NRM).

He has never lost an election, and most observers
expect this week to be no different. In his 35-year
rule Museveni has fused state and party so effec-
tively, and crushed political opposition so totally,
that any serious challenge to either him or the NRM
at the ballot box is seen as next-to-impossible.

“The ground simply does not make it possible to

win any election against Mr Museveni. It does not
really matter who the challenger is,” Bernard Sabiti,
a Kampala-based political analyst, said. —AFP

This combination of pictures shows Uganda’s
President Yoweri Museveni (left) waiting to welcome
President of Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) Felix
Tshisekedi prior to his arrival at the state house in
Entebbe, Uganda. — AFP

European Commission President Ursula Von Der Leyen
gives a presser on vaccine strategy in Brussels. 

BEIRUT: People shop at a supermarket in Beirut as they stock up on provisions two days before a full lockdown due to the
spread of the COVID-19 pandemic yesterday. — AFP

Stay granted to first
woman to be executed
by US in decades
WASHINGTON: A judge has granted a stay of
execution to Lisa Montgomery, who was set yester-
day to be the first female inmate executed by the
US federal government in 70 years. Montgomery,
52, has been imprisoned for 16 years after she killed
a pregnant woman in order to steal her fetus. 

She was scheduled to receive a lethal injection
yesterday evening at a federal penitentiary in Terre-
Haute, Indiana. But Judge James Hanlon of the
Southern District of Indiana granted her an
eleventh-hour stay of execution Monday.
Montgomery’s lawyers had argued she was too
mentally incompetent to be executed, and said she
had been born brain-damaged and endured a life of
extreme abuse before committing her crime.

“The record before the Court contains ample
evidence that Ms. Montgomery’s current mental
state is so divorced from reality that she cannot

rationally understand
the government’s ration-
ale for her execution,”
Judge Hanlon wrote in
his ruling. “‘Both the
(government) and the
victims of crime have an
important interest in the
timely enforcement of a
sentence,’” he said, cit-
ing precedent.

But “it is also in the
public interest to ensure
that the government
does not execute a prisoner who due to her mental
condition ‘cannot appreciate the meaning of a com-
munity’s judgment.’”

Hanlon said the court will set a time and date for
a competency hearing for Montgomery.

In 2004, unable to have a child, Montgomery
carefully identified her pregnant victim — 23-year-
old dog breeder Bobbie Jo Stinnett-online. Under
the guise of buying a puppy, Montgomery went to
Stinnett’s home, where she strangled her to death
and cut the baby from her body. She left Stinnett
dead in a pool of blood.

In 2007, she was convicted of kidnapping result-
ing in death and handed a death sentence. She
would have been the first woman executed by the
federal justice system since 1953. Without denying
the seriousness of her crime, Montgomery’s lawyers
last week sought clemency from US President
Donald Trump.

But Trump, an outspoken supporter of the death
penalty, has so far failed to act on their request.

Despite the decline of capital punishment in the
US and around the world, Trump’s administration
resumed federal executions in July after a 17-year
hiatus and has been carrying them out at an
unprecedented rate ever since. Since the summer,
10 Americans have died by lethal injection at Terre-
Haute. In addition to Montgomery, two men are
scheduled for federal execution this week.

Montgomery may escape the death penalty
entirely, as President-elect Joe Biden-due to be
sworn into office on January 20 — opposes capital
punishment. The Democrat has promised to work
with Congress to try and abolish the death penalty
altogether. Montgomery’s execution has been post-
poned once before: after her lawyers tested positive
for Covid-19 in November, a court postponed her
execution until at least December 31. — AFP

Lisa Montgomery


