
BELGRADE: Packed bars, few masks and almost
no restrictions-in Serbia it seems the pandemic is
over. But it’s a cruel illusion, as the Balkan country
currently tops the global charts for infection rates.
Despite having a variety of jabs available, the coun-
try’s vaccination drive stalled after just over 40 per-
cent of its seven-million population were inoculat-
ed. Serbia has been averaging more than 6,500
cases a day over the past two weeks, according to
AFP data, an infection rate of almost 93.5 per
100,000 people-by far the highest in the world.

Although wearing a mask indoors and social dis-
tancing are mandatory, there is little or no enforce-
ment. Following the rules is down to individual
choice. “I’m not bothered about the virus, I had it
last year, it wasn’t a big deal,” 20-year economy
student Marko told AFP while sitting in a crowded
Belgrade bar. Doctors have urged the government

to impose strict measures, such as limiting the
opening hours of non-essential businesses and
introducing a vaccine pass that would limit social
activities of those who are yet to receive the jab.

‘Pure survival mode’ 
After juggling the idea for weeks, Prime Minister

Ana Brnabic finally dismissed it, claiming there was
no way to impose discipline. “Passes are impossible
to control, just as it’s impossible to control wearing
masks indoors,” Brnabic said during a recent tele-
vised press conference. “We have a cure for this...
and that is vaccination.” Serbia’s leading epidemiol-
ogist Predrag Kon-a member of a government-
appointed pandemic task force-was incredulous at
the refusal to bring in tighter measures. “I can’t

comprehend what I just listened to,” he said after a
crisis meeting of the task force, accusing decision-
makers of “obstruction”.

Rade Panic, who leads a doctor’s union, links the
government’s reluctance to enforce tough measures
to elections due next spring and the widespread
influence of vaccine sceptics. “The anti-vaxxers
created a problem, but the government does not
want to tackle it because of the elections,” Panic
told AFP. “The message is that we are all on our
own... We are in pure survival mode.” AFP asked the
government for an interview but received no reply.

‘It’s a battlefield’ 
On top of issues of enforcement, Serbia has also

struggled to get young people inoculated.
According to the prime minister, only 22 percent of
those aged between 18 and 30 have been jabbed so
far. Health passes have helped encourage young
people to roll up their sleeves in countries including

France, but Brnabic believes Serbian youngsters are
different. “Once they hear of someone forging the
pass to get into a bar or a nightclub, it would
become cool and all young people would try to
prove that they could do it,” she said. Panic, who
works as an anaesthesiologist in a COVID hospital,
said doctors were “overwhelmed” and labeled
Brnabic “a dilettante”. “It’s a battlefield out there,
both for the dying patients and the exhausted doc-
tors,” he said.

Serbia initially got off to a strong start with
vaccines-securing enough jabs from both East
and West to invite foreigners to come to receive
the vaccine. It announced it would become the
first European country to produce Chinese-made
Sinopharm jab and has also been given approval
to start manufacturing the Russian Sputnik V
vaccine. Serbia was also one of the first countries
in the world to offer the booster shot to the gen-
eral public. — AFP 
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News in brief

Three dead, baby missing 

BOGOTA: Three people have died and an
eight-month-old baby is missing after a ship-
wreck off Panama’s border, Colombian offi-
cials said, near a route frequented by migrants
attempting to reach the United States. The
boat travelled from Colombia’s Necocli
municipality where some 20,000 people -
mostly Haitians - are waiting to be legally
transferred to the Colombian-Panamanian
border. A 650 daily cap on arrivals, agreed
between the two nations, means that migrants
often turn to illegal vessels to make the per-
ilous journey. “With deep sadness, we
received the news of three dead and a missing
8-month-old baby,” Ombudsman Carlos
Camargo tweeted Monday, without specifying
the nationality of the deceased. “So far it is
unknown how many people have been res-
cued,” he said, adding that witnesses say the
boat was overcrowded.  — AFP

Plane hits houses; 2 die

LOS ANGELES: A small plane crashed into a
residential area of a California city on Monday,
killing at least two people as a blaze devoured
two houses and several vehicles. Aerial footage
showed firefighters hosing down the charred
remains of the residences in Santee, a suburb
of San Diego. A burned out delivery truck was
also seen on a nearby street corner. Fox 5 San
Diego reported the plane was a twin-engine
Cessna 340, a six-seat aircraft that had
departed from Yuma, Arizona an hour earlier.
There was no sign of the plane’s remains from
the aerial footage. Fire official Justin
Matsushita said at least two people had died in
the incident. “It’s a pretty brutal scene for our
guys and we’re trying to comb through it,” he
told reporters. Neighbors spoke of the whine
of a falling plane followed by a loud “boom” as
it crashed. — AFP 

