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News in brief

Mexico journalist shot dead 

COATZACOALCOS: A journalist was ambushed and
shot dead in Mexico’s eastern Veracruz state, local offi-
cials said Monday, the latest murder of a media worker
in a country notoriously dangerous for reporters. Maria
Elena Ferral, a correspondent for the Diario de Xalapa
daily newspaper, was getting into her car in Papantla
when two men on motorbikes opened fire and mortally
wounded her before fleeing the scene, a police source
said. “Despite the efforts of doctors to save her life, we
are terribly sorry to learn that a few minutes ago the
journalist Maria Elena Ferral died,” Veracruz governor
Cuitlahuac Garcia wrote on Twitter. Mexico is one of
the world’s most dangerous countries for reporters,
with more than 100 murdered since 2000. “The
authorities should immediately investigate these events
and provide protection to her family and colleagues,”
Balbina Flores of media rights group Reporters
Without Borders said.  —AFP 

US military servicemember dies 

WASHINGTON: The first US military service mem-
ber has died from the coronavirus, the Pentagon said
on Monday, as it reported another sharp hike in the
number of infected troops. The Pentagon said the
servicemember was a New Jersey Army National
Guardsman who had tested positive for COVID-19 -
the disease caused by the coronavirus - and had
been hospitalized since March 21. He died on
Saturday, it said. “Today is a sad day for the
Department of Defense as we have lost our first
American service member - active, reserve or Guard
- to coronavirus,” Defense Secretary Mark Esper
said in a statement. No further information was pro-
vided about the victim. “This is a stinging loss for our
military community, and our condolences go out to
his family, friends, civilian co-workers and the entire
National Guard community.” —Reuters

China forest fire kills 19

BEIJING: Eighteen firefighters and one forestry guide
died while fighting a huge forest fire in southwestern
China, the local government said yesterday. State tele-
vision footage showed large flames shooting into the
sky from the mountains above the city of Xichang in
Sichuan province, turning the sky orange. Heavy
clouds of smoke billowed above the buildings and
roads of the city, which has a population of some
700,000 people. The blaze started near Xichang in
the southwestern province’s mountainous Liangshan
prefecture at 3:00 pm on Monday, “directly threaten-
ing the safety of Xichang city”, the city government
said in a Weibo statement yesterday morning. More
than 140 fire engines, four helicopters and nearly 900
firefighters have been sent to tackle the blaze, accord-
ing to local officials.  —AFP 

Florida pastor arrested 

MIAMI: An evangelical pastor in Florida was arrested
Monday for “repeatedly” ignoring confinement orders
intended to slow the spread of the coronavirus by
holding services with hundreds of people, police said.
Pastor Ronald Howard-Browne, 58, was arrested for
unlawful assembly and violating quarantine orders
while holding two services on Sunday in the eastern
Florida city of Tampa, prison records show. The pas-
tor “intentionally and repeatedly disregarded state
and local public health orders, which put his congre-
gation and our community in danger,” tweeted
Hillsborough County sheriff Chad Chronister. Howard-
Browne, a staunch supporter of US President Donald
Trump, does not believe the COVID-19 disease is
serious and accused the press of “stirring up religious
bigotry and hate.” He considers his church, The River
at Tampa Bay Church, to be an essential service that
must remain open during the pandemic. —AFP 

SHANGHAI:  China will delay its national college
entrance exam by a month as it grapples with a
coronavirus pandemic as travelers returning from
abroad are fuelling new cases and boosting con-
cern over the threat of a second wave of infec-
tions. The two-day “gaokao” annual test will be
pushed back to July 7 and 8, China Central
Television said yesterday, with Hubei province,
where the virus emerged late last year, and
Beijing, the capital, being given more leeway in
scheduling it.

The delay to the test,
seen as opening the way
to a life of opportunity
and taken by more than
10 million students last
year, is the latest sign of
China’s struggle to
resume normal life after
widespread lockdowns
aimed at reining in the
virus. “China has slowed
transmission of the virus
and in so doing, has
passed one peak in the outbreak,” said Tarik
Jasarevic, a representative of the World Health
Organization. “The challenge now is to prevent a
resurgence of new cases.”

The epidemic in the Asia-Pacific region was “far
from over”, another WHO official added. Last
week, a study in British medical journal the Lancet
Public Health recommended that China extend
school and workplace closures, since an earlier
relaxation of curbs could bring a second peak in
the outbreak by August. China’s tax authorities

acknowledged the pandemic’s impact on
exporters, saying they were studying policies to
reduce pressure on businesses, from tax cuts to an
extension of preferential policies for foreign firms.

