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Top Home Office 
mandarin quits over 
Patel’s behavior
LONDON: Britain’s top official in the ministry
responsible for policing resigned yesterday
after clashes with Home Office minister Priti
Patel, in the latest test of Prime Minister Boris
Johnson’s plans for overhauling how govern-
ment is run. Johnson forced the resignation of
his finance minister this month as part of a
shake-up of how the government operates
amid reports that he wants to change other top
government officials.

Philip Rutnam said he was stepping down
because he had become the “target of vicious
and orchestrated campaign against him”, which
he alleged Patel was involved in. The civil ser-
vant’s resignation comes after reports last
weekend of tensions between the pair and alle-
gations that Patel mistreated officials and tried
to removed Rutnam from her department,
which she has denied. The Home Office
declined to comment yesterday when asked for
Patel’s response to Rutnam’s resignation and
allegations.

Rutnam, who has worked in government for
33 years, took the unusual step of making a
statement outside his home, in which he also
said he would sue the government over his
departure. “My experience has been extreme.
But I consider there is evidence that it was part
of a wider pattern of behavior,” Rutnam said. “I
have received allegations that her conduct has
included shouting and swearing, belittling peo-
ple, making unreasonable and repeated
demands - behavior that created fear.”

No engagement
Rutnam said he had made attempts to rec-

oncile the situation with Patel, at the request of
the prime minister. “But despite my efforts to
engage with her, Priti Patel has made no efforts
to engage with me to discuss this,” he said.
Rutnam said that this gave him “very strong
claims” for constructive dismissal, which he
would be pursuing. Mark Sedwill, the country’s
top civi l  servant, thanked Rutnam and
expressed regret at his decision to resign.
Rutnam said the Home Office had offered him a
financial settlement to avoid his public resigna-
tion - but said he hoped his decision to pursue
damages would lead to changes. Catherine
Haddon, senior fel low at the Institute for
Government, said Rutnam’s comments that he
had turned down a settlement could have sig-
nificant ramifications. “Behavior of ministers
has not been tested in court in this way,” she
said. “It would be extraordinary to see it played
out there.”

Sajid Javid quit as finance minister this
month after losing a power struggle with the
pr ime minis ter  over  who should contro l
Britain’s economy. In other changes, Johnson’s
office has already tightened its grip on the
advisers who are hired by ministers to pro-
vide media and policy support. Patel was
forced to resign as Britain’s aid minister in
2017 over undisclosed meetings with Israeli
officials. —Reuters

DAEGU, South Korea: South Korean soldiers wearing protective gear move to spray disinfectant as part of preventive measures against the spread of the COVID-19 coronavirus at Dongdaegu railway station yesterday. —AFP

SEOUL: South Korea reported its biggest surge
in new coronavirus cases yesterday as concerns
grew of a possible epidemic in the United States
and the World Health Organization raised its
risk alert to its highest level. The virus has rap-
idly spread across the world in the past week,
causing stock markets to sink to their lowest
levels since the 2008 global financial crisis over
fears that the disease could wreak havoc on the
world economy.

More than 2,900 people have died and
over 85,000 have been infected worldwide
since it was first detected in the central
Chinese city of Wuhan late last year. The vast
majority of infections have been in China but
more daily cases are now logged outside the
country, with South Korea, Italy and Iran
emerging as major hotspots.

South Korea has the most cases outside
China, with 3,150 infections as 813 more
patients were reported yesterday-the country’s
biggest increase to date. North Korean leader
Kim Jong Un warned top party officials of the
“serious consequences” of failing to prevent an
outbreak on their side of the border. The impov-
erished nation, with a weak and ill-equipped
healthcare system, has closed its borders to

prevent the spread of the disease into its terri-
tory. The virus has also spread to new zones in
recent days, reaching nine new countries
including Azerbaijan, Mexico and New Zealand,
as well as reaching sub-Saharan Africa with
Nigeria reporting its first case. “We have now
increased our assessment of the risk of spread
and the risk of impact of COVID-19 to very
high at global level,” WHO chief Tedros
Adhanom Ghebreyesus told reporters on Friday.

