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Israel swears 
in a unity govt, 
eyes West Bank 
JERUSALEM: Israel’s parliament swore in a new unity
government on Sunday led by Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu and his former rival Benny Gantz, ending the
longest political crisis in the nation’s history. After more
than 500 days without a stable government and three
inconclusive elections, lawmakers in the 120-seat parlia-
ment approved a three-year coalition, with 73 voting for
and 46 against. One member was absent.

The new government was set to confront serious crises
in its first weeks, including the economic devastation
wrought by the coronavirus and a looming battle over
Israel’s possible annexation of large parts of the occupied
West Bank. Addressing the parliament, or Knesset, before
the vote, Netanyahu said his incoming government should
apply Israeli sovereignty over Jewish West Bank settle-
ments. “It’s time to apply the Israeli law and write another
glorious chapter in the history of Zionism,” Netanyahu said. 

Such a move is seen as likely to cause international
uproar and inflame tensions in the West Bank, home to near-
ly three million Palestinians and some 400,000 Israelis living
in settlements considered illegal under international law.
Netanyahu told the chamber that annexation “won’t distance
us from peace, it will bring us closer”. The coalition govern-
ment was agreed last month between veteran right-wing
leader Netanyahu and the centrist Gantz, a former army
chief. Plans had been set for an inauguration last Thursday,
but Netanyahu asked for three more days to decide on cabi-
net assignments among his Likud party loyalists. 

West Bank annexations? 
Under the coalition deal, Netanyahu will serve as

prime minister for the coming 18 months - a major victo-
ry for a leader due to stand trial in a week on corruption
charges, which he denies. Gantz will be alternate prime
minister, a new position in Israeli governance, for the first
half of the deal. He and Netanyahu will swap roles on
November 17, 2021. Russian President Vladimir Putin
congratulated Israel on its new government, saying he
hoped for a continued “policy of strengthening friendly
ties and mutually beneficial cooperation” between the
countries. US top diplomat Mike Pompeo welcomed the
swearing-in announcement in a tweet. “We are extreme-
ly fortunate to have such strong and experienced part-
ners in Jerusalem,” he said.

The Netanyahu-Gantz deal says the government can
from July 1 initiate moves to implement US President
Donald Trump’s controversial peace plan for the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict. The plan, rejected by the Palestinians,
gives the green light from Washington for Israel to annex
Jewish settlements and other territory in the West
Bank. Some experts warn that Jordan may back away from
its historic 1994 peace deal with Israel if the Jewish state
tries to annex the strategically crucial Jordan Valley border
region. Speaking to German magazine Der Spiegel days
ago, Jordan’s King Abdullah II said: “If Israel really annex-
es the West Bank in July, it would lead to a massive conflict
with the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan.” —AFP

NEW DELHI: Gravedigger Mohammed Shamim (right) instructs the relatives of a COVID-19 coronavirus victim before the burial at a graveyard in New Delhi. —AFP

NEW DELHI: India extended its coronavirus lockdown
until the end of May on Sunday as it reported its
biggest single-day jump in cases, but said some sectors
would be permitted to open up to ease the economic
pain. The lockdown affecting 1.3 billion people - the
world’s largest - has been in force since late March and
has been devastating for India’s poor, with millions of
migrant workers losing their jobs.

“Lockdown measures to contain the spread of
COVID-19 will continue” until at least May 31, the
home affairs ministry said in a statement. Schools,
places of worship, shopping malls, cinemas and gyms
must remain closed, the ministry said, and bans on large
gatherings for religious and sporting events will be
extended. City metro train services and domestic and
international air travel will remain suspended, it said. A
night curfew restricting public movement, except for
essential services, will be kept in place between 7:00
pm and 7:00 am. 

Restaurants however will now be allowed to oper-
ate their kitchens for takeaway services. Sports com-
plexes and stadiums are permitted to host events - but
without spectators. Inter-state and intra-state buses
and passenger vehicles were authorised to operate,
but with the discretion of states and territories.  The
National Disaster Management Authority said the
restrictions would be updated “as necessary, keeping
in view the need to open up economic activities” in
Asia’s third-biggest economy while containing the
virus. “India will not see the worst of COVID-19, like
in other countries,” Health Minister Harsh Vardhan
tweeted, adding that state governments had the flexi-

bility to implement locally tailored measures.

Cases on the rise 
The third extension to the lockdown came as India

recorded its biggest single-day jump in cases with
4,987 new infections in the last 24 hours. It took the
total number of cases to 90,927 with 2,872 deaths.
Health experts say infections may only peak in June or
July, and have called for more testing to determine the
spread of the disease. Earlier Sunday, India’s worst-
affected coronavirus state Maharashtra, home to the

financial capital Mumbai, extended its lockdown to
end-May ahead of the national announcement.
Maharashtra, with a population of 112 million, has
reported 30,706 cases including 1,135 deaths. Mumbai
- India’s worst-hit city - has 18,555 infections, and the
pandemic has pushed its hospitals to breaking point.

