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 News in brief

Omicron spreads faster 
and weakens jabs: WHO

Britain steps up efforts to combat spread of variant
GENEVA: The Omicron coronavirus variant is 
more transmissible than the Delta strain and 
reduces vaccine efficacy but causes less severe 
symptoms according to early data, the World Health 
Organization said yesterday. The Delta variant, first 
identified in India earlier this year, is responsible for 
most of the world’s coronavirus infections. 

But South Africa’s discovery of Omicron - which 
has a large number of mutations - last month 
prompted countries around the world to impose 
travel bans on southern African countries and rein-
troduce domestic restrictions to slow its spread. 
The WHO said Omicron had spread to 63 countries 
as of Dec 9. Faster transmission was noted in South 
Africa, where Delta is less prevalent, and in Britain, 
where Delta is the dominant strain. 

But it stressed that a lack of data meant it could 
not say if Omicron’s rate of transmission was 
because it was less prone to immune responses, 
higher transmissibility or a combination of both. 
Early evidence suggests Omicron causes “a reduc-
tion in vaccine efficacy against infection and trans-
mission”, the WHO said in a technical brief. “Given 
the current available data, it is likely that Omicron 
will outpace the Delta variant where community 
transmission occurs,” it added. 

Omicron infections have so far caused “mild” ill-
ness or asymptomatic cases, but the WHO said the 
data was insufficient to establish the variant’s clini-
cal severity. South Africa reported Omicron to the 

WHO on Nov 24. Vaccine manufacturers 
Pfizer/BioNTech last week said three doses of their 
jabs were still effective against Omicron. Countries 
with sufficient vaccine supplies such as Britain and 
France have encouraged their populations to 
receive a third “booster” jab to fight Omicron. 

Britain yesterday announced additional measures 
to stop the spread of the Omicron coronavirus vari-
ant, including the extension of booster jabs to peo-
ple over 30. From tomorrow, fully vaccinated con-
tacts of people who test positive for COVID-19 will 
be required to take daily lateral flow tests for seven 
days. But those who have not had one or two shots 
of a COVID vaccine will have to self-isolate for 10 
days, the Department of Health and Social Care said. 

“The Omicron variant is  quickly gaining 
ground in the UK and is expected to become the 
dominant strain by mid-December,” said Health 
Secretary Sajid Javid. “We are taking this pro-
portionate and more practical measure to limit 
the impact on people’s day-to-day lives while 
helping to reduce the spread of Omicron.” Britain 
is banking on vaccination as the best way to stop 
the rapid spread of the virus - and keep the 
economy open - with concern that hospitals 
could be overwhelmed as they also deal with sea-
sonal respiratory infections such as flu. 

Javid said anyone eligible for a booster should 
get it as soon as possible.  
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GRAZ, Austria: A protester wears a hat spiked with syringes reading “Peace - Freedom - Self-Rule” during a 
demonstration against the Austrian government’s measures taken in order to limit the spread of the coron-
avirus yesterday. — AFP 

Girl killed outside school 
 
KUWAIT: A student died after a car ran her 
over outside her school in Khaitan yesterday. 
According to eyewitnesses’ reports, a teenage 
Egyptian boy was reportedly reversing the car 
that hit the 14-year-old Syrian girl by accident. 
The victim was rushed to hospital, where she 
succumbed to her injuries. 

Race to rescue US survivors 
 
MAYFIELD, Kentucky: US rescuers desper-
ately searched for survivors yesterday after tor-
nadoes killed at least 94 and left towns in ruin, 
with emergency crews racing against time to find 
dozens still missing from a collapsed Kentucky 
factory. President Joe Biden called the wave of 
twisters, including one that traveled more than 
320 km, “one of the largest” storm outbreaks in 
American history. — AFP (See Page 5)

Modi’s Twitter account hacked 
 
NEW DELHI: Indian Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi’s Twitter account was hacked yesterday 
with a message declaring his country had adopt-
ed bitcoin as legal tender. The swiftly deleted 
tweet said the Indian government had officially 
bought 500 bitcoin and was “distributing them 
to all residents of the country”, along with a 
scam link. — AFP (See Page 7)

