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Biden declares a ‘major disaster’
Kentucky Governor Beshear: Cadaver dogs were still finding bodies

BOWLING GREEN, Kentucky: Pete Desai (L), owner of the Cardinal Motel in Bowling Green, Kentucky surveys tornado damage on December 12, 2021. Dozens of devastating tornadoes roared through five US states overnight,
leaving more than 80 people dead. —AFP

WASHINGTON: US President Joe Biden declared a
major disaster in Kentucky on Sunday night after
the state was hit by a swarm of ferocious tornadoes
that killed dozens of people and flattened towns
across the Midwest. At the state governor’s request,
Biden upgraded an earlier emergency declaration to
a “major disaster,” allowing additional federal aid to
be channeled into recovery efforts.

He had previously called the rare late-season
burst of twisters that struck the US heartland on the
weekend “one of the largest” storm outbreaks in
American history. While emergency workers have
continued searching for survivors, federal and local
officials have cautioned that the death toll, for now
at 94, could yet rise.

Kentucky Governor Andy Beshear said cadaver
dogs were still finding bodies. “The very first
thing that we have to do is grieve together and
we’re going to do that before we rebuild togeth-
er,” Beshear told an afternoon news conference.
More than 80 people are dead in Kentucky alone,
many of them workers at a candle factory in the
ravaged town of Mayfield, Beshear said Sunday.
“That number is going to exceed more than 100,”
he told CNN.

Later in the day, the governor said the factory’s
owner believed more of the workers had been
located, and it would be “pretty wonderful” if the
toll were to be revised down, but he stressed he

could not verify that information.
“Remember, we’re still finding bodies. We’ve got

cadaver dogs in towns that they shouldn’t have to
be in,” Beshear said. At least six people died in an
Amazon warehouse in the southern Illinois city of
Edwardsville, where they were on the night shift
processing orders ahead of Christmas.

Emergency crews worked through the night into
Sunday at both locations,
and agents from the
Federal Emergency
Management Agency
(FEMA) and Red Cross
volunteers were on the
scene in Kentucky. But
Edwardsville fire chief
James Whiteford told
reporters the operation
had turned from rescue to
focusing “only on recov-
ery,” fueling fears the toll
will rise. Four were killed in Tennessee and two died
in Arkansas, while Missouri recorded two fatalities.
Tornadoes also touched down in Mississippi. 

‘Unlike anything I have seen’ 
Emergency crews were helping stunned citizens

across the region clear the rubble. David
Norseworthy, a 69-year-old builder in Mayfield,

said the storm blew off his roof and front porch
while the family hid in a shelter. “We never had any-
thing like that here,” he told AFP.

A nondenominational church in Mayfield was
handing out food and clothing to storm survivors
while also providing space for the county coroner
to do his work, pastor Stephen Boyken of His
House Ministries told AFP. People “come with pic-

tures, birthmarks — they
talk now about using
DNA samples to identify
those who have been
lost,” he said.

The storm system’s
power placed it in his-
toric company. Storm
trackers said it had lofted
debris 30,000 feet
(9,100 meters) into the
air, and the deadly
Mayfield twister

appeared to have broken an almost century-old
record, tracking on the ground well more than 200
miles (320 kilometers).

“The devastation is unlike anything I have seen in
my life,” Beshear said. As Americans grappled with
the immensity of the disaster, condolences poured
in, with Pope Francis saying he is praying “for the
victims of the tornado that hit Kentucky.” Biden’s

Russian counterpart Vladimir Putin, in a break from
tense bilateral relations, said his country “shares in
the grief” of those who lost loved ones. 

‘Hope for a miracle’ 
Mayfield, a town of about 10,000 near the west-

ernmost tip of Kentucky, was reduced to “match-
sticks,” its mayor Kathy O’Nan said. Still, she told
NBC on Sunday, “there’s always hope” of finding
survivors. “We hope for a miracle.”

Troy Propes, CEO of the company that owned
the candle factory, defended his decision not to
close it as the storm neared. “We did everything
that was supposed to happen,” he told CNN on
Sunday. “My heart bleeds for absolutely everyone.”

