
WASHINGTON: The United States drug regulator
authorized the Pfizer-BioNTech vaccine for children
aged 12-15 as the country aims to speed up its COVID-
19 recovery, but the huge outbreak in India persisted
with known coronavirus deaths approaching 250,000
yesterday. With some wealthy nations easing restric-
tions thanks to rapid inoculation drives but many others
struggling to secure doses, the head of the World Health
Organization slammed so-called “vaccine diplomacy”
and called for cooperation without strings attached.
Among those under pressure to do more for poorer
countries is the United States, where more than 115 mil-
lion people have been fully vaccinated and authorities
have started to ease curbs to help with the recovery of
the world’s biggest economy.

Those efforts got another boost Monday when the
US Food and Drug Administration authorized the Pfizer
shot for 12- to 15-year-olds. “This is a promising devel-
opment in our fight against the virus,” said President
Joe Biden. The US Centers for Disease Control said its
advisory committee will now meet to discuss a recom-
mendation for this age group.

The move has been criticized, however, by some
public health experts who say these doses would be
better used in other countries where highly vulnerable
people are still waiting for vaccines, instead of a low-
risk group in the United States. The head of the
European Medicines Agency said Monday that the EU
could also soon approve the Pfizer-BioNTech jab for
the 12-15 age group, as early as this month as several
nations on the continent aim to revive their economies.

Ireland on Monday lifted domestic travel restric-
tions and Greece opened nursery, elementary and
middle schools ahead of kicking off the tourism season
from May 14. But Spain, which at the weekend lifted a
six-month state of emergency and allowed travel
between regions, sounded a note of caution after joy-

ful crowds celebrated in the streets without masks or
social distancing.

“The virus threat still exists,” Justice Minister Juan
Carlos Campo wrote in El Pais, urging Spaniards to
behave “responsibly.” Spain was one of the nations
hardest hit in the first months of the pandemic, which
has so far claimed more than 3.3 million lives worldwide.

India outbreak worries 
The death toll in India, suffering from one of the

worst outbreaks in the world, approached 250,000
yesterday-a number experts warn is much lower than
the actual figures. The surge appeared to be easing in
major cities. But reports from rural areas suggested the
virus is rampaging through India’s vast hinterland, home
to around two-thirds of its 1.3 billion people and where
access to healthcare is limited.

As many as 45 bodies washed up on the banks of the
Ganges river near the border between Bihar and Uttar
Pradesh-two of India’s poorest states. Locals suggested
to AFP that people were putting the bodies of relatives
who had died of COVID-19 into the river because they
could not afford wood for funeral pyres or because cre-
matoriums were overwhelmed. While some people even
in normal times prefer to immerse bodies in the river
rather than cremate them, the Times of India quoted an
unnamed police officer as saying there has been a surge
in the number of floating bodies found recently.

The WHO has warned that the B.1.617 variant
spreading in India appears to be more contagious, clas-
sifying it as a “variant of concern at the global level.”

‘Vaccine diplomacy’ 
The head of the WHO on Monday slammed nations

for using COVID-19 vaccines as a tool for “geopolitical
maneuvering,” saying the world needed transparent
cooperation instead of competition. “Vaccine diplomacy
is not cooperation,” Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus told
reporters. He was responding to a question about alle-
gations that countries such as Russia and China have
donated large quantities of their homegrown vaccines
to desperate nations in exchange for market access and
influence. And there were fresh concerns about the
upcoming Tokyo Olympics, already delayed by a year,
as Japanese superstar Naomi Osaka said she was “not
really sure” the coronavirus-hit event should go ahead.

Tokyo and other parts of Japan are currently under a
coronavirus state of emergency, and doubts are swirling
about the ability of organizers to stage the Games safe-
ly. And in Hong Kong, authorities abandoned a plan to
make vaccines mandatory for foreign domestic workers,
mostly poor women from the Philippines and Indonesia.
Manila’s top diplomat had said the proposal “smacked
of discrimination.” — AFP 
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News in brief
British activist cleared in Thailand

BANGKOK: A rights activist hit with almost a
decade of lawsuits after raising concerns about
labor conditions at a Thai pineapple company
received a court decision yesterday clearing him in
the final case against him. Andy Hall faced a series
of defamation charges after contributing to a 2012
report on alleged poor working conditions, low
wages and child labor at Natural Fruit’s factory. In
2016 the Briton was found guilty of criminal
defamation and given a suspended three-year
prison sentence before the conviction was over-
turned in June last year. The company later launched
a 300-million-baht ($9.6 million) civil defamation
case but dropped the case before it went to trial last
year. — AFP

