
COPENHAGEN: The rising number of cases of
COVID-19 in Europe is of “grave concern” and
the region could see another half a million deaths
by early next year, the World Health Organiza-
tion warned yesterday. With 78 million cases in
the WHO’s European region-which spans 53
countries and territories and includes several na-
tions in Central Asia-the cumulative toll now ex-
ceeded that of South East Asia, the Eastern
Mediterranean region, the Western Pacific, and
Africa combined, the organization said. 

“We are, once again, at the epicenter,” WHO
Europe director Hans Kluge told a press confer-
ence. Kluge noted that the “current pace of
transmission across the 53 countries of the Eu-
ropean Region is of grave concern.” According
to “one reliable projection” the current trajec-
tory would mean “another half a million COVID-
19 deaths” by February, Kluge added. The
increases were observed “across all age
groups,” he said. 

Kluge blamed the soaring caseload on “insuf-
ficient vaccination coverage” and “the relaxation
of public health and social measures.” Hospital
admission rates were higher in countries with
lower vaccination rates, he said. Measures like
testing, tracing, physical distancing and the use
of face masks were still part of the “arsenal” in
fighting the virus. “We must change our tactics,
from reacting to surges of COVID-19, to pre-
venting them from happening in the first place,”
Kluge said. 

The number of new cases per day has been
rising for nearly six consecutive weeks in Europe
and the number of new deaths per day has been
rising for just over seven consecutive weeks,
with about 250,000 cases and 3,600 deaths per
day, according to official country data compiled
by AFP. Over the past seven days, Russia has led
the rise with 8,162 deaths, followed by Ukraine
with 3,819 deaths and Romania with 3,100
deaths, according to the data. 

Germany badly hit 
Meanwhile, Germany yesterday saw its

biggest daily rise in COVID-19 cases since the
pandemic began, figures from the Robert Koch
Institute (RKI) health agency showed. The coun-
try recorded 33,949 new cases in the past 24
hours, the RKI said, beating the previous daily
record of 33,777 on December 18, 2020. Cases
have been rising sharply over the past few
weeks, with Health Minister Jens Spahn warning
on Wednesday that a fourth wave was raging
“with exceptional force”. 

Ministers have blamed Germany’s relatively
low vaccination rate for the surge, with just 66.9
percent of the population fully inoculated as of
yesterday, according to official figures. Health
professionals say unvaccinated people account
for the majority of patients in intensive care, with
numbers rising rapidly. “We are currently expe-
riencing mainly a pandemic of the unvaccinated
and it is massive,” Spahn said on Wednesday,

warning that “in some regions in Germany inten-
sive care beds are running out again”. 

The COVID surge comes as Germany is in
political limbo following September’s general
election, with the winning Social Democrats
hoping to have a new coalition government in
place by early December. The incoming coalition
parties have so far ruled out mandatory jabs and
said there will be no new lockdowns - at least
not for the vaccinated.

However, under Germany’s federal system,
regional states have significant powers to decide
their own Covid approach, at times leading to a
confusing patchwork of regulations. Angela
Merkel’s chief of staff Helge Braun on Wednes-
day called for an urgent meeting between the
caretaker government and the leaders of Ger-
many’s 16 states to agree common rules. Some
states, including Baden-Wuerttemberg, Saxony
and Bavaria, have already agreed or introduced
tougher restrictions on the unvaccinated. — AFP 

Friday, November 5, 2021I n t e r n a t i o n a l

Friday 15

Rising pace of COVID transmission 
in Europe a ‘grave concern’: WHO

Germany hit by record surge in COVID-19 cases

In Ukraine, vaccine 
scepticism drives 
deadly COVID surge
KIEV: A young woman sobs and comforts her mother on a
bench in a courtyard at Kiev’s Hospital Number Four. “Daddy
died this morning,” she says through her tears - a scene be-
coming more and more frequent as Ukraine suffers through a
devastating COVID-19 wave spurred by distrust of vaccines.
In the hospital’s morgue, rows of bodies in black plastic bags
testify to the deadly surge in infections. 

“Five of our patients have died since yesterday,” hospital
director Tetiana Mostepan, whose 455 COVID beds are 70
percent full, tells AFP. Among those hospitalized, “only three to
four percent” were vaccinated, she says. One of Europe’s poor-
est countries, Ukraine has been hit by a huge rise in infections
with the coronavirus’ more contagious Delta variant.

