
LONDON: Britain yesterday became the first country to approve
an anti-COVID pill, as it greenlit the use of Merck’s antiviral drug
to treat patients suffering from mild to moderate coronavirus, reg-
ulators said. “Today is a historic day for our country, as the UK is
now the first country in the world to approve an antiviral that can
be taken at home for COVID-19,” said health minister Sajid Javid.
“This will be a game-changer for the most vulnerable and the im-
munosuppressed, who will soon be able to receive the ground-
breaking treatment,” he added. The antiviral, called molnupiravir,
works by decreasing the ability of a virus to replicate, thereby
slowing down the disease.

The Medicines and Healthcare products Regulatory Agency
(MHRA) said its trials had concluded it was “safe and effective at
reducing the risk of hospitalization and death in people with mild
to moderate COVID-19 who are at increased risk of developing
severe disease”. Based on the clinical trial data, the drug is most
effective when taken during the early stages of infection and the
MHRA recommends that it be used within five days of the onset
of symptoms.

It has been authorized for use in people who have at least one
risk factor for developing severe illness, including obesity, old age,
diabetes and heart disease. Britain, which has been one of the
countries hardest hit by the pandemic, announced on October 20
that it had ordered 480,000 doses of molnupiravir from US
pharma giant Merck. Drug regulators in the United States and the
European Union have already begun an evaluation of the drug.

Not a vaccine replacement
Merck has already signed agreements with other governments,

including the US, which has planned to buy 1.7 million doses if
molnupiravir if approved by regulators. MHRA chief executive
June Raine called the pill “another therapeutic to add to our ar-
moury”. “It is also the world’s first approved antiviral for this dis-
ease that can be taken by mouth rather than administered
intravenously,” she added.  

“This is important, because it means it can be administered
outside of a hospital setting.” Clinical trials found the drug to be
effective in reducing the risk of hospital admission or death for

at-risk non-hospitalized adults by 50 percent, according to Munir
Pirmohamed, chair of the Commission on Human Medicines.

But experts have warned that the treatment is not a miracle
cure and Pirmohamed said it was not intended to be used as a
substitute for vaccination against the virus. The government said
that it and the state-run National Health Service will announce
the rollout of the treatment “in due course”. A simple pill to treat
the coronavirus has been sought since the start of the pandemic
and Merck’s announcement of its trial results was hailed as a
major step towards that goal.

Until now, COVID therapeutics such as monoclonal antibodies
and Gilead’s remdesivir - authorized for use in the EU under the
name Veklury - have been administered intravenously. Molnupi-
ravir was initially developed as an inhibitor of influenza and respi-
ratory syncytial virus - two other important acute respiratory
infections - by a team at Emory University in Atlanta, Georgia.
Merck is also conducting a separate clinical trial for a second use
of the drug, as a measure to prevent people who have been in close
contact with those carrying the virus from developing it. — AFP 
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Cuba steps up forced 
exile of dissidents
HAVANA: A month ago, Cuban artist Hamlet Lavastida
was forced into exile by the communist government,
which he accuses of being afraid of those that speak out
in defense of freedom. Lavastida is one of dozens of dis-
sidents and opponents-including artists-of the single-
party state banished from their homeland. “Artists are
the best ambassadors of civil rights, of cultural rights, of
freedom of expression,” Lavastida told AFP in Berlin,
where he now lives.

“When they send you into exile ... they think that in
the end, you’ll forget all this (but) that’s not the case,”
added the 38-year-old. Lavastida was arrested in June
upon returning from a trip to Germany and accused of
inciting crime. Three months later he was set free on the
condition he agree to be exiled, along with his poet and
activist girlfriend Katherine Bisquet, a member of the op-
position San Isidro movement.

He said it was that or “15 to 18 years” in prison. “I have
constant nightmares about prison,” said Lavastida, who
was left traumatized after being repeatedly interrogated
by the police in Havana. Like many others, Lavastida was
accused of seeking to topple the government. Lavastida
“used social media to incite and call for civil disobedi-
ence on public streets,” said a government website called
Razones de Cuba. It claims to be exposing “actions
against Cuba directed from the US.”

Cuba’s government considers all opposition to be il-
legal and accuses its opponents of being orchestrated by
Washington in a bid to provoke regime change. President
Miguel Diaz-Canel has accused the US embassy in Ha-
vana of “identifying and promoting leaders, especially
among young people” and preparing them abroad to try
to unseat the government. Cuba’s authorities “have dif-
ficulty believing that there is youth ... that is so thirsty
for freedom,” said Lavastida. — AFP 

US court divided 
in gun rights case
WASHINGTON:  A majority of the conservative-leaning US
Supreme Court appeared skeptical of a New York law restricting
gun licenses at a hearing Wednesday that could lead to looser re-
strictions on carrying firearms in public. The hearing reflected sig-
nificant divisions on the bench, which has a 6-3 conservative
majority following the nomination of three justices by former pres-
ident Donald Trump. But some of the conservatives seemed to be
looking for a middle-ground solution to balance gun rights and
public safety.

At issue is a challenge, backed by the gun lobby, to a New York
law that regulates the carrying of firearms outside the home. It is
the first major case involving the Second Amendment constitutional
right to bear arms to be heard by the nation’s highest court in more
than a decade. The court had previously declined to take up several
Second Amendment cases, but the three justices Trump named have
been historically sympathetic to the arguments of gun owners.

This has raised fears among gun control advocates that local re-
strictions such as the New York law could be in jeopardy. At a small
rally outside the court, Angela Ferrell-Zabata, of Everytown for Gun
Safety, said the “potential consequences are pretty bad,” and that
a decision “could make it harder for states and cities to address this
crisis” of gun violence. There were more than 43,000 gun-related
deaths in the United States last year, including suicides, according
to the Gun Violence Archive.

Patchwork regulations
In a landmark 2008 case, the Supreme Court ruled the Second

Amendment ensured a right to gun ownership, but left it up to cities
and states to set their own rules on carrying weapons outside the
home. That led to a patchwork of regulations across the country.
Lawyer Paul Clement, representing the petitioners, told the court
that “carrying a firearm outside the home is a fundamental consti-
tutional right.” 

He received strong support from conservative Justice Samuel
Alito, who argued that “ordinary, law-abiding citizens” such as jan-
itors, waiters and nurses should be allowed to arm themselves for
safety. “There is the right to self-defense for celebrities and state

judges and retired police officers,” he said. But the three liberal jus-
tices on the bench highlighted the safety concerns of carrying
weapons in public. “They are dangerous guns,” said Justice Stephen
Breyer. “(If you have a license) to carry a concealed weapon and
you go around shooting it, and somebody gets killed.”

Other conservative justices sought a middle ground, though
they criticized the New York law. “Everybody agrees there have
to be some regulations,” said Amy Coney Barrett, one of Trump’s
appointees. The justices debated at length so-called sensitive
places, where guns would still banned if the law were struck down,
such as public transport, sports stadiums and tourist destinations
like Times Square.

The more than century-old New York law currently requires
someone applying for a permit to carry a gun outside the home to
establish “proper cause.” The suit heard by the Supreme Court was
brought by two men who were denied permits to carry handguns
for self-defense. Their appeals were rejected by lower courts, and
the Supreme Court agreed to hear the case probing the Second
Amendment, which has long been subject to differing interpreta-
tions. It reads: “A well regulated Militia, being necessary to the se-
curity of a free State, the right of the people to keep and bear Arms,
shall not be infringed.” — AFP

WASHINGTON: People hold signs and pictures of family members
killed in shootings during a demonstration by victims of gun violence
in front of the Supreme Court in Washington, DC. — AFP 


