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News in brief
Chinese jab must for visa 
 
BEIJING: China is poised to ease border 
restrictions to allow some foreigners - including 
from the US, India, Pakistan, the Philippines, 
Italy and Australia - back in, provided they have 
taken a Chinese-made COVID-19 vaccine. This 
would apply from this week to those visiting the 
Chinese mainland for work resumption, business 
travel, or for “humanitarian needs”, such as 
reuniting with family members. Those arriving in 
China will still have to face a grueling quarantine 
of up to three weeks. — AFP

Lebanon pound hits new low 
 
BEIRUT: Lebanon’s currency it a new low 
against the dollar on the black market yesterday, 
continuing its free-fall in a country gripped by 
political deadlock and an economic crisis. The 
slide has picked up speed over the past two 
weeks, with the exchange rate soaring from 
10,000 Lebanese pounds to the dollar on March 
2 to around 15,000 yesterday. Protesters burned 
tires as they took to the streets in the capital 
and elsewhere in the country. — AFP 

Instagram child protection tools 
 
WASHINGTON: Facebook-owned Instagram 
unveiled technology yesterday aimed at pre-
venting children under 13 from creating 
accounts and blocking adults from contacting 
young users they don’t know. It was the latest 
move responding to concerns about inappropri-
ate contact between adults and children on the 
platform. Instagram will begin using artificial 
intelligence to determine a user’s age at signup 
in an effort to find underage users. — AFP

COVID protests in Jordan  
 
AMMAN: Protesters clashed with police in 
Jordan’s capital amid a second night of demon-
strations against health restrictions Monday, 
even as the country posted a record high num-
ber of coronavirus cases. The mainly young 
demonstrators in Amman, numbering around 
400, shouted slogans, set fire to tires and 
threw stones at policemen, who responded 
with tear gas. There were also protests in 
Madaba and Irbid. — AFP 

Opposition activists freed on  
orders of ‘political leadership’

Speaker was also referred to prosecution for violating health measures 
By B Izzak 
 
KUWAIT: The country’s top leadership yesterday 
intervened to defuse political tensions between the 
government and opposition MPs and activists, 
ordering the government to withdraw complaints 
filed against activists, leading to their release from 
detention. The public prosecution had ordered the 
detention of 15 former opposition MPs and activists 
after they refused to pay KD 100 bail after interro-
gating them for taking part in a public gathering 
and violating health restrictions imposed to combat 
the coronavirus pandemic. 

Those detained included veteran former National 
Assembly speaker Ahmad Al-Saadoun, 86, and 
about a dozen former opposition lawmakers who 
took part in a gathering to support leading opposi-
tion MP Bader Al-Dahoum around two weeks ago. 
After interrogating them over complaints filed by 
the interior ministry, the public prosecution ordered 
the release of the activists, provided each of them 
pays KD 100 in bail pending further investigation. 

The activists refused to pay the bail money, and as 
a result, the prosecution ordered them detained at the 
central investigation department. As the situation was 

heading for a major showdown between the govern-
ment and the opposition, HH the Prime Minister Sheikh 
Sabah Al-Khaled Al-Sabah said the “political leader-
ship” ordered that the complaints be withdrawn. 

Sheikh Sabah said the leadership stressed the 
need for cooperation between the government and 
the National Assembly, whose relations have been 
rocked by confrontations since the Assembly was 
elected in December. Relations worsened after the 
constitutional court on Sunday stripped Dahoum, a 
leading government critic, of his Assembly member-
ship for being convicted in a court ruling seven 
years ago for insulting the Amir. 

Dahoum and the opposition criticized the court 
verdict as political and charged it breached the 
country’s laws and the constitution. Opposition MPs 
have vowed to amend laws they described as unde-
mocratic to ensure that such verdicts are not issued 
in the future. They also vowed to submit three 
grillings against the prime minister and also stressed 
to declare non-cooperation with him. 

