
RIO DE JANEIRO: Just over six months after regis-
tering its first case of the new coronavirus, Brazil 
crossed the grim threshold of 120,000 people killed by 
COVID-19 Saturday, with no end in sight to the crisis. 
The country of 212 million people has now registered 
120,262 deaths from the virus and 3,846,153 infections, 
the health ministry said in its daily update. 

Brazil is just the second country to surpass a death 
toll of 120,000 in the pandemic, after the United 
States, where the number killed is now more than 
182,000. Unlike in Europe and Asia, where the virus hit 
hard and then subsided, Brazil’s outbreak is advancing 
at a slow but devastating pace, said Christovam 
Barcellos, a researcher at public health institute 
Fiocruz. “Brazil is unique in the world. Since the start 
of the pandemic, its curve has been different from oth-
er countries’, much slower,” he said. “It has stabilized 
now, but at a very dangerous level: nearly 1,000 
deaths and 40,000 cases per day.... And Brazil still isn’t 
past the peak.” 

 
‘Total lack of coordination’  

Brazil confirmed its first case of the virus on 
February 26, a Sao Paulo businessman returning from a 

trip to Italy. It recorded its first death on March 16. 
The pandemic soon turned political in Latin America’s 
largest country. President Jair Bolsonaro condemned 
the “hysteria” around the virus, and attacked gover-
nors and mayors who imposed lockdown measures, 
arguing the economic damage would be worse than 
the disease itself. 

The far-right leader has instead pushed the drug 
hydroxychloroquine as the solution to the health crisis, 
despite studies showing it is ineffective against 
COVID-19. He again said Saturday the controversial 
medication had “saved thousands of victims’ lives” in 
Brazil. Bolsonaro even took what he called the “right-

wing” drug himself when he was diagnosed with the 
virus in July. Experts widely agree the lack of a cohe-
sive message from Brazil’s leaders is responsible for 
the country’s failure to “flatten the curve.” 

“It’s terrible. There’s been a total lack of coordina-
tion by the federal government, which unfortunately is 
another characteristic of the pandemic in Brazil,” said 
Barcellos. The virus has meanwhile spread from the 
first demographic it infected-wealthy travelers return-
ing from abroad-to more vulnerable groups and to the 
interior of the country. Impoverished residents of 
overcrowded favelas, or slums, in cities such as Sao 
Paulo and Rio de Janeiro have been hit especially hard. 
So have indigenous groups in the Amazon rainforest, 
who have a history of vulnerability to outside diseases. 

 
Bolsonaro popular as ever 

Brazil’s economy, the biggest in Latin America, is 
meanwhile heading for a record recession this year 
because of the fallout. The economy ministry estimates 
GDP contracted by eight to 10 percent in the second 
quarter of 2020, and economists are predicting a con-
traction of more than five percent for the year. But 
Bolsonaro, paradoxically, is as popular as ever. The 

president, who took office in January 2019, received 
the best approval rating of his term earlier this month, 
37 percent, up five points from June, according to 
leading polling firm Datafolha. 

It found he was performing particularly well among 
poor Brazilians who have been receiving monthly stim-
ulus payments of 600 reals (about $110) to offset the 
economic pain of the pandemic. The former army cap-
tain had an approval rating of 42 percent among recip-
ients of the temporary stimulus payments. The poll also 
found 47 percent of Brazilians do not blame Bolsonaro 
for the country’s Covid-19 death toll, while just 11 per-
cent saw him as the “main culprit.” 