New data from a survey of manufacturers
showed that factory activity expanded in March
from February’s collapse as businesses returned to
work, but analysts warned that slumping external
demand could prevent a durable recovery. “The
situation could be very fluid as the virus outbreak
remains unpredictable,” analysts at ANZ bank said

in a note. “Chinese poli-
cymakers will likely step
up and expand the stimu-
lus program if needed.”

Rise in cases
Yesterday, mainland

China reported an
increase in new infections,
reversing four days of
declines, as cases rose
among arrivals from over-
seas. Monday’s 48 new

cases were up from 31 the previous day, the
National Health Commission said in a statement,
with one death. All were imported, taking China’s
tally of such cases to 771, with no new local infec-
tion reported. Locally transmitted infections have
mostly declined, but authorities concerned about
travelers who caught the virus abroad are stepping
up screening and quarantine measures, while slash-
ing international flights and barring most foreigners.

Of Monday’s new imported cases, 10 were in
the northern region of Inner Mongolia, involving

travelers whose flights were diverted to the
regional capital of Hohhot from Beijing, state
media said. The commercial hub of Shanghai
reported 11 new imported cases, comprising
mainly returning Chinese nationals, while Beijing

reported three. Wuhan, the capital of the central
Hubei province, reported no new infections for a
seventh straight day. By Monday, total infections
stood at 81,518 in mainland China, with 3,305
deaths. —Reuters

China reports 48 new coronavirus cases, one death for Monday 

China delays college entrance exam;
fears grow over risk of second wave

SHANGHAI: People wearing face masks as a preventive measure against the COVID-19 novel coro-
navirus walk to a train, one of the stops being Wuhan, at a station in Shanghai. —AFP

Portugal grants 
migrants residency 
during pandemic
LISBON: Undocumented immigrants and asylum
seekers in Portugal have been granted the same
rights as residents, including access to medical care,
during a state of emergency to curb the spread of
coronavirus. “This is not an automatic regulariza-
tion,” the border control agency SEF told AFP on
Monday, indicating that immigration processing
should resume at the beginning of July.

The border police did not say how many people
were affected by the measure, which came into

force on Friday to allow migrants to access public
services and social aid provided by the state.
Portugal’s decision was welcomed on Monday by
the Council of Europe Commissioner for Human
Rights, Dunja Mijatovic. “(It is) a good practice to
protect vulnerable people and society in response
to the pandemic,” Mijatovic wrote on her Twitter
account.  

“In times of crisis, it is a duty for a secure society
to ensure that migrants have access to health, stable
employment and housing,” Portuguese Interior
Minister Eduardo Cabrita told local newspaper
Publico. The state of emergency, declared on 18
March, is expected to be extended on Wednesday
for two more weeks. According to an official figures
on Monday, Portugal has suffered 140 deaths
caused by the new coronavirus out of 6,400 offi-
cially reported cases.—AFP

LISBON: Beds are set-up at a Hospital Support Unit for
coronavirus patients in Lisbon. Portugal declared a
nationwide 15-day state of emergency to fight the
spread of coronavirus. —AFP

Algeria’s Bouteflika 
languishes at home 
a year after his fall
ALGIERS: A year after the unexpected downfall of
Algeria’s longtime president Abdelaziz Bouteflika, the ail-
ing octogenarian remains holed up in his plush and med-
ically adapted home, with his detractors still demanding
justice. Bouteflika assumed the presidency in 1999, reign-
ing omnipresent over Algeria’s political life until a stroke
rendered him largely invisible in 2013. Since he resigned
under pressure from protesters and the military in April
2019, the public has heard nothing from him.

His last appearance was on April 2 last year, when he
spoke on television to announce the end of his rule. His
downfall had become inevitable after weeks of massive
protests that followed his declaration early last year that
he would run for a fifth term. Eventually the army, then led
by Ahmed Gaid Salah, cut him loose. Since then the for-
mer leader, who turned 83 in March, has only rarely left
his coastal home in the capital. “He lives surrounded by his
sister and a medical team,” a source close to his entourage
said. Bouteflika continues to “enjoy all the privileges”

befitting his rank as a former leader, according to
Mohamed Hennad, a former political science professor at
the University of Algiers. But virtually nothing is known
about his daily life. “He receives few visits. He is confined
to his wheelchair and remains virtually speechless,” said
Algerian journalist Farid Alilat in an interview last month
with Le Point newspaper. “However he is aware of every-
thing that is happening in Algeria,” Alilat added.
Bouteflika’s isolation has not stopped some public figures
demanding he face justice for the corruption that infected
the country during his 20 years in power. Algerians can
never turn the page on the Bouteflika years unless he is
tried for the painful damage inflicted by his rule, said
Hennad, who is now an analyst close to the “Hirak” protest
movement that forced Bouteflika from power.