Mayfield was described as “ground zero” by offi-
cials, and appeared post-apocalyptic: city blocks
were leveled, historic homes and buildings were
beaten down to their slabs, tree trunks had been
stripped of their branches and cars lay overturned
in fields.

Reports put the total number of tornadoes
across the region at around 30. “This is going to be
our new normal. And the effects that we’re seeing
from climate change are the crisis of our genera-
tion,” FEMA Administrator Deanne Criswell told
CNN on Sunday. Biden said he planned to soon
travel to the affected areas, once his presence
would not infringe upon relief efforts.  —AFP

Death toll to 
exceed more 

than 100

At least one dead 
from Omicron as 
UK boosts response
LONDON: At least one person has died in
Britain after being infected with the
Omicron variant, Prime Minister Boris
Johnson said yesterday, as the country
launched an ambitious COVID booster
shot programme to stop the virus’ spread.

Britain-among the countries worst hit
by the global health crisis since last year-is
believed to be the first government to offi-
cially announce a death from the virus
mutation. On a visit to a vaccination centre
in west London, Johnson said Omicron
accounted for about 40 percent of the
cases in the British capital, and hospital
admissions were rising.

“Sadly, at least one patient has been
confirmed to have died with Omicron,” he
told reporters, a day after warning the
country was facing a “tidal wave” of infec-
tion. Britain on Sunday sounded the alarm
by raising the national COVID Alert Level
because of high levels and rising rates of
transmission.

In a rare televised address, Johnson said
emergency measures were needed to pre-
vent hospitals becoming overwhelmed in
the weeks ahead. All adults will now be
able to receive a third dose of a COVID
vaccine by the end of December after the
government brought forward its deadline
by one month.

But in a sign of huge demand, the
National Health Service (NHS) vaccination

booking site crashed and users requesting
rapid testing kits were told they were out
of stock. Long queues were seen at
London clinics. At one, Sarah Jackson, 29,
said she had taken the morning off to get a
jab before visiting her grandparents at
Christmas.

“I don’t know if it’s going to be enough.
I was told there is a queue of two hours to
register and then two hours to get vacci-
nated,” she told AFP. “But I have to go
back to work at 1:30 pm.” The “tur-
bocharged” booster programme has seen
military planners asked to set up and run
extra vaccination centres around the clock.

Some 500,000 booster jabs were given
on Saturday but to hit the new deadline
that number will have to be doubled every
day for the remainder of the year to slow
the spread.

Wider measures 
Concerns have mounted about a new

wave because of indications that two jabs
are less effective against infection than
three. There were 1,239 confirmed cases of
the variant recorded on Sunday and scien-
tists have said numbers are doubling every
two to three days.

Vaccination rates are high in Britain,
with more than 81 percent or 46.7 million
of those aged 12 and over having had a
second jab. Some 23 million or 40 percent
have so far had a booster.

The new measures come after face
masks were made compulsory in indoor
public spaces last Friday, and new testing
and self-isolation rules for contact cases
began yesterday. Workers were also told
to stay at home, leading to a quieter than

usual yesterday morning rush hour.
Vaccine passports for certain crowd-

ed sett ings, including at  footbal l
grounds, are due to be enforced from
tomorrow. The rules apply to England
only. The devolved governments in
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland,
which are responsible for health policy,
have similar measures.

The race to vaccinate the nation will
come at the cost of already delayed elec-
tive surgeries, like hip or knee operations,
the government admitted. Johnson’s inter-
vention on Sunday sought to refocus
attention on the pandemic, after a torrid
week in which he and staff were accused
of breaking Covid rules last year.

Claims of illegal Christmas parties at
Downing Street and across government
departments have been seen as undermin-
ing public health messaging. Johnson is
also facing a large rebellion from within his
Conservative party at a vote in parliament
to make the new rules law today. —AFP

LONDON: Members of the public are pictured
beyond hearts painted on the National COVID
Memorial Wall, as they queue to receive a dose
of a COVID-19 vaccine. —AFP