Other recent polls have also found the man dubbed 
the “Tropical Trump” has rebounding popularity and a 
strong chance at re-election in 2022. “Bolsonaro is a 
phenomenon. He’s a political force to be reckoned 
with,” said political analyst Michael Mohallem of the 
Getulio Vargas Foundation. Still, he added, “it’s shock-
ing the way he has handled this. It’s not just his denial-
ism.... He has often crossed the line of disrespecting 
victims.” Meanwhile, “the number of deaths is scan-
dalously high,” he said. “And I think someday he’ll have 
to pay the price.”— AFP  
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MANAUS, Brazil: Photo shows an aerial view of a man walking past graves in the Nossa Senhora Aparecida cemetery in Manaus. — AFP 

Brazil records 120,262 deaths and 3,846,153 infections

Turkey lake turns 
into graveyard  
for migrants 
 
VAN: Gravestones scribbled with identity numbers are 
all that remain of dozens of migrants aboard a boat that 
sank in a Turkish lake as they struggled to make it to 
Europe. Lake Van, a vast body of water nearly seven 
times the size of Lake Geneva, has become a death trap 
for Afghan, Pakistani and other migrants seeking security 
and work. 

The sinking of two boats in June and December, 
claiming 68 lives in all, underscores the perils of a route 
used to circumnavigate checkpoints set up across the 
rugged eastern terrain of Turkey, not far from Iran. 
Hiding on the boat with 60 others that sank on June 27 
was Mehdi Mosin, then just 17. He had left his hometown 
of Kharian in northeast Pakistan “for a better future”, his 
sobbing father said. “My wife barely gets out of bed 
anymore,” Shafqat Mosin said by phone from Pakistan. 
“At night, she cries out, asking me to open the door, 
thinking that our son will come home.” 

He tried to stop his son from going, but eventually 
relented. “If I had known it was that dangerous, I would 
never have let him go,” Mosin said. Turkey, which offered 
fast-track access to Europe during the 2015 migrant cri-
sis, has become an increasingly difficult country to cross. 
The first move to cut the flow of migrants came after 
Ankara and Brussels signed a migration deal in 2016, but 
the measures were stepped up from 2018 against the 
backdrop of an economic crisis in Turkey. The country is 
already home to around four million migrants, 3.6 million 
of them from war-torn Syria. 

 
‘I started to pray’  

Before reaching the lake, the migrants must often 
cross perilous border mountains. Every year, villagers 
discover frozen bodies after the snow melts. In Van 
Province, which borders Iran, two cemeteries were set 
up to bury migrants who could not be identified. In one, 
there were freshly dug graves, awaiting the next victims. 
When the weather is pleasant, the lake appears harmless. 
Families have picnics on wooden tables while watching 
others wobble on their paddleboards, as a local munici-
pality official cleans the promenade. But its unpre-
dictable waters leave little chance for small, flimsy boats. 
Muhammad, a 25-year-old Pakistani man who made it to 
Istanbul, crossed the lake in early March at night in an 
overloaded and dilapidated boat. 

“There were around 50 people on board and only 
five life jackets,” he told AFP. “There were women and 
children. I kept wondering what we would do if the boat 
sank.” When the waves started to rock his boat, “I start-

ed to pray,” he said. “I saw from the looks around me 
that everyone was afraid.” Three months earlier another 
boat carrying migrants had capsized, leaving seven dead. 
After the fatal June accident, security services detained 
several smugglers. Since then, migrants and residents say 
that crossings by lake, which had been staged almost 
daily before then, have fallen sharply. 

 
‘I have no choice’  

Migrants who cannot find a boat are forced to walk 
for days under the blazing sun, cutting across fields to 
get around checkpoints. At a bus station in Tatvan, a 
town 140 kilometers west of Van, around 20 exhausted 
men sit on the ground, their damaged shoes lined up in 
front of them. Despite the dangers, none of them are 
ready to give up. “My father is sick. I must find work in 
Europe,” said Mahmoud, a Kurd from Iraq. “It’s danger-
ous, I’m hungry, I’m cold, but I have no choice.”  

Mahmut Kacan, a lawyer specialising in migration 
issues at the Van Bar Association, said the number of 
migrants dying in Van jumped after the closure of the 
local branch of the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR) in 2018. Asylum applications are 
now instead being handled by the Turkish authorities. 
The lengthy, arduous procedures “create a climate of 
uncertainty” for migrants, who “take more risks” as a 
result, he told AFP. 

