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RIO DE JANEIRO: A demonstrator with a Brazilian flag is seen besides crosses during a tribute to COVID-19 victims organized by the Rio de Paz NGO at Copacabana beach on Saturday. — AFP 

RIO DE JANEIRO: Brazil became the second coun-
try to pass the grim milestone of 100,000 coron-
avirus deaths Saturday as US President Donald
Trump signed executive actions extending economic
help in the world’s worst-hit nation. The US leader’s
orders followed failure by his Republican party and
opposition Democrats to agree on a new stimulus
package despite the country’s double digit unem-
ployment, business downturn and stubbornly high
coronavirus infection rates.

Meanwhile just a day after Latin America and the
Caribbean became the hardest-hit region in the
global pandemic, Brazil reported a total of 100,477
fatalities, joining the United States as the only two
countries to surpass the six-digit death mark. Tolls
continue to rise across the world, with global fatal-
ities having now soared past 722,000. More than
162,000 of those were in the United States, which
was on the verge of recording 5 million cases. 

India has more than two million infections - its
caseload having doubled in three weeks-and has
recorded 42,518 deaths. And more than 10,000
people have died from coronavirus in South Africa,
the health ministry said Saturday, as football re-
sumed following a 145-day coronavirus-induced
shutdown.

Paris makes masks mandatory 
Growing infections in and around Paris have

prompted officials to make face masks compulsory
outdoors in crowded areas and tourist hotspots in the
city and surrounding areas from today. The mask will
be obligatory for all those aged 11 and over “in certain
very crowded zones,” said a police statement, includ-
ing the banks of the Seine River and more than 100
streets in the French capital.

As temperatures soared across western Europe,
holidaymakers crowded beaches despite warnings
about the risk of infection. On Saturday, a day after
Britain recorded its hottest August day in 17 years at
36.4 degrees Celsius, much of its southern coastline
was packed with tourists. Local authorities in Germany
warned that some beaches and lakes would be closed
if there were too many people.

Belgian police meanwhile arrested several people
Saturday at the resort of Blankenberge after a brawl
broke out on a beach between officers and youths they
had told to leave for refusing to respect virus safety
measures.  And around 5,000 people demonstrated in
Vienna for increased financial support for nightlife and
relaxing coronavirus regulations. Some workplaces re-
main hotspots of infection. Meat giant Danish Crown
announced Saturday it had shut down a major slaugh-

terhouse in Denmark after nearly 150 employees came
down with the virus.

New Zealand marked 100 days yesterday with no
recorded cases of the coronavirus in the community
but health officials warned there was no room for com-
placency. There are still 23 active cases but all were
detected at the border when entering the country and
are being held in managed isolation facilities.

New Zealand, with a population of five million, has
won widespread praise for its effective handling of the
coronavirus since closing its borders on March 19. The
World Health Organization has hailed the country as
an example to others for having “successfully elimi-
nated community transmission”. Since the first patient
was diagnosed in February, there have been 1,219 con-
firmed cases of the virus in New Zealand with the last
case of community transmission recorded on May 1.

As a result, New Zealanders are enjoying a near-
normal, pre-coronavirus lifestyle with no social dis-
tancing and spectators allowed at sports and cultural
events, but with the border strictly controlled and all
arrivals required to spend 14 days in quarantine. The
government has maintained the prospect of a second
wave remains a possibility and is pushing for all house-
holds to keep emergency supply kits including masks.

India now has the world’s third-highest pandemic

caseload after the United States and Brazil. Women
health workers in several Indian states staged a two-
day strike from Friday and plan a mass protest in New
Delhi on Sunday for better pay, a higher pension and
anti-virus protection equipment and testing. Shiksha
Rana, a social health activist in New Delhi, told AFP at
least 200 health workers - and their families - had
been infected in the Delhi region alone. —Agencies 

Brazil tops 100,000 virus deaths
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NAGASAKI, Japan:  The Japanese city of Nagasaki yes-
terday commemorated the 75th anniversary of its de-
struction by a US atomic bomb, with its mayor and the
head of the United Nations warning against a nuclear
arms race. Nagasaki was flattened in an atomic inferno
three days after Hiroshima - twin nuclear attacks that
rang in the nuclear age and gave Japan the bleak dis-
tinction of being the only country to be struck by atomic
weapons. Survivors, their relatives and a handful of for-
eign dignitaries attended a remembrance ceremony in
Nagasaki where they called for world peace. Partici-
pants offered a silent prayer at 11:02 am (0202 GMT),
the time the second and last nuclear weapon used in
wartime was dropped over the city. “The true horror of
nuclear weapons has not yet been adequately conveyed
to the world at large” despite decades of effort by sur-
vivors telling of their “hellish experience”, Nagasaki
mayor Tomihisa Taue said in a speech afterwards.

“If, as with the novel coronavirus - which we did not
fear until it began to spread among our immediate sur-
roundings - humanity does not become aware of the
threat of nuclear weapons until they are used again, we
will find ourselves in an irrevocable predicament.” UN
Secretary General Antonio Guterres, in a message read
by his undersecretary Izumi Nakamitsu, warned that
“the prospect of nuclear weapons being used intention-
ally, by accident or miscalculation, is dangerously high”.
“The historic progress in nuclear disarmament is in jeop-
ardy... This alarming trend must be reversed,” he said.

