
Monday, May 17, 2021

6
I n t e r n a t i o n a l

Established 1961 

WASHINGTON: A day after the top US health
agency eased COVID-19 mask restrictions, many
people could still be seen walking around the cap-
ital Washington wearing face coverings. Among
them was a student, Chloe, who said she was fully
vaccinated-but was wearing her black face mask
anyway. “I think the announcement... was definitely
a shock to a lot of people. It definitely was a shock
to me,” the student, who declined to give her last
name, told AFP Friday.

Chloe, 20, viewed the CDC announcement as
“hopeful” but said she plans to keep wearing her
mask for a while longer. “If I see more people not
wearing masks, it’ll make me feel comfortable not
wearing masks,” she said. “And then just seeing the
number of people who are vaccinated in the US
will definitely help. If that number goes up, I might
feel more comfortable taking it off.”

But “it’s really important to recognize that the
pandemic’s still going on.” Currently, only 36 per-
cent of people are fully vaccinated in the United
States, where the pandemic has killed more than
580,000. “Yesterday, I was not really into the
idea” of going maskless, said Lauren, who wore a
white cloth face mask. “Even though I’m vaccinat-
ed, what if there’s some slight chance that I’m
around somebody who’s sick? A non-vaccinated
person?” The 36-year-old consultant, who also
chose to only give her first name, told AFP she
plans to keep her mask handy when she’s out and
decide whether to put it on based on a “day-to-
day, even hour-to-hour feeling.”

“It has kind of become a part of our face. I feel

kind of bare without it,” Lauren said, adding her
mask sometimes can feel like a “security blanket.”

Health experts say it’s normal to feel anxious
about returning to normal life, given how hard the
last year has been.  But there is such a thing as
being too careful, warns Dr. Amesh Adalja: “The
science is showing that if you’re fully vaccinated,
the virus is going to treat you very differently, so
you can act very differently.” Part of the problem,
said Adalja, a senior scholar from the Johns
Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health, is that
the CDC was overly cautious during the pandemic
and has now shocked people with what seems like
a more aggressive step. 

When the CDC announced Thursday that peo-
ple fully vaccinated against COVID-19 no longer
had to wear masks outdoors, President Joe Biden
celebrated the decision, calling it a “great day”
for the country hardest-hit by the pandemic.
Comedic takes flooded Twitter, but their humor
belied users’ deeper-seated anxiety over the
issue. “We don’t have to wear masks anymore if
we’re vaccinated but what if I’m mistaken for a
republican,” another woman wrote, referring to
political divisions over masks.

“This is a just a note to say that masks are like
weighted face blankets and I’m keeping mine for-
ever,” tweeted author Glennon Doyle. According
to Adalja, “people didn’t develop the ability to risk
calculate.”

“There just was a lot of precautionary princi-
ples that got carried away to a point that I think
it ’s going to be hard for people who total ly

embraced all of that to jettison it,” he said. But
“what value are you deriving from the vaccine if
you’re not actually living your life?”

Lauren ultimately agrees: “I’m really desperate
to see people’s faces again,” she said. “I want to be
able to smile at people.” —AFP

Despite guidance, not everyone ready to give up masks

Confusion reigns as US health
agency eases mask restrictions

Pandemic to be 
‘far more deadly’ 
this year: WHO 
GENEVA: The World Health
Organization issued a grim warning
on Friday that the second year of
COVID-19 was set to be “far more
deadly”, as Japan extended a state of
emergency amid growing calls for the
Olympics to be scrapped. “We’re on
track for the second year of this pan-
demic to be far more deadly than the
first,” said WHO director-general
Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus.

The mood also darkened in Japan
where the coronavirus state of emer-
gency took in another three regions
just 10 weeks before the Olympics,
while campaigners submitted a peti-
tion with more than 350,000 signa-
tures calling for the Games to be can-
celled. With Tokyo and other areas
already under emergency orders until
the end of May, Hiroshima, Okayama
and northern Hokkaido, which will
host the Olympic marathon, will now
join them. Japanese public opinion is
firmly opposed to holding the Games
this summer.

Swiss tennis great Roger Federer
said Friday that “what the athletes
need is a decision: is it happening or
isn’t it?” “I would love to play in the

Olympics... But if that doesn’t happen
due to the situation, I would be the
first to understand,” he added.