Taiwan bans large events 

TAIPEI: Taiwan yesterday banned large gatherings
after a cluster of local infections prompted authori-
ties to raise the coronavirus alert level in a place
with one of the world’s best pandemic responses.
The self-ruled island has been hailed as a global
leader in containing the COVID-19 pandemic with
just 1,210 confirmed cases, 12 deaths and minimal
social distancing needed once the initial outbreak
was quelled. Last year Taiwan recorded 253 straight
days without any local infections. But in recent
weeks a small but growing outbreak involving the
staff of Taipei-based China Airlines (CAL) and a
Novotel airport hotel has sparked alarm. — AFP

China blasts Danish conference 

COPENHAGEN: China yesterday blasted a
democracy conference in Copenhagen attended by
Taiwan’s president and a Hong Kong activist along-
side Danish government officials this week, qualify-
ing it a “political farce”. The Copenhagen
Democracy Summit was held Monday and yester-
day in the Danish capital and organized by the
Alliance of Democracies, an organization targeted
by Beijing sanctions in March and founded by for-
mer NATO boss Anders Fogh Rasmussen. In addi-
tion to Taiwan’s President Tsai Ing-wen and Hong
Kong democracy activist Nathan Law, Danish
Foreign Minister Jeppe Kofod also participated in
the forum by video link, which Beijing said violated
“the one-China principle.” — AFP

Uzbekistan jails anti-graft blogger 

TASHKENT, Uzbekistan: A court in Uzbekistan
has sentenced a blogger known for speaking out on
corruption to 6.5 years in jail on extortion and libel
charges, his lawyer told AFP yesterday. The case of
Otabek Sattoriy, a popular video blogger from the
southern town of Termez in the Central Asian coun-
try, was widely viewed as a test for authorities who
according to rights groups have been clamping
down on free speech ahead of a leadership election
in October.  A court in the southern Surkhondaryo
region sentenced Sattoriy to six years and six
months in jail on Monday, lawyer Umidbek Davlatov
told AFP, calling the verdict “completely unfair” and
pledging to appeal.  — AFP

Moscow rejects US ransomware claims

MOSCOW: Russia yesterday rejected US accusa-
tions that a Russia-based group was behind a ran-
somware attack that forced the shutdown of the
largest oil pipeline in the eastern United States. “We
categorically reject the baseless fabrications of indi-
vidual journalists and reiterate that Russia does not
conduct ‘malicious’ activity in the virtual space,” the
Russian embassy in the United States said in a
statement. On Monday, US President Joe Biden said
there was no evidence of Russian government
involvement in the cyberattack on the US fuel
pipeline but said there were indications the ran-
somware was “in Russia.” — AFP

Pfizer shot gets US nod for 12-15
year olds as India outbreak rages

MIAMI, Florida: Sylvia March, from Argentina, gets a
Pfizer-BioNtech COVID-19 vaccination from a health-
care worker at Miami International Airport in Miami,
Florida. — AFP

Wealthy nations ease curbs, but many others struggle to secure doses

SOLOK: Rescuers retrieving bodies after a landslide at a gold mine in south Solok, West Sumatra province yes-
terday, where at least seven people were killed and one reported missing. — AFP

Chinese hunt for 
leopard, dangle 
chickens as bait
SHANGHAI: Residents in a Chinese city were warned
to stay indoors as authorities released flocks of chick-
ens as bait to track down a leopard that escaped from
a safari park, state media reported yesterday. The leafy
lakeside city of Hangzhou has been on edge since late
last week, when residents began spotting leopards
roaming around local hills covered in forest and tea
plantations. The leopard is one of three that escaped
on April 19 — the other two have since been recap-
tured-a lapse that police said was concealed by the
Hangzhou Safari Park’s management for nearly three
weeks to avoid hurting its visitor numbers during a
long holiday last week.

The incident has unleashed a torrent of Chinese
internet posts savaging the park for endangering the
public, and lamenting the abysmal safety and animal-
welfare record of the country’s chaotic zoos and
wildlife parks. Public outrage has also been fanned by
footage of one of the big cats being mauled in a forest
by a pack of fierce hunting dogs, and another showing
one of the recaptured leopards with part of its hind
foot missing.

The first leopard was quietly recaptured by the
park on April 21, and the second last Friday by a far
larger government search organized as news of the
escapes went viral. But the remaining feline has so far
eluded the thousands of search personnel using track-
er dogs, powered parachutes, and armed with drones
and night-vision and heat-detection equipment.—AFP

Seven killed in 
landslide at 
Indonesia mine
JAKARTA: At least seven people were killed and one
reported missing after a landslide at an Indonesian gold
mine, authorities said yesterday. Torrential rains trig-
gered a landslide on Monday, inundating the mine with
mud mixed with stones and debris in South Solok
regency, West Sumatra, said the local emergency
department head Fikri, who like many Indonesians goes
by one name. In a statement, the department said “at
least seven killed and one is missing”.