It was not immediately known if the government’s 
action of withdrawing the complaints will improve 
relations with the legislature and reduce tensions.  
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KUWAIT: Policemen check the curfew passes of motorists at a checkpoint on Fourth Ring 
Road. — Photo by Yasser Al-Zayyat

ZHANGYE, China: A farmer sprays pesticide over a field on a polluted day in north-
western China’s Gansu province yesterday. — AFP 

Russian freediver Alexei Molchanov reacts after setting a new Guinness World 
Record for plunging 80 m in the icy waters of Lake Baikal yesterday. — AFP

PARIS: Deadly small particle pollu-
tion in dozens of nations exceeded 
World Health Organization recom-
mendations last year despite COVID 
lockdowns, according to a report 
released yesterday. The partial or 
complete shutdown of transport and 
industry for months at a time in 2020 
reduced average levels of so-called 
PM2.5 pollution across the world, 
including in major cities, the IQAir 

quality report found. 
Concentrations of the life-shorten-

ing particles - cast off by traffic pollu-
tion and burning fossil fuels - dropped 
11 percent in Beijing, 13 percent in 
Chicago, 15 percent in New Delhi, 16 
percent in London, and 16 percent in 
Seoul. At least 60 percent of India’s 
cities were more breathable last year 
than in 2019, and all of them had 
cleaner air than in 2018. 

“Many parts of the world experi-
enced unprecedented - but short-
lived - improvements in air quality in 
2020,” said Lauri Myllyvirta, lead 
analyst at the Centre for Research on 
Energy and Clean Air (CREA) and co-
author of the report. 
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Pollution high  
despite 2020 
lockdowns

HALABJA, Iraq: Hawker Saber is one of the sur-
vivors of the chemical attack Saddam Hussein 
ordered on the Kurdish town of Halabja 33 years 
ago but he needs a respirator to stay alive. Saber, 
who is hooked to the machine for more than 20 
hours a day, was just three at the time but he still 
has terrible memories of March 16, 1988. On that 
day, for five hours, Iraq’s air force rained down a 

deadly cocktail of chemical weapons, including 
mustard gas, on Halabja in the mountains of north-
eastern Iraq, according to experts.  

In retribution for Kurdish peshmerga fighters 
backing Iran in its eight-year war with Iraq, around 
5,000 Iraqi Kurds, the majority women and chil-
dren, were killed in the largest ever chemical 
weapons attack on civilians. The attack still haunts 
Halabja as its residents, now estimated at around 
200,000, still fight for justice, care for the ill and 
hunt for missing relatives. 

“There are still 486 people who are seriously ill 
from the chemical attack in Halabja,” Loqman 
Abdelqader, president of an association for victims 
of the attack, told AFP.  
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Iraq chemical  
attack victims 
seek justice

HALABJA: Swiba Mohammed, a victim of the Halabja 
chemical attack in 1988, poses for a picture on 
March 13, 2021. — AFP 

MOSCOW: Russian freediver Alexei 
Molchanov claimed to have set a 
new Guinness World Record yester-
day after plunging 80 m in the icy 
waters of Lake Baikal in Siberia. 
Clad in blue diving gear, Molchanov 
dropped into a hole in the Baikal ice 
before coming back up smil ing, 
winking and forming the OK sign 
with his hand, video footage showed. 
His team claimed it was the deepest 
ever freedive under ice.  

“I would like to dedicate this new 
record to this amazing place where 
we are now. Baikal is a unique natural 
phenomenon and a living organism, 
which is important to preserve for 
future generations,” the 34-year-old 
freediver said in a statement. Igor 
Kobzev, governor of the Siberian 
region of Irkutsk where part of Lake 
Baikal is located, said on Instagram 
that the water was a chilly 3 degrees 
Celsius. “With his dives, Alexei draws 
attention to environmental issues and 
the purity of water. What he’s doing 
deserves respect,” the governor 
wrote. 

Lake Baikal, the largest and deep-
est freshwater lake in the world, has 
been suffering from increased algae  
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Russian sets  
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icy plunge


