
WASHINGTON: After a bruising holiday week of
flight cancellations and record surges in COVID-19
cases, a powerful winter snowstorm Monday further
snarled US transport, shuttering the federal govern-
ment and bringing Washington to a standstill. The
storm packed an unexpectedly fierce punch and
appeared to have caught much of the capital city off
guard, temporarily stranding US President Joe
Biden on Air Force One and dumping up to 23 cm of
snow on Washington.

Many Americans have been scrambling to return
home after the Christmas
and New Year period, with
thousands of flights can-
celled due to bad weather
and airline staffing woes
blamed in part on rising
coronavirus infections
among crews. More than
4,900 flights Monday, the
first workday of 2022,
were cancelled globally as
of 8:30 pm (0130 GMT
Tuesday), including 3,173
flights within, into or out of United States, according
to flight-tracking website FlightAware.

The latest cancellations - along with 6,775 US
flight delays Monday - compounded holiday travel
misery. While much of the US Mid-Atlantic was
caught in the bad weather, conditions were acute in
the capital and neighboring states of Maryland and
Virginia, where accumulation in some spots topped
12 inches, according to meteorologists who
described it as the region’s biggest snowstorm in at
least two years.

“This is a heavy snow,” said Mayor Muriel

Bowser of Washington, where plows scrambled to
clear snow, trees and power lines tumbled, the US
Senate postponed votes and health officials can-
celled COVID testing. “If it is not absolutely neces-
sary for you to go out, stay home and off the roads,”
she warned. Airports were experiencing blizzard
conditions, with authorities at Washington and
Baltimore airports reportedly ordering temporary
ground stops during a midday whiteout.

Biden himself was snowed in aboard his presi-
dential aircraft after landing at Joint Base Andrews

near Washington, with
deboarding delayed by
half an hour so the tarmac
could be plowed. The win-
ter blast offered a distrac-
tion from Washington’s
endless political divides: in
bucolic scenes, children
were seen sledding on
Capitol Hill, while adven-
turers cross-country skied
on the National Mall.

‘I need to go home!’
But for everyday passengers, holiday travel mor-

phed into a nightmare. “Hey @SouthwestAir can you
stop cancelling every single flight out of DCA
(Washington National Airport)? I need to go home!”
passenger Kyle Hughes wrote on Twitter. Federal
workers in and around the capital were told to stay
home. But with telework becoming routine during the
two-year coronavirus pandemic, it was unclear how
much of the government would be affected.

Schools around the region were also closed due
to snow. Airports in Chicago and Atlanta - major

transit hubs - as well as Denver, Detroit, Houston
and Newark were hard hit over the weekend. By
Monday the east coast airports in New York,
Washington and Baltimore were scrapping the most
flights. A woman named Kayla described her own
ordeal Sunday: “I was supposed to get home at
10:30 yesterday morning and at this point I’ve had 3
flights cancelled and one delayed to the point where

I missed my connection.”
Around the world, air traffic has suffered snarls

over the holidays because of airline staffing issues
linked to the spread of the highly contagious
Omicron coronavirus variant. Many pilots and flight
attendants have called in sick after testing positive
or being forced to quarantine due to contact with
someone who has the virus. —AFP

Biden temporarily stranded on Air Force One

Snowstorm batters US east,
piling onto holiday chaos

WASHINGTON: A man tries to cross a street with a double baby stroller during a snowstorm on Monday. — AFP

S Africa parliament
fire contained,
suspect in court
CAPE TOWN: A fire that devastated South Africa’s par-
liament was finally contained yesterday after a two-day
battle, firefighters said, as a man appeared in court to
face charges of starting the blaze. Flames broke out in
the Cape Town complex before dawn on Sunday,
spreading to the National Assembly, whose roof col-
lapsed, and threatening national treasures housed in an
older section. The blaze was initially declared under
control on Monday but then flared up again, fanned by
strong winds.

“Firefighters managed to contain the fire just before
12:00 last night,” spokesman Jermaine Carelse told AFP.
There were fresh flames again early Tuesday, he added,
which firefighters extinguished. “We currently have four
fire engines on scene with approximately 20 staff mem-
bers that will monitor the situation throughout the day.”

A 49-year-old man, Zandile Christmas Mafe, was
arrested in the complex on Sunday. He appeared briefly
in court yesterday to answer charges of breaking into
and “setting fire to parliamentary buildings” and inten-
tion to steal property, including “laptops, crockery and
documents”. Bearded and dressed in a grey shirt with
knee-length shorts, he removed his mask on arriving in
court and turned to present his face to the TV cameras
and press photographers.

His attorney, Luvuyo Godla, who is defending him
pro bono, said the defendant pleaded not guilty, while

prosecutors argued against granting him bail. He was
remanded in custody until January 11 pending further
inquiries, which depend on when investigators can gain
access to the building.