‘Godfather of corruption’ 
Algeria’s judiciary has since Bouteflika’s fall prose-

cuted and in some cases imprisoned a slew of former
politicians and influential businessmen for abusing their
privileges and links to the ex-president’s clan. Nacer
Djabi, a prominent sociologist, argues the former head
of state should appear in court - “even symbolically” -
as recent cases have portrayed him as “the godfather of
corruption”. “He shouldn’t escape punishment. That’s a
demand of Algerians who have discovered with horror
the extent of the damage caused by this man and his

family,” Djabi said. Abdelaziz Rahabi, a former diplomat
and one-time minister in the first Bouteflika government
who went on to become an opponent, also called for his
prosecution. The former president “has a responsibility
for the corruption. He covered it up,” Rahabi said in a
television interview. —AFP

In this file photo taken on April 3, 2019, Algerians walk
past a newspaper at a coffee shop in the capital
Algiers, reading "Bouteflika abdicates" the day after
the country's veteran President Abdelaziz Bouteflika
informed the Constitutional Council that he was
resigning. —AFP

China delays 
‘gaokao’ exam 

by 1 month

In first, the Security 
Council approves UN
resolutions remotely
UNITED NATIONS: The UN Security Council on
Monday for the first time approved resolutions
remotely after painstaking negotiations among diplo-
mats who are teleworking due to the coronavirus
pandemic. The Security Council unanimously voted
for four resolutions, including one that extended
through April 2021 the expiring mandate of UN
experts who are monitoring sanctions on North
Korea, diplomats said. The UN mission in Somalia

was also prolonged, until the end of June, and the
mission in Darfur until the end of May-two short
periods decided due to uncertainty over the spread
of the pandemic.

The Council also endorsed a fourth resolution
aimed at improving the protection for peacekeepers.
The resolutions are the first approved by the Security
Council since it began teleworking on March 12 and
comes as COVID-19 rapidly spreads in New York,
which has become the epicenter of the disease in the
United States. Seeking to abide by quarantine and
teleworking recommendations, the Security Council
was obliged to create completely new rules after 75
years as the global guarantor of peace and security.

Following about a dozen days of talks, Council mem-
bers agreed that they would have 24 hours following
closed-door negotiations on draft resolutions to send

their votes electronically to the UN Secretariat, which
will release the results. Several countries wanted to
move sessions entirely to videoconferencing, but
Russia-one of five nations wielding veto power-object-
ed on both legal and political grounds, diplomats said.
Russia instead accepted only that the Security Council
hold “informal” talks by video.

Still active, but encumbered 
The virtual votes temporarily end the famous

spectacle of the Security Council, where diplomats
theatrically raise their hands to vote or veto and can
take advantage of the cameras to passionately attack
other countries. Several diplomats said that the new
procedure made sense for technical votes on the
renewal of missions but were not ideal for more con-
troversial matters.—AFP

Australian govt
enacts sweeping 
lockdown powers 
SYDNEY: People in Australia’s most populous state
of New South Wales, the epicenter of the coron-
avirus outbreak in Australia, could be heavily fined
or jailed for leaving their home without a good rea-
son under sweeping new powers designed to slow
infection rates. The public health order, enacted late
on Monday, comes amid warnings that it is too early
to tell whether an apparent slowdown in infection

rates across the country in recent days meant the
outbreak was being brought under control.

“What we need to consider is the community-to-
community transmission that we might not even know
about,” New South Wales (NSW) Premier Gladys
Berejiklian said in Sydney yesterday. “It is really impor-
tant for us, at this stage of the virus, for us to maintain
that level of control and contain it as much as possible.”
NSW has 2,032 confirmed cases of the virus, almost
half the country’s total, authorities said yesterday. The
national death toll stands at 19. The state is among sev-
eral bringing in penalties, including fines of up to
A$11,000 ($6,779) in NSW and the potential of a six-
month prison term for anybody found breaching the
new rules. New orders restrict public gatherings to just
two people, or a family unit, while outside gyms and

parks will be shut. People will still be able to leave their
homes for valid reasons such as to visit a doctor, buy
food and exercise while adhering to social distancing
rules. Authorities said yesterday they wanted to
increase testing, especially in areas of COVID-19 clus-
ters such as Sydney’s Bondi area, which drew attention
earlier this month after people ignored social distanc-
ing rules and flocked to the beach.

Kerry Chant, NSW Chief Health Officer, said that
the virus may have been transmitted in the Bondi com-
munity via an infected backpacker who was not aware
they were carrying the disease. Chant said yesterday
that an apparent slowing infection rate in recent days
may have more to do with fluctuations with testing
numbers, given there is less access to doctors over the
weekend. —Reuters