Faced with the many dangers, some have opted not to 
take the risk. “We had agreed with the smuggler that he 
would take us to Greece,” said Abbas Khasimi, an 
Afghan who came to Van last year. “But I decided to stay 
(in Van) for the life of my wife and my child, because the 
journey was too dangerous,” he said. They have applied 
for refugee status in order to travel to Europe, and now 
cling on to this slim chance. “Our daughter must have a 
future,” Khasimi said. “For my wife and me, it’s too late. 
But it must not be too late for her.” — AFP  

BERLIN: German police halted a Berlin march by 
thousands of people opposed to coronavirus restric-
tions in the biggest of several European protests 
Saturday against anti-virus curbs and masks to halt 
the pandemic. With new COVID-19 cases on the rise, 
European nations are starting to tighten controls while 
trying to avoid the major lockdowns imposed earlier 
this year to contain the outbreak that has killed more 
than 800,000 people worldwide. 

Across the globe, governments are struggling to 
revive battered economies while managing public frus-
tration over new restrictions and masks to curb infec-
tions. In Germany, around 18,000 people massed in 
Berlin’s iconic Brandenburg Gate, before the rally was 
forced to stop due to a police injunction because many 
were not respecting social distancing measures. 

The demonstration had initially been allowed to go 
ahead after a bitter legal battle. “The minimum dis-
tancing is not being respected by most (of the demon-
strators) despite repeated requests,” the police said. 
“There is no other option than to break up the gather-
ing.” Several thousands stayed on to protest after the 
announcement, chanting “resistance” and a small 
group clashed with police, tossing bottles and rocks, 
leading to around 300 arrests. 

The city’s interior minister Andreas Geisel said 
around 200 of the arrests took place in front of the 
Russian embassy, but most of those detained were 
subsequently released. Protesters waved German flags 

and shouted “Merkel must go!”, a chant often used by 
the far-right Alternative for Germany (AfD) party 
against Chancellor Angela Merkel. “I’m not an extreme 
right-wing sympathizer, I’m here to defend our funda-
mental freedoms,” said Stefan, a 43-year-old Berlin 
resident with a shaved head and a T-shirt with the 
words “Thinking helps” written in large print. 

About 1,000 anti-mask protesters also gathered in 
the Swiss city of Zurich and a similar number demon-
strated in London at Trafalgar Square, many holding 
home-made banners. One called for an “End to med-
ical tyranny”; another read “No to mandatory vac-
cines” while one man waved a placard declaring 
“Masks are muzzles”. 

Around 300 people protested peacefully in Paris to 
denounce the government’s decision to make masks 
obligatory in all public places as cases rise in the 
French capital. Protesters, some waving placards stat-
ing “Stop the lies”, were quickly surrounded by police 
who handed out 135 euro ($160) fines to those not 
wearing masks. “There is no scientific proof of the 
usefulness of wearing a mask outside,” said Anais, a 
sociology student. “COVID-19 is not so dangerous, it 
mainly kills people over the age of 60.”  

The pandemic has killed more than 839,000 people 
worldwide since surfacing in China late last year, and 
more than 24.8 million cases have been registered. The 
United States has recorded the highest number of 
deaths with 181,779. US President Donald Trump and 
Brazil’s Jair Bolsonaro were among global leaders who 
initially played down the gravity of the pandemic, while 
others have dismissed the need for social distancing 
measures.  Many governments now hope tighter 
mask rules will offset the need for a return to eco-
nomically-devastating lockdowns, though the French 
government said it could not rule out new stay-at-
home orders. —AFP 

BERLIN: Participants gather on the 17. Juni avenue in Berlin at the end of a demonstration called by far-right and 
COVID-19 deniers to protest against restrictions. — AFP 

BITLIS: A rescue diver stands on the shores of Lake Van 
after a boat carrying refugees and migrants sank in east-
ern Turkey.— AFP  
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