New #EndSARS protests

LAGOS: Nigerian police in Lagos on Monday
warned against any protests planned to mark
the anniversary of the mass #EndSARS rallies
that rocked Africa’s most populous country a
year ago. The #EndSARS movement began in
October 2020 initially over abuses by the noto-
rious SARS anti-robbery squad but grew into
the largest anti-government protests in
Nigeria’s modern history. Lagos Police
Commissioner Hakeem Odumosu gave the
warning about protests on Monday after
receiving intelligence about “clandestine plans
by some youths, individuals or groups to
embark on a protest today”. “To forestall
breakdown of law and order, the police will use
all legitimate means within their constitutional
powers to suppress the planned protest,” he
said in a statement. — AFP 

Fifteen migrants drown 

TRIPOLI: Fifteen migrants drowned after
two boats capsized off Libya in the latest
“tragic loss of life” on the perilous sea route
to Europe, the UN refugee agency said late
Monday. “Bodies of 15 persons recovered as
2 boats arrived at Tripoli Naval Base this
evening,” UNHCR Libya tweeted. “The pas-
sengers had set off from Zwara and Alkhoms
the night before,” it added. The agency said
177 survivors were receiving aid and medical
attention from the UNHCR and its partners.
It tweeted images showing survivors arriving
at the base, huddled under blankets. The
incident is the latest in a series of ship-
wrecks and deaths off the coast of the North
African country. Libya is a major point of
departure for desperate migrants seeking to
reach Europe, many of  them from sub-
Saharan African countries. Tens of thousands
board unseaworthy boats every year in
attempts to reach Italian shores 300 kilome-
ters away. — AFP 

Strong quake strikes off Crete

ATHENS: A powerful 6.3-magnitude earth-
quake struck off the Greek island of Crete yes-
terday, the Athens Observatory said, with initial
media reports suggesting no one was hurt. The
quake-the second strong tremor to hit Greece’s
largest island in just over two weeks-struck at
0924 GMT with an epicenter in the sea 405
kilometers southeast of Athens and 24 kilome-
ters from the village of Zakros, the Observatory
said in a statement. It had a depth of less than
nine kilometers, the observatory said. Local
media said it was felt on Crete and on the
Dodecanese islands in the Aegean Sea, with
worried residents gathering on the street. The
neighboring island of Karpathos was shaken by
a 4.5-magnitude undersea quake minutes later.
“The epicenter is in the sea, far from inhabited
places,” Greek seismologist Gerassimos
Papadopoulos told Skai radio. — AFP 

BELGRADE: People wearing protective face masks ride a bus in Belgrade amid the COVID-19 (novel coronavirus)
pandemic. — AFP 

Pro-Iran groups 
denounce Iraq’s 
election as scam
BAGHDAD: Two days after Iraq’s leg-
islative election, pro-Iranian Shiite
Muslim parties and armed groups yes-
terday denounced early poll results
suggesting waning support as “manip-
ulation” and a “scam”. Sunday’s parlia-
mentary election-the fifth in the war-
scarred country since the US-led inva-
sion and overthrow of dictator Saddam
Hussein in 2003 - was marked by a
record low turnout of 41 percent.
Parties representing Iraq’s Shiite
Muslim majority have dominated Iraqi
politics since the aftermath of the inva-
sion, but early results from Sunday’s
vote deepened a rift between powerful
factions within that camp. 

According to preliminary results
from the electoral commission, the
biggest winner appeared to be the
movement of Shiite cleric and political
maverick Moqtada Sadr, which
increased its lead to 73 of the assem-
bly’s 329 seats. Losses were booked
by pro-Iranian Shiite parties with links
to the armed groups that make up the

paramilitary network known as
Hashed Al-Shaabi, or Popular
Mobilisation forces.

The Fatah (Conquest) Alliance, pre-
viously the second largest bloc in par-
liament, suffered a sharp decline from
48 to only about a dozen seats,
according to observers and results
compiled by AFP. “We will appeal
against the results and we reject
them,” said a joint statement by sever-
al of the Shiite parties, including the
Fatah Alliance. “We will take all avail-
able measures to prevent the manipu-
lation of votes,” added the statement
also signed by the party of former
prime minister Haider Al-Abadi, who
served from 2014 to 2018.

‘Scam and rip-off’ 
One of Hashed’s most powerful fac-

tions, the Hezbollah Brigades, rejected
the election as “the biggest scam and
rip-off the Iraqi people have been sub-
jected to in modern history.” “The
Hashed Al-Shaabi brothers are the
main targets,” its spokesman Abu Ali
Al-Askari charged. The Hashed was
formed in 2014 and went on to play a
major role in the defeat of the Sunni-
extremist Islamic State group, which
had expanded its self-declared
“caliphate” centered in Syria and taken

over a third of Iraq. The Hashed has
since been integrated into Iraq’s state
security apparatus, and many lawmak-
ers linked to it were elected to parlia-
ment in 2018.