‘Nuclear-free world’ 
The number of participants in this year’s ceremony

was reduced to roughly one tenth the figure in previous
years due to coronavirus fears, with proceedings broad-
cast live online in Japanese and English. Prime Minister
Shinzo Abe refreshed his pledge that Japan would lead

“the international community’s efforts towards the real-
ization of a nuclear-free world”. Terumi Tanaka, 88, who
was 13 and at his hillside home when the bomb hit Na-
gasaki, remembers the moment everything went white
with a flash of light, and the aftermath.

“I saw many people with terrible burns and wounds
evacuating ... people who were already dead in a pri-
mary school-turned shelter,” Tanaka told AFP in a recent
interview, saying his two aunts died. Atomic bomb sur-
vivors “believe that the world must abandon nuclear
arms because we never want younger generations to ex-
perience the same thing”, he said. The remembrance
comes as worries linger over the nuclear threat from
North Korea and growing tensions between the US and
China over issues including security and trade.

“I’m determined to keep appealing (to the world)
that Nagasaki must be the last atomic bomb-hit city,”
survivor Shigemi Fukahori, 89, said at the ceremony. “I
hope young people will receive this baton of peace and
keep running.”

The US dropped the first atomic bomb on Hiroshima
on Aug 6, 1945, killing around 140,000 people. The toll
includes those who survived the explosion itself but died
soon after from radiation exposure. —AFP 
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NAGASAKI: Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe lays
a wreath during a ceremony marking the 75th an-
niversary of the atomic bombing of Nagasaki, at the
Nagasaki Peace Park yesterday. — AFP 

GAZA CITY: A staff member of the Rosary Sisters
School checks the temperature of returning stu-
dents on the first day of school on Saturday. — AFP 

KABUL: The Afghan government and the Taleban are
“on the verge of peace talks” after thousands of
prominent Afghans approved the release of about 400
contentious militant prisoners, the head of Kabul’s
peace council said yesterday. The prisoners’ fate has
been a crucial hurdle in launching peace talks between
the two warring sides, which had committed to com-
pleting a prisoner exchange before negotiations can
start.

The resolution was passed at the end of a three-
day “loya jirga” - a traditional Afghan meeting of tribal
elders and other stakeholders sometimes held to de-
cide on controversial issues. “In order to remove the
hurdles for the start of peace talks, stopping blood-
shed, and for the good of the public, the jirga approves
the release of 400 prisoners as demanded by the Tale-
ban,” jirga member Atefa Tayeb announced.

According to an official list seen by AFP, many of
the inmates are accused of serious offences, including
many involved in attacks that killed scores of Afghans
and foreigners, with more than 150 of them on death
row. The jirga urged the government to give assur-
ances to the population that the released prisoners
would be monitored and would not be allowed to re-
turn to the battlefield, adding that foreign fighters
should be sent back to their respective countries.

It also demanded a “serious, immediate and lasting
ceasefire” in the country. “The decision of the loya
jirga has removed the last excuse and obstacles on the
way to peace talks. We are on the verge of peace
talks,” said Abdullah Abdullah, who is leading the gov-
ernment’s peace process and was appointed head of
the loya jirga. Afghan President Ashraf Ghani said he
would sign a decree to release the prisoners. “The
Taleban should now demonstrate that they are not
afraid of a nationwide ceasefire,” he said. 

The Afghan government has released almost 5,000
Taleban inmates, but authorities had baulked at freeing
the final prisoners demanded by the Taleban. US Sec-
retary of State Mike Pompeo pushed for the release of
the detainees, while recognizing the decision would be
“unpopular”. The prisoners include 44 insurgents of
particular concern to the United States and other
countries for their role in “high-profile” attacks.

Five are linked to the 2018 attack on the Intercon-
tinental Hotel in Kabul that killed 40 people, including
14 foreigners. A Taleban militant involved in the mas-
sive May 2017 truck bombing near the German em-
bassy in Kabul is also on the list, which includes a
former Afghan army officer who killed five French
troops in an insider attack. The family of French aid
worker Bettina Goislard who was murdered in
Afghanistan in 2003 said they would not accept the
release of her killers, who are on the list.

“Such a decision to free (them) made on the basis
of horse-trading would be, to us, her family, inconceiv-
able,” Bettina’s family said in a statement to AFP be-
fore the decision was announced. On the first day of
the gathering, lawmaker Belquis Roshan, a prominent
women’s rights activist, protested against the release
of the prisoners, unfurling a banner that read: “Re-
deeming Taleban is national treason.”

The decision has raised hopes for peace talks, how-
ever. “Based on the information I have, the intra-
Afghan talks would begin within two to three days
after the release of the 400 Taleban prisoners,” former
president Hamid Karzai told the loya jirga. The intra-
Afghan talks were slated under a US-Taleban deal
agreed in February, in which Washington said it would
withdraw its troops from Afghanistan by mid-2021 in
return for security guarantees.

Defense Secretary Mark Esper told Fox News on
Saturday said the US would reduce the number of
American troops in the country to less than 5,000 by
the end of November, but added that it was “condi-
tions-based”. President Donald Trump, up for re-elec-
tion in November, has said repeatedly that he wants to
end America’s longest war, which began nearly 20
years ago when Washington ousted the Taleban fol-
lowing the Sept 11 attacks. — AFP 
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