The pandemic has killed at least
3,346,813 people worldwide since
the  v i rus  f i r s t  emerged in  l a te
2019, according to an AFP tally of
official data. 

Sputnik vaccines reach India 
India meanwhile started deploying

Russia’s Sputnik V coronavirus vac-
cine, the first foreign-made shot to be
used in the country that has been
reeling from an explosion in cases and
deaths. 

The first token batch of Sputnik
vaccines-reportedly 150,000 doses-
arrived on May 1 and a second deliv-
ery is expected in the next few days.
A number of leading India-based
drugmakers have agreements for local
production of Sputnik V with the aim
to produce over 850 million doses of
the jab per year.

India has been adding roughly as
many new COVID cases daily as the
rest of the world put together.

More than 260,000 Indians have
died, according to official figures. In
Europe, British Prime Minister Boris
Johnson warned that the arrival of the
B1.617.2 variant, one of those believed
to be driving the Indian surge, could
delay reopening of society and the
economy. “This new variant could
pose a serious disruption to our

progress,” Johnson said.
Britain’s health ministry has tracked

the variant in northwest England and
in London.

Germany has already added the
UK back onto its list of “risk areas”
requiring extra checks-but not neces-
sarily quarantine-for incoming trav-
ellers. Elsewhere around the conti-
nent, tourist hotspots are opening up.
Greece kickstarted its tourism season
on Friday, hoping to reverse last year’s
miserable summer. “I hope to forget

this damn Covid,” said Jil Wirries, a
28-year old student from Hanover,
Germany, collecting luggage on the
island of Crete.

“Everything is terrible in
Germany... people are depressed... I’m
so happy to be here.”

France and Spain launched tourism
campaigns this week too. But in the
United States many were confused a
day after the top health agency lifted
all mask-wearing requirements for
fully vaccinated people.  —AFP

NEW DELHI: Relatives and family members mourn as they arrive to perform
the last rites of the patient who died of the COVID-19 coronavirus at a cre-
matorium in New Delhi Friday. —AFP

Ethiopia defers
landmark polls 
as woes pile up
ADDIS ABABA: The head of Ethiopia’s
election board said Saturday it would be
impossible to hold parliamentary elec-
tions as planned on June 5, due to mount-
ing logistical issues, without giving a new
date. When Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed
came to power three years ago, he prom-
ised to break from Ethiopia’s authoritari-
an past and hold the most democratic
elections the country has ever seen. 

The e lect ions had a lready been
delayed from last August due to the
coronavirus pandemic, and problems
have only mounted since, with a conflict
in the northern Tigray region and brutal
ethnic violence in several areas. 

“The vote will not happen on June 5
... we can’t tell you the date as the board
has to examine the inputs it received

from parties,” said election board chair-
woman Birtukan Mideksa. She cited a
plethora of logistical delays, such as
finalizing voter registration, training
electoral staff, printing and distributing
ballot papers. “Practically, it became
impossible to deliver all these at the
originally slated dates.” Mideksa said the
new date would take into account the
rainy season-which runs from about June
to September. With just weeks to go to
the election there had been few signs of
campaigning, and several opposition
parties planned to boycott the vote,
describing it as a “farce”.

Numerous crises 
The nation of 110 million people was

due to choose national and regional par-
liamentarians via the ballot box. The MPs
elect the prime minister, who is head of
government, as well as the president-a
largely ceremonial role. 

Even with the delay, numerous security
crises are expected to make voting impos-
sible in large swathes of the country. This
includes the northern Tigray region, where

Abiy launched a military operation in
November last year that has turned into a
grinding war, with massacres, brutal sexual
violence and humanitarian misery. Birtukan
said that some 36 million voters had regis-

tered so far, with no registration taking
place at all in some areas which have seen
ethnic violence, including in the country’s
most populous regions, Oromia and
Amhara. —AFP

Women sell vegetables in a street stall in Debre Berhan, Ethiopia. —AFP

NEW YORK: Times Square is reflected in protective
eyewear as Democratic candidate for NYC mayor Ray
McGuire holds a press conference in Times Square in
New York. —AFP

Republicans elect 
pro-Trump Stefanik 
to House leadership 
WASHINGTON: US Republicans on Friday elected
congresswoman El ise Stefanik, an outspoken
defender of Donald Trump, as their new House
conference chair, as the party scrambles to unify
amid an explosive debate about its direction.
Stefanik, a 36-year-old former moderate repre-
senting upstate New York, easily overcame a late
entrant to the race and won strong support from
the Republican conference in a closed-door vote
of 134 to 46.

