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 virus left little sense of urgency to get jabbed. A 

lack of transparency and previous vaccine scandals 
have also led to resistance among many residents. 

Authorities have set an ambitious target of fully 
vaccinating 40 percent of China’s nearly 1.4 billion 
people by the end of this month. Some provinces 
are offering vaccines for free to encourage people 
to roll up their sleeves. Residents in central Anhui 
province have been given free eggs, while some liv-
ing in Beijing have received shopping coupons. 

China’s success against the virus stands in stark 
contrast to Brazil, which on Saturday became the 
second nation after the United States to surpass 
half a million COVID-19 deaths. Vaccination efforts 
have been slow with only 11 percent of the Brazilian 
population inoculated, as a third wave of infections 
spreads through the nation. 

Far-right President Jair Bolsonaro, who previous-
ly hit out at vaccines, has promised to immunize the 
entire population by the end of the year - some-
thing specialists consider unlikely. He has been criti-
cized for downplaying the illness from the outset, 
opposing lockdown measures and plugging 
unproven medical treatments.  

On Saturday, thousands of Brazilians again took 
to the streets to protest against his handling of the 
pandemic. “His position on COVID and his denial-
ism are absurd. He has abandoned reality and com-

mon sense,” said Robert Almeida, a 50-year-old 
photographer marching in Rio. “There is no explain-
ing this, it is surreal.” 

In India, there were also fears that people were 
not taking the COVID threat seriously enough, just 
a few weeks after crematoriums were operating 
around the clock dealing with virus victims. Doctors 
are worried that India is letting its guard down 
again too early as shopping malls and markets buzz 
with customers once more. 

The pandemic is also casting a shadow over the 
Tokyo Olympics, which will start in just over a 
month. A member of the Uganda Olympic team test-
ed positive for coronavirus on arrival in Japan 
Saturday, officials said. The nine-strong party, 
including boxers, coaches and officials, are just the 
second team to arrive in Japan after the Australian 
women’s softball squad on June 1. 

It was the first positive COVID test among 
Olympic arrivals from overseas, according to 
Japanese media. “I heard the person has been iso-
lated based on regulations,” Hidemasa Nakamura, 
the Tokyo 2020 Games delivery officer, told 
reporters, renewing a pledge to take strict measures 
against infections. 

Authorities in many countries continue to wrestle 
with crowds flouting coronavirus rules on social dis-
tancing and mask-wearing. In France, five police offi-
cers were injured as they broke up a 1,500-strong ille-
gal rave, authorities said, with one partygoer losing a 
hand. Police fired tear gas to disperse the crowd, who 
defied an 11 pm coronavirus curfew on Friday in an 
area around a race course in Brittany. There were “very 
violent clashes” when 400 police intervened that lasted 
more than seven hours through the night. “It was war,” 
said Flo, a 22-year-old who attended. — AFP 
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distancing and wearing masks. A couple queueing 

at a popular burger joint squabbled, masks hanging 
from their faces. Mall staff performed perfunctory 
temperature checks and reminded people to sanitize 
their hands. 

Not far away, shoppers thronged the open-air war-
ren of shops and stalls at Lajpat Nagar market, bar-
gaining for scarves, bangles and cheap cosmetics. 
There was lively trade for food vendors, who sold 
kulchey-chholey - flatbread served with spicy chick-
peas - and other favorites to punters, masks dangling 
as they ate. “I would not have come today but it was 
very urgent,” Prerna Jain, 21, a college student who 
had come with her mother, told AFP. “My cousin is 
getting married and I needed to buy some stuff. I know 
it’s not yet safe but what can I do? This (event) is 
equally important.” 

Delhi, a megacity of 20 million people, saw horren-

dous scenes in April and May when coronavirus cases 
went through the roof, as they did across the country. 
Crematoriums ran out of space, burning bodies day 
and night, as gasping patients died outside hospitals, 
unable to get beds, oxygen and drugs. India’s death toll 
more than doubled to more than 330,000, according 
to official figures. Many experts suspect the true toll is 
over a million. 

The surge was blamed on new virus variants but 
also on the government having allowed massive reli-
gious festivals, state elections and crowds at cricket 
matches. Now, the surge is over and Indian authorities 
are loosening lockdowns, letting people work and shop 
again. On some days in Delhi now, there are no funer-
als for COVID-19 victims, down from 700 a day during 
the recent peak. 

Sandeep Budhiraja, medical director at Max 
Healthcare in the capital, said he was surprised at peo-
ple’s short memories. “People are just behaving as if 
nothing happened just about two, three weeks back. 
And this is... amazing,” Budhiraja told AFP. But while 
this will likely lead to a sharp rise in cases, for a new 
“explosion” a new virus variant would have to take 
hold, he said. A new variant, “Delta-plus”, has been 
identified, which appears more transmissible and more 
resistant to treatment, he added. — AFP 
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It also sparked calls to ban loud music in restau-

rants, once taboo in the kingdom but now common 
amid liberalization efforts, and to fill mosques in 
such large numbers that authorities are forced to 
permit loudspeakers for those gathering outside. 

But authorities are unlikely to budge, as eco-
nomic reforms for a post-oil era take precedence 
over religion, observers say. “The country is re-
establishing its foundations,” Aziz Alghashian, a 
politics lecturer at the University of Essex, told 
AFP. “It’s becoming an economically driven coun-
try that is investing substantial effort in trying to 
appear more appealing - or less intimidating - to 
investors and tourists.” 