Putin says he drove cab  
 
MOSCOW: Russian President Vladimir Putin has 
said the collapse of the Soviet Union spelled the 
end of “historical Russia”, revealing he drove a 
taxi to make ends meet following the USSR’s fall. 
The comments were excerpts from an upcoming 
film. State-run news agency RIA Novosti said 
Putin revealed that he worked occasionally as a 
taxi driver to boost his income. — AFP 

ABU DHABI: This picture taken on Nov 30, 2021 shows a view of some of the self-
driving taxis being used in a tech demonstration in the UAE capital to transport 
passengers to the nearby Yas Island. — AFP 

TEHRAN: An Iranian man poses for a picture with his dogs in a yard near his 
house on Dec 5, 2021. — AFP 

ABU DHABI: Mustafa sits motionless 
behind the wheel, upturned hands in 
his lap, as his taxi drives itself, bringing 
the United Arab Emirates closer to an 
autonomous future. The “safety offi-
cer” is part of a trial for driverless cabs 
in the capital Abu Dhabi, where cus-
tomers can be picked up and dropped 
off at nine pre-determined spots on 
Yas Island. It’s been a “smooth ride” so 

far, said Mustafa, with no incidents that 
required any major intervention. “In 
the past few days, we’ve had most cus-
tomers order taxis from the mall or 
hotel,” he told AFP. 

Bayanat, a branch of the Abu 
Dhabi-based Group 42 tech company, 
last month launched the trial of four 
driverless vehicles, two electric and 
two hybrid, under the name TXAI. A 
second phase will include at least 10 
vehicles and multiple locations across 
Abu Dhabi, the company said. 
Customers can order the vehicles using 
the TXAI app. Robotaxis have been 
tested at various locations around the 
world in recent years, but commercial  
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Future is 
autonomous 
for UAE taxis

DUBAI: Being raised in the Middle East with a lack 
of savings and investment culture, many young 
Arabs are turning to online banking services to help 
track their spending and budget. When Mayar 

Akrameh was growing up in Lebanon, financial 
advice was simple: work long, work hard and aim 
for a high-paying job. Now the 29-year-old man-
agement consultant is one of a growing number of 
young Arabs who are turning to financial technolo-
gy, or “fintech”, to help them save and invest, often a 
neglected practice in the Middle East. 

“We’re taught that if you’re working and making 
enough money, even if you hate your job, you’re 
good,” she told AFP. “Or they think we’re good.” 
Akrameh moved to the United Arab Emirates in 
2019 at the start of Lebanon’s financial crisis, which 

would later see the local currency plunge to all-time 
lows, with many people denied free access to their 
savings by stringent banking controls. 

The region’s economic instability, exacerbated 
by the coronavirus pandemic, has spurred many to 
turn to online banking and financial tools. Akrameh, 
who did not know how to invest and save money 
when she started generating income, now uses an 
app to track her spending. “It’s not just about retir-
ing; it’s about living better, having dreams, having 
time to breathe and reflect,” she said. 
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Young Arabs swipe 
to fintech as saving, 
investing takes off

TEHRAN: “No, my cat is not danger-
ous,” says Iranian animal lover 
Mostafa, outraged by a proposal from 
ultraconservative lawmakers to ban 
pets. The 25-year-old, who runs a pet 
supplies shop on busy Eskandari 
Street in downtown Tehran, is stunned. 
“Crocodiles can be called dangerous, 
but how can rabbits, dogs and cats be 

dangerous?” he asked incredulously 
about the bill introduced a month ago. 
The proposed law pits growing num-
bers of people with pets against those 
who consider the practice decadent 
and hold that under Islamic law, dogs, 
like pigs, are unclean. 

According to media reports, 75 MPs, 
or one quarter of parliamentarians, 
recently signed a text entitled “Support 
for the rights of the population in rela-
tion to harmful and dangerous animals”. 
In their introduction, the authors con-
demn the practice of humans living 
under one roof with domesticated ani-
mals as a “destructive social problem”. 
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