Catastrophe
No casualties have been reported in the fire, but the

damage has shocked the country. The blaze tore
through the wood-panelled assembly where parliamen-
tary debates are held and the president makes his annu-
al state-of-the-nation address. Carelse said such was
the devastation that a parliamentary session would not
be held there for a long time.

Parliament spokesman Moloto Mothapo said “the
entire chamber where the members sit... has burned
down”. The fire started in the older part of the complex-
a section that once housed South Africa’s first parlia-
ment. Completed in 1884, the section is where parlia-
ment keeps treasures, including around 4,000 heritage
and artworks, some dating back to the 17th century. The
fire then spread to the newer National Assembly and a
third building housing the upper house, the National
Council of Provinces.

Security question
Investigators said the fire broke out in two separate

areas and the water sprinkler system did not work prop-
erly because the water was cut off. Surveillance cameras
showed the suspect in the buildings at around 2:00 am.
“However, security only saw him at 6:00 am, when they
looked at the screens after being alerted by the smoke,”
Public Works Minister Patricia de Lille told AFP.

“CCTVs were working. The problem is that there
was no monitoring of the CCTV cameras on that fate-
ful night,” she told a news conference on Monday.

“Certainly, there was a security breach,” she added,
saying that this was under investigation. The fire broke
out just a few hundred meters from St George’s
Cathedral, where anti-apartheid icon Desmond Tutu’s
ashes were interred on Sunday while the blaze raged,
a day after his funeral.

Last March another fire also broke out in the older
wings of parliament, but it was quickly contained. Cape
Town suffered another major fire in April, when a blaze
on the famed Table Mountain, which overlooks the city,
ravaged part of the University of Cape Town’s library
holding a unique collection of African archives. South
Africa has an unusual political arrangement in that its
parliament is in Cape Town while the seat of govern-
ment lies in Pretoria, more than 1,300 km to the north.
The country’s economic and financial hub is
Johannesburg. —AFP
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region closed
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Britons warned of
hospital crisis over
Omicron surge
LONDON: Britain yesterday faced warnings of an impend-
ing hospital crisis due to staff shortages caused by a wave
of Omicron infections, as the country returned to work
after Christmas. Daily case numbers chalked up multiple
records in the run-up to New Year, with Prime Minister
Boris Johnson promising action to plug staffing gaps in the
worst-hit areas. Hospital admissions have not hit anything
like the peaks of previous waves of the pandemic and the
number of people requiring ventilation has remained flat so
far. But the state-run National Health Service (NHS), which
is regularly under strain during the winter months from
seasonal respiratory infections, is struggling with staff
forced to stay at home after testing positive. Transport net-
works also battled absences, leaving commuters facing
long waits on their return to work, while other public serv-
ices such as household bin collections were hampered.

Minister for vaccines and public health Maggie
Throup told Sky News it was unclear how many Britons
were currently in self-isolation after the Christmas surge
in the highly transmissible virus mutation. “But what is
good news, it doesn’t seem to be resulting in severe dis-
eases as some of the other variants did,” she told Sky
News. Around 50,000 NHS staff were absent from work
last week because they were ill or self-isolating, The
Sunday Times has reported. At least six hospital trusts
have declared critical incidents, which mean crucial serv-
ices may be under threat.

‘Almost impossible’
Matthew Taylor, chief executive of the NHS

Confederation which represents healthcare providers in
England, Wales and Northern Ireland, said cases appeared
to have levelled off in London. But he told Times Radio that
staff shortages and rising cases across the rest of the coun-
try were a concern. “The unpredictability of staff absence
means NHS leaders having to work around the clock just
thinking about how they can deploy their resources best to
deal with the most urgent and pressing needs,” he added.
“Even using all their imagination and creativity, it is becom-
ing almost impossible, which is why we see hospitals
declaring critical incidents.” Anyone testing positive for the
virus has to self-isolate for 10 days, or seven days if they
produce a negative test. There have been calls to ease
those restrictions for health staff to ease what Johnson on
Monday said was “considerable pressure” on hospitals.

Taylor said reducing the self-isolation period to five
days should only be done if the data indicated it was
“absolutely safe”. Pupils returning to school also faced
the prospect of mass staff absences and merged classes.
Secondary school pupils have been advised to wear face
masks in class as a “temporary” measure. Britain has seen
nearly 149,000 deaths since the start of the pandemic in
early 2020 and Johnson has defended his decision not to
increase restrictions over Christmas in England, unlike in
other parts of the UK. A review of restrictions is expected
this week. —AFP
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HALIFAX, United Kingdom: Staff at Park Lane
Academy process students’ COVID-19 lateral flow
rapid antigen tests as they undertake a program to
test every pupil in school on the first day of term
yesterday. —AFP

CAPE TOWN: Zandile Christmas Mafe, a suspect in con-
nection to a fire at the South African parliament, appears
in the Cape Town Magistrates Court yesterday. —AFP

Haitian PM says
was targeted in
assassination bid
PORT-AU-PRINCE: Haitian Prime Minister Ariel
Henry told AFP in an interview Monday that he was
targeted in an assassination attempt during weekend
national day celebrations. “An attempt has been made
against me personally. My life has been put in the
crosshairs,” said Henry, who has been de-facto run-
ning the country since the July assassination of presi-
dent Jovenel Moise.

