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Jordan faces 
virus-era polls 
in crisis mode
AMMAN: Voters in coronavirus-battered Jordan go to
the polls tomorrow in an election focused on the Arab
country’s economic crisis which has been heightened by
the devastating pandemic. Resource-poor and dependent
on foreign aid, in particular from the International
Monetary Fund (IMF), public debt in the small country of
10 million people - which is also hosting more than one
million Syrian refugees - exceeds 100 percent of GDP.
And unemployment was running at 23 percent in the first
quarter of 2020.

“This vote is different, with people in greater distress
because of the epidemic,” said Oraib Rintawi of the Al-
Quds Centre for Political Studies. Coronavirus has claimed
more than 1,180 lives from over 104,800 cases in Jordan,
according to health ministry data. However, Rintawi
doubted there would be a high turnout because “most
Jordanians think parliament plays a marginal role in the
political system”, as the formation of governments in the
Hashemite kingdom is not party-based or dependent on
the outcome of the vote.

There have been some calls on social media to post-
pone the elections, but the government has said the vote
will go ahead. Parliament was already dissolved in late
September ahead of the vote, and under the law new
elections must be held within four months. Jordanian
Minister of Political and Parliamentary Affairs Musa Al-
Maaytah insisted Friday it would be better to hold the
vote now than in a few months’ time. “Economic, political
and social life must continue,” he added.

King Abdullah II last month named veteran diplomat
Bisher Al-Khasawneh as prime minister ahead of the vote,
after parliament reached the end of its term. “People will
vote along tribal lines, for a candidate from their clan or for
representatives who will provide them with services,” not
for political reasons, Rintawi told AFP. Some 4.5 million peo-
ple eligible to vote will cast their ballots for candidates to fill
130 seats in parliament, 15 of them reserved for women,
from a field of 1,674 candidates running on 294 lists. —AFP

BAKU: Azerbaijan said yesterday its forces had
captured the key town of Shusha from Armenian
separatists in Nagorno-Karabakh, but Armenia
insisted that fighting for the strategically vital area
was ongoing. The capture of Shusha would be a
major victory for Azerbaijan six weeks after new
fighting erupted over Nagorno-Karabakh, an ethnic
Armenian enclave that broke away from
Azerbaijan’s control in the 1990s.

The fortress town sits on cliffs around 15 km from
Nagorno-Karabakh’s main city Stepanakert and on
the main road through the region to the territory of
Armenia, which backs the
separatists. Both sides
have reported fierce clash-
es around the town in
recent days, after
Azerbaijani forces swept
across the southern flank
of Nagorno-Karabakh and
pushed through its moun-
tain passes. In a televised
address to the nation on
Sunday, Azerbaijani
President Ilham Aliyev
announced that the town had been captured.

“With great pride and joy, I inform you that the
town of Shusha has been liberated,” said Aliyev,
dressed in military fatigues and standing in front of
an Azerbaijani flag. He said November 8 would “go
down in the history of the Azerbaijani people” as the
day “we returned to Shusha”. “Our liberation march
continues. We will go to the end, until the complete
liberation of the occupied territories,” Aliyev said.

Flag-waving Azerbaijanis took to the streets of
the capital Baku to celebrate after Aliyev’s
announcement. Armenian officials confirmed there

were heavy clashes for the town but said the battle
was far from over. “The fighting continues in Shushi,
wait and believe in our army,” Armenian defense
ministry official Artsrun Hovhannisyan said, using
the Armenian name for the town, shortly after
Aliyev’s announcement.

‘The fortress city withstands’ 
Armenian defense ministry spokeswoman Shushan

Stepanyan said there was “the most ferocious com-
bat” overnight for the town, while the Armenian gov-
ernment said taking Shusha was an “unattainable

pipe dream for Azerbaijan”.
“Despite heavy destruc-
tion, the fortress city with-
stands the blows of the
adversary,” it said. The new
clashes broke out in late
September between
Azerbaijan and the
Armenia-backed sepa-
ratists over control of
Karabakh, which declared
its independence nearly 30
years ago.

That declaration has not been recognized inter-
nationally, even by Armenia, and it remains a part of
Azerbaijan under international law. The recent flare-
up has been the worst in decades, with more than
1,000 people confirmed dead including dozens of
civilians, although the death toll is believed to be
much higher. Fighting has continued despite several
attempts by Russia, France and the United States to
help reach a lasting ceasefire. 

