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GENEVA: The World Health Organization warned
Friday that efforts to uncover the COVID-19 pan-
demic’s origins were being hampered by politics,
insisting scientists needed space to work on solv-
ing the mystery. “We would ask that we separate
the science from the politics, and let us get on with
finding the answers that we need in a proper, posi-
tive atmosphere,” WHO emergencies chief Michael
Ryan told reporters. “This whole process is being
poisoned by politics,” he warned.  The UN health
agency has been facing intensifying pressure for a
new, more in-depth investigation of where
COVID-19 came from, but so far there is no time-
line for the next stage in the probe.

US President Joe Biden this week ordered the
US intelligence community to investigate whether
the COVID-19 virus first emerged in China from
an animal source or from a laboratory accident.
The move hints at growing impatience with wait-
ing for a conclusive WHO investigation into how
the pandemic that has killed more than 3.5 million
people worldwide began. During an ongoing
meeting of WHO member states, European Union
countries and a range of others also pressed for
clarity on the next steps in the organization’s
efforts to solve the mystery, seen as vital to
averting future pandemics.

‘No timeline’ 
But the UN health agency said earlier Friday it

was still waiting for recommendations from a team
of WHO technical experts on how to move forward.
“The technical team will prepare a proposal for the
next studies that will need to be carried out and
will present that to the director-general,” spokes-

woman Fadela Chaib told reporters. “He will then
work with member states about the next steps,” she
said, acknowledging “there is no timeline”.

The WHO finally managed to send a team of
independent, international experts to Wuhan in
January, more than a year after COVID-19 first
surfaced there in late 2019, to help probe the pan-
demic origins. But in their long-delayed report
published in late March, the international team and
their Chinese counterparts drew no firm conclu-
sions, instead ranking a number of hypotheses
according to how likely they believed they were.

‘Impossible position’ 
The report said the virus jumping from bats to

humans via an intermediate animal was the most
probable scenario, while a theory involving the
virus leaking from a laboratory was “extremely
unlikely”. But the investigation and report have
faced criticism for lacking transparency and
access, and for not evaluating the lab-leak theory
more deeply-a mere 440 words of the report were
dedicated to discussing and dismissing it. WHO
director-general Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus
has also continued to insist that all theories remain
on the table and further investigation is needed.

Long dismissed as a right-wing conspiracy the-
ory, and vehemently rejected by Beijing, the idea
that COVID-19 emerged from a lab leak in Wuhan
in China has been gaining increasing momentum in
the United States. While not suggesting that a lab
leak was necessarily the source, a number of
prominent international scientists have said a
deeper, more scientific look at the theory was
needed. “Every country and every entity is free to

pursue their own particular theories of origin... It’s
a free world,” Ryan said.

But he complained that the discourse around
the origins search, and around WHO’s role in it,
was making it difficult to focus on the science.

“Putting WHO in a position like it has been put in
is very unfair to the science we’re trying to carry
out,” he said. “It puts us, as an organization,
frankly in an impossible position to deliver the
answers that the world wants.” —AFP

Science should be separated from politics to find answers in positive atmosphere

COVID origins search ‘being 
poisoned by politics’: WHO

GENEVA: This file photo shows a sign of the World Health Organization (WHO) at the entrance of their head-
quarters in Geneva amid the COVID-19 coronavirus outbreak. —AFP

HK activist Chan 
says jail will make
him ‘a better man’
HONG KONG: Hong Kong democracy campaigner
Figo Chan wore an “Avengers” hoodie into court for
his jail sentence in a nod to his love of the comic
series and its tale of heroic redemption. He says
prison will make him a “better man”. Chan, 25, was
one of eight activists jailed on Friday for taking part in
2019’s huge pro-democracy protests, the latest in a
long line of democracy figures now behind bars. It
was a prospect Chan was sanguine about. “It’s better
for me to be jailed when I am still young,” he told AFP
ahead of his sentencing.

“I can do sports and train my muscles. Isn’t that
great? I will work out and read in jail then I will be a
better man when I am out.” Few would have been
surprised to see Chan chose to wear his beloved
“Avengers” hoodie to court. It was what he wore a
few weeks ago when he went into detention ahead

of his sentencing. The movie franchise’s story of
superheroes battling seemingly insurmountable odds
has always been popular in Hong Kong.

But it has taken on extra significance in recent
years, especially among younger generations, as
Beijing cracks down on freedoms. Hong Kong’s
democracy movement is on its knees. Most of its
leaders are under arrest, jailed or have fled overseas.
“I think we are at a low point,” Chan said. But he is
adamant Hong Kongers still want the right to choose
their leaders and will one day hit the streets again. “I
look forward to one day reading while I am in jail that
two million Hong Kongers marched,” he remarked.