In the most significant change that began even 
before the rise of Prince Mohammed, Saudi Arabia 
neutered its once-feared religious police, who 
once chased people out of malls to go and pray 
and berated anyone seen mingling with the oppo-
site sex. In what was once unthinkable, some shops 
and restaurants now remain open during the five 
daily Muslim prayers. As clerical power wanes, 
preachers are endorsing government decisions 

they once vehemently opposed - including allow-
ing women to drive, the reopening of cinemas and 
an outreach to Jews. 

Saudi Arabia is revising school textbooks to 
scrub well-known references denigrating non-
Muslims. The practice of non-Muslim religions 
remains banned in the kingdom, but government 
advisor Ali Shihabi recently told US media outlet 
Insider that allowing a church was on “the to-do list 
of the leadership”. Authorities have publicly ruled 
out lifting an absolute ban on alcohol, forbidden in 
Islam. But multiple sources including a Gulf-based 
diplomat quoted Saudi officials as saying in closed-
door meetings that “it will gradually happen”. 

“It’s not an exaggeration to say that Saudi Arabia 
has entered a post-Wahhabi era, though the exact 
religious contours of the state are still in flux,” Kristin 
Diwan, of the Arab Gulf States Institute in Washington, 
told AFP. “Religion no longer has veto power over the 
economy, social life and foreign policy.” 

In another shift, observers say Saudi Arabia 
appears to be turning its back on global issues 
affecting fellow Muslims, in what could weaken its 
image as the leader of the Islamic world. “In the 
past its foreign policy was driven by the Islamic 
doctrine that Muslims are like one body - when one 
limb suffers the whole body responds to it,” another 
Gulf-based diplomat told AFP. “Now it is based on 
mutual non-interference: ‘We (Saudi) won’t talk 
about Kashmir or the Uyghurs, you don’t talk about 
Khashoggi’.” — AFP 

Clerical power  
wanes in Saudi...

Amir receives top state 
officials at Bayan Palace

KUWAIT: His Highness the Amir Sheikh Nawaf 
Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah received His 
Highness the Crown Prince Sheikh Mishal Al-
Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah at Bayan Palace yes-
terday. His Highness the Amir also received 
National Assembly Speaker Marzouq Ali Al-

Ghanem and His Highness the Prime Minister 
Sabah Al-Khaled Al-Hamad Al-Sabah. 
Furthermore, His Highness received Deputy Prime 
Minister and Minister of Defense Sheikh Hamad 
Jaber Al-Ali  Al-Sabah and Deputy Prime 
Minister, Minister of Justice and Minister of State 

for Nazaha Enhancement Abdullah Youssef Al-
Roumi. In the meantime, His Highness the Crown 
Prince received Ghanem and His Highness Sheikh 
Sabah Al-Khaled yesterday at Bayan Palace. In 
other news, His Highness the Amir Sheikh Nawaf 
Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah received yesterday 

a cable of condolence from Lebanese President 
Michel Aoun over the demise of Sheikh Mansour 
Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah. His Highness the 
Amir replied with sincere appreciation for the 
President’s honest sentiments, wishing him further 
health and wellbeing. — KUNA

KUWAIT: His Highness the Amir Sheikh Nawaf Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-
Sabah meets His Highness the Crown Prince Sheikh Mishal Al-Ahmad 
Al-Jaber Al-Sabah. — Amiri Diwan and KUNA photos

His Highness the Amir Sheikh Nawaf Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah 
meets National Assembly Speaker Marzouq Ali Al-Ghanem.

His Highness the Amir Sheikh Nawaf Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah meets 
His Highness the Prime Minister Sabah Al-Khaled Al-Hamad Al-Sabah.

His Highness the Amir Sheikh Nawaf Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah 
meets Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Defense Sheikh Hamad 
Jaber Al-Ali Al-Sabah.

His Highness the Amir Sheikh Nawaf Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah 
meets Deputy Prime Minister, Minister of Justice and Minister of State 
for Nazaha Enhancement Abdullah Al-Roumi.

His Highness the Crown Prince Sheikh Mishal Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-
Sabah meets National Assembly Speaker Marzouq Ali Al-Ghanem.

NEW DELHI: People eat at a food court at a mall after authorities eased a lockdown on Saturday.  —AFP 

MIAMI: Nine children and an adult were killed in 
a fiery multi-vehicle crash on an Alabama high-
way as heavy storms lashed the southeastern US 
state, a county coroner confirmed yesterday. 
Saturday’s crash on an interstate highway near 
the city of Greenville involved at least 15 vehicles 
and may have been caused by aquaplaning under 
heavy rains, But ler County coroner Wayne 
Garlock told AFP. 

The dead included a father and daughter in an 
SUV, and eight occupants of a van carrying children 

from a county-run “girls ranch” that included foster 
children, local media reported. “This was probably 
the most horrific accident in Butler County history,” 
Sheriff Danny Bond told the al.com website. 

He said at least two of the vehicles involved were 
18-wheel trucks, and that four or five other people 
had suffered nonfatal injuries. Northbound and 
southbound traffic on busy Interstate 65 were halt-
ed for hours, but both had reopened by yesterday, 
the Alabama Law Enforcement Agency tweeted. 
“Our hearts are heavy today. Our ranch has suffered 
great loss... Please send prayers our way,” tweeted 
the Tallapoosa County Girls Ranch. 

The van in the accident was one of two bringing 
children, none older than 17, back from a Girls 
Ranch outing to nearby Gulf Shores, al.com report-
ed. The other van was unscathed. The girls ranch 
serves as a foster home for children abandoned or 
from abusive families. — AFP 
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