Clashes between police and armed groups erupted
on Saturday during official celebrations in the city of
Gonaives, some 150 km north of the capital Port-au-
Prince, where Haiti’s declaration of independence was
signed over 200 years ago. Photos provided to AFP
by Henry’s office show a bullet impact mark on the
windshield of his armored vehicle.

The events come weeks after groups of citizens
and members of armed gangs in Gonaives had vio-
lently expressed their opposition to Henry’s visiting
their city. “I knew I was taking a risk,” Henry told
AFP in a telephone interview. “We cannot let bandits
from any background, driven by the lowest financial

interests, blackmail the state,” he said.
Long plagued by poverty, natural disasters and

gang violence, the Caribbean nation has been without
a functioning parliament and with a paralyzed judici-
ary for two years, and Moise’s assassination has only
exacerbated the situation. His murder six months ago
in the private presidential residence underscored the
deep polit ical , social and economic crisis the
Caribbean country has been stuck in for years.

While several Haitians, two US citizens of Haitian
origin and about 15 Colombian nationals have been
accused of taking part in the assassination and been
imprisoned in Port-au-Prince since the summer, the
investigation itself has shown few further signs of
progress. One of the suspects, arrested in October in
Jamaica, will be returned to Colombia due to a lack of
evidence, Jamaican media said on Saturday.

Daily kidnappings
The growing reach of criminal gangs across the

country is undermining hopes of improving the living
conditions for ordinary Haitians, who are victims of
daily kidnappings by ruthless groups. Two years after
the departure of the last United Nations police offi-
cers from the country, the prime minister insisted that
Haitian forces will be able to restore security. “So far
I have never asked for foreign troops,” Henry told
AFP, although he said the international community
should support the country’s police in training “and

possibly equipment”.
“With our men, with the
police, we are going to
get there, we have to get
there,” he said.

At least 950 kidnap-
pings were recorded in
Haiti in 2021, according to
the Center for Analysis
and Research in Human
Rights, an organization
based in Port-au-Prince.
Last October, 17 North
Americans l inked to a
Christian aid group were kidnapped after visiting an
orphanage near the capital in an area controlled by
the so-called “400 Mawozo”, one of Haiti’s most
powerful gangs. The last of the hostages were
released last month. 

In April, 10 people, including two French clerics,
were kidnapped and held for 20 days by 400
Mawozo in the same region. In August, a 7.2-magni-
tude earthquake kil led over 2,200 people and
destroyed or heavily damaged tens of thousands of
homes in a nation still recovering from 2010’s devas-
tating quake. Adding to the country’s misery, 75 peo-
ple were killed last month in an explosion while trying
to siphon gasoline from a tanker that had crashed in
Haiti’s second largest city of Cap-Haitien. —AFP

Ariel Henry

Biden strategy on
Ukraine - talks but 
clear costs for Russia
WASHINGTON: From severing Russia from the
world’s banking system to further arming Kyiv, US
President Joe Biden is hoping threats of painful
consequences will deter his counterpart Vladimir
Putin from invading Ukraine. With tens of thousands
of Russian troops amassed on Ukraine’s border, the
Biden administration has accepted talks in Geneva
next week with Moscow which has proposed

agreements to limit NATO’s expansion.
US officials say they are willing to discuss con-

cerns. But few see the Biden administration as inter-
ested in grand agreements, with its objective
instead changing Putin’s calculus and, at best, bring-
ing greater stability to relations. Underlying the
approach is a threat to impose on Putin, in Biden’s
words, “sanctions like he’s never seen” if he
encroaches further into Ukraine, where Russia
already backs an insurgency that has claimed more
than 13,000 lives since 2014.

Bill Taylor, the former US ambassador to Ukraine,
said the main idea was to convince Putin that the
costs would be “very high” to an invasion. “The
whole idea is to make it clear to Mr Putin that he

has a choice,” said Taylor, now vice president for
strategic stability and security at the US Institute of
Peace. One immediate measure would likely be
sanctions against Putin’s inner circle and their fami-
lies, depriving them of the right to travel or keep
money in the West.

Germany has indicated that the cost of a Ukraine
invasion could be ending Nord Stream 2 - the gas
pipeline from Russia that is nearly complete despite
years of criticism from the United States and
Eastern European nations. One far-reaching option
mulled in the West would be cutting Russia off the
SWIFT network that connects the world’s banks, a
step earlier taken against Iran but not attempted
against a major global economy. —AFP