From pride to politics 
Like so many of Hong Kong’s young pro-democ-

racy figures, Chan became an activist as a teenager.
He recalled beaming with patriotic fervor as a child
when Beijing held the 2008 Olympics. “I really
wanted to travel in mainland China and I believed I
was a proud Chinese person”.  But that patriotism
dissipated as he went through adulthood. “Nothing
can give me that recognition of (Chinese) identity
anymore,” he said.

Chan became a key figure within-and later led-
the Civil Human Rights Front, the group that organ-

ized some of the massive rallies that took place in
2019 which hundreds of thousands of Hong
Kongers attended. The CHRF was not a radical
organization and was far removed from the masked
front l iners who routinely battled police. It
espoused non-violence and always sought permis-
sion for its marches.—AFP

HONG KONG: Pro-democracy activist Figo Chan (cen-
ter) gestures as he walks to a Hong Kong Correctional
Services van before being driven to the District Court
in Hong Kong on Friday. —AFP

Coronavirus sweeps
through Thailand’s
overcrowded prisons
BANGKOK: A coronavirus surge sweeping through
Thailand’s prisons has thrown the spotlight on the king-
dom’s overcrowded penal system, where some inmates
have less space to sleep than the inside of a coffin. As
of yesterday, almost 25,000 people have tested posi-
tive inside jails, where inmates living cheek by jowl have
been encouraged to keep wearing their masks even
while they sleep. Authorities have floated plans to give
early releases to prisoners with underlying medical
conditions and have announced funding for more test-
ing and medical care in recent days. But former inmates
say those behind bars have been kept in the dark about
the seriousness of the outbreak. “Prisoners don’t have
the knowledge to protect themselves,” said Somyot
Prueksakasemsuk, a high-profile activist facing charges

under Thailand’s harsh royal defamation law.
Somyot was bailed last month and told AFP that he

had not been tested for COVID-19 once during his 10-
week stint in custody. He was not worried about con-
tracting the disease while in jail because he had no idea
about the level of risk. “But after this I’m so scared (for
everyone still inside) ... if you are inside the prison you are
at risk, it’s unavoidable,” he said. Thailand’s prison out-
break has skyrocketed from just 10 publicly announced
cases a month ago and sparked growing public concern
after a handful of prominent activists contracted the ill-
ness. Among them was student leader Panusaya “Rung”
Sithijirawattanakul, who helped lead a series of rallies last
year demanding political reforms in the kingdom, and
who tested positive after she was released on bail.

‘Less room than a coffin’ 
The Thai prison population stood at around 311,000

earlier this year, the International Federation for Human
Rights said-more than two and a half times the system’s
official capacity. Four inmates in every five are serving
time for drug charges because of harsh anti-narcotics
laws that can see offenders jailed for a decade for pos-

sessing just a few methamphetamine pills. Many cells
are so packed with bodies that some inmates only have
half a meter (less than two feet) of space. —AFP

BANGKOK: In this handout photo health workers
administer doses of vaccine for the COVID-19 coron-
avirus for inmates at Minburi Remand Prison in
Bangkok, amid a surge in cases of the virus in Thai
prisons. —AFP

News in brief

Canadian MP naked during telework 

OTTAWA: A Canadian MP has stepped down from
some of his duties and said he is seeking “assistance”
after being caught on camera urinating during a video
conference in Parliament, a month after appearing naked
in another virtual session.  “Last night, while attending
House of Commons proceedings virtually, in a non-pub-
lic setting, I urinated without realizing I was on camera,”
MP William Amos wrote on his Twitter account
Thursday night. “I am deeply embarrassed by my
actions and the distress they may have caused anybody
who witnessed them,” he added. “While accidental and
not visible to the public, this was completely unaccept-
able, and I apologize unreservedly.” —AFP 

Neighborhood in S China under lockdown 

BEIJING: A neighborhood in the southern Chinese city
of Guangzhou has been locked down as officials rush to
quell an uptick in cases in the area. The industrial hub
north of Hong Kong home to nearly 15 million people
has reported 20 new cases of the coronavirus in the past
week. A notice by the Guangzhou municipal health
bureau issued yesterday identified five streets in Liwan
district in the city center as “high-risk areas” and
ordered residents to stay indoors until door-to-door
testing is completed. Markets, schools and entertainment
venues in the area were shut. The city government has
rushed to conduct mass testing and about 700,000
people had been tested by Wednesday. —AFP 

Hamas fighters display weapons 

GAZA CITY: Thousands of Hamas fighters held a military
parade Friday in Rafah, in the southern Gaza Strip, a
week after a ceasefire with Zionist entity took effect in
the devastated coastal enclave. Holding weapons, the
masked members of the Ezzedine Al-Qassam Brigades,
the armed branch of Hamas-the Islamist group that runs
Gaza-paraded through the southern city, AFP reporters
said. Riding pick-up trucks, the fighters showed off a mil-
itary arsenal including rocket launchers and a drone as
groups of people, including women and children, cheered
them on. —AFP 