A city authority spokesman said Mumbai was con-

sidering turning Wankhede Stadium - the site of India’s
cricket World Cup final triumph in 2011 - into a virus
treatment facility. The conversion could happen if other
facilities get overwhelmed with the onset of the mon-
soon, which usually starts around mid-June - and mon-
soon-related illnesses, although “nothing has been
decided yet”, the spokesman said. There were some
nationwide relaxations for industry and agriculture last
month, while offices last week were allowed to operate
with one-third capacity. Limited service resumed today
on the country’s massive rail network.

‘Growth prospects remain weak’ 
The dire economic situation has sparked a migrant

worker crisis, as many businesses shut down when the
lockdown was imposed. Jobless and hungry, many
migrants fled the cities, some walking hundreds of kilome-
tres. Dozens have lost their lives to accidents or exhaus-
tion. Some of those stranded in urban areas have also
clashed with police in a recent spate of protests as they
clamored to be allowed to return home to their villages.

On Sunday, five policeman and a journalist were
injured in Rajkot city of western Gujarat state after up
to 3,000 migrant workers clashed with officers when a
special train to bring them home was cancelled.
Twenty-nine people were arrested. Finance Minister
Nirmala Sitharaman this week announced several stim-
ulus measures, although analysts said they focused on
easing the supply side of the economy. “Near to medi-
um-term growth prospects remain weak in the absence
of demand boosts,” Kotak Mahindra Bank senior econ-
omist Upasna Bhardwaj said in a note.—AFP

Government extends nationwide lockdown

More easing in 
Europe; Virus 
hits S America
ROME: Restaurants and churches reopened in Italy
yesterday as part of a fresh wave of lockdown easing
in Europe, but rising coronavirus death tolls in Brazil,
South Africa and other parts of the world showed the
worst is still to come in many countries. The relax-
ation of curbs in some places comes as governments
around the world struggle to repair the vast economic
damage unleashed by the pandemic, with Japan the
latest to slump into a recession and the Fed warning
of a severe US downturn as the global infection count
topped 4.7 million. 

But the World Health Organization has warned that
reopening too quickly without a vaccine could trigger a
second devastating wave of infections, and the body will
host a virtual global health assembly this week to help
chart a course out of the crisis. Once the worst-hit coun-
try in the world, Italy will take its latest step in a cautious,
gradual return to normality, allowing businesses and
churches to reopen after a two-month lockdown. “I share
the joy of those communities who can finally reunite as
liturgical assemblies, a sign of hope for all society,” 

Pope Francis said on Sunday during his live-streamed
prayer, with Saint Peter’s Basilica also throwing its door
open to visitors. The Vatican, an independent enclave in
the heart of Rome, has applied the same anti-virus meas-
ures as Italy, which imposed strict lockdowns after a
dizzying rise in COVID-19 deaths and infections that

overwhelmed hospitals.
Businesses including restaurants, bars, cafes, hair-

dressers, and stores will be allowed to re-open. Gyms,
pools, cinemas and theatres are allowed to open on May
25. Spain is also set to further ease its lockdown meas-
ures, while Germany has already taken several steps
towards a reopening, including the resumption of its top
football league - but with empty stadiums. There was oth-
er welcome relief for Europeans on the weekend too, with
people enjoying beaches in France, Greece and Italy, and
Britons going to parks to bask in the sun.

S America, Africa hit hard 
Despite the optimism in parts of Europe, the deadly

pandemic remains on the march having claimed more than
315,000 lives, with worrying data from South America
and Africa offering a reminder of the severity of the crisis.
Deaths in Brazil have risen sharply in recent days, and
with more than 241,000 infections reached over the
weekend, South America’s largest country now has the
fourth-highest caseload in the world. But President Jair
Bolsonaro has been a staunch opponent of lockdowns,
claiming they have unnecessarily hurt the Brazilian econ-
omy, but experts and regional leaders have warned that
the healthcare infrastructure could collapse. 

The far-right leader alongside several ministers greet-
ed hundreds of his supporters in the capital Brasilia on
Sunday in defiance of social distancing measures, telling
the crowd that the virus restrictions were too much. Latin
America and the Caribbean have recorded more than half
a million infections, with almost half of them from Brazil,
and there is growing alarm about the impact of the virus
on the least privileged in the region. Ecuador reported the
first COVID-19 case in one of its indigenous Amazon
tribes, deepening the crisis in one of South America’s
hardest-hit countries. Rights groups in Nicaragua have

accused the government of hiding the true number of
COVID-19 cases by rushing burials.

Nicaraguan hospital staff have said the Nicaraguan
health system is overwhelmed with patients suffering
from respiratory illnesses, relatives say the bodies of
loved ones are being carted off in pick-up trucks for
“express burials” without their consent. There was also
grim data in Africa, where the number of infections rose
rapidly. South Africa on Sunday reported 1,160 new
coronavirus infections, the highest daily number since the
first case was recorded in March, taking the total to
15,515 - the highest on the continent. In Asia, India
extended its lockdown - the world’s biggest - to the end
of May as it reported its biggest single-day jump in
infections on Sunday. —AFP

VATICAN: Nuns go through the security area across
markings on the ground under the colonnades to
access St Peter’s Square Basilica yesterday in The
Vatican during the lockdown aimed at curbing the
spread of the COVID-19 infection. —AFP
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infections 