The three countries make up the “Minsk Group”
of mediators that helped broker a truce between the
ex-Soviet rivals in 1994 but have failed to find a last-

ing solution to the long-simmering conflict. Armenia
and Azerbaijan have each accused the other of tar-
geting civilian areas during the fighting and the
United Nations this week decried indiscriminate
attacks that could amount to “war crimes”. The
fighting has raised fears that both Russia, which has
a military alliance with Armenia, and Azerbaijan’s ally

Turkey could be further drawn into the conflict. 
Turkish leaders congratulated Azerbaijan yester-

day. “I congratulate my Azeri brothers’ Shusha victo-
ry... I believe (it) is a sign that the rest of the occupied
lands will be liberated soon too,” Turkish President
Tayyip Erdogan said, addressing crowds in Turkey’s
northwestern province of Kocaeli. —Agencies

Armenia denies capture, insists fighting is still ongoing 

Azerbaijan forces take key 
Karabakh town of Shusha

Abiy replaces army 
chief as Tigray 
casualties mount
SANJA, Ethiopia: Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy
Ahmed replaced his army chief yesterday, as
reports of wounded soldiers continued to rise in a
five-day-old conflict in the country’s northern
Tigray region. Deputy army chief Berhanu Jula will
take over the Ethiopian National Defence Force, a
statement from Abiy’s office said, without giving a
reason or specifying the fate of Berhanu’s prede-
cessor, General Adem Mohammed.

The announcement came as a medical official
told AFP that nearly 100 government soldiers had
been treated for gunshot wounds at a hospital in
the northern Amhara region, the latest indication
that fighting has been intense. Abiy and military
leaders have touted Ethiopian soldiers’ successes
against forces loyal to the Tigray ruling party, but a
communications blackout in the region has made
their accounts difficult to verify.

On roads in the northern part of Ethiopia’s
Amhara region, ambulances can frequently be seen
ferrying wounded combatants to hospitals. In the
town of Sanja, 98 government soldiers have been

treated for “gunfire” injuries, a doctor told AFP.
“We have had 98 cases. All of them are soldiers
from the national army,” said the doctor, who spoke
on condition of anonymity. He said there were no
fatalities at the hospital, but noted more serious
cases have been transported to larger hospitals in
the city of Gondar and elsewhere.

Reports of dead and wounded soldiers have
mounted in recent days in Amhara, where a human-
itarian aid worker said three died and 35 were
treated on Saturday. On Friday 105 were reported
injured and five killed in the region. They coincide
with growing fears of civil war after Abiy, last
year’s Nobel Peace Prize winner, on Wednesday
sent federal troops and aircraft into Tigray in a
major escalation of a long-running feud.

Yesterday’s reshuffle also saw new appointments
for deputy army chief, foreign minister and federal
police commissioner, while the president of Amhara
was transferred to head Ethiopia’s intelligence
service. No reason was given for those changes
either. 

Airstrikes
Abiy ordered airstrikes on military assets in the

Tigrayan regional capital, Mekele, last week, while
warning more would be on the way and urging
civilians to avoid gatherings to limit “collateral
damage”. A UN advisory distributed yesterday
morning reported an “ongoing air strike in Mekele”

close to the airport, with an update specifying
“there was only one strike heard and the related
ripost [sic] from the ground.”

Hours before he was named the new army chief,
a state media report quoted Berhanu saying federal
forces had “fully destroyed the heavy weaponries
of the traitorous clique”, a reference to the Tigray
People’s Liberation Front (TPLF), the regional rul-
ing party. Berhanu also said federal forces had
“completely captured” four towns in western
Tigray, where much of the fighting has reportedly
been concentrated. —AFP

TEKELDENGY, Ethiopia: Zeleke Alabachew, farmer and
militia fighter, poses on his land near this village
northwest of Gondar yesterday. —AFP

Winter rains in 
Beirut finish off 
blast-hit homes
BEIRUT: Norma Mnassakh was leaving her apart-
ment in the Lebanese capital when a cloud of dust
suddenly billowed from the Ottoman-era building
next door. The abandoned home with its popular
ground-floor ice cream shop had been severely
damaged in the colossal August 4 explosion at the
nearby Beirut port. Now, heavy rainfall has just
about finished off the job. “I was born and raised
here. This neighborhood is home. I know every sin-
gle piece of it,” the woman in her fifties told AFP,
only hours after the building partially caved in.  

“But I’m losing all the sights that I grew up with,”
she added, as chunks of rubble lay strewn on the
sidewalk. Rmeil 24, in Beirut’s Ashrafieh district, is
among a handful of structures damaged in the blast
that collapsed this week with the start of heavy
rains and wind. At least 90 other heritage homes

could bite the dust this winter, caretaker culture
minister Abbas Mortada told AFP.