“My focus is on unity, because that’s what the
American people  and that ’s  what  our  voters
deserve,” she told reporters after vaulting into the
number three House Republican position-becoming
the party’s most powerful woman in Congress.

“We are going on offense and are going to win
back the major i ty  in  2022” in  the House of
Representatives, said Stefanik, the party’s new top
messenger. The vote came two days after the con-
ference ousted Liz Cheney, a conservative stalwart
and daughter  of  former  v ice pres ident  Dick
Cheney, from the post over her repeated criticism
of Trump and her refusal to embrace his false claim
that Democrats stole the 2020 election.

With Trump retaining enormous inf luence,
Republicans have been desperate to tamp down
swelling discord within party ranks over its future.
Conservatives aim to craft a coherent message
heading into next year’s midterm elections, but
some Republ icans  fear  that  fa i l ing to  re ject
Trump’s rhetoric about voter fraud could hurt the
party at the polls. But Stefanik made clear that
Trump and Trumpism will remain vital in the effort
to turn back the “radical, far-left socialist agenda”
of President Joe Biden and his Democrats.

“I support president Trump, voters support
president Trump,” Stefanik said. “He is an important
voice in our Republican Party and we look forward
to working with him.” Trump, whose grip on the
party has tightened with Stefanik’s elevation, con-
gratulated her for the “overwhelming” win. “The
House GOP is united and the Make America Great
Again movement is Strong!” the former president
said. Stefanik’s ascension was the singular bright
spot for Republicans in an otherwise difficult week.

On Thursday after a meeting with Biden and top
congressional Democrats, House Minority Leader
Kevin McCarthy made the dubious assertion that “I
don’t think anybody is questioning the legitimacy
of the presidential election.” One day earlier dur-
ing a contentious House hearing, Republicans
downplayed the seriousness of the deadly January
6 attack on the US Capitol by Trump supporters,
with congressman Andrew Clyde saying footage
from the day of the insurrection appeared to show
“a normal tourist visit” to the building. —AFP

CONCORD: Rally goers hold signs protesting vaccines at the “World Wide Rally for Freedom”, an
anti-mask and anti-vaccine rally, at the State House in Concord, New Hampshire Friday. —AFP

Rising crime takes 
center stage in 
NY mayoral race
NEW YORK: New York, which has long prided
itself on being one of the world’s safest cities, is
experiencing a surge in crime, with the topic
becoming a central theme of a mayoral race set to
be decided in June. Crime was endemic in the Big
Apple in the 1970s and 1980s when America’s
largest metropolis was gripped by a budgetary cri-
sis, but it has been on a continuous downward trend
since the mid-1990s.

However, the picture has deteriorated drastically

since last summer. What initially looked like a
byproduct of the movement against police violence
following George Floyd’s murder and social disloca-
tion caused by the pandemic appears no longer to
be the case. From knife attacks on the subway to a
surge in shootings, including in Times Square last
weekend, violence is “definitely up,” says John Pfaff,
a criminal law professor at Fordham University.

“The spike of 2020 does run the risk of continu-
ing into 2021,” he said. “I see a huge economic
uncertainty, a huge emotional stress, you have
institutions that are shut down across the board. All
these things are going to contribute to violence
and then that violence can be somewhat self-per-
petuating going forward,” Pfaff added. New York is
gradually beginning to emerge from the coron-
avirus crisis and unemployment is falling, but crime
statistics are far from improving. 

The latest figures, released on May 9, showed
505 victims of shootings since the beginning of
January, the highest in 10 years. It was up from
275 for the same period in 2020. There have been
146 murders so far this year, up 40 percent from
2019 when 104 people were killed and up 27 per-
cent on last year. 

Officially, crime in the subway is down 43 per-
cent, but many experts note that is misleading as
r idership plummeted with the pandemic. A
shooting in broad daylight in Times Square on
May 8, which injured two women and a child,
propelled rising violent crime to the forefront of
the mayoral campaign, six weeks before the
Democratic primary on June 22. The primary
effect ively nominates the winner of  the
November election due to the unpopularity of
Republicans in New York. —AFP