European nations are scrambling to contain
the outbreak as new infections mounted in sev-
eral countries-many linked to virus hotspot
northern Italy-including in France where a surge
of new cases was confirmed Friday. President
Emmanuel Macron yesterday chaired a minis-
ters’ meeting on curbing the outbreak, after
officials warned the epidemic had reached a
“new stage”. “The virus is circulating in our ter-
ritory and we must curb its spread,” French
Health Minister Olivier Veran said Friday. 

Meanwhile in the US, health officials report-
ed three more cases of the new coronavirus
transmitted to people who did not travel over-
seas or come in contact with anyone known to
be ill, indicating the disease was spreading in
the country. There are now four such cases in

the United States, all on the Pacific seaboard, in
addition to some 60 other infections in the
country. “The virus is here, present at some lev-
el, but we still don’t know to what degree,” said
Sara Cody, director of public health for
California’s Santa Clara County, the heart of
Silicon Valley where tech giants like Apple and
Google are based.

Economy, events hit
US Federal Reserve chair Jerome Powell

said the central bank stood at the ready to
intervene if needed, given the “evolving” risks
to the world’s largest economy posed by the
outbreak. Official data released in China yes-
terday showed the extent of the damage
caused to the world’s second-largest economy,
with manufacturing activity falling to its lowest
level on record as key industries ground to a
standstill under drastic containment measures.
More global events were disrupted due to the
epidemic, with the United States delaying a
regional summit of the Association of
Southeast Asian Nations due in Las Vegas next
month. “This is not a time for panic. It is time to
be prepared-fully prepared,” UN Secretary-
General Antonio Guterres said.

South Korea’s epidemic is centred in its
fourth-largest city, Daegu, whose streets have
been largely deserted for days, apart from long
queues at the few shops with masks for sale.
Three women in the Daegu area died of the ill-
ness, taking the national toll to 17, authorities said
yesterday. South Korea’s total is expected to rise
further with screening of more than 210,000
members of the Shincheonji Church of Jesus, a
secretive entity often accused of being a cult that
is linked to around half of the country’s cases.
Yesterday, South Korea also reported its first
reinfection case with a 73-year-old woman test-
ing positive for a second time after recovering
from the virus.  While China reported 47 more
deaths yesterday, it recorded 427 infections-few-
er new cases than South Korea-following
unprecedented quarantine efforts locking down
tens of millions of people in the worst-hit cities. 

South Korean officials say they are not con-
sidering a citywide quarantine for Daegu similar
to the lockdown imposed on Wuhan. In Iran,
unnamed health sources told the BBC that at
least 210 people had died of the coronavirus-far
beyond the official death toll, but Tehran angrily
denied that figure. The death toll in Iran jumped
to 43 yesterday.  —AFP

South Korea coronavirus cases surge; death toll mounts

Mahathir 
rejects new 
premier 
KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysia’s political
crisis deepened yesterday after 94-year-
old Mahathir Mohamad rejected a deci-
sion by the king to pick his rival as the
next prime minister, insisting he had
enough backing to return to the role.
Ex-interior minister Muhyiddin Yassin
was earlier named for the job by the
monarch, who appoints the country’s
premiers after deciding who has backing
from MPs, signalling a defeat for
Mahathir and the return of a scandal-
plagued party to power.

It capped a week of turmoil that began
when Mahathir’s “Pact of Hope” alliance
collapsed and he resigned as prime minis-
ter following a bid by his rivals to form a
new government and push out leader-in-
waiting Anwar Ibrahim. Their alliance
stormed to a historic victory in 2018 that
broke the six-decade stranglehold on
power of a corruption-riddled coalition,
but it was riven by infighting over who
should succeed the world’s oldest leader.