Prime Minister Mustafa Al-Kadhemi
brought forward the vote from 2022 to
appease a youth-led protest movement
that erupted two years ago against
graft, unemployment, crumbling public
services and Iranian influence in poli-

tics. Iraq is a major oil producer but
nearly a third of its almost 40 million
people live in poverty, according to UN
figures, and the COVID pandemic only
deepened a long-running economic
crisis. The protest movement ended
after hundreds of demonstrators were
killed. More activists have since been
targeted in bloodshed and abductions
which the movement blames on pro-
Iran armed groups. — AFP 

BAGHDAD: Supporters of Iraqi Shiite cleric Moqtada Al-Sadr celebrate in Baghdad’s
Tahrir square on October 11, 2021 following the announcement of parliamentary
elections’ results. — AFP 

Africa sets sights
on innovative
mRNA jab 
CAPE TOWN: South African biotech consortium is
working on a messenger RNA jab based on the
Moderna formula in a ground-breaking drive to end
Africa’s life-threatening lack of COVID vaccines. Cape
Town-based Afrigen Biologics and Vaccines is leading
a pilot project, backed by the UN’s World Health
Organization (WHO) and the COVAX initiative, which
seeks to tweak Moderna’s revolutionary drug.

The goal is an mRNA vaccine that suits poorer
countries in hot climates. It would be a tough, resilient
vaccine that would not need to be stored all the time
at ultra-cold temperatures-a hefty requirement in
places where power cuts are a problem. Africa is the
least vaccinated continent in the world. More than 10
months after the world’s first COVID shot was admin-
istered and nearly two years into the pandemic itself,
barely five percent of eligible Africans have been fully
immunized. 

The problem has exposed Africa’s huge depend-
ence on imported vaccines and its tech weakness
compared with Europe, China and the United States.
“The bitter lesson we’ve learnt throughout this pan-
demic is how Africa was almost 100-percent depend-
ent” on vaccines produced outside the continent,
Richard Mihigo, the WHO’s vaccination coordinator
in Africa said. Research and development at a 130-
million-rand ($8.7-million) facility started three
months ago, and talks are underway Moderna for a
licensing agreement to use the basic formula.

Tests within a year? 
Twenty-two scientists are working on the huge

challenges. The idea is to have a “super efficient and
safe (vaccine that) ... will have a different stability and
more suitable to be distributed at a temperature
which is feasible for Africa,” said Afrigen’s managing
director, Petro Terreblanche. “It will be developed for
maximum protection of the variants that is relevant
for the territories where variants are rapidly surfac-
ing,” she added. “What we are looking for is to have a
second-generation vaccine,” said Martin Friede of the
WHO’s Initiative for Vaccine Research.  “We have to
start with a Moderna look-alike and be as close to
Moderna as we can get,” he said. “It’s not a copy of
Moderna.” If all goes to plan, prototype shots will be
ready for clinical trials within a year. If those tests
show that the modified jab is safe and effective, vac-
cine producer Biovac, a neighbor to Afrigen, will be
the first to produce it on a commercial scale. —AFP 

CAPE TOWN: An employee at the Afrigen biotechnology
company and Vaccine Hub facility, works in a labora-
tory in Cape Town. — AFP 

Texas governor bans
all vaccine mandates
WASHINGTON: Texas’ Republican governor
Gregg Abbott on Monday announced he was ban-
ning COVID-19 vaccine mandates for any entities
in his state, including private companies. “I issued
an Executive Order prohibiting vaccine mandates
by ANY entity in Texas,” the governor wrote on
Twitter. “The COVID-19 vaccine is safe, effective
& our best defense against the virus, but should
always remain voluntary & never forced,” he said.

The tweet included an attachment of the press
release announcing the executive order, which
stipulated that “no entity in Texas can compel
receipt of a COVID-19 vaccination by any individ-
ual, including an employee or consumer, who
objects to such vaccination for any reason of per-
sonal conscience, based on a religious belief, or for
medical reasons, including prior recovery from
COVID-19.” The order came after Democratic
President Joe Biden last month announced the gov-
ernment would demand vaccines for federal work-
ers and for businesses with more than 100 employ-
ees. Many leading Republicans have described the
mandate as an overreach and an attack on personal
freedoms.

Abbott, who had earlier been a forceful oppo-
nent of mask mandates, in August tested positive
for COVID-19, after attending an indoor public
event. The governor is fully vaccinated. While his
anti-mask and anti-vaccine mandate stance has
won him support from loyalists of former president
Donald Trump, it has drawn strong criticism from
Texas Democrats. —AFP 