Rescuers managed to save nine survivors from the
mud and were combing the area to find the missing min-

er, Fikri said. “Initially, rescuers were having difficulties
to evacuate victims to a rescue vehicle because the ter-
rain at the site was challenging,” Fikri said, but in the
end all survivors went to hospital for emergency treat-
ment. The disaster occurred just two weeks after anoth-
er landslide hit the Chinese-backed Batang Toru
hydropower project in North Sumatra, killing 10 people.
Three people were still missing when rescuers ended
their search last week.

Fatal landslides and flash floods are common across
the country during the rainy season. Last month, more
than 200 people were killed in a cluster of far-eastern
islands and neighboring Timor Leste as Tropical
Cyclone Seroja turned small communities into waste-
lands of mud and uprooted trees.

Indonesia’s disaster agency estimates 125 million
people-nearly half of the country’s population-live in
areas at risk of landslides. The disasters are often
caused by deforestation and poor mitigation planning,
according to environmentalists. — AFP

HK scraps mandatory 
vaccines for foreign 
domestic workers
HONG KONG: Hong Kong yesterday scrapped a plan
to make coronavirus vaccines mandatory for foreign
domestic workers after the proposal sparked an outcry
and a diplomatic tussle.

But authorities ordered all foreign helpers to under-
go another round of mandatory testing, triggering
renewed criticism from the Philippines. Health officials
planned to roll out mandatory inoculations for the
370,000 domestic workers in the city, mostly poorly
paid women from the Philippines and Indonesia.

Those wanting to apply for work visas-or renew
their current ones-would need to show they had
received two doses. But on Tuesday city leader Carrie
Lam announced a U-turn. 

“The government has decided not to request
mandatory vaccination when helpers renew their con-
tracts,” she said, adding the decision had been made

after meetings with officials from the Philippines and
Indonesia. Philippine foreign affairs secretary Teodoro
Locsin had previously said the initial proposal
“smacked of discrimination”.

Hong Kong health officials announced the mandatory
vaccination plan and the testing of all domestic workers
last month after two were found to be infected with one
of the more virulent strains of the coronavirus. They said
domestic workers were “high risk” because they often
work with the elderly and meet in parks on Sundays-
usually their one day off a week.

Labour groups representing domestic workers said
they felt they were being singled out, noting that the
families they worked for-as well as locals working in
environments such as care homes-were not required to
get vaccinated. They also pointed out that wealthier for-
eign migrants such as the city’s white-collar financial
workers were not forced to get vaccines when out-
breaks of the coronavirus were traced to their well-
heeled districts.

The last round of compulsory testing saw long
queues form at facilities across the city. Three coron-
avirus cases were uncovered over nine days.  Yesterday,
Lam said all non-vaccinated helpers would be ordered
to undergo a second round of testing by the end of the
month.—AFP

Rescuers searching leopards which escaped from a
wild park in Hangzhou, in China’s eastern Zhejiang
province. — AFP

Panic, prayers: 
The day John 
Paul II was shot
PARIS: Saint Peter’s Square in Rome was packed with
20,000 faithful hoping to catch a glimpse of John Paul
II on that fateful May afternoon 40 years ago.
Suddenly as his open white Fiat “Popemobile” eased
through the crowd, the pontiff collapsed-shot at close
range by a far-right Turkish nationalist whose motives
remain mysterious to this day. 

At 5:41 pm on May 13, 1981 AFP flashed: “Pope
John Paul II wounded by two gun shots.” The 60-year-
old Karol Wojtyla was immediately rushed to hospital.
He was hit in the abdomen, left hand and right arm.
Two women in the Polish-born pope’s entourage were
also hurt. Rome was gripped by panic. Paramedics,
police and journalists rushed to the scene and to the
hospital.

Italian authorities quickly confirmed the shooter —
23-year-old Mehmet Ali Agca-had been arrested and
that his weapon was a Browning handgun. His accom-
plice-another Turk-Oral Celik fled and was arrested a
few years later in France for drug trafficking and then
extradited to Italy.

Wildly popular 
The news set off a frenzy around the world and

prayers flooded in for the first-ever Slavic pope.
Elected in 1978, the charismatic Jean Paul II had made

several international trips that turned into massive
media events and proved wildly popular.  His insis-
tence on direct contact with the faithful-taking chil-
dren in his arms and allowing people to touch him-was
completely new, but complicated the work of his secu-
rity team.

The atmosphere at the Vatican that day was “unreal
and mind-blowing” according to one AFP journalist.
Worried Catholics gathered in St Peter’s Square
repeated Vatican Radio prayers blasting out from
loudspeakers as police choppers flew low above them.

One woman in the crowd cried out everyone’s
worst fear: “The pope is dead.” But the famously tough
John Paul II was out of the woods-no vital organ had
been affected and he came through the critical surgery
lasting nearly six hours.—AFP

In this file photo, Pope John Paul II waves to the
crowd in Paris during his official visit in France on
May 30, 1980. — AFP


