
BRUSSELS: The European Union will look for ways
to end its vaccine struggles at a summit yesterday, as a
COVID-19 surge takes the death toll in Brazil past
300,000. A crucial tool in the fight against the pan-
demic, vaccines were in the spotlight again with As-
traZeneca revising down the efficacy of its shot from 79
to 76 percent after a US agency raised concerns about
outdated numbers.

AstraZeneca’s jab is also at the center of the EU’s vac-
cine woes, with an infuriated Brussels tightening export
controls after the firm failed to deliver the doses it had
promised to the bloc. EU leaders will meet via videocon-
ference to discuss AstraZeneca supplies, as well as new
vaccine export rules that will weigh how needy countries
are in terms of infection rates, how many jabs they have,
and how readily they export doses to the bloc.

“Open roads should run in both directions,” said Eu-
ropean Commission chief Ursula von der Leyen.

Britain, which has raced ahead with its immunization
drive, is seen as one of the targets of the new export rules
after a bitter spat over vaccine supplies. UK Prime Min-
ister Boris Johnson warned that the EU risked long-term
damage to its reputation if it imposed “a blockade”.

‘Locked up’ 
Governments are trying to ramp up vaccinations, rac-

ing against the virus which is surging once again in many

parts of the world. Brazil’s COVID-19 death toll passed
300,000 on Wednesday, the second-highest number of
fatalities in the world, with its hospitals pushed to the
brink. At a demonstration in Rio de Janeiro marking
300,000 virus deaths in Brazil, protesters held signs that
read “Shame” and laid 30 roses on symbolic patient beds
in front of a hospital. Mexico, another hard-hit Latin
American nation, neared 200,000 deaths, as authorities
pressed on with a vaccination program.

“How have we spent (the pandemic)? Locked up,” said
Miguel Molina, 75, who got a jab in Mexico City. “I have
(spent) a year and three months locked up, without going
out. This is the first time I go out. 

British-Swedish drugmaker AstraZeneca on Wednes-
day revised down by three percentage points the effec-
tiveness of its COVID vaccine after American authorities
raised concerns that results reported from its US trial
were outdated.  The company now says its vaccine is 76
rather than 79 percent effective at preventing any kind of
symptomatic COVID.  It remains 100 percent effective
against severe COVID, it added. The move came after an
independent panel of experts appointed to supervise the
trial expressed concern that AstraZeneca had failed to in-
clude updated data in its initially released figure. The US
National Institutes of Health then issued a highly unusual
statement asking AstraZeneca to work with the panel and
issue a new press release. —AFP
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EU races to catch up on vaccines 
as Brazil deaths cross 300,000

AstraZeneca says vaccine 76% effective in updated US trial data

MEXICO CITY: An elderly woman in a wheelchair is assisted before getting vaccinated with a dose of
the Pfizer-BioNTech vaccine against COVID-19 at the vaccination center set up at the University City
Exhibition Center and Congress in Coyoacan, Mexico City on Wednesday. — AFP

India’s daily virus
cases cross 50,000 
NEW DELHI: India recorded more than 50,000 new
coronavirus cases yesterday for the first time since No-
vember as a new wave of infections takes hold a year
after one of the world’s tightest COVID-19 lockdowns
was imposed. The government and Indian vaccine giant
the Serum Institute meanwhile declined to comment on
reports that New Delhi is restricting exports to prioritize
domestic needs for its faltering inoculation drive.

The nation of 1.3 billion people was this month over-
taken by Brazil as the second-most infected country after
cases dipped in December and January from a peak of
nearly 100,000 per day in September. But recent weeks
have seen an uptick, with health ministry data yesterday
showing almost 54,000 new infections over the previous
24 hours. India’s strict lockdown has been steadily eased
over the past year and in recent months most activity, in-
cluding weddings, religious festivals and some cricket
matches, returned to normal.

Now many regions are reimposing curbs, particularly
in the hard-hit western state of Maharashtra where offi-
cials have launched random virus checks in crowded
areas in the local capital Mumbai.

“Just to enter a mall, you have to give 250 rupees
($3.50) over here, (and) that too with a queue of one
hour,” said Mumbai resident Mohit Jain as he lined up to
enter a shopping mall. “It will cause a lot of inconven-
ience for the malls as well as for the customers also,” he
said. The country’s known coronavirus cases are ap-
proaching 12 million, with more than 160,000 deaths.

The health ministry said Wednesday that the variants
first detected in Britain, South Africa and Brazil have
been found in India, but not in “numbers sufficient to ei-
ther establish (a) direct relationship or explain the rapid
increase in cases in some states”.

India meanwhile has administered more than 53 mil-
lion vaccine shots. This week, it decided to allow all over-
45s to be inoculated as it attempts to vaccinate 300
million people by August. India is a major vaccine sup-
plier to poorer nations, having so far sent more than 60
million doses to 76 countries, mostly AstraZeneca shots
manufactured by the Serum Institute.

The Hindustan Times newspaper reported yesterday
citing unnamed sources that there will be no expansion
of vaccine exports while India focuses on ramping up its
domestic immunization drive. — AFP

NEW DELHI: A medical worker inoculates a man with the
Covaxin COVID-19 vaccine at a health center in New Delhi
yesterday. — AFP

Belarus opposition 
to restart protests 
as crackdown widens
MINSK: The opposition in Belarus called for fresh demonstrations yester-
day to breathe life into a protest movement against strongman Alexander
Lukashenko that fizzled this winter in the face of a severe crackdown. 

Rallies erupted in the ex-Soviet country last August after President
Lukashenko claimed a sixth term in a vote the opposition and Western diplo-
mats said was rigged. Demonstrations took place weekly and lasted for months,
ballooning to crowds of some 100,000 at their peak, with Lukashenko’s iron
grip on the country of around 10 million people appearing to weaken.

But the movement was gradually stifled, with mass detentions that resulted
in hundreds claiming torture in custody. Several protesters died during the
months of unrest and convictions over violations of public order have seen
more than 400 people receive lengthy jail sentences.

Now Lukashenko’s main challenger in the August vote, exiled opposition
leader Svetlana Tikhanovskaya, is hoping to spark new energy for protests
as winter gives way to spring. “The whole world believes in you,” she wrote
on her Telegram channel Tuesday, calling on Belarusians to “take the future”
in their hands and “demonstrate this spring”. The resumption of the protests
will coincide with Freedom Day in Belarus, which the opposition marks each
year on the anniversary of the country’s declaration of independence in 1918.

The Nexta Telegram channel, which mobilized and coordinated demon-
strators over the six months of rallies, called on drivers to sound their horns
and for people to set off fireworks in the evening. Tikhanovskaya, who fled
to neighboring EU member state Lithuania as a crackdown began after the
August vote, has lobbied foreign governments to support her call for new
elections in Belarus. — AFP 