Remains of 215 children found 

OTTAWA: The remains of 215 children have been dis-
covered on the grounds of a former boarding school set
up more than a century ago to assimilate Canada’s
indigenous peoples, according to a local tribe. A spe-
cialist used ground-penetrating radar to confirm the
remains of the students who attended the school near
Kamloops, British Columbia, the Tk’emlups te
Secwepemc tribe said in a statement late Thursday.
“Some were as young as three years old,” said chief
Rosanne Casimir, calling it “an unthinkable loss that was
spoken about but never documented” by school admin-
istrators. Its preliminary findings are expected to be
released in a report next month, she said. —AFP 

Malaysia announces national lockdown 

KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysia announced on Friday it
will impose a nationwide lockdown for the first time in
over a year as it battles a rapidly escalating coron-
avirus outbreak that has strained the country’s health-
care system. Officials believe more infectious variants
have contributed to the surge, as well as gatherings in
the Muslim-majority country during the holy month of
Ramadan and Eid El-Fitr holiday earlier this month.
After a new daily record of 8,290 infections Friday,
Prime Minister Muhyiddin Yassin’s office announced
the entire country would enter a “total lockdown”
from Tuesday. This involves the “complete shutdown of
all social and economic sectors”, with only businesses
deemed essential allowed to operate, it said in a state-
ment. The restrictions will be in place initially until
June 14. —AFP 

Delhi announces
‘very, very slow’ 
easing of lockdown
NEW DELHI: Indian authorities Friday announced a
tentative easing of the lockdown in the capital New
Delhi as coronavirus infections fall in major cities
after weeks of restrictions. Rural areas of the coun-
try are now seeing the brunt of a surge in cases that
has overwhelmed the health care system and killed
at least 160,000 people since the start of March.

Arvind Kejriwal, Delhi’s chief minister, said that from
Monday construction work and factories can
resume, “keeping the poorest section of our society,
the labourers and daily wage workers, in mind”. 

“We are starting the process of reopening
very, very slowly. We will reassess it after a
week based on experts and people’s opinions,”
he said. Daily infections reported across India
have more than halved from more than 400,000
earlier this month, according to official statis-
tics. Deaths per day have also fallen but by
much less, with 3,660 reported on Friday in the
previous 24 hours. This is widely seen as a
major underestimate. Delhi reported Friday
about 1,100 new infections, down from about

25,000 daily cases when the lockdown was
announced six weeks earlier.

Even as he announced reopening from Monday,
Kejriwal urged people of Delhi to “not step out of
your homes unnecessarily”. “This is a very sensitive
time and we have to function with full responsibility
so that we can together save our Delhi and our
country,” he said. The devastating surge was
blamed on new virus variants and the government
having allowed most activity to return to normal
including mass religious and political gatherings.
Coronavirus patients died in droves outside hospi-
tals or at home because of a lack of beds, medical
oxygen and drugs, prompting a flood of desperate
pleas on social media.—AFP

Lanka faces marine 
disaster as waves of 
plastic wash ashore
NEGOMBO: Sri Lanka faces an unprecedented pollu-
tion crisis as waves of plastic waste from a burning
container ship hit the coast and threaten to devastate
the local environment, a top environment official
warned yesterday. Thousands of navy ratings using
mechanical diggers scooped tons of tiny plastic gran-
ules on the beaches that had come from the

Singapore-registered MV X-Press Pearl that has been
smoldering on the horizon for ten days. Sri Lanka’s
Marine Protection Authority (MEPA) said the
microplastic pollution could cause years of ecological
damage to the Indian Ocean island. “This is probably
the worst beach pollution in our history,” MEPA chair-
man Dharshani Lahandapura said.

The tiny polyethylene pellets threaten tourism
beaches and fish-breeding in shallow waters. Fishing
has been banned along an 80-kilometre (50-mile)
stretch of coast near the ship that has been burning for
10 days despite an international firefighting operation.
“There is smoke and intermittent flames seen from the
ship,” navy spokesman Captain Indika de Silva told
AFP. Orange-coloured plastic booms were set up in

case oil leaks from the crippled ship reaches the
Negombo lagoon that is famed for its crabs and jumbo
prawns. Thousands of small boats were beached at
Negombo Saturday because of the fishing ban.

Naval rating Manjula Dulanjala said his team had
almost cleared the beach on Friday evening, but were
shocked to find it covered again the following morning.
“This is like the coronavirus. No end in sight. We
removed all the plastic yesterday, only to see more of
it dumped by the waves overnight,” he said. The pel-
lets and waste were packed into green and white poly-
thene sacks and taken away by trucks. An officer lead-
ing another team said that in certain parts of the beach
the microplastics and charred debris was 60 centime-
ters (two feet) deep. —AFP