The victory of Muhyiddin and his
coalition, which is dominated by the coun-
try’s ethnic Malay Muslim majority, was a
shock as Mahathir had appeared to be in

the lead, and it sparked widespread public
anger. Not only does the win remove a
democratically elected government but it
also signals the return to power of the
United Malays National Organisation
(UMNO), the scandal-plagued party of
disgraced ex-leader Najib Razak.

UMNO was the lynchpin of a long-
ruling coalition toppled from power at
historic elections two years ago amid
allegations Najib and his cronies looted
state fund 1MDB. Najib is now on trial for
corruption. The coalition also includes a
hardline Muslim party pushing for
tougher Islamic laws in Malaysia.
Addressing supporters outside his Kuala
Lumpur house, Muhyiddin said: “I urge
all Malaysians to take the decision that
has been made by the palace today well.”
The palace earlier said the king believed
Muhyiddin had enough support and he
would be sworn in today.

Not My PM 
But after meeting his political allies,

Mahathir said he had received the backing
of 114 MPs to be prime minister - above
the required number of 112 - and released
a statement listing their names. Mahathir
said he would send a letter to the king
explaining this, and added the number of
MPs that Muhyiddin claimed to have sup-
porting him was “not accurate”. Anger
was growing at the surprise decision to
name Muhyiddin premier and allow
UMNO back into power. The hashtag

NotMyPM was trending on Twitter, and a
small group of protesters gathered in
downtown Kuala Lumpur.

“These are not the people we voted
for,” one protester, who only gave her
surname Soon, told AFP, as chants of
“long live the people, rise up” rang out.
“These are not the people who were giv-
en the democratic mandate two years
ago.” The political crisis began when a
group of ruling coalition lawmakers
joined forces with opposition parties in a
bid to form a new government without

Anwar and stop him becoming premier.
After the government fell, Mahathir

was appointed interim premier and he
and Anwar initially launched separate
bids for power, reviving their old rivalry.
But as Muhyiddin’s bid quickly gained
support and it became clear that he could
get into power with UMNO, Mahathir
and Anwar did a volte-face and joined
forces again yesterday. A growing num-
ber of their allies threw their support
behind Mahathir to become premier - but
it was too little, too late. —AFP

KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysia’s incoming prime minister Muhyiddin Yassin (center) and his
family wave to the press outside his home yesterday.  —AFP

Erdogan denounces 
‘massacres’ against 
Muslims in India
ANKARA: Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan hit
out Thursday against “massacres” of Muslims in India
after communal riots in New Delhi left at least 33 dead.
“India right now has become a country where massacres
are widespread. What massacres? Massacres of Muslims.

By who? Hindus,” Erdogan said during a speech in Ankara
after violence broke out this week between mobs of
Hindus and Muslims over a citizenship law. Over 200 peo-
ple were injured and 33 killed since late Sunday in clashes
that saw mobs of Hindus and Muslims fight running bat-
tles, armed with swords and guns. Thousands of proper-
ties and vehicles were touched in the violence. According
to a document seen by AFP the victims are a roughly even
mix of Hindus and Muslims, based on their names.

Erdogan, a devout Muslim, sees himself as a defender
of Islam, often taking public stands on issues concerning
the faith and its followers. He accused the mobs attacking
Muslims of hurting children studying in private tuition

centers with “metal sticks as if to kill” them. “How will
these people make global peace possible? It is impossible.
When making speeches-since they have a large popula-
tion-they say ‘we are strong’ but that is not strength,”
Erdogan added.

The unrest is the latest bout of violence over Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s citizenship law, which triggered
months of demonstrations that turned deadly in
December. Critics say Modi wants to turn the officially
secular country into a Hindu state. Many of the 200 mil-
lion Muslims in India fear the citizenship law-combined
with a mooted citizens’ register-will leave them stateless
or even sent to detention camps. —AFP