The country of around 40 million reported 720 new daily
COVID deaths on Wednesday, the third-highest number in the
world after the United States and Russia. New daily cases hit
a pandemic record of 26,870 last week and were at more than
23,000 on Wednesday. Ukrainians have access to three vac-
cines - AstraZeneca, Pfizer and the Chinese-made CoronaVac
- with around 180 vaccination centers in Kiev alone, including
in shopping malls and at the main train station.

But so far only 7.6 million people in Ukraine have been fully
vaccinated - less than 20 percent of the population - despite
a strong government push and restrictions on the unvaccinated.
Some Ukrainians even prefer to pay for fake certificates, and
police have opened hundreds of cases into false vaccination
documents. “It is distrust of the state,” says Mostepan, 37, who
is full of energy despite her heavy workload. “This (COVID) is
preventable, so why not prevent it instead of listening to all
sorts of nonsense?” she says.

‘Turn on your brain’ 
Many have blamed widespread vaccine scepticism on dis-

information that spreads online. Last week, President

Volodymyr Zelensky pleaded with Ukrainians to ignore the
noise and get vaccinated. “Switch off social networks and turn
on your brain,” he said. But at Hospital Number Four, construc-
tion worker Sergiy Tsaryk says he has no plans to be vacci-
nated, even after contracting COVID and needing treatment.
“I don’t trust these vaccines, they were developed too quickly,”
the 47-year-old says, sitting on his hospital bed. Galyna Lito-
valtseva, the head of one of Hospital Number Four’s treatment
units, sighed at the scepticism. “No trust in vaccines, in doc-
tors, in medicine. This makes our work even more difficult.”

Yuliya Vakulenko, the chief of one of its intensive care units,
says she “understands” the fears of some of her fellow Ukraini-
ans. “Doctors are not there to judge, they treat,” the 37-year-
old woman says while her staff - in protective suits, masks and
visors - bustle around the patients. Her unit, which is already
full, is preparing extra beds to deal with an expected influx of
patients. “There is no longer a moderate form. The patients all
arrive in a serious condition,” she says, adding that the mor-
tality rate in her unit increased from 30 percent in the spring
to 48 percent in October. — AFP 

KIEV: A medical personnel provides medical assistance to a COVID-
19 patient inside the intensive care unit in a hospital which treats pa-
tients with COVID-19 coronavirus in Kiev. — AFP 

Russia expels a
Dutch journalist
THE HAGUE: Russia has expelled a Dutch correspondent
for the Volkskrant daily in what the newspaper called a
“mystery” decision based on years-old administrative vio-
lations. Tom Vennink had his visa withdrawn on Monday and
returned to the Netherlands on Wednesday, with Russian
authorities saying he must stay out until 2025 at the earliest.
Vennink said his expulsion after six years in Moscow had an
“intimidating” effect on other journalists, coming three
months after Russia expelled BBC reporter Sarah Rainsford.
“It is remarkable that minor violations from years ago are
now being pulled out of the closet to revoke my visa,” Ven-
nink was quoted as saying by Volkskrant yesterday.

Russian authorities told him he had entered a northern
province without permission in January 2020 and failed to
report his whereabouts in Moscow in 2019. He said he had
also had problems recently renewing his press accreditation.
Vennink said he did not know the reason for the expulsion
“but I see no reason why it should be directed against me
personally or against de Volkskrant .” “What is clear is that
relations between the Netherlands and Russia have been
very bad since the downing of MH17 in 2014,” he said.

Three Russians and a Ukrainian are on trial in absentia in
the Netherlands over Malaysia Airlines flight MH17, shot
down over eastern Ukraine while travelling from Amsterdam
to Kuala Lumpur, with the loss of all 298 people on board.
Volkskrant editor-in-chief Pieter Klok said Russian author-
ities had not explained why they were citing the old viola-
tions to expel the journalist. “It is a mystery to us why the
Russian government has decided this now,” Klok was quoted
as saying by the daily. Dutch foreign minister Ben Knapen
expressed “regret” and said there had been talks in Moscow
and The Hague with Russian authorities. “We received the
answer that the correspondent’s visa cannot be extended for
administrative reasons,” Knapen said. — AFP 