The port explosion, which authorities say was
caused by a huge stockpile of ammonium nitrate
that caught fire, killed more than 200 people and
damaged or destroyed around 70,000 homes. Now,
the weather is worsening that destruction. Carla, a
52-year-old who grew up near the Rmeil 24 build-
ing, said Lebanon’s history was on the line. “This is
our heritage,” she said. “It’s such a shame for it to
be lost in this way.”

Too little, too late 
The Rmeil 24 building has been abandoned for

more than 40 years. But its ground floor continued
to house the Hanna Mitri ice cream shop - one of
the capital’s most prized traditional parlors,
beloved by tourists and locals alike. The Beirut
gem, which has since reopened in a new location,
was forced to shut after the explosion caused the
shop’s ceiling to crumble.

Heavy rainfall on Thursday night accentuated the
“cavities in the roof” of Rmeil 24, leading to the
“partial destruction” of the building, said Yasmine
Makaroun, an architect from the Association for

Protecting Natural Sites and Old Buildings in
Lebanon (APSAD). The worst could have been pre-
vented if the landowner hadn’t delayed access to
the site while the weather was favorable, she told
AFP. “We could have started the first rescue inter-
ventions... and we could probably have partially
saved it,” she said. —AFP

BEIRUT: A man walks past a building damaged by the
August 4 port blast that collapsed due to heavy rain in
the Karantina neighborhood on Nov 5, 2020. —AFP
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Delhi fears worst 
amid smog cloud,
coronavirus wave
NEW DELHI: A steady stream of patients is coming out
of New Delhi’s brownish atmosphere for treatment at
the Breathe Better clinic, where lung specialist Davinder
Kundra is confronting what he calls the “double wham-
my” of deadly smog and the coronavirus. Kundra is
among a growing number of doctors who are worried
as the capital’s notorious air again hits peak pollution
levels while a new pandemic wave is battering hospitals.

Every winter pollution season, demand for beds
spikes in the world’s most polluted capital because of
an increase in lung diseases and chronic bronchitis.
Now the coronavirus has come back after a lull, new
cases reaching a record 7,000 a day. Some official pre-
dictions say the figure could soon exceed 12,000. India
already has the world’s second-highest number of cas-

es - 8.5 million - behind the United States.
With studies strongly linking air pollution to

increased coronavirus deaths, Delhi chief minister Arvind
Kejriwal said the intense annual smog from farm fires,
cars and industry was worsening the pandemic crisis. As
he fretted over the x-ray of one pneumonia patient,
Kundra said he spots at least one coronavirus suspect a
day in his small clinic and orders them to get tested.
“Tiny microscopic pollutants act as carriers for the virus
and go deep into the lungs. So Delhi is facing a double
whammy because of pollution and coronavirus cases,”
he said. “Patients who have chronic obstructive pul-
monary disease and are exposed to increased pollution
are prone to have more severe forms of the infection.”

Smog guns 
With more residents on the streets ahead of India’s

main holiday, Diwali - the festival of light - on Saturday,
doctors fear dark days ahead for the city of 20 million
people. Kejriwal has banned Diwali firecrackers and
launched legal action to get private hospitals to set
aside more beds for Covid-19 patients. The city has
deployed smog guns, which blast out clouds of water

intended to bring pollution particles to the ground. But
environmental activists such as Vimlendu Jha say the
authorities are not serious about the problem, and have
demanded suspensions on construction and even some
power stations. —AFP

Austria Muslims 
wary of backlash 
after attack
VIENNA: When Osama Abu El Hosna found himself
under a hail of bullets during the shooting rampage in
Vienna, he heroically risked his life to save a policeman
at the scene. But while Hosna has been lauded for his
courage, other Muslims say they are now scared to
walk the streets of the city they call home as they fear a
backlash against their community. Monday’s attack was
carried out by an Islamic State supporter who had been
convicted and imprisoned for trying to join the IS
group in Syria.

Hosna’s own story is testament to the Islamophobia
present in many parts of Austrian society - and which has
been fanned by right-wing politicians. In the majority
Catholic country, half of Austrians believe mosques should
not be tolerated and say they have a negative image of
Muslims, according to a 2019 study by the University of
Salzburg. Muslims make up eight percent of the popula-
tion, one of the highest proportions in the European Union.  

The far-right Freedom Party (FPOe) openly uses
Islamophobic and racist imagery, including during its
spell in government between late 2017 and May last
year. According to the Dokustelle group, which docu-
ments anti-Muslim harassment and racism, incidents
targeting Muslims went up from 309 in 2017 to 1,051 in
2019. —AFP

NEW DELHI: Lung specialist Davinder Kundra checks
an x-ray of a patient at his Breathe Better clinic on
Nov 5, 2020. —AFP

BAKU: People hold Azeri flags as they celebrate of the capture the town of Shusha yesterday. —AFP


